
C O N N E C T I N G  T H E  D O T S

Music
Art is connected to everything... music, history, science, math, literature, and 
more! Let’s explore how these Abstract Expressionist paintings relate to some other subjects.

 P A G E  1

Jazz music and Abstract Expressionism 
enjoyed popularity at the same time. The art 
forms influenced each other, and they have 
several things in common. 

They are both passionate, gestural, rhythmic, dynamic, 
improvisational, bold, and unlike anything that came before. 
Jazz clubs in New York were a popular meeting place for 
writers and artists during the 1950’s and 1960’s. 

Lee Krasner and Piet Mondrian were friends, and they 
would sometimes meet to listen to jazz, (they both loved it!) 
and to dance! There is a really fun story about these two 
dancing together at a jazz club.

Mondrian and Krasner decided to meet at Barney 
Josephson’s Café Society. It was a popular club where 
painters liked to go and dance. “I’m a fairly good 
dancer,” Lee remembered, “that is to say, I can 
follow easily, but the complexity of Mondrian’s 
rhythm was not simple in any sense. No matter 
the music, Mondrian danced in a ‘staccato’ 
manner with his head thrown back. It seems to 
me his movement was all vertical, up and 
down. Maybe I had been too affected by his 
painting before I met him.”

This is Piet Mondrian...

He painted like this...
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Dance Judith Godwin was good friends with Martha Graham. Graham’s modern style of dance 
inspired some of Godwin's paintings. Can you see an image of a dancer in this painting? 
(To see Martha Graham performing one of her dances, search her name on YouTube!)

Modern dance isn't 
anything except one 
thing in my mind: 
the freedom of 
women in America.
–Martha GrahamPhoto by Edward Jean Steichen
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US History
Lee Krasner (and many other Abstract Expressionist artists) were employed by the 
United States government during the Great Depression. 

In an effort to give people jobs, President Franklin D. Roosevelt began the Works Progress Administration. 
Thousands of artists were paid to make paintings, murals, and sculptures for public buildings. This Federal 
Art Project gave many artists work at a time when it was difficult to sell art. Together, the artists made more 
than 100,000 paintings and murals and over 18,000 sculptures. They each earned $23.86 per week.

Lee was hired, and quickly moved up the ranks to be a project manager in the Mural Division. This is where 
she met Jackson Pollock in 1936. He was an assistant to her in one of her projects. They didn’t stay in 
touch, but met again in 1941 and began their relationship. In 1945, they were married.

Many other well known artists were employed by the WPA including Stuart Davis, Arshile Gorky, Willem de 
Kooning, Ilya Bolotowsky, Ben Shahn, Mark Rothko, and Thomas Hart Benton. Artists formed friendships 
during this time and they went on to help each other later when they became famous.  

This is a mural study 
Lee Krasner painted for 
Studio A, Radio Station 
WNYC. 
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Poetry
Abstract poetry is fun to write, and it has a lot in common with Abstract Expressionism. A poet 
named Dame Edith Sitwell created the phrase ‘abstract poetry’ to describe this movement in writing. 
You can read more in her book Façade.

What is abstract poetry?

Try it out!

“The poems in Façade 
are abstract poems– 
that is, they are 
patterns of sound. They 
are... virtuoso exercises 
in technique of extreme 
difficulty, in the same 
sense as that in which 
certain studies by Liszt 
are studies in 
transcendental 
technique in music.” 
–Dame Edith Sitwell, 1949

There are 3 main elements in abstract poetry:

Use word magnets or words you cut out from magazines, 
and arrange them in interesting combinations. Or, just sit 
down with a blank sheet of paper and start writing. Make 
it silly or serious. Have fun! 

Express an emotion or a feeling rather than a 
specific literal story, memory, event, or idea. (It’s 
ok for the words not to make sense. Their mean-
ing isn’t as important as their sound and their 
impact.) Some might call this kind of writing non-
sense– that’s ok!

The poet chooses the poem’s length, stanza, 
meter and/or rhyme. Anything goes!

Try to communicate through the sound of the 
words. Let their sound give the reader an abstract 
image in their mind, a feeling, or an impression.
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Art
Each movement in art history helps to inspire the next one! 

Sometimes it takes an idea further, and sometimes it rebells against rules from the past. Take a look at the 
movements that came just before Abstract Expressionism and have a chat about their influence.

Surrealism – Key idea: Artists painted their dreams or 

subconscious thoughts in their art. They used their imaginations 

and painted things that weren’t actually in the physical world.

Cubism – Key idea: Artists wondered what things would look 

like from all different angles at the same time, or what they would 

look like in motion. They painted real imagery, but abstracted it.

Abstract Expressionism – Key idea: Artists expressed their 

feelings, thoughts, portraits, and landscapes through gestural and 

colorful abstract forms. The act of painting was emphasized.

Expressionism – Key idea: Artists wanted to show things from 

their own personal point of view. They wanted the viewer to know 

how they felt, and created a mood by distorting their imagery.

Fauvism – Key idea: Artists decided to paint using bright, bold 

colors that expressed the idea of the image or the feeling it gave 

them rather than the way it actually looked in reality.
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Art
Let’s take a look at 
some notable art by 
amazing women 
painters. Take a 
close look! Can you see 
how each movement 
inspired the next one with 
it’s ideas?

Surrealism – 

Remedios Varo, 

Papilla Estelar, 

1958

Cubism – 

Alice Bailly, 

Skating in the Bois de Boulogne, 

1914

Abstract Expressionism – 

Joan Mitchell, Untitled, 1953

Expressionism – 

Marianne Werefkin, 

Corpus Christi, 1911

Fauvism – 

Sonia Delaunay, 

Philomene, 1907
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Book List
There are some outstanding books related to the women of Abstract Expressionism, 
and women painters in general! Some of these are for children, and others may be more appropri-
ate for a parent to read and use as conversation starters.

Ninth Street Women: 
Lee Krasner, Elaine 
de Kooning, Grace 
Hartigan, Joan 
Mitchell, and Helen 
Frankenthaler: Five 
Painters and the 
Movement That 
Changed Modern Art
by Mary Gabriel

Mid-Century 
Modern 
Women in the 
Visual Arts
by Ellen Surrey

50 Women 
Artists You 
Should Know
by Christiane 
Weidemann

50 Contemporary 
Women Artists: 
Groundbreaking 
Contemporary Art 
from 1960 to Now
by John Gosslee and 
Heather Zises
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Broad Strokes: 
by Bridget Quinn 
and Lisa Congdon

Women of 
Abstract 
Expressionism
by Irving Sandler 
and Joan Marter

13 Women 
Artists Children 
Should Know
by Bettina 
Shuemann

The Women of
Abstract Expressionism

TheStudio

September 2018 | Week 3

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with



N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

 P A G E  8

This week let’s make some soak-stain 
paintings like Helen Frankenthaler.
See more of her art by clicking here.

For this project you’ll need:
A canvas board
Liquid watercolors
Small cups
A drop-cloth

Think of an idea or feeling, and decide how 
you’ll express it in abstract forms. Squeeze 
some of the liquid watercolor into a small cup 
and pour it onto your canvas. Think about:
   • the colors you will use
   • the way the colors work together
   • the forms you will use
   • how will the forms interact
   • the feeling your painting will convey

If you haven’t used liquid watercolors before, 
there’s a video you can watch before you get 
started. It might be helpful to see the paints in 
action and watch how they react with the 
canvas board. Check the video section of the 
member’s site to watch it! 

Please remember! This demo is not a tutorial. 
There’s no need for your art to emulate the art in 
the video. Use you own imagination and make 
the painting you want to. Abstract Expression-
ism is about expressing what is inside YOU, so 
every painting should be different and unique.

Art Express
A 15 minute version for busy weeks!

1. Gather some small cups, tempera 
paint (you can water it down to make it 
pour-able), and a sheet of construction 
paper. 
2. Think about the idea or feeling you’ll 
express in your painting.
3. Pour your paints onto the paper. Tip 
it up if you want the paint to drip, or leave 
it to dry flat if you don’t want it to drip.

Photo of Helen Frankenthaler by Ernest Haas
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To see more of her art, click here.

http://www.frankenthalerfoundation.org/exhibitions/recent
http://www.frankenthalerfoundation.org/exhibitions/recent

