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The Tom Thomson Experience


At the beginning of the semester, I decided that one of my rationales for learning would be that “art promotes an enhancement in how one views life, their physical surroundings and self” and “critical/lateral thinking fosters ingenuity and creativity in all subjects and environments”. To this, I would like to add one of my favourite quotes from Museums in Motion: An Introduction to the History and Functions of Museums, “There is nothing which says that a work of art is only something which we can recognize”
. These statements foster my approach to teaching, because they welcome openness and allow me to have an approach as a mentor rather than master. I believe my favourite quote is an essential approach to teaching and art making, because it encompasses the idea that students can make art out of anything and everyone can create a conversation about anything, regardless of what labels are provided by society. 


I would like to engage students in an educational project that is inspired by three things: a question I was once asked while shadowing a gallery tour in the Art Gallery of Ontario, Carrie’s dialogic demonstration of a soundscape lesson at the Art and Design Education Symposium and my personal art education rationales. The educational project would take place in the Canadian Gallery, more specifically the Tom Thomson room, and would require booklets, pencil crayons and graphite pencils. Children between the ages of 5-10 years old would get the most out of the lesson (though it is not specifically intended for a school program) because it caters to a multiple of different Gardiner learning styles. It would be part of a gallery guide at the AGO and would consist of an adventure about a painting through memory and then creating an experience based on the life of Tom Thomson. These two activities work together because one eases them into experiencing their imagination, while the other is based on actually using their imagination.


Upon entering the Tom Thomson room, students will be encouraged to take a walk-around the room of Tom Thomson paintings and choose a painting they really enjoy. When choosing a painting, they should be thinking of what they think the painting is, where it is, colours used, what it would be like to be within the painting and anything else that may come to mind; after doing so they will gather in a circle in the middle of the room. While in the circle, the instructor will begin the dialogue by saying that they have become the artist of these paintings, and are about to get into the canoe to head out on an expedition to create new sketches for paintings. The students will then be encouraged to close their eyes and think about the painting they have chosen and what it would be like to be within the painting. Once immersed within the memory of the chosen painting, the students are encouraged to share the colours, sights, scents and noises experienced within while looking at the piece through imagination. After sharing their experiences, some information about Tom Thomson will be shared with emphasis on who he was, what his life was like and how he would create art. Grey Day in the North, 1913, would then be showed to them and the group would talk about what they think the painting is about. This is where I would hand out the booklets
, while talking about how Tom Thomson mysteriously disappeared. Within these booklets students will be encouraged to record their experience of this painting, the painting they chose or create what they think happened on Tom Thomsons last trip throughout the booklet. Emphasis would be placed on how he created art while on his expeditions. 


The first page of the booklet has a simple contour drawing of a canoe docked on grass
 to display how Tom Thomson would go out on a canoe to experience the landscapes while painting. It will be accompanied by a dialogue about Tom Thomson’s process of travelling to paint and how he packed to go on these excursions. For example, Tom Thomson would draw and paint on location, so he would require lightweight materials
 to produce sketches that could later be elaborated on to larger paintings. Pencil crayons and graphite pencils are to be used by the students to imitate the lightweight materials while abiding by the rules of the AGO. They are able to colour in the canoe while creating a landscape, or can simply take each page further by adding their own rendition of how he packed his canoe, where he went, etc. To engage the students in this experience before handing them the booklet, I would use a variation of the multi-sensory approach, where the students will be encouraged to react visually, physically and emotionally.



This lesson is based on my inspirations that occurred throughout the ADEL program. My first inspiration occured when a student approached me inquiring about what the title of a piece was while I was shadowing a Gallery Guide one day at the AGO, and I informed her that it was Grey Day in the North, 1913, by Tom Thomson. After asking about the title, we became immersed in a conversation that began about Tom Thomson’s life and how mysterious his disappearance was, until we got slightly off track in our conversation and started joking about realistic and unrealistic possibilities of his whereabouts. This experience led to the idea of creating an anti-colouring booklet for children approximately between the ages of 6-10 years. It is possible to use this activity for more than just a school group though, because it creates an experience for students with multiple Gardiner learning styles. This booklet emphasizes Tom Thomson’s life and his artistic routine/practices with a transactive approach.  


My second inspiration, as well as my personal teaching methods, have been not only inspired by the conversation with the student, but also by the soundscape demonstrated by Carrie at the Art & Design Education Symposium. She took us up to Immigrants by F. H. Varley and used a dialogic teaching approach with us. She did not tell us anything about the painting, but encouraged us to describe and analyze the piece through a series of questions based on meaning, feeling, description, purpose and interpretative analysis. While analyzing and describing the piece, we participated in a soundscape, which further displayed everyone’s similar and different approaches to the piece. This was evident through the sounds and rhythms each individual contributed, since they were all so distinct, but worked harmoniously amongst everyone. It reminded me that everyone’s opinions are so different, yet can work harmoniously together regardless of their distinctions; though opinions may appear very distant, they work together to create an overall experience with a painting. Through these observations, I realized that my lesson needed a sharing aspect to it, because everyone can further their experience through others’ observations and experiences as well. Whether they disagree or agree with others’ experiences and observations, it is working to further develop one’s experience through learning what they do and do not like that is the end result.   
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