
Circa 1900 Art and Humanities Resource
Identifying and Illustrating Landforms

Curriculum areas
Social Studies, Art

Introduction
Paul Cézanne was a post-impressionist painter from Aix-
en-Provence, France. His landscape painting, Houses on the 
Hill, depicts the hills, trees, and rooftops near his beloved 
hometown. Although Cézanne paints a specific place, 
the seemingly unfinished composition allows the viewer 
to impose memories of places they have visited on the 
landforms. Landscape paintings offer an interesting way 
to learn about landforms and the relationships between 
geographic features and people. Artists often used different 
techniques to convey specific features of landscapes not 
able to be captured in a photograph, such as how the artist 
felt about a landscape or the impression it gave.

Objectives
• Establish a comprehensive understanding of landforms
• Identify landforms in landscape paintings
• Illustrate the visual characteristics of landforms using 

watercolor

Related Artwork
Top Right, Paul Cézanne, Houses on the Hill, 1900–1906. Oil 
on canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay .

Victor Higgins, Old Orchard (Bare Young Aspens), 1922–1923. 
Oil on canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, gift of 
Dr. and Mrs. William C. Winter.

Pierre Auguste Renoir, Guernesey, 1882. Oil on canvas. 
Collection of the McNay Art Museum, gift of Mrs. Aaron A. 
Green from the Lucien Abrams Collection.

Constantin Meunier, Paysage Borain (Landscape in the 
Borinage), 1890. Oil on Canvas. Collection of the McNay Art 
Museum, museum purchase with the Ralph A. Anderson Jr. 
Memorial Fund and bequests of Mrs. Robert J. Wesselhoeft 
Jr. and Frances Cain, by exchange.

Vincent van Gogh, Women Crossing the Fields, 1890. Oil on 
paper. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Bruce Crane, Hilly Landscape, ca. 1900–ca.1910. Oil on 
canvas, mounted on board. Collection of the McNay Art 
Museum, gift of Alice C. Simkins in memory of Alice N. 
Hanszen.

Marsden Hartley, Landscape with Arroyo, ca.1923. Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, museum 
purchase with funds from the Tobin Foundation.

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 Kara Salinas, Artist and Educator, 
karamichelem@gmail.com

Materials
• Pictures of landforms (see Sources Worth Consulting)
• Lesson Handout: Looking Activity
• Cardstock or watercolor paper
• Masking or artist tape
• Watercolor pan set with brushes
• Optional items for watercolor techniques: Oil pastels, 

salt, rubbing alcohol, eye dropper, paper towels, etc.
• Rulers
• Pens and pencils

 Warm-Up/Looking Activity
1. Pass out the provided handout and show Cézanne’s 

Houses on the Hill. Discuss what is depicted using the 
following questions:
• What do you see? What colors are used? What is 

the medium? Are there any visible brushstrokes? Is 
anything missing from the composition?

• Does the composition remind you of any place 
you have visited on vacation? What place? List up 
to five feelings that surfaced from thinking about 
this place on the provided handout.

2. Move to the next section of the handout, “Welcome to 
Roadtrip.” Have students begin to visualize the journey 
to a place they have visited on a trip. Ask the following 
questions:
• Are you traveling by car, bus, train, plane, or boat?
• Are there any smells that you can recall (for 

example, the smell of the ocean)?
• Where are you going? What do you see along the 

way? 
3. In the last section off the handout, “Mixtape,” list five 

bands or songs that you would put on a mixtape for 
this journey or remember listening to while on this 
vacation. Keep this sheet for the watercolor project.

Discussion
1. Have students examine examples of landforms at the 

beginning of the PowerPoint. Reference the links under 
Sources Worth Consulting for additional examples. 
Guide students to identify the different landforms and 
encourage them to list the different characteristics of 
each.



2. Show the examples of landscape painting in the 
PowerPoint. Ask the following questions:
• What landforms are depicted? Why do you think 

that? How does the artist’s style help communicate 
the characteristics of these landforms? 

• What feelings or emotions does the landscape 
evoke? Consider the composition of the painting, 
the colors used, and the style of the brush strokes.

Landform Watercolors
1. Go to the Watercolor Techniques website from Sources 

Worth Consulting and review different techniques 
that can be used in watercolor painting. Do any of 
the techniques resemble the characteristics of certain 
landforms? 

2. Give each student a piece of cardstock or watercolor 
paper. Draw three 4 inch squares and tape around 
the edges to ensure the watercolor stays within 
the boundaries. Sketch the remembered landscape 
from the Looking Activity. Use the three squares to 
experiment with different watercolor techniques or 
approaches. Outline the landforms, features, and 
foliage of the memory in pen, then use watercolors 
to paint the drawing. Students can apply any of the 
techniques from the Watercolor Techniques website.

3. When finished, pick up the painting and gently tip it 
from side to side just once or twice to allow the colors 
to blend. Allow the watercolor landscapes to dry. Once 
the landscapes are dry, use ink to draw added details 
such as texture, contour lines, or patterns, and to sign 
the painting.

4. Students brainstorm an Instagram style hashtag for 
their painting.

Reflective Response
1. Paul Cézanne preferred to paint still lifes and 

landscapes in his later work. Ask students to consider:
• What if the modern Cézanne used social media 

and posted instagram photos of his artwork?
• Why would Cézanne post his art on social media?
• Given that Cézanne loves to paint still life and 

landscapes how is this similar to the feed one 
would view on Instagram today?

§113.18 Social Studies, Grade 6 (18) Geography. The 
student understands the factors that influence the locations 
and characteristics of locations of various contemporary 
societies on maps and globes and uses latitude and 
longitude to determine absolute locations. The student 
is expected to: (D) identify and locate major physical and 
human geographic features such as landforms, water 
bodies, and urban centers of various places and regions.  (6) 
Geography. The student understands that geographical 
patterns result from physical environmental processes. The 
student is expected to: (A)  describe and explain the effects 
of physical environmental processes such as erosion, ocean 
currents, and earthquakes on Earth’s surface;  (C)  analyze 
the effects of the interaction of physical processes and 
the environment on humans. (7) Geography. The student 
understands the impact of interactions between people 
and the physical environment on the development and 
conditions of places and regions. The student is expected 
to: (A)  identify and analyze ways people have adapted to 

the physical environment in various places and regions; (B)  
identify and analyze ways people have modified the physical 
environment such as mining, irrigation, and transportation 
infrastructure; (C) describe ways in which technology 
influences human interactions with the environment such as 
humans building dams for flood control.

§117.202 Fine Arts, Art Middle School 1 (1) 
Foundations: observation and perceptions. The student 
develops and expands visual literacy skills using critical 
thinking, imagination, and the senses to observe and 
explore the world by learning about, understanding, and 
applying the elements of art, principles of design, and 
expressive qualities. The student uses what the student 
sees, knows, and has experienced as sources for examining, 
understanding, and creating original artworks. The student 
is expected to: (A) identify and illustrate concepts from 
direct observation, original sources, personal experiences, 
and communities such as family, school, cultural, local, 
regional, national, and international; (B)  understand and 
apply the elements of art, including line, shape, color, 
texture, form, space, and value, as the fundamentals of art 
in personal artworks using art vocabulary appropriately;  
(2) Creative expression. The student communicates ideas 
through original artworks using a variety of media with 
appropriate skills. The student expresses thoughts and ideas 
creatively while challenging the imagination, fostering 
reflective thinking, and developing disciplined effort and 
progressive problem-solving skills. The student is expected 
to: (A)  create original artworks based on direct observations, 
original sources, personal experiences, and the community; 
(C)  produce artworks, including drawings, paintings, prints, 
sculptures/modeled forms, ceramics, fiber art, photographic 
imagery, and digital art and media, using a variety of 
materials.

Sources Worth Consulting
• Becks-Malorny, Ulrike. Cézanne. Koln: Taschen, 2006. 
• Baumann, Felix. Cézanne: finished, unfinished. Ostfildern-

Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2000.
• Lewis, Mary Tompkins. Cézanne. London: Phaidon, 2000.
• Smith Jones, Heather. Water Paper Paint, Exploring 

Creativity with Watercolor and Mixed Media. Quarry 
Books, 2011.

• The National Parks: America’s Best Idea DVD, Ken Burns 
– PBS

• “Watercolor Techniques,” Deep Space Sparkle, https://
www.deepspacesparkle.com/watercolor-techniques-a-
6th-grade-experiment/

• “Types of Landforms”, Mocomonster, http://mocomi.
com/landforms/

• “List of Landforms on Earth,”  World Landforms, http://
worldlandforms.com/landforms/list-of-all-landforms/

• “Illustrated Glossary: Landforms and Bodies of Water,” 
Enchanted Learning, http://www.enchantedlearning.
com/geography/landforms/glossary.shtml

• “Place based Digital Storytelling Modules,” PBS, http://
www.pbs.org/nationalparks/for-educators/digital-
storytelling/


