
Circa 1900 Art and Humanities Resource
Cultural Diffusion in Circa 1900 Art

Curriculum areas
Social Studies, Art

Introduction
Cultural immersion is the act of surrounding yourself with 
the culture of a place foreign to you.  It might include living 
with a family, going to school in another country, or simply 
helping with a meal. Cultural diffusion is the spread of 
cultural beliefs, ideas, and/or social activities from one group 
to another.  Art is influenced by the cultural experiences 
of artists.  This lesson looks at artists who moved to a 
different country and changed their artistic styles to reflect 
the influence of new cultures. Paul Gauguin was born in 
1848 in Paris, France and moved to Tahiti in his later years.  
His art was influenced by the culture of the South Pacific 
islands.  Mary Cassatt was born in 1844 in Allegheny City, 
Pennsylvania and moved to France as an adult. She joined 
the French Impressionist movement which was heavily 
influenced by Japanese prints. The art of Gauguin and 
Cassatt reflect their cultural influences.

Objectives
• Observe artworks of both artists and describe the 

cultural influences
• Identify cultural immersion versus cultural diffusion
• Identify how the time period and cultural influences 

impacted the artists
• Compare and contrast artwork

Related Artwork
Mary Cassatt, The Letter, 1891. Drypoint and aquatint plate. 
Collection of the McNay Art Museum, gift of Margaret Batts 
Tobin.

Mary Cassatt, The Lamp, 1891. Drypoint, etching, and 
aquatint plate. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, gift of 
Margaret Batts Tobin.

Paul Gauguin, Portrait of the Artist with the Idol, 1893. Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Top Right, Paul Gauguin, Sister of Charity, 1902.  Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Materials
• PowerPoint slides
• Blank paper for notes/observations
• Pen or pencil
• Art supplies

McNay Art Museum
6000 North New Braunfels
San Antonio, Texas 78209-0069
210.805.1768 phone
www.mcnayart.org

For questions about this lesson or information about 
scheduling a tour, please e-mail education@mcnayart.org 
or call 210.805.1768. 

Lesson plan prepared by Matthew Iwanicki, 6th grade Social 
Studies teacher, Katherine Stinson Middle School Northside ISD, 
matt.iwanicki@nisd.net

Looking Activity
1. Discuss cultural immersion. Cultural immersion is 

the act of surrounding yourself with a culture that is 
foreign to you. What are some examples of cultural 
immersion? How could cultural immersion influence 
art?

2. Discuss cultural diffusion. Cultural diffusion is the 
spread of cultural beliefs or social activities from one 
cultural group to another. What are some examples 
of cultural diffusion? How could cultural diffusion 
influence art?

3. Show Paul Gauguin’s Portrait of the Artist with the 
Idol. Explain that Paul Gauguin was a French artist 
who eventually moved to Tahiti. Ask the students to 
describe the artwork. List everything you see in the 
painting and discuss using the following questions:
• What things do you think came from the artist’s 

own culture?
• What things could have come from another 

culture?
4. Show Paul Gauguin’s Sister of Charity. Ask students 

to describe the artwork. What was the first thing you 
noticed? What do you think is happening here? Discuss 
the cultural influences using the following questions:
• How is this an example of cultural immersion?
• How is this an example of cultural diffusion?
• How is this painting different from the first one?

5. Show Mary Cassatt’s The Lamp. Explain that Mary 
Cassatt was an American woman who moved to 
France where she exhibited with the Impressionists. 
Impressionism was influenced by and adopted 
characteristics from Japanese prints including the 
depiction of every day life, the use of patterns, unusual 
perspectives, and flatness. Ask the students to describe 
the artwork. List everything you see in the painting and 
discuss using the following questions:
• What things do you think came from the artist’s 

own culture?
• What things could have come from another 

culture?



6. Show Mary Cassatt’s The Letter. Ask students to describe 
the artwork. What can you identify in the print?

7. Discuss the cultural influences found in The Letter using 
the following questions:
• What in this picture might come from another 

culture? Why do you think that?
• How do you think the Japanese prints influenced 

Cassatt’s art?
8. Display both artworks and discuss using the following 

questions:
• What influences do you see between Cassatt’s art 

and her life?
• How are these works similar? How are they 

different?
• Would you consider this cultural immersion or 

cultural diffusion? Why or why not?

Studio Procedure
1. Think about your own culture. What aspects of your 

culture have influenced you the most (fashion, religion, 
technology, holidays, food, etc.)? Have you ever 
experienced cultural immersion? How has cultural 
diffusion affected your life?

2. Create a picture reflecting the cultural influences in 
your life.

Extension
1. Research one of the following artists: Vincent Van Gogh, 

Paul Cezanne, Pablo Picasso, Gabrielle Munter, Mardsen 
Hartley, Pierre-August Renoir, Max Weber, Claude 
Monet, Camille Pissarro, or Edouard Manet.

2. Read a biography of the artist and look for instances 
of cultural immersion and/or cultural diffusion. Find 
a work of art from the artist that illustrates cultural 
immersion or diffusion and explain why.

§113.18 Social Studies, Grade 6 (1) History. The student 
understands that historical events influence contemporary 
events. The student is expected to (A) trace characteristics 
of various contemporary societies in regions that resulted 
from historical events or factors such as invasion, conquests, 
colonization, immigration, and trade (2) History. The student 
understands the influences of individuals and groups from 
various historical and contemporary societies.  The student 
is expected to (B) evaluate the social, political, economic, 
and cultural contributions of individuals and groups from 
various societies, past and present. (18) Culture.  The 
students understands the relationship that exists between 
the arts and the societies in which they are produced. The 
student is expected to (A) explain the relationships that exist 
between societies and their architecture, art, music, and 
literature; (B) relate ways in which contemporary expression 
of culture have been influenced by the past; (C) describe 
ways in which contemporary issues influence creative 
expressions; (D) identify examples of arts, music, and 
literature that have transcended the boundaries of societies 
and convey universal themes such as religion, justice, and 
the passage of time.


