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About the Museum 
The Museum of Russian Icons was founded in 2006 as a non-profit educational institution by Massachusetts industrialist 
Gordon B. Lankton. The collection includes more than 500 Russian icons, the largest collection of its kind in North America, 
and one of the largest private collections outside Russia. The collection spans six centuries, and includes important historical 
paintings dating from the earliest periods of icon painting to the present. 
 
The Museum is a fascinating place for teachers and students to explore. It offers discussion-based tours that engage students 
of all ages. The study of icons and Russian culture yields rich connections to a wide variety of curriculum areas, including 
history and social studies, art and art history, and English Language Arts. We can customize your classroom visit to meet 
your instructional goals and curriculum needs. 
 
About This Lesson 
This lesson is one of a series developed by graduate students in Tufts University’s Museum Studies program as assignments 
for the course Curriculum Development for K-12/Museum Collaborations. Special thanks to the students who created them. 
These lessons are works in progress intended to show educators the scope of educational opportunities that the Museum can 
create for students. 
 
Some lessons are designed to take place at the Museum, while others were created for teachers to use in the classroom. 
They can be printed out and used as is, or they can serve as a starting point for other lessons. The Museum looks forward to 
working with educators to tailor the experience for their students. 
 
If you have written or developed a lesson plan about icons, the Byzantine Empire, Russian history or culture, or any other 
relevant subject and you’d like us to post it on this website as a community resource, please send it to the email address 
below and we will be in touch to follow up. 
 
If you have questions or feedback about these lessons, or if you’d like to make arrangements for your students to visit the 
Museum, please contact Tara Young at tyoung@museumofrussianicons.org or call (978) 598-5000 x13. 
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I. Pre-Visit Lesson 
 
TITLE 
 
Age Group: Grade 6 
 
Lesson Length: 50 minutes 
 
Subjects: Foreign Language (Culture Strand), English Language Arts & Literacy (Writing) 
 

Lesson Overview 
The goal of this lesson is to provide students with contextual information about the “Beautiful Corner.” Using photographs 
from the Museum of Russian Icons’ website and other sources, the teacher will show students examples of icons and other 
objects found in a Beautiful Corner and discuss their importance in Russian culture. To help students gain perspective on the 
personal nature of a Beautiful Corner, they will write a narrative about something that is important to them. This narrative 
will be used in the post-visit activity as an inspiration for art they will create in the likeness of a Beautiful Corner. 
 
Learning Objectives 
• Demonstrate an understanding that people have different cultures and traditions. 
• Demonstrate an ability to use descriptive language in written form.  
 
Background Information 
Note: bolded words are revisited in the Glossary for students 

Russian culture during the medieval period was rooted in Orthodox Christianity; in 988 the people of Russia were converted 
and icons became a defining part of the culture.1 Icons are sacred images created within strict guidelines ordained by the 
Church, picturing Holy figures from the Orthodox Christian faith (see example 
on left). Christians used them as a way to connect with the divine world and as 
an inspiration to live life as the subject of the icon did. Common figures 
portrayed in icons are the Mother of God, Christ, and saints2. From birth to 
death, icons played an integral role for the Russian people in both life’s 
milestones and day-to-day routines3.  
 
The Beautiful Corner, or Red Corner, was a standard feature in the homes of all 
Orthodox believers. In Russian the word for Red, krasnyi, is very close to the 
word for beautiful, krasivyi.4 In early forms of the Russian language, the word 
for “red” and “beautiful” were the same.5 The color red itself is significant 
culturally; it is associated with beauty, fertility, and divinity.6 
 
The Beautiful Corner is a place for prayer in the home and is adorned with 
icons and objects that are significant to the family. A particular group of objects 
are required to make a beautiful corner. It typically includes icons of the Mother 
of God, Christ, and the family’s patron saint. It also includes a Bible, a cross, 
incense and a lampada. Families will also decorate the holy corner with silks 
and flowers. 
 
Although each icon is unique, iconographers depict holy figures in similar 
ways so that they can be easily identified.7 Icons of saints are chosen for a 
household’s beautiful corner based on what they symbolize. Saint Nicholas is a 
common patron saint for families because he is known for the protection of children.8 
 
When Russians were first converted to Orthodox Christianity, it provided them with a strong sense of community.9 Icons 
were everywhere in the church; they reminded believers of the omnipresence of divinity.10 Beautiful corners serve as a way 

                                                
! museumofrussianicons.org 
2 Ibid 
3 Massie 
4 Figes 
5 Massie 
6 Figes 
7 museumofrussianicons.org 
8 Poulos 
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to embrace this comfort and to be religiously connected beyond the Church walls. Icons are used as a way to achieve 
spiritual enlightenment, serving as a doorway to the divine.11 
 
Master Materials List for Lesson 
• Paper 
• Pens/pencils 
• Brainstorming worksheets (Appendix 1, page 13) 
• Computer/projector or transparencies with overhead projector (for image display) 
• Images of beautiful corners (Appendix 2a, page 14)12  

o Icon Corner1 
o Icon Corner2 
o 19th Century Icon Corner 

• Images of beautiful corner objects (Appendix 2b, page 15) 
o Mother of God, Sign, circa 178013 
o Christ Pantocrator, circa 189014 
o Saint Nicholas, circa 182015 
o Cross, Crucifix, circa 180016 
o Lampada, circa 188517 
o Orthodox Christian Bible18 

• Assessment Rubric (Appendix 3, page 16) 
 
Supplemental Materials Provided 
• Brainstorming Worksheet (Appendix 1, page 13) 
• Images (Appendix 2a and 2b, page 14-15) 
• Assessment Rubric (Appendix 3, page 16) 
• Sample Narrative (Appendix 4, page 17) 
 
Glossary of Terms 
Culture: The behaviors and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic, or age group19 
Icon: A sacred image created within strict guidelines ordained by the Orthodox Church, picturing Holy figures from the 

Orthodox Christian faith 
Iconographer: An artist who makes icons, usually a member of the Orthodox faith20 
Lampada: Small lamp placed in front of icons to illuminate them, and as a way to show respect by hanging the icon in light, 

not the dark21 
Patron Saint: The protecting or guiding saint of a person or place22 
Krasnyi: “Red” in Russian23; written in Russian – !"#$%&'24 
Krasivyi: “Beautiful” in Russian25; written in Russian - !"#$()&'26 
 
Steps for the Teacher 
! Part 1, 15 Minutes   
Begin the lesson with an introduction to Museum of Russian Icons and its collection, explaining that the class will be visiting. 
The focus of this part of lesson is orient students to what a beautiful corner is and why it is culturally significant. Starting with 
the images of beautiful corners and then moving into the images of the individual objects will provide context. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                               
9 Massie 
10 Ibid 
11 museumofrussianicons.org 
12 thewayofbeauty.org 
13 Ibid 
14 Ibid 
15 Ibid 
16 Ibid 
17 Ibid 
18 Switzer 
19 dictionary.reference.com 
20 Massie 
21 Museum of Russian Icons, Beautiful Corner display text 
22 dictionary.reference.com 
23 Figes 
24 translate.google.com 
25 Figes 
26 translate.google.com 
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Materials Needed:  
See pages 8-9 for Images 
• Computer/projector 
• Images of beautiful corners 
• Images of beautiful corner objects 
 
Teaching Points: 
• Beautiful corners are a common feature in Russian Orthodox homes and are culturally significant. 
• The church brings a sense of community and it is important to be connected to it at home through their beautiful corner. 
• Beautiful corners are a place for prayer and reflection. 
• Icons of the Mother of God, Christ and a patron saint, as well as a lampada, cross and Bible are needed to create a 

beautiful corner. 
• Beautiful corners are very personal and are designed individually for each household.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
• What is culture? What comes to mind when you think of American culture? 
• Can you think of an important representation of American culture?  
• (Examples: American flag, eagle, George Washington) 
• What part of Russian culture might a beautiful corner be connected to? 
• Why might Orthodox believers have a beautiful corner in their home? 
• Are there important cultural traditions that you have with your family/community?  
• (Examples: celebrations, feasts, Sunday dinners, religious affiliations) 
 
! Part 2, 10 Minutes 
Have students complete the Brainstorming Worksheet as a warm-up activity for their writing 
assignment. This will help them reflect on a place or thing that is important to them and think 
about it in descriptive terms. It could be a tradition they have with their family, an activity 
they enjoy doing, or a place they like to visit. They will be using their worksheet as an outline 
to write a short narrative.  
 
Materials Needed:  
• Pens/Pencils 
• Brainstorming Worksheets (Appendix 1, page 13) 
 
! Part 3, 25 Minutes 
Have the students use their ideas from the Brainstorming Worksheet to write a short narrative about the place or thing they 
described. This will be a rough draft version to be edited by the teacher and returned with comments. They will write the 
final draft as a homework assignment, to have with their beautiful corner display.  
 
Materials Needed: 
• Completed Brainstorming Worksheets 
• Pens/pencils 
• Paper 
 
Helpful Tips: 
• An example of a finished text might be helpful (Appendix 4, page 17) 
 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
Foreign Language Curriculum 
Stage 1: Cultures Strand Learning Standards 
Identify distinctive cultural aspects of the target culture presented in stories, dramas, films, and photographs 
 
Stage 2: Cultures Strand Learning Standards 
Identify distinctive aspects of the target culture presented in print literature, visual arts, films, and videos and relate these to 
the cultural perspectives of the target culture 
 
  

-+./#*'0)1''
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English Language Arts & Literacy 
Texts Types and Purposes 
Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, relevant descriptive details, 
and well-structured event sequences. 

a. Engage and orient the reader by establishing a context and introducing a narrator and/or characters; organize an 
event sequence that unfolds naturally and logically. 

b. Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue, pacing, and description, to develop experiences, events, and/or 
characters. 

c. Use a variety of transition words, phrases, and clauses to convey sequence and signal shifts from one time frame or 
setting to another.  

d. Use precise words and phrases, relevant descriptive details, and sensory language to convey experiences and 
events.  

e. Provide a conclusion that follows from the narrated experiences or events.  
 
Production and Distribution of Writing 
Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.  

Works Cited  
1. Clayton, David. “The Way of Beauty.” Thomas More College of Liberal Arts. May 2010. 

<http://thewayofbeauty.org/2010/05/how-to-make-an-icon-corner/>. 
2. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com, LLC. 2012. <http:// dictionary.reference.com>. 
3. Dubrovin, M.I. and Tilman V.I. “A Book of Russian Idioms Illustrated.” Russian Language Publishers: Moscow, Russia. 

1980. 
4. Figes, Orlando. “Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia.” Picador: NY, NY. 2002. 
5. Google Translate. Google. 2012. <http://translate.google.com>. 
6. Massie, Suzanne. “Land of the Firebird: The Beauty of Old Russia.” Heart Tree Press: Blue Hill, ME. 1980. 
7. Museum of Russian Icons. Museum of Russian Icons. 2012. <http://www.museumofrussianicons.org>. 
8. Nieuwsma, Ginny, et al. Orthodox Church in America. 2011. Mar. 2012 <http://oca.org>. 
9. Poulos, George. “Orthodox Saints.” Volume 4. Holy Cross Orthodox Press: Brookline, MA. 2005. 
10. Pressman, Aron. “Look and Learn Russian.” University of Massachusetts. Dell Publishing Co., Inc.: NY, NY. 1962. 
11. Stakhnevich, Julia PhD. “The Everything Learning Russian Book.” F&W Publications Company, Adams Media: Avon, 

MA. 2007. 
12. Switzer, Michael. “Bible at Holy Antiochian Orthodox Church.” Photograph. USA Today. 11 Nov 2007. May 2012. < 

http://www.usatoday.com/news/religion/2007-01-11-orthodox_x.htm>. 
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II. In-Gallery Lesson  
 
Beautiful Corners: Stitching Together Russian Culture and Art 
 
Age Group Grade 6 
 
Lesson Length 50 minutes  
 
Subjects Foreign Language (Culture Strand), Visual Arts 
 

Lesson Overview 
The goal of this lesson is to introduce students to the cultural importance of Russian icons by focusing on the “beautiful 
corner.” Educators will introduce the significance of icon painting and embroidery as ecclesiastical art forms in Russian 
culture. Students will closely observe icons from the collection of the Museum of Russian Icons and participate in two hands-
on activities to reinforce the concepts of the beautiful corner and icon-style art making.  
 
Learning Objectives 
• Be able to discuss the importance and purpose of icons in Russian culture. 
• Demonstrate an understanding of the objects that comprise a beautiful corner.  
• Demonstrate an understanding of embroidered techniques on icon coverings. 
 
Materials for the Lesson 
Worksheet Activity  
• Clipboards 
• Pencils 
• Beautiful Corner Activity Worksheet (Appendix 5, page 18) 

Embroidery Activity (Appendix 6, page 19) 
• Pre-cut pieces of yarn (red, yellow, blue) 
• Peel and stick gemstones 
• Cardboard 
• Hole punch 
• Scissors 
• Tape 
 
Objects to use from the Collection  
• Mother of God, Sign, circa 1880, 2004.1a 

o Medium: Egg yolk tempera, paste stones, beads, wood, metal 
• Objects in the beautiful corner display 

o Image Not Made By Hands, 18th century 
o Vladimir Mother of God, circa 1850 
o Saint Nicolas, circa 1810 
o Wooden Crucifix, 16th century 
o Lampada, 1885 

 
Background Information 
Note: bolded words are revisited in the Glossary for students 

Russian culture during the medieval period was rooted in Orthodox Christianity; in 988 the people of Russia were converted 
and icons became a defining part of the culture.27 Icons are sacred images created within strict guidelines ordained by the 
Church, depicting Holy figures from the Orthodox Christian faith (see example on above). Christians used them as a way to 
connect with the divine world and as an inspiration to live life as the subject of the icon did. Common figures portrayed in 
icons are the Mother of God, Christ, and Saints.28 From birth to death, icons played an integral role for the Russian people 
in both life’s milestones and day-to-day routines.29  
 
The beautiful corner, or red corner, was a standard feature in the homes of all Orthodox believers. Adorned with icons, 
these areas allowed prayer to happen day and night, independently of the Church. The beautiful corner was usually found 

                                                
27 849.4812&499%':%$1:951&6 
28 museumofrussianicons.org 
29 ;'99%."#<)#' ' ' # # #
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across from the front entrance of the home so that it was visible to guests entering the house.30 Guests paid respects in the 
beautiful corner before greeting the host family.31 
 
A particular group of objects are required to make a Beautiful Corner. It typically includes icons of the Mother of God, 
Christ, and the family’s patron saint. It also includes a Bible, a cross, incense and a lampada.32 Families would also 
decorate the holy corner with silks and flowers.33  
 
Other important items were embroidered towels, belts and cloths, which often adorned the beautiful corner34. Embroidery 
was prevalent in Russian culture, an artistic skill imparted by women from generation to generation.35 Although also used for 
secular ornamentation, embroidery was most often done for the church.36 Similar to icons, embroidered cloths would be 
elaborately designed with brightly colored threads, gemstones and pearls.37 Some icons were replicated on cloth using 
embroidery techniques.38  
 
Features of these embroidered pieces link symbolically with Beautiful Corners. As mentioned above, beautiful corners are 
also commonly known as red corners. In Russian the word for Red, krasnyi, is very close to the word for beautiful, 
krasivyi.39 In early forms of the Russian language, the word for “red” and “beautiful” were the same.40 The color red itself 
is significant culturally; it is associated with beauty, fertility, and divinity.41 
 
Steps for the Educator 
1. Part 1, 10 Minutes 

Begin the lesson with an introduction to the Museum and its founding. Transition 
into what an icon is and what they are used for. Use the icon Mother of God, 
Sign, circa 1880 (pictured on right), to lead the discussion. 
Guiding Questions: 
• What do you see in this icon?  
• Who do you think is portrayed here?  
• What materials were used to make this icon?  
• What techniques were used to make this icon? (i.e. painting and 

embroidery/beadwork) 
• What is embroidery? 
Interpretation Points:  
• Icons are religious in nature. 
• Icons can be made from many different materials and techniques.  
• Embroidery is a technique of using a needle and thread to create a pattern 

in cloth. 
• Both painting and embroidery were well developed techniques for creating 

religious art. 
 

2. Part 2, 20 Minutes 
Icons have long been an integral part of Russian culture. Use the beautiful corner display to discuss how religion is 
interwoven in the daily lives of Orthodox believers. Use the Beautiful Corner Activity Worksheet in conjunction with the 
display to discuss the objects needed to create a beautiful corner. 
Guiding Questions: 
• What do you think a beautiful corner is used for? 
• Why do you think Russian Orthodox Christians would have a beautiful corner in their home? 

                                                
30 Museum of Russian Icons, Beautiful Corner display text 
31 >3%? 
32 >3%? 
33 >3%? 
34 @%6.9 
35 A1B8'$-122 
36 >3%? 
37 ;'99%. 
38 A1B8'$-122 
39 @%6.9 
40 ;'99%. 
41 @%6.9 
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Hand out the worksheet now, already on clipboards, with pencils. Give verbal instructions for using the worksheet. Explain 
that it can be completed while we have group discussion. 

• Why do you think a [insert object of choice] is part of a Beautiful Corner? 
• Do you see any similarities between this icon of the Mother of God and the one we saw at the beginning of the 

lesson? 
Interpretation Points: 
• Beautiful corners were a common feature in Russian Orthodox homes. 
• Beautiful corners are a place for prayer. 
• Icons of the Mother of God, Christ and a patron saint, as well as a lampada, cross and Bible are needed to create 

a beautiful corner. 
• Both Mother of God icons (from part 1 and 2) demonstrate painted and embroidered techniques. 
Note: Collect worksheets for assessment review 

 
3. Part 3, 20 Minutes 

The Embroidery Card Activity gives students the opportunity to create art that refers to icons and icon coverings. 
Students have the opportunity to decide how they would like to use their materials. (See Appendix 6, page 20, for 
instructions on preparing materials and how to assemble.) 
 
Instructions: 
• Introduce the project as an icon-inspired art activity. 
• Show a finished sample and the available materials, explaining them 

and how they can be used. 
• Hand out one embroidery card to each student (patterns are pre-hole 

punched). 
• Start each student off with yarn (the color(s) are their choice). 
• Make sure they feed the taped end of the yarn through the holes. 
• When they are finished with the embroidery, be sure to tie off the two 

ends in a knot. Tell them to see the educator for scissors to cut the extra 
yarn. 

• As students finish their embroidery, they can choose additional materials 
to work with (gemstones). 

 
Helpful Tips: 
• Encourage students to look at the icons around them for inspiration, especially in terms of color and decoration. 
• Be aware that students may need help starting and finishing their embroidery.  
• Let students know that gemstones should only be stuck to embroidery cards. 

 
Make sure students take their creations home with them! 

 
Glossary of Terms 
Culture: The behaviors and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic, or age group42 
Embroidery: The art of working raised and ornamental designs in threads of silk, cotton, gold, silver, or other material, upon 

any woven fabric, leather, paper, etc., with a needle43 
Lampada: Small lamp placed in front of Icons to illuminate them, and as a way to show respect by hanging the Icon in light, 

not the dark44 
Patron Saint: The protecting or guiding saint of a person or place45 
Secular: Not pertaining to or connected with religion46 
Krasnyi: “Red” in Russian47; written in Russian – !"#$%&'48 
Krasivyi: “Beautiful” in Russian49; written in Russian - !"#$()&'50 
                                                
42 ?%$,%1:'&05&.2.&.:$.5$18#
43 >3%? 
44 ;49.48#12#C499%':#>$1:9"#D.'4,%24B#E1&:.&#?%9FB'0#,.G, 
45 ?%$,%1:'&05&.2.&.:$.5$18#
46 >3%?#
47 @%6.9 
48 ,&':9B',.56116B.5$18 
49 @%6.9 
50 ,&':9B',.56116B.5$18 
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Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
Foreign Language Curriculum 
Stage 1: Cultures Strand Learning Standards 
• Identify distinctive cultural aspects of the target culture presented in stories, dramas, films, and photographs 
• Demonstrate knowledge of artistic expression in the target culture by identifying, learning, and performing songs, 

dances, or memorizing poems; by identifying and making examples of crafts or visual arts using traditional techniques 
such as brush painting, paper folding, or mosaics 

Stage 2: Cultures Strand Learning Standards 
• Identify distinctive aspects of the target culture presented in print literature, visual arts, films, and videos and relate these 

to the cultural perspectives of the target culture 
Stage 3: Cultures Strand Learning Standards 
• Identify interactions, patterns of social behavior, social norms, customs, holidays, and special events that are typical of 

the target culture, and discuss how they reflect language and cultural perspectives 
• Describe the relationship between social establishments such as schools, religions, and governments and the 

perspectives of the target culture 
Visual Arts 
1.5 Expand the repertoire of 2D and 3D art processes, techniques, and materials with a focus on the range of effects 

possible within each medium, such as: 2D – transparent and opaque media, wet, dry, stippled, blended, wash effects; 
relief printmaking effects; 3D – mobile and stabile forms, carved, molded, and constructed forms 

1.7 Maintain the workspace, materials, and tools responsibly and safely 
 
Works Cited 
1. Dictionary.com. Dictionary.com, LLC. 2012. <http:// dictionary.reference.com>. 
2. Dubrovin, M.I. and Tilman V.I. “A Book of Russian Idioms Illustrated.” Russian Language Publishers: Moscow, Russia. 

1980. 
3. Figes, Orlando. “Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia.” Picador: NY, NY. 2002. 
4. Google Translate. Google. 2012. <http://translate.google.com>. 
5. Massie, Suzanne. “Land of the Firebird: The Beauty of Old Russia.” Heart Tree Press: Blue Hill, ME. 1980. 
6. Museum of Russian Icons. Museum of Russian Icons. 2012. <http://www.museumofrussianicons.org>. 
7. Nieuwsma, Ginny, et al. Orthodox Church in America. 2011. Mar. 2012 <http://oca.org>. 
8. Neuburger, Emily. “Sew-A-Heart Valentine Tutorial.” Red Bird Crafts. Jan. 31, 2012. 

<http://www.redbirdcrafts.com/2012/01/sew-heart-valentine-tutorial.html>. 
9. Poulos, George. “Orthodox Saints.” Volume 4. Holy Cross Orthodox Press: Brookline, MA. 2005. 
10. Pressman, Aron. “Look and Learn Russian.” University of Massachusetts. Dell Publishing Co., Inc.: NY, NY. 1962. 
11. Stakhnevich, Julia PhD. “The Everything Learning Russian Book.” F&W Publications Company, Adams Media: Avon, 

MA. 2007. 
12. Tolmachoff, Eugenia. “Ancient Russian Ecclesiastical Embroideries.” 

<http://www.cs.arizona.edu/patterns/weaving/articles/nb47_emb.pdf>. 
 
Extension Activity Ideas 
• Examine other cultures that use a prayer corner. For example, Mexican culture celebrates Dia de los Muertos, creating 

an altar for family members who have passed away. 
• Sacred Orthodox text is written on many Icons; see if you can recognize any Russian letters or words! 
• Pretend you are entering a Russian family’s home. Take a moment of silence at the Beautiful Corner in the Museum and 

then greet a friend in Russian. 
 
Supplemental Materials 
• Materials for Part 1: Nothing additional required 
• Materials for Part 2: Beautiful Corner Activity Worksheet (see Appendix 5), clipboards, pencils 

Answer Key: 
1. Lampada 
2. Icon of Christ 
3. Icon of Mary 
4. Crucifix 
5. Bible 
6. Incense 

• Assessment Sheet (Appendix 6) 
• Materials for Part 3: See Appendix 7 for details51 
  
III. Post-Visit Lesson 

                                                
51 &.?3%&?$&'2,95$18 
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TITLE 
 
Age Group: Grade 6 
 
Lesson Length: 50 minutes 
 
Subject: The Arts Disciplines, Visual Arts 
 
Lesson Overview 
The goal of this lesson is for students to create an artistic display in the 
likeness of a Beautiful Corner. Using the narratives written in the pre-visit 
lesson and, drawing from their museum experience, students will create 
representations of their narrative in the form of artwork. 
 
Learning Objectives 
• Demonstrate an ability to represent abstract ideas through artwork. 
• Demonstrate an understanding of the meaning of a Beautiful 

Corner. 
 
Background Information 
For this lesson it is important to understand the difference between 
secular art and sacred art in Russian culture. An icon is a sacred image 
created within strict guidelines ordained by the Orthodox Church, 
picturing Holy figures from the Orthodox Christian faith52. The imagery 
depicted serves as a connection to the spiritual world53. Orthodox 
believers use icons as a way to maintain a deeper connection with the 
religion54. 
 
Secular art is any art created that is not religious in nature. Icons can be 
owned and viewed by non-Orthodox Christians, but are considered 
secular art or a historic artifact in those cases55. It is important that the icon 
maker, or iconographer, has a strong foundation in Orthodox 
Christianity56. According to Orthodox believers, having a deep 
understanding of and connection to the religion produces a far better artist in 
the case of icons57. However, in Russian culture, secular art is also seen as sacred beauty; all art, icons or not, is believed to 
have a divine purpose58.    
 
Master Materials List for Lesson 
• Quick drying paint in assorted colors (watercolors work well)  
• Tissue paper in assorted colors 
• Paint brushes 
• Rinse cups 
• Paper (cut into multiple sized rectangles/squares) 
• Poster board (one for each student) 
• Tape 
• Glue 
• Narratives from pre-visit lesson 
• Scissors 
 
Glossary of Terms 
Icon: A sacred image created within strict guidelines ordained by the Orthodox Church, picturing Holy figures from the 

Orthodox Christian faith59 
Iconographer: An artist who makes icons, usually a member of the Orthodox faith60 
                                                
52 museumofrussicons.org 
53 Ibid 
54 Ibid 
55 Ibid 
56 Massie 
57 Ibid 
58 Ibid 
59 museumofrussicons.org 
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Sacred: devoted or dedicated to a deity or to some religious purpose61 
Secular: Not pertaining to or connected with religion62 
 
Steps for the Teacher 
Pre-Lesson 
In between the pre-visit and post-visit teachers should have provided feedback on the rough draft versions of the narratives. 
Students are then responsible for bringing the narrative home, making corrections, and writing their final copy. They should 
hand in their final draft for teachers to hold onto until the day of the post-visit lesson.  
 
Part 1, 5 Minutes   
Begin the lesson with a review of the museum visit and content from the pre-visit.  Also, hand back their completed narratives 
and Brainstorm Worksheets at this time. 
 
Review the Guiding Questions: 
• What is an icon? 
• What is a Beautiful Corner? 
• What kinds of objects are found in a Beautiful Corner? 
• Why are Beautiful Corners an important part of Russian culture? 
• What is another name for the Beautiful Corner? 
 
Review the Interpretation Points: 
• Beautiful Corners were a common feature in Russian Orthodox homes. 
• Beautiful Corners are a place for prayer. 
• Icons of the Mother of God, Christ and a patron saint, as well as a lampada, cross and Bible are needed to create a 

Beautiful Corner. 
• Red is a culturally significant color; it is associated with beauty, fertility, and divinity.63 
 
Part 2, 45 Minutes 
Have students re-read their narratives and Brainstorm Worksheets. Their challenge is to think about how they will depict their 
story visually.  
 
For this project students will need to complete at least three paintings for their “Beautiful Corner.” These paintings should 
represent different aspects of their story, showing how important information can be depicted visually. The option of tissue 
paper adds three-dimensionality, as seen in some of the icons. 
 
Instructions: 
1. Give students the paper, paintbrushes, tissue paper, glue and assorted paints. 
2. Students can use any of the materials, any way they want, on the paper. 
3. Let students know they have 30 minutes to create. 
4. Once the 30 minutes has passed, students will have 10 minutes to arrange their 

narrative and artwork on their poster board, however they like, securing with tape. 
5. During the last 5 minutes of the lesson students will put their poster board “on 

exhibition” and can walk around the classroom to look at one another’s “Beautiful 
Corner” creations. 

 
Helpful Tips: 
• This activity requires students to work quickly and diligently; taking the time to 

review their narratives and contextual information about the art activity should help 
with this. 

• Encourage students to think about the simplest way to represent their words in a 
picture. 

• Have students refer back to their Brainstorm Worksheets to remember what colors they associated with their narrative - 
color can be a powerful storytelling tool. 

• If a student does not have a narrative and/or did not go on the museum visit, it does not mean they can’t participate. 
Instead, have them pick a story, real or imagined, they want to paint. 

 
  

                                                                                                                                                                               
60 Massie 
61 Ibid 
62 Ibid 
63 Figes 
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Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
Visual Arts 
PreK–12 STANDARD 1: Methods, Materials, and Techniques 
1.5  Expand the repertoire of 2D and 3D art processes, techniques, and materials with a focus on the range of effects 

possible within each medium, such as: 2D – transparent and opaque media, wet, dry, stippled, blended, wash 
effects; relief printmaking effects; 3D – mobile and stabile forms, carved, molded, and constructed forms 

1.7  Use the appropriate vocabulary related to the methods, materials, and techniques students have learned and used in 
grades PreK–8 

1.7  Maintain the workspace, materials, and tools responsibly and safely 
 
PreK–12 STANDARD 2: Elements and Principles of Design 
2.7  For color, use and be able to identify hues, values, intermediate shades, tints, tones, complementary, analogous, and 

monochromatic colors. Demonstrate awareness of color by painting objective studies from life and free- form 
abstractions that employ relative properties of color 

2.9  For texture, use and be able to differentiate between surface texture and the illusion of texture (visual texture) 
2.10  For shape, form, and pattern, use and be able to identify an expanding and increasingly sophisticated array of 

shapes and forms, such as organic, geometric, positive and negative, or varieties of symmetry 
Create complex patterns, for example, reversed shapes and tesselation 

2.11 For space and composition, create unified 2D and 3D compositions that demonstrate an understanding of balance, 
repetition, rhythm, scale, proportion, unity, harmony, and emphasis. Create 2D compositions that give the illusion of 
3D space and volume 

 
PreK–12 STANDARD 3: Observation, Abstraction, Invention, and Expression 
3.4  Create 2D and 3D representational artwork from direct observation in order to develop skills of perception, 

discrimination, physical coordination, and memory of detail 
3.5  Create symbolic artwork by substituting symbols for objects, relationships, or ideas 
3.6  Create artwork that employs the use of free form symbolic imagery that demonstrates personal invention, and/or 

conveys ideas and emotions. For example, students create works that convey paired concepts such as conflict and 
cooperation, happiness and grief, or excitement and repose. 

 
Works Cited  
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<http://thewayofbeauty.org/2010/05/how-to-make-an-icon-corner/>. 
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1980. 
4. Figes, Orlando. “Natasha’s Dance: A Cultural History of Russia.” Picador: NY, NY. 2002. 
5. Google Translate. Google. 2012. <http://translate.google.com>. 
6. Massie, Suzanne. “Land of the Firebird: The Beauty of Old Russia.” Heart Tree Press: Blue Hill, ME. 1980. 
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8. Nieuwsma, Ginny, et al. Orthodox Church in America. 2011. Mar. 2012 <http://oca.org>. 
9. Poulos, George. “Orthodox Saints.” Volume 4. Holy Cross Orthodox Press: Brookline, MA. 2005. 
10. Pressman, Aron. “Look and Learn Russian.” University of Massachusetts.  Dell Publishing Co., Inc.: NY, NY. 1962. 
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12. Stakhnevich, Julia PhD. “The Everything Learning Russian Book.” F&W Publications Company, Adams Media: Avon, 
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Appendix 1. Pre-Visit Lesson. Brainstorming Worksheet 
 
Name _________________________________________________  Date __________________ 
 
Let’s Brainstorm! 
 
Think of a place or thing that is important to you. This could be a tradition you have with your family, 
an activity you enjoy doing, or a place you like to visit. 
 

Fill out this worksheet to help you think critically about what you chose. 
 
 
1. Describe the place or thing that is important to you. Write at least three sentences about it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Explain why it is important to you. Write at least two sentences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What colors does this place or thing make you think of? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Name at least four objects that you associate with it. 
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Appendix 2a. Pre-Visit Lesson. Images of A Beautiful Corner 
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Appendix 2b. Pre-Visit Lesson. Images of Beautiful Corner Objects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Christ Pantocrator, circa 1890 

'

'
Orthodox Christian Bible 

 
'

Sign Mother of God, circa 1780 
 

'
 Crucifix, circa 1800 

 

 
Saint Nicholas, circa 1820 

 

'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'

        Lampada, circa 1885 
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Appendix 3. Pre-Visit Lesson. Assessment Rubric. Place a check mark for each objective a student successfully 
completed. Notes: Assessments should be based on discussion content, success of content being carried through between 
parts of the lesson, and the narrative writing exercise. 
 

Student Name 
Demonstrated an understanding 

that people have different 
cultures and traditions. 

Demonstrated an ability to use 
descriptive language in written 

form. 
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Appendix 4. Pre-Visit Lesson. Sample Narrative 
 
The best place I have ever visited was Paris, France. I went in the summer of 2010 with my mom, grandmother and aunt. It 
was so hot while we were there because Paris was having a heat wave! What I remember most about my trip is the Eiffel 
Tower at night because it was sparkling with all of the lights. Another memorable part of my trip was when my mom and I 
went to the ballet to see. “Le Petite Danseuse,” which means, “The Little Dancer.” The dancers wore these enormous tutus 
and looked so beautiful on stage. I always want to remember my trip to Paris because it was so special to be able to have 
that experience with three generations of my family.  



Museum of Russian Icons • 203 Union Street • Clinton, MA 01510 • 978.589.5000 !2012 For Educational Use Only  18 

Appendix 5. In-Gallery Lesson. Beautiful Corner Activity Worksheet. 
 
 
Name              
 

Beautiful Corner 
 
What objects are needed to make a Beautiful Corner? Choose objects from the word bank below. Draw your own beautiful 
corner and label each object in the box below. 

 
 
Lampada 
Icon of Christ 
Icon of patron saint 
Icon of Mary 
Crucifix (Cross) 

Prayer cloth 
Silks 
Incense 
Bible 
Flowers 
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Appendix 6. In-Gallery Lesson. Embroidery Card Activity. 
 
Materials 
• 2x2 in. cardboard squares (cereal boxes are great) 
• Yarn cut into 36 in. pieces (red, yellow and blue) 
• Peel and stick gemstones (can be found in most arts & crafts stores) 
• Tape 
• Scissors 
• Hole punch 
 
Preparation 
• Cut squares out of cereal boxes 
• Hole punch pattern in the center of the square (see image on left, below) 
• Cut yarn pieces to 36” long 
• Tape one end of each yarn piece with a small piece of tape (think of a shoelace) 
• Place gemstones in bowls by color, shape or size (making it easy to sort through) 
 
Assembly 
• Feed the taped end of a piece of yarn through the holes in the pattern 
• Weave the yarn in and out and back and forth until you have connected all the dots with yarn 
• Tie off the two ends of the yarn on the back of the card 
• Trim excess yarn with scissors 
• Decorate with gemstones 
 
There is no right or wrong way to complete the pattern or decorate the card. Get creative and see what embroidery designs 
you can come up with! 
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Appendix 7. In-Gallery Lesson. Assessment Rubric. Place a check mark for each objective a student successfully 
comp Notes: Assessments should be based on discussion content, success of content being carried through between parts of 
the lesson, the Beautiful Corner worksheet and the art-making activity. 
 

  

Student Name 
Gained an understanding of the 
importance and purpose of icons 

in Russian culture 

Demonstrated an 
understanding of the objects 
that make a Beautiful Corner 

Demonstrated an 
understanding of 

embroidered techniques on 
icons 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



Museum of Russian Icons • 203 Union Street • Clinton, MA 01510 • 978.589.5000 !2012 For Educational Use Only  21 

Appendix 8. Post-Visit Lesson. Assessment Rubric. Place a check mark for each objective a student successfully 
completed. Note: Assessments should be based on discussion content, success of content being carried through between 
parts of the lesson, and the Beautiful Corner inspired art project. 
 

 
 
 

 

Student Name Demonstrate an ability to represent 
abstract ideas through artwork. 

Demonstrate an understanding of 
the meaning of a beautiful 

corner. 
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