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educational teacher’s guide  
  

Takao Tanabe’s representational and  

abstract landscape images work to capture the 

essence of time and place. This guide provides  

information and activity lesson plans to inspire 

students to learn and apply Tanabe’s style and 

techniques to their own artistic practice. 

 

 

 

Key Objectives:  

 
Fine Arts (Visual Arts) 

 

 Experience in-depth exploration of a Cana-

dian artist’s style (Takao Tanabe). 

 Create and develop artwork as a response to 

observation and discussion of exhibited art-

work. 

 Examine through practice and discussion the 

use of artistic techniques (watercolour, 

acrylic, and sumi painting; drawing) and con-

cepts (landscape, abstract expressionism, re-

alistic representation). 

Included Information and Lesson Plans: 
 

 About the Artist 

 Vocabulary 

 Activity 1:  Expressing Emotion Through Art 

(Line and Colour) 

 Activity 2: Realistic Landscapes (Composition) 

 Activity 3:  Graphite Drawings (Value) 

 Activity 4a & 4b: Watercolour Techniques and 

Landscape Paintings 

 Activity 5:  Artist Statements and Gallery 

 Worksheet: Observation Walk —Natural  

     Landscape 
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About the Artist  

Takao Tanabe 

 
Takao Tanabe has been making artwork for more than 

six decades.  Born in 1926 on the north coast at Seal 

Cove, British Columbia, Tanabe had very little early 

exposure to art.  As a youth he often accompanied his 

father on commercial fishing excursions up the Skeena 

River.  During World War II - his teenage years - he 

and his family were detained by the Canadian govern-

ment along with other Japanese-Canadians in an in-

ternment camp.   

 

During the years after his release, Tanabe studied at 

the Winnipeg School of Art (1946-49) with the original intention of becoming a sign 

painter.  From 1951-52, he spent time in New York working alongside pre-eminent Ab-

stract Expressionists of the time, including Hans Hofmann at the Brooklyn Museum of Art 

School.  Tanabe continued his studies at the Central School of Arts & Crafts in London, 

England during 1954 and later travelled to Japan where he studied at Tokyo’s University 

of Fine Arts (1959).  Between the years 1959 and 1962 he travelled throughout the eastern 

United States renewing his interest in landscape.  As a teacher, Tanabe worked at the Van-

couver School of Art (now Emily Carr University of Art and Design) from 1962-65 and 

again from 1967-68.  From 1973-80 he was head of visual arts at the Banff Centre School of Fine Arts.  Tanabe is 

the recipient of many distinctions including honorary doctorate degrees from the University of Lethbridge and 

Emily Carr University, named to both the Order of British Columbia and Order of Canada, and in 2003 was se-

lected for the Governor General’s Award in the Visual and Media Arts.  

 

Tanabe’s works on paper – his drawings, prints and watercolours, stand alone as exquisite and masterfully-

composed works, yet at the same time these works offer entry points into stages of study, experimentation and 

development for his painting practice.  As an institution specializing in works on paper, the Burnaby Art Gallery 

is honoured to present, for the first time, an exhibition which covers the expanse of Tanabe’s compositions on 

paper.  Many of the works presented in this exhibition are being seen by the public for the first time. 

 

Exhibited and collected internationally, Takao Tanabe’s interests have circumscribed the subject of the British 

Columbia landscape through abstraction, to realism, and back again.  Tanabe continues to draw inspiration from 

the West Coast, maintaining a studio practice in Parksville.  Working through various formal representations of 

place, Takao Tanabe’s distinguished career continues to present new vistas which remind us again of the vast and 

mysterious realms we inhabit. 

Takao Tanabe 
Mud Patterns 

1953  
Watercolour on paper  

33.0 x 50.8 cm 
Collection of the artist 
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Abstract  Art that does not show only things that are recognizable (for example, people, animals, or places 

exactly as they appear in the real world).  Artistic content depends on internal form rather than 

pictorial representation. For example, color and shape can be used to show emotions.  

 

Composition  The placement or arrangement of visual elements or ingredients in a work of art. 

 

Foreground  The area of a picture that appears to be the closest to the viewer. 

 

Middle ground  The area of the picture that is farther away from the foreground and closer to the  

  background. 

 

Background  The area of the picture that is behind most of the objects in the picture.  

 

Horizon line The imaginary line that divides the sky and the ground / sea. 

 

Expressionism Artistic style  in which the artist tries to express certain feelings about something.  More concern 

is with having paintings express a feeling than in making the painting look exactly like what is 

painted. 

 

Form Three-dimensional shapes, expressing length, width, and depth.  Balls, cylinders, boxes and 

triangles are forms. 

 

Landscape An expanse of natural scenery that can be seen from a single viewpoint.  A picture representing 

such scenery. 

 

Mood  Refers to the kind of emotion an object (such as a work of art) suggests to the viewer.  

 

Realism A type of art that shows things exactly as they appear in real life. 

 

Space The area between and around objects.  The space around objects is often called negative space; 

negative space has shape.  Space can also refer to the feeling of depth.  Real space is three-

dimensional: in visual art when we can create the feeling or illusion of depth we call it space. 

 

Sumi A traditional Japanese style of brush painting in which ink is applied to paper in one sweeping 

motion. 

 

Value An element of art that deals with darkness or lightness.  Value depends on how much light a 

surface reflects. Also called tone. 
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Activity  

Expressing Emotion Through Art 
 

Emotion and Line 

Lines can be interpreted as having expressive qualities; 

particular qualities – thick or thin, weighty or straight, 

hard-edged or soft – can indicate moods or feelings.  

Examine, discuss, and compare Tanabe’s use of line to 

express emotion in several artworks. 

 

Pass out paper and pencils.  Hold up or read aloud a 

flashcard and ask students to draw lines that express 

that emotion.  In the words of artist/writer Elbert 

Hubbard, "allow motion to equal emotion."  Students 

can close their eyes to try and picture how that emotion 

feels and looks before drawing.  Repeat with more 

flashcards.  Stop a few times to ask students to share 

what kinds of lines they have created.   

 

Emotion and Colour 
 

Colour can be important in expressing an artwork’s 

mood. Do certain colors make you feel differently? 

Examine and discuss Tanabe’s use of colour in several 

artworks.  

 

Each student gets a stack of coloured cards.  Hold up 

or read aloud a flashcard with an emotion.  Students 

hold up the colour(s) that they feel  

express(es) that emotion.  Compare and talk about 

variations (i.e. blue can feel tranquil for some people, 

or sad for others).   

 

For more advanced groups: What is better at 

expressing emotion: lines, colours, subject, or...?   

 

Follow-Up Activity 
 

In partners, students receive an emotion word flashcard 

and must work together to choose which work of art 

best expresses that emotion. Why? 

 

 

 

 
Takao Tanabe 

Five Islands #2 
2006 

Watercolour on Japanese paper 
38.4 x 48.2 cm 

Collection of the artist 

 
Materials for Activity 
 

 Flashcards with emotion/feeling 
words 

 Coloured cards 

 Paper, pencils 

 

http://quote.robertgenn.com/auth_search.php?name=Elbert%20Hubbard
http://quote.robertgenn.com/auth_search.php?name=Elbert%20Hubbard
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Activity 

Realistic Landscapes 
 
Takao Tanabe’s work includes both realistic 

representation and abstract expression.  After 

examining and discussing his work, students will 

create landscape images that convey their own vision 

of the natural world.  It will help to have a basic 

understanding of key elements of a landscape - even 

when you are working in the abstract!  
 

Traditional Tools for Landscapes 

 
Look out the window or check a photo to see if you 

can see the following rules in action: 

 

1. Horizon line is where the sky meets the land or 

water. Sometimes it is obscured by objects in 

front.  

2. Closer objects are larger and lower on the page. 

3. Farther objects are smaller and higher on the 

page.  

4. Objects overlap. 

5. Colours get bluer and more faded as they recede. 

They are brighter and more colourful when they 

are close.  
 

Create a Landscape using the Tools  
Look at a photo or draw an imaginary landscape. 

Choose at least three of the tools above to help your 

landscape look realistic. Bonus points if you can use all 

the tools! 
 

Composition 
 
Each time we compose an artwork we can think 

about where to put each element (middle, sides, 

corner, etc.), how large or small each element could 

be, and where we might want to put empty or full 

spaces on the page. A different mood or effect is 

created when we change these things. 

1. 

5. 

4. 

3. 

2. 

Faded, 
blue 

Brighter, 
green 

Bush 
overlaps 

snow, 

mountains 
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Activity  

Graphite Drawings (Value) 
 

Takao Tanabe’s graphite works exhibit dense 

tonalities and careful tension between light 

and dark.  Many of his graphite works depict 

Canadian prairie scenes.  

 

In this activity, students use the subtractive 

method to create a landscape drawing in 

pencil, graphite, or charcoal, using value for 

contrast and emphasis.  

 

Step One 

 

First, plan the composition of the landscape.   

Draw the horizon line, separating the sky 

from the land/sea.  Placement of the horizon 

line and the lightness or darkness of each part 

of the landscape can create emphasis. Decide 

which part of the landscape to emphasize and 

how you will do this (i.e. a low horizon line 

can emphasize a large sky, while a high 

horizon line can draw attention to the land).  

Lighter areas can also draw our eyes’ 

attention. 

 

Step Two 

 

Cover the entire paper in graphite, then use 

eraser to create lighter areas and highlights.  

Experiment with texture and blending. 

 

Optional 

 

Students can try different combinations (i.e. 

light sky/dark land or dark sky/light land).  

Takao Tanabe 
The Land A/79 

1979 
Graphite on paper 

69.9 x 100.3 cm 
Collection of the artist 

 

 
Materials for Post-Visit Activity 
 

 Graphite stick (can substitute 
with charcoal or soft pencil, i.e. 
6B) 

 Cartridge paper or cardstock 

 Eraser 

 Q-tip or Kleenex for blending 

 Optional: Black or coloured 
construction paper for mounting 
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Activity  

Watercolour Techniques and Landscape Paintings 

 
In this activity, students practice and experiment with watercolour techniques.  Students can then apply the learned tech-

niques in the creation of a watercolour landscape painting. 

 

Watercolour Techniques 
 

Wet on wet – Putting a wet brush on wet paper.  Apply a wash to the paper, and while it is still very wet (but not drippy, 

no puddles), paint another colour into it (eg. a horizontal band).  Continue.  The resulting edges are soft and blurred.  

Good technique for backgrounds, painting distant trees or mountains.  Try a flat wash (one colour), a graduated wash 

(from dark to light, diluting as you go), or a variegated wash (two or more colours blended together). 

 

Wet on dry – Wet brush on dry paper.  Good for painting areas that require greater control and more saturated colours 

(e.g. foreground of landscape). Paint abstract shapes and lines.  Experiment with the brush and amount of paint and wa-

ter.  Blend colours and note how they bleed when they hit other wet spots and stay when applied to dry paper.   

 

Dry brush – Technique applied to dry paper with a damp brush loaded with paint.  Mix colour, then remove  

excess moisture (with paper towel) before transferring the brush to the paper.  Apply the paint with the side of the bris-

tles rather than the tip.  This technique will produce a random, fractured mark, picking up the texture of the paper.  A 

good technique for painting foliage or applying texture to your painting, best applied around centre of interest.   

 

Lifting off – Wet the area to be removed with a brush and water, then blot the pigment away with a tissue.  Great tech-

nique for clouds.  

 

Masking - Mask areas of pigment with paper /masking tape to produce interesting hard edged lines /shapes.   

 

Dropping in colour– Colours can be adjusted or mixed directly on the paper.  Apply a colour to the paper  

and, while it is still very wet, mix another colour and “drop into” the first colour.  This can add life to a dull,  

uninteresting area. 

 

Softening edges – This technique is applied to the edge of any flat area of wet paint.  Use a clean, damp brush and run it 

along the wet edge allowing paint to bleed out into this damp area.  The result is softened or  

feathered edges. 

 

Splashing – Gives interesting, random marks.  Saturate a big brush with a diluted mixture of colour.  Apply with a quick 

downward movement, stopping suddenly.  Cover areas you do not wish to splatter.  
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Activity 

Landscape Paintings 
 

Step One  

 

Go on an outdoor landscape observation 

walk.  Use the ‘Observation Walk —Natural 

Landscape Worksheet’ to record landscape 

details such as colours, lines, and textures that 

will help with the painting later on.   

Alternatively, a postcard photograph of a 

landscape can be used as a basis for a 

landscape painting.  Students may also choose 

to create a landscape entirely from their 

imagination. 

 

Step Two 

 

In pencil, lightly draw the horizon line and 

the outlines of your landscape (i.e. 

background, middle ground, foreground).  

Some details can also be lightly added.   

 

Step Three  

 

Paint a watercolor wash for large areas of the 

landscape such as sky or ocean.  Wait to dry 

before painting details overtop. 

 

Step Four  

 

Add details using a variety of watercolour 

techniques learned previously. When painting 

their landscapes, students should think about 

the best way to achieve the effect they are 

after.   

Takao Tanabe 
Rocky Mountains Winter 1 

2009 
Watercolour on paper 

75.0 x 57.4 cm 
Collection of the artist 

 

 
Materials for Activity 
 

 Worksheet: Observation Walk — 
Natural Landscape and 
clipboards (Optional) —see end 
of Educational Guide 

 Watercolour paper  

 Watercolour paint sets, water 
containers, and brushes 

 Kleenex for ‘lifting off,’ paper or 
masking tape for ‘masking’ 
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 Which parts of your image were inspired by 

Takao Tanabe’s artwork? What inspired 

them? 

 What techniques did you use in this 

image? (Ie , wet in wet, dry brush,  

monochromatic colour, expressive / 

geometric marks, blending…) 

 What does this image remind you of? 

Why do you think that is? 

 What do you like about your 

composition? What would you change if 

you were to make another one? 

 Describe the colours in your image to 

someone who can’t see them.  Use 

comparisons, feelings, and how the 

colours overlap or lie next to each other.  

 If your image was a person, what kind of 

personality would it have? What clothes 

would it wear? 

 What would you like me to know about 

your image? 

 

Activity 

Artist Statements and Gallery 

Following are some questions you could use 

to have students review what they have and 

the work they have created. If you plan to 

display the artwork, the statement could be 

used to provide insight to the student’s 

thought processes, as an artist’s statement 

would do in a gallery. Choose questions that 

suit your class and the work(s) the students 

will write about.  
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 What was the process you enjoyed most? 

What was interesting about it? (Mixing 

watercolour paints, landscape walk, 

graphite drawing, colour and expressive 

marks, discussing the artwork…) 

 Describe the mood your image evokes. 

Which elements (colour, line, texture...) 

contribute to this effect? 

 What was different about making this image 

than other artwork you have done before? 

 Describe the characteristics of the style 

you saw in Tanabe’s artwork that 

inspired you. How have you incorporated 

elements of that style into this artwork? 

 Why could it be useful for artists to make 

several different images about one idea? 

 

Takao Tanabe 
Untitled 

1960-2005 
Sumi, acrylic on paper 

59.7 x 86.4 cm 
Collection of the artist 



Observation Walk- Natural Landscape 
 

Name: __________________ 
 
 

Colours or Descriptive Words 

Expressive marks: grasses, ripples, branches, 
leaves, bracken tangles, moss, willows etc... 

Take a mental photograph or make a quick sketch 
above to remember some views of the landscape. 
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