
Instructions for

Assemblage Boxes

SKILLS EXPERIENCES & 
OUTCOMES

THEMES AREA

Sculpture Explore media Natural environ-
ment

Design

Drawing & 
Painting

Use visual ele-
ments

Storytelling/
fantasy/imagi-

nation

Expressive

Printmaking Observe & 
record

Culture/history

Craft Respond to 
stimuli

Figure

Digital/Pho-
tography

Solve design 
problems

Face & expres-
sion

Textiles Share & display

Analyse & 
discuss

Lesson 
prep time

30 min Lesson 
duration

2-3 lessons

Create sculptural collections and curios inspired by Joseph Cornell’s Surrealist artworks.

Age 
group

We are learning: We can: 

early n/a n/a

first n/a n/a

second We are learning to make Surre-
alist assemblage/diorama boxes 
inspired by the work of Joseph 
Cornell.

be selective and choose meaning-
ful materials to create a Surrealist 
sculpture.

Learning Intentions & Success Criteria



Materials:

Introduction and input:
Look at the work of Joseph Cornell and discuss how the artist has created 
miniature worlds. How has the artist created a sense of narrative and story in 
these pieces?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-0nAhXj7oTo&ab_channel=RoyalAcade-
myofArts

Discuss with pupils what they would put in their miniature world and en-
courage them to choose a theme to work with eg: travel, home life, fairytale/
fantasy etc

Useful vocabulary:
Surrealism: a cultural movement that developed in Europe in the aftermath 
of World War I in which artists depicted unnerving, illogical scenes.

Main Activity:

1. Pupils will start by preparing their shoeboxes. They will use acryl-
ic paints to try and create a wooden effect. Start with one shade of
brown and coat the entire outside of the box. Once this is dry, pupils
can add a wood grain effect using a smaller brush and a different
shade of brown paint. Set these aside to dry while pupils work on their
collections.

2. Once pupils have decided what their theme is going to be, they will
sketch out how they want the collection to look inside their box. If they
already have an item from home or a found object that they are going
to use, this should be positioned first and then focus on the surround-
ing elements of the collection.

• 1 shoebox/cardboard box per pupil
• Magazines/patterned paper/newsprint/maps/printed images
• Found objects/trinkets/recycling
• Glue/glue gun/ tape
• Scissors
• Acrylic Paint and brushes



3. When the sketch is finished and pupils are happy with the composi-
tion they can start making any additional items that will be needed or
collecting papers and cut outs that they will be using.

4. When the box is dry, the inside can be lined by gluing pages from
old books, newspapers or maps to the inside walls. This will create the
background for their collection.

5. When the box is ready, pupils can start assembling their items in-
side. When they are happy with the composition these can be glued or
taped in place.



Plenary:

Second:

Pupils will display their assemblage box to the class and explain how it tells a story. 
They should be able to discuss what the meaning behind their choice of objects is.

Why do you think the artist chose to display these items in boxes?
Why has the artist chosen to make these dioramas so small?
In what way does it tell a story?

Further Activity Suggestions:

SECOND:

Pupils can be asked to take in items from home (with permission) to use in their 
diorama to make them personal to each individual.

The boxes should be displayed when completed so that pupils are encouraged to 
think about their audience and what effect they want their artwork to have.




