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Re-imagining the ‘Still Life’

Artful Afternoon is a dementia friendly art program at the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia in 
partnership with the Alzheimer Society of Nova Scotia. The program takes place on the 
last Sunday of the month, and while the program is at no cost, registration for in person 
programming is required.

Introduction

Inspired by the work of historical ‘still lives’ from the 
Art Gallery of Nova Scotia’s Permanent Collection: 

Exploring this collection of artworks, we will 
be taking inspiration to design and capture 
our very own pieces inspired by historical and 
contemporary works of art. This is a fun and simple 
art activity that includes materials you will likely 
already have in your homes, that can offer a large 
range of results and possibilities. This activity can 
be done alone or collaboratively with a partner. We 
have included a therapeutic grounding exercise to 
help you create in relaxed environment.

Lesson plan prepared by Lux Habrich for the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia and the Alzheimer Society of Nova Scotia

Gerard Collins, Still-Life with Dying Tulip and 
Wallpaper Paneling, 1990, oil on canvas, 152.2 
x 136.8 cm. Collection Art Gallery of Nova 
Scotia, Purchase, 1990



Grounding Exercise 

(optional)

Here is a quick therapeutic exercise to focus your energy prior to the activity:

Get as comfortable as you can in your chair. Look gently around the room and bring your 
awareness to the ceiling for a moment, then to a wall or point far away from you. Next bring 
your awareness to the space just in front of you, about two feet in front of you. Notice how you 
can move your awareness around to different spots.

Now let your attention go inward—feel free to close your eyes if that’s comfortable. We’re going 
to explore your inner mind and take a look around—as if we were floating comfortably on a 
calm lake.

Allow your awareness to find your breath wherever you can feel it easily – your nostrils, chest, 
belly, lungs… And just follow the wave of your breath… in and out. 

[pause] 

Recognize your breath as the “anchor” for a buoy in the centre of your lake (or a central spot in 
your meadow—like holding on to the string of a kite). Your breath can be the anchor for the rest 
of the activity in your mind, such as your thoughts, any images, etc. So when you notice your 
thoughts floating away somewhere else—allow your anchor (or kite string) to catch and gently 
pull your awareness back to your breath. 

Continue to follow the waves of your breath...



Exploring the Permanent Collection

The historical art genre of ‘still life’ is culturally wide-ranging and long-standing. A still life is a 
work of art depicting mostly inanimate subject matter, typically commonplace, domestic objects 
which are either natural (food, flowers, dead animals, plants, rocks, shells, etc.) or man-made 
(vessels, books, jewelry, coins, etc.).

The following examples show some of the visual diversity presented with this subject matter 
notice the changes over time.

Frances M. Jones Bannerman, Still Life with Lobsters, 
1883, oil on canvas, 51.5 x 65.0 cm. Collection of the 
Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, gift of the Family of the 
Hon. A. G. Jones, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1933

Frances M. Jones Bannerman, Still Life on Sideboard, 
1882, oil on canvas, 81.3 x 66.0 cm. Collection of the 
Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, gift of the Family of the 
Hon. A. G. Jones, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1933

Marguerite Porter Zwicker, Untitled [Still Life],  
c 1980s, watercolour over graphite on Arches paper, 
50.0 x 60.7 cm. Collection of the Art Gallery of Nova 
Scotia, gift of the Estate of LeRoy and Marguerite 
Zwicker, Halifax Nova Scotia, 1993. 

Julie Duschenes, Deichmann Still Life : Nectarines, 
1998, watercolour on paper, 36.0 x 50.9 cm. 
Collection of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, gift of 
Jeffery Spalding, Calgary, Alberta, 2007



Gerald Ferguson, Still Life with Fruit, 1991, enamel 
on unprimed canvas, 86.5 x 86.5 cm. Collection 
of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, gift of the artist, 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, 2004

David Atkin, Still Life with Tea Cup, 1990, oil on 
canvas, 121.5 x 92.2 cm. Collection of the Art Gallery 
of Nova Scotia, purchase 1993. 

Helen Weld, Untitled [Still Life with Fruit],  
20th Century, pastel on paper, 30.5 x 23.0 cm. 
Collection of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, gift of 
Mark Connell, Sussex, New Brunswick, 2018

Helen Weld, Untitled [Still Life of Flowers on 
Windowsill], 20th century, pastel on paper, 233.0 x 
30.8 cm. Collection of the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, 
gift of Mark Connell, Sussex, New Brunswick, 2018

Art Activity: ‘Re-imagining the ‘Still Life’

This activity has two major components:

1. Choosing objects in your home to design your ‘still life’ scene

2. Capturing your ‘still life’ scene in two-dimensions using a range of techniques



Set Up

Large flat surface area, with enough space for your ‘still life’ scene, your drawing materials and 
your working area

Materials:

• Paper (whatever you can find) – card stock can handle wet mediums and rougher mark-
making, or lightly toned construction paper

• Markers, colouring pencils or crayons for colour if desired

• Pencil, eraser, sharpener or ballpoint pen

• Optional: watercolour paints or diluted food colouring, tea, coffee as stains will work too 
(when using wet mediums, tape paper down first) – with wet mediums paper towel, water 
and a brush is needed

Process

Steps 4, 5, 6 are optional

STEP 1

In designing my scene, I’ve chosen items 
that I visually enjoy and have fond memories 
with. I chose this angle because of the 
amazing shadow.

STEP 2

‘Continuous line drawing’ technique: try 
mapping out each item on your page without 
lifting your mark making tool, this will help 
you lay everything out without getting caught 
up in the details.



STEP 3

‘Contour line drawing’ technique – by 
pressing hard and then lightly, you can 
reinforce the originals marks from step 2 to 
create a sense of volume and depth.

STEP 4

When using a ball-point pen, shading can 
be achieved by ‘cross-hatching’, which 
uses parallel lines drawn closely together 
to create the illusion of shadow – the 
denseness and frequency of your marks will 
increase darkness.

STEP 5

Colours can be realistic, imagined or used 
selectively in certain areas for added 
symbolism. Use what feels right.

STEP 6

Wet mediums are a fun way to add colour 
and take your piece to the next level. It can 
help deepen shadows and add vibrancy to 
the whole piece.



Tips

• Consider trying both line and shape based drawing approaches.

• Consider adding and experimenting with colour(s), you can layer or use selectively.

• Play with light to see different shadows and highlights emerge.

• Try to find a few angles of the still life you find interesting.

• When framing the composition, consider extending the items beyond the edge of the paper.

• For increased complexity, consider combining multiple drawing and shading techniques 
(‘continuous line drawing’, ‘contour line drawing’, ‘cross-hatching’).

• Your work does not need to be realistic. You can make up patterns and designs amongst 
your ‘still life’ scene to keep it interesting.

• Have fun! Remember there is no wrong way to participate in this activity.

Resources
Berman, Greta. “Focus on Art”. The Juilliard Journal Online 18:6 (March 2003)
Ebert-Schifferer, Sybille. Still Life: A History, Harry N. Abrams, New York, 1998, ISBN 0-8109-4190-2
Langmuir, Erica, Still Life, 2001, National Gallery (London), ISBN 1857099613

Additional Information

We would love to see your art pieces – please send photos of your works:

• Tag us on facebook, Instagram, or twitter by using @ArtGalleryNS and @alzheimerns  

• If you do not have Facebook, or if you would like to share them anonymously, please send 
them by email to Alzheimer@asns.ca or info.agns@novascotia.ca 

We’re still here to help. 

We are committed to continued support of Nova Scotians living with Alzheimer’s disease and 
other dementias. You can contact our InfoLine at 1-800-611-6345. 

For more resources, please visit our website and YouTube channel. alzheimer.ca/en/ns
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