
Lesson plan created by Alex Beeching 
on behalf of Sunderland Culture

A Symphony 
of Colour
A classroom resource inspired by abstract art



Resource Aim: To introduce pupils to the idea 
of synaesthesia
To introduce the subject of abstract art with 
particular emphasis on Wassily Kandinsky
To invite them to visualise a piece of music
What you will need: (pens, pencils, paper, paint, 
canvases, ipod or smart phone)

This project is devoted to the idea of synaesthesia in general and the great 
Russian artist, Wassily Kandinsky (an synaesthete himself), in particular.

Synaesthesia refers to the jumbling of the senses such that sound evokes image, 
image sound or scent. 

For Wassily Kandinsky, music and colour were inextricably tied to one another. 
So clear was this relationship that Kandinsky associated each note with an exact 
hue. He once said, “the sound of colours is so definite that it would be hard to 
find anyone who would express bright yellow with bass notes or dark lake with 
treble.”

First, participants will be introduced Kandinsky and Abstract expressionism.

Then they will spend some weeks devising their own visual grammar to 
represent the various aspects of music-pitch, timbre, dynamics and so forth.       

Target key stage: 7-11 year olds /KS1 to KS2

Recommended duration: About 90 mins to 2 hours

Key themes: art, abstract art, mathematics, graphs, the great 
composers, trigonometry, geometric shapes, religious studies musical 
terms, art appreciation, history, visual thinking.
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Examples will be given.

Finally, they will be called upon to produce a visual piece based on the first 
30 seconds of a famous piece of classical music.

By the end of the term, the students will know:

• How make convincing abstract art
• How to represent other senses visually
• How to devise a visual grammar
• The principles of Abstract art with particular reference to Kandinsky.

What is more, the activity has been so designed to serve as a point of 
departure for exploring other subjects, including:

• Language and literacy
• Mathematics
• Music
• Religious Studies
• History 
• Science

To this end, pupils might explore:

• Musical terms such as crescendo, chord, fugue, 
counterpoint, harmony both as exercises in 
comprehension as an introduction to musical theory

• The Great Composers
• The mathematics of music
• Geometrical shapes and Platonic Solids
• Calculating areas and volumes
• Trigonometry
• History-what was going on in the world during the year of Kandinsky’s birth 

(1866) until that of his death (1944)?
• Visual thinking
• Graphs

“Colour is the 
keyboard. The eye 
is the hammer. The 
soul is the piano with 
its many strings.”
Kandinsky
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Introduction
Synæsthesia is that curious phenomenon whereby one’s senses become all 
jumbled up. Some of those so affected can see or indeed feel music. Some 
can taste shapes. Still others can hear numbers. There are those for whom the 
sound of a siren evokes the colour blue. 

Nor is it a solely medical phenomenon. One encounters it in language (‘’a loud 
tie,’ ‘hot colours’) and examples abound in literature.

Kandinsky was a synæsthete, that is to say he could hear colour and see 
sound.  It first struck him at a performance of Wagner’s opera ‘Lohengrin’ in 
Moscow: “I saw all my colours in spirit, before my eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines 
were sketched in front of me.” Colour, shape, line, point and plane gave him a 
means of evoking music in paint.

This project explores ways in which you can evoke sound in visual art. It 
looks at how can express tempi, orchestration, melody, harmony rhythm, 
counterpoint, chords, pitch and timbre by visual means.

Synaesthesia occurs in one in twenty people, and is even more common 
among artists. 
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What is Abstract Art?
In the late 19th century many artists began to question the idea that art 
must represent appearances. They thought that a painting could simply 
refer to itself and not represent anything in the external world. After all, by 
1900 photography had begun to replace realistic painting. Now, the painter 
was free to explore line, point, colour and shape freed from the shackles of 
representation and to use abstract art to seek truths beyond appearances and 
to express things that are not visible.

Between 1910 and 1918 (which marked the end of WW1) abstract art developed 
in several places at the same time. In Munich, Wassily Kandinsky led the way. 
By 1912, his paintings were almost completely non-representational.

It is worth remembering, in passing, that the abstract was not new to the 
decorative arts. The Greeks, for example, used abstract patterns and motifs 
such as the Greek key some two and a half thousand years before Kandinsky 
dared break with convention. 

Idea: Have the pupils examine the use of ornamental motifs through the ages, 
e.g. the Greek, key, chevrons, acanthus leaves, the anthemion based on the 
honeysuckle, the fleur-de-lis said to be based on a frog.
No one questioned using shapes and lines in this way before, but when, in the 
early years of the 20th century, artists such as Kandinsky and his fellow Russian 
Kasimir Malevich began to paint without reference to the world of appearances 
many people (both the public and critics) were shocked and confused.

The Anthemion Fleur-de-lis The Greek Key
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Why is it important?
What Kandinsky and his brethren did was revolutionary. Why? Because they 
dared to question the assumption that art should represent visible reality. 
In other words, art was no obliged to resemble objects and events in what is 
loosely called the ‘real world.’ They would change art and how we think about 
art forever. 

Today, we see their influence in many aspects of modern 21st century life from 
logos to computer interfaces, from architecture to haute couture, from music 
videos to cartoons.

Wassily Kandinsky
Kandinsky was born in Moscow in 1866, the son of a wealthy tea merchant. He 
read law and economics at the University of Moscow, and taught in the law 
faculty. It was not until 1896 that he decided to become an artist, prompted by 
two revelatory experiences. When he saw one of the French Impressionist painter 
Claude Monet’s paintings of haystacks at an exhibition in Moscow, Kandinsky was 
stirred by the colour and composition of the work, which he realised was far more 
important than its depiction of a physical landscape.  

The other was when he went to see a performance of Wagner’s Opera, 
‘Lohengrin’.  (This may be worth exploring further)

Kandinsky was an artist for whom music was very important. What he 
particularly admired was the way it could elicit an emotional response without 
being tied to a recognisable subject matter. Painting, he believed, should aspire 
to be as abstract as music, with groups of colour in a picture relating to one 
another in a manner analogous to sequences of chords in music.
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In 1911, Kandinsky together with Franz Marc, formed the Blaue Reiter group. The 
following year saw the publication of Kandinsky’s monogram, ‘Concerning the 
Spiritual in Art’ in which he sets forth his ideas on form, colour and the affinities 
between music and art.

It was at this time Kandinsky has an epiphany, which set him on the road to pure 
abstraction. He returned home at twilight to find what he called ‘an indescribably 
beautiful picture that was saturated with an inner glow.’ He could see nothing but 
‘shapes and colours and the content of which was incomprehensible to me.’ Then, 
much to his surprise, it dawned on him that it was one of his own paintings, leaning 
on its side against a wall.

The metaphor of tone colour has long been used in music. Synonymous with timbre, 
tone colour colour refers to a particular quality of a sound aside from, pitch volume 
and duration. Thus, the tone colour of flute in the higher register can be described as 
very ‘bright,’ while that of a bassoon in the lower register can be described as ‘dark.’

The pupil will choose thirty seconds of a piece of great music, preferably Classical 
which will serve as a point of departure for a large finished piece on paper or canvas.

Much of the project will be taken by helping them devise a visual language with 
which they can visualise both the music and the emotion it calls forth in them. 

To this end, they will explore ways of evoking the various elements of music: melody, 
harmony, tempo, texture, dynamics, pitch, chords and timbre.

To better help them get a handle on non-representational art, we suggest that you 
the use the Abstract scale provided.
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Notes
The notion that art must represent appearances is a persistent one, particularly 
in 11 year olds. It is important to show them that art can just refer to itself. Indeed, 
even the most photorealistic painting has elements of the abstract to it. Look at it 
through a magnifying glass and one sees, not recognisable forms, but shapes, line 
and colour.  The great French artist Matisse said: “Exactitude is not the truth.” 

In this exercise, there are two approaches one can take.

First, there is the more literal approach. Here, the pupil would conceive of his or her 
piece of music in a very precise fashion, finding visual equivalents for each, note 
chord or phrase, their volume, pitch, tone colour and duration. To this end, it might 
be helpful to think of the finished piece as an ‘artistic graph’ with time on the x-axis 
and the music on the y-axis.

This approach may suit those with more of a mathematical bent.

It is not without its problems. Chief among them is that there might be a tendency 
to be too literal. What is more, using this approach one is apt to forget the more 
lyrical aspects of the exercise.

Which brings us to the second approach, the lyrical or intuitive. In contrast to the 
first approach, the pupil relies on instinct, intuition and the emotion the music 
evokes. It eschews the linear approach and by so doing tries to arrive at a more 
visceral; interpretation the music.

Both approach are not without their merits. In planning their finished pieces, pupils 
can be encouraged to explore both approaches in sketches and studies.

Resources
Three examples 
20 ‘Kandinsky Cards’
The Scale of Abstraction with example
12 musical suggestions

The Kandinsky cards
20 visual prompts, each showing a different shape or form which    
might serve as inspiration. Feel free to cut out the cards.

The second deck combines several motifs in each card. 



Feel free to cut them out and do please encourage pupils to experiment with the 
cards. For instance, three cards could be dealt at random to a pupil who would 
then try and use those motifs in a sketch or study. Confining yourself to a handful 
of shapes is a good exercise. Indeed, the idea of deliberately ‘hemming yourself in’ 
creating laws in your visual universe may make the process less daunting for some.

The Scale of Abstraction
This is a visual way of getting the idea of a continuum across from pure abstraction 
at one end to photorealism at the other.  Although I have provided an example from 
my own portfolio, I recommend making this into a task for your pupils. Have them 
select say 10 famous paintings and then decide where they should go on the scale.

Materials
Paint Chalk 
Marker pens
Even cut paper
Canvas or heavy duty paper

Visual Scores
For further inspiration, look up visual scores.
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12 Musical Suggestions
1.  The Rite of Spring by Ivor Stravinsky. See the dinosaur animation in 

Disney’s Fantasia.
2.  ‘Mars, the Bringer of War’ from the Planets Suite by Gustav Holst
3.  Beethoven’s 9th Symphony
4.  The Overture to ‘The Marriage of Figaro’ by Wolgang Amadeus 

Mozart
5.  ‘La Mer’ by Claude Debussy
6.  ‘The Blue Danube’ by Strauss the Younger
7.  ‘Thus Spake Zarathustra’ by Richard Strauss. Used to great effect in 

2001: A Space Odyssey
8.  ‘March to the Scaffold’ by Hector Berlioz
9.  Harry Potter’s theme by John Williams
10.  Yoda’s theme by John Williams
11.  The aria from Bach’s ‘48 Preludes and Fugues.’
12.  ‘Neptune’ from ‘The Planets Suite’ by Gustav Holst



Glossary
Delving into musical terminology may spark ideas for lessons plans for this project 
or indeed other subjects. For instance, one lesson could be devoted to the idea of 
pitch and how to represent it visually, another to tempo and another to harmony and 
dicord.
Adagio (Italian: ‘slow’). Meaning the music should be played slowly. Barber’s ‘Adagio’ is a 
fantastic example of this.

Allegro (Italian: ‘lively’). Meaning the music should be played cheerfully. Rossini’s ‘William 
Tell’ overture is a good case in point

Aria Literally ‘air’ in Italian, a vocal piece for one or more voices in an opera

Baroque A period in art and music from around 1600-1750. Composers include Monteverdi, 
Purcell, Rameau, Bach, Vivaldi and Handel.

Clef Several symbols drawn at the end of a stave, indicating the pitch of the notes written on 
that stave.

Counterpoint A style of music writing whereby single, interweaving lines of music are played 
simultaneously to create a complex texture. Typified by  J. S. Bach

Crescendo Literally ‘growing’, a music direction to single gradually louder. Opposite is 
diminuendo

Dynamics Levels of sound in music. The spectrum of soft to loud.

Fugue A complex contrapuntal piece, in two or more parts, popular in the Baroque period. 
A theme introduces the piece, which is then repeat at different pitches throughout the 
composition, set in counterpoint to other musical lines within the texture.

Harmony The sounding of two or more notes at the same time. 

Pitch Pitch is measured in hertz, and is generally organised in a system known as ‘equal 
temperament’, a system of tuning in which different notes have a standardised pitch ratio.

Symphony A large scale orchestral work, usually in four movements, in which at least one 
is in sonata-form. The movements correspond roughly to a pattern of: Opening movement; 
Scherzo; Slow movement; Finale.

Tempo (Italian: ‘time’). The speed at which a piece of music is played. Tempo indications are 
given either at the beginning of a piece, or within it. Sometimes tempo is indicated by strict 
beats-per-minute, or using terminology which can be more flexible.

Tremolo (Italian: ‘trembling’). The quick repetition of a single note, usually used in string 
playing.
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www. sunderlandculture.org.uk
info@sunderlandculture.org.uk

Want to know more about the artist that 
designed this resource? Contact us and we’ll 
happily introduce you!

@sunderlandculture

@SundCulture

@sunderlandculture


