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Sample Lesson (Grade 2) 

The Beeches, Asher B. Durand (oil on canvas, 1845) 

Preparation             

This painting will be presented within the context of a discussion on Romanticism.  The 

Romantic period is both a literary and visual movement during the 19th century, and occurs both 

in Europe and in the United States (in the US a little bit later, during the mid-late 1800s). Well-

known literary works of the Romantic era include Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights.  

In painting, Romanticism is marked by an attention to 

nature, often rendered in painstaking detail, and to elements of 

Gothic sensibility (i.e. tree stumps, storms, old ruins). 

Romantic paintings often contain two competing aspects of 

beauty: the picturesque (that which is pretty – in the Durand, 

the picturesque might be the field or the sunny sky) and the 

Kantian sublime (the idea that a pleasing image can be derived 

from that which is in itself not beautiful: images that are 

beautiful even in their depiction of destruction, of the 

unknowable, of uncertainty). By this definition, the sublime elements in this work would be the 

dark trees and ground, the felled tree on the left, the tree stump on the right. 

This Durand picture happens to be a painting without agenda. As a Romantic painter and 

a member of the Hudson River School, Durand was particularly interested in rendering the 

marvelous landscapes of upstate New York in a naturalistic fashion. In this famous painting, he 

pays extraordinary attention to the detail on the beech trees on the left hand side. Durand is also 

interested in the play of light and the atmosphere, which is clear in his nuanced, subtly rendered 

morning sky and the light dancing on the grass. However, Romantics were also well known for 

rendering rather realistically landscapes that they had imagined in order to create the perfect 

balance of picturesque and sublime. 

For the purposes of the class, the picturesque is that which is pretty and therefore 

beautiful (The sunny field is pretty; therefore, it is beautiful.) and the sublime is that which is not 

pretty, but still makes a beautiful picture (The dark forest is scary, but is an important part of the 

picture and makes the painting more beautiful.)  

Further Reading 

Eisenman, Stephen, Nineteenth Century Art: A Critical History, (London: Thames & Hudson, 2002. 
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Sample Lesson (Grade 2) 

The Beeches, Asher B. Durand (oil on canvas, 1845)1 

In-class Presentation 

Note to volunteer: You will write the “character-setting-plot” model of analysis on the board to 

allow students to fill it in.  

Begin by asking students what they see: Any characters? Where are they? What are they doing? 

Characters:  a man (Mr. Thompson) and his sheep 

Setting: the woods 

    looming trees 

    dark forest 

    lots of plants 

  sunrise 

  early in the morning OR afternoon  

  an open field 

  a path on the right hand side 

Plot:  A man is walking through the woods with his herd of sheep. 

 Conjecture plot:  He is walking through the woods to sell his sheep 

    He lives on a farm and is taking them home 

    He lives on a farm and is taking them to graze 

 We decided that story #3 was the most likely because of the open field they are 

walking toward.  

Use the students’ observations to write a story about the work: 
Beginning: Mr. Thompson (the man) woke up early and did his farm chores. Then he decided 

that his sheep looked hungry. So he decided to take them to graze in the field that wasn’t too far 

from his farm.  

                                                      
1
 NB: The answers from a second grade class have already been filled in.  
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Middle: Mr. Thompson got all his sheep together and put on his backpack in case he got hungry 

or needed stuff. Then he and the sheep had to walk through the dark forest. They followed a path 

so they wouldn’t get lost. They passed lots of tall, looming trees.  

End: Finally, they reached the field. The sheep were really excited and ran ahead of Mr. 

Thompson.  

The students have thus far deconstructed the image to its basic parts, and then worked to create 

a story around them. This is rudimentary analysis: they are determining what is going on and, 

more importantly and as evidenced in their final story, why what they see might have happened. 

Ultimately, the students will realize that the very elements that helped them to create their story 

were actually stylistic traits of a larger movement.  
 

Your list of traits (vocab word) are actually found in lots of different paintings from this time 

period. This artist, Asher B. Durand, painted with his friends in the same places and in similar 

styles. We call these painters Romantics (write on board). They are part of what we call 

Romanticism (write on board).  

Circle the words that most apply to Romantic painting: 
 Looming  Dark  Lots of plants  Green field  Man 

 Path through the woods  Sunny sky  Sheep 

You might add several other details that they might not have noticed: 

 Tree stump  Storm clouds  Felled tree 

We all said that this is a beautiful picture. Some people say that not all things that are beautiful 

are pretty. Let’s see if that’s right. 

We can group these words into two groups: things that are pretty, so they’re beautiful; things that 

aren’t pretty, but still make a beautiful picture 

    Pretty      Not pretty 

 Lots of plants 
 Sunny sky 
 Green field 
 The man 
 Sheep 

 Looming trees 
 Dark 
 Path through the woods 
 Tree stump 
 Storm clouds 
 Felled tree 

 

Most Romantic paintings like to show opposites like light and dark. Most people say that they are 

beautiful pictures. If you remember that Romantic paintings usually have pretty things and not-

so-pretty things that make a beautiful picture, you’ll know that’s Romantic! 


