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MODULE 4:
THE ART OF NATURE

This module draws students in to think about how the documentary Fantastic Fungi was made, and 
to consider the artistic decisions the film team made as they connected the scientific information to 
the fungi imagery and time-lapse videos. Students will build their critical media literacy skills as they 
think about their responses to the art of the film, and how that influences their perceptions about 
the fungi themselves. 

In these lessons, students will study time-lapse photography to learn about how the images are 
created, and they will look at art as a means of human expression and examine how it can connect 
people to the wonder and beauty of nature. Students will also consider artistic expression as a means 
to communicate their own sense of connection to the natural world.

Learning Objectives  
Students will: 

• Identify film techniques used in the imagery of 

Fantastic Fungi 
• Study fungi art from ancient cultures

• Create a piece of art inspired by Fantastic Fungi
• 

Film Clips
• Clip 1: 0:00 - 1:41
• Clip 2: 2:49 - 4:00
• Clip 3: 47:10 - 48:36 

Lesson Topics 
• Lesson One: Time-lapse Photography and the Art of 

Nature
• Lesson Two: Storytelling and Fungi 
• Art Exhibition: Finding Inspiration in Nature

https://vimeo.com/537768928
https://vimeo.com/537770173
https://vimeo.com/537771607


68FANTASTIC FUNGI                                IN THE CLASSROOM

LESSON 1:
Time-Lapse Photography and the Art of Nature

Overview:

In this lesson students will learn about time-lapse photography and study its use in Fantastic 
Fungi. They will connect the artistic nature of the film to the content it communicates. 
Students will also study several other examples of artists whose work illuminates some aspect of 
the natural world.  
 

Essential Questions

• What is time-lapse photography?
• How does the way the film was made communicate the wonder of nature?
• In what ways are art and science connected?  

 

Materials

1. Day One: Equipment to show video clips; sticky notes or quarter pieces of notebook paper 
for class collage; pens, colored pencils, oil crayons, or markers; and carpenters’ tape. 
Access to the internet to project examples of time-lapse videos. 

2. Day Two: Cameras or mobile devices with appropriate free apps (Lego Movie Maker for 
K-5, Motion Pics for MS and HS), and materials to capture motion (see Time-Capture Ideas: 
ice, boiling water, food coloring, oil, seedlings, balloons, etc.) 
 

Length
One 55-minute class period, plus extra day for classes creating time-lapse projects.

Note: These lessons can be easily adapted for all grade levels
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ACTIVITY

DAY ONE: Clips and Collage

Grade 6-12
1. Read aloud the following quote from director Louie Schwartzberg: 
 

“My passion for capturing imagery that inspires wonder and awe, and for capturing subjects 
that are too slow, too fast, too small, or too vast for the naked eye to see, is what led me 
to filmmaking. I love taking audiences through portals of time and space. These immersive 
experiences are transcendent and broaden our worldview.”37

2. Discuss as a class what the quote means, and ask, “How might seeing what is normally 
invisible change a person’s perspective?”

K-5 adaptation: Start here: Before showing the film clips, invite students to focus on the images in 
the film as they watch. Ask them to notice any physical or emotional responses as well as where their 
thoughts take them. 

3. Watch Film Clips:
Between the clips, have students write down words or phrases, draw images or shapes, or otherwise 
find a way to represent their reactions, each one on a separate sticky note or piece of paper. 

Film clips from Fantastic Fungi (educational version): 
• Clip 1: 0:00 - 1:41
• Clip 2: 2:49 - 4:00

• Clip 3: 47:10 - 48:36

4. Sticky Note Collages:
After showing the clips, have students come together in several small groups at different designated 
spaces on the wall in the classroom. The small groups will stick their notes to the wall to create 
collages out of the words, phrases, and images they created.

After the collages are made, have the students do a silent gallery walk of all the different collages.

Large group discussion:
• Did you notice any patterns in the responses?
• Were these responses different from ones you’ve had as you’ve watched clips of the film in 

other lessons? Why or why not?
• Did you learn something new or different by focusing on the images in this way?
• What do you think about art as a way to represent ideas in science?

 

https://vimeo.com/537768928
https://vimeo.com/537770173
https://vimeo.com/537771607


70FANTASTIC FUNGI                                IN THE CLASSROOM

5. Define and Explore Time-Lapse Photography 
Let students know that the method of photography used to create the images in the film is called 
“time-lapse:” 

• Show Louie Schwartzberg’s 8-minute film explaining time-lapse photography: https://vimeo.
com/436241530 

Share these definitions: 
• For K-5: Time-Lapse is used to describe a way of filming something in which many photographs 

are taken over a long period of time and are shown quickly in a series so that a slow action 
(such as the opening of a flower bud) appears to happen quickly.38

• For 6-8 and 9-12: “Time-lapse cinematography is a motion-picture technique by which a 
naturally slow process, such as the blossoming of a flower or cloud-pattern development, [is] 
seen at a greatly accelerated rate. Normal  cinematography reproduces movement by recording 
and projecting it at 24 frames per second. In time-lapse cinematography, single frames are 
exposed at much greater time intervals (usually minutes) and then viewed at the standard 24 
frames per second. Most often the technique uses a camera that operates automatically upon 
the signal of a timing device.”39

6. Louie Schwartzberg on Time-Lapse Photography: 
Time permitting, screen “Hidden Miracles of the Natural World,” a TED Talk by Louie Schwartzberg 
(director of Fantastic Fungi) (runtime: 6:32) in which he describes why he believes the technique is 
such a useful tool for science. 

Check for understanding of the definition of time-lapse and discuss how it is made.

Discuss:
• What did you learn about mushrooms and mycelia from watching the clips that you might not 

otherwise known or noticed? 

Small Group Work
In small groups, have students create questions and hypotheses about what they will see when the 
watch the following natural processes through time-lapse photography:
https://thewonderofscience.com/phenomenon/2018/5/14/melting-and-freezing-time-lapse?rq=time-
lapse

• Ice cream melting
• A glass of water freezing
• A candle burning

Discuss:
• What did they learn from the time-lapse videos?
• Did they experience similar responses to these videos as they did when watching Fantastic 

Fungi? Why or why not?

https://vimeo.com/436241530
https://vimeo.com/436241530
https://www.britannica.com/technology/camera
https://www.ted.com/talks/louie_schwartzberg_hidden_miracles_of_the_natural_world?language=rm
https://thewonderofscience.com/phenomenon/2018/5/14/melting-and-freezing-time-lapse?rq=time-lapse
https://thewonderofscience.com/phenomenon/2018/5/14/melting-and-freezing-time-lapse?rq=time-lapse
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Closing: Art and Science Reflection
Post the following statements around the room. In Round One, ask students to stand near the 
statement they are most aligned with, and ask a few students at each statement to explain why they 
chose to stand where they did. 

In Round Two, have students move to the statement they want to learn more about. 

Statements:
• Science and art are interrelated
• Science does not require creativity
• Art does not require an understanding of science
• Time-lapse photography and cinematography are a form of art
• Time-lapse photography and cinematography are tools of science 

 

DAY TWO

1. Create a time-lapse project
Display items, or photographs of the subjects, the class used to capture a time-lapse video in the 
classroom. 

Time-Capture Suggestions:
• Plant leaves moving towards the light
• Cloud patterns 
• Ice melting
• Steam evaporating into the air
• Color diffusing through water
• Oil diffusing through water
• Air releasing slowly from a balloon

Many types of cameras and even smartphones can be used for time-lapse photography. The following 
guides are for different kinds of cameras and/or phones.

Use one of the following resources to support the process: 
•  https://www.stem.org.uk/elibrary/resource/32071
•  Smartphone + App: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8REDQvehXg
•  DSR Camera + Interval Setter: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrEyaXXfRaU

2. As the camera or device is recording the phenomena, ask students to generate 
hypotheses about what they think they might see. 

Time permitting, use a textbook or the internet for students to research the phenomena they will be 
observing.

https://www.stem.org.uk/elibrary/resource/32071
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8REDQvehXg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yrEyaXXfRaU
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When the phenomena are complete, watch the time-lapse video in real time and discuss what the 
class learned.

 

Closing:
Plan a long-term time-lapse video. Based on what they learned in this short-term project, what 
other phenomena might the class work on recording with more time?

Suggestions:
• The growth of your class’ mushrooms and mycelia
• The passage of stars in the sky during the rise of a specific constellation
• Weather phenomena

“We are creation. We are 
resurrection, condemnation, and 
regeneration. We are mushrooms.” 

— The Mushrooms, Fantastic Fungi 



73FANTASTIC FUNGI                                IN THE CLASSROOM

LESSON 2:
Storytelling and Fungi

Overview:

In this lesson, students will reflect on storytelling as a part of human culture, and how we use 
stories to understand our past, our present, and the world around us. They will examine the 
narrative tools in Fantastic Fungi, in particular the narration by the mushrooms themselves, 
and learn how that choice influences the experience of watching the film. Students will then 
create their own mushroom stories, choosing a point of view and a theme to communicate in a 
children’s book. 
 

Essential Questions

• Why is storytelling a useful tool for understanding our world?
• What tools of storytelling does Fantastic Fungi use to communicate?  

 

Materials

1. Equipment to project the film clip
2. Copies of Handouts One and Two
3. Projections or print-outs of Beatrix Potter’s mushroom drawings
4. Construction paper or cardstock, three-hole punch, and ribbons or twine to bind their 

stories 
 

Length
Two 55-minute class periods.

https://fantasticfungieducation-wp.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/15161554/m4l2handoutonemushroomnarration.pdf
https://fantasticfungieducation-wp.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/15161557/m4l2handouttwostoryoutline.pdf
http://armitt.com/armitt_website/beatrix-potter/
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ACTIVITY

Opening: Pair-Share Interview

1. Have pairs interview one another in class about storytelling with the following 
questions: 

• What is your favorite story? 
• What do you like about it? Where do you first hear/read/see it? What does it mean to you?
• What makes a great story?
• Why do you think humans tell stories?

Ask a few willing volunteers to share their answers.

2. As a large group, ask the group to think about story narration.  

• In their favorite stories, from whose point of view is the story told?
• What does the narrator’s identity tell you about the story itself?

K-5 adaptation: How do you know who is telling a story? 

3. Mushroom Narration
If they haven’t watched the full film of Fantastic Fungi, let students know that the mushrooms 
themselves are narrating the film. 

Distribute Handout One for a reading exercise. Have students take turns reading the narration 
out loud, then have students complete a close read, where they circle words that are unfamiliar, 
underline main ideas, and star thoughts or images that excite them. 

Discuss:
• What do you think it means that Fantastic Fungi is narrated by the mushrooms?
• What story do they have to tell?

4. Create a Children’s Book
Many students may be familiar with the author Beatrix Potter and her children’s book The Tale of 
Peter Rabbit (1901). What may be less known is that Beatrix Potter was also an “amateur” mycologist—
amateur only in the sense that during her lifetime a formal scientific education for women was largely 
prohibited. Nonetheless, Potter dedicated herself to mycology and to drawing beautiful portraits 
of fungi and to studying how mushrooms reproduce. (If possible, show several examples of Beatrix 
Potter’s mycological illustrations of mushrooms found here.) 

For more information, see the Fantastic Fungi Mush Room blog post, “The Mycology Adventures of 
Beatrix Potter,” featuring an interview with Lindsay H. Metcalf, author of Beatrix Potter, Scientist.

https://fantasticfungieducation-wp.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/15161554/m4l2handoutonemushroomnarration.pdf
http://armitt.com/armitt_website/beatrix-potter/
https://fantasticfungi.com/the-mush-room/the-mycology-adventures-of-beatrix-potter/
https://fantasticfungi.com/the-mush-room/the-mycology-adventures-of-beatrix-potter/
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Translating her love of nature into imaginative children’s tales, Beatrix Potter remains one of the most 
famous and successful children’s book authors and illustrators of all time. With The Tale of Peter 
Rabbit in mind, have students write a children’s story that interweaves their understanding of the 
importance of mycelia and its central role in our ecosystem. The title of the story should be some 
variation of the Wood Wide Web of Mycelia. 

Students may use Handout Two, Story Outlines, to generate ideas for their stories. Use images from 
Beatrix Potter, or images you create yourself, and pair them with your story to create your book.

Think carefully about who you choose for your narrator, and incorporate these or other facts about 
fungi into your children’s story:

1. Mycelium and hyphae:  
“Mycelium is a vast underground network ... that are composed of hyphae, the tiny cobweb-
like threads of organic life. The network of mycelium uses the fungi to send out enzymes 
and organic acids to decompose organic matter such as a log. Through the process of 
decomposition, nutrients are released and distributed through the network of mycelium.”40  

2. Soil:  
“Only 10% of fungi produce mushrooms. When you pick a mushroom you are standing on the 
ground of a vast network of mycelium—these networks are the foundation of life. They create 
the soil that nourishes all life on land. Without fungi we do not have soil. Without soil, there is 
no life.”41 

3. Regeneration: 
“When each organism reaches the end of its life, it returns to the soil and continues 
replenishing the cycle.”42

“In all ecosystems, death and decay are the fundamental beginning of life. If a forest never went 
through this process, it couldn’t regenerate. It would crowd near big trees, leaving few gaps 
for young ones. The big trees would soak up the light, water, and nutrients. Decay organisms 
like fungi are crucial for that process of regeneration. They are the building blocks of the 
ecosystem, the fundamental starting place for how a forest grows.”43

https://fantasticfungieducation-wp.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/15161557/m4l2handouttwostoryoutline.pdf
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HANDOUT ONE 

 MUSHROOM NARRATION

DIRECTIONS:  

As you read through, circle words that are unfamiliar, underline main ideas, and star thoughts or 

images that excite you.

“There is a feeling, the pulse of eternal knowledge. When you sense the oneness, you are with us. 

We brought life to earth. You can’t see us, but we flourish all around you. Everywhere, in everything, 

and even inside you whether you believe in us or not. From your first breath to your last, in darkness 

and in the light. We are the oldest and youngest. We are the largest and smallest. We are the wisdom 

of a billion years. We are creation. We are resurrection, condemnation, and regeneration. We are 

mushrooms. 

We are all of the stars. My kingdom was born from the heavens four and a half billion years ago. We 

are the pioneers. We climbed out of the sea to create the fertile soil and set the stage for all of life. 

We are on a never-ending search for partners, life affirming relationships, or at the very least 

nourishment for the next leg of our journey. We have flourished side by side with your species 

symbiotically for millennia. 

This world of ours is always changing, not for the better or for the worse, but for life. If the storms 

come and the water rises, if fire scorches the land, or darkness descends, we will be here working as 

we always have. Extending the network. Building community. Restoring balance. One connection at a 

time. It may take a million years, or a hundred million, but we will still be here.”
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HANDOUT TWO 

STORY OUTLINE

Main Character (Protagonist):
• Who is your character? 

 
 

• What is their motivation? (Are they trying to achieve a goal, solve a problem, learn a lesson?) 
 
 

• How will they grow? 
 
 

Supporting Character/Antagonist:
• What is their relationship to the main character? 

 
 

• How do they move the story forward? 
 
 

Plot:
• Beginning - Set up the story 

 
 

• Middle - Something happens, often a challenge, threat, or problem 
 
 

• End - The problem is resolved 
 

Setting:
• Where does the story take place? 

 

Time:
• When does the story take place?
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ART EXHIBITION: FINDING INSPIRATION IN NATURE

Art is one way for human beings to express our connection to the natural world. Create a class art 
exhibition inspired by fungi, or by any other aspect of the natural world that excites and inspires 
students. 

Remind students that artistic expression can take many forms. Lesson Two covered stories, but also 
consider music, poetry, visual arts, photography, and dance.
 
Here are some connections to create a nature art installation, beginning with inspiration from the 
following artists:

Music:
•  Fantastic Fungi: Reimagine
• S.O.S. (Mother Nature) by will.i.am
• Nothing But Flowers by the Talking Heads 

Visual Art:
•  Claudia Fontes’ Fungi Sculptures
•  Andy Goldsworthy 

Poetry:
• “For Calling the Spirit Back from Wandering the Earth in its Human Feet” by Joy Harjo
• “The Forest” by Susan Stewart 

Photography/Film:
• “The Waltz of the Mushrooms” by Louie Schwartzberg
•  James Balog
• “Mammas: Cuckoo” by Isabella Rossellini

Dance:
• “Cliff Dancers” Bandaloop Dancers, presented by KQED 
• “The Umbrella Project” by the Pilobolus Dance Company 

Explore these and other artists with students, and invite students to begin to think about their own 
work of art, inspired by something they love in nature. They can use any medium, including fungi. 
These works will be displayed together in an exhibition to which you can invite other classes, parents, 
community members, and local mycophiles. 

Each student will create an artist’s statement to accompany their work that includes:
• Their subject and why they chose it
• Their medium and how their creative process
• Their message for the viewer

https://fantasticfungi.com/reimagine-album/
https://cfileonline.org/art-mycelium-like-embrace-claudia-fontes-contemporary-ceramic-art-cfile/
http://www.artnet.com/artists/andy-goldsworthy/
https://poets.org/poem/calling-spirit-back-wandering-earth-its-human-feet
https://poets.org/poem/forest
https://vimeo.com/409492700
http://jamesbalog.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUSUqI7W2V0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wRKs_MHwD2A
https://pilobolus.org/umbrella-project
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STANDARDS

K-2 NGSS Alignment
From Molecules to Organisms: Structures and Processes 

K-LS1-1: Use observations to describe patterns of what plants and animals (including humans) need to 

survive.

Biological Evolution: Unity and Diversity 

2-LS4-1: Make observations of plants and animals to compare the diversity of life in different habitats.

3-5 NGSS Alignment
Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics 

5-LS2-1: Develop a model to describe the movement of matter among plants, animals, decomposers, and 

the environment.

Earth’s Systems 

5-ESS2-1: Develop a model using an example to describe ways the geosphere, biosphere, hydrosphere, and/

or atmosphere interact.

≠

6-8 NGSS Alignment
From Molecules to Organisms: Structures and Processes 

MS-LS1-6: Construct a scientific explanation based on evidence for the role of photosynthesis in the cycling 

of matter and flow of energy into and out of organisms.

Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics 

MS-LS2-3: Develop a model to describe the cycling of matter and flow of energy among living and nonliving 

parts of an ecosystem.

9-12 NGSS Alignment
Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics 

HS-LS2-5: Develop a model to illustrate the role of photosynthesis and cellular respiration in the cycling of 

carbon among the biosphere, atmosphere, hydrosphere, and geosphere.
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“I think the future of fungi is bright and moldy and 

symbiotic and full of life. One of the perks of being 

really in tune with fungi is that wherever everyone sees 

death you see life, where people see rot you see life, 

where people see decomposition you see composition 

...When it’s about fungi, the future is wonderfully 

moldy and symbiotic.”44

— Giuliana Furci, Fantastic Fungi


