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            Shelter


We begin a new decade with the concept of shelter. January is a good month (at least in New England) to discuss the need for shelter, with temperatures dropping and snow storms rising.  When I planned the year’s program and included many units on aspects of heath, I asked myself, “What do we need for a healthy life?” In thinking about the answer, I realized that before we can go on to consider the quality of our life we have to satisfy some basic needs. We need water, food, and shelter to stay alive, physically. Throughout this year we will address emotional needs, as well, such as peace and love.  It will be interesting to hear children’s thoughts about why we need shelter and what kinds of shelter they prefer. 


With a thematic unit, such as this one, it’s a good idea to have a quick conversation with the class before showing the first picture. In speech classes this is called, “getting to know your audience”. This gives you an idea where you are headed with the discussion. It also, I think, gives the students an opportunity to feel as though they had some say in this discussion.  In constructivist theory, it creates a psychological setting in which the learning activity has personal meaning for the student.  Your initial conversation awakens, activates and makes contact with their prior knowledge.  Later, their knowledge can grow from there.  When they express ideas about shelter you can say things like, “Oh, I’m glad you brought that up. We’ll be discussing that.” or, “I think you’ll see an example of that in one of the pictures.” Those children will be watching and waiting for their ideas to be talked about. So, if you want, you can tell the class that we will be seeing three pictures about the topic of “shelter”. Ask them what shelter is and why we need it. See if you can get them to go beyond just our physical and visible needs. 


Sometimes when generating a discussion, the use of a dictionary is helpful. One dictionary defines shelter as protection. The thesaurus, though, has a great list of related words: refuge, sanctuary, retreat, stronghold, fortress, castle, covert, ark, home and hiding place. Under the word “safe” it says: secure, sure, on terra firma, under cover, under lock and key, out of danger, at anchor, high and dry and above water. Feel free to use these references if they will help. You can even write some on the board and ask the children to point out examples of them as they look at the pictures.


*** Note:  An unexpected response from a child one year was that she lived in a shelter for a while.  I do not know why I did not foresee this as a meaning of the word, “shelter”.  It is so obvious but it just isn’t what I had in mind. So, after my “Duh” moment, I responded to the girl’s comment with the question, “And did you feel safe and sheltered there, in the way we have been speaking of?”  She smiled and nodded her head, “yes”.  ……Whew!

1.
Farmhouses by Vincent Van Gogh

(around 1889)

I thought we would begin with this painting which depicts some very earthy homes that satisfy all the basic needs our bodies and psyches need for shelter: warmth, protection from the elements and safety. They have the advantage of being able to be built and repaired with the materials on hand (earth, clay, sod, thatch and wood). 

· Bring this out by asking the class if these homes provide shelter. 

· We can add some value to that question by then asking something such as, 

· “Is this good shelter?” We’ll probably get some negative comments. Find out what they don’t like about these houses. 

· Then try and build up some empathy for the people who built them. Ask the class to pretend that they lived in this place. Explain that the people did not have much money and that they were very busy all the time doing farming work. 

· Then ask them questions such as: 

· Did these people work hard to build these houses?

· Do they take care of them? 

· Did they use their imagination in figuring out ways to build a house that did not cost them money?

· If someone mentions that they don’t like the looks of the house or that it looks like they might be very dark inside, praise them for bringing up two more needs that people have: 

· light and pleasant surroundings. We can ask them if they know of a vitamin that our bodies make from sunlight. (vitamin D) If the women and children stayed inside houses like this too much they could actually have a vitamin D deficiency because of that. 

· We can ask them what they or their family does to make their surroundings pleasant and how this makes them feel. Before we assume that these houses are completely unpleasant, maybe we could once again use this as an opportunity to build understanding and appreciation of others. 

· We could ask: What might these people do to make their house pleasant? (paintings? flowers? nice smelling potpourri? decorative stitching on the curtains?)

· One question I look forward to asking is “What makes a house a home?” or “What is the difference between a house and a home?” After hearing their answers we can ask them which one they want to live in. Highlight for them that their answers indicated many needs that people have that go beyond keeping warm and dry.

***note: Should this discussion elicit any personal comments about people’s homes that may be insensitive to others (e.g. My neighbor doesn’t take care of their house.) use the opportunity to very kindly remind the children that we aren’t there to hear personal stories about other people. We are there to discuss these paintings and that one of the lessons that today’s paintings are teaching us is that we can try to understand other people. You can ask why some people don’t take care of their home, as long as they follow the rule that we will not discuss names or addresses.  They will probably list a learned response such as “They are lazy” or “They are slobs.” After admitting such reasons as a possibility, ask what other possible reasons there could be.  Some people are very busy. Some people don’t have any extra money for house decorating. Some people are physically incapable of maintaining a home due to illness, old age or physical handicaps.  We can also learn from today’s discussion that people like different things. Everybody has the right to decide for him or herself what kind of home they want to live in.

Gogh, Vincent van (1853-1890)
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Vincent van Gogh, for whom color was the chief symbol of expression, was horn in Groot-Zundest, Holland. The son of a pastor, brought up in a religious and cultured atmosphere, Vincent was highly emotional and lacked self-confidence. Between 1860 and 1880 when he finally decided to become an artist, van Gogh had had two unsuitable and unhappy romances and had worked unsuccessfully as a clerk in a bookstore, an art salesman, and a preacher in the Borinage (a dreary mining district in Belgium), where he was dismissed for overzealousness. He remained in Belgium to study art, determined to give happiness by creating beauty. The works of his early Dutch period are somber toned, sharply lit, genre paintings of which the most famous is The Potato Eaters (1885). In that year van Gogh went to Antwerp where he discovered the works of Rubens and purchased Japanese prints. In 1886 he went to Paris to join his brother Théo, the manager of Goupil’s gallery. In Paris van Gogh studied with Cormon, inevitably met Pissarro, Monet, and Gauguin, and began to lighten his very dark palette and to paint in the short brushstrokes of the Impressionists. His nervous temperament made him a difficult companion and night-long discussions combined with painting all day undermined his health. He decided to go south to Arles where he hoped his friends would join him and help found a school of art. Gauguin did join him but with disastrous results. In a fit of epilepsy van Gogh pursued his friend with an open razor, was stopped by Gauguin and ended by cutting off his own ear. van Gogh then began to alternate between fits of madness and lucidity and was sent to the asylum in Saint-Rémy for treatment. By May of 1890 he seemed much better and went to live in Auvers-sur-Oise under the watchful eye of Dr. Gachet. Two months later he was dead, having shot himself “for the good of all.” During his brief career he had sold one painting. van Gogh’s finest works were produced in less than three years in a technique that grew more and more impassioned in brushstroke, in symbolic and intense color, in surface tension and in the movement and vibration of form and line. van Gogh’s inimitable fusion of form and content is powerful; dramatic, lyrically rhythmic, imaginative, and emotional, for the artist was completely absorbed in the effort to explain his struggle against madness and his comprehension of the spiritual essence of man and nature.

Farmhouses. After leaving the asylum at Saint Remy in May of 1890, van Gogh moved north to the village of Auvers, about an hour outside of Paris, where Cezanne and Pissarro had maintained studios. The presence of Dr. Paul Gachet, an art lover who was sympathetic to both van Gogh’s talent and his illness, contributed to this decision, as did van Gogh’s desire to be closer to his brother Theo who was living in Paris. In Auvers, van Gogh found new subject matter. He was fascinated by the thatched roof cottages that lined the streets of the village and 

did many studies of them. By now, the brushstrokes have become denser and heavier, but are more controlled than those of the period of Starry Night. In this canvas, the roofs of the cottages reach down into the street. A workman on a ladder repairs the roof of a cottage in the center of the street. His presence, as well as that of the two figures chatting in a doorway, enlivens the painting with a glimpse at village life.   

2.
Le Chateau by Maurice Utrillo, 1916


We can point out that this “castle” was probably built before the farmhouses we just saw. Before we say anything at all I’m sure that there will be quite a reaction to this painting. Is there any doubt that they will be impressed or any doubt where they would choose to live: here or in the dirt and thatch farmhouses?

· What needs are satisfied with this shelter?

· Are there any needs that are better taken care of with this building (as opposed to the others)?

· Are there any needs that are not satisfied with this building? (Are they affordable? Are they easily repaired? I wonder if it is a home or a house.)

· What do they like best about this shelter?

· How is this different from the farmhouses?

· How is it like the farmhouses?

· Towers: Children seem to be fascinated with towers or spires. We’ve talked about them before in Docent Art. 

· Are they symbols of power? 

· Do they reach up to heaven? 

· Are they watchtowers? What were the people watching for? I wonder if it makes the children feel safe by comparison and feel grateful that we don’t need watchtowers.

· Color: I think they will comment on the colors. 

· Do they like them? 

· Have they ever seen a house painted different colors like this? 

· Do they think it is a good idea? Why? (If they don’t know and look down indicating embarrassment or discomfort that they don’t know, we have the wonderful opportunity to remind them that when it comes to art we don’t always understand why we like something or not. But we do know how we feel and we don’t have to apologize to anyone about how we feel about art, which in this case is the use of color.

· Would the children like to live there? 

· Why?

· Why not?

Maurice Utrillo (l883 -1955) painter of Montmartre and suburban streets, was born in Paris, the illegitimate child of Suzanne Valadon and an amateur painter and chronic alcoholic named Boissy. He was given the name Utrillo when he was eight years old by a Spanish in critic of that name. Maurice was an unhappy and neurotic child. The family lived in the country and, while going to school in Paris in his early teens, he formed the habit of stopping off for a glass of wine before taking the train home each night. He did badlv in school and had to be withdrawn to go to work as a bank clerk. By that time. the wine had become absinthe and Utrillo promptly lost his job. At the age of eighteen he had to be confined to an asylum for acute alcoholism. It was while he was shut away, the first of many such incarcerations, that he took up painting as a form of occupational therapy. It soon became as necessary for him to paint as to drink. He would drink all night and paint all day, and, if he had to he locked up, he painted from memory or from

Picture postcards. By 1920 he was famous all over the world, and by 1929 he had re​ceived the Legion of Honor. It was not until he was in his late fifties when he married a widow who watched over him carefully, that he gave up drinking entirely. He died a respectable citizen in a house the couple had purchased in a Paris suburb. Utrillo was the pupil of his mother, Suzanne Valadon, who served as a model for Toulouse-Lautrec,Renoir and Degas, all of whom encouraged her and taught her to paint. It was his mother who first suggested that painting might help him find an outlet for his unhap​piness. Utrillo studied the works of Sisley and Pissarro. whose influences may be noted occasionally in his works, but he was an original artist, endowed with a talent for solid composition, true sense of color, and an eye for simplifying what he saw and for eliminating unnecessary details. Utrillo never merely copied a postcard but used one when necessary, during confinement, as a springboard for his memory. He belongs to no school: he is simply Utrillo, melancholy, lonely, quiet and peaceful.
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Utrillo, Maurice


The Chateau (1916). Small, story-book chateaux are an inherent part of the French landscape: one encounters them frequently along the roads, surrounded by their green parks. This is a late painting of Utrllto, painted In the springtime when both countryside and building seem new and fresh. The blue, white, and red of the painting are striking: the technique is freer than in earlier works; the light more golden; and the effect is pleasing. Success, money, and a loving wife brought Utrillo the peace of mind that is reflected in such happy paintings as this one.

3.
   Les Sables D’Olonne by Albert Marquet



      1933




Aren’t the colors gorgeous and luscious? The art movement called Fauvism was known for these light, airy, candy-like colors. I think it will be a good time for all of us to have fun reviewing or learning some new color words. Let’s have fun with the class describing these beautiful colors. Red, blue and purple just won’t do. How about turquoise, violet, emerald, jade, plum, azure, gold, lemon, cherry, salmon, robin’s egg blue...any others?


If they don’t beat you to the punch, ask the class, “Why is this a picture about shelter?” They’re a pretty savvy bunch and I’m sure that they will be able to tell us about the dangers of radiation from the sun. What is difficult for them to understand, though, is that people thought differently in other times. I don’t think these people had health concerns as much as they did fashion concerns. We have talked about this many times before in Docent Art. Since light skin was fashionable, then the ladies were going to use parasols and hats and tents to keep the sun off of them.  (Light skin was more than a fashion statement.  It was a class statement. It said, “I am not a peasant.  I am not of the working class.  I can pay other people to work in the sun for me.”)

· What other purposes did the tents serve, though? Was it shelter in any other way? What did it provide? 

· It provided shade. Shade is cooler than sunlight.

· Did the tents provide any other kind of shelter? Did it protect the people from anything? 

· Do the tents prevent anything from happening? 

Doesn’t it give them privacy? It looks like these people are there to stay for a while. They will have meals in those tents.  Maybe they will have to change their clothes. How important is privacy? Who wants privacy at home? When other people are around and it is difficult to have privacy, what can we do? We can remind ourselves of our rights. We can give ourselves a feeling of privacy by closing our eyes or looking away from distractions. Just as those people carried with them their own little portable homes in the form of tents, we have a home that we take with us wherever we go. Our body and mind belongs to us. It is our home. We can take good care of it and feel safe there whenever we need to.  (This was the same concluding lesson of the Peace theme of the last unit.)

· What is their favorite painting for any reason at all?

· Which is their favorite shelter?
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Summer, The Beach at Les Sables d’Olonne   1933


This work represents acrowdded beach late in the day.  Under a violet and blue sky, the yellows and reds of the beach tents take on a purplish tint.  Long shadows and mist on the sea add to the feeling of aproavhing night.  Without sentimentality, Marquet reminds us that the beach and water will soon be empty and deserted, and that the quiet of nature will be restored.

Albert Marquet 1875 to 1947


Albert Marquest, who was born in Bordeaux, was both very young and very poor when he went to Paris to study at the School of Decorative Arts under Gustave Moreau.  Matisse was also studying there at the time and, in order to earn money, the two artists decorated the halls for the Paris Exposition of 1900 in Moreau’s Art Nouveau style.  Associated with Matisse in the 1903 salons, Marquet was considered a Fauve, although in reality he was rebelling against Impressionism.  For him, color was never an end or a means in itself.  Once his career was safely launched, Marquet spent the rest of his life alternately at his studio on the Quai St. Michel in paris, where he painted the Seine and its bridges, or in various seaports al over Europe and North Africa.  He traveled constantly and whenever the spirit moved him, staying with painter friends until he was bored and then leaving as unexpectedly as he had arrived.  Extremely independent and very shy, Marquet live simply and quietly, painting as he liked, with no regard fro public taste and refusing all public honors.  Marquet’s break with Fauvism was perhaps the most complete of the entire group. Although previously he had painted portraits, figure studies, and landscapes with figures, when he returned to France after a trip with Matisse to Morocco in 1912, he devoted himself entirely to landscapes, repeating the same subjects and presenting them in different times of day and during different seasons.  An excellent draughtsman, Marquet worked in simple, rapid lines that were reduced to the minimum necessary for compositional structure.  He then applied soft, limpid color in finely and delicately shaded tones that at first glance seem to be monotones.  Marquet was a realist in the tradition of Poussin, Corot, and Courbet and a lover of nature.

� Art description is from Shorewood Fine Art Reproductions Reference Guide.  The remainder of this guidance packet was written by Cathleen Drinan.
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