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TEACHERSTHURSDAYS for

Museum to the Classroom
Joslyn Art Museum  
Comprehensive Study Lesson Plan 
 

Created by Sue Oles, Trever Reeh & Laura Huntimer 
 

 
THE COWBOY ARTIST 

 
Focus:  Charles Marion Russell, Range Mother (A Serious Predicament) 
 
Objectives – Students will:   

• Create pastel landscapes and print critters that may live on the 
land depicted in Russell’s artworks of the West. 
 

• Respond to the challenge of considering how (or if) Russell’s 
compositions would change if his upbringing was different. 

 

• Present thoughts on why Russell’s artworks seem to glow. 
            

• Connect to the life of a cowboy and determine if they would enjoy 
as Russell did. 

 
Suggested Materials: Charles Marion Russell teaching poster; Pinterest  

Resource Board, Russell images, see detailed lesson plans for additional materials.  
 

Vocabulary: cowboy, gear, herd landscape, open range, palette, predicament, ranch, the West 

 

Procedure: 
• Engage:  Who is a cowboy? Show students images of Charles Marion Russell’s depictions of cowboys next to 

an image of a familiar cowboy such as Woodie (from Disney/Pixar’s Toy Story). Have students discuss 
similarities and differences. 
 

• Art Talk:  Cowboy Gear. Have students look at the cowboys in Russell’s Range Mother (A Serious Predicament) 
and identify all the gear cowboys use from saddles to ropes. Refer to the workshop presented by Scott 
Wehrmann at Thursdays for Teachers.  
 

• History:  Who was Charles Marion Russell? Refer to resources in the Teacher Support Materials for 
additional information. http://goo.gl/BTkzcF  

 

• Aesthetics:  Have students study the colors of Range Mother (A Serious Predicament) and ask them to 
identify Russell’s palette. What strikes them about this artwork? Discuss how it seems to glow. 

 

• Production 1:  Pastels on the Range. Students will use pastels to create a landscape similar to what Russell 
experienced. Refer to the lesson plan presented by Carey Hernandez at Thursdays for Teachers. 

 

• Production 2:  Creatures for Teachers. Have students research animals living on the range and print them. 
Refer to the lesson plan presented by Therese Straseski at Thursdays for Teachers. 

 

• Other:  Russell daydreamed about the West, finally traveled there in 1880, and eventually worked as a 
cowboy. Challenge students to think about how his artworks would be different if he grew up on a ranch 
rather than adapting to it as a young man. 

 
 

Charles Marion Russell (American, 1864-1926),  
Range Mother (A Serious Predicament), 1908,  
oil on canvas, 20 x 30 in., Gift of Foxley & Co, 2000.27  
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• Close:  Ask students if they would like to be a cowboy or cowgirl. Why or why not?  
 

Extensions: 
• Cultural Connections 1:  Hollywood Spin. Have students research how old Hollywood incorrectly depicted 

cowboys in their films. Russell’s student eventually became a film consultant.  
 

• Cultural Connections 2:  Study what open range ranching is and how ranchers kept track of their herd. 
 

• Fine Arts:  Take the story from Language Arts and create a performance piece. Discuss what how to make it 
a great one. 
 

• Language Arts:  Fireside Story. Craft a story featuring a “predicament” like in Russell’s painting that would be 
shared around the campfire. Have students write it from the perspective of a cowboy. Ask them to consider 
how much embellishment may have happened with each telling of the story. 
 

• Math:  Applied multiplication. Think back to the harsh winter of 1886–1887 that Russell experienced. Have 
students determine how much money ranchers lost as a result. Create other story problems related to ranch life. 

 

• Science:  Study the geography of the open range land. 
 
 
Academic Standards & additional resources: 
Available on online version at www.joslyn.org/education/teachers/thursdays-for-teachers  

[select Lesson Plans, then Art of the American West] 
 
About the Artwork:  
Charles Marion Russell’s art was in high demand due to growing popular interest in the West, which drove 

magazines to seek illustrations by “Western artists.” In 1908 Russell signed a five-year contract with Brown & 

Bigelow, a prominent calendar company. Russell would send in a selection of paintings and Brown & Bigelow 

picked their favorites. They paid $500 for the exclusive rights to reproduce the images, but Russell could keep the 

originals and sell them as he saw fit. The publications were widely circulated and increased the artist’s exposure. 

 

The company typically gave Russell complete freedom to choose his own subject matter, but requested a “’cattle’ piece 

and possibly a ‘gun fight.’” He obliged and created a few scenes including Range Mother (A Serious Predicament). 

 

Open ranges provided sufficient space to sustain massive herds of cattle, but the absence of fences made it 

difficult to locate and claim ownership of individual animals. In order to avoid this, ranchers branded their 

property with unique designs that were recorded in books published by livestock associations. Russell understood 

this well as he was a “rep” or an employee who rode from camp to camp rounding up calves and stray cattle for 

branding. He found the job enjoyable because it was more social than the lonely life of a cowboy, but in Range 

Mother (A Serious Predicament) he documents some of the perils of the work. The exciting and dangerous action 

scene is one that helped establish Russell’s reputation as the “cowboy artist” who accurately recorded the 

vanishing spirit of the West on canvas. 
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Pastels on the Range 
Inspired by Charles Marion Russell’s Range Mother (A Serious Predicament) 
Created by Carey Hernandez, artist/instructor at Joslyn Art Museum 
Grade Level 5-12 
 

Overview  
Learn ways to work with pastels and create a western landscape 
with mesas, canyons, and gentle hills just like you might encounter 
out West.  

 

Anticipatory Set 
Show the reproduction of Range Mother (A Serious Predicament) by 
Charles Russell. Ask if anybody has traveled out West. How is the 
landscape different from the green hills of Iowa (reference Grant 
Woods, Stone City, Iowa)? What colors do you see in Range Mother? 
What textures do you notice? What action do you see? How much 
sky do you see? 

 
Objectives  

• Students will create a Western landscape using pastels. 

• Students will gain knowledge about pastel techniques. 

• Students will learn how to create perspective in a landscape and how to draw mesas, buttes, and canyons. 
 

Resources 
• Joslyn Art Museum’s Charles Marion Russell teaching poster* 

• Brian W. Dippie, Remington & Russell: The Sid Richardson Collection book* 

• Peter H. Hassrick, Charles M. Russell book* 

• Grant Wood, Stone City, Iowa reproduction or teaching poster* 
*Available via Joslyn’s Nelson Teacher Resource Center http://www.joslyn.org/education/teachers 

 
Supplies

• Black 12” x 18" 
construction paper 

• Pencils 

• Black Oil Crayons 

• Pastels (dry chalks) 

• Baby Wipes 

• Newsprint to transport 
artwork home 

• Spray Fixative (optional, 
but needs to be done 
outside) 

 

Vocabulary 
• Scumbling 

• Warm/Cool Colors 

• Blending 

• Perspective 

• Foreground 

• Middle Ground 

• Background 

 

Lesson Outline 
1) Present students with some images of Western Landscapes. Have them point out features of the landscapes. 

Note the colors used in the land (warm) and colors for the sky (cool). 
 

2) Hand out black paper and demonstrate how to draw the landscape with pencil. Start with a straight horizon line 
going across the upper third of the paper. Add another line just above the horizon line that will be bumpy; this 
line will be a mesa or butte off in the distance. Then add another bumpy line below the straight horizon line; 
this line can run across the whole paper or can be more c-shaped in one section. Add craggy vertical lines for 
details and scrubby plants and grasses. 
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3) Go over all pencil lines with black oil crayon. This creates sections that are easy to blend and is a touch clue for 

the students to know when a section ends and blending should end. 
 
4) Use pastels (dry chalks) to color in the landscape. Use mostly warm colors for the land and mostly cool colors for 

the sky. Encourage the use of 2-3 colors in each section to give depth. Demonstrate how to use just one finger 
to blend and not the whole hand. Use baby wipes to clean hands in-between colors. 

 
5) After blending, demonstrate how to use line and scumbling to create details in the foreground. 
 
6) Go back over black oil pastel again to create contrast. 
 
7) (Optional) Use spray fixative to lightly coat each drawing to keep the pastels from smearing. Because of fumes, 

it is best to clip the drawings and spray outside or in an area with adequate ventilation. An alternative is to 
spray with cheap aerosol hairspray, but this is not archival. 

 

Extensions 
• This lesson can easily be adapted for younger grades by simply having the students create three wavy lines 

for the landscape and drawing a sun or moon in the sky. Use warm colors for the land and cool for the sky 
or vice versa. 

• Add action to the landscape by drawing cowboys or animals and collaging these elements into the 
composition.  

• Connect to the habitat of the land and use plants and animals one might find in the high plains or high desert. 

 

Academic Standards  
Available on online version at www.joslyn.org/education/teachers/thursdays-for-teachers [select Lesson Plans, then 

Art of the American West] 
 

About the Artist 
Charles Marion Russell was born March 19, 1864, in St Louis, Missouri. Rather than studying at 
school, the young artist daydreamed of the West. In 1880 Russell’s parents gave him 
permission to move to Montana to work on a sheep ranch, hoping that the experience would 
cure him of his obsession with the West. Russell was not fond of working with sheep but he 
was determined to stay in Montana. He found a new job as a night herder. With his 
watercolors and sketching supplies in a sock, he spent the daylight hours documenting life 
around him before working in the evenings.      
           
During the harsh winter of 1886–1887, Russell worked on a ranch in central Montana’s Judith 
Basin. The owner wrote a letter to the ranch foreman asking how the cattle had fared in the 

devastating conditions. The foreman responded by sending a watercolor Russell created called Waiting for a Chinook 
(a warm front). The ranch owner, impressed by the postcard, showed it to acquaintances and it was displayed in a 
shop window in Helena. The artwork on view brought attention to Russell, who began to receive commissions at a 
steady rate.  
 
Russell lacked a business sense and did not know how to promote his work, which resulted in working on small local 
commissions barely making enough money to live. In 1895 he met and, eleven months later, married Nancy Cooper, 
who served as his business manager and secured regular commissions to sustain the couple. In 1920, his health 
began to fail, and Russell died of a heart attack on October 24, 1926, at his home in Great Falls. 
 
IMAGE: Charles Marion Russell, c. 1900, black and white photographic print, unidentified photographer, c. 1865–1957, Archives of 
American Art, aaa_charscrs_4343 
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Creatures for Teachers 
Inspired by Charles Marion Russell and My Friend Rabbit by Eric Rohmann 
Created by Therese Straseski, artist/instructor at Joslyn Art Museum 
Grade Level Elementary 
 

Overview  
What critters did cowboy artist Charles Russell see on the range? Create and print 
animals using a foam mono printing technique in this mash-up workshop inspired by 
special exhibition, My Friend Eric Rohmann on view at Joslyn (August 29, 2015–
January 3, 2016). Students will use simple printing techniques to create a monoprint. 

 

Anticipatory Set 
Eric Rohmann's art is considered Illustration, and his art is specifically made for 
publication in books. In contrast, Charles Russell's paintings are one of a kind and 
done in a realistic style. Rohmann's animal illustrations convey humor and 
playfulness (and coincidentally Russell did as well when he created illustrations). He 
uses block printing in his My Friend Rabbit series. Printmaking is different than 
drawing or painting because it uses a plate, that can have ink rolled over it multiple 
times to make multiple images. Mono print is a single print. Rohmann brings his 
animals to life with comical situations and facial expressions. We will emulate this in 
our animal prints.   

 
Objectives  

• Students will create a mono print-one of a kind print. 

• Students will investigate facial expressions. 

• Students will collaborate with other students by sharing printing plates. 

• Students will learn how a print is different than a drawing. 

• Students will be introduced to printing plates, brayers, and ink. 

 

Resources 
• Eric Rohmann, My Friend Rabbit   

• Christine Schmidt, Print Workshop 

• You Tube videos: 
o Ready to Roar Reading time: My Friend Rabbit by MS Children's Museum  3:02 

https://goo.gl/F5vNrL  
o My Friend Eric Rohmann by NCCILL [National Center for Children's Illustrated Literature]  2:17 

https://goo.gl/CEg0gu  
o Eric Rohmann by Reading Rockets  18:23 https://goo.gl/6Xz9cI  
o Meet Eric Rohmann by Reading Rockets  1:07 https://goo.gl/4WwtAk  

• Joslyn Art Museum’s Charles Marion Russell teaching poster* 

• Brian W. Dippie, Remington & Russell: The Sid Richardson Collection book* 

• Peter H. Hassrick, Charles M. Russell book* 
*Available via Joslyn’s Nelson Teacher Resource Center http://www.joslyn.org/education/teachers 

 
Supplies 

• black construction paper, 9x12 

• scissors 

• dull pencil or wooden stylus 

• scrap paper for thumbnail practice drawing [newsprint] 
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• printing foam cut to three sizes:  large, medium, and small 

• brayers 

• Plexiglas or other smooth surface to roll out ink 

• Blick brand water based block printing ink 

• bench hooks 

• small phone books or scrap paper cut 6x8 
 

Vocabulary 
• texture 

• printmaking 

• mono print 

• brayer 

• ink and ink blends 

• shape 

• line 

• facial expressions 

• sense of place 
 

Lesson Outline 
1) Students will work together in groups of three or four. Each student will have a different size foam:  small, 

medium, or large. Talk about how the animals are stacked up in My Friend Rabbit.  Will the animals on the 
bottom hold the most weight on their shoulders? Will he be angry? Happy? What does this facial expression look 
like? Draw this on scrap paper. 
 

2) Trace foam square on scrap paper a couple times for thumbnail sketches. Show how to fill the whole 
page/square no matter which size animal you have. Remind students their first idea is seldom the best. Artists 
always brainstorm many ideas before they settle on the best one.	  	   
 

3) Place drawing on top of foam and transfer image to foam, or ask them to redraw it on foam. Remember the 
pressure on foam needs to be firm to show up well, but not so heavy they tear the foam. 
 

4) Trim around animal leaving about a quarter inch border. This is so animal isn't a square. Just round off edges.  
Hopefully if they filled their foam square with image, there will be very little to trim. 
 

Printing 
While students are putting their finishing touches on their foam:  

• I always make inking (dirty) table separate from their work/printing space.  

• If possible, make it a centrally located table. 

• Cover inking table with brown paper. 

• Put out ink for rolling it with brayers. 

• I call them to the inking table by groups when I have a large class (24).    

• Blends: I like to put two color blends on plexi. Turquoise and pink are a fun blend because they become 
purple when rolled out.   

• You don't want to roll out ink too early or it will harden. It is water based block printing ink. 

• You can cover it with saran wrap to preserve it for a later class.    
 
Demonstration: 
1) Have students watch you go through the whole inking process before it is their turn. 

 
2) Take just your foam to ink/dirty table [black paper always stays on clean worktable or home base] 
 
3) Tear a sheet of phonebook paper before start inking, put foam on top   
 
4) Show them how to just touch the reservoir of ink at top of plexi and roll out a thin layer until they hear the 

sizzle. Then roll the brayer over the foam animal until fully inked. I show them partially inked plate to illustrate 
that you need more ink. 
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5) Take phonebook paper and foam back to work table. 
 
6) Lift foam off inky phonebook paper. Fold and place inky paper out of way. 
 
7) Placement. Think about placement of your animal. If it is medium sized animal it will be in middle of paper.  

Large animal will be on bottom and small on the top. 
 
8) Place foam ink side towards paper, turn paper over, and rub backside of paper.  Turn paper over and peel foam 

off black paper. Viola! Your first animal print. 
 
9) Have students repeat with their partners’ animals so they have a stack of creatures.  
 

 

Additional ideas 
• Make a background for your animals featuring on the habitat of the animals. 

• Watercolor a landscape focusing on horizon line, foreground, middle ground, and background. 

• Have students research and compile examples of the animals before they draw them. 

• Change up what kind of environment/habitat in which their animals live. Example: Jungle, Prairie, 
Savannah, Desert.  

• Upper primary would enjoy having a more in-depth session on drawing animals realistically.   

 

Academic Standards  
Available on online version at www.joslyn.org/education/teachers/thursdays-for-teachers [select Lesson Plans, then 

Art of the American West] 
 

About the Exhibition 

 
Drawings, paintings, and prints comprise this exhibition of children’s book art by author-
illustrator Eric Rohmann, winner of the Caldecott Medal for My Friend Rabbit and a Caldecott 
Honor for the wordless Time Flies. Illustrations from those and ten other books are 
represented — including Bone Dog, Clara and Asha, and The Cinder-Eyed Cats — among over 
70 finished artworks, sketches, storyboards, and process pieces. 
 
Eric Rohmann grew up in a suburb of Chicago. As a boy, he played Little League baseball, read 
comic books, collected rocks and minerals, insects, leaves, and animal skulls. He liked to draw 
and make pictures that told stories. Rohmann has an MS in studio art from Illinois State 
University, an MFA in printmaking/bookmaking from Arizona State University, and has also 
studied anthropology and biology. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
IMAGE: "The plane was just out of reach," from My Friend Rabbit, 2002, hand colored relief print, © Eric 
Rohmann 

 
 



Coyotes are fast-running carnivores that are closely related to wolves. They use a wide variety of vocalizations to communicate with 
one another, including howls, high-pitched cries, barks, squals, and growls. They also respond to sirens or fire whistles at any time of 
the day, although they are most often heard at dawn and dusk.

Coyote

http://goo.gl/6PHgSL



A bison’s hump is composed of muscle supported by a long vertebrae. This allows the animal to use its head to plow through deep 
snow. They are closely related to cows, but the Yellowstone Herd is the only herd that remains genetically free of cattle genes.

American Bison
http://goo.gl/U5jR0Q



They gray wolf (also known as the Timber Wolf) lives in treeless plains. They used to live all over North America, but after almost going 
extinct, they are now only found in Alaska, Minnesota, Michigan, and Wisconsin. They hunt in packs and often prey upon animals that 
are much larger than they are. 

Gray Wolf
http://goo.gl/MGxjOH



Before their near extermination, an estimated 30 million to 60 million bison ranged from Canada to northern Mexico and from the Plains 
to the Eastern forests. By about 1890 roughly 1000 remained, including two dozen in Yellowstone National Park.

Baby Bison

http://goo.gl/Eg7gfK



The black tailed prairie dog is not a dog at all. They are a small burrowing rodent- a type of ground squirrel. Prairie dogs live in short-
grass prairies and mountain plains. Explorers Lewis and Clark sent a prairie dog to President Thomas Jefferson during their expedition. 

Prairie Dog
https://goo.gl/BMSqgX



The Bison is the heaviest land animal in North America, weighing up to a ton. Despite their massive size they can run up to 40 mph and 
jump up to six feet vertically. Bulls (males) are larger than cows (females) but both have horns. 

American Bison
http://goo.gl/QHFBcW



Jackrabbits are large, long-legged, long-eared hares. They are similar to rabbits but are much larger and usually have long ears tipped 
in black. They are fast-moving animals that leap and can live in a variety of environments. 

Jackrabbit
https://goo.gl/1ubae9



Millions of bison were slaughtered for sport, for their hides, to clear the Plains for settlers and their livestock, and to control the Plains 
tribes. American Plains Indians used bison for food, clothing, shelter, tools, and ceremonial implements - nearly everything to survive 
physically and spiritually. 

American Bison
http://goo.gl/CgQk49



The greater prairie chicken, otherwise known as a pinnated grouse or a boomer, is native to North America. The species was once 
abundant but today is extremely rare due to habitat loss. Males defend “booming grounds” with the hopes of attracting females with 
their displays in which they inflate air sacs on the sides of their necks and snap their tails.

Greater Prairie Chicken
http://goo.gl/ETN0XH



The greater sage grouse is the largest grouse in North America. They depend on sagebrush for food year-round, especially in the winter 
when it is the only available food source, but they will eat wildflowers, insects, and other crops in the spring and summer. Adult males 
can grow up to two feet tall, while females are much smaller.

Greater Sage Grouse
http://goo.gl/R9Gvp3



The pronghorn is the fastest land animal in the Western Hemisphere. It can achieve speeds up to 53 mph and maintain that speed for a 
mile and a half without slowing down.They form mixed-sex herds in the winter but break up in the spring with the young males forming 
bachelor groups, females forming groups, and adult males living solitarily. 

Pronghorn
https://goo.gl/fyIqvd



The bullsnake is a large nonvenomous snake that averages about four to six feet, although specimens of up to eight feet four inches 
have been recorded. Bullsnakes are constrictors who eat small mammals such as mice, rats, pocket gorphers, squirrells, and rabbits. 
They will sometimes imitate the rattlesnake in order to scare away threats. 

Bullsnake
https://goo.gl/fd5jXv



The pika is a small mammal with round ears and no external tale. Pikas are also known as “whistling hares” due to their high-pitched 
alarm call made when diving into their burrows. They are diurnal herbivores and they do not hibernate so they spend the summer 
collecting and storing food to eat during the winter. 

Pika
https://goo.gl/AlQTnH



Raccoons have extremely dexterous front paws and are noted for their intelligence. Some studies show that they are able to remember 
the solution of tasks up to three years. The raccoon’s scientific name, Procyon lotor, means “washer dog,” although it is more closely 
related to the bear family.

Raccoon
https://goo.gl/VxHnBP



The bobcat is a North American cat is about twice the size of the domestic cat. It prefers to eat rabbits and hares but will hunt anything 
from insects to small deer. The bobcat is mostly solitary and stays confined to well-defined territories, where it is active around dawn 
and dusk. Despite being heavily hunted, it has maintained a relatively high population.

Bobcat
http://goo.gl/tmE76A



Prairie dogs hibernate in their burrows during the winter, surviving on the energy from fat tissue that was 
collected during the year. Each burrow has a “toilet,” nursery room, and resting area, but the burrows can be 
overtaken by other animals such as snakes, black-footed ferrets, and burrowing owls. 

Prairie Dog
https://goo.gl/ZQ6Cie



Prairie dogs are social animals that live in groups. White-tailed prairie dogs live in small groups in scattered 
burrows, while black-tailed prairie dogs live in large groups with a complex of burrows called “towns.” They 
show affection by kissing and grooming other members of the group. 

Prairie Dog
https://goo.gl/gZn1nn



Jackrabbits can run immediately after being born, unlike many other mammals. They are nocturnal and can 
leap ten feet at a time going at speeds up to 40 miles an hour. They can also swim if they need to and will dog-
paddle with all four feet to escape harm. 

Jackrabbit
http://goo.gl/vvkTZf



The pronghorn might look like an antelope but it is actually a completely different animal. They were brought to 
scientific notice by Lewis and Clark in present day South Dakota, but their territory spans across the continent. 
They are migratory animals and can travel up to 170 miles during seasonal migration each year. 

Pronghorn
http://goo.gl/kg7kFQ



In the early spring the greater sage grouse will congregate on “leks,” ancestral strutting grounds that they return to every 
year. Males will strut, fan their tail feathers, and swell their breasts to reveal bright yellow air sacs. The combination of 
movements makes a unique noise that can be heard across the plains. http://www.aboywhocriedheron.com/wp-content/
uploads/2013/02/Greater-Sage-GrouseM7RS1.jpg

Greater Sage Grouse
http://goo.gl/IsNP1k
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