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Sugaring Off
Project

Grandma Moses
Volunteer:
Date:
Grade Level:
Artist: Grandma Moses
Print/Sculpture: Sugaring Off
Art Vocabulary: Folk Art

I The Artist:  Grandma Moses, 1860-1961
Grandma Moses was born Anna Mary Robertson in the

green meadows and wild woods on a farm in Washington County,
New York.  Scotch-Irish descent.  Hard-working farm wife –
mother of 5 children, very energetic – made a velvet dress for
herself at age 88, all sewn by hand.  Very little schooling, only
went to school 3 months in summer and 3 months in winter and
in winter girls at that time didn’t go much due to the cold – not
enough warm clothes.  At age twelve she became a hired girl for
an older couple who treated her well.  She married at age 27 to Thomas Moses who took her to Virginia
where they operated a dairy farm for 18 years.  She became a dedicated farm wife and mother, made
quite a good business out of making her own butter, she became rather well-known in the area for it and
her canned goods.  Had 10 children,
only 5 lived beyond infancy.  After 18
years in the Shenandoah Valley she
and her family returned to New York
State to be nearer their brothers and
sisters.  Started to paint when she
was 76 years old, although she did
paint a few scenes occasionally, one
was a mural on a wall after she had
run out of wallpaper while re-
decorating a room.  Her daughters
liked her so-called worsted pictures
which must have been similar to
needlepoint or embroidery, however,
her arthritis bothered her so much
one daughter suggested she paint
instead as it would be faster.
Painted mostly on Masonite board
after applying 3 coats of flat white
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paint.  Bought frame first then painted picture to fit.  Scenes of farm life,
memories and scenery were her subjects.  An art collector passing through
town saw her paintings which were exhibited in a local drug store and then her
fame began.

II The Painting:  Sugaring Off
This painting is by Grandma Moses.  A reporter called her Grandma

Moses, and it stuck.  Her real name was Anna Mary Robertson Moses.  She
was an American painter, born on a farm in the state of New York in 1860.  She
lived to be 101 years old! She painted over 1,600 paintings, even though she
didn’t start painting until she was in her 70s.  She is what is called a primitive, or
folk artist, which means she never had any art training.  She was born before
the Civil War started.  Abraham Lincoln wasn’t president yet, and slavery was
still legal in the country.  When Lincoln died she was 5 years old, and years later
she painted what she remembered, which was all the houses in town with black
bunting wrapped around their porches.
show picture
there were only 33 states in the Union at that time.  There
were no cars, no electricity, televisions, airplanes, home
radios, or refrigeration.  The house she lived in had no indoor
plumbing, so that means no toilets or water faucets.  How
many of you have read the Little House books?  It was a lot
like that.  Almost everything they needed, from clothes to
candles, had to be made right on the farm.  Children had
many chores. They gathered eggs, fed chickens, weeded the
garden, milked cows, carried wood and hunt out laundry
(read from autobiography).  She was born on a farm.  She
had 9 brothers and sisters.  She loved to play outside with her
brothers.  Her father would bring them big sheets of paper, at
a penny a sheet, and they would draw.  She’d color her
pictures with berry juice or carpenter’s chalk or the red dye
her father used to mark sheep.  She painted on sticks of
wood, old windows, and mushrooms
show mushroom
At 12 she left home to be a hired girl.  She worked in other
people’s homes for 15 years.  When she was 27 she
married Thomas Solomon.  They moved to Virginia and got
a farm.  They had 10 children, five of whom died.  Besides
raising her children and working on the farm. Mrs. Moses
made and sold butter and potato chips.  After twenty years,
they moved back to New York.  Her husband died when she
was 67 and she moved in with her son and daughter-in-law.
She was too old to still do chores but she had to keep busy,
so she sewed pictures of yarn.  (See picture)

Abraham Lincoln

The Old Covered Bridge in Bennington
Circa 1940
Embroidery on Fabric
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When arthritis made this too hard, she took up painting.  She painted for pleasure to make
something pretty.  At first she would copy pictures from books or newspapers.
show picture

But she realized what she saw outside her window was prettier.  Then she began to paint
pictures from her memories and imagination.  She painted “old-timey pictures” of happy times when she
was young.  Her pictures were displayed in the drugstore window downtown, and a collector named
Louis Caldor saw and bought them.  He worked hard and got her an exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art
in New York.  And he took her pictures to Otto Kallir, an American folk art dealer, who gave her a one
woman show.  She became famous, and many people wanted to buy her paintings.  She did her best to
do them.  Her paintings were put on Hallmark cards.  She was given an award by President Truman.
She painted President Eisenhower’s farm for him.  When she died at 101, she had painted over 1,600
paintings.  She would find a frame, then cut a board to fit.  She’d give the board 3 coats of white paint.
Then she’s very lightly sketch the painting on the board in pencil, then paint it.  She’d work on several
paintings at a time.  She painted from memory, or her imagination, not from life.  Her people were
always clumsy, but her landscapes were beautiful.  When she first started painting, she would cut
people out and glue them to her paintings.  She put glitter on the snow, and used a pin to do the eyes
and mouth.  They are usually shown from an aerial view, as if you were up high, looking down.  She
loved color.  There are patterns in her work like the patterns of a quilt:  curving, linear patterns, patterns
of shape and of texture.  Although she was called a primitive artist, her paintings are beautiful and skilled.
She always had trouble painting people, but her landscapes are beautiful.  Her paintings are of
community events, when lots of people got together to do something:  putting a roof on a barn, making a
quilt, fourth of July, skating.  They are full of detail, there’s lots of things to look at, lots of stories of her
paintings.  Her paintings are history, they tell you how life was when she was young.

III Composition of Artwork
This painting is called “Sugaring Off.”  It’s about making maple sugar from the sap from maple

trees.  How many of you have had maple syrup?  Have any of you helped make it?  This picture shows
you how.  They would make a hole in the tree trunk, put a spout and collect the sap from the tree.  They
would strain the sap, then boil it.  Like all of her pictures, this is full of things to look at.

IV Artist’s Materials or Techniques
She would find a frame, then cut a board to fit.  She’d give the board 3 coats of white paint.  Then

she’s very lightly sketch the painting on the board in pencil, then paint it.  She’d work on several paintings
at a time.  She painted from memory, or her imagination, not from life.  Her people were always clumsy,
but her landscapes were beautiful.

V Students’ Self-Expression:  Guided Activity

Maple Candy in the Snow:  This wonderful winter treat goes back to the very first days of
“sugaring.”  The sap was cooked down to syrup stage, and then, as a special treat for the children who
helped with the loading of the sap, the syrup was reduced a bit further and then poured into the snow.  It
would harden immediately, giving one of the most delightful and chewy candy, candy with that clean and
natural maple taste.  One can only guess at the fun the kids used to have pouring the syrup into the
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snow...and one can only imagine what complex and bizarre patterns they thought up.  This is still done
in Vermont.

You can do the same thing easily.  Place a pint or two of real maple syrup in a small saucepan
and bring it to a light boil.  Using a candy thermometer, reduce the syrup until you reach 270F.  The
syrup has now reached the “soft ball” stage and can be drizzled into the snow.  If you do not have snow,
use a snow-cone maker and ice cubes for the snow.  If you do not have such a device, try your food
processor.  Simply grind up ice cubes, in small amounts, until you have enough snow for the job.  If that
is not possible, drizzle the syrup on a cold cookie sheet from the refrigerator.  The candy will not keep
more than a day or two.

Mural:  Children got in groups of 6 and drew with markers on large sheets of paper to put
together as a mural.  We emphasized community events (i.e., Easter egg hunt, 4th of July, etc.)
Children chose theme of mural.

Make a mural in two parts of the Easter egg hunt in Riverside.  Ask the children how many have
participated in the hunt at Big Ball Park.  They have many plastic eggs in the field, and the kids are
divided by age.  Everyone brings a basket or a bag, and when they say “GO!” they run and get eggs as
fast as they can.  Ask the children to do a mural of the Easter egg hunt.

Where’s Waldo:  Hand out a list of questions and a copy of the painting to each student.
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