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Curriculum Links

HISTORY
Key Historical Concept: Sources and evidence

Skills:

Evaluating and Reflecting

• Interact with others with respect to share points of view (ACHASSI059)

Analysing

• Interpret data and information displayed in different formats, to identify and 
describe distributions and simple patterns  (ACHASSI057)

GENERAL CAPABILITY

Critical and Creative Thinking

Inquiring: 

• Pose questions

• Identify and clarify information and ideas

• Organise and process information

Generating ideas, possibilities and actions: 

• Imagine possibilities and connect ideas

• Consider alternatives

Reflecting on thinking and processes:

• Transfer knowledge into new contexts 

CROSS-CURRICULUM LINK
Year 3/4 Visual Arts Band Description:

Students extend their understanding of how and why artists, craftspeople 
and designers realise their ideas through different visual representations, 
practices, processes and viewpoints.

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACHASSI059
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/Search/?q=ACHASSI057
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Educational ResourceEducational Resource

Years F - 1

This resource encourages students to engage with 
historical artworks to develop a deeper 
understanding of how colours and emotions are 
connected and have a history. 

Students will be introduced to ideas including:

• Artists’ intentions when using particular 
colours to convey and communicate meaning, 
mood and emotions within their work. 

• How we, as viewers of the artworks, are 
impacted emotionally by the colours used by 
artists when ‘painting’ a story. 

Students will also be prompted to think:

• Have emotions associated with colour 
changed over time? Compare paintings of the 
past with those from the present day.

• How have our feelings about colours changed 
over time? Show examples.  

• Where do our feelings about colour and 
emotions come from? 

At the completion of the session, students will 
have the opportunity to create their own artwork 
exploring colour and emotions. 

Part A: Teacher-Guided Learning

Part B: Student Activity

Duration: 1 hour

Lesson Description

Materials: PowerPoint file, Mona Lisa  
(c. 1506–1517, Leonardo Da Vinci) 
one sketch per student and colouring 
materials.
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SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

1

In this exercise students will explore the connection between colours and feelings in artworks. Together, we will 
be looking at paintings from the past and talking about their history, context and painting style, especially the 
colours artists used to tell their visual story. When studied, paintings can provide information and enhance our 
understandings about a time, place, person, activity or event in the past. 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Wedding Dance, 
c.1566. © Courtesy of Detroit Institute of Arts.

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions

Part A: Teacher-Guided Learning (30 minutes)
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SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

2 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Wedding Dance, c.1566.  
© Courtesy of Detroit Institute of Arts.

Bruegel was a Dutch painter and printmaker. He liked to paint landscapes and peasant scenes – ordinary people 
and everyday scenes. This painting, unusual for its time, shows a group of peasant wedding guests dancing in an 
energetic and unruly way. Dancing was generally disapproved of by the church and authorities at the time. 

Describe the colours in Bruegel’s painting? 

Why do you think Bruegel used these colours? 

What do these colours express to you?

How do they make you feel?

Look at the faces and expressions of the dancers? 

What feelings do you think are being expressed in this painting? 

What emotions do you think they are feeling?

Educational Resource



SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

3

Viewing and responding to some famous paintings from history:

Henri Matisse was a French painter, who depicted a series of dancers. The five people are dancing wildly, like 
Bruegel’s peasant dancers - expressing themselves freely. He has stripped the composition back to flat blocks 
of red, blue and green. 

What is the overall mood or feeling of the painting?

What do you think Matisse’s colours might symbolise?  

Explain how Matisse’s three colours create a sense of passion, movement and expression?

What do you think blue symbolises?  Sky? Water? 

Describe the similarities between Matisse’s Dance (1909–1910) and Hockney’s The Dancers 1–V111?

5

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions

Henri Matisse, Dance, c.1909 –1910.  
© Courtesy of the Hermitage Museum.



SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

4

David Hockney, The Dancers IV, 2014. Courtesy of https://curiator.com/art/david-hockney/the-dancers-iv

David Hockney is a contemporary English artist who paints, draws, prints and photographs portraits, still lives 
and landscapes. He also makes photo-collages and even uses an iPad!

Some of his works have been influenced by artists before him. One such series of paintings is ‘The Dancers I–
VIII’ dated 2014. These painting were inspired by Henri Matisse (1869–1954).

Hockney’s paintings are expressive – using bright, bold, warm colours to emphasis rhythm and harmony. He 
has simplified the human form, not worrying about representing a scene in an exacting way.

What emotions do you think the dancers are feeling?  How is this expressed in colour? 

Describe the colour differences between Hockney’s The Dancers IV, 2014 and Breugel’s The Wedding  
Dance, 1566?

How does colour change the overall mood or feeling of a painting?

What is the overall mood or feeling of the painting?

6
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David Hockney, The Dancers IV, 2014. Courtesy of 
https://curiator.com/art/david-hockney/the-dancers-iv



SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

5

MANUSCRIPT OF THE DECAMERON, fol. 5r, c. 1467, Taddeo Crivelli, Illustration to The Decameron (c. 1467) 

Crivelli was an Italian painter and illustrator of manuscripts. He used bold, rich, bright and intense colours to 
create his illustrations. The Decameron was written by Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375). 

The story is about a group of young men and women who escape the plague, or the Black Death, to Florence in 
1348. They seek safety at the beautiful country house, far away from the disease. 

This illustration shows the warm, pink skin tones of the young people, as well as the rich, plush colour of their 
clothes. The group appears settled and healthy.

The title is a composition of the Greek words deka (ten) and hemera (day), and refers to the 10 evenings that the 
young people spend telling stories to one another to pass the time. Over 10 days, they tell 100 stories.

5

Describe some of the colours in the composition? 

Why do you think these colours were chosen by the artist? 

Some colours were made of expensive material, such as gold leaf; or rare, like blue.

These colours were used sparingly for important reasons.

What mood does Crivelli create through his use of strong, intense colours?

In medieval times, blue was associated with purity. 

What does the pink glow of the young women’s faces tell us about the young women’s situation?

7

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions



SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION
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THE FALL OF PHAETON (1604) by the Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens

Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640) was a Flemish painter. 

This painting is based on a Greek myth. Helios was a sun god. His job was to drive his chariot across the sky each 
day, giving the earth its hours and seasons. His son was Phaeton. One day, he promised his son a wish. Phaeton 
requested to drive his father’s chariot, the Chariot of the Sun across the sky.  His father replied, “No son, the horses 
are wild and you don’t have the experience needed to control them”. But Phaeton insisted, “I can, I can drive the 
sun-chariot safely!” Helios reluctantly agreed, fearing his son may not be strong enough to manage the four horses.  

Phaeton’s inexperience proved fatal, for he quickly lost control of the horses and the sun chariot veered out of 
control, first going too high, making the earth freezing cold, and then too low to the earth and burning parts of it. 
The king of the gods, Zeus, appalled by the destruction, struck the sun chariot with a thunderbolt to prevent any 
further damage to the earth, killing Phaeton in the process.

6

This painting tells a moral tale. It touches on themes of over-confidence and risk, responsibility and destruction. 

What do you think is happening in this painting? 

What is the mood of the painting?

How has Rubens achieved this mood through his use of colour, light and shade? 

What colours have the most impact? 

How do you think they relate to the emotions of the story?

8
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Slide 7

WOMAN WITH A PARASOL - 
MADAME MONET AND HER SON 
(1875) by Claude Monet

This painting was created by 
French artist Claude Monet. It 
was painted in a style called 
Impressionism. Impressionism 
focused on painting ordinary, 
informal, everyday events and 
scenes. It captured the play of 
light and form through colour. 
Impressionists moved outside the 
studio and painted outdoors, often 
completing a composition in a 
single session. 

In this painting, Monet captured a 
mother and son going for a walk 
in a field. It is not a formal pose 
as in earlier portraits. It feels 
spontaneous and naturalistic.

Look at the brush strokes. They 
are energetic, lively and animated, 
suggesting movement. Monet has 
used fragments of colour, blended 
together to create a harmonious 
landscape full of light and shade.

How do these colours make you feel? 

What colours do you not see? 

Would you describe the painting as warm or cool? Why?

What kind of a day do you think it is? Why?

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions

Part A: Teacher-Guided Learning



SLIDE GUIDING QUESTIONS/INFORMATION

8–9

THE HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT (1899–1904) - A SERIES BY CLAUDE MONET

Over five years Monet painted 19 canvases depicting London’s Houses of Parliament. Each is the same size, 
painted from the same position, but at different times of the day and in different weather conditions. Each 
painting uses a different palette of colours, creating a different atmosphere and showing the changing 
landscape.

Impressionism was not popular with everyone at the time, especially the critics who thought its broken brush 
strokes and irregular colours were bad technique.

10

Depending on which painting you are looking at, what mood has Monet created through his use of colour and 
how? 

Soft blues and greys like this could be gloomy and dreary or even frightening. Or perhaps they could be calm 
and peaceful, depending on your opinion. And that is something that is fascinating about paintings and colours, 
that sometimes we can have different reactions; not everyone likes the same things or feels the same way.

What associations do you have with these colours? 

What different feelings do you have when the colours change? 

11

How does this version look?

Student prompts (might range from ‘scary, dangerous, alarming’  to  ‘alive, exciting, wild, thrilling’)

When there is a lot of orange, red and black in a painting it’s not very calming, is it? Does it look dramatic? 
(threatening, haunting, dangerous, dark, wild?)

10
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How does this painting feel different?

Student prompts (prompts often range from, for example, ‘It’s really pretty and I like the sunset. It makes me 
happy’,  to ‘No it looks scary and dark!’).

There are mixed feelings. The thing that Monet is painting, called the subject of the painting, is the same every 
time but just by changing the colours he effectively changes the feeling and the mood of the painting. (For 
alternative choices from Monet’s series, go to

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Houses_of_Parliament_(Monet_series) ).

The painting has some soft pastel colours and they’re quite beautiful but because Parliament is very dark, there is 
a very strong contrast of colours. That sort of contrast can look quite dramatic and threatening.

13
What do you think of this one? How does it make you feel? Still and restful? Or perhaps cautiously fearful? Do 
the colours conjure up possible scenarios that could happen next in this scene?

11
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MONA LISA (c. 1506–1517) by LEONARDO DA VINCI

Leonardo Da Vinci was an Italian artist of many 
talents. This is probably his most famous painting.

Da Vinci painted the ‘Mona Lisa’ on wood, not canvas, 
preparing the surface so that light could be reflected 
back to the viewer. He took a long time building up the 
surface with a layering of thin glazes. This technique 
created a warm luminosity or ‘glow’.

What colours can you see in this painting? 

Student prompts Remember paintings change colour 

over time due to dirt and environmental conditions..

What mood has Da Vinci created with his choice of 
colours?

What do you think Mona Lisa is thinking or feeling? 

What does her face tell us or not tell us? 

What colours can you see in this picture?

Student prompts (e.g., blue, green, rust, black, cream)

There are many colours. This picture is very 
interesting in that unlike some of the other pictures 
we’ve looked at, it is a mixture of colours and moods. 

What feelings do you get from this painting?

Student prompts (feelings range widely)

Perhaps that’s why so many people like this painting, 
because everybody can have their own reaction to 
it. They can decide if they think that it’s a very calm 
picture or a very dramatic picture, or sad or happy, 
because the colours do not dictate one mood strongly.

Slide 14

Educational ResourceEducational Resource

Part A: Teacher-Guided Learning
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MAD OR MERRY MONA LISA

Explain that the students will be given their own Mona Lisa picture. They can colour it using whatever colours 
they choose, to convey a mood/feeling/emotion.

Lead students in remembering the Colourful Feelings slides – The Fall of Phaeton, depicting a dramatic collision 
with dark colours and sharp contrasts; Woman with a Parasol portrayed with soft pastel pinks and blues. What 
feelings were evoked by the paintings?  (refer to the other paintings too if there is time).

Ask students:

• Have emotions associated with colours changed over time?

• Why do we now associate blue with peace, red with anger, etc?

• What do you associate with certain colours?

Facilitate the colouring activity, moving around the students, talking with them individually about their choices.

(The picture doesn’t have to be ‘olden-days-looking’, it can be a modern Mona Lisa with pink hair if preferred!)

Students should be prepared to explain their choice of colour and what feelings they are trying to create.

If there is time, students can show their picture (to the whole class or in small groups) and invite prompts from 
the viewers. Can the viewers identify the emotions being portrayed?

Give an opportunity for the viewers to pose questions. 

Slide 15

The Australian Research Council Centre of Excellence for the History of Emotions

Part B: Student Activity (30 minutes)
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VISUAL ART

• Look at contemporary paintings to consider how artists use colour to convey emotion now. Compare with 
paintings of similar subjects from earlier centuries. 

• Look at a series of paintings by a particular artist. e.g. Van Gogh. Do the paintings give us any clues about the 
artist’s life, personality, intentions and life circumstances?

HISTORY

• What other visual historical sources can be considered using the theme of colour and emotion? e.g. photographs, 
drawings, objects.

• Explore visual primary sources from the students’ local area, past and present (e.g. paintings, drawings, 
photographs) to discover how the area has changed over time.

• Consider how indigenous Australians depict connection to their land through art.

• How do paintings of the local community convey emotion (past and present)?

• View details (other than colour) of people, places and things depicted in historical paintings or photographs of the 
students’ local area. (e.g. of famous events or of daily life.) How do these primary sources contribute to our 
knowledge about what life was like for the people of that time and about what was important to them?

Educational Resource

Suggested Further Investigations
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Mad or Merry Mona Lisa?
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