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FIRST CLASS - AN INTRODUCTION TO MODERN ART 

I. INTRODUCTION 

) 

Introduce yourself and welcome students to a new year of "Learning 
to Look." Inquire if there are any students who have never had a 
"Learning to Look" class before. If so, ask some of their classmates to 
explain what we do together during the six times of the year that 
this class meets. Stress the importance of looking and of not being 
afraid to express one's ideas and feelings. Both the viewing and 
making of art should be enjoyable! In the process, everyone will 
learn a great deal as well. 

Take a few minutes at the beginning of this class to review the 
Elements of Art--color, line, shape, texture, light, and space. 
Teachers should review the material on pages 8-35 of the author's 
Learning to Look: A Complete Art History and Appreciation Program 
for Grades K-8 (Prentice Hall: 1992) and select several points to 
discuss with your class on each of the elements. 

This year in "Learning to Look" we are going to look at modem art. 

What does the word "modern" mean? 
New, up-to-date. 
Current, con temporary. 
Characterizing the present and the immediate past. 

A simple definition of modern art is art that is made by artists who 
lived largely in the 20th century. 

Does anyone know what century we live in? What year is this? 
1997. 
We live in the 20th century. 

What century will it be in a few years? 
The 21st century. 

Modern art is different from the art that came before it. It has new 
ideas about what art is and how it should look. 

Just for fun, ask older students to write down what they think of 
when they hear the words "modern art." Collect the papers and save 
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them. We will do this same exercise at the end of the sixth class to 
see if we have expanded our comprehension of modern art. 

The modern artworks we will be looking at are mostly from the 
collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. This 
museum, which classes will hopefully be able to visit in the spring, 
was founded in 1929 as the first museum to devote its entire 
collection to modern artwork. Its holdings date from the 1880s to 
the present day and include many of the most recognizable 
masterpieces of twentieth-century art. This course focuses on 
outstanding examples of modern art in a range of styles and by both 
European and American artists. Its framework is loosely 
chronological. (Individual selections were influenced by the 
availability of the artwork in poster form.) 

Tell students that modern artists deliberately broke with the 
traditions of the past. They no longer sought to conform to artistic 
rules and please patrons, but rather sought to paint their own 
personal visions. By understanding what was new and radical in the 
paintings and sculptures we will be looking at, students will develop 
a better understanding of the meaning of modern art. 

Let's begin by looking at paintings by two artists who, each in their 
own way, heralded the new, modern attitude towards art and the 
artist: Vincent van Gogh and Henri Rousseau. They both lived at the 
end of the 19th century, over a hundred years ago. 

(Older students can be given a bit more art historical background. 
Describe to them how modern art has its roots in the art of the late 
19th century. The artist Paul Cezanne is often called the "Father of 
Modern Art" because he stressed that paintings don't have to look 
"real" in order to be good. Cezanne's work, which was unpopular for 
much his lifetime, taught later artists to regard a painting as above 
all a flat, two-dimensional surf ace, not a window on reality. (For 
further information on Cezanne, please see Learning to Look: A 
Complete Art History and Appreciation Program for Grades K-8. pp. 
161-166.) 

_) 



II. EYE EXERCISES 

Many children who have had "Learning to Look" for a number of 
years enjoy doing these simple warm-up exercises. If students are 
too self-conscious, the exercises may be omitted. (See p. 50 of the 
Learning to Look textbook for a description.) 

ill. PRECURSORS OF MODERN ART 

A. The Starry Night 

Artist - Vincent van Gogh 

Year Painted - 1889 

Dutch (1853-1890) 

Medium - oil on canvas 

) 

Props - poster of the painting; pencils and paper; paper, poster 
paints or markers; and gold foil stars. 

Activity - Telescoping; Paint your own "Starry Night" after van 
Gogh. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION (for the teacher) 
Vincent van Gogh was born in the Netherlands in 1853, the son 

of a country parson. At age sixteen he went to work in an art 
gallery. Employed first in its branches at The Hague and Brussels, he 
then worked in London and Paris. In 187 6 he was dismissed from 
the gallery for his antagonistic behavior. At about the same time he 
became obsessed with a sense of religious vocation. He failed, 
however, to gain entrance to a theological college. In 1878, after brief 
training, he went out as a lay preacher to poverty-stricken mining 
families in Belgium. Perhaps because of his overzealousness--he 
gave away most of his belongings to the poor--he was recalled. 
Despondent and without funds for most of 1880, van Gogh gradually 
came to the realization that art was his true vocation. Largely self 
taught, he believed that through painting, he could express his 
humanitarian concerns and gain salvation. He wrote. "To try to 
understand the real significance of what great artists, the serious 
masters, tell us in their masterpieces, that leads to God." Art was for 

_) him an avenue for expressing his emotions. 
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Van Gogh's first canvases (1880-1885) are dark in coloration, 
somewhat awkward in execution, and depict mostly peasants and 
miners. They reveal the influence of the Dutch masters such as 
Rembrandt as well as the French painter Millet. Moving to Paris in 
1886 to join his younger brother, Theo, van Gogh's palette lightened 
at the urging of the Impressionist painter Pissarro. Van Gogh's 
canvases of 1887 reflect as well his attempt to adopt the pointillist 
technique of Seurat whom he had also met. Seeking to set up "the 
studio of the future," van Gogh left Paris in February, 1888 to live in 
the south of France at Arles. During his fifteen months there, van 
Gogh reached a peak of creativity. Working with great assurance and 
speed, he produced over two hundred paintings during his stay. 
They reflect his wide swing of emotions from elation over the 
possibility of founding an artists' colony with the painter Gauguin, to 
despair when after a quarrel with the latter, van Gogh suffered his 
first attack of insanity. This was the famous instance when he cut off 
part of his ear and gave it to a prostitute. Van Gogh was hospitalized 
first at Arles and then voluntarily confined himself to the asylum at 
Saint-Remy in 1889. Between his periods of dementia, van Gogh 
continued to paint. The canvases finished during the last three 
months of his life fluctuate between a sense of relative calm, such as 
the Irises studied here, and feelings of impending doom (e.g., Wheat 
Field with Crows). 
In July 1890 he fatally shot himself. 

Van Gogh sold only one painting during his lifetime. Ironically, 
his work had just begun to gain critical recognition shortly before his 
death. A century later, his Portrait of Dr. Gachet sold for $82.5 
million dollars, the highest price to date ever paid for a work of art 
at auction Van Gogh's vibrantly colored, dynamically painted, and 
emotionally charged canvases exert tremendous appeal as do the 
tragic circumstances of their conception. Van Gogh was a prodigious 
worker, producing about 1,100 drawings and 900 paintings in the 
space of less than ten years. He was also highly intelligent and his 
many poignant and revealing letters to his beloved Theo attest to his 
search for self-knowledge and understanding. In a last, unfinished 
letter to his brother found on the artist's person at death, he wrote, 
"And really, we can only speak through our paintings." Van Gogh's 
works speak to us still. 

) 



DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

Reveal the poster of The Starry Night without identifying it by title 
or artist. 
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Does the style of this pamtmg remind you of an artist we have 
already looked at in past "Learning to Look" classes? Who can guess 
the artist's name? 

Many students are already familiar with van Gogh's distinctive 
style and even parts of his life story. 

Spend a few minutes describing van Gogh's life in detail appropriate 
to the age of your students. (See Background Information) 
Emphasize with all students that van Gogh sold only one painting 
during his lifetime. A century after his death, however, a picture of 
his holds the record for the most expensive work of art ever 
auctioned, $82.5 million dollars. We will explore in this course how 
such a tremendous change in artistic taste occurred in the space of a 
hundred years! 

Turning to our poster, who knows what type of art this is? 
Is it a portrait? narrative painting? landscape? still life? 

A landscape painting. 
It is a view of the Provencal countryside near where van Gogh 
was staying in Saint-Remy while hospitalized with a mental 
illness. 
(The village actually seems more Dutch than French and the 
scene is a composite of two views according to Ronald Pickvane 
in Van Gogh in Saint-Remy and Auvers, New York: 1987, p. 
103 .) 

Can you find: a church and steeple; houses, some with lights on; two 
cypress trees, other small trees; hills. 

In what part of the canvas does van Gogh place this village? 
The village takes up the bottom third of the picture. 

What takes up the most space in this scene? 
The sky 
The sky is the most important focus of this painting for the 
artist. 

_J What time of day do you think it 1s m this scene? Why? 



Nighttime. 
The sky is a dark blue and there are yellow stars and an 
orangey moon. 

Can you find the moon? 
Upper right corner 

Does anyone know the name for this shape of the moon? 
A crescent. 
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What do you think the yellow circle behind the moon is supposed to 
represent? 

The sun. 
The newly-risen moon is eclipsing the sun. 
The moon and sun together create an intense light against the 
deep blue of the sky. 

How many stars can you count? 
Eleven 

How did van Gogh make the stars especially stand out and "shine?" 
He drew circles around the yellow stars with silvery paint. 
This makes the stars seem to vibrate and glow. 

What else is unusual about the sky? 
The two swirling lines in the middle. 

Can anyone guess what is happening to cause these spiraling shapes? 
They represent two comets or nebula streaking across the sky. 

Can you find anything else in the sky that is hard to explain? 
The stream of yellow light that follows the curve of the hillside. 
We don't know what this is meant to represent. 
It does not seem to correspond to any natural phenomenon. 

If you were van Gogh, what would you name this painting? 
Many students will mention stars in their title. 
Tell them that van Gogh called it The Starry Night. 
This is the second of two versions that the artist painted on this 
theme. 

Which part of this picture seems asleep and which alive? 
The village seems asleep and the sky wildly alive. 
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Let's look closely at how van Gogh used the elements of art to 
emphasize this contrast between the sleeping village and the 
turbulent (lively) sky. 

What type lines and shapes does van Gogh use to depict the houses? 
Ask a student to point out the many horizontal and vertical 
lines which form rectangles. 
They will also find some triangles and parallelograms for the 
roofs. 
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Can you describe the type line you are when asleep? 
Your body rests horizontally on your bed. 

Therefore, what feelings do horizontal lines and rectangular shapes 
convey? 

Calmness, restfulness, quiet, peacefulness, stability, order. 

What about the sky? What type lines and shapes does the artist use 
there? 

Curving, swirling, wavy lines and many circles. 

What feeling do curving lines and circular shapes give you? 
Energy, movement, excitement, chaos. 
Think of sliding down a spiral slide, swinging around in 
circles, or rolling down a hill. 

What direction does the sky seem to be moving? 
From left to right. 

Van Gogh also uses color and light in new and special ways. 

What color is used most often in The Starry Night? 
Blue 

Why are the hills, ground and houses painted in shades of blue? 
The blue suggests nighttime and darkness. 

Ask older students if anyone remembers what color is the 
complement of blue (i.e., opposite blue on the color wheel)? 

Orange 

) What is orange m this picture? 
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The moon. 
When orange is set against its complement, blue, it appears at 
its strongest and brightest. Van Gogh took advantage of this to 
make his moon and stars truly shine. 

Can you see a contrast between the village and the sky even in the 
artist's use of color? 

The brightest colors (yellow and orange) are found more in the 
sky than in the village, trees and fields, which are painted 
mostly in blue and green with some brown. 

Have younger children point out all the places they find yellow and 
orange. Did they notice that the windows of some houses appear lit 
from within by a yellowish light? 

The type brush strokes van Gogh used contribute greatly to the 
picture's mood. Can you describe them? Form your hand into a 
telescope and closely examine one part of the picture. 

The artist applied his paint in short strokes of color. 
The many dashes of color go in different directions. 

What quality do these brush stokes give to the painting? 
They create a sense of energy, emotion, tension. 
They add to the intense, even chaotic, feeling of the pamtmg. 
Because the strokes themselves are mostly similar, they unify 
all parts of the picture. 

Does this look like any landscape you have ever seen? What are 
some of the things that make it different from a realistic view of the 
land? 

The houses, hills, trees, and stars are all turned into simple 
shapes. 
The color is brighter than in real life. 
The texture of the paint is more important than the different 
textures of the real objects. 

Are there any people in this landscape? 
No. 
Things relating to people seem small and insignificant m 
comparison to the natural world. 

This painting is one of the most powerful images van Gogh ever 
) created, yet because he never explained its meaning, it remains 
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somewhat of a mystery. He did write soon after amvmg in the south 
of France, however, that he wanted to paint a "star-spangled sky." 
(Helen M. Franc, An Invitation to See. New York: 1992, p. 16.) 

What do you think the artist was trying to express in this work? Do 
you find it a frightening view or one that fills you with awe and 
excitement? 

There are a range of possible responses to this question. 
Some interpret this as a nightmare vision suggesting the fear of 
the night that people sometimes experience. 
Others respond with awe and amazement at a sky alive with 
pulsating energy. 
Yet others sense a spiritual emotion with the divine light of the 
heavens shining down upon the sleepy village. 

Can anyone find two objects from the bottom of the canvas that form 
vertical lines that reach up to touch the sky? 

The church steeple and the two cypress trees. 
They unite the two halves of the picture. 

In what direction do they make our eyes look? 
Up to the sky. 

Does the shape of the cypress trees remind you of something else? 
Flames 
The trees seem to flicker like a flame. 

Van Gogh may be suggesting that the church steeple and the cypress 
trees both carry people away from the day-to-day cares of this 
world to a higher spiritual life and to the presence of God. 

Whatever van Gogh's specific meaning in this painting, modern 
artists learned from his art the idea of distorting line, shape and 
color to reflect the artist's feelings and state of mind. 

ACTIVITY: 

Let's create our own "starry night." You'll need some paper, magic 
markers or poster paints, and self-stick gold foil stars. Using mostly 
blues and greens, paint the sky and land. Will you imitate van 
Gogh's swirling brush strokes or create your own distinctive type? 
Then add the gold stars. You can draw circles around them with 
marker or paint. Does your picture sparkle with light? 
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Now let's look at another late 19th-century artist who also created a 
special mood with this nighttime scene. 

B. The Sleeping Gypsy 

Artist - Henri Rousseau French (1844-1910) 

Year Painted - 1897 

Medium - oil on canvas 

Props - poster of the painting; paper and pencils, crayons, 
markers, craypas or poster paints. 

Activity - Write a story about The Sleeping Gypsy: Paint your 
dream 

) 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION (for the teacher) 
The paintings of Henri Rousseau are marked by a naivete and 

simplicity which left them open to public ridicule, but which won for 
them the admiration of the Parisian avant-garde. Picasso was an 
early and fervent supporter as were Robert Delauney, Apollinaire, 
Jean Cocteau and Alfred Jarry. Born in Laval, France, in 1844, 
Rousseau was the son of a tinsmith of modest means who went 
bankrupt when the artist was seven years old. An indifferent 
student, Rousseau nonetheless displayed talent in music and 
drawing. Earning a living as a full-time artist, however, eluded him 
until middle age. Instead, he spent over five years in the military 
and then went to work for the toll-collecting service in Paris for 
twenty-two years. It was not difficult work and left him time to 
observe, imagine, sketch and paint. A poet friend nicknamed him 
"Le Douanier" after his job of collecting customs taxes on products 
that were brought into Paris to be sold. Largely self-taught, 
Rousseau learned his craft by sketching in the Louvre and other 
museums and studying images from books. In 1885 he exhibited 
two pictures with the official French Salon which were treated 
derisively. Thereafter, Rousseau exhibited only in unjuried shows 
such as the Salon des Independants which he participated in every 
year since its inception in 1884 (except 1899 and 1900) and the Salon 
d'Automne where he showed his work from 1905 to 1907. 

) 
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The extent to which Rousseau was unappreciated in his own 
time is evidenced by the refusal of his hometown of Laval to accept 
his offer to purchase The Sleeping Gypsy. This episode nonetheless 
provides us, in a letter of 1898 to the Mayor of Laval, with the artist's 
own description of the mysterious image: 

A wandering Negress, a mandolin player, lies in a deep 
sleep. A lion chances to pass by, picks up her scent yet 
does not devour her. There is a moonlight effect, very 
poetic. The scene is set in a completely arid desert. The 
gypsy is dressed in oriental costume. 

(Henri Rousseau exhibition catalogue, New York: 
MOMA, 1985, p. 140) 

In addition to painting, Rousseau also wrote plays, poems, and 
musical compositions and gave art and music lessons at home. All 
his paintings are executed with careful and painstaking attention to 
detail and bear witness to his vivid imagination and childlike vision. 
His most familiar works to us now are his exotic landscapes with 
jungle animals which he first began painting in 1891. Rousseau 
himself never corrected the legend that he had observed jungle 
scenery at first hand while on expedition with the French military to 
install the Austrian Archduke Maximilian I as Emperor of Mexico. In 
fact, the artist never left France. He based his exotic scenes on 
second-hand information gleaned from books, the reminiscences of 
acquaintances, visits to the World's Fairs held in Paris in 1889 and 
1900, and from sketching trips to the Jardin de Plantes and the zoo 
in Paris. Rousseau himself said, "When I step into those hothouses 
filled with strange plants from faraway lands, I feel as if I am 
stepping into a dream." (Gilles Plazy, A Weekend with Rousseau, p. 
40) 

By the end of his life, Rousseau had begun to attract critical 
acclaim. Picasso, who had just purchased one of the Douanier's 
paintings for the small sum of 5 francs, held a banquet in his honor 
in 1908 at which Rousseau played his violin. The joyous guest of 
honor declared to his host, "We are the greatest painters of our time, 
you in the Egyptian style, and I in the modem." (Henri Rousseau 
MOMA Exhibition Catalogue, 1987, p. 94) Nonetheless, it was not 
until several years after his death in 1910 from an infected wound m 
his leg that Rousseau's art received widespread praise and fame. 
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DIALOGUE SUGGESTIONS (for classroom presentation) 

Show the students Rousseau's painting The Sleeping Gypsy without 
revealing its title. 

This painting was painted in 1897 by a French artist who had very 
little formal art training. He spent most of his career as a customs 
officer collecting taxes. His name is Henri Rousseau but he is 
sometimes referred to as Le Douanier which means customs 
inspector because he spent more than twenty years at that job. He 
painted in his spare time and then after he retired at age 49. 

What is happening in this picture? 
A lion is standing next to a reclining person and seems to be 
sniffing the person. 

Where does this scene take place? How do you know? 
In a desert. 
The ground seems barren and dry. 
A river and mountains are in the background. 
Rousseau himself described the setting as "a completely arid 
desert." (See Background Information) 

What time of day is it? Again how do you know this? 
It's nighttime. 
The moon is shining and the sky is a dark blue. 

Look at the moon carefully. What do you see? 
A face. 
Rousseau has vaguely painted the features of the "Man in the 
Moon." (Point out the eyes, nose and mouth.) 

Who do you think the person in this painting is? A man or a 
woman? 

A woman. 

What is she wearing? 
A long striped dress with a white scalloped collar. 
She appears to have a pinkish headdress on. 

Look closely. Can you find some of her hair? 
Her black hair is spread out on the pillow above her head. 

) 
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What is she doing? 
She appears to be sleeping. 

What objects in the picture tell us about her? 
She holds a walking stick or staff which suggests that she has 
traveled some distance. A mandolin is by her side as is a vase 
full of water. 

Rousseau called this painting The Sleeping Gypsy. Does anyone know 
what a gypsy is? Who remembers seeing another painting with 
gypsies from the Old Masters course of Learning to Look? 

Gypsies are a group of people of unknown origin. 
They typically have black hair and often wear bright, colorful 
fabrics. 
They are nomadic, that is they wander from place to place in 
caravans. 
Georges de La Tour showed several gypsies stealing from a 
young man in his painting The Fortune Teller. 

Let's look at the lion now. Is he ferocious like a real lion? 
No, he appears tame. 
He seems curious about the human but not threatening. 
His tail is up in the air almost as if it were wagging like a 
happy dog's. 
The lion seems like a stuffed animal with a button for an eye. 

Maybe Rousseau thought he was painting a scary lion because he 
inscribed the following words on the picture's frame: 

"The feline, though ferocious, is loathe to leap upon its prey, 
who, overcome by fatigue, lies in a deep sleep." 

Is the woman aware of the lion? 
No, she has fallen into a deep sleep. 

Do you think the artist actually saw a scene like this? 
No 
He would have had to travel to Africa. 

Tell the students that Rousseau often painted exotic images of jungles 
and wild animals, yet he never left France. He learned how to paint 
them by visiting the botanical gardens and zoo in Paris and by 
studying pictures from books. 

) 
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There is something even more mysterious about this picture. The 
artist has painted this scene very carefully and has included a lot of 
details, yet he left something out. Let's see if you can solve the 
mystery. Here's a hint. When people or animals walk on sand, what 
do you observe? 

Footprints! 

Are there any footprints m this picture? 
No. 

) 

How did the person and animal get there? 
Let the students offer theories as to how the footprints might 
have been erased. See if anyone comes up with the idea that 
this is not a real scene at all. It's a dream. 

Is this a dream within a dream? Is the woman dreaming of the lion 
while the artist himself is dreaming up the whole scene? What do 
you think? 

Rousseau never took formal art lessons, although he became an art 
teacher himself. He tried to paint realistic details, yet the way he 
composed his pictures makes them seem primitive and innocent. 
During his lifetime people made fun of his art and few pieces sold. 
Yet modern artists such as the young Picasso admired Rousseau's 
work. Let's see what was unusual about Rousseau's style. 

What two colors did Rousseau use most in this picture? 
The blue of the night sky and the yellowish-tan of the sand. 
Notice how these two colors alternate in the stripes of the 
gypsy's dress along with touches of red and green. 

Are these quiet or loud colors here? 
Quiet, yet they seem to glow. 

Let's see what else adds to the quiet feeling of this scene. What 
about line? 

There are many horizontal lines (the sand, the mountains, the 
sky, the back and tail of the lion, the folds of the headdress) 

Can you see how some lines are repeated to form patterns? Which 
ones? 

The stripes of the dress and the strings of the mandolin both 
) create a pattern of gently rising diagonal lines. 
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The staff also forms a similar diagonal line. 
The pillow and the head cloth are other striped patterns. 
The lion's mane forms another pattern of wavy lines. 

Does the gypsy's body seem realistic? Why not? 
It is too flat. 
It looks like we are looking at it from the front and in profile. 
It doesn't seem to be really resting on the sand. 

Primitive, unschooled artists often paint in flat patterns. This was 
one of the qualities that modern artists found attractive in 
Rousseau's art. 

) 

Can you find where Rousseau signed his name? 
Lower right corner below the vase. 

How would you describe his distinctive handwriting? 
It is a very precise script with many curving lines. 
The evenness and care he took in writing each letter makes it 
look like writing out of a student's penmanship book. 

What is the mood created by this painting? 
Dreamlike 
Magical, poetic 
Still, quiet and peaceful. 

Ask your students what they like best about this painting. 

ACTIVITY: 
Paintings often tell stories from real life, mythology or legend. 

There is even a famous fable about "Androcles and the Lion" in 
which a man helps a lion who later has a chance to return the favor. 
In this painting, Rousseau seems to be painting his dream. Using 
your imagination, write a story to describe what is going to happen 
in this scene. Will the lion eat the woman or walk away? Or if you 
prefer, create a picture of what one of your dreams looks like. Does 
it include a faraway place you have never seen the way Rousseau's 
does? 

) 

To summarize, tell your students that in this class we have studied 
two late nineteenth-century artists who each contributed to the 
development of modem art in the twentieth century. From van 
Gogh, modern artists learned that art expresses the artist's emotional 
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) 
response to the things he paints. In Rousseau, modern artists took 
inspiration from an artist who paints from his dreams and 
imagination. 

) 


