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The Interpretive Guide
The Art Gallery of Alberta is pleased to present your community with a selection from its Travelling 
Exhibition Program. This is one of several exhibitions distributed by the Art Gallery of Alberta as part 
of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program. This Interpretive Guide has been 
specifically designed to complement the exhibition you are now hosting. The suggested topics for 
discussion and accompanying activities can act as a guide to increase your viewers’ enjoyment and to 
assist you in developing programs to complement the exhibition. Questions and activities have been 
included at both elementary and advanced levels for younger and older visitors.

At the Elementary School Level the Alberta Art Curriculum includes four components to provide 
students with a variety of experiences. These are:
Reflection:  Responses to visual forms in nature, designed objects and artworks
Depiction:  Development of imagery based on notions of realism
Composition:  Organization of images and their qualities in the creation of visual art
Expression:  Use of art materials as a vehicle for expressing statements

The Secondary Level focuses on three major components of visual learning. These are:
Drawings:  Examining the ways we record visual information and discoveries
Encounters:  Meeting and responding to visual imagery
Composition: Analyzing the ways images are put together to create meaning

The activities in the Interpretive Guide address one or more of the above components and are 
generally suited for adaptation to a range of grade levels. As well, this guide contains coloured images 
of the artworks in the exhibition which can be used for review and discussion at any time. Please be 
aware that copyright restrictions apply to unauthorized use or reproduction of artists’ images.

The Travelling Exhibition Program, funded by the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, is designed to bring 
you closer to Alberta’s artists and collections. We welcome your comments and suggestions and invite 
you to contact:

Shane Golby, Manager/Curator
Travelling Exhibition Program

Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130
Email: shane.golby@youraga.ca
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Life is not about significant details, illuminated in a flash, 
fixed forever.
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Susan Sontag, On Photography



Curatorial Statement

The exhibition Life Lit Up was curated by Shane Golby 
and organized by the Art Gallery of Alberta for the 
Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition 
Program. The AFA Travelling Exhibition Program is 
financially supported by the Alberta Foundation for the 
Arts.
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Life Lit Up

Life is amazing with beauty and fascination to 
be found around every corner. Much of this, 
however, is ‘quiet’ in nature; situated in 
moments of stillness and contemplation. Rather 
than being bold or ‘in our face’, much of ‘the 
stuff of life’ exists on the periphery of our senses 
and so is either considered banal or overlooked 
entirely. Wonder, however, remains - for those 
who have eyes to see it.

One role of visual art is to facilitate an 
awareness of the world. Whether focusing on 
the mundane, the magnificent, the tragic or the 
triumphant, many artists seek to present the 
world – its objects, events, and human 
elements – to the viewer. In doing so they aim 
to make the viewer cognizant of such things and 
affect their perceptions regarding what is 
depicted. In visual art the import of what is 
portrayed is accentuated by how it is 
represented. The elements of design as well as 
concerns such as artistic style, medium choice 
and the actual size of art objects have 
significant effects on the meaning of a subject 
and the viewer’s reaction to it. 

Until the mid 1800s these roles of art – to 
present the world and affect the viewer’s 
perceptions of it – were primarily the domain of 
drawing and painting. The advent of 
photography introduced a new and stimulating 
player to this field. Many painters believed that 
photography’s ability to ‘capture the real world’ 
made aspects of their work superfluous and this 
view helped provide impetus to the 
development of new painting styles and aims.

While photography tested painting, however,  it 
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Art is continually working to take the crust of 
familiarity off everyday objects.
Rudolf Arnheim, German author, art and film theorist, 

also challenged itself. Almost from the 
beginning of its invention a philosophical 
debate concerning its use developed amongst 
its practitioners with many photographers 
believing that photography should aspire to 
the artistic. They alleged that if their work was 
to be taken seriously as a new art form, rather 
than just some technological marvel, 
photography had to compete with painting and 
adopt its methodologies.

Two painterly techniques which influenced the 
art of photography are those of chiaroscuro 
and tenebrism. Developed in the early 
seventeenth century, these practices were of 
supreme importance to the works of the Italian 
artist Caravaggio and the Dutch master, 
Rembrandt. Chiaroscuro is a method of 
modelling where gradual transitions from 
light to dark are used to give two-dimensional 
objects a sense of volume. Tenebrism, on 
the other hand, is a dark-light compositional 
device where some areas of a painting are 
kept totally dark, allowing one or two areas to 
be strongly illuminated by comparison. This 
technique is used for purely dramatic effect, 
providing focus to a scene or object and 
emotionally ‘elevating’ what is portrayed.

Featuring works from the collection of the 
Alberta Foundation for the Arts, the exhibition  
Life Lit Up explores the influence of 
chiaroscuro and tenebrism on photographers
in Alberta. Through their works these artists 
...take the crust of familiarity off...the everyday, 
exposing the wonder of the ordinary and the 
beauty found in ‘stillness’.



  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130      youraga.ca
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Gordon Brown
Landscape, 1973
Silver gelatin print
9 1/8 inches x 12 5/8 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Ronald Brown
Ice Passage (Edith Cavell, Angel Glacier)
1992
Silver gelatin print
19 5/16 inches x 15 1/4 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Howard Davidson
Untitled (Field, Trees), 1973
Silver gelatin print
5 3/4 inches x 7 3/8 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

John Dean
Untitled (Outside Stairwell - Winter), 1980/81
Silver gelatin print
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Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

John Dean
Untitled (Warehouse), 1980/81
Silver gelatin print
12 13/16 inches x 18 3/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

John Dean
Leaving Rosa’s, 1980
Selenium toned, silver gelatin print
9 3/8 inches x 13 7/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

James Daubney
Banff, 1974
Silver gelatin print
5 1/2 inches x 6 15/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

James Daubney
Mill Bay, B.C., 1974
Silver gelatin print
4 3/4 inches x 6 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

John Fukushima
Mr. Kobayashi, Neijin Preparing the Shrine, 
Raymond, AB., 1977
Silver gelatin print
10 1/2 inches x 7 15/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Mark Hobden
Untitled, (Old Folks Home Series), n.d.
Silver gelatin print
9 13/16 inches x 13 3/4 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Wayne Jeschke
Lone Poplar, 1988
Silver gelatin print
11 3/16 inches x 9 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Jacques Rioux
Light and Shadow, Confederation Park, 
(The Calgary Picture Project), 1983
Silver gelatin print
13 inches x 8 11/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Jacques Rioux
North of Foremost, Alberta, 
(Western Badland Series), 1993
Silver gelatin print, selenium toned
11 5/16 inches x 16 3/4 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Jacques Rioux
My Reflection with a White Horse, 
(The Calgary Picture Project), 1989
Silver gelatin print
8 11/16 inches x 13 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Edward J. Spiteri
Untitled, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
10 1/4 inches x 13 3/8 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Edward J. Spiteri
Untitled, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
18 inches x 14 1/8 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Edward J. Spiteri
Man and Baby, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
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Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Tim Van Horn
Viewing Coronation from Kitchen, 1995
Silver gelatin print
8 11/16 inches x 13 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Tim Van Horn
Illegal Television in Fort, 1995
Silver gelatin print
14 5/8 inches x 17 3/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

George Webber
Butchering Hogs, Little Bow Colony, Alberta, 
2000
Silver gelatin print, selenium toned
7 15/16 inches x 11 7/8 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

George Webber
Joseph Prive, Forget, Saskatchewan, 1993
Silver gelatin print, selenium toned
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Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

George Webber
Lac Ste. Anne, Alberta, 1993
Silver gelatin print
7 7/8 inches x 11 15/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Tom Willock
Spires, Mount Carthew, (Elements of 
Wilderness Portfolio), 1984
Silver gelatin print
19 7/16 inches x 14 15/16 inches
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Gordon Brown

Gordon Brown was born in Calgary in 1943. He attended the University of Calgary and the 
University of Alberta, receiving a B.F.A. in 1965. He has had numerous shows both of sculpture 
and photography.

Ronald Brown

Ron Brown was born in Edson in 1955, spent most of his youth in Edmonton, and has lived in 
Jasper off and on since 1974. He attended the Northern Alberta Institute of Technology from 
1975 to 1977 where he studied commercial photography. Brown believes in simple and straight 
photography. His nature studies and landscapes are influenced by Edward Weston and 
especially Ansel Adams, with whom he studied twice, attending an Ansel Adams Workshop in 
Yosemite, California, in 1980 and one in Carmel, California, in 1982. In 1984 Brown studied with 
cowboy photographer Jay Dusard in Drumheller and in 2008 participated in a John Sexton 
Photography Workshop in Carmel Valley, California. Using techniques that haven’t changed in 
sixty years, Brown brings his personal involvement with the Canadian mountain landscape to a 
high traditional form. 

Brown’s first few years as a professional photographer were spent working on Vancouver Island, 
but he eventually came to be based out of Jasper. He has participated in exhibitions throughout 
western Canada, including several in the Canadian Rockies, with his first solo show taking place 
in 1982 in Calgary. Brown lived in Jasper off and on for several years and now lives on 
Vancouver Island.

James Daubney

James Daubney was born in 1949 in Oakville, Ontario. He spent his early childhood in Banff and 
returned to live there permanently in 1972. While primarily self-taught in photography, he studied 
Visual Communications at the Banff Centre in 1973/1974 and studied with Ansel Adams from 
1974 to 1976. Daubney’s style of work includes somewhat traditional black and white 
landscapes along with some 19th century portraiture. His photographs are very personal, private 
reflections of his environment and are quiet statements that reflect his personality and life style. 
As he has described: With landscapes or portraits, I am always photographing a friend.

Howard Davidson

Howard Davidson was born in 1944 in Ohio. A graduate of the University of California in 1965, 
he studied photography with Hubert Hohn at the University of Alberta from 1969 to 1972 and 
also at Grant MacEwan College (now MacEwan University). 

Davidson uses black and white photography and focuses primarily on interior studies as well as 
portraiture and landscape. As a photographic artist, Davidson uses the camera

as a tool to understand and sense my own perception - my sense of reality - to concentrate on  
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Visual Artist Biographies/Statements 
environments immediate to me (my own home, people I meet) - to gain increased awareness of 
what I surround myself with.

John Dean

John Dean was born in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, in 1950 and moved to Calgary with his 
family in 1968. He studied at the Alberta College of Art, Southern Alberta Institute of Technology, 
in Calgary from 1971 to 1975 and graduated in painting in 1975.

Following graduation Dean pursued a career in photography, starting as a photographic 
technician at the Glenbow Museum in Calgary where he worked as a photographer until 1983.
Dean then joined ABL Photographic Techniques as a commercial photographer. Then, after a 
brief business partnership, he established his own commercial studio in 1986.

In much of his artistic photography Dean documents decay, ruin and the forgotten. 

Dean has received many awards throughout his career, such as an Alberta Foundation for the 
Arts Project Grant in 2006 and an ACAD Alumni Award of Excellence in 2002. His work may be 
found in the collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, the National Film Board, the Nickle 
Arts Museum, Calgary, the Alberta College of Art, Calgary, and in numerous private collections.

John Fukushima

John Fukushima was born in 1948 and currently lives in Sherwood Park. He received a Bachelor 
of Education Degree from the University of Alberta in 1970 and studied Visual Communications 
at the Banff Centre, Banff, from 1972 to 1974. 

Mark Hobden - no biography available

Wayne Jeschke - no biography available

Jacques Rioux

Jacques Rioux was born in Sherbrooke, Quebec, in 1956 and moved to Calgary in 1979. Since 
moving to Calgary he has worked as a photographer and photographer/multimedia producer and 
exhibited his photographic works in a number of exhibitions since 1990. During this time he has 
created two extensive photographic series: The Calgary Picture Project and Western Badlands. 
In speaking of this second project Rioux has written:

I first discovered the Alberta Badlands in the spring of 1980, while travelling along the Red Deer 
River in southern Alberta, Canada. Walking in this barren landscape I came upon some ancient 
geological formations that seemed filled with mysteries. In reality, water, frost and winds have 
helped shape and sculpt the dramatic terrain which forms the badlands. Yet, to the native people 
of the west, the badlands are considered a sacred place, ‘home of spirits’. As a result, for the 
past 2500 years, the North American Indians have been painting and etching their visions and 
dreams in the soft sandstone cliffs of the badlands.
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Since 1987, I have made photographs that attempt to reveal the mystical quality of this 
landscape. I explored 4 areas where the badlands are found in Alberta, Canada. They are the 
Horseshoe and the Horsethief canyons, near Drumheller; the Dinosaur Provincial Park (the 
largest and most spectacular tract of badlands in Canada), and the Writing-on-Stone Provincial
Park and the Red Rock Coulee area.

In 1991 and 1992 I also photographed similar landscapes in the southwest United States. I 
travelled to Arches National Park, Utah; Canyonland National Park, Utah; Craters of the Moon 
National Monument, Idaho; Canyon de Chelly, Arizona; Badlands National Park, South Dakota; 
and Great Sand Dunes National Monument, Colorado. Whenever I decide to photograph 
something, I strive to communicate a sense of discovery, of excitement and of connection to the 
past through the beauty of the photographic image. 

Edward J. Spiteri

Edward Spiteri was born in Calgary in 1939 and studied photographic arts at the Southern 
Alberta Institute of Technology in Calgary, where he graduated with honors in 1966.

Spiteri’s works are included in many permanent collections at such institutions as the Glenbow 
Alberta Institute, the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, Alberta House in London, England, the 
National Film Board of Canada, the Art Gallery of Ontario, and the Photographic Collection of 
the Government of Canada, Public Archives. 

Spiteri has been a recipient of the “Master of the Leica” award, a professional German award 
meaning “Master of the Camera”, as well as a recipient of two gold medals from the National 
Association of Photographic Arts, one for excellence in Black and White and one for colour 
photography. 

Spiteri has been a guest lecturer at York University, Toronto, and has participated in many one 
person and group exhibitions. His works are in such permanent collections as the Federation 
Internationale de l’art Photographique, France, the National Photographic Collection, Public 
Archives, Canada, the National Film Board of Canada, the Glenbow Museum. 

Artist Statement

The old argument about whether photography is an art form or not, I like to boil down this way. 
Michelangelo was a stone mason. He used a chisel. A chisel is a tool. So is a camera. Tools 
don’t create. Men’s minds and souls do.

I believe that I attempt to inform and educate the viewer on the subject provided without 
imposing my viewpoint too strongly in the photograph, leaving the viewer to their own 
conclusion.

I generally work for intensive periods of time on specific subjects that have personal appeal to 
me. I initially got into photography under the misconception that it was easy. Since that time I 
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have been attempting to perfect my craft...and refine my vision. 

Tim Van Horn

Tim Van Horn was born in 1969 and resides in Red Deer. He graduated from the Alberta College 
of Art and Design with a major in Photography in 1992. Since graduating he has participated in 
a number of Solo Exhibitions in Calgary and Edmonton, group exhibitions in Calgary, Edmonton, 
Lethbridge, Toronto  and New York, and in Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibitions.
Major photographic projects Van Horn has been involved in include ‘To Be Hutterite’ in 1996 and 
‘I Am Albertan’ from 2002 to 2006.

Artist Statement (condensed from Alberta Foundation for the Arts archives)

At age four I had already shot my first roll of film and had decided on a life career as a ‘camera-
man’. On my fifteenth birthday I received my first 35 mm camera, my dream - then as it is now 
- is to create powerful and monumental photographs and photo documentaries. Growing up and 
travelling around Canada and around the world in the Canadian Military, I developed a sense of 
duty for my country and a craving for cultural experiences. It became obvious to me at an early 
age that my life calling was to document the world around me with a camera. 

The subject matter I have chosen is limited to the unlimited possibilities of the people and places 
of Canada to capture the diverse and distinct environmental drama. Searching to make the 
ordinary, extraordinary. The real, the surreal.

At the same time special attention is paid to each frame in achieving the most 
geometrically correct interplay of planes and proportions. Each photograph tells a true-life story 
on to its own; together they produce a much-needed look into cultural identity on both a national 
and regional proportion. Not to be confused with the ’day in the life’ photographic approach, 
these images are complex in both approach and delivery yet are rooted in a traditional 
documentary manner. 

George Webber

Alberta born George Webber has been photographing the people and landscape of the 
Canadian prairies for over 30 years. He received a Bachelor of Arts in Political Science from the 
University of Alberta in 1973 and a Bachelor of Journalism from Carleton University in 1974. He 
has been a professional photographer since 1980. Inducted into the Royal Canadian Academy 
of Arts in 1999, Webber also received the Alberta Centennial Medal in 2005 ‘in recognition of 
outstanding service to the people and province of Alberta’. 

Webber has published five photographic books since 1995. These are Requiem: The Vanishing 
Face of the Canadian Prairie (1995); Footprints On The Land: Tracing The Path of The 
Athabasca Chipweyan First Nation (2003); A World Within: An Intimate Portrait of the Little Bow 
Hutterite Colony (2005); People of the Blood: A Decade Long Journey on a Canadian Reserve 
(2006); and Last Call (2010).
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Artist Statement:

Documentary photographers have always sought out people and places with important true 
stories to tell. We need those stories to provide us with a sense of wonder, to help us learn 
courage and compassion, to affirm and connect us to life.

A photographer has to find an aspect of himself in what he photographs.

My photography is about looking back at what formed me, the people, towns and landscape of 
the prairies. I am continually seeking to touch and understand the traditions and spirituality of 
this place.

Tom Willock

Tom Willock creates photographs that express the power of the beauty of nature. Willock’s art 
celebrates aspects of nature that transcend the concept of borders.

Indeed, Willock was born defying borders. His family lived in the prairie village of Milk River in 
southern Alberta where, at the time of his birth in 1943, the nearest health care centre was a few 
miles south in Shelby, Montana. Willock was born in Shelby but he and his mom returned to their 
home in Milk River a few days later.

Willock studied sciences at the University of Alberta in the early 1960s and received a Master 
of Science degree from Carleton University in 1969. It was during this time that he began using 
a large-format camera and silver gelatin emulsion on film to produce the stunning images for 
which he is now renowned. 

Willock is the author of A Prairie Coulee (1990) and several articles for science, art and history 
magazines and has been the subject of numerous pieces for such publications as well. He has 
participated in at least thirty solo and group exhibitions and has been invited to lecture on 
photography and the natural sciences in Canada and abroad. His works hang in prestigious 
private collections in Canada, the United States, Europe, Japan, Russia and Australia and reside 
in the collections of the National Museum of Natural History in Ottawa, the Glenbow Museum in 
Calgary and the Alberta Foundation for the Arts in Edmonton, among others. One of his 
mountain photos appears on the cover of Margaret Atwood’s 1979 novel, Life Before Man, and 
he is the subject of the film, Landscape as Muse: Waterton Lakes National Park with Tom 
Willock (2006.)

Willock was the director of the Medicine Hat Museum and Art Gallery from 1978 to 1998. In 
1999, he and Susan Sax-Willock, his wife, opened an art gallery in Waterton Lakes National 
Park and in 2007, they moved the Willock and Sax Gallery to Banff where they run it still.
- Lee Anne Charbonneau, May 31, 2013
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Artist Statement (condensed from Alberta Foundation for the Arts archives)

My sense of myself is inseparable from the land. My photographs have no purpose, no intention, 
beyond the truthful expression of my own inner vision, reflections of human experience and the 
natural landscape. 
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Edward J. Spiteri
Man and Baby, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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The following curricular connections taken from the Alberta Learning Program of Studies 
provide a brief overview of the key topics that can be addressed through viewing and 
discussing the exhibition Life Lit Up. Through the art projects included in this exhibition 
guide students will be provided the opportunity for a variety of learning experiences.

ART CONNECTIONS 

Grades K-6

REFLECTION
APPRECIATION: Students will interpret artworks literally and by examining their context and 
less visible characteristics.

Concepts

- Art takes different forms depending on the materials and techniques used
- An art form dictates the way it is experienced
- An artwork tells something about its subject matter and the artist who made it
- Tints and shades of colours or hues affect the contrast of a composition
- All aspects of an artwork contribute to the story it tells
- Contextual information (geographical, historical, biographical, cultural) may be needed to 
understand works of art
- Artistic style is largely the product of an age
- Technological change affects types of art

DEPICTION

Concepts

- Forms can be overlapping to show depth or distance
- Images are stronger when contrasts of light and dark are used
- Landscapes can show middle ground, background and foreground

COMPOSITION
Students will create emphasis based on personal choices

Concepts

- An active, interesting part of a theme can become the main part of a composition
- A composition should develop the setting or supporting forms, as well as the subject matter
- Format can be adjusted and composition tightened by editing or cropping the unnecessary
areas from the edges of a work
- Foreground to background movement keeps the interest within a composition
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Component 9 CRAFTSMANSHIP:  Students will add finishing touches 

- Finishing touches (accents, contrasts, outlines) can be added to make a work more powerful

EXPRESSION 
Component 10 (i) 
PURPOSE 1: Students will record or document activities, people and discoveries

Concepts
- Everyday activities can be documented visually
- Special events, such as field trips, visits and festive occasions can be recorded visually
- Family groups and people relationships can be recorded visually
- National and international events can be recorded visually

PURPOSE 4: Students will express a feeling or a message

Concepts

- Feelings and moods can be interpreted visually
- Specific messages, beliefs and interests can be interpreted visually, or symbolized

Component 10 (ii)
SUBJECT MATTER: Students will develop themes, with an emphasis on personal concerns, 
based on
- Environment and places
- People

Component 10 (iii) 
MEDIA AND TECHNIQUES: Students will use media and techniques, with an emphasis on 
exploration and direct methods in photography and technographic arts

Photography and Technographic Arts
- Take advantage of the visual art implications of any available technological device, and explore 
the potential of emerging technologies. Included at this level:
 - simple camera for documentation and sequencing of events
 - computer software packages and device 
 - emerging technologies as available and applicable

Grades 10-12

COMPOSITIONS

- Compositions use positioning and grouping of subjects for different meanings and emphasis
- Movement, rhythm and direction are used in recording humans and their activities
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Art Curriculum Connections
- Various materials alter representational formats and processes used in achieving certain 
intended effects
- Works of art contain themes and images that reflect various personal and social conditions
- Technology has an affect on materials used in image making
- The exploration of existing technology may influence the development of two dimensional 
images
- The selection and presentation of perceptions, conceptions and experience as visual content 
for artworks is an important aim of the artist
- Artworks may be analyzed for personal, social, historic or artistic significance

ENCOUNTERS

- Different periods of history yield different interpretations of the same subject or theme
- The adoption of a new medium will effect change in an artist’s work
- Technology has an impact on the artist’s role in modern society
- Personal situations and events in artists’ lives affect their personal visions and work
- A specific artistic movement and its works of art influence later artistic movements
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This exhibition Life Lit Up is an excellent source for using art as a means of investigating 
topics addressed in other subject areas. The theme of the exhibition, and the works 
within it, are especially relevant as a spring-board for addressing aspects of the Social 
Studies and Science program of studies. The following is an overview of cross-curricular 
connections which may be addressed through viewing and discussing the exhibition. 

Social Studies

KINDERGARTEN TO GRADE 2

1.1.5 distinguish geographic features in their own community from other communities
- What are some familiar landmarks in my community
- Why are these landmarks and places significant features in the community
- What are some differences between rural and urban communities
1.2.1 appreciate how stories and events connect their families and communities to the 
present.
- recognize how their families and communities might have been different in the past than they 
are today
- appreciate how the language, traditions, celebrations and stories of their families, groups and 
communities contribute to their sense of identity and belonging
2.1.2 investigate the physical geography of an Inuit, an Acadian and a prairie community 
in Canada
- How does the physical geography of each community shape its identity 
- How does the vastness of Canada affect how we connect to other Canadian communities
2.2.4 appreciate how connections to a community contribute to one’s identity

GRADE 4

4.1.1 value Alberta’s physical geography and natural environment
- appreciate the diversity of elements pertaining to geography, climate, geology and paleontology 
in Alberta
- appreciate how land sustains communities and qualities of life
4.1.4 analyze how Albertans interact with their environment
- in what ways do physical geography and natural resources in a region determine the 
establishment of communities
4.2.1 appreciate how an understanding of Alberta’s history, peoples and stories 
contributes to their own sense of belonging and identity
- recognize how stories of people and events provide multiple perspectives on past and present 
events
- recognize oral traditions, narratives, and stories as valid sources of knowledge about the land, 
culture and history
4.3.4 examine recreation and tourism in Alberta 
- how do recreational sites and activities reflect Alberta’s heritage and strengthen communities
- to what extent do recreation and tourism foster appreciation of Alberta’s natural regions and 
environment
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GRADE 5

5.2.1 appreciate the complexity of identity in the Canadian context
- recognize how an understanding of Canadian history and the stories of its peoples contribute 
to their sense of identity

10-20-30
10.1.2 Appreciate why peoples in Canada and other locations strive to promote their 
cultures, languages and identities in a globalizing world
10.1.3 appreciate how identities and cultures shape and are shaped by globalization
10.3.7 explore multiple perspectives regarding the relationship among people, the land and 
globalization
20.1.1 appreciate that understanding of identity, nation and nationalism continue to evolve
20.1.3 appreciate how the forces of nationalism shaped, and continue to shape, Canada and the 
World
20.1.4 appreciate why people seek to promote their identity through nationalism
20.1.9 analyze nationalism as an identity, internalized feeling and/or collective consciousness 
shared by a people 
20.2.3 appreciate multiple perspectives related to the pursuit of national interest
20.4.5 analyze methods used by individuals, groups and governments in Canada to promote a 
national identity
30.1.3 explore factors that may influence individual and collective beliefs and values
30.1.4 examine historic and contemporary expressions of individualism and collectivism

Science

GRADE 8

Topic C: Light and optical systems
1. Investigate the nature of light and vision and describe the role of invention, explanation and 
inquiry in developing our current knowledge
- Identify challenges in explaining the nature of light and vision
- Investigate light beams and optical devices
3. Investigate and explain the science of image formation and vision and interpret related 
technologies
-  Explain how objects are seen by the eye, and compare eyes with cameras
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Carravaggio
The Conversion of St. Paul on the way to 
Damascus, 1601

their concern with light and shadow there is a clear theoretical difference between the two terms.
Chiaroscuro is a painterly shading technique used to give two-dimensional objects a sense of 
volume. Tenebrism, on the other hand, is a dark-light compositional technique where some 
areas of a painting are kept totally black/dark, allowing one or two areas to be strongly 
illuminated by comparison. Tenebrism is used for purely dramatic effect and there is no 
modelling involved or attempt to give figures a sense of three-dimensionality. As described by 
Olivier Duong and Don Springer from the Inspired Eye, 

If there is a play of light and dark it’s Chiaroscuro. If the image can fit the description ‘out of 
darkness comes light’ it’s Tenebrism. It’s like everything is black but there’s an element coming 
out from it....

The most famous practitioner of both chiaroscuro and tenebrism was the Baroque artist 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610). Caravaggio’s dramatic compositions had a 
tremendous influence on artists of his time and though his own artwork fell out of favor after his 
death, his use of tenebrism spread through Europe under the name caravaggism, influencing 
later painters in Spain (Francisco de Zurgaran, Fransisco Goya), the Spanish Netherlands/
Belgium (Peter Paul Rubens) and the Netherlands (Rembrandt). When these techniques are 
combined with symbolism, the use of light can not only add focus and drama to a work but also 
provide deeper meaning.

In the 20th century Caravaggio’s artwork and ‘genius’ was ‘re-discovered’ by artists and, as seen 
in the exhibition Life Lit Up, has had a tremendous influence on the art of photography.

The photographic art works presented in the 
exhibition Life Lit Up are inspired by two artistic 
concerns or techniques developed during the 15th 
and 16th centuries in painting.

Chiaroscuro refers to a fine art technique that has its 
origins in the early Renaissance of 15th century Italy. 
The term, derived from the Italian for ‘light-dark’, 
describes the use of prominent contrasts of light and 
shade in a painting, drawing or print to create the 
illusion of relief or three-dimensionality in a two-
dimensional subject.

Both chiaroscuro and the Mannerist painterly style of 
tenebrism - from the Italian word tenebroso 
meaning murky or the Latin tenebrae meaning 
darkness - are concerned with the play of light and 
shadow and based on the premise that solidity of 
form is only detectable in the presence of light. If light 
comes from a single source it illuminates objects 
according to a specific set of rules. 

While both chiaroscuro and tenebrism are similar in
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While the art works in the exhibition LIfe Lit Up are photographic in nature, the subjects 
examined in these works have long been investigated in painting and drawing. In order to 
gain some understanding of these subjects, therefore, the following pages briefly 
examine their development within European/North American art history from the vantage 
point first in painting and then in photography.

Howard Davidson
Untitled, (Field, Trees), 1973
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts

Edward J. Spiteri
Untitled, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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A Survey of European and 
Canadian Landscape Painting

Some of the works found in the exhibition Life Lit Up 
fall into the genre of landscape painting. The 
following pages provide a brief survey concerning 
the development of this genre in western art history.

In these opening years of the 21st century the 
landscape as a subject in art has become so 
familiar and such a part of our collective consciousness 
that many people may believe that the landscape has 
always been an important genre of art production. 
Landscape painting as we know it, however, is a 
relatively recent phenomena.

While landscapes, or landscape elements such as rivers, 
trees, and mountains, have figured in art work for at least 
3000 years, it was not until the 1600s that The 
Landscape became a subject in its own right and it was 
not until the late 1700s and early 1800s that it rose to 
rival the predominant genres of artistic production.

Before the 1600s the landscape served only 
as a setting for what was seen as much more 
important subject matter: the actions of God 
or man. In 1667 the French historiographer, 
Andre Felibien, formulated a hierarchy of artistic 
genres which came to dominate the European 
art academies until the late 1800s. At the top 
of this hierarchy were HISTORY PAINTINGS: 
these included paintings with religious, 
mythological, historical, literary or allegorical 
subjects and embodied some interpretation of 
life or conveyed a moral or intellectual message. 
These were followed by SCENES OF
EVERYDAY LIFE, PORTRAITS, and lastly 
LANDSCAPES and STILL LIFES. According to 
Felibien and the academies, these lower genres 
were inferior because they were merely 
reportorial pictures without moral force or artistic 
imagination. 

Sandro Botticelli
The Birth of Venus, 1480
Uffizi Gallery, Florence
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Tom Willock
Spires, Mount Carthew, 
(Elements of Wilderness Portfolio), 1984
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Landscape Painting continued
While the artistic hierarchy established by 
Felibien was strictly insisted upon, some 
artists were able to invent new and unique 
genres which allowed them to raise the 
importance of the lower genres. One of the most 
important of these artists was the French painter 
Claude Lorrain (1600-1682). Lorrain created 
what was called the ideal landscape, where a 
composition would be loosely based on nature 
and dotted with classical ruins which served as a 
setting for biblical or historical themes. While
Lorrain’s works ostensibly dealt with elevated 
subject matter, his primary emphasis was placed 
on the landscape and his works, which artfully 
combined landscape with history painting, 
legitimized the former.

Despite the work of artists such as Lorrain, the landscape as a subject worthy all on its own 
for painting retained its lowly position in France and Italy until the  late 19th century. The 17th 
century, however, did witness the birth or elevation in importance of the landscape in the ‘new’ 
nation of the Netherlands.

Beginning in 1568 the northern provinces of what was known as the Spanish Netherlands (which 
included the Netherlands, what is now Belgium, Luxemburg and parts of France) declared their 
independence from Spain. One of the reasons for this was that the northern provinces had 
adopted the reformed ‘Protestant’ religion as espoused by John Calvin whereas Spain followed 
the Roman Catholic faith. 

This religious division had important consequences for 
the arts as in the Protestant territories one of the main 
sources of artistic patronage - the Church - disappeared 
as the reformed churches frowned on religious imagery 
of any sort. Without the church’s patronage artists had 
to turn to new sources in order to make a living - the 
rising middle class and wealthy Protestant merchants - 
and to new subject matter.

This resulted in the elevation in importance of both the 
still life and the landscape as artistic subjects and over 
the course of the 17th and 18th centuries Dutch artists 
became masters of both.

Claude Lorrain
The Embarkation of the Queen of Egypt, 
1648

Jacob van Ruisdael
View of Haarlem with bleaching fields in the 
foreground,  1670
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Landscape Painting continued 
In the 16th century landscapes were not particularly realistic in nature but by the 17th century 
this had changed and ‘real’ Dutch landscapes became prevalent. Drawings were made on site 
and horizons were lowered in order to emphasize the impressive cloud formations of the region 
and to capture the quality of light.

The paintings of Claude Lorrain and Dutch artists such as Jacob van Ruisdael found a 
ready market in England and had a prodound influence on English painters of the 1700s. 
Two of the most important British painters influenced by these artists were John Constable 
(1776-1837) and J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851). Constable achieved a good measure of success 
and his work, which focused on realistic outdoor scenes, had a tremendous influence on the 
French landscape artists of the Barbizon school. J.M.W. Turner was even more important as 
concerns the elevation of the landscape. Although considered controversial in his day, the 
important British art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) described Turner as the artist who could 
most ‘stirringly and truthfully measure the moods of Nature’ and Turner is now regarded as the 
artist who elevated landscape painting to an eminence rivaling history painting.

John Constable
Wivenhoe Park, Essex, 1816

J.M.W. Turner
The Fighting Temeraire Tugged to her Last 
Berth to be Broken Up, 1838
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Landscape Painting continued 
As described by John Ruskin, THE LANDSCAPE was the ‘chief artistic creation of the 
nineteenth century’, with the result that in the following period people were ‘apt to 
assume that the appreciation of natural beauty and the painting of landscape is a normal 
and enduring part of our spiritual activity’.

With the development of the landscape as a legitimate subject for artists to pursue came 
a theoretical discussion concerning what constituted or made a ‘good’ landscape 
painting. From the late 18th century through to the early 20th century art critics and 
theorists devised a set of ‘rules’ which artists were required to follow if their work was to 
be accepted by the art institutions of the day. One of the earliest of these theorists was the 
British artist and clergyman William Gilpin (1724-1804). Gilpin believed that Claude Lorrain’s 
paintings were synonymous with picturesque painting and encouraged artists to emulate the 
17th century master in their treatment of the landscape. In his writings Gilpin spoke of the 
necessity of the artist to supply ‘composition’ to the raw material of nature to produce a 
harmonious design. According to Gilpin, for a painting to be ‘properly picturesque’, artists 
should follow four main specifications:

1/ The scene should be divided into three distinct zones: a dark foreground containing a front 
screen of foliage or rocks or side screens, a brighter middle ground, and at least one further, 
less distinctly rendered distance.

2/ The composition should be planned with a low viewpoint which emphasized the 
sublime nature of the scene portrayed.

3/ The artist could include a ruined building as this would add ‘consequence’ to the scene

4/ Ruggedness of texture and the distribution of light and dark within the image were 
essential considerations. 

Gilpin’s ideas on landscape composition were adapted by later writers, such as John 
Ruskin, and became the standards against which landscape paintings and artists were 
measured. These ideas were transported from Britain to Canada during the mid to late 
19th century and determined the approach of artists to the Canadian landscape. In order 
to be accepted by the Royal Canadian Academy of Art and to be collected by the National 
Gallery of Canada, artists had to conform to the rules of landscape composition that had 
been devised by Gilpin and others. This is seen clearly, for example, in the painting Lake 
Massiwippi by Aaron Allan Edson.
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Landscape Painting continued 

Aaron Allan Edson
Lake Massiwippi, n.d.
Oil on canvas
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

As evidenced in the above painting, Edson conforms to the rules of landscape composition 
outlined by Gilpin. The side screens of autumn trees and scraggly spruce serve to frame the 
scene and direct the viewer’s eye to the brilliant blue water in the middle of the composition and 
back to the pale pink peaks in the far distance. Edson also provides a low viewpoint to 
emphasise the beauty of the scene portrayed. 

The rules or philosophies which dominated landscape painting in both Europe and 
Canada throughout the 1800s maintained their hold on artists until challenged by the 
French Impressionists in the late 1800s and, in Canada, by the Group of Seven in the 
early decades of the 20th century. The members of Canada’s Group of Seven believed that 
the academic notions did not allow for the true expression of the Canadian wilderness or capture 
the ruggedness of nature as they saw it. As a result these artists adopted and adapted more 
modernistic techniques - such as impressionistic and fauvist concerns with colour and texture - 
believing these methods of expression were better suited to expressing the power and drama of 
the Canadian land. 

Tom Thomson
The Jack Pine, 1915
Oil on canvas
National Gallery of Canada Collection
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Landscape Painting continued 

Lawren Harris
Canyon V, Algoma Sketch, 1920
Oil on board
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

The work of the Group of Seven introduced modernism into Canadian art. As 
expressed by the artists in this group, modernism involved changes in composition, 
paint-handling, and the use of colour as compared to previous artistic concerns. These 
changes are witnessed in the work of Tom Thomson and Lawren Harris.

Tom Thomson was never an actual member of the Group of Seven, dying four years before the 
group was founded in 1921. Despite this, his work was extremely influential on the artists who 
eventually formed the group. As seem in Thomson’s The Jack Pine, modernism often involved 
innovative ways of composing a scene. Unlike the structure of Aaron Allan Edson’s painting 
where the focus is on the middle of the scene, Thomson has employed asymmetrical balance 
in his work. The focus in the painting is on the jack pine, which is placed more towards the right 
hand side of the painting rather than being formally balanced in the middle of the composition. 
This method of presentation creates a much more dramatic, energetic feeling in the work 
compared to the methods of composition favoured by the art academies of the 19th century.

Lawren Harris also utilized modernist methods of composition but, as seen in the work 
Canyon V, Algoma Sketch, captured what he saw as the mood of the Canadian wilderness 
primarily through the use of colour. In this work an asymmetrical sense of balance is created by 
the inclusion of the portion of sky in the upper left of the canvas. This effect causes the viewer’s 
eye to veer up from the brilliant autumn trees in the foreground towards the left of the picture 
plane. Harris’ paint handling is also very modernistic. Rather than using subtle changes in tone 
to create volume in objects and space in the work, the artist has simplified his forms and used 
heavily textured ‘blobs’ of contrasting colours to create depth. As can be seen, this is quite 
different from the overall brownish tonality, subtle changes in colour, and smooth paint 
application used by Aaron Allan Edson in his creation of space.
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Landscape Painting continued 
The artistic concerns expressed in Lawren Harris’ painting Canyon V... - the simplification 
of shapes and the use of flat/unmodulated areas of colour - are characteristics of 
abstraction and such a focus on the elements of design became more pronounced in 
both European and North American art as the 20th century progressed. While landscape 
artists remained concerned with presenting a scene or focused on a subject beyond the formal 
elements, abstract principles of simplification, distortion, line, shape and colour to create mood 
and space, have had a tremendous influence on landscape painters. As a result, in the present 
era a huge range of approaches to expressing the land - from more traditional, realistic 
representations to very abstract interpretations - are now open to contemporary artists.

Myles MacDonald
Summertime - Outside My Studio (No.2), 1981
Oil on canvas
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Jim Corrigan
Concerning Trees #26, 28, 29, 1993
Acrylic, graphite on wood panel
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Robert Sinclair
Qu’appelle, Saskatchewan Sky, 1972
Watercolour on paper
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
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The Landscape in Alberta Art: A Brief Survey
The landscape has been a prime subject for Alberta artists since Euro-North American 
artists first entered what became the province of Alberta in the 1800s. While on the 
national and international art stage landscape painting has come to be viewed as a 
passive art form and ‘....an irrelevant purely descriptive activity with... overtones of 
conventionalism and nostalgia’ (Mary-Beth Laviolette, An Alberta Art Chronicle, pg. 20), 
there is a continuing tradition of landscape painting in Alberta and it is a practice which 
embraces a variety of 20th century artistic styles. 

Early practitioners of landscape painting in 
Alberta generated a diverse legacy of landscape 
art. One avenue of exploration was  the English 
landscape tradition, expressed in the work of A.C. 
Leighton (1901-1965) and W.J. Phillips (1884-1963). 
Influenced by the works of John Constable, J.M.W. 
Turner and the great British watercolourists, this 
tradition emphasized naturalism, the pastoral and
romantic views of the landscape. This approach 
dominated prairie painting before World War II.

A second vein of exploration in landscape painting 
was work which was inspired by the 
Impressionistic-influenced paintings of the 
Group of Seven. Such a direction was 
expressed in the works of Euphemia McNaught 
(1902-2002) in the Peace River area and 
Calgary artist Illingworth Kerr (1905-1989). 

A third and final approach to the landscape 
developed before WW II was the darker, more 
European expressionist landscapes of W.L 
Stevenson (1905-1966) and Maxwell Bates (1906-
1980).

A.C. Leighton
Kananaskis Valley , n.d.
Watercolour on paper
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Left: W.J. Phillips
        Morraine Lake, 1928 
        Watercolour on paper
        Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
Bottom: Euphemia McNaught
              Junction of the Peace and Smoky Rivers, 1949
              Oil on board
              Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
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The Landscape in Alberta Art: A Survey 

By the 1960s and 1970s American influenced Abstraction was added to the Alberta 
landscape traditions and a second generation of landscape painters came to the fore. 
Whether influenced by Abstract Expressionism or modernist theories such as Colour Field 
Painting, the emphasis for this generation is on the expression of the artist’s ideas about 
the subject, rather than the subject itself. As described by curator Kate Davis in speaking 
about the work of artist Ken Christopher:

The real challenge is when we begin to appreciate 
the picture beyond illustration. We can experience the 
pleasure not only of recognition, but of discovery: the 
discovery that the canvas is not a window but a flat, 
two-dimensional surface....the discovery that the 
manipulation of paint upon that flat surface is the 
‘stuff’ of art; the discovery of not only what is told, but 
how it is told.
(Mary-Beth Laviolette, An Alberta Art Chronicle, pg. 
29)

Illingworth Kerr
O’Hara Night , n.d.
Silkscreen
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Top Right: Maxwell Bates
                 Eroded Land, n.d.
                 Oil on canvas
                 Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
Bottom Right: W.L. Stevenson
                       Autumn Bushes, n.d.
                       Oil on masonite
                       Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Ken Christopher
Reclining Field, 1983
Acrylic on canvas
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
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The Landscape in Alberta Art: A Survey 
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Modernist approaches to the landscape held sway throughout the 1960s and 1970s but in 
the 1980s a new generation of landscape painters began to emerge and post-modern 
attitudes towards the role of art began to overtake the goals of modernism. No longer 
preoccupied with the ‘how’ of art making, this third generation began to examine more closely 
the content of their subject matter and what they wanted to say about it. Some of these 
artists concentrate on the symbolic or emotional content of the land; others react to 19th century 
romantic traditions; while others are concerned with ecological issues. 

The how of what is being told became the major 
preoccupation of many second-generation 
landscape artists, some of the most notable being 
the prairie modernists influenced by New York 
abstraction and colour-field painting. The main 
characteristics of this landscape are:
1/ the surface is flat and there is little or no illusion 
of depth in the work
2/ the surface is composed of uninterrupted fields of 
paint
3/ colour is of primary importance

Les Graff
Untitled, n.d.
Acrylic on masonite
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Jim Davies
The Broken Bridge, 1988
Acrylic on canvas
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Peter von Tiesenhausen
Icefield, 1994
Oil on canvas
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
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  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130     youraga.ca

A second genre explored in the exhibition Life 
Lit Up is the still life. A still life work of art is 
one depicting mostly inanimate subject matter, 
whether these are natural (food, flowers, dead 
animals, plants etc.) or man-made (drinking 
glasses, books, vases etc.). 

Still-life paintings had their origins in ancient times. 
They can be found adorning the interiors of 
Egyptian tombs and also on ancient Greek vases. 
Still life or ‘low’ subjects also survive in mosaic 
versions and wall paintings at Pompeii, 
Herculaneum and the Villa Boscoreale. With the 
fall of Rome still life painting virtually disappeared 
from European practice.

Beginning around 1300 with Giotto and his pupils, still-life paintings were revived in the form of 
painted niches depicting everyday objects on religious wall paintings. During the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance, apart from notable exceptions seen in the works of Leonardo da Vinci 
and Albrect Dűrer, however, the still-life in Western art remained primarily an adjunct to Christian 
religious subjects and conveyed religious and allegorical meaning. 

The autonomous still-life in painting 
evolved during the late 16th century. This 
was partly due to the development of the 
tradition, mostly centered in Antwerp, Belgium, 
of the ‘monumental still life’; large paintings that 
included a great spread of still-life material with 
figures and often animals.

A second and very important reason for this 
was an explosion of interest in the natural 
world following explorations in the New World 
and Asia. These prompted the beginnings of 
scientific illustration and the classification of 
specimens and natural objects began to be 
appreciated as individual objects of study apart 
from any religious or mythological associations.
In addition, wealthy patrons began to collect 
animal and mineral specimens, creating 
‘cabinets of curiosities’. These specimens 
served as models for painters who sought 
realism and novelty. Shells, insects, exotic 
fruits and flowers began to be collected and 
new plants such as the tulip were celebrated in 
still-life painting.

Caravaggio
Fruitbasket, 1595-96
Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan

James Daubney
Banff, 1974
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Jan Brueghel the Elder
Bouquet, 1599
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

Still-life developed as a separate category of art in the 
Low Countries (Belgium and the Netherlands) during 
the last quarter of the 16th century. Around 1600 flower 
paintings in oils became something of a craze. This was 
largely the result of the Protestant Reformation. In the 
Dutch Reformed Protestant Church images of religious 
subjects and religious iconography were forbidden so 
artists turned to the still-life where the tradition of detailed 
realism and hidden symbols appealed to the growing 
Dutch middle class, the principal patrons of art in the 
Netherlands. This direction was furthered by the dutch 
mania for horticulture, particularly the tulip. These two 
views of flowers - as aesthetic objects and as religious 
symbols - were combined to create a flourishing market 
for this type of still life.

Pieter Claesz
Still Life with Salt Tub, 1644
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Besides flower paintings, the Flemish and Dutch artists 
developed a number of specialities in still-life paintings.
Among these were the pronkstilleven (Dutch for 
‘ostentatious still life’ ), an ornate style focusing on 
abundance and diversity of objects. The Dutch also 
became well known for vanitas paintings which feature 
arrangements of fruit and flowers, books, jewelry, 
musical and scientific instruments and so on 
accompanied by symbolic reminders of life’s 
impermanence, such as skulls. There were also 
‘breakfast paintings’, which represented literal 
presentations of delicacies that the upper class might 
enjoy and the trompe-l’oeil still life which depicted 
objects associated with a given profession. 

The production of still-life works in the low countries 
was enormous and such works were widely exported 
and had a tremendous influence on the art of other 
nations. 
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Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin
Still Life with Glass Flask and Fruit, 1750
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

During the 18th century there was a refinement in 
the still-life formulae and the religious and allegorical 
connotations of still-life paintings tended to disappear. 
Also during this time kitchen table paintings came to 
dominate the genre and artistic concerns focused on 
depictions of varied colour and form. 

While artistic interpretations of still-life objects 
changed, however, so did the ‘value’ attached to 
such paintings. The 18th century witnessed the rise 
of European Academies which taught the doctrine of 
the ‘hierarchy of genres’. This philosophy taught that 
a painting’s artistic merit was based primarily on its 
subject. In the Academic system, the highest form 
of painting consisted of images of historical, Biblical 
or mythological significance. Still-life painting, often 
viewed as calling for manual skill but no imagination 
or intellect, on the other hand, was relegated to the 
very lowest order of artistic recognition.

In the 19th century the Academic tradition began to 
decline and, with the advent of Impressionism and 
post-impressionism, technique and colour harmony 
triumphed over subject and the still-life once again 
became of importance to artists. With impressionist 
still-life works both allegory and mythological content 
are completely absent. Instead impressionist 
artists, intent on exploring new ways of seeing and 
recording the observable world, focused on 
experimentation in broad, dabbing brush strokes, tonal 
values, and colour placement. Still Life’s rootedness in 
the real world thus made it very appealing to painters.

Vincent van Gogh
Sunflowers, 1688
National Gallery of London
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Pablo Picasso
Compotier avec fruits, violin et verre, 
1912

The 20th century proved to be an exceptional period of 
artistic ferment and revolution. Avant-garde movements 
quickly evolved and overlapped each other in a move 
towards complete abstraction. During this time the 
still-life, as well as other forms of representational art, 
continued to adjust to the new trends until the complete 
abstraction of the mid-20th century removed all 
recognizable content.

The still-life was the perfect genre for Paul Cèzanne’s 
explorations in geometric spatial organization. These 
experiments led directly to the development of cubist 
still life by Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque which 
achieved goals nearly opposite to those of traditional still 
life. The flattening of space achieved by the cubists was, 
in turn, rejected by other artists such as Marcel Duchamp 
(founder of the Dada Movement) who created 
3-dimensional ‘Ready Made’ still-life sculptures. 

Andy Warhol
Campbell’s Soup Can 

Beginning in the 1930s abstract expressionism reduced still-
life to depictions of form and colour until, by the 1950s, total 
abstraction dominated the art world. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
however, the advent of pop art, especially witnessed in the 
works of Andy Warhol, reversed this trend and created a new 
form of still life where what was portrayed was less important 
than what it represented. The true subject of Warhol’s soup 
cans, for example, was the commodified image of the 
commercial product represented rather than the physical 
still-life object itself. 

In the last decades of the 20th century and into the 21st 
still-life imagery has expanded beyond the boundary of a 
frame. The rise of computer art and digital art has changed 
the definition and nature of still-life to where artists can 
incorporate the viewer into their work or use 3D computer 
graphics to visualize and create actual objects.
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Pictorial representations in any media that 
represent scenes or events from everyday 
life are called Genre paintings or genre 
scenes. Such paintings focus on the 
mundane trivial incidents of everyday life, 
depicting people the viewer can identify with 
employed in situations that tell a story. 
Genre themes appear in nearly all art 
traditions and throughout time and various 
themes expressed in Genre paintings are 
portrayed in the exhibition  Life Lit Up .

Painter 
Mosaic, 1st Century, A.D.
Pompeii, Italy

The term genre is derived from the French 
word for ‘kind’ or ‘variety’. Until the late 18th 
century the term embraced what were then seen 
as the minor categories of art, such as landscape, 
still-life, and animal painting. By the end of the 
18th century the term had been refined and 
applied to paintings that depicted familiar or rustic 
life. During the 19th century it was in common 
usage for paintings that showed scenes of
everyday life. Unlike history painting, genre works 
concentrate less on the extremes of human 
behavior and more on commonplace experience 
familiar to both the artist and the viewer. Also, 
because genre painting is inherently figurative art, 
it survived in the twentieth century in the work of 
painters who stood outside the flood-tide of 
abstraction. 

Prior to the mid 19th century, the visual arts were structured according to a hierarchy of 
genres which ranked different types of genres in an art form in terms of their value. The 
hierarchies in the visual arts are those initially formulated for painting in 16th century Italy and 
held sway with little alteration until the 19th century. These hierarchies were formalized and 
promoted by the academies in Europe between the 17th and 20th centuries. The fully developed 
hierarchy, in order of importance, distinguished between:

1/ History Painting - which included narrative religious and allegorical subjects
2/ Portrait Painting
3/ Genre Painting or scenes of everyday life

George Webber
Butchering Hogs, Little Bow Colony, Alberta, 2000
Silver gelatin print, selenium toned
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts
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4/ Landscape and cityscape scenes
5/ Animal paintings
6/ Still life paintings 

This hierarchy was partly the result of paintings’ struggle to gain acceptance as one of the 
Liberal Arts, on par with sculpture and architecture, during the Renaissance. In this aim the early 
artist-theoriest Leon Battista Alberti argued, in 1436, that multi-figure history painting was the 
noblest form of art because it was a visual form of history, involved multiple figures and thus was 
very difficult. This view was also based on a distinction between art that made an intellectual 
effort to ‘render visible the universal essence of things’ and to present a moral message, and 
that which merely consisted of ‘mechanical copying of particular appearances’ or dealt with 
frivolous subjects. Alberti’s theories on the hierarchy of various modes of artistic expression were 
echoed and elaborated by André Félibien, a French historiographer, architect and theoretician 
of French classicism in 1667. Félibien argued that the painter should imitate God, whose most 
perfect work was man, and show groups of human figures and choose subjects from history and 
fable. This hierarchy became strictly enforced by European academies until the mid 19th 
century and genre scenes, which did not concern elevated ideals or heroic subjects, were thus 
considered of lower importance.

WHERE and WHY DID GENRE PAINTING 
DEVELOP?

Despite the elevated importance of history and 
allegorical painting, many artists during the 
Renaissance explored the painting of genre 
scenes and genre subjects gradually became 
an acceptable avenue for artistic expression. 
This was particularly true in what is now the 
Netherlands. The Flemish Renaissance painter 
Pieter Brueghel the Elder made peasants and 
their activities the subject of many of his 
paintings and, following him, genre painting 
came to flourish in Northern Europe. 

The success of genre scenes as an 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1525-1569)
Peasant Wedding, 1565
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

acceptable field of artistic expression was largely tied to changes in the art-buying 
market in what is now Holland. In the 17th century the Dutch successfully ejected the 
Catholic Spanish nobility. This revolution led both to the rise of a Protestant middle class and, 
as far as art was concerned, a drop in the market for large-scale religious and classical works. 
Losing the patronage of the Catholic nobility and the Catholic Church artists were no longer able 
to work solely to commissions and so had to produce works that would appeal to a new market 
where the customer would decide whether or not to buy. The success of genre painting in the 
Netherlands was also a result of the pride the Dutch took in their own country and their desire 
to support their own national painting rather than to look to the past or to Rome for inspiration. A 
number of famous Dutch artists such as Issac van Ostade, Aelbert Cuyp, Pieter De Hooch and 
Johannes Vermeer specialized in genre subjects in the Netherlands during the 17th century and, 
from Holland, the importance of this branch of painting gradually spread throughout the rest of 
Europe.
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Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675)
The Milkmaid, 1658

WHAT ARE THE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
GENRE PAINTING? 

Throughout the 16th to 19th centuries genre 
scenes came to express certain conventions 
and themes, many of which have continued 
to influence directions in contemporary genre 
paintings. 

First, genre scenes are usually set in familiar 
settings. Settings focused on kitchens and 
taverns, rooms in houses and schools, and the 
works portrayed modest characters and settings 
which made the paintings seem more realistic and 
also made it more likely they would be understood. 

A second important characteristic of such 
scenes, and one which separates such works 
from portraits, is that the characters depicted 
are generic types to whom no identity can be 
attached either individually or collectively. The 
people portrayed do not function as individuals but

Toward the end of the 19th century many 
painters and art critics began to rebel 
against the many rules of the art academies, 
including the status that had been accorded 
to history painting for centuries. In 1846 the 
French poet and art critic Charles Baudelaire 
called for paintings that expressed ‘the 
heroism of modern life’ (H.W. Janson, History of 
Art, Second Edition, pg. 605) and slowly there 
was a move away from the prevalent neo-
classical and romantic art styles and historical 
subjects. 

One of the most important artists to embrace this trend was the French Realist painter Gustave 
Courbet (1819-1877). Though he began his career as a Romantic artist, Courbet moved to 
embrace ‘realism’ or ‘naturalism’, stating that the modern artist must rely on his own direct 
experience. Courbet further upset expectations by depicting everyday scenes in huge paintings - 
at the scale traditionally reserved for ‘important’ subjects - thus blurring the boundary which had 
set genre painting apart as a ‘minor’ category. The new artistic movements of Realism and 
Impressionism, which each sought to depict the present moment and daily life as observed by 
the eye, and unattached from historical significance, had, by the end of the 19th century, 
effectively ended the power of the academies and the elevation of history paintings at the 
expense of both landscape and genre scenes.

Gustave Courbet(1819-1877)
L’Atelier du Peintre, 1855
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as vessels bearing required meanings for specific 
contexts. 

Thirdly, in genre paintings the artist is often 
concerned with perspective, with a well-calculated
perspective making the paintings seem more true to life.

Jean Baptiste Siméon Chardin (1699-1779)
Woman Cleaning Turnips, 1738
Alte Pinakothek Museum, Munich, Germany

WHAT THEMES OR SUBJECTS ARE EXPLORED IN 
GENRE PAINTINGS?

Over the centuries artists have explored a number of 
themes in genre paintings. One of the most important 
of these has been the representation of women’s 
domestic abilities. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries women’s domestic work was considered 
extremely important by the middle class and many genre 
scenes show women devoted to duty. As many early 
genre works contained a moral message, the implication 
of paintings which showed women working diligently was 
that those viewing the work should take example and do 
the same.

Charles McCall
Interior of St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, 
1963
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta

Euphemia McNaught
Anglican Church and Hudson Hope, 1945
Pastel crayon, ink on paper
Collection of the Alberta Foundation for the Arts
TREX Exhibition: A Room with a View
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Another theme explored in genre paintings is that 
of vice. Paintings which convey ‘wrong’ behaviour in 
order to invite condemnation of their protagonists often 
make use of humour, proverbs, puns, slang, signs and 
symbols. Such suggestions can be subtle, inviting the 
viewer to work out exactly what is improper or wrong, 
or be shocking in their depictions. Perhaps the most 
famous artist to explore this side of genre painting was 
the British painter and illustrator William Hogarth (1697-
1764) whose satirical works pointed up the follies of 
British society. 

William Hogarth (1697-1764)
Marriage à-la-mode, Shortly After the 
Marriage

A third theme explored in genre paintings 
concerns scenes of food and drink. Eating and 
drinking are common to everyone and so such 
scenes are readily accessible to viewers. Many such 
paintings, however, convey a moral message and 
food and drink can have many symbolic meanings. 
Bread and wine, for example, can represent the 
eucharist; oysters have a sexual connotation; and 
the bottles and fruit in Manet’s painting A Bar at the 
Folies-Bergères suggest the importance of consumer 
goods to an increasingly mercantile society  
(Understanding Paintings: Themes in Art Explored 
and Explained, pg. 202) Conversely, paintings of 
great banquets and parties can celebrate the pursuit 
of pleasure and marry indulgence with little concern 
for morality. 

Édouard Manet (1832-1883)
A Bar at the Folies-Bergères, 1882

The focus on foodstuffs and containers in a painting may also be simply formal in nature. The 
inclusion of these elements allows the artist to enjoy various textures and shapes and to show 
off his or her ability to observe and represent. 
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Leisure activities such as sports, dancing and other such pursuits are a further and very 
popular source of inspiration for artists who approach genre subjects. Scenes of peasants 
carousing and dancing were common features in the genre painting of Northern Europe in the 
16th and 17th centuries while informal scenes showing the rich at play were common features of 
the French Rococo style. Such scenes allow the artist an opporunity to create a dazzling display 
of costumes, surfaces and settings. Often such paintings can create a nostalgia for good times 
remembered or an ideal world where life is less complicated. In the hands of some modern 
artists, however, such scenes can act as a window on the ‘grittier’ sides of life.

Henri Toulouse Lautrec (1864-1901)
At the Moulin Rouge, 1892
Art Institute of Chicago

George Bellows (1882-1925)
Dempsey and Firpo, 1924
Whitney Museum of American Art

Both Rural and Urban scenes form other sources of inspiration for genre artists. The 
nineteenth century witnessed the rise of industrialization, the abolition of slavery, and the 
modernization of labour. Questions about the rights of the individual and social and 
governmental structures came to the fore and painting came to reflect these social and 
political concerns. In order to express this new world artists began to turn away from grand 
historical painting and new artistic movements such as Realism and Naturalism came to 
prominence. In France the dominant artists of the Realist movement were Jean-Francois Millet 
(1814-1875), Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) and Honore Daumier (1808-1879). Millet 
concentrated on scenes of rural France in which he depicted the hard but dignified life of the 
peasantry while Courbet and Daumier widened the focus to include scenes from all of everyday 
life.
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Jean Francois Millet (1814-1875)
The Gleaners, 1857
Musée d’ Orsay, Paris

Honore Daumiert 1808-1879)
Third Class Carriage, 1864

The nineteenth century, characterized by rapid industrialization and changes in both the 
labour force and social fabric of society, witnessed a huge growth in urban populations 
in both Europe and North America. The changes this entailed were reflected in the visual 
arts and urban life became a central theme in genre scenes throughout the 19th and 20th 
century. 

Artists have tried to convey the impressions and sensations of everyday urban life through a 
variety of means, using loose brushwork or untraditional compositions or employing dramatic 
and unsettling contrasts of light and dark. Cities either promise excitement, new pleasures and 
future successes or else abound with danger and potential pitfalls. As a result, artists have 
either created paintings which display the crowds and clamor of city life or in which an 
atmosphere of anxiety, alienation and loneliness is evoked. 

Bartley Robillard Pragnell
Main Street Balcony, 1948
Collection of the Art Gallery of Alberta
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A final genre expressed in the exhibition Life Lit Up is 
the art of portraiture. A portrait is a painting, photograph, 
sculpture or other artistic representation of a person. In a 
portrait the artist’s main concern is to characterize the sitter 
as an individual. While some portraits restrict themselves 
to physical descriptions, most attempt more than this, 
conveying the sitter’s status in the world, their personality, 
or their state of mind at the time of the portrait. It is 
important to understand that not every portrait is an 
accurate likeness of a person and not every portrayal of a 
person is a portrait, no matter how accurate the likeness 
of the person shown is. To be a true portrait, the sitter or 
sitters have the central role in the composition.

The art of portraiture is an ancient one. Egyptian portrait 
statues and reliefs survive from before 3000 B.C. and 
there are many individualized portrait heads from ancient 
Greece and Rome. Most early representations that are 
clearly intended to show an individual are of rulers and 
generally follow idealized artistic conventions. Some of the 
earliest surviving painted portraits of more common people 
are the greco-Roman funeral portraits that survived in 
Egypt’s dry climate. During the 4th century A.D. the portrait 
began to retreat in importance, being replaced by idealized 
symbolic representations. It was not until the late middle 
ages that true portraits of individuals began to re-emerge 
in the art of western Europe.

In creating a portrait the artist usually attempts more than merely representing the sitter’s 
outward appearance. Rather, artists also usually try to depict the sitter’s ‘soul’ or character in 
some way. There are generally three ways of doing this.

1/Pose
To create a psychological connection between the subject and the viewer, the sitter is often 
placed turned towards the viewer. This is seen, for example, in Leonardo da Vinci’s portrait of 
Mona Lisa. It is through this positioning that a connection is formed between the sitter and the 
viewer and through this character and status of the sitter are often conveyed. 

The viewer’s actual viewing position of the sitter is also very important and can suggest the 
subject’s attitude towards the viewer and, by extension, to the world in which he or she lives. 
Depending on the pose of the sitter, the viewer can draw different conclusions as to the sitter’s 
character. This is seen, for example, in John Singer Sargent’s portrait of Madame X where the 
distance between the viewer and subject and the subject’s pose gives the impression of a very 
aloof, distant woman.

George Webber
Joseph Prive, Forget, Saskatchewan, 1993
Silver gelatin print, selenium toned
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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John Singer Sargent
Madame X, 1884

2/ Expression

3/ Setting
A subject’s dress/attire, the setting in which they are placed and the objects and possessions 
which surround them can provided as much information on the subject’s social position, 
character and profession as does the actual face portrayed. Objects and the setting can
indicate a subject’s status and profession and can also be symbolic in nature, reflecting the 
sitter’s beliefs and interests. These hints to character are evidenced in Anthony Van Dyke’s 
portrait of Charles I, shown above.

Portraits have many aims and uses but their main function is commemorative - to preserve a 
likeness long after the sitter is gone.

Anthony Van Dyke
Charles I at the Hunt, 1635

Leonardo da Vinci
Mona Lisa, 1503
The Louve, Paris, France
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The art works presented in the exhibition Life LIt Up are photographic in nature and this 
exhibition is thus an excellent vehicle for understanding photography as a means of 
artistic expression. Since the early 1970s photography has increasingly been accorded 
a place in fine art galleries and exhibitions, but what is this medium? How and why did 
photography develop, how is photography related to artistic pursuits such as painting, 
and what makes a fine-art photograph different than the ‘snapshots’ virtually everyone 
takes with their digital cameras or cell phones? 

The following pages briefly examine the history of photography and photographic genres 
and styles in order to answer the above questions and provide an entry into the 
photographic works in the exhibition Life Lit Up.

Photography: A brief history

The word photography derives from the Greek words 
phōs meaning light, and gráphein meaning ‘to write’. 
The word was coined by Sir John Herschel in 1839.

Artists and scientists have been interested in the 
properties of light, chemistry and optics for over 1000 
years. In the tenth century the Arab mathematician and 
scientist Alhazen of Basra invented the first ‘camera 
obscura’, a device which demonstrated the behavior of 
light to create an inverted image in a darkened room. 
Artists turned to mathematics and optics to solve 
problems in perspective. 

Image credit: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Camera

The development of the camera obscura allowed artists to faithfully record the external world. 
The principle of this device involved light entering a minute hole in a darkened room which 
formed, on the opposite wall, an inverted image of whatever was outside the room.
The camera obscura, at first actually a room big enough for a man to enter, gradually grew 
smaller and by the 17th and 18th centuries it was the size of a two foot box which had a lens 
fitted into one end. By the mid 18th century the camera obscura had become standard 
equipment for artists.

While there is perhaps a province in which the photograph can tell us nothing more than what 
we see with our own eyes, there is another in which it proves to us how little our eyes permit us 
to see.
Dorothea Lange



Image credits: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Camera_obscura
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In the early 1700s it was discovered that light not only formed images, but also changed the 
nature of many substances. The light sensitivity of silver salts, discovered in 1727, opened the 
way to discover a method to trap the ‘elusive image of the camera’ (The History of Photography, 
Beaumont Newhall, pg.11)

Developments in optics, and the incentive to find a practical means to capture images produced 
by the camera obscura, were stimulated by the growth of the middle class in the 18th century 
which created a demand for portraits at reasonable prices. By the 1800s a number of inventors 
were working towards a means to obtain an image using light and to fix the image making it 
permanent. 

Louis Daguerre
L’ Atelier de l’ artiste, 1837
Daguerreotype

The first inventor to create a permanent photographic 
image was Nicéphone Niepce of France in 1826. In 
1829 Niepce signed a contract with Louis Jacques 
Mande Daguerre who, while ‘...he did not invent 
photography, made it work, made it popular, and made 
it his own’ (The Picture History of Photography, Peter 
Pollack, pg. 19) In partnership with Louis Daguerre, 
Niépce refined his silver process and, after his death 
in 1833, his experiments were furthered by Daguerre. 
In 1839 Daguerre announced the invention of the 
daguerreotype, which was immediately patented by 
the French government and the era of the camera 
began. 

The daguerreotype proved popular in responding to the demand for portraiture emerging from 
the middle classes during the Industrial Revolution. This demand, which could not be met by oil 
paintings, added to the push for the development of photography. This push was also the result 
of the limitations of the daguerreotype, which was a fragile and expensive process and could not 
be duplicated. Photographers and inventors, then, continued to look for other methods of 
creating photographs. Ultimately the modern photographic process came about from a series of 
refinements and improvements in the first 20 years. In 1884 George Eastman of Rochester, New 
York, developed dry gel on paper, or film, to replace the photographic plate. This was followed 
in 1888 by his Kodak camera, with the result that anyone could take a photograph. Photography 
became readily available for the mass-market in 1901 with the introduction of the Kodak 
Brownie. 
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Robert Demachy (1859-1936)
Speed, 1904
Published in Camera Work, No.5, 
1904
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Robert_Demachy
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The Picturesque in Photography
Like all genre in the visual arts, photography can be divided amongst various modes of 
expression. Almost from the beginnings of its invention in the mid-1800s a 
philosophical debate concerning the use of photography came to the fore amongst the 
medium’s earliest practitioners. On the one hand, certain photographers believed that 
photography should aspire to the artistic and the ’exercise of individual genius’. Those 
who believed in this mode of photographic expression took their inspiration from the 
Picturesque Landscape Tradition in painting. 

In the early days of photography, many photographers believed that if their work was to 
be taken seriously as a new art form the medium had to compete with painting and, to do 
so, adopt the methodology of the painting styles of the period. In painting the concepts 
of the sublime and the picturesque were dominant and so photographers began to 
manipulate images, to retouch negatives, and even to paint over the prints to create a 
pictorial effect. Many also used soft focus, special filters, gel and later combination printing - 
using several negatives to make one picture - to create allegorical compositions. Such 
manipulations, which were major tools in the genre of Pictorial Photography or Pictorialism, 
were meant to allow photographers to achieve ‘personal artistic expression’ and ‘atmosphere’ in 
their works.



As expressed by Henry Peach Robinson in 
1869:

Any ‘dodge, trick, and conjuration’ of any 
kind is open to the photographer’s use.... It 
is his imperative duty to avoid the mean, the 
base and the ugly, and to aim to elevate his 
subject, to avoid awkward forms, and to 
correct the unpicturesque.... A great deal 
can be done and very beautiful pictures 
made, by a mixture of the real and the 
artificial in a picture.
(The History of Photography, Beaumont 
Newhall, pg. 61)

The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Art History: Photography as Art 
continued: The Picturesque in Photography 
continued
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Socttish landscape
photographer and date unknown



The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Art History: Realism in Photography: 
The Documentary Eye
Most art in the world does not have a capital ‘A’, but is a way of turning everyday objects into 
personal expressions.
Gloria Steinem, American feminist, journalist, 1934 -   
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While some photographers believed that photography should emulate painting, on the 
other side of the debate were those who believed that photography was primarily a 
popular means of reproducing the material world. For all their ambitions, the artist-
photographers remained a tiny group within the body photographic whereas it was 
photography’s capacity for recording fact, giving evidence, and presenting a document 
that practitioners and their public valued most. This aim of photographers to create a 
‘real’ document, which derived from the genre of realism in painting, resulted in the genre 
of DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY and is expressed in the exhibition Life Lit Up in the 
works of John Fukushima and Edward J. Spiteri.

Documentary photography has been defined as ‘...a 
depiction of the real world by a photographer whose 
intent is to communicate something of importance - 
to make a comment - that will be understood by the 
viewer.’ (Time Life Library of Photography, pg. 12) In 
such photography the photographer attempts to 
produce truthful, objective, and usually candid 
photography of a particular subject, most often pictures 
of people. 

As a genre of photography, documentary 
photography developed in three general stages. 
While the actual term ‘documentary photography’ was 
coined in the 1930s to describe a category of 
photography which comments on reality, photographs 
meant to accurately describe otherwise unknown, 
hidden, forbidden, or difficult-to-access places or 
circummstance date to the earliest daguerreotypes and 
calotype surveys of the ruins of the Near East, Egypt, 
the historic architecture of Europe, and the American 
wilderness. This desire to create a permanent record 
of familiar and exotic scenes and the appearance of 
friends and family marked the first stage of 
documentary photography.

As expressed by photographer John Thomson in the 1860s
...the photograph affords the nearest approach that can be made toward placing (the reader) 
actually before the scene which is represented’
Documentary Photography, Time Life Library of Photography, pg. 16

At this early stage in photography’s development, photographs were seen as miraculous, 
enabling the human eye to see things it did not always notice or would never see. Photography 
took over the concerns with realism that had been developing in painting and the camera 
was used mainly as a copier of nature. This faith in the camera as a literal recorder gave rise to 
the belief that the camera does not lie. 

John Fukushima
Mr. Kobayashi, Neijin Preparing the Shrine, 
Raymond, AB., 1977
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Photography and the Documentary Eye
continued
The development of new reproduction methods for photography provided impetus for the next 
era of documentary photography in the late 1880s and reaching into the early decades of the 
20th century. This period saw a decisive shift in documentation from antiquarian and landscape 
subjects to that of the city and its crises. Once the camera had proven itself as a tool for 
showing things as they were, it was inevitably thought of as a device for changing things to the 
way they ought to be. In this second stage photographers discovered the camera’s power 
to hold up a mirror to society and photographs could thus become social documents. 
This visual comment on the joys and pains of society has, to a great extent, occupied 
documentary photographers ever since. 
The photographer most directly associated with the birth of this new form of documentary was 
the jouranlist and urban social reformer Jacob Riis who documented the slums of New York in 
his historic book How the Other Half Lives in 1890. Riis’s documentary photography was 
passionately devoted to changing the inhumane conditions under which the poor lived in the 
rapidly-expanding urban-industrial centers. 

In the 1930s the Great Depression brought a new wave of 
documentary, both of rural and urban conditions. During this 
period the Farm Security Administration in the United States 
enlisted a band of young photographers to document the state 
of the nation during the depression. Among these were Walker 
Evans, Ben Shahn, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee, and Carl 
Mydens. This generation of documentary photographers is 
generally credited for codifying the documentary code of 
accuracy mixed with impassioned advocacy, with the goal of 
arousing public commitment to social change. The 
photographers in the FSA project were the first ever to be 
called documentary photographers and their work wrote the 
idea of documentary photography as a means of examining 
society large in peoples minds. 

Dorothea Lange
Migrant Mother, 1936

During the Second World War and postwar eras, documentary photography increasingly 
became subsumed under the rubric of photojournalism. This led to the development of a 
different attitude among documentary photographers in the 1950s, a new generation which did 
not feel bound by any mission except to see life clearly. As expressed by the photographer 
Gary Winogrand:

The true business of photography is to capture a bit of reality (whatever that is) on film.
Time Life Library of Photography, pg. 164

According to photographers in this group, their work made no effort to judge but instead 
to express, and they were committed not to social change but to formal and 
iconographical investigation of the social experience of modernity. 
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Photography: The Modern View: A Survey
As a means of artistic expression, modernism or modernist abstraction is expressed in a 
number of ways. As concerns photography, modernist photography is that which is most 
concerned with FORMAL matters. This approach is most clearly demonstrated in the 
exhibition Life Lit Up in the photograph Leaving Rosa’s by John Dean. Like the other 
approaches to photography examined, modernism in photography has its roots in 
movements first expressed in the field of painting. 

In the early days of photography, many photographic artists, 
concerned with ‘picturesque imaginings’ and trying to make 
photographs appear like paintings, focused their attention on 
views of nature where mood and soft atmosphere prevailed. 
After World War 1, however, the modernism that was being 
expressed in painting began to influence photographic 
artists. By 1916 the view among photographers had shifted 
to exchange pictorialist charm for a more sharply focused 
view bringing elements of cubist abstraction, stark 
formality, geometry and metaphysical concerns to work. 
Photographic artists, working towards a consciously aesthetic 
end, attempted from WW1 to the early 1970s to invest their 
works with timelessness: to transcend any ‘sense of place’ and 
to concentrate attention on formal issues of line, shape, tone and 
texture. This was the establishment of photography based 
first on how things looked, their shape and their form, then 
on their meaning both real and metaphoric. Modernist 
photographs came to characterized by sharply defined ‘straight’ 
photographs rather than the soft-focus ‘romantic’ images of the 
nineteenth century.

Paul Strand
New York

The most important early practitioners of this approach were Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946), Paul 
Strand (1890-1976), Edward Weston (1886-1958) and Ansel Adams (1902-1984). Strand, who 
was a follower of Stieglitz, believed that the photographic artist was a ‘researcher using 
materials and techniques to dig into the truth and meaning of the world.’ (History of 
Photography, pg. 132) In his work Strand looked to the commonplace as his subject matter, 
seeking in everyday scenes and objects a purity of form. Edward Weston echoed this approach, 
viewing the world as a source of objects that might give of themselves profoundly when 
photographed, believing that his pictures ‘should be the thing itself and yet more than the thing’. 
(History of Photography, pg. 134) 

Paul Strand
Wall Street, 1915



Edward Weston
Nautilus, 1927

Many of these early modernist photographers believed in and 
practiced what has been termed ‘straight’ photography which refers 
to the creation of an unmanipulated image. As expressed by Edward 
Weston in 1923;

(The camera) should be used for a recording of life, for rendering the 
very substance and quintessence of the thing itself, whether it be 
polished steel or palpitating flesh...I feel definite in my belief that the 
approach to photography is through realism.

Later photographers such as Ansel Adams, however, devoted a great 
deal of time and energy in both recording and developing their 
imagery to achieve the desired affect.
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Photography: The Modern View: Modernism 
in Photography continued

Ansel Adams
Church, Taos Pueblo, 1942

As early as 1922 Weston developed a technique called 
‘previsualizing’ where he worked with a view camera to 
conceive the final result and then controlled tones and 
textures through exposures and development. This 
technique was advanced to a finely tuned and scientific 
means of technical and aesthetic control by Ansel 
Adams. By 1942 Adams had developed previsualization 
into a means of formal control called the ‘zone system’. 
This method of adjusting exposure and development 
allowed photographers to replace the intuition Weston had 
used with measurable and controllable values that were 
expressive and subjective rather than actual and allowed 
for a personal interpretation which realized the early 
pictorialists dream of having a painter’s finesse combined 
with the perfectionalist desire to celebrate technology.
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Portrait Photography
Portrait photography is photography of a person or 
group of people that captures the personality of a
subject by using effective lighting, backdrops and 
poses. Portrait photography developed at the very 
beginning of photography when the relatively low cost 
of the daguerreotype and the reduced sitting time for a 
subject led to a general rise in the popularity of portrait 
photography over painted portraiture. 

There are many different techniques for portrait 
photography. Sometimes focus is placed on the 
subject’s eyes and face, rendered with sharp focus, 
while at other times portraits of individual features, 
such as a subject’s hands or eyes, might be the focus 
of the composition.

There are four basic approaches to photographic portraiture.
1/ Constructionist Approach - this is when the photographer constructs an idea around the 
portrait such as the happy family, romantic couple etc. This approach is used in most studio and 
social photography.
2/ Environmental Approach. In this approach the photographer depicts the subject in their 
environment - such as work or home - and the subject is often shown doing something. With this 
approach more is revealed about the subject and such pictures can be of historical and social 
significance as primary sources of information. 
3/ The Candid Approach. This is where people are photographed without their knowledge 
going about their daily business.
4/ The Creative Approach. This is where digital manipulation/darkroom manipulation is brought 
to bear in the creation of a photograph. 

Edward J. Spiteri
Man and Baby, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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VISUAL 
LEARNING AND 

HANDS-ON 
ACTIVITIES
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George Webber
Lac Ste. Anne, Alberta, 1993
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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What is Visual Learning?
All art has many sides to it. The artist makes the works for people to experience. They in turn 
can make discoveries about both the work and the artist that help them learn and give them 
pleasure for a long time. How we look at an object determines what we come to know about 
it. We remember information about an object far better when we are able to see (and handle) 
objects rather than by only reading about them. This investigation through observation (looking) 
is very important to undertanding how objects fit into our world in the past and in the present 
and will help viewers reach a  considered response to what they see. The following is a six-step 
method to looking at, and understanding, a work of art.

STEP 1:  INITIAL, INTUITIVE RESPONSE The first ‘gut level’ response to a visual presentation. 
What do you see and what do you think of it?

STEP 2: DESCRIPTION Naming facts - a visual inventory of the elements of design.
Questions to Guide Inquiry:
What colours do you see? What shapes are most noticeable?
What objects are most apparent? Describe the lines in the work.

STEP 3: ANALYSIS Exploring how the parts relate to each other.
Questions to Guide Inquiry:
What proportions can you see? eg. What percentage of the work is background? Foreground? 
Land? Sky?
Why are there these differences? What effect do these differences create?
What parts seem closest to you? Farthest away? How does the artist give this impression?

STEP 4: INTERPRETATION Exploring what the work might mean or be about.
Questions to Guide Inquiry:
How does this work make you feel? Why?
What word would best describe the mood of this work?
What is this painting/photograph/sculpture about?
Is the artist trying to tell a story? What might be the story in this work?

STEP 5: INFORMATION Looking beyond the work for information that may further 
understanding.
Questions to Guide Inquiry: 
What is the artist’s name? When did he/she live?
What art style and medium does the artist use?
What artist’s work is this artist interested in?
What art was being made at the same time as this artist was working?
What was happening in history at the time this artist was working?
What social/political/economic/cultural issues is this artist interested in?

STEP 6: PERSONALIZATION What do I think about this work? (Reaching a considered          
response)

          © Virginia Stephen
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Elements of Composition Tour
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LINE: An element of art that is used to define 
shape, contours and outlines. It is also used to 
suggest mass and volume. 

See: Light and Shadow, Confederation Park by Jacques 
Rioux

What types of line are there? How can you describe 
line? What are some of the characteristics of a line? 

Width: thick, thin, tapering, uneven
Length: long, short, continuous, broken
Feeling: sharp, jagged, graceful, smooth
Focus: sharp, blurry, fuzzy, choppy
Direction: horizontal, vertical, diagonal, curving, 
perpendicular, oblique, parallel, radial, zigzag

Now describe the lines you see in this image. Follow the lines in the air with your finger. 
What quality do the lines have? How do the lines operate in the image?

This image is mainly composed of thick and thin curving lines and some parallel diagonal lines.
Most of the curving lines are continuous and smooth in nature, but there are two jagged, uneven 
curving lines running from the bottom left of the image to the center (the crack and the line which 
forms the meeting of light and shadow).

The lines in the image give form and direction. The curving lines of the main part of the image 
give the impression that the viewer, if the lines continued from their right to left direction, is 
looking at a semi-circular object. The two parallel and diagonal lines give the sense that the 
object portrayed has length.

Line can also be a word used in the composition, meaning the direction the viewer’s eye 
travels when looking at a picture. How do lines in this image help your eye travel within 
the composition? Where does the eye start? Where does it finish?

Line is very important in this image and moves the viewer around and through the composition. 
The jagged curving lines of the crack and the shadow direct the viewer from the bottom left of 
the image to the center of the composition. The parallel lines move the viewer back in space in 
a diagonal fashion. Finally, the thicker curving lines move the viewer from the center area up to 
the top of the image and, if the viewer completes the lines, around back to the bottom of the 
image.



What do you see in this work? What is closest to you? Farthest away? How do you know 
this?

In this work we see a kitchen scene with various kitchen objects (pots, jars) and a man and 
child. The kitchen objects appear closest to the viewer and this is indicated by the fact that only 
portions of them are shown while parts have been cut off by the camera’s lens. The man is 
furthest away as parts of his body are blocked by the baby, indicating that the baby is in front of 
the man.
 
In what way has Spiteri created a sense of space?

The artist has used a variety of techniques to create a sense of space. As mentioned, the way 
the artist has cropped objects in the foreground, demonstrates that these objects are directly in 
front of the viewer and makes it appear that the viewer is actually sitting at the end of the table 
and is a participant in the scene. The empty negative space between these objects and the 
man and child creates a sense of space between these two areas of the composition. Finally, 
the lines of the table demonstrate one-point perspective - converging as the table recedes into 
space.

The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Elements of Composition Tour continued
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SPACE: Space is the relative position of one 
three-dimensional object to another. It is the area 
between and around objects. It can also refer to 
the feeling of depth in a two-dimensional work.

See: Man and Baby by Edward J. Spiteri

What is space? What dimensions does it have?

Space includes the background, middle ground and 
foreground. It can refer to the distances or areas 
around, between or within components of a piece. It 
may have two dimensions (length and width) or three 
dimensions including height and depth.
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Elements of Composition Tour continued
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SHAPE: When a line crosses itself or intersects with 
other lines to enclose a space it creates a shape. A two 
dimensional shape is one that is drawn on a flat surface 
such as paper. A three-dimensional shape is one that 
takes up real space.

See: Untitled (Old Folks Home Series) by Mark Hobden

What kinds of shapes can you think of?

Geometric: circles, squares, rectangles and triangles. We 
see them in architecture and manufactured items.
Organic shapes: a leaf, seashell, flower. We see them in 
nature with characteristics that are free flowing, informal and 
irregular.
Static shapes: shapes that appear stable and resting.
Dynamic shapes: Shapes that appear moving and active.

What shapes do you see in this image? What shapes are positive and negative?

This image contains both geometric and organic shapes. Geometric shapes can be seen in the forms of the 
room - the window frame and panels; the register and table and, by implication, the bed itself. The figure of 
the man is an organic shape. Most of the geometric shapes are static while the figure of the man is a dynamic 
shape. 
 
How do the shapes operate in this image?

The geometric shapes create space in this image. We know by the window and walls etc. that this is a room. 
The geometric shapes are very static in this piece, providing a contrast with the dynamic organic shape of the 
man. This contrast creates a sense of life and energy in the work.

What quality do the shapes have? Does the quality of the shapes contribute to the meaning or story 
suggested in the work?

The active shape of the figure, and the way his movement has disrupted the geometry of the bed covers, 
creates a sense of life and energy in the work. This may also be expressed by the lit window. For some this 
may be symbolic of movement towards another plane of existence whereas, for others, the upright figure of the 
man illuminated by this light may indicate hope and life.
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GRADATION: The gradual change from dark to light is 
called gradation. Artists use gradation to make objects 
appear three-dimensional or to portray the three-
dimensional nature of objects on a two-dimensional 
surface. The part of an object closest to the light source 
has the lightest value while parts farther away have 
darker values.

See: Untitled (Hutterite Series) by Edward J. Spiteri

Where is your eye directed to first? Are there any areas of the composition that stand out 
more than others? Why?

In this image the viewer’s eye is naturally directed to the areas of the image which have the 
lightest values. Because of the nature of the image, the viewer’s eye may be directed to the left 
corner of the counter; the left side of the basked of eggs; or the left sides of the buckets. As can 
be seen, the light source is from the left and areas of objects illuminated directly by this source 
stand out and draw the eye. Following this the viewer’s eye then moves around the objects 
displayed, following the gradation of tone from light to dark.
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Elements of Composition Tour continued
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TEXTURE: The surface quality of an object that 
can be seen or felt. Texture can also be implied 
on a two-dimensional surface through mark 
making and media handling.

See: Landscape by Gordon Brown

What is texture? How do you describe how 
something feels? What are the two kinds of 
texture you can think of in artwork?

Texture can be real, like the actual texture of an 
object. Texture can be rough, smooth, hard, soft, 
glossy etc. Texture can also be implied. This 
happens when a two-dimensional piece of art is 
made to look like a certain texture. 

Allow your eyes to ‘feel’ the different areas within the work and explain the textures. What 
kind of texture do you think the artist uses in this work? Real or implied? What about the 
work gives you this idea?

The work has an implied texture. 

What about the work/it’s manner of creation gives you the idea about the surface texture?

This work is a photograph and so the actual art work is smooth in nature. The objects portrayed 
(ie: the trees) are, however, in reality rough and irregular. Because of the focus on these objects 
and the manner they are portrayed - ‘scratchy’ vertical and diagonal lines - the work appears as 
if it would be rough to the touch. 
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Reading Pictures
Grades 4-12/adults

Objectives:
The purposes of this program are to:
1/introduce participants to art and what artists do – this includes examinations of art styles; art 
elements; the possible aims and meaning(s) in an artwork and how to deduce those meanings and 
aims
2/ introduce visitors to the current exhibition – the aim of the exhibition and the kind of artwork found in 
the exhibition.
      -the artist(s) - his/her background(s)
      -his/her place in art history
3/ engage participants in a deeper investigation of artworks

Teacher/Facilitator Introduction to Program:

This program is called Reading Pictures. What do you think this might involve?

-generate as many ideas as possible concerning what viewers might think ‘Reading Pictures’ might 
involve or what this phrase might mean. 

Before we can ‘read’ art, however, we should have some understanding of what we’re talking about. 

What is art? If you had to define this term, how would you define it? 

Art can be defined as creative expression - and artistic practice is an aspect and expression of a 
peoples’ culture or the artist’s identity.

The discipline of art, or the creation of a piece of art, however, is much more than simple ‘creative 
expression’ by an ‘artist’ or an isolated component of culture.

How many of you would describe yourselves as artists?

You may not believe it, but every day you engage in some sort of artistic endeavor.

How many of you got up this morning and thought about what you were going to wear today?
Why did you choose the clothes you did? Why do you wear your hair that way? How many of you have 
tattoos or plan to get a tattoo some day? What kind of tattoo would you choose? Why.....? How many of 
you own digital cameras or have cameras on cell phones? How many of you take pictures and e-mail 
them to other people?

  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130                youraga.ca



The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Reading Pictures continued
Art is all around us and we are all involved in artistic endeavors to some degree. The photographs we 
take, the colour and styles of the clothes we wear, the ways we build and decorate our homes, gardens 
and public buildings, the style of our cell phones or the vehicles we drive, the images we see and are 
attracted to in advertising or the text or symbols on our bumper stickers – all of these things (and 9 
billion others) utilize artistic principles. They say something about our personal selves and reflect upon 
and influence the economic, political, cultural, historical and geographic concerns of our society. 

Art, therefore, is not just something some people in a society do – it is somethign that affects and 
informs everyone within a society.

Today we’re going to look at art - paintings, prints, drawings, sculptures – and see what art can tell us 
about the world we live in – both the past, the present and possibly the future – and what art can tell us 
about ourselves.

Art is a language like any other and it can be read.

Art can be read in two ways. It can be looked at intuitively – what do you see? What do you like or not 
like? How does it make you feel and why? – or it can be read formally by looking at what are called the 
elements of design – the “tools” artists use or consider when creating a piece of work. 

What do you think is meant by the elements of design? What does an artist use to create a work of art? 

Today we’re going to examine how to read art – we’re going to see how art can affect us emotionally... 
and how an artist can inform us about our world, and ourselves, through what he or she creates.

Tour Program

- Proceed to one of the works in the exhibition and discuss the following:
a) the nature of the work - what kind of work is it and what exhibition is it a part of?
b) examine the work itself –  What do visitors see?
    – How do you initially feel about what you see? Why do you feel this  
       way? What do you like? What don’t you like? Why?
    – What is the work made of?
    – How would you describe the style? What does this mean?
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Reading Pictures continued
– What is the compositional structure? How are the shapes and colours etc. arranged? Why are 
they arranged this way? 
– How does the work make them feel? What is the mood of the work? What gives them this 
idea? Discuss the element(s) of design which are emphasized in the work in question.
– What might the artist be trying to do in the work? What might the artist be saying or what might 
the work ‘mean’?

c) Summarize the information

• At each work chosen, go through the same or similar process, linking the work to the 
type of exhibition it is a part of. Also, with each stop, discuss a different element of 
design and develop participants’ visual learning skills.

At the 1st stop, determine with the participants the most important element of design 
used and focus the discussion on how this element works within the artwork. Do the 
same with each subsequent artwork and make sure to cover all the elements of design on 
the tour.

Stop #1: LINE
Stop #2: SHAPE
Stop #3: COLOUR
Stop #4: TEXTURE
Stop #5: SPACE
Stop #6: ALL TOGETHER – How do the elements work together to create a certain mood 
or story? What would you say is the mood of this work? Why? What is the story or 
meaning of this work? Why?

Work sheet activity – 30 minutes
•Divide participants into groups of two or three to each do this activity. Give them 30 minutes to 
complete the questions then bring them all together and have each group present one of their 
pieces to the entire group.

Presentations – 30 minutes
•Each group to present on one of their chosen works.

Visual Learning Activity Worksheet * Photocopy the following worksheet so each 
participant has their own copy.

  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130      youraga.ca



The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Reading Pictures continued
Visual Learning Worksheet

Instructions: Choose two very different pieces of artwork in the exhibition and answer 
the following questions in as much detail as you can. 

1. What is the title of the work and who created it?

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What do you see and what do you think of it? (What is your initial reaction to the 
work?) Why do you feel this way?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What colours do you see and how does the use of colour affect the way you ‘read’ 
the work?  Why do you think the artist chose these colours – or lack of colour – for this 
presentation?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

4. What shapes and objects do you notice most? Why?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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Reading Pictures continued
5. How are the shapes/objects arranged or composed? How does this affect your feel-
ings towards or about the work? What feeling does this composition give to the work?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

6. How would you describe the mood of this work? (How does it make you feel?) What 
do you see that makes you describe the mood in this way?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________

7. What do you think the artist’s purpose was in creating this work? What ‘story’ might he 
or she be telling? What aspects of the artwork give you this idea?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

8. What do you think about this work after answering the above questions? Has your 
opinion of the work changed in any way? Why do you feel this way?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________

9. How might this work relate to your own life experiences? Have you ever been in a 
similar situation/place and how did being there make you feel?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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Perusing Paintings:  
An Artful Scavenger Hunt

In teaching art, game-playing can enhance learning. If students are engaged in learning, through 
a variety of methods, then it goes beyond game-playing. Through game-playing we are trying to 
get students to use higher-order thinking skills by getting them to be active participants in learn-
ing. Blooms’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, which follows, is as applicable to teaching 
art as any other discipline.

1. knowledge: recall of facts
2. comprehension: participation in a discussion
3. application: applying abstract information in practical situations
4. analysis: separating an entity into its parts
5. synthesis: creating a new whole from many parts, as in developing a complex work of art
6. evaluation: making judgements on criteria

A scavenger hunt based on artworks is a fun and engaging way to get students of any age to 
really look at the artworks and begin to discern what the artist(s) is/are doing in the works. The 
simple template provided, however, would be most suitable for grade 1-3 students. 

Instruction:
Using the exhibition works provided, give students a list of things they should search for that are 
in the particular works of art. The students could work with a partner or in teams. Include a blank 
for the name of the artwork, the name of the artist, and the year the work was created. Following 
the hunt, galther students together in the exhibition area and check the answers and discuss the 
particular works in more detail. 

Sample List: 

Scavenger Hunt Item Title of Artwork Name of Artist Year Work Created
someone wearing a hat
a specific animal
landscape
a bright red object
a night scene
a house

*This activity was adapted from A Survival Kit for the Elementary/Middle School Art Teacher by Helen D. Hume.
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Scavenger Hunt Item Title of Artwork Name of Artist Year Work Created
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Basic Shapes - Grades 3-5

Art in Action, pg. 12

Almost all things are made up of four basic shapes: circles, triangles, squares and 
rectangles. All objects can be reduced to basic shapes and basic shapes can be 
combined to create ‘realistic’ forms. In this lesson students will practice reducing objects 
to their basic shapes and then filling in the areas with colours ‘natural’ to the central ob-
ject and complementary to the background.

Materials:
- drawing paper
- pencil and eraser
- magazines
- paints and brushes
- mixing trays

Instructions:

1/ Have students look through magazines for pictures of objects made up of several shapes. 
2/ Direct students to choose one object and determine the basic shapes which make up that 
object.
3/ Have students draw their one object using the basic shapes which make up the object.

John Dean
Untitled, (Warehouse), 1980/81
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Basic Shapes continued - Grades 3-5
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4/ Students to simplify their drawing further - removing any overlapping/extraneous lines so that 
the object is broken into simplified shapes/forms. 
5/ Students to decide on colour scheme for work. Review the colour wheel and the concept of 
complementary colours.
- what is the dominant colour of your object? - use tints/tones of that colour to paint the object, 
keeping shapes separate through the use of heavy black lines.
- what is the complementary colour of your main object’s colouring? - paint the background area 
the complement of the objects colour.

Art in Action, pg. 12

Extension (for older students)

- when students have completed their first painting have them re-draw the basic shapes of their 
object again, but this time have them soften the edges, change shapes and add connecting lines 
where necessary so their drawing resembles the original magazine image. 
- have students paint this second work using ‘natural’ colours for both their object and for the 
background.
- display both of students’ drawings and then discuss.

Discussion/Evaluation:

1/ Which shapes did you use most often in your drawing(s)?
2/ Explain how identifying the basic shapes in your object helped you make the second drawing.
3/ Which of your paintings appeals to you most? Why?
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Making the Grade - an introduction to
working with light and dark
The exhibition Life Lit Up focuses on photography and the use of light and dark in 
creating black and white imagery and elements within compositions. While the focus of 
this exhibition is on photography, however, similar concerns in creating form have been 
utilized in drawing (pencil, charcoal, ink) since earliest times. The following two activities 
introduce students to using black, white and gradations of these in their own art works.
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Working with Black and White
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Working with Black and White continued
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Fade Away Charcoal Drawings
While the works in the exhibition Life Lit Up are photographic in nature, the same 
concerns of light and dark can be realized in drawing through the use of charcoal. The 
following project investigates the use of charcoal to create a landscape scene. This can 
also be accomplished with a still ife arrangement.

Grades 7-12

Objectives:

Through the studio activity students will:
a) gain an understanding of the concept of working en plein air, or outside, as opposed to inside 
a studio
b) gain an understanding of the concepts of linear and aerial perspective through the 
examination of tone and shading
c) experiment with the use of charcoal as a drawing medium

Materials:
- vine charcoal sticks
- easels ( if these are not available, plywood squares could be substituted - as long as students 
have a surface on which to attach their drawing paper)
- drawing paper (cartridge paper or heavier paper such as Mayfair)
- eraser
- paper toweling; kleenex; soft rags; Q-tips (for blending and smudging)
- viewfinders
- hairspray or fixative (optional)

Methodology:

1/ Discussion/Viewing - examine the works of Jennifer Annesley in the exhibition 
Plate Tectonics to explore the techniques of perspective - the representation, on a 
two-dimensional surface, of three-dimensional space.

- aerial perspective: when objects are close to the foreground, or the front/bottom of the 
drawing, they are darker and are depicted with more detail
- linear perspective: when objects recede into the background they converge and disappear 
into a vanishing point to indicate distance. Objects also become smaller and less detailed the 
further they are away from the foreground.

2/ In studio, demonstrate the use of charcoal to students. Note: there are many ways artists 
can work with charcoal. One method is to: 

a) cover entire surface of paper with a rapid ‘fill’ of charcoal.
b) use a Kleenex, rag etc. to rub the charcoal into the paper and achieve an even mid-grey 
colouring or tone.
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Fade Away Charcoal Drawings continued
c) use a white rubber eraser and charcoal sticks to draw in and fill in objects. The eraser is an 
excellent tool to remove grey and achieve highlights in objects, while the charcoal is used to put 
colour back in the drawing and achieve richer tones and shadows. To blend areas together, 
Q-tips are also an excellent and inexpensive art tool.
d) demonstrate the use of view-finders and how what students see through the center opening is 
what they will draw/record on their papers.

3. Distribute drawing materials, viewfinders, drawing boards to students.

4. Go outside and have students locate a scene to draw. Whatever view they choose must 
provide a good example of linear perspective.

5. In drawing, students work with charcoal using line, sizes of objects, and tones to show linear 
and aerial perspective in their work.

* note: charcoal smudges very easily and so careful handling of work is necessary. To ‘fix’ the 
charcoal to the paper, finished work can be given a light spray with art fixative or hairspray.

Warspite Railway Line
Student drawing
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Documentary Portraits - High School
This project is based on the various documentary photographic works in the exhibition Life Lit 
Up and the work of Dorthea Lange for the FAS project in the 1930s.

Objectives
Students will determine what information is unnecessary to a photograph for it to portray the 
most powerful image.
Students will tell how they feel when seeing works from the exhibition and Dorthea Lange’s 
Migrant Mother series and talk about their own lives in relation to those images. 
Students will use a computer to crop an image.

Materials
Digital Camera(s) (one per student if possible)
Magazines with images of news going on today for look and talk sessions
Images from Dorthea Lange’s Migrant Mother series for discussion purposes
Mat board for cropping and displaying images

Procedure
1. Discuss with students the idea of portraiture and social documentary and straight 
photography. Study images by Edward J. Spiteri, Mark Hobden, Tim Van Horn and George 
Webber from the exhibition Life Lit Up and by Dorthea Lange to facilitate discussion.

Focus Questions: What is a portrait? What is social documentary? In studying these images, 
what factors do you think might go into a photographer’s decision to crop or not to crop an 
original image? Does cropping an image make a difference in how we read/feel about the 
image?

note* Dorthea Lange’s work: Lange happened upon this family by their tent in a pea pickers’ 
camp in California. She took six photographs of the family, starting from forty feet away, moving 
closer and closer to them with each photograph. Do you think seeing this family from forty feet 
away would be different from how you see them up close? Why or why not?

2. Students will take this issue of capturing social commentary and translate that into a 
contemporary photograph. They will
- choose a photograph from a magazine
- have to present their photograph with information on who/what it is, why they chose it, and 
what speaks to them in the piece. They will also explain how the photographer may have
decided to crop the piece and what makes it a strong/weak composition. 

3. Students will then have one week to find and produce their own photograph that speaks to 
‘us’ today. In their work they will explore ideas of cropping, composition, and elimination of 
unnecessary information as both Bromley and Dorthea Lange did in their works.

credit: http://www.lessonplanspage.com/ArtSSCIPhotography-DortheaLangeMigrantMother912.htm 
revision of above: Shane Golby
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Documentary Portraits - continued

Dorthea Lange, Migrant Mother

Dorthea Lange, Migrant Mother
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Documentary Portraits - continued

Dorthea Lange, Migrant Mother

Dorthea Lange, Migrant Mother (published image)
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Blow it Up! (Making Reality Monumental) Art 7-9
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Student example
Watering Can
Tempera paint on paper
Collection of AGA TREX

Objectives: 
Students will discover their environment 
through using a view finder. They will 
learn about the importance of framing and 
composition and will explore concepts of 
abstraction/abstracting from reality. They 
will use found objects or images to create 
an abstract painting using principles of 
composition (balance, repetition, rhythm, 
proportion).

Materials:
viewfinders
found objects/still life objects/magazine 
images
pencils for sketching
heavy paper for painting (minimum size: 11 X 
17 inches)
tempera paints
paint brushes
water for brushes
paint trays/pallets

Procedure:
1. Examine the photographs Ice Passage by Ronald Brown, 
Light and Shadow, Confederation Park by Jacques Rioux 
and the painting Watering Can with students. Discuss that 
abstraction can involve reducing from reality, creating original 
forms, or - as seen in these works - blowing up parts of forms 
to create ‘monumental’ images
2. Distribute viewfinders to students (or create them the 
template supplied)
3. Have students choose from an assortment of still-life objects 
or magazine images
4. Distribute paper - one sheet per student
5. Using viewfinders, have students focus on a secion/portion 
of their chosen object or image and lightly draw that section to 
fill their entire paper
6. Distribute painting supplies and have students paint their 
composition, paying attention to such principles as value, 
contrast, focus and emphasis. 

* Please note: This project can also be done photographically 
as well to relate more to the works in the exhibition. 

Jacques Rioux
Light and Shadow, Confederation Park, 
(The Calgary Picture Project), 1983
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Viewfinder Template

*Cut along the inside dotted line to create a open center area in the form below.
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Life Lit Up Grades 7-12 (dependent on technical facilities)

   AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130    youraga.ca

Shane Golby
Old Chair, 2017
Digital photograph
Collection of the artist

Objectives: 
Students will explore their environment through 
using a camera and computer technology. They 
will learn about the importance of framing and 
composition and will explore simple photoshop 
techniques of cropping an image, mode, brightness/
contrast and image sizing. 

Students will use found objects as sources of image 
making and explore the concepts of chiaroscuro and 
tenebrism. 

Materials:
Digital camera/phone camera for each student
Computers/printers - adobe photoshop program
Computer printing paper - 81/2 x 11 inches

Procedure:
1. Explore the exhibition Life Lit Up with students and discuss the concepts of tenebrism and 
chiaroscuro as these terms relate to works in the exhibition
2. Students to be supplied/provide a digital camera/phone camera
3. Students to explore the environment around school/within the classroom and choose a number 
of scenes/objects to photograph
- objects/scenes chosen by students must demonstrate a strong light/dark contrast where sunlight/
light shines directly on at least one are of the scene/object while other areas are in shadow
4. Once students have at least five photographs to work from these are to be downloaded to 
student files on computers that have adobe photoshop program
5. Students to choose one image and open with photoshop
6. Using tool bar, students to click on Image/Image Size
7. Students to resize image by width/height and resolution (at least 300 pixels/inch) and save 
image with a title
8. Students to re-open saved image - click on image-mode-grayscale
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Life Lit Up continued
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Shane Golby
Shells, 2017
Digital photograph
Collection of the artist

Original image - resized to 5 inches high X 6.668 
inches wide and 325 pixels/inch *steps #6 and 7

* Students should resize images to approximately 8 
inches x 10 inches for finished project.

Saved image transformed into gray scale
*step #8

9. Click on image and then click on autotone
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Life Lit Up continued

  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130    youraga.ca

10. Click on image and then click on adjustments - 
brightness/contrast
- manipulate both brightness and contrast to 
achieve desired result - this may require multiple 
trial printings to achieve desired look of image.
11. Save completed image
12. Print off completed images at desired size and 
mount. Final printing can be done on photo paper 
(matt or gloss dependant on how students wish final 
image to appear)
13. Display images and discuss how the use of 
tenebrism/chiaroscuro affects the viewing and 
overall mood of the piece compared to the original 
photograph

Shane Golby
Face #1, 2017
Digital colour photograph
Collection of the artist

Shane Golby
Face #2, 2017
Digital photograph
Collection of the artist
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Edward J. Spiteri
Untitled, (Hutterite Series), 1974
Silver gelatin print
Collection of the Alberta Foundation 
for the Arts
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Abstraction – A term applied to 20th century styles in reaction against the traditional European 
view of art as the imitation of nature. Abstraction stresses the formal or elemental structure of a 
work and has been expressed in all genres or subjects of visual expression. 
Background - In a work of art, the background appears furthest away from the viewer. In a two-
dimensional work, the foreground is usually found at the top of the page. 
Beauty – Inherent in a form. Beauty in art is often defined as being well formed and close to its 
natural state. 
Chiaroscuro - The arrangement or treatment of light and dark parts in a pictorial work of art
Composition – The arrangement of lines, colours and forms so as to achieve a unified whole; 
the resulting state or product is referred to as composition. 
Conceptual art – Where the ideas or concepts involved in the artwork take precedence over the 
traditional aesthetic and material concerns. 
Contemporary artists – Those whose peak of activity can be situated somewhere between the 
1970s (the advent of post-modernism) and the present day.
Distortion – The use of incorrect or unusual reproductions. 
Dynamic Shape – Shapes that appear moving and active. 
Ektacolour – A line of photographic paper and chemicals created by Kodak.
Elements of Design – The basic components which make up any visual image: line, shape, 
colour, texture and space. 
Exhibition – A public display of art objects including painting, sculpture, prints, installation, etc.
Foreground – In a work of art, the foreground appears closest to the viewer. In a two-
dimensional work, the foreground is usually found at the bottom of the page. 
Geometric Shape – Any shape or form having more mathematical than organic design. 
Examples of geometric shapes include: spheres, cones, cubes, squares, triangles, etc. 
Gum Bichromate – A photographic printing chemical that consists of a pigment and potassium 
or ammonium dichromate. The chemical can make a piece of paper light-sensitive. When the 
sensitized paper is exposed to a photographic negative a positive image will appear. 
Medium – The material or technique used by an artist to produce a work of art.
Modernism – An artistic and cultural movement initiated by those who felt the ‘traditional’ form 
of the arts were becoming outdated in the new industrialized world. 
Organic Shape – An irregular shape; refers to shapes or forms having irregular edges or 
objects resembling things existing in nature. 
Perspective – creates the feeling of depth through the use of lines that make an image appear 
to be three dimensional.
Pictoralism – a movement in the late 19th and early 20th centuries that sought to have 
photography recognized as a fine art. Pictoralist photographers manipulated their prints to 
achieve a variety of effects. Romantic subjects in soft focus were common. 
Picturesque – defined as an aesthetic quality marked by pleasing variety, irregularity, 
asymmetry and interesting textures; for example, medieval ruins in a natural landscape.
Realism – a movement in the late 19th Century representing objects, actions and social 
conditions as they actually were, without idealization or presentation in abstract form.
Representational art – Art with an immediately recognizable subject, depicted (or ‘represented’) 
in ways which seek to resemble a figure, landscape or object; also called Figurative art and 
contrasted with Abstraction.
Rhythm – A principle of art indicating movement by the repetition of elements. Rhythm can 
make and artwork seem active. 
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Romanticism – A style of art in the 18th-19th centuries filled with feelings for nature, emotion 
and imagination instead of realism or reason. 
Silver Gelatin – A photographic process used with black and white films and photo-papers. A 
piece of glass or film is made light-sensitive with the silver gelatin and can produce a negative 
image. This can be printed off onto multiple positive pictures. 
Static Shape – Shapes that appear stable or resting.
Stylization – The representation of something through using a set of recognizable characteris-
tics. 
Sublime – A characteristic of awe and wonder at an intense source of power, often in reference 
to nature. 
Texture – How a surface feels to the touch. There are two types of texture in an artwork – the 
way the work feels and the texture implied by the artist through the use of colour, shape and line.



SPECIAL THANKS TO:

The Artists
The Alberta Foundation for the Arts

The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Credits

  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130   youraga.ca

SOURCE MATERIALS:

Art in Action, Guy Hubbard, Indiana Universtiy, Coronado Publishers, 1987
Genre Painting - Understanding Paintings: Themes in Art Explored and Explained, Editors: 
Alexander Sturgis and Hollis Clayson, Watson-Guptill Publications, New York, NY., 2000, pp. 194-217, 
238-245
The Arts - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_arts
Caravaggio - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caravaggio
Chiaroscuro - http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/painting/chiaroscuro.htm
3 insightful photography tips from Caravaggio - http://www.theinspiredeye.net/3-photogaphy-tips-
caravaggio/
Genre Painting - http://www.answers.com/topic/genre-painting-2
Hierarchy of genres - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hierarchy_of_genres
Genre works - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genre_works
Genre works - http://reference.canadaspace.com/search/Genre%20works/
How to Read a Painting: Lessons from the Old Masters, Patrick De Rynck, Published by Harrn N. 
Abrams Inc., New York, 2004, pp. 324-329
Genre - http://www.ansers.com/topic/genre-7
Genre Painting - http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/genres/genre-painting.htm
History of Art, 2nd Edition, H.W. Janson, Prentice-Hall, Inc., Englewood Cliffs, N.J. and Harry N. 
Abrams, Inc., New York, 1977
Genre Painting - http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/229297/geanre-painting
Painting Genres - http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/painting-genres.htm
Dutch Realist School - http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/genres/genre-painting-dutch-realist-school.htm
Genre works - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genre_painting
The Usborne Book of Art Skills, Fiona Watt, Usborne Publishing Ltd., London, England, 2002
History of Photography - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_photography
Documentary Photography - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Documentary_photography
HIstory of Photography, Peter Turner, Brompton Books Corporation, Greenwich, CT., USA, 1987
Documentary Photography, Time Life Library of Photography, Time Life Books, New York, 1972
Pictorial Photography - http://www.answers.com/topic/pictorial-photography-2
Pictorialism - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pictorialism
Introduction to the History of Photography, http://photographyhistory.blogspot.com/2010/10/land-
scape-photography-documentary-and...
Modernism - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modernism
A Survival Kit for the Elementary/Middle School Art Teacher, Helen D. Hume, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 
San Francisco, 2000
Art in Action, Guy Hubbard, Indiana University, Coronado Publishers, Inc., 1987, pp. 42-43
Portrait - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait
Portrait Photography - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_photography



This exhibition was developed and managed by the Art Gallery of Alberta for 
The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program 

Funding provided by the Alberta Foundation for the Arts.

Shane Golby – Program Manager/Curator 
   AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Region 2
Sherisse Burke –TREX Technician

FRONT COVER IMAGE:

Tim Van Horn, Illegal Television in Fort (detail), 1995, Silver gelatin on paper, Collection of the Alberta Foundation for 
the Arts

The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition Program

Credits continued

  AFA Travelling Exhibition Program, Edmonton, AB. Ph: 780.428.3830 Fax: 780.445.0130     youraga.ca

Portraiture - Understanding Paintings: Themes in Art Explored and Explained, Editors: 
Alexander Sturgis and Hollis Clayson, Watson-Guptill Publications, New York, NY., 2000, pp. 
134-147, 162


