
Abstract Art: Interpreting the Musical Qualities of Colour & Symbolism     Name:_____________ 
Expressing Music In Visual Language 
 

“Color is the keyboard, the shapes are notes, 
and the artist is the hand that plays, creating 
vibration in the soul.” – Wassily Kandinksy 
(Russian Expressionist Painter) 
 

STEP ONE: RESEARCH & REVIEW 

ABSTRACT ART & SYMBOLISM: Read the 
definitions and begin researching different 
abstract artists work and the use of symbolism 
in artwork. 
 

What is Abstract Non-Representational Art? 

Abstract art: does not depict Objects in the  
natural world, but instead uses colour and form 
in a non-representational way. 

 
Abstract Expressionist Artists to Research 

on-line 
 

Wassily Kandinsky 
Jackson Pollock 
Helen Frankenthaler 
Willem De Kooning 

Barnett Newman  
Hans Hofmann 
Clyfford Still  
Jean-Paul Riopelle  
Robert Motherwell 
Mark Rothko 

 

 
     Jonathan Lasker’s The Quotidian and the Question 2007 
 

STEP TWO: SELECT ONE SONG AND PAINT: While you are 
listening to your chosen song, begin working with abstract 

non-representational shapes and colour and create an expressive 

two-dimensional colour image. You will interpret rhythm and mood 
in a visual language that others will understand. The goal is to be  
able to use the language of art to express a specific musical style. 
 

• Your work must show clear evidence of influence from contemporary or past works of art. • No text can be used 
• Must include at least one symbolic representational element. 
 

STEP THREE: WRITE your Artistic Statement Template to document your artistic process. READ the attached 

ArtNews Feb 2013 - The Golden Age of Abstraction Article and ANSWER the questions. 
 

STEP FOUR: REFLECT: Answer the following questions using the elements and principles of design and complete your 

Artistic Statement Template: 
1. What part of your finished project did you find most successful and why? 
2. What part of your finished project did you find least successful and why? 
3. If you had to do this project, what part would you change or improve on and why? 

 

What does Symbolic mean? 

Symbolic: Something that represents something else by association, resemblance or convention. Relating to or 
expressed by means of symbols or a symbol. The practice of representing things by means of symbols or of attributing 
symbolic meaning or significance to objects, events or relationships. 
 

Different Cultural Symbolism - Lion 
 
European Symbolism: The lion is a common charge in 
heraldry. It traditionally symbolizes bravery, valour, 
strength, and royalty, since traditionally, it is regarded as 
the king of beasts. 

The winged lion of Mark 
the Evangelist for 
centuries has been the 
national emblem and 
landmark of Venice.  

Vittore Carpaccio, 1516. 
 

 
Asian Symbolism: Although lions are not native to China, 
lions appear in the art of China and the Chinese people 
believe that lions protect humans from evil spirits, hence 
the Chinese New Year Lion Dance to scare away demons 
and ghosts. 

A Qing-era guardian lion 
pair within the Forbidden 
City. 

 

Other Symbol Examples: Heart: represents Love; Pandora’s Box: represent a secret/memories. Cross: represents 
Spirituality 



 
 

 

 



 
 



 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 



Artistic Statement Template      Name:____________ 
Artwork Title:______________________________________________ 

A) Influences from past and present works: ArtNews Feb 2013 - The Golden Age of Abstraction Article 

 
1. When is considered the two Golden Ages of Abstract Art? (2) 

 
 

2. What are the six basic categories for exploring Abstacrt Art? (6) 
 
Three responses to Nature 
 
1.                              2.                                        3.    

 
Three responses to Culture 

 
4.                                       5.                                        6. 

 
      3.    Cosmological imagery in Abstract Art assumes what 3 main forms? (3) 
 
           1.                                               2.                                                   3. 
 
 
      4.    Landscape imagery in Abstract Art assumes what kind of forms? (1) 
 
 
 

5. Anatomies in Abstract Art assumes what kind of forms? (1) 
 
 
 

6. Fabrics in Abstract Art assumes what kind of forms? (1) 
 
 
 

7. Architecture in Abstract Art assumes what kind of forms? (1) 
 
 
 

8. Signs in Abstract Art assumes what kind of forms? (1) 
 
 
 

B) Painting techniques used in my work and how they support my intended visual message:(use back of sheet if 
necessary) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Use of symbolic element(s): 
 
 

C) REFLECT by answering the following questions using the elements and principles of design: 
1. What part of your finished project did you find most successful and why? 

 
 

2. What part of your finished project did you find least successful and why? 
 
 
3. If you had to do this project, what part would you change or improve on and why? 

 
 



Painting Techniques 

 
Washes 
The most basic watercolor technique is the flat wash.  
 

STEP ONE: First wetting the area of paper to be covered by the wash. 
 

STEP TWO: Then mixing sufficient pigment to easily fill the entire area in your 
pallette. 
 

STEP THREE: Apply the pigment slightly sloped to the surface in slightly overlapping 
horizontal bands from the top down.  
 

STEP FOUR: Once complete the wash should be left to dry and even itself out - don't 
be tempted to work back into a drying wash, the results are usually disastrous! 
 

Graded Wash 
A variation on the basic wash is the graded wash. This technique requires the pigment 

to be diluted slightly with more water for each horizontal stroke. The result is a wash 

that fades out gradually and evenly. 

 

 

 

 
 

Glazing 
Glazing is a similar watercolor technique to a wash, but 

uses a thin, transparent pigment applied over dry 

existing washes. Its purpose is to adjust the color and 
tone of the underlying wash.  
 
Non staining, transparent pigments such as light reds or 
blue are ideal for glazing as they can be applied layer after 

layer to achieve the desired effect. Be sure each layer is 

thoroughly dry before applying the next. 



Wet in Wet 
Wet in wet is simply the process of applying pigment to wet paper.  
 
The results vary from soft undefined shapes to slightly blurred marks, 
depending on how wet the paper is.  
 
The wet in wet technique can be applied over existing washes provided the 
are thoroughly dry. Simply wet the paper with a large brush and paint into 
the dampness. The soft marks made by painting wet in wet are great for 
subtle background regions of your painting. 

 

 

Dry Brush 
Dry brush is the almost the opposite watercolor technique to wet in 
wet.  
 

Here a brush loaded with pigment (and not too much water) is 
dragged over completely dry paper. The marks produced by this 
technique are very crisp and hard edged. 
 
They will tend to come forward in your painting and so are best 
applied around the centre of interest. (Usually the foreground) 

 

Lifting Off / Masking 
Most watercolor pigment can be dissolved and lifted off after it has dried.  
 

Staining colors such as blue, red, yellow are difficult to remove and are best avoided 
for this technique.  
 

The process for lifting off is simple - wet the area to be removed with a brush and 

clean water then blot the pigment away with a tissue.  
 

Using strips of paper to mask areas of pigment will produce interesting hard edged 

lines and shapes. 

 

 

 

Dropping in Color 
This technique is simply the process of introducing a color to a wet region of 

the painting and allowing it to blend bleed and feather without interruption.  
 

The result is sometimes unpredictable but yields interesting and vibrant color 
gradations that cant be achieved by mixing the pigment on the palette. 

 



Abstract Painting: Interpreting the Musical Qualities of Colour & Symbolism Rubric  Name:_______ 
 
 

 
Level 0 

 
Level 1 

 
Level 2 

 
Level 3 

 
 Level 4 

 
 

Knowledge/ 

Understanding 
Demonstrates 
understanding of the 
elements & 
principles of design 
in the painting (e.g. 
colour, rhythm, line, 
shape) Visually 
expresses a musical 
style through rhythm, 
colour and form 

 
Work does not 
meet 
assignments 
expectations for 
this category. 
Incomplete. 
 
            0 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
limited 
understanding of 
the elements & 
principles of 
design in the 
painting.   
          0.25 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
some understanding 
of the elements & 
principles of design 
in the painting.   
       0.50 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
considerable  
understanding of the 
elements & 
principles of design 
in the painting.   
 
          0.75 

 
Student 
demonstrates 

a high degree of 
understanding of 
the elements & 
principles of 
design in the 
painting.   
           1 

 
 
 

    /1 

 
Thinking/ 

Inquiry 
Depicts a song using 
abstract 
non-representational 
imagery in the 
painting & 
incorporates a 
symbolic 
representational 
element 

 
Work does not 
meet 
assignments 
expectations for 
this category. 
Incomplete. 
 
            0 

 
Student depicts an 
abstract 
non-representatio
nal painting with a 
symbolic  
representational 
element limited 
effectiveness. 
          0.25 

 
Student depicts an 
abstract 
non-representational 
painting with a 
symbolic  
representational 
element with some 
effectiveness. 
       0.50 

 
Student depicts an 
abstract 
non-representational 
painting with a 
symbolic  
representational 
element with 
considerable 
effectiveness. 
 
          0.75 

 
Student depicts an 
abstract 
non-representatio
nal painting with a 
symbolic  
representational 
element with a 
high degree of 
effectiveness. 
            1 

 
 
 

    /1 

 
Communication 

Clarity: 
Discusses artistic 
influences and 
questions in the 
artistic statement 
  
 
Explains use of 
symbolic element(s) 
& painting 
techniques in the 
artistic statement 
 
  
 
 
 
Reflective 
Questions: Strength, 
Weakness & Next 
Step 

 
Work does not 
meet 
assignments 
expectations for 
this category. 
Incomplete. 
          0 
 
 
 Incomplete. 
          0 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Incomplete. 
          0 

 
Student discusses 
influences and 
questions in the 
artistic statement 
with limited clarity. 
          0.25 
 
Student explains 
symbolic 
element(s) & use 
of painting 
techniques in the 
artistic statement 
with limited clarity. 
          0.25 
  
 
Poor, yes/no 
answers/limited 
incomplete. 
          0.25 

 
Student discusses 
influences and 
questions in the 
artistic statement 
with some clarity. 
          0.50 
 
 
 
Student explains 
symbolic element(s) 
& use of painting 
techniques in the 
artistic statement 
with some clarity. 
          0.50 
 
 

 

Somewhat coherent 
and somewhat 
complete.                  

           0.50 

 
Student discusses 
influences and 
questions in the 
artistic statement 
with considerable 
clarity. 
          0.75 
 
 
Student explains 
symbolic element(s) 
& use of painting 
techniques in the 
artistic statement 
with considerable 
clarity. 
          0.75 
 
 
 
Clear and substantial 
answers.                    
            

         0.75 

 
Student discusses 
influences and 
questions in the 
artistic statement 
with a high degree 
of clarity. 
             1 
 
Student explains 
symbolic 
element(s) & use 
of painting 
techniques in the 
artistic statement 
with a high degree 
of clarity. 
             1 
 
 
Superior and 
insightful 
answers.                
          1 

 
  
         
     

    /1 
 
   
         
    

    /1 
 

      

  

      

    /1 

 
Application 

Creative Process: 
Creative Process: 
Demonstration of 
Skill Development & 
following procedures 
including Clean Up 
 
 
  
 
Uses elements & 
principles of design 
and painting 
techniques to 
produce an effective 
abstract artwork 
(rhythm, colour, 
shape, line, etc.) 

 
 
 
Incomplete. 
          0 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Incomplete. 
          0 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
limited 
effectiveness in 
demonstrating the 
creative process 
and following 
procedures. 
           5 
 
Student 
demonstrates 
limited use of the 
elements & 
principles of 
design and 
painting 
techniques to 
produce an 
abstract art work 
of limited 
effectiveness. 
           1 

 
Student 
demonstrates some 
effectiveness in 
demonstrating the 
creative process and 
following 
procedures. 
         5-6 
 
 
  
Student 
demonstrates some 
use of the elements 
& principles of design 
and painting 
techniques to 
produce an abstract 
art work of some 
effectiveness. 
          2-3 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
considerable 
effectiveness in 
demonstrating the 
creative process and 
following 
procedures. 
          7-8 
 
  
Student 
demonstrates 
considerable use of 
the elements & 
principles of design 
and painting 
techniques to 
produce an abstract 
art work of 
considerable 
effectiveness. 
          3-4 

 
Student 
demonstrates 
superior 
effectiveness in 
demonstrating the 
creative process 
and following 
procedures. 
        8- 10 
 
Student 
demonstrates a 
high degree of  
using the 
elements & 
principles of 
design and 
painting 
techniques to 
produce a highly 
effective abstract 
art work. 
           5 

 
 

   

 

        

  /10 

 

 

         

    

 

 

 

  /5 

        /20 
A1. The Creative Process: apply the creative process to create a variety of artworks, individually and/or collaboratively;  

A1.1 use various strategies, individually and/or collaboratively, with increasing skill to generate, explore, and elaborate on original ideas and 
to develop, reflect on, and revise detailed plans for the creation of art works that address a variety of creative challenges (e.g., extend their 
skills in using brainstorming, concept webs, mind maps, and/or groups discussions to formulate original and innovative ideas for an art work 
on a social or personal theme; use critical research skills to explore and elaborate on ideas; demonstrate fluency in formulating clear and 
detailed plans; demonstrate flexibility in revising their plans on the basis of reflection) 
A1.2 apply, with increasing fluency and flexibility, the appropriate stages of the creative process to produce two- and three-dimensional art 
works using a variety of traditional and contemporary media (e.g., extend their skills in working with a range of media; demonstrate flexibility 
in revising plans in response to problems encountered during other stages of the creative process; reflect on the effectiveness of preliminary 



versions of their work, and revise the work on the basis of reflection and self-assessment) 
A1.3 document their use of each stage of the creative process, and provide evidence of critical inquiry, in a portfolio that includes a range 
of art works created for a variety of purposes (e.g., ensure that their portfolio includes the following: evidence of critical inquiry associated 
with idea generation and elaboration; evidence of research on how different artists approach specific themes and/or use particular 
techniques that can be adapted in their own work; preliminary and final works to show evidence of thoughtful revision), and review and 
reflect on the contents of their portfolio to determine how effectively they have used the creative process 

A2. The Elements and Principles of Design: apply the elements and principles of design to create art works for the purpose of self-expression and 
to communicate ideas, information, and/or messages;  

A2.1 apply the elements and principles of design with increasing skill and creativity to produce two- and three-dimensional art works that 
express personal feelings and communicate specific emotions (e.g., extend their skills in combining various elements and principles to 
convey a sense of fear, happiness, hopefulness, despair)  

A2.2 apply the elements and principles of design as well as a wide range of art-making conventions with increasing skill and creativity to 
produce art works that comment and/or communicate a clear point of view on a variety of issues (e.g., extend their skills by manipulating 
elements and principles and using conventions in creative ways to produce an art work that conveys the point of view of a teenager living on 
the street or that comments on a current event or social issue) 

A3. Production and Presentation: produce art works, using a variety of media/materials and traditional and emerging technologies, tools, and 
techniques, and demonstrate an understanding of a variety of ways of presenting their works and the works of others. 

A3.1 use with increasing skill a wide variety of media, including alternative media, and current technologies to create two- and 
three-dimensional art works for a variety of purposes (e.g., extend their skills in the manipulation of a variety of media and technologies to 
create a sculpture for an outdoor space, a mixed-media work for display on the Internet, an installation evoking their cultural heritage) 
A3.2 use with increasing skill a wide variety of traditional and current materials, technologies, techniques, and tools to create original art works 
for a variety of purposes and audiences      

B1. The Critical Analysis Process: demonstrate an understanding of the critical analysis process by examining, interpreting, evaluating, and 
reflecting on various art works;  

B1.1 demonstrate the ability to support their initial responses to a variety of art works with informed understanding of the works’ artistic 
form and function (e.g., describe their initial response to an art work, and explain in detail how specific aspects of the work’s content, 
formal qualities, and media inform that response) 
B1.2 deconstruct with increasing skill and insight the visual content and the use of elements and principles of design in their own art work 
and the work of others (e.g., extend their skills in identifying individual elements and principles and aspects of the visual content in an art 
work, interpreting their function, and analysing their effect; compare and contrast the use of shape, form, line, texture, space, and balance 
in Frank Lloyd Wright’s Falling Water and  Moshe Safdie’s Habitat) 
B1.3 explain in detail, with reference to a variety of historical and contemporary art works (e.g., the social scenes painted by Pieter Bruegel 
the Elder; Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace; works by Canadian war artists, such as Alex Colville’s Bodies in a Grave or Molly Lamb 
Bobak’s Private Roy, Canadian Women’s Army Corps), how knowledge of a work’s cultural and historical context, achieved through 
extensive research, has clarified and enriched their understanding and interpretation of a work’s intent and meaning 
B1.4 describe in detail and reflect on with increasing insight the qualities of their art works and the works of others, and evaluate the 
effectiveness of these works using a wide variety of criteria (e.g., provide an informed explanation of why a work of art is, or is not, 
successful with respect to its ability to communicate a message or emotion, its technical and aesthetic conventions, its form and stylistic 
qualities, its originality) 

B2. Art, Society, and Values: demonstrate an understanding of how art works reflect the societies in which they were created, and how they can 
affect both social and personal values; 

B2.1 analyse, on the basis of research, the function and social impact of different kinds of art works in both past and present societies 
(e.g., how art works function to decorate private and public space, to investigate and draw attention to themes and issues, to criticize 
political policy and social norms, to satirize public figures, to memorialize people and commemorate events, to preserve aspects of a 
people’s culture; how works of art can symbolize political, religious, social, or economic power; the power of art to help change personal 
and public positions on social and political ideas)  
B2.2 assess the impact of socio-economic, political, cultural, and/or spiritual factors on the production of art works (e.g., how artists are 
affected by oppression, persecution, censorship, or war, or by cultural, political, and/or religious beliefs; how access to locations, materials, 
technologies, and funding can affect the production of art works)  

C1. Terminology: demonstrate an understanding of, and use correct terminology when referring to, elements, principles, and other components 
related to visual arts; 

     C1.1 extend their understanding of the elements and principles of design, and use terminology related to these elements and principles 
   
     correctly and appropriately when creating or analysing a variety of art works (e.g., when analysing how artists’ manipulation of space,  
     movement, form, and proportion affects meaning in an installation or an environmental work) 

C1.2 explain in detail terminology related to a wide variety of techniques, materials, and tools (e.g., techniques and materials associated 
with installation art; additive and subtractive  techniques, digital manipulation, impasto, optical colour mixing, pointillism), and use this 
terminology correctly and appropriately when creating, analysing, and/or presenting art works 
C1.3 explain in detail the stages of the creative process and the critical analysis process, and explain, using appropriate terminology, how 
these processes contribute to the successful creation and analysis of art works 

C2. Conventions and Techniques: demonstrate an understanding of conventions and techniques used in the creation of visual art works;  
C2.1 extend their understanding of a wide variety of techniques that artists use to achieve a range of specific effects (e.g., techniques 
used to create a range of textures in an art work, to develop the connection and relationship between forms in a composition, to draw 
attention to specific parts of a work) 
C2.2 extend their understanding of the variety of conventions used in visual art (e.g., allegory, appropriation, juxtaposition, synectics; 
conventions associated with formalism, objective and non-objective abstraction, propaganda, realism, social commentary), and explain 
in detail how they are used in a variety of art works  

C3. Responsible Practices: demonstrate an understanding of responsible practices in visual arts. 
C3.2 demonstrate appropriate health and safety procedures and conscientious practices in the selection and use of various materials, 
techniques, tools, and technologies when producing or presenting art works (e.g., demonstrate safe practices when creating installations, 
assemblages, earthworks, constructions, multimedia projects; demonstrate appropriate protocols, deportment, and respect for others 
when working in a studio or visiting a presentation space) 

 


