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NORTON SIMON MUSEUM 
Student Preparatory Packet 

Elements of Art 
 
Introduction to the Norton Simon Museum 
The Norton Simon Museum is known worldwide as the repository of one of the most remarkable art 
collections ever assembled. Seven centuries of European art from the Renaissance to the 20th century are 
on view, including works by Raphael, Botticelli, Rubens, Rembrandt, Zurbarán, Fragonard and Goya. 
The Museum boasts a particularly celebrated Impressionist and Post-Impressionist collection—with 
paintings by Manet, Renoir, Monet, Degas, van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec and Cézanne—as well as 20th-
century works by Picasso, Matisse and German Expressionists. Complementing the Western art is an 
outstanding group of Asian sculptures from India and Southeast Asia spanning a period of 2,000 years. 
 
Curriculum Materials  
To prepare your students for the tour, we have enclosed five overhead transparencies of paintings and 
sculpture in the Museum’s collections. Included in the packet are the following: 

·  a lesson plan for each featured artwork, along with vocabulary and pronunciation guide 
·  present-day maps of Europe, Southeast Asia and India and the Himalayas 
·  a CD that covers pre-visit curricula for other tours offered by the Education Department 
·  a DVD, “The Art of Norton Simon,” to familiarize your students with the Museum, its founder 

and its collections. 
 
Lessons Overview 
Students are introduced to the elements of art: color, line, shape, form, space, texture and pattern. Each 
lesson provides brief background information about the artwork and artist, followed by questions that 
promote observation and discussion the elements of art. Suggested classroom activities present students 
with the opportunity to explore the elements of art through research, writing and art-making projects. A 
vocabulary and pronunciation guide appears at the end of each lesson plan.   
 
Learning Objectives 
Students are encouraged to: 

·  take time to look closely 
·  describe what they see 
·  identify the elements of art in paintings and sculpture 
·  evaluate how artists use the elements of art to create meaning 
·  connect the visual arts with historical periods and religious traditions through research and 

writing projects  
·  create original artworks focusing on the use of the elements of art in different genres (portraiture, 

landscape, still life, etc.) and media 
 
Curriculum Standards 
The lesson plans cover key concepts of artistic perception (for example, color, space, shape and texture). 
The materials address Content Standards for California Public Schools in Visual Arts, History–Social 
Science and English-Language Arts for grades 5–12. 



 

Lesson I: FORM and TEXTURE  
 
Bodhisattva Maitreya, 2nd–3rd century 
Pakistan: Ancient Gandhara 
Schist 
 

                                     
ART ELEMENTS  

·  Form—a three-dimensional object or figure with height, width and 
depth. Form can be thought of as shape in three dimensions. 
Sculpture is an example of form. There are several ways to 
describe form, including geometric (cubes, spheres, pyramid, etc.) 
and organic (irregular forms often found in nature). When looking 
at form, consider if it is balanced or symmetrical. If you draw an 
imaginary line down the center of the form, does one side mirror 
the other? If not, the form can be considered asymmetrical, or 
imbalanced.  

·  Texture—the appearance and feel of a surface. 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
This Buddhist sculpture, nearly six feet in height, represents a religious figure called a bodhisattva. 
Buddhists believe that our souls have lived numerous lives, both animal and human, in an endless cycle 
of life, death and rebirth. The goal of Buddhism is to escape this perpetual cycle by entering nirvana, a 
state in which one is free of all desires. A bodhisattva postpones nirvana in order to aid the faithful in 
their pursuit of enlightenment.  
 
Although the identity of the sculptor is unknown, the sculpture resembles artwork produced in ancient 
Gandhara, a region located where Pakistan, Afghanistan and the northwestern part of India are now. 
Gandharan art is known for a unique style that fuses the influence of the Greco-Roman world, brought 
to the region through the conquests of Alexander the Great in the 4th century B.C.E., with the 
symbolism of Buddhism. Note the figure’s toga-like robe, its sandals and the image of a Hellenistic 
deity on the collar—all traces of the Greco-Roman world. The ushnisha (a raised bump on top of the 
head that symbolizes the Buddha’s supernatural knowledge), the urna (a round mark on the forehead, 
considered a sign of enlightenment) and the elongated earlobes (a reference to the Buddha’s royal 
heritage) all represent Buddhism. 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
What do you see? 

·  A large male figure stands on a rectangular base. His gentle facial expression—half-closed eyes 
and benevolent smile—suggests serenity. He wears a loincloth called a dhoti around his waist, 
while a tasseled robe drapes his body. Lavish jewelry covers his neck and arms, including a 
torque (a collar or necklace), a string of charm boxes that sweeps across his chest and an armlet. 
On the base of the sculpture, a small figure sits in quiet meditation, surrounded by six adoring 
attendants. 

 
How would you describe the overall form?   

·  The sculpture appears large, solid and compact. The arms of the figure (missing a right hand and 
left forearm) project into space. There are no hollows or openings. 

 



 

Do you think the form is symmetrical? If so, explain. 
·  It appears balanced. If you draw an imaginary line down the central axis of the figure, each side 

is not exactly the same, but the total weight of the figure appears balanced left to right.  
 
What other forms can you discover? Which are geometric? Which are organic?  

·  Geometric forms: the spherical form on top of the head that symbolizes the bodhisattva’s 
supernatural knowledge; the triangulated form of the nose; the cylindrical form of the arms; the 
cubic form of the base and the columnar forms that frame the scene on the base. 

·  Organic form: the ears. 
 
What surface textures do you notice? 

·  This sculpture is carved from a gray stone called schist. The detail and depth of the carving 
create the illusion of texture, which gives the sculpture a lifelike appearance. 

·  Observe the dense, twisting curls of the hair, wavy moustache, smoothly carved skin of the torso 
and arms, intricately patterned ornaments and crisp folds of the drapery. 

 
What is the overall effect of the sculpture? 

·  Is it dynamic or static? Why do you say that? 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

·  Have students compose a brief report that includes analysis of at least one example of a religious 
sculpture created for devotional worship. Ask students to research a religion and the art 
associated with it. What are the core beliefs of the religion? How are these concepts conveyed in 
sculpture? In their analysis, students should focus on the physical form—scale, proportion, 
balance—of the artwork. They should also describe the material (wood, stone, metal, etc.) and 
the textural qualities of the sculpture. 

 
·  Ask students to list characteristics they associate with powerful or religious figures (for example, 

love, wisdom, kindness, or fear). Tell students to select one of these qualities and decide how to 
represent it as an attribute  and/or gesture. Students should sketch a figure with the attribute 
and/or gesture. Next, ask students to create a small sculpture of their figure using quick-drying 
clay and a variety of tools—pencils, toothpicks or artists’ sculpting tools. Students should be 
attentive to the depiction of form and texture. Once students have finished their sculptures, 
encourage them to discuss the characteristics they were trying to convey and the choices they 
made in deciding how to show those qualities in physical form. 

 
 



 

VOCABULARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
Alexander the Great (356–323 B.C.E.)—a legendary Greek king known for his military conquests, 
which resulted in an empire encompassing three continents.   
 
Attribute—an object that helps identify a person or character (for example, a crown is an attribute of a 
king). 
 
Bodhisattva (BO-dee-SAHT-vah)—in Buddhism, a being who gives up his or her entrance into nirvana 
in order to help others. 
 
Buddhism (BOO-dizm)—the religion founded by the Indian prince Siddhartha Gautama in the 5th 
century B.C.E. Longing for spiritual truth, the young prince renounced his royal lifestyle and wandered 
alone in search of nirvana. He became known as the Buddha or the “Enlightened One.” Buddhist art 
represents stories and teachings pertaining to the Buddha and other savior deities. 
 
Diety—a god or goddess. 
 
Gesture—a movement or pose of the hand, arm, foot or other part of the body that conveys an idea or 
emotion. 

Hellenistic (hel-uh-NIS-tik)—the style that developed in the fine arts following the death of Alexander 
the Great (323 B.C.E.). Hellenistic art reflects Greek artistic traditions modified by foreign influences. 
 
Illusion—an image that is deceiving or misleading; in painting, the appearance of three-dimensional 
space on a flat surface. 
 
Nirvana (nir-VAH-na)—in Buddhism, the state of perfect bliss accompanied by the release from the 
cycle of life, death and rebirth.  
 
Style—the manner or appearance of artworks associated with a particular artist or period. 
 
Symbolism—the use of an object or image to represent an idea or belief. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum Standards 
• Visual Arts: Grade 5 – 1.1, 1.2, 3.2; Grade 6 – 1.1, 2.4, 4.1; Grade 7 – 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.2; Grade 8 – 1.2, 
2.4, 2.6; Grades 9–12 (Proficient) – 3.1; Grades 9–12 (Advanced) – 3.3 
• English-Language Arts: Grades 5–10 – Writing 2.3 
• History–Social Science: Grade 6 – 6 



 

Lesson II: SPACE and COLOR 
 
The Flight into Egypt, c. 1544–45 
Jacopo Bassano (Jacopo da Ponte) 
Italian, 1510–1592 
Oil on canvas 
 
 
ART ELEMENTS 

·  Space—in painting, the illusion 
of depth. Artists employ a variety 
of techniques to achieve this 
illusion, including overlapping, 
scale, relative hue and 
perspective. 

·  Color—color possesses the following characteristics: hue (the name of the color, such as red, 
blue, etc.), value (the lightness or darkness of the color) and intensity (the brightness or dullness 
of the color). Colors can be described as warm (red, yellow), like the sun, or cool (blue), like 
water.  

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The painting portrays a narrative, or story, from the Bible, in which the Holy Family flees Bethlehem 
for Egypt. An angel appears to Joseph in a dream, warning him of King Herod’s decree that all male 
babies be killed. (Herod, after hearing from nomadic wise men that the “King of the Jews” had been 
born in Bethlehem, feared a challenge to his authority.) Joseph, entrusted with his family’s safety, 
hastily gathered his young wife, Mary, and the baby Jesus to escape the king’s murderous plan. While 
the journey described in the Bible takes place under the cover of night, in what is today referred to as the 
Middle East, the artist Jacopo Bassano depicts this story in a daytime setting that loosely mirrors his 
hometown in northern Italy, with the Venetian Alps in the distance.  Venice was called the city of light, 
and its artist’s often tried to capture this by executing bright, crisp, atmospheric effects in their paintings. 
  
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
What do you see?  

·  An angel with feathery wings points the way to a sprouting tree, as he leads a group along a 
stony path. Following the angel, an elderly man and faithful dog guide a donkey carrying a 
mother and a baby. To the far left, a male figure, a peasant, kneels on the ground, letting roosters 
out of a basket. Another male figure, probably a soldier, drinks from a cask. A shepherd stands 
behind the donkey and looks into the distance. On the path, traveling in the opposite direction of 
the group, a man walks toward a small village. In the far distance, snow-covered mountains 
tower above the horizon into the sky.   

 
How does the artist create the illusion of space?  

·  Scale—the size of figures in relation to other figures and objects—enhances the sense of spatial 
depth. The largest and most important figures (the Holy Family) occupy the foreground. Figures 
and scenery diminish in size from the middle ground (the cluster of shacks) to the background 
(the mountains and sky).  

·  The artist defines distance with a technique called atmospheric perspective. As objects recede in 
space, they not only appear to shrink but also tend to lose detail and intensity of color. 

 



 

How would you describe the artist’s use of color? 
·  Bassano uses vivid colors, including fuchsia, pink, plum, green, orange, red and blue.  
·  Color serves to focus our attention on each figure.  
·  The artist adheres to the tradition in which colors are used symbolically. Mary wears a blue 

mantle, or cape, which signifies that she is a descendant of the Royal House of David.   
·  Color creates movement as it draws our eyes through the painting. 

 
How would you describe the mood of the painting? 

·  Calm? Energetic? What other words and phrases describe the mood? 
  
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

•  Have students look closely at other examples of narrative paintings. They may select images 
from museum websites. Without sharing the title, artist or date of the work, ask students to think 
about what story they think the artwork is trying to tell. Invite students to compose a written 
narrative to accompany the painting. Their narratives should identify the principal characters in 
the scene as well as the setting, time of day, mood and plot. Students should use “colorful” 
phrases to bring the artwork to life. 

 
•  Ask students to make a list of their favorite stories (for example, myths, fairy tales and folk tales) 

and then select the one story that particularly appeals to them. They should identify a pivotal 
moment in the narrative that will be illustrated using drawing paper and colored drawing pencils. 
Students should capture important details and actions that will help the viewer recognize the 
story. Utilizing what they have learned in the lesson about space and color, they should decide 
what elements will be in the foreground, middle ground and background. Students should also be 
attentive to the size and placement of figures and objects. Students should use color to 
distinguish figures and objects in the composition, for symbolic purposes (if applicable) and to 
enhance the desired mood or effect of their artwork.  



 

VOCABULARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
Background—the part of a scene or picture that is farthest from the viewer. 
 
Bassano (Bah-SAH-no), Jacopo (Jacopo da Ponte)—called “Bassano” after his native Italian town. He 
learned to be a painter by working as an apprentice in his father’s workshop, a conventional practice for 
aspiring artists at the time. Artistic ambition prompted him to travel to nearby Venice, home to a 
sophisticated, flourishing art world. He admired the works of 16th-century Venetian masters—Titian (c. 
1485–1576), Giorgione (1477–1510), Tintoretto (1518–1594), and Veronese (1528–1588)—for their use 
of rich, vibrant color and dramatic lighting. He inherited the family workshop upon his father’s death 
and established a reputation as the town’s finest artist. 
 
Bible—the collection of Old and New Testament writings; from the Greek word biblos, which means 
book. 
 
Foreground—the part of a scene or picture that is nearest to the viewer. 
 
Holy Family—the infant Jesus with his immediate family: his mother, Mary, and his earthly father, 
Joseph.  
 
Horizon—the meeting point of earth and sky, usually defined by a line where the two intersect. 
 
Illusion—an image that is deceptive or misleading; in painting, the appearance of three-dimensional 
space on a flat surface. 
 
Jesus—the prophet whose life and teachings form the basis of Christianity; from the Hebrew word 
yeshua, which means savior; also known as Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
 
King Herod (HAIR-uhd)—king of Judea, 37–4 B.C.E., also referred to as Herod the Great. 
 
Middle East—the region that encompasses Egypt, Israel, Morocco, North Africa, Turkey and Iran. 
 
Middle ground—in a painting, the space between the foreground and background. 
 
Nomad—a person who roams or has no home. 
 
Royal House of David—the family line of King David of Israel (1010–970 B.C.E.). 
 
Symbolism—the use of an object or image to represent an idea or belief. 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum Standards 
• Visual Arts: Grade 5 – 1.1, 1.2, 2.6, 3.2; Grade 6 – 1.1, 1.2, 2.3; Grade 7 – 1.2, 1.3; Grade 8 – 1.1; 
Grades 9–12 (Proficient) – 1.1, 1.4, 2.1  
• English-Language Arts: Grades 5–12 – Writing 2.1 
• History–Social Science: Grade 7 – 7 



 

Lesson III: LINE and VALUE 
 
Interior with a Dordrecht Family, 1656 
Nicolaes Maes  
Dutch, 1634–1693 
Oil on canvas 
 
 
ART ELEMENTS 

·  Line—a continuous mark moving in space. 
Lines can range in width and length. They 
can be thick, thin, curving, straight, or 
angular as well as vertical, horizontal, 
diagonal or circular. Lines can be implied, 
meaning they are suggested visually but not 
actually painted or drawn. 

·  Value—the relative use of light and dark 
color. 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
The Dutch Republic was established in 1648 after it achieved independence from Spain. Its vigorous 
economy produced a strong, educated middle class that was interested in buying art. People who bought 
paintings desired subject matter that reflected their world—the land, daily life, customs and people of 
the time. This group portrait represents a 17th-century Dutch family whose precise identity remains 
unknown. Stable and orderly, this picture clearly sets forth the social values and ideals of the time. 
Seventeenth-century Dutch society was built on a foundation in which family, church (you can see a 
church tower through the open window) and civic life (the father’s hat and gloves serve as references to 
his life outside the home) existed in harmony. 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
What do you see? 

·  The painting shows a family in a domestic interior. The mother, seated on the right, holds a baby 
on her lap. The young child, dressed in pale blue, touches his mother’s hand gently and clutches 
a small bell with his right hand. The eldest daughter occupies the center of the painting. She 
shares a fruit basket with her younger sister and offers a small apple to her baby brother, all the 
while looking directly at the viewer. The younger daughter’s pose loosely mirrors her father’s 
and draws our attention to him. His left hand rests on a sturdy table, upon which he has placed 
his hat and gloves. His raised right hand draws our attention outward, through a window, which 
provides a view across the river to the church tower, buildings and small boat.  

 
 How does line function in this painting? 

·  A variety of lines creates visual interest. Thin, straight lines define the window panes. Bold, 
curving lines describe the central figure’s richly decorated garment. 

·  Line serves to delineate the boundaries or edges of figures and objects.  
·  The horizontal lines of the floorboards and the vertical lines of the windows anchor the 

composition and impart a sense of balance to the painting.  
·  The family forms a chain—an implied line—that links the figures to one another. 

 



 

What effects are achieved by the artist’s use of value? 
·  The contrast of light and dark colors is used for emphasis and dramatic effect.  
·  Faces are conceived in light colors and stand out from the somber clothing and muted colors of 

the domestic interior.  
·  The somber palette of black and brown contrasts vividly with the clear reds visible on the fruit 

and the mother’s dress.   
·  Gradations of light impart volume to figures and objects. Look at how the artist manipulates 

light and dark to make the father’s hands and the undulating folds of the children’s clothing 
appear lifelike. 

·  The play of light and dark (note the shadows on the wall and the sparkling highlights on the 
plates on the railing) enlivens the scene.  

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITES 

•  Ask students to research and discuss life in 17th-century Holland or a different time and place. 
Using other images of 17th-century Dutch portraiture or portraiture from a different time and 
place, ask students to write a fictional narrative that features the represented figure(s) as 
character(s). The narrative should have a conflict that is resolved by the end of the story. The 
character(s) and setting should be described using relevant sensory details. 

 
•  Ask students to compare and contrast Interior with a Dordrecht Family to a contemporary family 

portrait. What types of family photos are they used to seeing? What makes a family portrait 
effective today? Each student can plan a family photograph that will capture the roles and 
relationships of the members of his or her household. Students should consider setting, pose, 
gesture and costume as well as compositional choices, including the contrast of light and dark. 
Assign students to execute and print their photographic portraits. Create a classroom display and 
lead students in a discussion of the similarities and differences they notice in the images as well 
as an evaluation of the effective use of the elements of art. 

 
 
 
 



 

VOCABULARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
Composition—the structure or arrangement of art elements (line, shape, color, etc.) in an artwork.  
 
Maes (MAHS), Nicholaes—a 17th-century Dutch artist who was raised in the port city of Dordrecht, 
where his father was a successful silk merchant. He moved to Amsterdam, where he learned to paint in 
Rembrandt’s (REM-brandt’s) studio. Rembrandt was renowned for his portrait, historical and biblical 
paintings and for his dramatic use of light. Under Rembrandt’s tutelage, Maes mastered the art of 
portraiture as well as scenes of everyday life. 
 
Palette—a particular range, quality or use of color; also refers to a board or tablet used by painters to 
hold and mix colors.[add pronunciation?] 
 
Portrait—a likeness or image of a person or persons. 
 
Volume—the amount of space a form occupies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum Standards 
• Visual Arts: Grade 5 – 1.1, 1.2, 1.2, 2.3, 3.2, 4.3; Grade 6 – 1.1, 1.2, 3.2, 3.3; Grade 7 – 1.1, 1.3, 2.6; 
Grade 8 – 1.1, 1.2, 2.3; Grades 9–12 (Proficient) – 1.1 
• English-Language Arts: Grades 5–12 – Writing 2.1 



 

Lesson IV: COLOR and TEXTURE 
 
Mulberry Tree, October 1889 
Vincent van Gogh  
Dutch, 1853–1890 
Oil on canvas 
 
ART ELEMENTS 

·  Color—the colored light we see as a result 
of light being reflected by an object. Color 
possesses three main characteristics: hue 
(the name of the color, such as red, blue, 
etc.), value (the lightness or darkness of the 
color) and intensity (the brightness or 
dullness of the color). 

·  Texture—the surface quality of a painting 
created by the artist’s choice of materials and way of handling them. The actual  
texture of a painting can be smooth, rough, bumpy, etc. 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Although best known for the vibrantly colored canvases he produced in the south of France, Vincent van 
Gogh spent the first 33 years of his life in his native Holland. He worked as a minister, and his early, 
somber paintings reveal a deep commitment to the poor. When he moved to Paris in 1886, he became 
exposed to the sophisticated Parisian art world, where he encountered the art of the past, of other 
cultures and of his contemporaries. He traveled to the sun-drenched south of France in 1888. His close 
friend and fellow artist Paul Gauguin joined him later that year. The two young painters explored the 
possibilities of raw, unblended color, and their experiments produced a vivid new style of painting. In 
1889, van Gogh entered a sanatorium, or hospital, to seek treatment for a neurological and/or psychiatric 
illness. In between episodes of what was then presumed to be epilepsy, he painted the surrounding 
landscape, including this mulberry  tree. The artist transformed the beauty and energy he observed in 
nature into a vibrantly colored painting that conveyed his emotional response to the natural world. 
  
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
What do you see? 

·  A single tree occupies the center of the picture. Its limbs spread outward like twisting tentacles. 
The surrounding space, a rocky field, is rendered with a dynamism that echoes the tree’s electric 
energy. A box leans against the tree trunk. No humans are present. 

 
How would you describe the artist’s use of color?  

·  The painting is ablaze with color, as if the tree were on fire.   
·  The artist juxtaposes bright hues, such as the dense yellow foliage against the brilliant blue sky. 

 
How would you describe the texture of the paint surface?  

·  Van Gogh applied the paint so thickly on the canvas that we cannot discern individual leaves.   
·  He created texture with the vigorous movement of his brush, a painting technique referred to as 

impasto.  



 

·  The ground, or first layer of paint, invisible to the naked eye, is composed of a thin layer of pale 
beige. The artist achieved a sculptural effect in his representation of the tree by layering colors 
on colors of paint.  

 
What emotions does the painting convey? Why do you say that? 

·  Is it calm? Disturbing? 
·  Happy? Sad? 
·  What other words or phrases describe the emotional effect? 

 
How would your impression of this painting change if van Gogh had chosen to paint with muted 
colors and smooth brushstrokes? 
 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

·  Students choose a landscape painting that speaks to them from books or museum websites. They 
should describe the scene using basic art vocabulary. They should be attentive to the sensory 
experience of walking into the landscape as they explore how it feels to be in the space, what 
they see, smell and touch. They should communicate their emotional reaction and how the 
artist’s choice of color and use of brushstrokes contribute to their experience of being “there.” 

 
·  Students create landscape paintings in the style of Vincent van Gogh. They will need white 

painting paper, tempera, palettes, paintbrushes and large clipboards. Ask students to identify the 
subject they wish to paint. What will be the main emphasis? What will occupy the foreground, 
middle ground and background? What colors will they choose? Students apply the paint to 
paper, allowing the color to mix on the paper. Encourage students to think about texture as they 
layer the paint. They might consider adding sand or other materials to the paint to yield a variety 
of textures. Experiment with using tools besides the bristles of the brush to create a textured 
effect. 

 



 

VOCABULARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
Background—the part of a scene or picture that is farthest from the viewer. 
 
Foreground—the part of a scene or picture that is nearest to the viewer. 
 
Gogh (GO), Vincent van 
 
Impasto—a painting technique in which paint is applied very thickly to the painting surface; the 
application of paint in thick, opaque masses, usually with a well-loaded brush or palette knife.[add 
pronunciation?] 
   
Landscape—the outdoors; natural scenery. 
 
Middle ground—the area in a painting between the foreground and background. 
 
Mulberry—a type of tree that produces dark-colored fruit. Mulberry is the name of a color or hue 
resembling purple. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum Standards 
• Visual Arts: Grade 5 – 1.1, 1.2, 3.2, 4.1; Grade 6 – 1.1, 1.2, 2.5, 4.1; Grade 7 – 1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 2.4, 4.1; 
Grade 8 – 1.1, 1.2; Grades 9–12 (Proficient) – 1.1, 1.2, 2.5; Grades 9–12 (Advanced) – 1.1 
• English-Language Arts: Grades 8–12: Writing 2.5 



 

Lesson V: SHAPE and PATTERN 
 
Still Life with Musical Instruments, 1918 
Georges Braque  
French, 1882–1963 
Oil on canvas 
 
ART ELEMENTS 

·  Shape—an enclosed space or area 
with a specific outline defining a 
figure or form. Shape is two-
dimensional (height and width) and 
can be described as geometric (square, 
rectangular, circular, triangular) or 
organic (free-form and often found in 
the natural world). 

·  Pattern—the repetition of an element of  
art, such as color, shape or line. 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Georges Braque, in collaboration with fellow artist Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), is credited with 
developing Cubism, one of the most revolutionary art movements of the early 20th century. In this 
Cubist still-life  painting, Braque breaks down objects into simplified shapes. The picture space is 
shallow and cannot be divided into foreground, middle ground and background. While most artists 
since the Renaissance have employed perspective to construct a convincing illusion of space, Braque’s 
modernist approach rejects spatial illusionism in favor of exploring the elements of color, line and shape 
for their own sake.  
 
Gravely wounded in World War I, Braque resumed painting in 1917—one year before he painted Still 
Life with Musical Instruments. Braque was a trained classical musician as well as a collector of musical 
instruments, which may explain the recurring musical references in his artwork. He created a series of 
paintings in 1921 with musical titles such as Valse (Waltz), Java (Popular Dance), Quatuor (Quartet) 
and Duo.   
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
What do you see? 

·  There are several recognizable objects—tenuously linked to reality—reduced to simplified 
shapes: musical instruments (perhaps parts of a guitar and lute), pages of a musical score, a 
cluster of grapes, a tabletop, simulated wood paneling and wallpaper.  

·  This complex composition is precariously suspended on a tabletop that has been tilted onto its 
side. This arrangement could not exist in the real world under the confines of gravity, since the 
objects would fall off the table.  

 
What shapes can you identify? 

·  Geometric? Organic? 
·  Angular? Flowing? 
·  An octagonal shape that serves as a framing device? 

 



 

 
How are patterns created, and to what effect?  

·  The painting abounds with patterns: green and melon-red dots; black-and-white squares; straight 
lines of the musical score; and undulating lines representing the simulated wood graining.  

 
The artist wrote, “The relationship between things is more important than the things themselves.” 
What does this statement mean to you? 
 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES 

•  Have students write a visual analysis that compares and contrasts a traditional still-life painting 
from the Norton Simon Museum or another museum’s collection with Braque’s Still Life with 
Musical Instruments. Their analysis should address the treatment of the subject matter using 
concepts of artistic perception (for example, color, composition, line, shape, space, texture, etc.).  

 
•  Have students combine painting and collage (Braque is reputed to be the first Cubist artist to 

incorporate collage elements into his pictures) as they investigate the concepts of space, shape 
and pattern in two-dimensional works of art. Ask students to select images of objects from 
everyday life, culled from magazines or the Internet. Using a ruler and a pencil, students should 
cut the images into a variety of geometric shapes that may or may not be related to the original 
shapes of the objects. Students should use some of their cut shapes to create a new, unified 
composition on paper that will incorporate painted, invented forms. Encourage students to 
challenge the traditional illusion of space in two-dimensional representations, explore contrasts 
in textures and create patterns. 



 

VOCABULARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
Background—the part of a scene or picture that is farthest from the viewer. 
 
Braque (BRAK), Georges  
 
Collage (kuh-LAHZH)—a technique of creating a two-dimensional artwork by gluing various materials 
on a flat surface. 
 
Cubism—a movement in painting and sculpture that is recognized as one of the great turning points in 
Western art. The Cubist style is characterized by overlapping picture planes and multiple viewpoints. 
Often, objects are depicted so that several sides of an object can be seen simultaneously. 
 
Foreground—the part of a scene or picture that is nearest to the viewer. 
 
Illusionism—the use of a technique such as perspective in order to deceive the eye. 
 
Middle ground—in a painting, the space between the foreground and background. 
 
Perspective—a mathematical system devised in 15th-century Italy, perspective is a method for 
representing three-dimensional objects or space on a flat, two-dimensional surface.  
 
Renaissance—“rebirth,” referring to the intellectual and artistic movement that began in Italy in the late 
14th century and culminated in the 16th century. The style is characterized by a deliberate reference to the 
art, architecture, literature and ideals of classical Greece and Rome. Renaissance artists include 
Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), Michelangelo (1475–1564) and Raphael (1483–1520). 
 
Simulation—a likeness of something or someone; exhibiting the appearance or characteristics of an 
object. 
 
Still life—the depiction of inanimate objects, such as flowers or fruit, most typically arranged by an 
artist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum Standards 
• Visual Arts: Grade 5 – 1.1, 1.2, 2.4, 3.2; Grade 6 – 1.1, 1.4, 4.1; Grade 7 – 1.1, 1.3 2.3, 4.2; Grade 8 – 
1.1, 4.3; Grade 9–12 (Proficient) – 1.1, 1.4, 4.3; Grades 9–12 (Advanced) – 1.1, 2.2 
• English-Language Arts: Grades 6 – Writing 2.2; Grades 9–10 – Writing 2.3 


