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Discussion Questions & Activities: 
 

Pre-reading exercise: 

• Place a piece of paper over the title and show the front cover of Anne Spudvilas’ Swan Lake to your class. Ask   
students to quickly jot down what they think the story might be about. Encourage students to share their ideas 
with the class and explain what in the picture made them think the story would be about that. Now reveal the 
book’s title and talk about what the class knows about the story of Swan Lake. Talk about the story’s themes of 
love, and the battle between good versus evil, and how these themes are depicted in the image of the black and 
white swans here. Turn to the book’s back cover and ask students to read the blurb to discover how this version of 
the story will differ from others.  

Visual literacy exercises  
 Colour  

• Discuss with students the power of colour to influence our emotional and physical responses. Start by talking 
about the colour red being used frequently in fast food advertising, and theories that companies use this colour 
because it stimulates hunger and makes us feel excited and active. 

• Now ask students how the colours within Swan Lake affect their reading of the story. Discuss the mood created by 
the muted browns, black and white that make up most of the scenes involving the prince and the Swan Queen in 
Act 1. How do splashes of red in Act II change the mood of this section of the story?  
Saturation and contrast 

• Explain to your class that these terms refer to the relative lightness or darkness of objects within a design and ask 
them to think about the role that they play in the book. The Swan Queen is often shown as predominately white 
and the Sorcerer and his daughter predominantly black. Compare the image of the Swan Queen as a swan flying 
near the palace window with that of the Sorcerer as an eagle attacking the Prince. NB: it is interesting to point out 
to your class that the meaning of black and white can be determined by culture. For instance, a predominantly 
Anglo society might associate white with purity and goodness while some Asian cultures associate it with death. 

 Medium 

• As well as colour, the use of charcoal creates different moods: a very soft, dreamy mood when it is applied lightly 
and smudged, an ominous and dramatic mood when it is applied heavily and scratched with a sharp instrument. 
Compare the way the charcoal has been applied to heighten the drama of the Sorcerer drowning with the                     
romance of the Prince and Swan Queen being engulfed by the lake.  

A magnificent visual retelling of the classic ballet story from a much-loved, award-winning illustrator. 
 

'Anne Spudvilas is one of Australia's most talented visual artists. Her illustrations are full of emotion and   
beauty. Anne's Swan Lake is simply enchanting and sublime!' Li Cunxin, author of Mao's Last Dancer and    
Artistic Director, Queensland Ballet. 
 

The iconic ballet Swan Lake, the tragic love story of a princess transformed into a swan by an evil sorcerer, has 
been revered for more than a century. In this atmospheric adaptation, Anne Spudvilas reimagines the classic 
tale of passion, betrayal and heartbreak in the dramatic riverscape of the Murray-Darling. 


