
VA 113 Final Assignment (FA): Still Life Vanitas 
 

Due: Monday, Dec. 7th, 11:59 pm via Blackboard 

Submit high resolutions photos compiled in PDF format. Your first image should show the entire 

drawing and take up the whole page. Subsequent images should show details. At least one image 

must clearly show the student working on the project at a mid-point in the process of creation. All 

images must be well lit and focused. 

Value: 18% 

Support: Green pad 

Medium: Open  

 

Background: In the formal components of artmaking, we have been studying the challenges of recording 

value shifts in still life compositions, thinking about recording volume through applications of tonal 

range in light, dark and midranges. We have studied how to look for and recognize shadow types (half 

tone, cast, etc.) and light forms (full light, reflected). In addition to building volume, we have studied 

how value shifts create or limit depth. Conceptually, we have been thinking through the personal, social, 

and institutional building blocks that form the unique “voice” you speak from when you make art.  

FA: For this assignment, you will conduct preliminary research, plan, and execute a vanitas. A vanitas is a 

form of genre painting popularized by 16th and 17th-century Dutch painters. A deeply symbolic still life 

painting, the vanitas has historically alluded to themes like life, death, and morality. Typical subject 

matter includes flowers, insects, food, animals, bones, small trinkets, candles, and fabric. Do some 

independent research on vanitas paintings and their symbolism. Think about a modern-day vanitas 

composition that uses items one might recognize from a traditional vanitas mixed with contemporary 

examples of objects with social or cultural meanings that speak to your life experiences.* What is the 

personal or political message your vanitas expresses? Think about how you might like to incorporate the 

contrasting objects in a way that is conceptually strong for your overall vision.   

 

*Note: you are being asked to make a work that speaks to your life experiences. We come by our life 
experiences through our personal histories, by how we interpreted larger social narratives that we 
claim for ourselves, through what we believe to be authentic or true. Often, our life experiences 
overlap in some ways with those around us, but perhaps not in other ways. In this sense, our 
experiences and identities can be intersectional:  intersecting or dividing along lines of particular lived 
knowledge with matters like race, class, age, gender, language, ethnicity, sexuality, ability, culture, 
education, desires, and more. Return to Module 9 for further resources.  

 

Rationale: A traditional vanitas utilizes theatrical light and dark contrast, and cleverly applied mid-tones 

to create a sense of drama. Layering objects provide an opportunity for the artist to experiment with 

areas of deep depth in combination with shallow placements. Mixing objects brings a variety of textures 



that the artist must negotiate under similar lighting, all of which absorb and reflect light in their own 

unique way. Lastly, symbolic elements within the subject matter open up the opportunity for the artist 

to experiment with 1. research and planning, 2. conceptual challenges, and 3. personal expression. 

Organization: 

The three key components of the drawing include, 

1. Subject matter that has been physically compiled and lit by you (you may work from life or 

photograph your still life setup and draw from your photograph).   

2. High-contrast lighting and a composition that is true to the vanitas style. 

3. An original concept that critically engages with the history of vanitas painting and also 

incorporates a contemporary idea 

 

Do: 

• Make a concerted effort to create a composition that addresses the technical aspects of value 
shifts 

• Make a clear attempt to think about colour theory (if using colour), composition and the 
elements and principals of design that we have covered this term. 

• Conduct research so that you understand what traditional vanitas objects and meanings you 
want to push conceptually  

• Think about a modern message your vanitas will speak to 

• Find both traditional and modern objects that express your idea in a personal and meaningful 
way 

Do not: 

• Work expressively or abstractly (a vital element of the assignment requires you to execute 
value shifts true to life) 

 

Further Reading: 

See: Ravenal, John B. Vanitas: Meditations on Life and Death in Contemporary Art. Virginia Museum of 

Fine Arts, 2000. for further technical and theoretical foundations for this project. 

See: Lecture on FA in Module 9 for specific examples and context.  

Plagiarism: all work must be solely completed by the student. This assignment requires the submission 

of one in progress image that clearly shows the student working on the drawing at a mid-point in the 

process of creation. All work produced in this course must be entirely your own. Any words, ideas, 

images or other materials that are taken from existing sources must have proper attribution and 

citations where appropriate.  

Academic Misconduct: UFV Policy 70 includes, but is not limited to, plagiarism, cheating, impersonation, 

improper access to examination materials, falsification or unauthorized modification of an academic 

document/record, resubmission of work, improper research practices, obstruction of the academic 

activities of another, and aiding and abetting. 

https://www.ufv.ca/ai/academic-misconduct/


Your work will be checked for originality and plagiarism. UFV takes plagiarism seriously. Lifting ideas and 

text from the class sources or external sources without proper citation may result in one or more of the 

penalties as listed in the Student Conduct Policy 310.12: a score of zero, a report filed with the Student 

Conduct Registry, the requirement that the student withdraws from the course and or suspension from 

UFV. See: https://www.ufv.ca/media/assets/counselling/Plagarism+and+Academic+Integrity.pdf   

Rubric: 

 Beginning Developing Accomplished 
Originality  

Artistic maturity  

 

Work shows a beginner 

level of originality. Student 

needs to push their subject 

matter choices to reflect an 
understanding of 

developing artistic practice 

and thought.  

Work shows some 

originality. The submission 

presents a maturing 

communication between 
subject matter and 

contemporary art practice 

and thought.  

Work shows originality. The 

submission shows deep 

communication between 

subject matter and 
contemporary art practice 

and thought. Work is 

provocative and novel.  

Accuracy  

Sighting and measuring; 

attention to shape, volume, 

weight and form; attention 

to detail and variety in 

tonal shifts 

 

No care or very little care is 

given to the application of 

material or sensitivity in 

response to the objects in 

the vanitas. Colour 

application (if present) 

does not demonstrate care 

or thoughtfulness to colour 

theory. Line is interfering 
with accurate form. Little 

care was taken in 

observation and rendering. 

Most proportions are not 

correct. The student’s work 

lacks accuracy or feels 

rushed. Not enough details 

rendered to supplement 

the overall appearance. 

Medium is often applied 

with sensitivity but is 

impatiently applied in some 

areas. Colour application (if 

present) demonstrates 

some engagement with 

colour theory. Line, at 

times, is interfering with 

accurate form. Care was 
taken in observation and 

rendering, but some 

proportions are not correct. 

The student’s work is 

mostly accurate with a few 

areas that need 

improvement. Captured 

details to supplement the 

overall appearance. Some 
details like cast shadows or 

reflected light might be 

overlooked.  

Sensitivity of medium 

application and colour 

theory (if applicable) is 

used to describe variation 

of objects, surfaces, and 

shapes. Variation in tint, 

tone, shade, etc. is used to 

show changes in light and 

shadow throughout the 
work. Much care was taken 

in observing the 

proportions are rendered 

correctly. The student’s 

drawing is very accurate 

with little need for 

improvement. Captured the 

edges, high, low and 

midranges and essential 
light and shadow 

components to supplement 

the overall appearance. 
Craftsmanship/Finish  

Overall quality 

 

Media or support is sloppy 

or incorrectly worked. 

Drawing is unfinished or 

appears messy and needs 

attention. 

Presentation/composition 

not considered.  

Media is used fairly well but 

could be improved or 

cleaned up. Some areas of 

the drawing may need 

further attention, and more 

consideration needed for 

presentation or 
composition.  

Media is used carefully and 

skillfully. Consideration has 

been given to presentation 

and composition, and the 

results show a level of 

accomplishment.  

Scope 

The conceptual strength of 

the work and ability to 

meet assignment 

requirements  

The submission is not 

thoughtful or does not 

meet the requirements of 

the assignment. Parts of 

the assignment are missing 

or inaccurate.  

The submission shows 

some reflection. The 

requirements of the 

assignment are met.  

The submission shows 

complex conceptual 

reflection. The 

requirements of the 

assignment are met or 

exceeded.  

 

https://www.ufv.ca/media/assets/counselling/Plagarism+and+Academic+Integrity.pdf

