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Walking through an art store one 
summer, I came across a bottle 

of gesso with Bob Ross’ image printed 
on the label. Instantly, I was transported 
back in time to my childhood, when I 
would become hypnotized by the show 
The Joy of Painting with Bob Ross. 

I will never forget how his half-hour 
show was full of surprises, as he turned 
an empty canvas into a wonderful 
serene landscape—and made it look so 
easy. Naturally, I wanted to share this 
experience and Bob Ross with a new 
generation of young artists: my high 
school Art I and II students.

PrOCeDUre The unit began with a 
discussion about the history of land-
scape painting, focusing on their styles 
and characteristics. The classical land-
scapes of artists Nicolas Poussin and 
Claude Lorrain were great for this.

Then I told students about Bob Ross 
and what life was like growing up as a 
child in the 1970s. Students were excited 
to see what I was talking about and very 
eager to see this “Bob Ross” character.

Students were shown video highlights 
of Bob Ross’ Joy of Painting shows, which 
I found on YouTube and his website. Stu-
dents got a kick out of his laid-back style, 
very big afro, the stories he told while 
painting and, of course, his “happy trees” 
and “happy mistakes.” 

In fact, some students tried throwing 
that phrase back at me when I would ask 
them to rework a certain area of their 
painting. They would quickly respond 
with “but Mrs. Abel, this is a happy mis-
take,” which of course I didn’t let fly. 

Next came a basic oil-painting les-
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

High-school students will ...
• develop brush techniques and artistic skills. 
• gain a better understanding of foreground,  
 middle ground and background.
• demonstrate effective use of texture and 
 lighting in their work.

NATIONAL ART STANDARDS

• Understanding and applying media, 
 techniques and processes.
• Choosing and evaluating a range of 
 subject matter, symbols and ideas.
• Using knowledge of structures 
 and functions.
• Reflecting upon and assessing the 
 characteristics and merits of their work
 and the work of others.

MATERIALS

• Oil paints and palettes 
• Variety of brushes (size 2 and 4 flat, 
 fan brush), 
• Smocks, rags, table coverings 
• Turpentine 
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son: how to clean up properly, wash 
the brushes and set up your paints on 
a palette. Of course, acrylics can also 
be used for this lesson. If using oil 
paint however, when you discuss the 
clean-up process, make sure students 
know the importance of removing all 
excess paint from their brushes with 
scrap paper or old rags before placing 
them in the turpentine bin. This makes 
for less mess. And, remind them to 
stay away from the sink—no water is 
needed for this project, until they want 
to clean their hands. 

The four concepts and objectives 
of the project were: brush techniques; 
foreground, middle ground and back-
ground; texture; and lighting. 

The most challenging part of this les-
son was making sure students under-
stood the amount of paint needed on 

their palette and brush. They used either  
too much or not enough, so continued 
instruction was needed. Once they got 
the hang of the dry brush, how to smooth 
out edges and remove paint with their dry 
brush or rag, they worked quietly and 
intently to get their desired effects. 

Students had a blast creating their 
own landscape oil paintings from photo-
graphs they brought from home. Once 
the project was complete, we adorned 
the school’s breezeway with scenes of 
winter wonderlands (much appreciated 
in hot Malaysia), rolling blue hills, cool 
autumn days and quiet lakes. A nice 
way to start one’s day at school.  n

The paintings were displayed in the 
school’s breezeway.

            Oil Paintings 
Inspired by Bob Ross by Xanthipi Abel
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At the time of this project, Xanthipi Abel 
was teaching high-school art in Malay-
sia. She is now teaching high-school 
art at Sturgis Public Charter School in 
Hyannis, Massachusetts.                  
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