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Introduction:


American art has been filled with many talented and successful artists throughout our history. These artists would create something new and unique but influenced by the artists that came before them. They did not plan to be the muses for the next generations of artists, nor did they create their work for that purpose. However, American artists like Joseph Cornell found themselves in that position, even if they had no intention to be. 


Cornell saw himself as a recorder of moments of aesthetic and emotional experiences. He wrote over 30,000 pages of journals and writings on loose paper (Corman). In some of those pages Cornell writes about the different series of boxes he was creating. From dreams to constellations, movie stars to the Medici; Cornell's eye for found objects and composition weave a world of wonder for any viewer to enjoy.


The boxes known as Cornell's Avian Series is a prominent image when one thinks about the work of the artist. Cornell even made experimental films titled Aviary  where he follows the motions of birds and children in 1954 (Hauptman 190).  However his career as a film maker was not as successful as his boxes. His popular owl boxes combine the personality of the artist, the surreal world of enchantment, and the raw material of nature. These boxes in particular show Cornell to have a genius eye for magic through the combination of wood and light. It is no wonder that many artists looked to the work of Joseph Cornell for inspiration. 

Artistic Life:


On Christmas Eve 1903, Joseph Cornell was born in Nyack, New York. He was born the eldest of four children to Joseph and Helen Cornell (Figure1). His two sisters were named Betty and Helen and his brother was named Robert.  His brother would prove to be a major factor in the life of the artist. At the age of 14 Cornell’s father died from leukemia, leaving his mother and family in hard financial times. She moved the family to the Queens section of New York City. Except for the three and a half years he spent at Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts; Cornell spent the rest of his life on Utopia Parkway in Flushing, Queens. He would live there with his mother and his younger brother Robert who suffered from Cerebral Palsy and had been rendered severally handicapped. In 1921, Cornell worked as a textile salesman and began his habit of collecting objects that intrigued him.  His collection included natural objects, memorabilia, antique images, and contemporary images. Later he began arranging his "found" objects into collages and constructions.
    Cornell was known for his shy behavior, in his later life he became even more reclusive. He was not as reclusive as the famous Chicago folk artist, Harvey Darger, though they did share similar collage techniques, as well as some similar subject matters (Trent). Cornell was very wary of strangers and lived a relatively sheltered life. Despite having no formal training, Cornell's art became contemporary and sophisticated.  His works were distinct in the combinations of found objects, photos, and natural materials like glass and wood. His use of assemblage became famous for its sense of poetic beauty. The way he combined objects to create a magical sense of wonder that awed audiences. He created many things out of the New York antiques he found around the secondhand shops he perused. 
    Cornell held mostly odd jobs after he had been laid off during the Great Depression, including textile designer, layout designer, and plant nurseryman. He didn't really begin to sell his boxes until after his first solo show at the Charles Egan Gallery in 1949. While selling his work he found his shyness commanded attention. Often he would find it easier to talk to women and would refuse to talk to their husbands while couples were buying his work. Ultimately, he would make their husbands wait in another room, when discussing his work. He did not pursue relationships even though he did become interested in many unobtainable women including ballerinas and actresses. Between the demands of caring for his younger brother and his overwhelming shyness, Cornell found a romantic relationship impossible. Cornell’s whimsical sense continued when he held his last major exhibition for children. All Cornell's assemblage works were set at child height and the kids were encouraged to touch and interact with the boxes. 
    Cornell's influences ranged dramatically. He combined the trash of the everyday person with a Constructivist hand, after seeing a show in the 1931 of surrealist art his work took on some of the light fantasy characteristics of some surrealist artists. Dada Artists like Marcel Duchamp were said to influence Cornell through the use of the everyday objects, while Kurt Schwitters inspired Cornell to combine the art of poetry and collage. His parent’s influence lead to his strong ballet, music, and literature traits that became incorporated in his work. He frequently developed ideas in series. Some of those series included constellations, aviary, and soap box bubbles, however many of those assemblages were not all done in a row. His work was often tactile in nature, encouraging the spectator to interact with the piece. 
       By the 1950's and 1960's, Cornell’s creation of work slowed as his family obligations increased. He hired assistants to help organize his collections and run errands. He cared for his brother and mother until their deaths in 1965 and 1966 respectively. He continued to work until his death in December 1972 from heart failure. He generously arranged that any money made from his work after his death would be given to charity. Cornell still remains an inspiration to artists and writers forty years after his death.
Aviary Series:


At the Egan Gallery in December of 1949, an exhibit called Aviary by Joseph Cornell opened.  Cornell had recently completed a series based on an exploration of the Italian Renaissance in his Medici Boxes (Figure 2). In keeping with his interest in natural phenomena, Cornell’s attention was then drawn to birds and their habitats, travels, and cages. 



Having already produced several boxes using bird subjects, Cornell was familiar with the symbolism that they are associated with. Birds are often seen as reflections of freedom and angels. Unlike their serpent counterparts that represent the earth, the bird represents the heavens and flying back to your heavenly home (Waldman, 89). The surrealists, like Max Ernst and René Magritte at the time were also using birds and birdcages in their artwork. In the 1930’s Ernst began using a bird alter ego named Loplop, which was often included in his works of art (Figure 3). Also, artist René Magritte created a painting (Figure 4) where he painted a man with no head and torso but with a birdcage instead called Le Thérapeute. Another earlier artist that caught Cornell’s attention after seeing the world’s fair in 1939 that used bird symbolism in his paintings was William Hogarth. In Hogarth’s painting, The Graham Children (Figure 5), the birdcage is prominently displayed as a symbol for the youth being threatened by time and mortality (Waldman 89-90). 


Cornell's work was usually created apolitically. However, the Aviary Exhibit featured two pieces that were political in nature (Waldman 90). The first is a reaction to the brutality of World War II, titled Habitat Group for a Shooting Gallery 1943 (Figure 6). This assemblage has an eerie grotesque feeling which is created by the bullet hole that spiders out from the center of the cockatiel’s head. Vivid red paint coats the white background behind the center bird, while paints in other primary colors are splashed across the interior of the box. The cracks from the bullet draws the viewers eyes to the corners of the box which allows the viewer to take in the feathers and newspaper scraps sitting on the bottom of the box. 

Figure 7, also called Isabelle (Dien Bien Phu), which was constructed in 1954, also gets the viewer’s attention with a hole placed in an suggestive and aggressive matter with shards of glass being torn away from the center. This box is meant to recount the French defeat at Indochina in which 2,000 French legionnaires were massacred at the hands of the communists at the outpost Isabelle (Waldon 90). In the background stains and spots are accompanied by an article on the back corner detailing the occurrence. On the lighter side, many of his boxes were lively and brilliant, birds like the one found in Untitled 1942 (Figure 8), which springs to life with brightly colored finches along with other birds that seem to hop happily from tree to tree. In The Hotel Eden 1945 (Figure 9),  an amazon parrot in bright green guides the viewer through the assemblage by the line attached to the peak and the look in its eyes. This piece encourages the viewer to try and figure out what the playful bird is doing or thinking. 

        The themes that run throughout Cornell's Aviary Series are very different and interesting. Besides having political connections and liveliness, his avian works described emptiness, games, abstraction, and enchantment. The idea of emptiness is created through his use of absence. In Deserted Perch (1949), there is a box filled with elements found in some of his other bird boxes but no bird. It has escaped or has died, either way the viewer is left with an empty cage (Figure 10).  On the  different end of the spectrum, Cornell constructs Forgotten Game (1949), which is much lighter hearted while it returns to his boxes being used as kinetic entertainment or games (Figure 11). Using copies of engravings by John James Audubon, Cornell constructs a series of holes that reveal peaks at the birds perched inside the box. The viewer is invited to slip a blue rubber ball into a flap at the top side of the box. Once the ball enters, it descends down the inner ramps while striking a series of bells. Like Alexander Calder, Cornell begins to incorporate sounds and also light into his work (Waldman 98). The box appears weathered because Cornell was known for leaving his boxes outside to age them. His drive into the abstract came forward in the mid 1940's like many of his colleagues. Cornell began to mimic the geometric structure and use of color like the Dutch artist Piet Mondrian. In Figure 12, "Dovecote"(American Gothic), Cornell created white grid like structures that mimic the frame work of Mondrian's paintings (Waldman 99). He displays an arrangement of objects, play of line, volume, and shape that is beautiful and simple which lends itself to the abstract movement. Cornell's use of enchantment becomes clear through his use of owls which become a subset in the overall bird series.

The Owl Subset:


Joseph Cornell made boxes that were draped in fantasy, seduction, and mystery using only bric-a-brac, memorabilia, and ordinary construction materials. His work became a way of expression through the use of symbolism and in this case, birds. In his Avian Series, Cornell created a subset that consists of a large amount of owl assemblages. These boxes, most often, appear more naturally then his other bird boxes, which display cages and destruction. In his house, Cornell kept a box labeled ''owl cut-outs''. This box contained a variety of objects owl related including “ornithological illustrations of owls, along with an owl's nest, boxes of moss and fungi, and a quote from Thoreau on the value of owls that apparently inspired Cornell” (Glueck). 


Cornell’s “owl boxes” date from the mid 1940’s and are probably inspired by his many trips from Queens to the countryside. There he would gather natural materials like bark, wood, moss, grasses, and birds  nests (Waldman102). In his diary, Cornell wrote, “the many trips made by bicycle… these final siftings were used for the habitat (imaginative) boxes of birds, primary owls”. The owl being a nocturnal bird is sometimes equated with spirits and souls. It is also equated with wisdom in both the Chinese and Greek cultures (Cenzato). The boxes that Cornell creates  capture both a sense of wonder and enchantment as well as stand as a homage to the beauty of the mysteries of nature (Waldman).


Cornell found inspiration in the Long Island Woods and the dioramas at the New York Natural History Museum where he loved to go.  On his trips to the woods he would have chance encounters with owls and then write about their ability to be the stars of nature's living display. In Figure 13, Untitled (Great Horned Owl With Full Moon), from 1942, Cornell makes a stunning natural environment where the owl become the centerpiece courtesy of an engraving from Alexander Wilson's American Ornithology (Hartigin 206).The bright, golden moon shines behind the owl's head mimicking the wide penetrating eyes of the pensive owl. 


Cornell linked nature with creativity when he created the habitat boxes that his owls sit in (Schaffner 73).  The artist begins to add light to illuminate his nocturnal birds in an luminescent moon light. In Untitled(Blue Owl Box),  from 1950, Cornell uses interior electrical to make his owl glow in the dim light. Originally his poetic sight wanted to have the lights be on for an extended period of time (Figure 14). Unfortunately his electrical skills were not up to par with his poetic intention and the lights that he added cannot be left on for long or they would damage the assemblages (Hartigan 206).  


Cornell associated himself with the owl. His nocturnal behavior of working late in his basement lead him to make the owl a symbol of his creative identity.  From April 15, 1946 through September 2, 1947, Cornell writes in his diary entries about his owl boxes, like "discovery for the owl box in progress a particularly fine example of rotted tree from which a piece of bark and clinging trailing shrubbery branches had fallen" and "moonlight in kitchen illuminating objects with an ineffable softness - enhanced by being reflected from snow", and finally "owls — crystal patterns on garage windows — owl box glass patterns". Cornell creates these habitats of fantasy and wonder while describing his creative process in his diary.


In Figure 15, Untitled (Owl Box) from 1946-48, Cornell weaves fantasy through lighting and glass effects. The front of the box is covered with one clear glass pane and one inside that is a blue rippled glass pane. Inside the owl cutout is being held up by a piece of wood that has gold paint dusted and dripped onto it, blending the natural with the whimsy. Cornell also attached a rubber spider and a rubber lizard to the dried clumps of woods at the bottom of this box. They help to reveal the secret world of nature surrounding the owl in the undergrowth. The habitat is only visible when the light is turned on inside Cornell’s creation. Due to the blue diffused glass the box takes on a shimmering glowing effect in which the yellow eyes of the owl stand out stunningly. 


Cornell's attachment to the owl appears to be several fold. He may relate himself to the solitary, nocturnal bird. Like the owl he works at night to create his world of blending nature and fantasy. Cornell's owl boxes were very different that the other boxes in his avian series. The owl subset combines Cornell's love of whimsy and nature to bring these magnificent creatures to life in a stunning array of artistic skill. 

His Legacy: 

"I saw a box in New York

Inside the MOMA

Clay pipe and cork

It's a soap bubble

It's a soap bubble...

I saw an egg painted blue

Rhinestones in 4 rows of 2

It's a soap bubble

It's a soap bubble

BOX"


Joseph Cornell is still popular in present day culture. The Dutch Band The Nits saw a show of Cornell’s work and wrote a song called “Soap Box Bubble”, which became a minor hit in 2004. An English band named The Clientele also have a song titled "Joseph Cornell"  which was release on their debut album known as "Suburban Light" in 2001.


Specifically inspired by the Avian boxes by Joseph Cornell, famous pop artist Robert Rauschenberg, begins making boxes with birds in them in the late 1950's. In Canyon from 1959, Rauschenberg uses a similar assemblage technique as Cornell but takes it to an extreme which escapes the simple confines that Cornell utilizes in his boxes (Figures 16). Rauschenberg not only takes his artist techniques from Cornell but also his bird subject matter which is apparent with the use of the taxidermy bird attached to the canvas. 


In 2001, Johnathan Safran Foer, put together a collection of short proses and poetry inspired by the work of Joseph Cornell. The book, A Convergence of Birds: Original Fiction and Poetry Inspired by Joseph Cornell,  is a collection of colored dioramic plates of 22 of Cornell's masterpieces where each one is prefaced by a story or poem. This book is proof that the work or Cornell lives on in the hearts of artists and writers forty years after his death. 

Conclusion:


The life of Joseph Cornell was an interesting combination of family, inspiration, and ingenuity. Cornell had an eye for objects and a talent for combining them that would make him famous, even if fame was not his intention. The combination of materials was inspiring to many artists still to come, like the famous Robert Rauschenberg. Books, songs, and plays have all been inspired by this assemblage artist.

Joseph Cornell's  reclusive nature and nocturnal work habits make it not a stretch to image he would associate himself or his art with a creature with similar attributes. The owl assemblages that Cornell weaves bring a combination of light and nature to create glowing worlds of fantasy and awe. The owls stand tall as the center of attention as the world inside Cornell's creation aids in their reverence. 
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Figures:

Figure 1

Cornell Family 1915

photograph
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 2

Joseph Cornell 

Medici Slot-Machine: Object 1942

Box construction with painted glass. 15 1/2 x 12 1/4 x 4 3/8 in. (39.4 x 31.1 x 11.1 cm). Private collection. 
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Figure 3

Max Ernst

Loplop Introduces Loplop. 1930. 

Oil and various materials on wood. 100 x 180 cm. 

Private collection.
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Figure 4

"Le Thérapeute (the Therapist)" 

René Magritte 1937

Private Collection, Switzerland
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Figure 5

William Hogarth 

The Graham Children. 1742

 Oil on canvas. 

Tate Gallery, London, UK.
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Figure 6

Joseph Cornell

Habitat Group for a Shooting Gallery

 1943

Construction 15 x 9 x 4 

Los Angeles, Ferus Gallery
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Figure 7

Joseph Cornell

Isabelle: Dien Bien Phu 

1954

Construction 18 x 12 x 6, Private Collection, New York
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Figure 8

Untitled 
c. 1942
Construction
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Figure 9

Untitled (The Hotel Eden)
c. 1945
Construction
15 1/8 x 15 3/4 x 4 3/4 in.
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
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Figure 10

Joseph Cornell

Deserted Perch 

1949
Mixed media box construction.
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Figure 11

Joseph Cornell

Untitled (Forgotten Game)

1949

 Box construction

 21 1/8 x 15 1/2 x 3 7/8 in.

Lindy and Edwin Bergman Joseph Cornell Collection
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Figure 12

Joseph Cornell

Untitled ('Dovecote' American Gothic)

1954-1956

box construction

h: 17.88 x w: 12.25 x d: 3 in / h: 45.42 x w: 31.12 x d: 7.62 cm
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Figure 13

Joseph Cornell 

Untitled (Great Horned Owl with Harvest Moon)

1942

Box construction

22 3/4 x 13 1/8 x 6 in. (57.8 x 33.3 x 15.2 cm)

The Robert Lehrman Art Trust, Courtesy Aimee and Robert Lehrman, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 14

Joseph Cornell

Untitled (Blue Owl Box) 1950
sculpture; wooden box containing glass, tree bark, reproduction on paper, sawdust. 

14 1/2 in. x 10 7/8 in. x 4 in. (36.83 cm x 27.62 cm x 10.16 cm); 

Collection SFMOMA
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Figure 15

Joseph Cornell
Untitled (Owl box)
1946-48
box construction 36.2 h x 29.2 w x 16.5 d cm 

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra



Figure 16

Canyon

1959

oil, housepaint, pencil, paper, fabric, metal, buttons, nails, cardboard, printed paper, photographs, wood, paint tubes, mirror string, pillow & bald eagle on canvas 

National Gallery of Art (Washington, D. C.) Art (C) Rauschenberg Estate/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY
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