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WHAT IS A PORTRAIT? 

To put it simply, a portrait is a representation of a person. Portraits come in all shapes and sizes and can be 
constructed as paintings, photographs, sculptures, or any number of other art forms. To be considered a 
portrait, an artwork should depict a real person in a way that conveys something of his or her likeness and/or 
identity. Portraits can vary in how accurately they reflect the true visual appearance of their subjects. They can 
also reflect varying degrees of interest in the internal character or personality of the sitter.  

WHY WORK WITH PORTRAITS? 

Portraits have existed for millennia and are one of the most familiar types of visual imagery. As such, they serve 
as a highly accessible entry point for students who may be new to the practice of analyzing works of art. This 
process of observing and interpreting art, much like the act of reading and analyzing a written text, can build 
students’ reasoning abilities and critical thinking skills. “Reading” a portrait can also serve as a promising 
jumping-off point for students to engage in reflection, creative response, and self-expression. Finally, examining 
portraits can help students grapple with issues of identity and can make them more aware of how visual 
imagery is used to define, memorialize, and connect individuals in the world around us. 
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WELCOME, EDUCATORS! 

Thank you for participating in this Saturday for 
Educators program entitled Working with 
Portraits. We hope the workshop and this 
accompanying resource guide will inspire and 
empower you to explore the power of 
portraiture in the classroom. All the portraits 
shown in this guide are on view at the museum, 
where students can have the unforgettable 
experience of interacting face-to-face with great 
works of art. We hope to see you and your 
students at The Ringling soon! 
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

In the following pages you’ll find background information and activity descriptions for six portraits in The 
Ringling’s collection. Each image is accompanied by three suggested activities: one to get students involved in 
actively observing the portrait, one that requires interpreting the work, and one that will encourage students to 
extend their learning by responding in visual or written form. Each of these three steps is an important part of 
reading a portrait and connecting it to other types of learning. The activities are designed so that instructions 
can easily be altered to suit different ages. We encourage you to adapt the provided activities and resources to 
meet your classroom needs. 

 
TIPS FOR READING PORTRAITS 

A portrait can tell so us much more than just what a person looks like. Artists often include many clues to help 
us understand the identity of the sitter in a portrait. Here are a few clues to look for when “reading” a portrait: 

 

Facial Expression 

What mood or feeling is the person’s face 
expressing? 

Focal Point 

Where are the person’s eyes looking? Where are 
your own eyes drawn in the image? 

Gesture 

What is the action or pose of the body? Is the 
person engaged in a recognizable activity? What 
impression does the person’s stance give you about 
his/her character? 

 

Clothing  
What is the person wearing? What can his/her 
clothing tell us about this person’s social status, 
profession, personality, or time in history? 

Setting 

Where is the person? What is the time of day and 
overall time period? Is the setting real or imagined? 

Objects 

What else is in the portrait? How many objects are 
there, and what are their respective sizes, colors, 
shapes, and locations relative to the person? 

When students see a portrait for the first time, get their overall impressions of the work first. How do they feel 
when looking at it? What types of adjectives would they use to describe the individual shown in the portrait? 
Next, have students examine each of the elements listed above. You might also provide some biographical 
information about the sitter. Then, have students revisit their earlier responses. Have their interpretations 
changed? 

Introduction 

SOME WORDS TO KNOW 

Portrait – a likeness or image of a person that is created by an artist 
Sitter – the person (or people) shown in a portrait 
Symbol – something that represents something else by association 
Commission – to hire someone to produce a work of art 
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Portrait of a Family Group 
Giovanni Antonio Fasolo 
ca. 1561/1565 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 83 
 
Full-length standing portraits were once reserved for top 
religious and civic officials, but by the mid-sixteenth century 
they were becoming popular for members of the Italian 
nobility. Giovanni Antonio Fasolo painted a number of such 
portraits around this time, including this image of an unknown 
Venetian family.  
 
While the aged, gray-bearded patriarch dominates this 
composition, stern and impressive in a black fur-trimmed 
coat, the portrait really shows off his two eldest children, a 
fair-haired boy and girl who appear to be around thirteen or 
fourteen. In contrast with their father’s austere clothing, both 
are dressed in colorful and costly silks. The girl’s dress, with 
its multiple layers of sumptuous fabric on display, is 
particularly lovely and may have been included to signal to 

potential suitors that she was promising marriage material with an ample dowry. The older boy wears an 
expensive doublet and dagger befitting the heir of a prominent family, while the younger boy, dressed simply in 
back and tucked into the background, clearly ranks below his brother in terms of familial inheritance. The lack of 
a mother in this family grouping is noteworthy, but nothing is known of the reason for her absence.  
 

 

Observing Activity 

This portrait is filled with colors, textures, and other sensory details. To encourage 
thoughtful observation, have students try a Five Senses Description. 

Divide students into five groups, and assign each group a different sense (sight, 
hearing, touch, taste, and smell). Give each group a large piece of chart paper and a 
marker, and have them imagine that they have stepped inside the scene shown in this 
portrait. What information could they perceive using their assigned sense? Have 
students list as many details as they can, and then share the lists as a class. Which 
sense had the longest list of observations? 

“Stepping inside” this painting is fairly simple, because the artist presents us with a very 
lifelike scene. Discuss: What techniques did the painter use to make this portrait seem 
lifelike? How did he use paint to produce so many different textures? 

 

 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Chart paper and 
markers 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.1-4.SL.1.2 
SC.K.L.14.1 
VA.1-68.C.1.2 

Portrait No 1 
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Interpreting Activity 

Sometimes literally stepping inside a portrait is a good way to better understand the 
emotions and relationships of the individuals being depicted. Choose five students to 
take on the roles of the five figures in the portrait – the father, the older son, the 
daughter, the younger son, and the greyhound. The remaining students in the class can 
serve as “directors,” instructing the actors on where to stand, how to pose, and what 
facial expressions to wear. Once the tableau is created, ask each actor: What does it 
feel like to stand in that pose? Based on how you’re standing, how do you think your 
character feels about the other figures in the scene? What might your character be 
thinking about? 

If time permits, the directors can work in small groups to create short dialogues for the 
actors to say when posing in the tableau. Each skit should include words spoken by all 
of the figures in the portrait and should help the audience better understand what is 
going through the minds of each person in the scene. 

 

 

Extending Activity 

Have students create scrapbook pages reflecting the lives and interests of the people 
in this portrait. Each student should begin by selecting one individual from the family 
shown in the painting. Then, students should research life in Renaissance Italy to learn 
more about what the life of their selected individual would have been like. (Try The 
Horizon Book of Daily Life in Renaissance Italy by Charles Mee, available in The Ringling 
Art Library.) Students can also look online for images that reflect life in Renaissance 
Venice, including clothing, architecture, art, and scenery.  

Once students have collected general information about life in sixteenth-century Italy, 
they should write a first-person diary entry in the voice of their selected character. The 
diary entry should include a description of the day on which this portrait was painted, 
how that individual was feeling, what other things (s)he did that day, and what was 
going on in his/her life at the time. These imagined details should be drawn from 
research and from observation of the painting. Students can then use an online 
scrapbooking website to create a scrapbook page that includes their diary entry and 
associated images they have found on the web. If preferred, the scrapbook page could 
be constructed by hand using printed or drawn images. 

Collect the students’ pages and bind them into a single family scrapbook for the class. 
Discuss: What questions remain unanswered regarding the individuals in this portrait?  

 
 

DURATION 

30-45 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils, 
if writing dialogues 

 

STANDARDS 

TH.1-68.S.3.1 
LAFS.K12.W.4.10 

DURATION 

60-90 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
resource materials 
online or in books; 
access to online 
scrapbooking 
website (such as 
myscrapnook.com) 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.W.2.6 
LAFS.K12.W.3.7 
LAFS.K12.W.3.8 

Portrait No 1 
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Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg as Saint Jerome 
Lucas Cranach the Elder 
1526 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 308 
 
Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg was an important Catholic figure 
in Germany during the height of the Protestant Reformation. He 
sparred with the reformer Martin Luther on issues of theology and 
appropriate conduct for members of the clergy. Occasionally 
these debates devolved into personal attacks on the opponent’s 
character. It seems likely that the Cardinal intended for this 
portrait to depict him in a positive light and bolster against 
Luther’s criticisms.  

Lucas Cranach the Elder, the artist who created this portrait of the 
Cardinal, was one of the leading painters of the period. Cranach 
shows the Cardinal surrounded by the clothing and attributes of 
Saint Jerome. Jerome, a Christian scholar born in the 4th century, 
was admired for his piety and discipline and was credited with 
assembling the Latin translation of the Bible that was still in use 
during the Cardinal’s own era. Saint Jerome was often depicted in 

a red robe and hat similar to those draped across the table in this painting, and legend held that the saint was 
accompanied in life by a lion. The other animals shown in the portrait carry their own symbolic meaning, each 
alluding in some way to the Cardinal’s piety and industriousness. By associating the Cardinal with a well-known 
saint and religious symbols, Cranach was able to send a message about the Cardinal’s own virtues. 

 

Observing Activity 

Lead students in a See/Think/Wonder routine. Display the portrait of Cardinal Albrecht 
and model the observational process by selecting one detail from the image and saying 
“I see ___________________.”  

Follow your observation with a comment on what you think about that particular detail: 
“I think ______________________.”  

Finish by bringing up a question or guess you have about the detail by saying, “I wonder 
__________________.”  

(Example: I see a lion crouched near a deer. I think the deer doesn’t look very afraid of the 
lion. I wonder why the deer isn’t running away.) 

You can record student responses in a large chart and display it for future reference as 
you continue exploring the artwork. 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Chart paper and 
markers 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.SL.1.2 
VA.1-68.C.1.2 

Portrait No 2 
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Interpreting Activity 

One of the most notable features of this portrait is the presence of many animals 
coexisting within an interior space. Discuss with students: Does such an arrangement 
seem realistic? If not, why might the artist have chosen to include animals in the scene 
in a way that would be impossible in real life? 

Explain that the animals in this portrait are meant to serve as symbols telling us about 
Cardinal Albrecht’s character. Have students draw a chart like this: 

 

Students can complete the first two columns based on their own observations and previous knowledge. They 
can then use resource materials (such as The Secret Language of the Renaissance by Richard Stemp or The 
Continuum Encyclopedia of Animal Symbolism in Art by Hope B. Werness, both available in The Ringling Art 
Library) to find out about what those animals symbolized during the Cardinal’s lifetime. Finally, they can list their 
interpretations regarding what the animal symbols tell us about the Cardinal. 

 

Extending Activity 

Point out to students that in this portrait Cardinal Albrecht wished to associate himself 
with the positive traits of another person whom he admired (Saint Jerome). Have 
students research a famous historical figure they admire. They should prepare a report 
noting the accomplishments of that person, any details that are known of his/her 
appearance, and the character traits that they wish to personally associate themselves 
with.  

Next, students should brainstorm a list of attributes that would make an image of that 
person recognizable. For example, they might include clothing from the time period or 
objects associated with the person’s profession. Instruct students to include one 
animal symbol related to a particular character trait. Then, students can draw or paint 
self-portraits that show them in the guise of their chosen historical figures. Have 
students share their reports and artworks with the class. 

 

 

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
resource materials 
from the library or 
online 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.C.3-68.1.2 
VA.5-912.H.1.1 

Animal What I know about it, 
What it brings to mind 

Its meaning for 
Renaissance artists 

What it says about 
the Cardinal 

    

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
resource materials 
from the library or 
online; supplies for 
drawing or 
painting 

STANDARDS 

VA.68-912.H.3.3 
VA.5-912.O.2.1 

Portrait No 2 
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John Manners, Marquess of Granby 
Joshua Reynolds 
1766 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 389 
 
Painted soon after the Seven Years War with France, this portrait 
shows the British aristocrat and military commander John 
Manners, Marquess of Granby, at a battle that ended with a major 
British victory. Granby had raised his own regiment to fight for 
England in the Seven Years War, and he became a popular hero as 
a result of his actions in that conflict. In this portrait, Granby is 
shown as alert, imposing, and resolute despite the smoking 
battlefield in the distance. The painter, Joshua Reynolds, paid 
special attention to the signs of military rank accompanying 
Granby – his gleaming breastplate, heavily embroidered uniform, 
and enormous war horse.  

Granby commissioned this portrait as a gift for the Maréchal de Broglie, commander of the French forces who 
lost the battle shown in the background. Despite their opposition in war, the two men enjoyed excellent 
relations. Knowing this makes certain details of the picture quite poignant. Shown dismounted, Granby seems 
deferential and courteous to a degree that would have been impossible had he been shown on horseback. He 
has turned away from the battle to present himself to Broglie man to man, as a fellow soldier and respectful 
opponent, not an enemy or conqueror. His ungloved hand appears ready to shake the hand of Broglie himself. 

 

Observing Activity 

Have students write down their observations of this portrait based on three different 
categories: social status, profession, and personality. Each student should divide a 
sheet of paper as shown and record what they see. One example is given: 

 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.SL.1.2 
VA.1-68.C.1.2 

SOCIAL STATUS PROFESSION PERSONALITY 

I see… 
 
 

A jacket 

with lots of 

gold 

It might 
mean… 
 
The man is 

wealthy 

I see… 
 
 

A metal 

breastplate 

It might 
mean… 
 
The man is 

involved in 

the army 

I see… 
 
 

A relaxed 

expression 

It might 
mean… 
 

The man 

is brave 

under 

pressure 

Portrait No 3 
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Interpreting Activity 

Explain to students that the man shown in this portrait was the son of a British duke 
and a popular hero of the Seven Years War. Discuss why the sitter might have wanted a 
portrait made showing him standing on the field of battle in this manner. What do the 
setting and the sitter’s pose tell us about the type of person he was? 

Divide students into four groups. Assign one identity to each group: 

- John Manners, Marquess of Granby (the man in the portrait) 
- A soldier fighting under the Marquess’s command 
- The page standing behind the horse 
- The French general who was defeated by the Marquess during the battle shown in 

the background 

Each group should imagine how their assigned person would react upon seeing this 
portrait. What would he think about the sitter? How would he feel about the artist’s 
portrayal? Would this image inspire him to take any action? If so, what? 

Have a representative from each group share with the class, adopting the persona of 
their assigned individual.  

 

Extending Activity 

Point out to students that the Marquess of Granby commissioned this portrait as a gift 
for the French general that he had defeated in the Seven Years War. Though the two 
men were wartime opponents, they shared a sense of mutual respect.  

Show students this detail from a portrait of the Maréchal de Broglie, the defeated 
French general. Have students imagine that they are French artists who have been 
commissioned by the Maréchal to create a 
portrait that he can send in return to the 
Marquess of Granby. How might the French 
general wish to be depicted? Given the way 
that the Marquess was shown in his portrait, 
which character traits do you think the 
Maréchal would like to emphasize in his own 
portrait? Students should copy or trace the 
detail image provided and complete the 
portrait with additional objects, clothing, and 
background details. 

 

 

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils 
for taking group 
notes 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.W.4.10 
LAFS.K12.SL.1.2 
VA.5-68.F.3.3 

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
detail image of the  
Maréchal de 
Broglie (shown at 
right) 

STANDARDS 

VA.4-912.S.1.3 
VA.68-912.H.3.3 

Victor François de Broglie, 2nd duc de Broglie, 
from Musée de l'armée, France. Public domain. 

Portrait No 3 
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Portrait Bust of Edwin Wallace Stoughton 
Augustus Saint-Gaudens 
1872/73 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 5367 
 
This portrait bust is the work of Augustus Saint-Gaudens, one of 
the most prominent American artists of his day. As a sculptor, 
Saint-Gaudens had an eye for detail and was often preoccupied 
with the treatment of drapery (including clothing) in stone. He 
began his career as an apprentice to a cameo-cutter and studied 
art at Cooper Union, the National Academy of Design, and Paris’s 
prestigious École des Beaux-Arts, where he was influenced by the 
naturalism and simplicity of Renaissance art.   

The sitter is Edwin Wallace Stoughton (1818-1882), a native of 
Vermont who became a prominent lawyer in New York and was 

eventually appointed to a diplomatic post in Russia. Stoughton is shown here in a deliberately anachronistic 
style, with the curly hair and toga that one might associate with busts of ancient philosophers. It was not 
unusual for 19th-century sculptors to depict contemporary figures in a classical style; by portraying Stoughton in 
this way, Saint-Gaudens gave the portrait a sense of learned dignity.     

 

Observing Activity 

When observing a portrait with limited colors or details, it can be easy to stop at only a 
cursory description of the work. To encourage closer, careful looking, have students 
play a version of the game Hot Potato.  

Divide students into groups of four, and give each group a bean bag or ball. One person 
in the group should start with the “potato” and should describe a particular area of the 
sculpture (for example, the drapery around the man’s shoulders). The potato is then 
passed to the next person in the group, who must elaborate by adding more detail 
about that same aspect of the portrait. Students continue passing the potato until the 
person holding it can think of no additional descriptive details. Then, that person begins 
anew by describing a different element of the sculpture, and the game continues. 

 

After several minutes, bring students back together and discuss: Were you surprised at 
how elaborate your descriptions became? Why might paying attention to details be 
important when looking at a portrait?  

 

 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Bean bags or small 
balls 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.SL.1.1 

Portrait No 4 
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Interpreting Activity 

Explain to students that the man depicted in 
this sculpture, Edwin Wallace Stoughton, 
commissioned the work from the well-
known sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens. 
Discuss: Why might someone want a three-
dimensional sculpted portrait of himself 
rather than a painting or photograph? 

Show students the photograph of 
Stoughton. Have students compare and 
contrast the two portraits. What might the 
difference in clothing indicate? Which 
portrait do they think does a better job of 
accurately capturing Stoughton’s 
appearance? Which one says more about 
the type of person Stoughton thought he 
was? 

 

Extending Activity 

Give students the chance to sculpt their own portrait busts. Students should 
begin by selecting a photograph of a person – it can be a celebrity, historical 
figure, or someone the student knows personally. Students should make a 
preliminary sketch illustrating the following details: 

- Facial expression (What type of mood or personality do they want to 
convey?) 

- Hairstyle (Will it match the photograph or be changed to suggest a 
different time period or activity?) 

- Clothing (What will the clothing they choose say about the sitter?) 

Give each student a small, empty Pringles canister, a sheet of tin foil, some heavy 
duty tape, and a small, empty cardboard container. Students should wad the foil 
into a ball and tape it to the top of the Pringles canister to create the dome of the 
head. Then, they should tape the bottom of the Pringles canister to the cardboard 
container to make the neck and shoulders. Next, distribute plaster gauze and 
small dishes of water. Students should cover their structures with 2-3 layers of 
plaster gauze, dipping each strip in water before applying it. Then, they can use 
additional strips to build up facial features, hair, and clothing. Once the plaster 
dries, students can paint the busts with acrylic paint. 

 

DURATION 

20-30 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Photograph of 
Edwin Wallace 
Stoughton (shown 
at right) 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.R.3.9 
VA.2-5.H.2.1 
VA.68.O.3.2 

DURATION 

90-120 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
small, empty Pringles 
cans; tin foil; heavy duty 
tape; small, empty 
cardboard containers 
(like boxes for tea bags, 
pill bottle boxes, etc.); 
plaster gauze cut into 1-
in. strips; acrylic paint; 
brushes. 

STANDARDS 

VA.2-68.S.3.1 

Photograph of Edwin Wallace Stoughton, American 
lawyer and ambassador to Russia. From US 
Embassy in Moscow. Unknown date, likely 1860s-
1880s. Public domain. 

Portrait No 4 
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Portrait of an Aristocratic Youth as Bacchus 
Jean-Marc Nattier 
ca. 1730 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 380 
 
As official portraitist of the French King Louis XV, Jean-Marc 
Nattier specialized in idealized portraits of members of the royal 
court. One popular trend was for aristocrats to be depicted in the 
guise of ancient gods and goddesses. Pleasure-loving gods, such 
as Bacchus, the god of wine, were particularly favored, reflecting 
the lighthearted spirit of Louis XV’s court. Here, an amusingly 
ungodlike heavyset youth is shown as Bacchus – the grapes, 
wine cup, leopard skin, and thyrsus (staff encircled by vines) are 
all attributes of the god. It is unlikely that Nattier meant to 
suggest that this young man was overly fond of wine. Instead, 
Bacchus was the son of Jupiter, the king of the gods, and so this 
portrait may suggest that the sitter was a relative of the king. 

 

Observing Activity 

When students begin looking at this portrait, point 
out that it was painted in France about 300 years 
ago. Ask: Based on what you know about that time 
period, do you think this person is dressed in 
normal clothing for the era? If not, what time period 
does his clothing call to mind? 

Show students the image at right, which is an 
ancient sculpture of the mythological god Bacchus. 
Have students look for details that are present in 
both works of art. They can record their answers in 
a Venn diagram, with details for the eighteenth-
century painting on one side and details for the 
ancient sculpture on the other.  

As a class, discuss: Why might this man have wanted to be painted to look 
like a god from ancient mythology? 

 

 

 

DURATION 

10-15 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils 

STANDARDS 

VA.4-912.C.3.3 
LAFS.K12.SL.1.1 

Portrait No 5 
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Interpreting Activity 

Have the class conduct more research on Bacchus using online sources or books  
(such as Greek and Roman Mythology A to Z by Kathleen N. Daly, available in The 
Ringling Art Library.) Have students create a concept map about Bacchus using the 
information they find.  

 

 

 

 

 

As a class, discuss: Based on what you have learned about Bacchus, which of the god’s 
qualities and characteristics do you think this young French nobleman wanted to 
associate himself with? Do you think the portrait is successful in making the young 
man seem god-like? Would you want to be friends with him in real life? Why or why not? 

 

 

Extending Activity 

Have students conduct research on other mythological figures from a variety of times 
and cultures. Each student should select a figure that they would like to associate 
themselves with and determine a list of that being’s special powers, identifying 
attributes, and personality traits.  

Next, begin a collage project to experiment with making a self-portrait in the guise of a 
god or goddess. Take and print a photo of each student, or have students bring in 
photos from home. Students should glue their photos to sheets of construction paper 
or cardstock, which will serve as the ground for their self-portraits. Next, pass out 
magazines and instruct students to cut out images related to their chosen 
mythological figure. Each detail they add to their collages should help the viewer 
associate the student’s own image with the god or goddess whose identity they are 
borrowing. 

When the collages are complete, have students display their self-portraits. See if 
students can identify the mythological figures referenced in their classmates’ work. 
Discuss: If you were actually getting your portrait painted, would you want to be 
depicted in this manner? Why or why not? 

  

DURATION 

45-60 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils  

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.W.3.7 
LAFS.K12.W.3.9 
VA.912.H.2.3 

 

DURATION 

60-90 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Photographs of 
students; old 
magazines, 
construction paper 
or cardstock; 
scissors; glue 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.3-68.S.1.3 
VA.912.O.3.1 

Bacchus 

Things he did 

Relatives 
Appearance Inferences about 

his character 

 

 

 

Portrait No 5 
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The Sisters (Georgina and Elizabeth Reay) 
George Watson 
ca. 1810 
Bequest of John Ringling, 1936, SN 395 
 
George Watson was a friend and rival of the innovative Scottish 
portraitist Henry Raeburn, to whom this charming double 
portrait was originally attributed. Like Raeburn, Watson was an 
active professional portraitist in Edinburgh and painted over 100 
portraits. This painting shows Elizabeth Anne (born 1794) and 
Georgina Reay (born 1797), sisters who lived at Killingworth Hall 
in England’s northernmost county, Northumberland.  
 
Rather than posing his sitters in an elaborate aristocratic 
setting, Watson chose an intimate composition that portrays 
the girls surrounded by natural elements in a garden. Their 
poses and expressions convey a sense of strong affection 
between the two sisters. The dog resting contentedly at their 
feet emphasizes the sense of quiet happiness and loyalty. 

 
 
Observing Activity 

Sometimes, the significance of the artist’s choices in a portrait (the colors used, the 
setting depicted, etc.) doesn’t become apparent until you think about how different 
choices might have affected the final image. Play the “Change One Thing” game to 
draw attention to those choices. 

After soliciting general observations 
and descriptions of this portrait from 
the class, select a student to roll the 
“Change One Thing” die. Each side of 
the die lists one visual element within 
the portrait – setting, gesture, facial 
expression, clothing, focal point, and 
other objects. When the student rolls 
the die, (s)he must say how that 
element might have been different, if 
the artist had made a different choice. 
Ask: What effect would that change 
have on your impression of this 
portrait? 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

“Change One 
Thing” dice 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.3.F.1.2 
VA.4.C.3.1 
VA.5.S.1.1 
VA.68.C.3.3 
VA.912.C.1.6 

Portrait No 6 

Facial Expression 
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Interpreting Activity 

Before students hear the title of this work, ask: What do you think the relationship is 
between these two individuals? What details from the painting make you say that? As a 
class, brainstorm a list of adjectives that could be used to describe the mood of the 
painting. For each word added to the list, students should point to specific evidence in 
the portrait to support it. 

Explain to students that this double portrait gives us information on the relationship 
between the two sitters in addition to telling us about their individual appearances. The 
artist used gesture and expression to show the affectionate bond between the sisters. 
Discuss: How might an artist portray a different type of relationship between two 
people in a portrait? For example, what types of gestures or expressions might denote 
a romantic relationship? A rivalry? A parent and child? What effect would those 
relationships have on the final mood of the portrait? 

 

Extending Activity 

Give students the task of exploring a relationship between two people in a double 
portrait. Students should begin by selecting two individuals they know who have some 
kind of connection to one another – as friends, relatives, teammates, etc.  Instruct 
students to informally interview each member of the pair to better understand how 
they feel about the other person. If students have access to cameras or camera 
phones, they can also take snapshots of the pair interacting with one another (with 
their permission). 

After studying their interview responses and preparatory photographs, students should 
decide on a composition that will express the relationship between the two individuals. 
Students should also select a setting, color palette, and additional details to contribute 
to the overall mood they are seeking in the portrait.  Students can refer to facial 
expression simulators like FaceTurn (www.faceturn.com) for reference in capturing 
their sitters’ emotions. 

Once students complete their double portraits in their chosen medium, invite the 
sitters to view the finished works. Students should seek feedback from their sitters on 
how accurately the portraits portray the relationships between the individuals 
depicted. 

 

 

 

 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Chart paper and 
markers 

STANDARDS 

VA.2-68.C.1.2 
LAFS.K12.SL.1.1 

DURATION 

90-120 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Paper and pencils; 
cameras or camera 
phones, art-making 
supplies 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.4-68.S.1.2 
VA.4-912.S.2.1 
VA.4-912.O.3.1 
LAFS.K12.SL.1.2 

Portrait No 6 

http://www.faceturn.com/
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ABOUT THE RINGLING 

 

The Ringling is the remarkable 
legacy of circus owner, art 
collector, and financier John 
Ringling (1866-1936) and his wife, 
Mable (1875-1929). In 1911, John 
and Mable bought property in 
Sarasota, Florida, where they 
eventually built Ca’ d’Zan, a palatial 
winter residence that reflects the 
opulence of America’s Jazz Age 
elites. An art museum housing the 
Ringlings’ impressive collection of 
European, American, and Asian art 
was soon added. These treasures 
were left to the state of Florida 
upon John’s death in 1936, and 
today they have been joined by a 
circus museum, a historic theater, 
and an art library. Visitors to The 
Ringling can enjoy 66 acres of 
manicured grounds, featuring 
native and exotic trees and a 
27,000-square-foot rose garden. 
The Ringling is now recognized as 
the State Art Museum of Florida 
and is committed to inspiring and 
educating the public while 
honoring the legacy of John and 
Mable Ringling. 

 

Saturday for Educators programs are funded in part through  
the generous support of the Koski Family Foundation. 

UPCOMING SATURDAYS for EDUCATORS 

 

NOV 7, 2015  Getting to Know the Bayfront Gardens 

 

JAN 16, 2015  Samurai: The Way of the Warrior 

 

FEB 27, 2016 Ink, Silk and Gold: Islamic Art from the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 

 

MAY 7, 2016  When I Ran Away with the Circus 

 

Call 941.359.5700 x3705 or visit ringling.org to register. 


