
NORTON SIMON MUSEUM 
Student Preparatory Packet 

Highlights 
 
The Norton Simon Museum is known worldwide as one of the most remarkable 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 celebrated Impressionist and Post-Impressionist collection with 
paintings by Manet, Renoir, Monet, Degas, van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec and Cézanne.  In 
addition, there are 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 2000 years. 
 
To prepare your students for the tour, we have enclosed five overhead transparencies 
representative of the Museum’s European collections.  For each transparency, you will find an 
information sheet about the artist, culture and artwork along with classroom and museum 
activities that address Content Standards in Social Studies and Visual and Performing Arts. 
Additionally, we have included the video “The Art of Norton Simon” which will familiarize your 
students with the Museum, its founder and its collections.  We hope that you and your students 
enjoy the preparatory packet as well as your visit.   
 
In addition to the enclosed preparatory packet, you may also find it helpful to visit our website, 
www.nortonsimon.org.  Look for the “Study Guides” in the Education section of the website. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
  
Michael Ano 
Educational Assitant 
Norton Simon Museum 



Alessandro Filipepi, called BOTTICELLI, Italian, c. 1444-1510 
Madonna and Child with Adoring Angel, c. 1468 
Tempera on panel, 2.9 x 2.2 feet 
 
BOTTICELLI : A FLORENTINE PAINTER IN THE RENAISSANCE 
The term Renaissance means “rebirth,” and refers to the widespread 
interest in reviving classical Greek and Roman ideas through art, 
architecture and literature from roughly the years 1400 to 1550. Painters 
and sculptors studied the art of antiquity  and adopted its emphasis on 
creating lifelike images of the physical world. It was at this time that the flat 
surface of a painting began to be thought of as a window through which a 
scene could be viewed.  
 
The artist Sandro Botticelli, who painted Madonna and Child with Adoring Angel, lived in Florence, 
Italy, the center of 15th-century Renaissance art. His many influential patrons included members of 
the powerful Medici banking family, who sponsored a great number of notable artistic and 
architectural projects during the Renaissance. So highly esteemed was Botticelli that in 1481 he was 
one of four artists called to Rome to paint frescoes in the Sistine Chapel, the newly-built home of the 
Pope. 
 
In Botticelli’s lifetime, developments in painting techniques abounded. For example, the introduction 
of oil paint made blending colors easier, so that gradations from light to dark could be made more 
subtle, giving objects and figures a sense of dimension. However, Botticelli persisted with the use of 
tempera (paint based in egg rather than oil), and preferred to emphasize contour lines—especially in 
figures’ garments—rather than volume. He fell out of favor later in his life as his paintings were seen 
as old-fashioned and died heavily in debt. His work gained attention again in the mid-19th century 
through the admiration of Millais, Rossetti, and the other Pre-Raphaelite painters.  
 
 
A CLOSER LOOK AT MADONNA AND CHILD WITH ADORNING ANGEL 
Images of the Madonna and Christ Child were extremely popular in Renaissance Italy when devotion 
to the Christian faith was a central facet of life. Typically, artists utilized specific and recognized 
colors to help identify the Madonna. Mary’s blue robe referred to her status as a descendant of the 
royal house of David; her red garment suggests the blood of Christ, referring to her Son’s crucifixion. 
The Christ Child, often portrayed nude, is here covered with a thin, loose garment that allowed 
Botticelli more opportunity to create the flowing lines of cloth of which he was so fond. Both figures 
are crowned with delicate gold halos, signifying their divinity. 
 
This painting also includes the figure of an angel leaning in from the left side. The angel’s adoration 
of the Madonna and Child—demonstrated by his gesture of clasped hands and his tender gaze—
creates a strong sense of veneration and piety. The presence of a vase in the foreground could be a 
reference to Mary as a vessel for man’s salvation, since she brought Christ into the world. Botticelli 
has set his figures in an architectural space, defined by an arch in the background reminiscent of 
classical Roman buildings. He masterfully balances the hard lines of the architecture with many 
gentle curves, maintaining a sense of grace and movement through rounded facial features, melodic 
lines of garment folds, and the meandering river that flows in the distant landscape. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
·  Describe the subject matter of this painting. 
·  Who are the figures in the picture?  How can you tell?  What details and hints does the 

artist include to help you identify the figures?  
·  Do the figures look real?  Look at Mary’s hands and the figure of the baby Jesus.  How 

does the artist make these figures appear life-like? 
·  Does the artist make the space these figures occupy look realistic? 
·  How does he make some things look far away and some close up?  

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

IN THE CLASSROOM: 
·  The artist Botticelli lived in Florence, which was the center of the Renaissance in the 15th 

century.  What was life like in Florence during this time?  How many people lived in the 
city?  What was the system of government?  Who were the influential people in 
Florence?  What was the city’s primary source of income?  What was life like for the 
poor populations?  How about life for an artist?  What activities did people enjoy?  Do 
you think it would have been an exciting place to live?  Write about the city of Florence 
and the experience of living there during the Renaissance.   

 
AT THE MUSEUM: 
·  Paintings of the Madonna and Child were very popular during the Renaissance, as 

Christian faith was central to life.  Many artists painted this subject.  Compare Botticelli’s 
painting Madonna and Child with Adoring Angel with paintings of the same subject by 
different Renaissance artists on view at the Norton Simon Museum.  Examples to 
consider include: 
 
Raphael, Madonna and Child with a Book, c. 1502-03 
Francesco Raibolini, called Il Francia, Madonna and Child with Saints Jerome and 
Francis, c. 1500 

 
Write about the similarities and differences between these works.  Do the artists paint the 
figures in similar ways?  Do they use the same colors and symbols that Botticelli uses to 
identify Mary and Jesus?  Are there other figures in the paintings?  Compare the space in 
the pictures.  Do the artists paint different or similar scenes in the backgrounds?   

 
RELATED STANDARDS: 

·  Visual and Performing Arts, Grade 5, 4.2; Grade 6, 3.1; Grade 7, 3.1, 3.2; Grade 8, 1.1; 
Grades 9-12, 3.3 

·  History-Social Science, 7.8 
·  English-Language Arts, Grade 6, 2.2 (Writing); Grades 7-12, 2.1 (Writing) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Frans SNYDERS, Flemish, 1579-1657 
Still Life with Fruit and Vegetables, n.d. 
Oil on canvas, 5.7 x 8.4 feet 

 
SNYDERS: PAINTING PROSPERITY 
Frans Snyders was born and died in Antwerp, an important trading 
port in Northern Europe.  He became part of a circle of influential 
artists including Jan Brueghel the Elder and Peter Paul Rubens (two 
artists whose works are also on display at the Norton Simon Museum).  In 1608 the artist traveled to 
Italy.  He spent time in Rome and also in Milan where he worked for Cardinal Archbishop 
Borromeo.  He eventually became a member of the Guild of Romanists, a group of artists in Antwerp 
that had spent time in Rome.  His clients included affluent members of the prosperous middle class.  
Public institutions also commissioned works from him, and his paintings graced the walls of 
Antwerp’s City Hall. Snyders is known for his large-scale complex still-life  paintings.   
 
By the mid-16th century, Antwerp had become one of Europe’s chief commercial and financial 
centers.  It was part of the Spanish empire and therefore was involved with the expansive trading 
network that connected Europe with the east and the Americas.  Antwerp had become an important 
hub for the spice trade and many lavish goods including linen, wool, silk, and other precious 
materials were brought into the city where they were transformed by Antwerp’s craftsmen into 
luxury goods exported throughout Europe. The region was also known for its fertile land and 
produced an abundance of produce in part due to an improved crop rotation system that was adopted 
in the 16th century which was much more productive that the 3-field rotation system that had been 
used since medieval times.  Additionally, exotic fruits and vegetables were brought to Antwerp 
increasing the variety of products available in this prosperous city.  In the 17th century, it became 
fashionable for the newly-emergent merchant class to purchase large country estates to escape urban 
pressures.  They sought to decorate their new homes with paintings like Snyders’ Still Life with Fruit 
and Vegetables that demonstrated the sheer bounty and prosperity of the land.   
 
A CLOSER LOOK AT STILL LIFE WITH FRUIT AND VEGETABLES 
The main subject of this still-life painting is food, and its arrangement is particular. Large vegetables 
like red cabbage, squash and artichokes, staples of the peasant meal, topple over each other on the 
ground. More expensive vegetables like peas and mushrooms rest in bowls or baskets. Just left of the 
center of the painting, two melons have burst open from ripeness. However, most of the fruit, which 
was more precious than vegetables, is placed on the table. Bowls tilt toward us to display their 
contents, while grapes and pears hang over the table’s edge. Snyders depicted the various textures 
with care: the grapes look waxy, the cabbage crinkly, the pears dimpled, and the flowers silky. 
  
This painting depicts a feast to be eaten, but its bright colors and overflowing detail also comprise a 
feast for the eyes. Snyders appealed to the other senses as well.  A bird lands on a young woman’s 
finger, its half-open beak indicating its ability to sing.  The tender gesture of a child’s hand on her 
arm evokes the idea of tactile sensation.  A mixed bouquet of flowers graces the table on the 
rightmost edge of the painting, inviting the viewer to contemplate the sense of smell.  The painting 
also includes details which reveal Flander’s interaction with the outside world through trade and 
exploration.  The small colorful bird is likely a parrot, a bird native to South America.  Spanish 
noblemen often brought specimens like these back from their New World conquests which explains 
why a bird of this species could have been in Flanders at this time.  The dishes in the painting 
represent Chinese porcelain bowls which would have been imported from the east probably by the 
Dutch East India Company.   



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
·  Take a moment to observe this painting.  Now, describe what you see. 
·  How many different fruits and vegetables can you identify?  Make a list. 
·  How is the food arranged?  Is it divided into categories?   
 What is displayed on the table versus on the floor?   
 Why do you think the artist arranged the food in this way?  
 (Hierarchy: bottom of the painting: peasants/veggies, middle of painting: imported goods, 
 top of painting: birds, the most exotic items) 
·  If you could walk into this painting, what could you smell, hear, taste, touch? 
·  Where would you hang this painting? How big would the room have to be? 
·  How much land would you need to grow all of these things?  

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

IN THE CLASSROOM: 
·  This painting is over 400 years old.  What fruits and vegetables in the painting would you 

still see at the grocery store today?  What other kinds of food do we eat today?  If we 
made a painting like this one, but included things we buy at the grocery store now, what 
might it look like?   

  
 Have students collect food packaging materials from home.  Split into groups and  have 
 each group make its own contemporary “kitchen scene painting” integrating the items 
 they brought from home.  The items could be arranged on a table or desk to create 
 a “live” still-life painting, or attached to a large piece of paper creating a 3-D 
 painting which could be displayed on the wall. The students can also draw food items to 
 include.  Discuss several possible ways students could arrange the items: by nutritional 
 value, popularity, color, natural vs. processed, etc. 
 
AT THE MUSEUM: 
·  The countryside was believed to be morally cleansing; in fact, a new genre of poetry 

called Hofdichten celebrated the benefits of rural living.  These long poems were 
structured as a walk through a country estate, and are full of horticultural details.  

 
 Using this painting as subject matter, have students write their own Hofdichten poem.  
 Have them structure their poem as a walk through the room depicted in this painting.  
 Tell them to include specific details about what they would see. 

 
RELATED STANDARDS: 

·  Visual and Performing Arts, Grade 5, 2.5; Grade 6, 3.1; Grade 7, 2.3; Grades 9-12, 2.6, 3.3 
·  History-Social Science, 7.9 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Marie-Louise-Elisabeth VIGÉE-LEBRUN, French, 1755-1842 
Portrait of Theresa, Countess Kinsky, 1793 
Oil on canvas, 4.5 x 3.3 feet 

 
VIGÉE-LEBRUN: ÉMIGRÉ  EXTRAORDINAIRE  
Marie-Louise-Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun was the daughter of a portrait  
painter who died when she was only thirteen. After his death she taught 
herself to paint and rapidly gained success. At the age of twenty-three, the 
artist was summoned to Versailles to paint Queen Marie-Antoinette’s 
portrait. She became close with the Queen who, five years later in 1783, 
ensured her entrance into Académie Royale where she was one of only 
four female members. 
 
Fearful for her life at the onset of the French Revolution, Vigée-Lebrun prudently fled the country 
with her daughter on October 5, 1789—the very day the Queen and King were placed under house-
arrest. She remained a loyal monarchist her entire life, through many regimes. The artist headed to 
Italy and Russia with prolonged stops in Vienna, Prague, Dresden and Berlin, living as an émigré for 
twelve years. At each stop Vigée-Lebrun was preceded by her reputation, and was flooded with 
invitations from members of the local nobility and aristocracy to paint portraits and stay as a guest. 
 
According to her autobiography, the artist was not only a social butterfly but also a hardworking, 
devoted painter who found uneducated and idle socialites to be dull. She claims to have painted 
throughout her pregnancy, even working on the day her daughter was born “in the intervals between 
labor pains.” While Vigée-Lebrun may have exaggerated her work ethic in her autobiography, we 
know that she was extremely prolific , exhibiting forty portraits in one six-year span, presumably 
with many more painted but not exhibited. 
 
A CLOSER LOOK AT PORTRAIT OF TERESA, COUNTESS KINSKY 
Portrait of Teresa, Countess Kinsky was painted during Vigée-Lebrun’s stay in Vienna in 1793 and 
is typical of her work at that time. Her portraits from this period often show the figure depicted in 
front of expansive landscapes and in simple but elegant dress. Vigée-Lebrun was so widely-known 
and influential that clothing she introduced in her portraits, such as brightly colored shawls and the 
high-waisted “empire” dress worn by Countess Kinsky, became popular high European fashion. 
 
Countess Kinsky was subjected to an unfortunate arranged marriage in which, according to Vigée-
Lebrun, the Count “only arrived at the bride’s home for the wedding. As soon as the service was 
over, he said to his young and charming wife, ‘...I regret to have to leave you, but I cannot hide from 
you the fact that I am already attached to a woman without whom I cannot live, and I go to rejoin 
her.’” The Countess was abruptly abandoned, yet, as shown here, she preferred to be depicted as 
graceful and self-assured. 
 
Vigée-Lebrun held the grace and good form of the nobility in high esteem, and was impressed by the 
Countess’ “every possible charm; her figure, her face, in fact all her person was perfection.” Her 
complexion is fair and unmarred, reflecting her inner perfection of character as the artist perceived it.  
The artist’s polished style and stable composition follow the same principles of Neoclassical 
portraiture as practiced by her contemporary, Jacques-Louis David, although her romantic 
portraits of aristocracy distance her from his grand subjects of historical and moralizing 
narratives. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
·  What is a portrait? 
·  Describe the woman in this picture.   
·  What can you tell about this woman based on this painting?  Consider her clothing, the 

way she is posed, and the setting of the picture.  What is her social status?  How can you 
tell?   

·  Describe the woman’s clothing.  Observe the details on the fabrics.  What would it feel 
like to wear an outfit like this?  Do you think she wears this everyday? 

·  If she were to speak, what do you think she would say? 
·  What is in the background of this composition?  Does this seem like an actual location or 

a fictional place? 
 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

IN THE CLASSROOM: 
·  Vigée-Lebrun painted Portrait of Theresa, Countess Kinsky in 1793.  In this picture, the 

artist depicted an important person of the time.  Who are the significant figures in today’s 
world?  If you were to paint a picture of an important person in our times, who would you 
choose and how would you choose to paint him or her?  How would he or she be posed?  
What would he or she wear?  What setting would you choose for the picture?  Would you 
include any specific objects or details in the painting?  Choose an important figure in 
today’s world and create a portrait of him or her.   

 
·  Pretend you are interviewing the artist Marie-Louise-Elizabeth Vigée-Lebrun.  You are 

trying to learn about what life was like for this female artist who was a loyal supporter of 
the Queen of France during the French Revolution.  What questions would you ask her?   
Create a list of ten questions you would want to ask this artist.  Some aspects of her life 
that you could focus your questions on include:  
-She taught herself to paint.   
-She was one of only four female members of The French Academy of Fine Arts.  -She 
lived during the French Revolution.   
-She escaped France when the King and Queen were placed under house arrest and lived 
as an émigré in Europe for the next 12 years.   
-She was very widely known and the clothing she depicted in her paintings often became 
fashionable in Europe.   
 

AT THE MUSEUM: 
·  Imagine you are the woman in this painting.  Write a journal entry describing your life.  

Be sure to use the visual evidence in the painting as inspiration for your writing.  If 
possible, research Countess Kinsky and include some realistic information about her life.  
You are also welcome to include fictional elements.  Include information on what it 
would have been like for her to live in Vienna at the end of the 18th century.  How does 
she spend her days?  What activities does she enjoy?  What are her friends like?  You 
could also write about the experience of posing for this portrait. 

 
RELATED STANDARDS: 

·  Visual and Performing Arts, Grade 8, 3.3 
·  History-Social Science, 10.2 
·  English-Language Arts, Grades 5-12, 2.1 (Writing) 

 



 
Claude MONET, French, 1840-1926 
The Artist's Garden at Vétheuil, 1881 
Oil on canvas, 3.3 x 2.7 feet 

 
MONET’S IMPRESSIONISM 
Claude Monet grew up on the Normandy coast of France where he gained 
local recognition as a caricaturist by his late teens. When he was twenty-
two, Monet went to Paris to study with the academic painter Charles 
Gleyre, but learned just as much from his unofficial tutelage under the 
Dutch landscape painter Johann Barthold Jongkind. In the late 1860s 
Monet and fellow artist Pierre Auguste Renoir, whom he had met at 
Gleyre’s studio, began painting at La Grenouillere, a popular recreational 
spot along the Seine river. Monet called paintings executed at this time “bad sketches,” but these 
developed into the quick, fragmented style called “Impressionism,” for which the artist is 
internationally known. 
 
Monet was the unofficial leader of the Impressionists, painters who favored working en plein air, or 
outdoors, a practice facilitated by the recent invention of small, portable paint tubes. Impressionist 
artworks sought to capture a single moment in time—a loose, sketchy “impression” of life—and 
often appeared unfinished to traditional painters and critics. The rapid and chaotic transformation of 
European urban centers that marked the 19th century no doubt influenced the development of images 
that depict the world as fleeting. As French poet and friend to the Impressionists Charles Baudelaire 
noted, “(M)odernity  is the transitory, the fugitive, the contingent.” 
 
Monet is perhaps best known for his series of nearly identical paintings, mostly executed after 1890, 
which emphasized the changing effects of light on a single place or object. The artist created sets of 
paintings depicting Rouen Cathedral, grain stacks, poplar trees along a river, views of the Seine, and 
water lilies from his own garden. Monet gained popularity and Impressionism spread beyond France 
to other European countries and America. The artist sold his paintings, through an art dealer, for 
increasingly high prices, and lived the latter part of his life financially secure. 
 
A CLOSER LOOK AT THE ARTIST’S GARDEN AT VÉTHEUIL  
The Artist’s Garden at Vétheuil is one of four paintings depicting the same view at Monet’s house in 
Vétheuil, a village on the banks of the Seine. In it we see how Monet used a spectrum of colors to 
accentuate the quality of light according to time of day or season. Nowhere in his paintings are 
shadows purely black or highlights purely white. The shadow cast by the flowerpot on the right-hand 
side of this painting is green, blue and purple, and the clouds are a combination of blues and pinks. 
 
In the early 1880s, Monet began to eliminate human figures from his paintings, focusing instead on 
the landscape and architecture around him. In his artworks of this period such as The Artist’s Garden 
at Vétheuil, he visually tilted the ground upwards into an almost vertical plane, distorting the 
viewer’s sense of space. The thickly-painted yellow stairs leading to the house in the background 
contribute to this effect. 
 
When looking at the painting in person, the viewer can not only see each individual color and stroke 
but can also tell in which order Monet applied the strokes, as one stroke lies visibly on top or 
underneath others. One can imagine his movements as he painted this piece, including the speed of 
his hand. The painting is both an illusion of a landscape as well as a record of the artist’s experience, 
or impression, of a moment. 



The Artist’s Garden at Vétheuil, 1881 
Claude Monet 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

·  What does the artist depict in this painting? 
·  Does this landscape look real? 
·  What is the mood of this painting?  
·  What colors does the artist use? 
·  Look specifically at the pathway, what colors does the artist use to paint shadows? 
·  Does it look like the artist painted the picture quickly? 
·  Can you see the artist’s brushstrokes? 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

IN THE CLASSROOM: 
·  This painting is a view of the artist’s garden at Vétheuil in France.  Do you or does 

someone you know have a garden?  Is there a park or garden that you like to visit?  
Sketch or paint a view of a garden.  Try to imitate Monet’s artistic style.  Experiment 
with different colors and pay attention to the way that light reflects on the plants and 
flowers in the garden.   

 
AT THE MUSEUM: 
·  Imagine you could step inside this painting.  What would you see, hear, smell and feel?  

What is the weather like?  How would you explore this setting?  Would you sit along the 
path?  Would you wander through the tall sunflowers?  Would you walk up the stairs 
towards the house?  Write several paragraphs describing what it would be like to be 
inside this painting.  Evoke as many of the senses as you can and be sure to rely on the 
visual evidence in the painting as you write your description. 

 
RELATED STANDARDS: 

·  Visual and Performing Arts, Grade 6, 2.1 
·  History-Social Science, 10.3 
·  English-Language Arts, Grades 5-12, 2.1 (Writing) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Diego RIVERA, Mexican, 1886-1957 
The Flower Vendor (Girl with Lilies), 1941 
Oil on masonite, 4 x 4 feet 

 
DIEGO RIVERA ’S PUBLIC ART 
Diego Rivera was born in the village of Guanajuato, in central Mexico. 
In 1907, after studying art at the Academy of San Carlos, Rivera 
traveled to several countries in Europe where avant-garde movements 
were thriving. He was deeply moved by Cézanne, the Fauves, the 
Cubists and especially the “primitivism ” of artists like Henri Rousseau 
(you can see Rousseau’s Exotic Landscape at the Norton Simon Museum). Rivera also admired the 
Italian murals by Lorenzetti, Raphael, and Michelangelo, which he described as “art for the masses.” 
In the artist’s most well-known works—his large public murals in Mexico and the United States—he 
appropriated the technique and scale of the Italian fresco while depicting distinctly Mexican 
imagery. 
 
The artist returned to his homeland in 1921, after the Mexican Revolution (1910-20) had just ended. 
The country was attempting to rebuild its national identity in part through renewed pride in its 
indigenous culture, but Mexicans were still strongly divided by class. Appointed to an art-related 
government position under Mexico’s Minister of Education, Rivera became an important leader in 
the movement to honor both Mexico’s indigenous culture and its working class. Under his 
supervision, government-funded murals were created which depicted the everyday lives of Mexican 
in a grand allegorical context. Other painters, including the artist’s third wife Frida Kahlo, as well as 
David Alfaro Siqueiros and Jose Clemente Orozco, joined Rivera in the fight for social justice. 
 
Rivera’s strong artistic influence and outspoken political beliefs lead us to remember him as one of 
the most important Social Realist painters of the 1930s in the Americas. In 1940 the artist moved to 
the United States, fearing persecution in Mexico for his political beliefs. His socialist politics were 
not entirely embraced in the United States, either, where in 1934 his mural in the Rockefeller Center 
in New York was destroyed because it included a portrait of Lenin. 
  
A CLOSER LOOK AT THE FLOWER VENDOR (GIRL WITH LILIES ) 
Rivera explored the theme of men and women gathering or carrying flowers many times in the 
1940s. The artist often depicted the flower vendors with their heads bent down or, as seen here, 
facing away from the viewer. In this way, the unidentifiable figure represents all the indigenous 
people of Mexico, rather than a single individual. 
 
In The Flower Vendor (Girl with Lilies), a young peasant girl kneels on the ground, dwarfed by a 
massive display of freshly cut lilies. These flowers, native to Mexico, are used in both festivals and 
funerals. Here, Rivera depicts them as tall, strong and bright. In contrast, the background is flat and 
dark, inviting the viewer to contemplate the girl’s humble pose and uncomplicated details. The artist 
brings a quiet dignity to an otherwise ordinary scene. 
 
Simplified shapes connect the girl to the flowers she embraces. The band around her waist echoes the 
green tie circling the lilies. Pleats in her blouse mimic the flowers’ stems.  Her braided hair, joined 
with a purple ribbon, is shaped like the lilies’ blossoms. Through these visual connections Rivera 
emphasizes the vendor’s dependence on the land as well as her reverence for it. In both its simplicity 
and monumentality, The Flower Vendor serves as an homage to Mexico’s laborers and its rich 
indigenous culture. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
·  Describe what you see. 
·  Rivera incorporates images from his native Mexico in this painting.  Can you identify any 

of these elements? 
·  What shapes do you see in this painting? 
·  Look at the figure in this painting.  What can you learn about her from this picture? 

 
SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

IN THE CLASSROOM: 
·  Rivera’s painting incorporates imagery from Mexico, where he grew up and spent a 

significant part of his life.  Where did you grow up?  Where is your family from?  Create 
a painting or portrait that has images of your own heritage.  Incorporate symbols or 
objects that represent the country you are from and traditions that are important to you.  
Your painting should be a tribute to your heritage in the same way that Rivera’s painting 
is a tribute to his Mexican roots.      

 
·  In 1934, Rivera painted a mural in a building in Rockefeller Center in New York City.  It 

was destroyed because it included some controversial imagery.  What did Rivera paint in 
this mural?  Why was it a problem?  Do you think it should have been saved?  Research 
this mural project and write several paragraphs on this topic.  

 
AT THE MUSEUM: 
·  Use your imagination to create your own story about this painting.  Next, using the text 

written in the information sheet, talk about this painting with your class.  After this 
discussion, write a second story (or modify the first) with details based on the new 
information you have learned. 
 

RELATED STANDARDS: 
·  Visual and Performing Arts, Grade 5, 2.7; Grade 6, 2.4, 4.2; Grade 7, 3.1; Grade 8, 3.1, 

Grades 9-12, 3.1, 3.3 (proficient) 
·  English-Language Arts, Grades 5-8, 2.3 (Writing); Grades 9-12, 2.4 (Writing) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vocabulary Words 

Allegorical - a term used to describe the representation of abstract ideas or principles by 
characters or figures in a picture. 

Antiquity - ancient times, particularly before the Middle Ages. 

Aristocracy - a hereditary ruling class; nobility.  

Art dealer - someone who buys and sells works of art. 

Avant-garde - artworks or artists that are experimental and depart from the traditional. 

Background - the part of a scene or picture that is farthest away from the viewer.  

Cubism - one of the most influential art movements of the 20th century.  In cubist artworks, 
objects appear broken up, reduced to their core geometric forms, and divided into multiple 
facets. 

Émigré - someone who has left the country he or she was born in, often for political reasons. 

En plein air - a French phrase that means “in open air;” a term used to describe the practice of 
painting outdoors. 

Fauves - a group of painters in the early 20th century whose work is characterized by bright 
explosive colors, spontaneity, and bold surface design.  These artists sought to express the inner 
quality of their subject matter rather than strictly depict how it appeared in nature. 

Foreground - the part of a scene or picture that is nearest to the viewer 
 
Académie Royale - the Fine Arts Academy in France established by King Louis XIV.  

French Revolution - in France, the citizens’ revolution against the ruling Bourbons; 1789-1799. 

Fresco - a method of painting on dry or wet plaster. 

Homage - a show of respect and admiration. 

Impressionism -  the movement or style of painting that originated in the 1860s in France 
characterized by the use of unmixed colors and small brushstrokes to capture the effects of light 
and create an “impression” of the subject matter being depicted at a given moment. 

Landscape - a view of natural scenery. 

Modernity - relating to present times; living in a modern world. 

Monarchist - someone who believes in monarchy, or rule by one person. 

Murals - a large painting done on a wall. 

Neoclassicism - a revival of classical ideals during the late 17th and 18th centuries. 



Oil paint - pigment dispersed in linseed or another type of oil. 

Patron - the person who pays for an artwork to be made, or buys a finished artwork. 

Portrait - a representation of a person. 

Primitivism - the name for a movement in the early 20th century which was based on an interest 
in ancient and non-Western art. 

Prolific - an artist who produces many artworks in his or her lifetime is considered prolific. 

Regime - a government in power. 

Renaissance - a period in Western European history that followed the Medieval period and is 
seen as the beginning of modern thought.  In art, the Renaissance began in Italy and was marked 
by a “rebirth” and revival of the spirit of Greece and Rome.  Important Renaissance artists 
include Leonardo Da Vinci, Michelangelo and Raphael. 

Social Realism - a term used to refer to the work of artists who draw attention to the everyday 
conditions of the working class and the poor, and critique the conditions that face these social 
classes. 

Still life - an arrangement of inanimate objects. 

Tempera - a painting medium made of egg yolks blended with water, pigments and occasionally 
other materials such as glue. 

Texture - the appearance and feel of an object. 

Versailles - a city outside of Paris, France.  Also, the name for a magnificent palace in the city of 
Versailles, built by Louis XIV in the 17th century. 

 


