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In this courses, educators will discuss how artist 
Janiva Ellis draws on art history, pop culture, and 
mythology to reflect on her identity, ideas about 
Black culture and how its portrayed in society. 
 

INTRODUCTION

LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Students will explore various strategies used in 
her work, such as landscape, abstraction, and 
cartoon, to convey meaning and metaphor while 
commenting on current issues and stereotypes.

KEY DISCUSSION

Ellis's work comprises bright and playful imagery 
that examines our early exposure to media using 
caricatures and bold facial expressions. This 
relationship between the figure and the caricature 
comments on the Black community's experiences 
in media and representation.
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FOR TEACHERS - FLORIDA STATE STANDARDS 

English Language Arts

LAFS.3.RL.2.4
Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, distinguishing literal from nonliteral 
language.

LAFS.3.RL.1.2
Recount stories, including fables, folktales, and myths from diverse cultures; determine the central mes-
sage, lesson, or moral and explain how it is conveyed through key details in the text.

LAFS.3.RL.1.3
Describe characters in a story (e.g., their traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain how their actions con-
tribute to the sequence of events.

Visual Arts

VA.5.H.1.1
Examine historical and cultural influences that inspire artists and their work.

Social Studies

SS.912.H.2.3
Apply various types of critical analysis (contextual, formal, and intuitive criticism) to works in the arts, 
including the types and use of symbolism within art forms and their philosophical implications.

 



Surrealism:
Surrealism is a cultural movement that started in 1917, best known for its visual artworks and writings and 
the juxtaposition of uncommon imagery.

Caricature:
Make or give a comically or an exaggerated representation of (someone or something).

Pop Culture:
Art based on modern popular culture and the mass media, especially as a critical or ironic comment on tradi-
tional fine art values.

Appropriated:
Appropriation is the intentional borrowing, copying, and alteration of existing images and objects. Artists 
have used this strategy for millennia; it took on new significance in the mid-20th century with the rise of 
consumerism and the proliferation of images through mass media outlets from magazines to television.

Abstraction:
Abstraction is an artwork in any medium such as painting, sculpture, or graphic art that does not attempt to 
represent an accurate depiction of a visual reality but instead draws from fundamental elements of painting 
such as color, shape, and line and renders subject matter as pared-down, indistinct forms.

Landscape: 
The land and sky that you can see from one point. A landscape is also an artwork whose primary focus is 
natural scenery, such as mountains, forests, cli�s, trees, rivers, valleys, etc.
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ABOUT THE WORK

Ellis’s paintings produce abundant imagery, invented as well as 
appropriated. She draws from a broad array of material, including 
art history and pop culture, to comment on the insidious nature 
of white supremacist mythology and its denial of itself as a brutal 
social and structural force. Her work interrogates pervasive 
images, examining their contexts and sentimental resonances.
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ABOUT THE ARTIST

Born in Oakland, California, Ellis moved to Hawaii at the age of 
7, moving between the islands of Kauai and Oahu.  Raised solely 
by her white mother, in a state with a small Black population, 
Ellis uses her art practice to investigate and examine the 
complex racial dynamic of her upbringing. Ellis studied painting 
at California College of the Arts in San Francisco, graduating in 
2012. Ellis is an American painter based in Brooklyn, NY and Los 
Angeles, CA.  Ellis often makes figurative paintings that explore 
Black female experience.



Skin Again, by Bell Hooks
Race matters, but only so much--what's most important is who we are on the inside. Looking beyond skin, 
going straight to the heart, we find in each other the treasures stored down deep. Learning to cherish 
those treasures, to be all we imagine ourselves to be, makes us free. This award-winning book, celebrates 
all that makes us unique and di�erent and o�ers a strong, timely and timeless message of loving yourself 
and others.

Chocolate Me!, by Taye Diggs
The boy is teased for looking di�erent than the other kids. His skin is darker, his hair curlier. He tells his 
mother he wishes he could be more like everyone else. And she helps him to see how beautiful he really, 
truly is.

Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury 
Set in the future in a dystopian society where books are banned, and firemen start fires rather than put 
them out, Bradbury's novel follows a fireman named Montag. Montag becomes dissatisfied with his life and 
those around him after meeting a seventeen-year-old girl who, unlike the majority of society, enjoys people, 
nature, and meaningful conversations.

Black Enough – Stories of Being Young & Black in America edited by Ibi Zoboi is a collection of short stories 
that address and celebrate the challenges and achievements of Black teens in real-life situations. Figuring 
out complicated family relationships at summer camp, a first kiss, discovering a love for music that doesn't 
fit into expectations, and more all appear in stories. The thread of being Black in America runs through each 
of the 17 stories; the diversity and individuality of each character's experience shines throughout.

Stress and Jest: A Conversation with Janiva Ellis
https://www.x-traonline.org/article/stress-and-jest-a-conversation-with-janiva-ellis
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DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITY 

Appropriate for 3-5 grade and Middle School

Artist Janiva Elis tells a story using caricatures and cartoons. Create a cartoon describing the story that 
you imagined. Draw or collage using images from magazines, use Janiva's painting as a reference. You are 
welcome to create yourself, family members or pets as your characters in your storyboard. Who are your 
favorite cartoon characters? You can also draw a cartoon character.

Teachers - Discuss with the class about whether these characters expose you to new identities, narrative 
themes or give you a more in-depth look into how you view yourself and others?

Materials:
- Cardstock Paper (8.5” x 11”)
- Tempura Stick
- Color Pencils 
- Markers
- Scissors
- Glue
- Magazines
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ACTIVITY  INSTRUCTIONS

Before you begin, think about who your favorite cartoon characters are for inspiration.   

Now comes the storyline, ask yourself who, what, when, where, why. This is to help guide you in creating your 
story for your character.

You should by now have your story line created using the 5 W’s from above. This step will help in directing you 
in the order of your drawings for the story. 

Focus on Janiva’s use of colors, facial expressions, and characters. Ask yourself the questions below to draw 
what you envision:

What area of the painting are your eyes more attracted to? Why?

Do you think the colors in the painting have meaning or a purpose?

Create characters using these bright colors, do the colors you choose have meaning or represent something?

Does the meaning of a color relate to a specific family member or yourself? If yes, why?

What facial expressions or facial features have you highlighted in yourself or family members?

What is the facial expression saying to you?

Once you have thought about these various ideas, you're ready to start your artwork inspired by artist Janiva Ellis.
 
Upon completion, you should have a series of separate images that when placed together should tell the story 
you created in your storyboard
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