
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Second Look on Penn Avenue; 
Art Inspired by Magnolias for Pittsburgh 
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LESSON OVERVIEW 
Through this lesson, students will be introduced to the concept of visual disruption, and will be asked to 
analyze the effect that a seemingly out-of-place object can have on a viewer. When walking down Penn 
Avenue in Pittsburgh, various public artworks are visible, but one piece in particular may cause a passerby to 
look twice. Magnolias for Pittsburgh, by artist Tony Tasset, is an ever-blooming installation of bronze 
magnolia trees, intermixed with live magnolias. The realistically painted, blooming magnolias may confuse a 
viewer during the winter months!  
 
Using Magnolias for Pittsburgh as inspiration, students will create a visually disrupting sculptural installation. 
Students will work with non-traditional, manmade materials, and install their art in a natural, environment, 
just as did Tony Tasset.  
 
After viewing and observing public reaction to Tony Tasset’s downtown Pittsburgh piece, students will create 
individual designs and proposals for installation, and collaborate on a final, temporary, large-scale installation 
in the school’s courtyard.  Together, they will reuse and repurpose a variety of materials while working 
together in groups. Students will observe, and later reflect on how the installation causes a passerby to look 
twice, or be visually disrupted by the presence of their piece.  
 
 
DIFFICULTY LEVEL 
INTERMEDIATE-ADVANCED: students will be required to use knowledge of the elements of design, use 
techniques of viewing and observation, analyze artwork, collaborate with peers, and work with three-
dimensional materials. 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Sculpted “Magnolias.” Alison Bongiorno 2013. 
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HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS 
In the heart of downtown Pittsburgh’s Cultural District, Tony Tasset’s Magnolias for Pittsburgh adds a subtle 
touch of beauty and art to any passerby’s day. During the winter months, most will notice the out-of-place 
blooming magnolias, but during the spring and summer months, it takes a keen eye to pick out the 
realistically detailed, bonze magnolias from the natural magnolias.  
 
Tasset aims to create art which will appeal to a large audience, and bring a bit of mystery and joy to anyone’s 
day. What better location for a positive installation than Pittsburgh’s Seventh Street and Penn Avenue 
Parklet, a rotating public art space with hundreds of passersby daily? Installed in 2006, Tony Tasset’s 
Magnolias for Pittsburgh consists of two large magnolia trees, and a strategically designed landscape of live 
magnolias and ivy.  Roughly 1600 painted petals adorn the two bronze trees year-round, adding a pop of 
Springy color, no matter the season.  
 
Magnolias for Pittsburgh is a beautifully simplistic design, able to capture a large audience in a positive 
manner. Amidst the urban backdrop of downtown Pittsburgh, Tony Tasset was able to create a fresh touch of 
magic, and causes viewers to take a second look.  
 
GOALS/STANDARDS 

 Learners will observe and reflect on Magnolias for Pittsburgh’s ability to intrigue viewers and cause 
viewers to take a second look   

 Learners will create written proposals for an installation 

 Learners will improve upon exiting abilities in creating three-dimensional art   

 Learners will transform and repurpose manmade, recycles materials  

 Learners will collaborate with classmates in the construction of a large-scale installation 
 
 
MATERIALS 

 Adhesives: Masking tape, duct tape, hot glue, epoxy, papier mache paste 

 Building Materials:  
o Cardboard, Styrofoam, paper, brown craft paper, large cardboard carpet tubes, various sizes of 

cardboard tubes, magazines, recycled materials, and other found objects 

 Finishing Materials: 
o Acrylic paint or tempera 

 
 
VOCABULARY 
Magnolias for Pittsburgh 
Tony Tasset 
Visual Disruption 
Proposal 
Repurpose 
Transform 
Installation Art 
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PROCESS 

STEP 1: Students visit, observe, and reflect on the impact of Magnolias for Pittsburgh in downtown 
Pittsburgh. The class discusses the ability of art to visually disrupt, or cause a passerby to take a second 
look.  
 
STEP 2: Students draw a design for a 3D installation, and write a proposal for why the concept should be 
made into a full-scale installation in the school’s courtyard. Students must consider how their piece will 
work with the existing landscape, just as Tasset created his installation while planning for the landscape.   
 
STEP 3: Students will present their proposals and designs to the class, and after taking a vote, the class 
will focus creating one large-scale, temporary installation of the selected design.  Students will be limited 
to working with recycled materials, and will be forced to transform, repurpose, and use the manmade 
supplies in a natural environment. 
 
STEP 4: While exploring, problem-solving issues with construction, and creating, students will be 
prompted to reflect on how the manmade piece will be viewed when placed in a natural environment. 
Students will consider how this caused viewers to take a second look at Tasset’s piece, Magnolias for 
Pittsburgh, as a result how his material usage and design.  
 
STEP 4: A class critique will take place following completion and installation of the piece in the school 
courtyard. Students will reflect on construction, and briefly observe the reactions of any passerby.   

 
 
EXTENSIONS 
How can you capture a passerby’s attention?  
How might one piece of art stand out more than another?  
 
LINKS 
http://culturenow.org/ 

http://www.pittsburghartscouncil.org/  
http://www.waymarking.com/ 

Figure 2: In-progress creation of students’ full-scale 

sculpture, before installation. Alison Bongiorno 2013. 

http://culturenow.org/entry&permalink=06871&seo=Magnolias-For-Pittsburgh_Tony-Tasset-and-Pittsburgh-Art-in-Public-Places
http://www.pittsburghartscouncil.org/storage/
http://www.waymarking.com/

