
JANUARY 2016 - NATURALISM 
 
Introduction:  Welcome to Art Appreciation!  This year we are exploring the concept of style in art.  
Looking at art is easy.  But understanding and talking about art can be intimidating if you don’t know 
the words used to describe it.  Our goal is to get our students (and ourselves) more comfortable 
discussing art.  Categorizing art as one style or another makes it easier to compare and contrast 
different pieces.  However, it is important for the students to understand that categorization in the art 
world is only a starting point of discussion – a painting can have many characteristics of a style but not 
all, or a piece of art can possess all characteristics of multiple styles.  It’s art, not science.  

 
 
 
 
Slide #1:  What is STYLE in art? 
“Style” is simply a list of things artworks have in common.  Often referred to as 

“movements,” artistic styles are the collective titles given to artworks that share the same artistic 
ideals, subject, technical approach or timeframe.  There is no fixed rule that determines what 
constitutes an artistic style. The artists associated with one style may adhere to strict guiding 
principles, whereas those who belong to another may have little in common. Art critics or historians 
usually name art styles retrospectively.  Classifying art by style is a 20th century development 
necessitated by the increasing variety of styles that began to appear. 

 
 
 
 
Slide #2: Naturalism (defined) 

Naturalism is one of the easiest styles to understand.  It means the artist paints things as they appear 
in real life, without distorting them.  Naturalism is not limited to a specific time period.  The main 
characteristics of Naturalism are: 

 Portray objects and settings as observed by the human eye 

 Show human feeling and emotion 
 Use natural settings 
 Use linear perspective 
 Represent light and texture convincingly 

The Mona Lisa has been acclaimed as "the best known, the most visited, the most written about, the 
most sung about, and the most parodied work of art in the world.”  And it’s a great example of 
Naturalism.  (An interesting story about the popularity of the Mona Lisa is included at the end.  If you 
have time feel free to share it with your students.) 
 

 
 
 
Slide #3: Naturalism (subject matter) 
Naturalism refers to the way an artist paints but not what they paint.  The words 

“realistic” and “naturalistic” are often interchanged when discussing art.  However, realistic refers to 
what is painted.  The humans and animals in The Fall of Phaeton are incredibly detailed and are highly 
recognizable.  However, the addition of wings (and the subject matter in general) removes the realistic 
label.  The work is highly naturalistic though, and a great example of using natural light. 
 
The Fall of Phaeton illustrates the Greek mythological story of Phaeton, Apollo’s son.  Phaeton begged 
his father to allow him to drive the chariot of the sun across the sky.  In the hands of the rash youth, 
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A Naturalist artist attempts to… 

Mona Lisa, c 1503-1506 

Leonardo da Vinci 

Oil on poplar 

Louvre, Paris 

 

 

Naturalism  
Naturalism doesn’t always mean realistic… 

The Fall of  Phaeton, 1604 

Peter Paul Rubens 

Oil on Canvas 

The National Gallery of  Art, 

Washington D.C. 

 

 Naturalism refers to the way an artist paints, but not what they paint 

 This scene from Greek mythology is an example of  naturalism – it 

uses natural colors, shadows & light.  It also shows animals and 

humans as they appear in real life 



who had neither the strength nor the experience to control the chariot, the horses bolted, scorching 
everything in their path with the sun’s heat.  The butterfly (winged female figures, representing the 
seasons and hours) react in terror as the earth below bursts into flame.  To save the universe from 
destruction, Zeus, king of the gods, throws a thunderbolt, represented here by a blinding shaft of light.  
As the chariot disintegrates, Phaeton plunges to his death. 
 
 

      
Sides #4&5 - Why haven’t artists always favored Naturalism? 
From the earliest cave paintings, artistic efforts to represent things as they are observed in real life can 
be seen.  The following are two of the most important discoveries that propelled western art closer to 
achieving that goal: 

 Discovery of linear perspective:  Simply stated, linear perspective is a technique for showing three-

dimensional space on a flat surface.  (More complex - it is a system of creating an illusion of depth 
on a flat surface where all parallel lines in a painting or drawing converge in a single vanishing point 

on the composition’s horizon line.)  Linear perspective is thought to have been devised around 1415 

by Italian Renaissance architect Filippo Burnelleschi.  Linear perspective was likely evident to artists 

and architects in the ancient Greek and Roman periods, but no records exist, and the practice was 
thus lost until the 15

th
 century. 

 

 Development of oil paints:  Oil paint was used as early as the 12th century in Northern Europe, but 

its potential was not realized until 15th century painters in the Netherlands used oil paint to combine 
extraordinary realism with brilliant color. Unlike its predecessor, egg tempera, oil paint is very 

flexible so it can be applied in both thick textured brushstrokes and thin fine detail. Also unlike 

tempera, it dries very slowly, allowing artists to mix larger batches of paint and keep it for more than 
one painting session. Slow drying paint can be carefully blended to make soft, seamless shadows 

necessary for the modeling that suggests three-dimensional form. The oil in oil paint makes pigments 

translucent, allowing artists to apply colors in thin layers or glazes, generating rich, glowing colors.  

The techniques of linear perspective and oil painting spread and grew during the 15
th
 century. Many artists 

used tempera to prepare most of the painting and then applied glazes of transparent oil paint over the tempera 
the achieve linear perspective. (This is the case in Saint Francis in the Desert, on the right side of the 

comparison slide.)  For our purposes, the main points of comparison of these two painting of St. Francis are 

the dates: 1235 vs. 1840, and their mediums: tempera vs. oil and tempera. 

     Slide #6 – A Classic Example of Naturalism 

Jan van Eyck was one of the first artists to perfect the use of oil paints in a Naturalistic style.  The Arnolfini 

Portrait, his painting of a wealthy couple and their dog, shows this skill.  Van Eyck worked with thin layers 
of transparent color.  Notice the light on the chandelier, the texture of the couple’s clothes, and their 

reflection in the curved mirror behind them (shown in more detail on the right).  The realistic detail is almost 

beyond belief.  Paintings like this made Van Eyck famous across Europe.  They made Naturalism more 

popular as well.  
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Why haven’t artists always favored Naturalism? 

Saint Francis in the Desert, c1840 

Giovanni Bellini 

Oil and tempera on poplar 

The Frick Collection, New York 
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Naturalism  
Compare these paintings of  St. Francis, before and after the rise of  Naturalism 

Saint Francis in the Desert, c1840 

Giovanni Bellini 

Oil and tempera on poplar 

The Frick Collection, New York 

 
Saint Francis Alterpiece, 1235 

Bonaventura Berlinghieri 

Tempera on wood 

Church of  San Francesco, Pescia, Italy 

 

Naturalism  
Why is this painting a good example? 

The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434 

Jan van Eyck 

Oil on Oak Panel 

The National Gallery, London 

 



Slide #7 – Is it Naturalism?  

   

      

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
*EXTRA:  Why is the Mona Lisa so popular? 
If you have time at the end, return to the Mona Lisa slide and share this story with the kids.   

On August 21, 1911, the Mona Lisa was stolen from the Louvre museum in Paris.  The next day, 
painter Louis Béroud walked into the museum to see the Mona Lisa, looking where it had been on 
display for five years, only to find four iron pegs on the wall.  Béroud contacted the head of the guards, 
who thought the painting was being photographed for promotional purposes. A few hours later, it was 
confirmed that the Mona Lisa was not with the photographers. The Louvre was closed for an entire 
week during the investigation 

French poet Guillaume Apollinaire, who had once called for the Louvre to be burnt down, came under 
suspicion and was arrested and imprisoned. Apollinaire implicated his friend Pablo Picasso, who was 
brought in for questioning. Both were later exonerated.  Two years later the thief was found. Louvre 
employee Vincenzo Peruggia had stolen the Mona Lisa by entering the building during regular hours, 
hiding in a broom closet, and walking out with it hidden under his coat after the museum had closed.  
Peruggia was an Italian patriot who believed da Vinci's painting should have been returned for display 
in an Italian museum.  After having kept the Mona Lisa in his apartment for two years, Peruggia grew 
impatient and was caught when he attempted to sell it to the Uffizi Gallery in Florence.  It was 
exhibited in the Uffizi Gallery for over two weeks and then returned to the Louvre on January 4, 
1914.  Peruggia served six months in prison for the crime, but he was celebrated for his patriotism in 
Italy.  Before its theft, the Mona Lisa was not widely known outside the art world, and much of its 
popularity today is attributed to the press coverage of the crime. 
 

Yes.   

Yes.   

Yes!  Although the subject matter is in no way realistic, the individual elements are each 

painted in a Naturalistic style.  Linear perspective is used convincingly.  The sky looks 

natural, and shadow and light are used effectively.  The human forms appear as they do in 
real life.  It is only their placement that seems “off.”  This painting is most often 

categorized as surrealism, but that does not prevent it from belonging to Naturalism as 

well – a concept we will revisit later in the semester as we introduce more styles. 

No.  The subject matter is realistic, but it 

is not painted in a Naturalistic way. 


