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Objective: You will create a self portrait using impressionism and Van Gogh for inspiration and reference.
Frameworks Objective(6.5): Students will interpret the meanings of artistic works based on evidence 
from artists’ paintings and letters.

Vincent Van Gogh
Self Portraits

Materials: Canvas, acrylic paint, 
brushes

While Van Gogh’s drawings are not as well known, they 
are acclaimed for their rough honesty and quick gestural 
movements.  During his lifetime, Van Gogh only sold one 
painting. His death is still debated to this day- authorities 
in the 19th century dubbed it suicide, yet there is little 
evidence to actually prove it. Van Gogh’s contemporaries 
were Pissarro, Monet, and Gauguin. During one argument 
in particular, he sliced off a part of his ear. Sources say he 
was a tough companion to keep and spent much of his life 
in and out of asylums. 

Impressionism:  Impressionism is a 19th-century art 
movement that originated in Paris. It became prominent 
during the 1870s and 1880s, in spite of harsh opposition 
from the conventional art community in France. The 
name of the style derives from the title of a Claude Monet 
painting, Impression, soleil levant (Impression, Sunrise), 
which provoked a critic to coin the term in a satirical 
review published in a Parisian newspaper.

Demos
1. Sketching the pro-
portional facial struc-
ture and drawing your 
own face.

2. Impressionist tech-
niques with acrylic 
paint.

Impressionist painting characteristics include relatively 
small and thin, yet viscerally thick brush strokes, empha-
sizing light’s changing qualities through mark making.   
Van Gogh and his contemporaries painted common 
people, and every day life, totallly transforming art from 
romatic to real.

Overview: 
Self Portrait: A drawing, painting, sculpture 
or photograph of oneself. Self portraits can be 
representational or abstract. 

Vincent Van Gogh: (March 1853-July 1890) 
a post-impressionist painter whose work 
informed many 20th century artists.  Much of 
our information about Van Gogh comes from 
correspondence between Van Gogh and his 
brother Theo. Van Gogh’s technique is known 
for its dynamic brush strokes and vibrant 
colors.  The blending is mostly visual- mixing 
right on the canvas as opposed to a palette.

 Contact: Questions? Email Ms. Mac at amaclure@valleytech.k12.ma.us



Assessment:
-Effort: 20 points

-Exhibits proportional facial features: 10 
pts

-Masters the art of the impressionist 
brush stroke: 10 pts

-Demonstrates exploration of color: 
warms, cools and complementary: 10 pts

-Demonstrates a purposeful use of the 
negative space/background behind face 
and shoulders: 10 pts

-Establishes a mood or feeling: 10 pts

-Used published sources to research artist 
and present findings in homework: 10 pts

-Used care with art materials: 20 pts

Use the following steps...
-Using a mirror, sketch your face using the tech-
niques learned in class. (DEMO).

-Practice some brush strokes on scrap paper 
using acrylic paint. (DEMO)

-Still using the mirror, begin to paint your draw-
ing using expressive warm and cool colors with 
impressionistic strokes.  (DEMO)
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Warm Colors:  “sunny” colors- reds, yellows, oranges

Cool Colors: “watery” colors- blues, purples, greens

Complementary Colors: Two colors that are opposite 
one another on the color wheel, for example purple and 
yellow, or blue and orange. 
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“In spite of everything I shall rise again: I will take up my pen-
cil, which I have forsaken in my great discouragement, and I 
will go on with my drawing.”                         
      -Vincent Van Gogh

In Impressionist painting- the strokes are often mixed 
right ON the canvas like the examples above. They are 
layered and create visual mixing. You are aiming for this 
effect in your self portraits.

Getting features in the right place is half the battle. Practice 
drawing a generic face with the facial proportions you see 
above- in the boxes to the right. Use pencil.
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1. Read Van Gogh’s letter to his brother Theo on the next 2 pages. What key remarks does he 
make about Impressionism and the project he is working on? 20 pts:

2.  What can you gather about Theo and Vincen’ts relationship from this letter(20pts)?

3.  Why might self portraits be more popular today than they were in the late 1800’s? (20 pts)

4.  Impressionism began to emerge at a time when most painters were creating very romanti-
cized pieces. Why were the art critics resistant this new style at first?  20pts:

5.  In the thumbnail spaces below, practice sketching your face from different angles using 
proper facial proportions.  20 pts.
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