
Fifth Class Light: 
 
Welcome your students to the fifith class of Learning to Look, Light, and then quietly move to the 
classroom light and switch and turn off all the lights.   
 
Can anyone guess what element of art we are going to learn about today? Light.  
 
Turn the lights back on and instruct children to look carefully around the room noticing the colors of 
things in particular. Now turn the lights back off. What happens?  
 The colors darken.  
 
If it were night and the lights were all off, what would you see?  
 Not very much. We need light to see.  
 
Light:  

• Light is probably the most important element of art because without light we have no visual 
perception. We are unable to see color, line, texture, shape or space. As light changes, so does 
our perception.  
 

• What is the opposite of light?  
o Darkness.  

• Can you think of places that are dark?  
o The inside of a closet, a cave, a dark alley, a bottomless pit  

• Do you think dark places are scary?  
o Some children can be scared of the dark.  

• Artists use both light and dark in their art. Let’s learn about different kinds of light.  
 
Discussing the Properties of Light:  
 

• What can you think of in nature that is a source of light?  
o Light from the sun, moon and stars. This is called natural light.  

• What do you think artificial light is?  
o Man-made light.  

 What are examples of man-made light?  
• Incandescent, fluorescent, gaslight, neon, candlelight  

• What is the light source for this room?  
o A combination of natural (sunlight through windows) and artificial (overhead 

fluorescent lights in a classroom)  
• When mare we more aware of natural light?  

o During the day.  
 
 

o Slimy, glassy, puffy, sticky, silky, bumpy, rough, fluffy etc.  
• Visual Texture:  

o We often see texture and imagine how they would feel usually by remembering past 
experiences.  

o Show students the book Pat the Bunny, or Brush Mona Lisa’s Hair.  



 Let’s read David Wiesner’s book Tuesday about different time of days and how 
the color of things changes in different types of light.  

 

 
 

Optional Matching Colors under Different Light Activity:  
 
To show how light influences the way we see color, please put together various paint swatches. Be sure 
to have multiples of the same color available Then view identical color samples under different light 
sources (florescent, flashlight and natural sunlight). Students will realize that it is almost impossible to 
match colors under different lighting conditions. The most accurate light for viewing color is day light.  
 

• As light fades, how does it affect what we see?  
o Colors dim, shapes lose their definition and lines and textures become less distinct.  

• Think of how our perceptions differ on sunny days and cloudy days. 
o The Impressionists (a style of painters) were very aware of the way light impacts our 

visual perception of the subject we are painting. Since natural light source is 
constantly changing at every moment, they worked quickly to try and capture the 
effects of light on the moment. Please show students Monet’s Poplars, Grainstacks 
or Roen Cathedral on the smart board.  

 

  
 

*Poplars  
*Grainstacks below:  



  
 

 

 
 



*Monet Roen Cathedral: 
 

   
 

  
 
Please point out how paintings that portray the same subjects in different qualities of light 
and different atmospheric conditions look very different from one another.  
 
• What causes a shadow?  

o An object blocking the passage of light rays?  
 Why do shadows change?  

• The direction, angle of light and intensity or amount of light 
changes. During the day, as the sun moves in the sky its angle 
changes and this causes objects to cast different shadows.  

o Think of how your parents may move a beach umbrella 
throughout the day in the summer so you can stay in 
the shade.  



o When is your shadow the longest?  
 Early in the morning and late in the day. 

o When is your shadow shortest or right under you sothat it can hardly be seen?  
 At noon when the sun is directly overhead.  

 
Light and Mood: 
 
Scientists have discovered that a chemical change takes place in the brain when our bodies are exposed 
to natural light. This change can switch our mood and bring around a sense of well-being. On the other 
hand, when one is deprived of natural light for a period time, we can feel sad.  
 
What moods to various types of light create:  

• Candlelight: romantic 
• Bright sunshine: happiness (like the song “Sunshine in My Pocket”  
• Spot lighting – dramatic mysterious 
• Twilight – dreamy  

 

 
 
LOOKING AT LIGHT IN A WORK OF ART:  

A. The Banjo Lesson  
a. Henry Ossawa Tanner, African American (1859-1937)  
b. Medium – oil on canvas  
c. Painted 1893 

 



B. Dialogue Suggestions: 
a. Reveal the poster above and explain that some artists are interested in using light and 

shadow.  
i. Do you think the artist who painted this painting was interested in using light 

and shadow?  
1. Yes.  

ii. What are the (2) people doing in this painting?  
1. An old man in teaching a young boy how to play a musical instrument.  

iii. Do you know the name of this instrument?  
1. A banjo. This painting was painted more than 100 years ago.  

iv. Do you think the older man might be the boy’s grandfather? Maybe.  
v. Where is the lesson taking place?  

1. Inside a farmhouse. Help the students find some of the objects in the 
painting: table, tablecloth, water pitcher, plates, chairs, two pictures, 
shelf, jackets, hat and pipe on the floor at left, and a stone hearth with 
iron frying pan, coffee pot and stoneware crock on the right.  

vi. What are some of the ways the artist has drawn our eye to the two main 
figures?  

1. They are in the center.  
2. They are the largest objects in the scene.  
3. They occupy the most space  
4. The light calls attention to them.  

vii. What areas of the canvas are most brightly lit?  
1. The background wall and the tablecloth and the floor board on the left 

side of the painting.  
viii. What is the source for this light in the picture?  

1. Natural light from the sun.  
2. What direction does it come?  

a. Light shines in from a window at the left.  
3. What do we call this type of directional lighting?  

a. Side light.  
i. Do we see the actual source of light such as a cnadle or 

lamp?  
1. No. We do not see the sun itself, only the 

sunlight pouring in from a window.  
2. Artists often do not show the actual light source 

in the picture but rather suggest what it is by 
the direction of the light.  

ix. Look at the old man. Where do you find reflections of light? Look for places that 
the artists has made lighter in color or has highlighted with white paint.  

1. On the left side of the man’s face and his nose and his left arm and 
hand. 

x. Compare the man’s right knee and his left knee. Which one is the light shining 
on?  

1. The left knee  
2. The sunlight from the window at left shines on the man as well as on 

the back wall.  
xi. Do you think the window is in front of the two people or behind them?  



1. The window is behind them. It shines around their heads forming a halo 
of light.  

xii. Where do you find the darkest shadows?  
1. Between the man’s knees; on the right side of the man’s face; and on 

the floor at lower right.    
xiii. Do you notice any reflections of light that cannot be explained by sunlight 

shining in from a window at the left? Hint: Look carefully at the right side of the 
boy’s face and leg as well as the stone floor on the right edge of the picture.  

1. There is light from the fireplace (hearth) on the right side of the picture. 
We do not see the actual fire but only the stone floor of the fireplace 
with cooking tools on it.  

xiv. Does it surprise you that the artist has used (2) light sources in this painting? 
What are they?  

1. Light shines in from the window at left and from the fireplace at right.  
xv. Is the light from the fireplace considered natural light or artificial light?  

1. Artificial light. Firelight is created by people, not nature.  
xvi. We learned that objects change in their color and clarity under different light 

conditions. What happens to the color of a tree when the sun goes behind a 
cloud?  

1. It dims and darkens.  
xvii. Now look carefully at the back wall or tablecloth in this picture. On what side 

odes Tanner add more yellow and why?  
1. On the right, it reflects the warm firelight.  

xviii. Where do you find more blue tones?  
1. On the left; they reflect the cooler day light.  

b. Does the artist use strong contrasts of light and dark in The Banjo Lesson?  
i. Yes. There is an art term, chiaroscuro, which refers to an artist’s use of contrast 

in light and share. Chiaro means light and scuro means dark in Italian. Can you 
say “chiaroscuro” (key arrow skur oh)   

c. What is the mood of the painting? What are some of the feeling expressed between the 
elderly man and his young student?  

i. Affection, tenderness, patience, eagerness to learn to play. A shared love of 
music, concentration on the lesson  

d. Can you see how important light is to creating this mood?  
i. It highlights the serious job of learning to play an instrument. Do any of you play 

an instrument?  
ii. It dignifies the scene by its halo effect.  

iii. The sharp contrasts of light and dark create a powerful image.  
 

   


