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Full name: Sara Élievna Stern, later Sofia Terk

Born: November 14, 1885

Died: December 5, 1979

Sonia was born into a hard working Ukrainian family who had 
very little money to support their children. At the age of five 
years old, her parents sent her to live with her wealthy uncle in 
Russia. When she became part of their family, she changed her 
name to Sofia Terk, but used the nickname, Sonia.

She received an excellent education and was able to travel all 
throughout Europe, and to visit wonderful museums full of 
sensational art. As a teenager, her teacher suggested that she 
be allowed to attend art school in Germany and her family 
agreed. She set out to learn more and explore her creativity.

Later, as a new mother, she inadvertently founded a new art 
movement! She was creating a patchwork quilt for her baby, 
and as she pieced together the colorful scraps of fabric she 
realized that the result was more than just a beautiful blanket, it 
was the basis for a new way of looking at art called Orphism. 
Her husband, Robert Delaunay, was also a famous artist, and 
he explored this exciting new art movement along side her. 
They lived in Paris during a most exciting time when modern art 

Sonia Delaunay

was exploding all around them. Sonia drew inspiration from the places they visited when they traveled, and 
she was especially inspired by color and form. Her artwork extends beyond painting to include sets and 
costumes for ballet and theater, patterns on fabric, furniture, household items, and even a car! 

In 1964, Sonia became the first living female artist ever to have a retrospective exhibition at the Louvre. In 
1975 she was named an officer of the French Legion of Honor. Sonia was one of the most influential women 
in art history, and her works can be seen today in museums around the world.
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Geometric Abstraction
Sometimes Sonia’s art consisted simply of abstract 
shapes and forms. She used these shapes as a way 
to explore color, and to see what happens to a color 
when it is placed next to other colors. How does it 
change? What do the different combinations do to 
each other?
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Abstract imagery
Sometimes Sonia included recognizable forms in her art, but 
she simplified them to their most basic shape. The top/left is 
what Sonia saw when she looked at the street lights illuminat-
ing the city at night. The top/right painting shows animals and 
people at the market and architectural elements in the back-
ground. The bottom/left images shows a dancer in motion, 
and the bottom/right shows a group of people dancing!

Does it look 
like she’s 
holding a 

castanet?
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Fashion Abstraction
Sonia was interested in combining her geometric 
abstractions with the organic shape of the human 
body! She loved thinking about the way the straight 
lines would curve as they covered an arm or the way 
they would move when the person was walking. This 
is a whole new way to see abstract art!
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Getting started and fun ways to really see the art
Looking at abstract art is an art in itself.

Unlike a painting from the Renaissance, where we can 
see portraits of people, scenic landscapes in the back-
ground, and objects that we recognize, abstract art asks 
us to use a different approach.

Some people really LOVE abstract art because it brings 
out sensory reactions and emotions that they don’t expe-
rience with traditional paintings.

Other people have a difficult time with it – they try to 
understand it and make sense of what they are seeing, 
and they are never really sure if they’ve ‘got it right.’

The good news is this: there is no right or wrong when it 
comes to looking at abstract art... but there are a few tips 
and tricks that can help to get you started.

If you’d like some guidelines for how to look at abstract 
art, check out these pointers! Use them with this month’s 
lesson as you continue to look at the art, use them the 
next time you take out an art book from the library that 
features an abstract artist, and use it the next time you 
spend the day at the art museum.

Have fun exploring the wild world of abstract art, and 
remember... you can never see everything! Continue to 
come back and revisit art you’ve studied in the past. 
Before you know it, the paintings will be like old friends.

There’s no need to ‘figure out’ a piece 
of abstract art. Look at it, see it for what it is, 
and enjoy the view. Sometimes that’s enough! If 
you want to go further with a piece of abstract 
art, ask yourself these questions:

How does this art make me feel?

Does this art engage my senses?

Does it remind me of anything?

What words come to mind when 
I look at this art?

How is this artist using the 
elements and principles of art in 
their work? (ie. line, color, shape)

Where and when did this artist 
live? Did these things influence 
the way they made art?

If I were to take a guess, what 
might be the story behind this 
art? Has the artist spoken about 
this art and shared their ideas?

What else can I learn about the 
artist as a person that will help 
me to understand their vision?
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Orphism
Orphism (sometimes also called Orphic Cubism or Simultanism) brought together the geometric abstrac-

tion of Cubism, and the bright bold colors of Fauvism. The term Orphism was coined by the French poet 

Guillaume Apollinaire. He named the art movement after the Greek poet and musician Orpheus who was 

known for his musical talents. This art movement is all about harmony. Artists explored harmonious 

arrangements of forms (their compositions), and also harmonious color combinations. 

1 9 1 1 - 1 9 1 4

The quilt that started it all...

“About 1911 I had the idea of making for 
my son, who had just been born, a blanket 
composed of bits of fabric like those I had 
seen in the houses of Russian peasants. 
When it was finished, the arrangement of 
the pieces of material seemed to me to 
evoke cubist conceptions and we then tried 
to apply the same process to other objects 
and paintings.” 

Sonia’s son used the quilt as a baby, but later she 
framed it and exhibited it as a piece of art.

–Sonia Delaunay
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Color
Let’s look at the way Sonia is using color here. 

Are the colors brightly saturated, or are they 
muted and dull?

How is she scattering colors throughout the art 
to make sure things stay balanced?

Where can you find complimentary colors in 
this art? (Green+Red, Blue+Orange, 
Yellow+Purple)

Can you find warm colors (red, orange, yellow) 
and cool colors (green, blue, purple)?

Do the colors seem harmonious?

What else do you notice about the colors? 
Make some notes around the art.

The
Color
Wheel
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Form
How does Sonia Delaunay use form in this painting?

Are the shapes geometric, organic, or both?

How does she balance linear forms with curved ones?

How is she arranging abstract forms to show people?

What about architectural elements?

What combination of forms does she use for animals?

What else do you notice about the forms?
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Pattern Patterns consist of repeating shapes. Patterns in art act as a foundation that 
organizes the entire composition (like a grid). How does Delaunay use pattern in her 
fashion design? Make some notes next to each of these illustrations.
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Rhythm+Movement
Let’s explore the rhythm and movement in this art! When an artist puts forms together in a 
certain way, they can create a feeling of motion or action. Sometimes an artist will use repetition to help 
move the viewer's eye around the art. Sonia Delaunay achieves rhythm and movement in her art featuring 
dancers! Take a closer look and make notes about what you see. 
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The infinite combinations of color 
have a poetry and a language 

much more expressive than the 
old methods.

“

”

“

”

For me there is no gap 
between my painting and 
my so-called 'decorative' 
work. I never considered 

the 'minor arts' to be 
artistically frustrating; on 
the contrary, it was an 
extension of my art.

“

”

“
”

IN THE SKY WE HAD RE-
DISCOVERED THE MOVING 
PRINCIPLE OF ANY WORK 
OF ART: THE LIGHT, AND 
THE MOTION OF COLOR.

“ ”
It was a tradition to represent a dancer frozen in a 
chosen position, like a snapshot. I broke away from 
this tradition by superimposing postures, blending 

light and motion and scrambling the planes.

 I love creation more 
than life, and I must 

express myself before 
disappearing.
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Let’s make abstract animals.

Take another look at ‘Market at Minho.’ Can you spot 
an animal in the art? Think of an animal you’d like to 
paint or draw this week, and how you can make the 
animal from geometric shapes. You may want to 
sketch your art first, or even dump out a bin of 
blocks and see how you can put different shapes 
together to represent an animal. If you have geomet-
ric pieces of paper or felt, you can use them to try 
out different arrangements to help you settle on your 
composition before you start to draw or paint.

Some things to consider as 
you make your art...

Consider this:

You may have learned about concentric circles 
in math, but you can use them in art as well! 
Concentric circles just means that there 
are multiple circles that radiate from the same 
center.

Sonia Delaunay uses concentric circles in 
many of her works of art, including this one. Is 
this a design element you’d like to play with in 
your art? 

Try it out! Concentric circles add a sense of 
motion to the composition, making it visually 
interesting to look at! 

1. Choose your subject
Which animal will you paint? You can use your 
pet as inspiration, or an animal you saw in a 
book or at the zoo. You can even make up your 
own imaginary creature to paint.

2. Choose your medium
Will you paint, draw with pastels or colored 
pencils, or make a collage?

3. Create your art 
Sketch it out first, then start working on your 
finished piece of art.

4. Share your masterpiece
Post a photo in our facebook group, or email it 
to thestudio@arthistorykids.com so I can 
feature your art in the online gallery!


