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Goal 

Students will become cognizant of the compositional techniques that artists use to create the 
illusion of space in a landscape painting by examining and discussing selected works of art 
from the exhibitions Unsettled and A Line in the Sand. 

Objective 

Utilizing a personal sketchbook and observational drawing techniques, students will to create 
a mixed-media landscape painting of their own creation that demonstrates an understanding 
of foreground, middle ground and background  

Introduction 

Over the course of four lessons,  

Today we will be looking and talking about a special type of art known as a landscape. Does 
anyone know what the word “landscape” means? A landscape is a picture representing a scene 
by land or sea, typically featuring an outdoor, natural setting. The word landscape consists of 
two parts: Land (meaning earth) and -scape (meaning “to view”).  

I want everyone to take a moment and think about what type of landscape do we live in in 
the Coachella Valley? We live in a desert landscape. What kinds of things, plants or animals 
can you find in the desert landscape (cacti, snakes, birds, lizards, rocks, sand, clouds, etc.)? 
Desert landscapes are just one type of landscape. Take a moment to think about all the 
different types of landscapes that there are (Q: what would you call a landscape of a city? A: 
cityscape. Q: What would you call a landscape of the sea? A: seascape.) 

Over the next four lessons, we are going to look at different types of landscape paintings and 
drawings created by artists and talk about what kind of meaning or story those artists might 
be trying to tell us. Then we will get to make your own landscape painting that tells a story.  

Lesson 1 

Introduction – Slide Show (20 minutes) 

Our first lesson is going to explore what a landscape is and how to make one. We will look at a 
selection of works of art, talk about what we see and what it makes us think about. I also 
want us to start thinking about the stories artists tell with their art. We will not be painting 
today, but we will practice drawing a landscape in a sketchbook using a technique called 
“observational drawing.” 

Let’s begin by looking at a work of art by the artist Carl Eytel. Carl Eytel is an artist and 
landscape painter that lived and worked in the Coachella Valley in the early 20th century (over 
100 years ago!). He traveled around the desert and made art based on the local desert 
landscape that he saw.  

Review slides 1 – 8 on the Powerpoint Presentation 

 



Practice (30 minutes) 

Today for our art project we are going to practice drawing landscapes in your very own field 
journal. The field journal is yours to keep, and just like Carl Eytel, we want you to fill the 
journal with your observations, notes and drawings of what you see and experience in your 
landscape (pass out field journals, rulers and pencils to each student. Instruct students to 
write their names on the inside of their covers.) 

I am going to demonstrate how to draw a simple landscape and I would like everyone to 
follow along with me step by step.  

Landscapes usually consist of two main areas: the ground (or water in a seascape) and the sky. 
These areas are further divided into three distinct parts: foreground, middle ground and 
background (slide 9). Which area in this painting feels closet to you? Which area feels the 
furthest away? In a landscape, the foreground is the area that is closest to the viewer. Things 
in the foreground appear larger than things in the middle ground or background. Likewise, the 
background is the area that is the furthest away. Compare the size of the smoke tree in the 
foreground versus the size of the mountains on the horizon. Why do you think the mountains 
appear smaller than the tree? Things that are far away appear smaller than things that are 
closer to us. 

To begin a landscape drawing, artists usually start by drawing the horizon line. The horizon 
line sits about halfway-to-two-thirds up the page. Take your ruler, set it about halfway up on 
your page and draw a straight line going all the way across the page. The horizon line will be 
your guide. The closer an object is to the horizon line, the smaller it appears in your drawing. 
Next we will add mountains on top of our horizon line. Your mountains do not need to look 
exactly like mine, but keep in mind they should be relatively small compared to other parts of 
the landscape. Next we will add a small hill at the bottom of our paper to help us visualize 
the foreground.  

Now that we have our landscape drawing mapped out with our horizon, foreground, middle 
ground and background, we can start adding things to our landscape. Think about the 
environment we live in. What things do you find in our desert landscape that makes it unique? 
Create a list of objects that students can refer to as they create their drawings (ex. 
mountains, palm trees, smoke trees, cacti, sand, rocks, lizards, rabbits, birds, etc.). Have 
students follow along with you as you add cactuses to the foreground and middle ground 
emphasizing the difference in size. Allow 5-10 minutes for students to add whatever else they 
want to their landscape. When students finish, they can continue to practice drawing 
landscapes in their sketchbook. Before leaving, remind students to use their field journal to 
take observational notes and sketches based on things they find in the landscape. 

Lesson 2 

 



Review the vocabulary from lesson one. Resume the presentation and have students describe 
what they see in the foreground, middle ground and background in slides 11-16. Have 
students describe how the works of art make them feel and what kind of story the artists 
might be trying to tell us with their art. 

Explain to the class that you will be passing out a piece of drawing paper which they will use 
to create a new landscape that tells a story. As with the practice for lesson 1, they will begin 
by drawing a horizon line and then adding details like mountains, rocks, trees, animal, 
buildings, etc. Students may use their field journals for inspiration. They can also use their 
journal to practice the various items they want in their landscape. Students will be given 
erasers toward the end of the lesson to remove any unwanted marks. Inform students that 
this drawing will be transferred to a piece of primed Masonite that they will bring to the 
museum to paint. If time permits, have students share their drawings with the class. 

Lesson 3 

Review vocabulary. Reviews slides XX-XX and discuss the colors that the artists use in their 
work. Explain the concept of atmospheric haze: things in the background tend to be lighter, 
less saturated in color than things in the foreground due to dust and water molecules in the 
air that block and scatter light. 

Have students retrieve their landscape drawing from lesson 2. Pass out Masonite panels, 
carbon paper and binder clips. Demonstrate to the class how to sandwich the carbon paper 
(dark side down) between the Masonite panel and their drawing which will be secured in 
place using the binder clips. Have students retrace their drawing to copy the image over to 
the Masonite panel. When finished, have students remove the clips, return the carbon paper 
and put away their drawing. In the remaining time, instruct students to create a “color map” 
underpainting that will be their guide when they paint their landscapes at the museum during 
their field trip.  

Remind teachers to have their students bring their Masonite panels with them to the museum 
to complete their projects.  

Lesson 4 

Pass back landscape paintings. Explain the color wheel and primary colors to the class. 
Instruct students on how to use a palette to mix different colors of paint to produce new 
colors. Demonstrate how to mix white into a color to create a tint and refresh their memory 
on the concept of “atmospheric” haze.  

Allow students the remainder of the studio time to paint their landscapes. When complete, 
have students set their paintings aside to dry.  

Vocabulary 

 



Landscape: a picture representing a scene by land or sea, typical featuring outdoor, natural 
setting  

Horizon: the line at which the earth's surface and the sky appear to meet 

Foreground: the area in a landscape painting or photograph that is nearest to the observer. 
Objects in the foreground appear larger than objects in the middle ground and background 

Middle ground: the middle distance in a landscape painting or photograph, between 
foreground and background 

Background: the area in a landscape painting or photograph that is the furthest distance from 
the observer 

Tint: the mixture of pure color with white to increase its lightness 

Shade: the mixture of pure color with black to reduce its lightness 

Observational Drawing: a drawing or painting based on real life objects, places or people.  

California Arts Standards for Visual Arts 

• 1.2 - Describe how artists use tints and shades in painting 

• 1.3 - Identify and describe how foreground, middle ground and background are used to 
create the illusion of space 

• 1.4 - Compare and contrast two works of art made by the use of different art tools and 
media (e.g., watercolor, tempera, computer) 

• 1.5 - Identify and describe elements of art in works of art, emphasizing line, color, 
shape/form, texture, space, and value 

• 2.1 - Explore ideas for art in a personal sketchbook 

• 2.2 - Mix and Apply tempera paints to create tints, shades and neutral colors 

• 2.3 - Paint or Draw a landscape, seascape or cityscape that shows the illusion of space 

• 2.4 - Create a work of art based on the observation of objects and scenes in daily life, 
emphasizing value changes 

• 3.1 - Compare and describe various works of art that have a similar theme and were 
created at different time periods 

• 3.2 - Identify artists from his or her own community, county or state and discuss local 
or regional art traditions 

• 4.2 - Identify successful and less successful compositional and expressive qualities of 
their own works of art and describe what might be done to improve them. 

 



• 4.3 - Select an artist's work and, using appropriate vocabulary of art, explain its 
successful compositional and communicative qualities. 

National Core Arts Standards 

• VA: Cr2.1.3a - Create a personally satisfying artwork using a variety of artistic 
processes and materials. 

• VA:Cr2.2.3a - Demonstrate an understanding of the safe and proficient use of 
materials, tools and equipment for a variety of artistic processes. 

• VA:Cr2.3.3a - Individually or collaboratively construct representations, diagrams, or 
maps of places that are part of everyday life. 

• VA:Cr3.1.3a - Elaborate visual information by adding details in an artwork to enhance 
emerging meaning. 

• VA:Re7.1.3a - Speculate about processes an artist uses to create a work of art. 

• VA:Re7.2.3a - Determine messages communicated by an image 

• VA:Cn10.1.3a – Develop a work of art based on observations of surroundings 

 


