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The following notes are to accompany the slide show.  
It is recommended to simplify the ideas and projects for younger students based on their grade level. 

Slide 1: Notes For The Presenter 

Slide 2: Guide For Your Classroom Visit
•	 Greet the class and introduce yourself.
•	 Share with the class your enthusiasm for exploring artworks.
•	 Explain that you plan to have a conversation with the students about two artworks and that today’s theme is, 

“What do you see?”  
•	 Encourage class participation and welcome all student ideas.
•	 Expectations for participation:

	» Look carefully, describe in detail, share ideas one at a time and listen respectfully.

Slide 3: Let’s Look
Help students discover what they see.
This is an introduction to the artwork with a student activity - Artists & Critics

•	 Divide the class into pairs: Artists and Critics.
•	 Provide the Critics with a color copy of Tensions by Emil Bisttram. The Critics describe the image to the 

Artists as accurately as possible without showing the image to the Artists. 
•	 Provide the Artists with a piece of paper and colored pencils or crayons.
•	 The Artists try to draw the image based on the Critics’ description.  

 
Compare their drawings with the original.
Questions:

•	 For Critics: Describing something to another person requires close looking.  
	» When looking closely, what did you discover that you might have missed initially?

•	 For Artists: Drawing something based solely on a verbal description is not easy.  

	» What instructions were important to help you draw an accurate copy?
 
Let’s look a little closer. Help students expand on what they see.
Student Activity: Word Banking

•	 Read Opposites Abstract by Mo Willems. Or use this download: https://youtu.be/QGJpGfKMIz4
•	  Discuss the abstract images briefly by, relating geometric shapes and words to Tensions. 
•	 Make a list of the descriptive words the students use.
•	 Explain to the class that you will be showing them a new painting that uses the organic style of shapes.

•	 Ask them to close their eyes.

Display African Genesis on the next slide.
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Slide 4: Let’s Look A Little Closer
Help students expand on what they see.

•	 When you opened your eyes, what did you notice first?
•	 Why do you think that was?  Where did your eyes go after that?
•	 Pick a shape within the painting.  With your finger in the air, trace the outline of that shape.  
•	 Now, look closely at that one shape.  

	» Tell us the color of the shape and describe it. Do any of the words from the story apply?
	» Do you think the paint is thick or thin?
	» Can you see any other paint beneath it?  
	» Describe the patterns the artist has painted on top of the image.

Slide 5: Let’s Find Meaning
Find clues that might help us understand the meaning of the artworks.

•	 The artist, Emil Bisttram, was interested in exploring links between art and science.  
	» He also liked to explore the idea of opposites.  

•	 Which areas of science (astronomy, biology, etc) apply to this painting? Describe why.
	» Example: Cells in biology, stars in astronomy…

•	 Let’s talk about opposites. Can you find any opposites in this painting? 
	» (Example: up/down, circle/square, black/white…)

•	 Bisttram titled this painting Tensions. Why do you think that is?   
•	 What title would you give this painting?

Slide 6: Let’s Find Meaning
Find clues that might help us understand the meaning of the artworks.

•	 At first glance, the painting on the right may appear to be a collection of abstract shapes. 
•	 But, just like shapes in the clouds, abstract shapes can remind us of something.  

	» Do you see a trunk and canopy of a tree on the right side of the painting? Maybe the grey shapes at the top 
right make you think of mountains, or perhaps you see something quite different.  

	» We are all unique and each of us may see something different. What do you see?
•	 Do the colors the artist used make you think of anything in particular? Tell us more.
•	 Share information about the artist:
•	 J. Eugene Grigsby, Jr. dedicated many years to studying the traditional art of the African Kingdom of Kuba, 

known for its decorative arts and surface designs.
•	 Perhaps his studies of the African Kingdom of Kuba inspired the painting African Genesis. 
•	 Do you have a particular subject you would like to spend years studying?
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Slide 7: Let’s Tie It Together 
Summarize your discussions.

•	 Today we tried our hands at being either Artists or Critics as we looked at two Abstract paintings in detail.
•	 We worked together to come up with interesting words to describe each painting.
•	 We searched for recognizable shapes and learned a little about what inspired each artist.  

	» (Repeat back to the class some of the observations they made while looking at the paintings.)
•	 Now you have the looking skills so that when you see abstract art in the future, you will be able to make 

meaning from it.
•	 Thank the class for their participation
•	 If time permits, continue with the extension project.
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Slide 8: Extension Project
•	 The most important thing is that you and the students have fun exploring art together!  
•	 Prior to your visit, communicate with the teacher.  
•	 How do they prefer supplies to be distributed?  
•	 Arrange for classroom setup that is best for your needs.  
•	 Discuss supplies you will bring and supplies they may already have.  

Slide 9: Gather Materials
•	  Access via YouTube or iTunes to the song SOBE Tribute to Dr. Eugene Grigsby, Jr. 
•	 Drawing or construction paper 
•	 Scissors, glue sticks and scrap paper for collage 
•	 Pencils and /or markers
•	 Rulers and round templates or compasses, if age appropriate 

Slide 10: Steps for Creating “When I think of you I see…” 
Inspirational Abstract Artwork

•	 Goal: To create an artwork that reminds the students of someone or something that inspires them. 
•	 The artwork should not actually look like that person or subject.  
•	 Think about a person or subject you find inspiring.  
•	 For example: When I think of my grandmother, I see her carefully curled white hair, her twinkly brown eyes 

underneath her thick glasses and her garden where she grew carnations. Also, she liked to dance. 
•	 To make an image that reminds me of my grandmother, I might include the brown of my grandmother’s eyes 

and a thin curled white line to represent her hair.
•	 Before the students start their artwork, ask them to write their own name and the name of the person or 

subject that inspires them on the back of their paper.

Slide 11: Gather Materials
•	 Allow students to select scraps of colored paper.
•	 Explain that they can be torn to make organic shapes, similar to the shapes in African Genesis, or cut into 

geometric shapes similar to those in Tensions.
•	 They can use a ruler to create straight lines and geometric shapes and use a compass or draw around the base 

of a round object to create circles.
•	 Encourage them to use their imaginations and to create an abstract work of art!
•	 Point out the many different lines in African Genesis and how those lines cross over from one background 

color to the next.
•	 Allow glue to dry before drawing on top of collaged paper.
•	 If time permits, students may share their artwork with the class or person next to them and describe the 

person or subject that inspired them.
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Slide 12: Pair-Share / Write-Tell
•	 Instructions are on the slide.
•	 Let the class know that both Emil Bisttram and Dr. J. Eugene Grigsby, Jr. were inspired to create art by 

subjects that they studied at length.  
•	 Explain that Eugene Grigsby was also a teacher in the Phoenix Union School District and ASU, and he 

inspired generations of young people to create their own art.  
•	 He was even the inspiration for a song.   Depending on time, you can play the song to the students.  

(It is about four minutes long.) 
•	 Or, as the students share or write about a person or subject, quietly in the background play the song SOBE 

Tribute to Dr. Eugene Grigsby, Jr.

Slide 13: Gallery Walk
•	 Leave your completed project on your desk.
•	 Walk around the room to look at the “Art Gallery.”
•	 Return to your desk
•	 Take turns sharing with the class which art project was interesting to you and why.
•	 As time permits, share your artwork with the class.

ART MASTERPIECE: WHAT DO YOU SEE?
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Emil Bisttram,
Tensions (Tensiones), 1939.
Oil on board.
Gift of Richard Anderman in honor of Lorenz and 
Joan Anderman 

link to image: 
https://phxart.org/arts/tensions-tensiones/

Eugene Grigsby,
African Genesis (Génesis africano), 1960.
Oil on canvas.
Gift of COBA in honor of the Museum’s 50th 
Anniversary.

link to image: 
https://phxart.org/arts/african-genesis-genesis-
africano/
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Key Terms Elements of Art Descriptive Words

1.	 Abstract Art 
•	 Art that does not attempt to represent the real 

world but seeks to achieve its effect using shapes, 
forms, colors, and textures. A simplification.

2.	 Asymmetry
•	 The opposite of symmetry. Its halves are not 

mirror images of each other. If a line is drawn 
down the middle of the object and it is folded in 
half, the two sides will not match.

3.	 Collage
•	 A piece of art made from different pieces of 

paper, photos and other materials.  They may 
also have paintings and drawings on them.  

4.	 Symmetry
•	 The quality of being made up of exactly similar 

parts facing each other or around an axis.

1.	 Line
•	 Straight, Thin, Thick, Bold, Dotted, Diagonal, 

Horizontal, Vertical, Zigzag, Curvy, Wavy, etc. 

2.	 Shape
•	 Geometric: Man-made shapes.

*	 Square, Circle, Triangle, Rectangle, Cube, 
Cylinder, Pyramid, Cone, Sphere, etc.

•	 Organic: Any enclosed shape found in nature.

3.	 Color
•	 Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, Violet, 

Bold, Bright, Metallic, Dark, Dull, Light, Vivid, 
Deep, etc. 

4.	 Texture
•	 How something feels; can be implied or physical, 

e.g. bumpy, spiky, prickly, rough, smooth, soft, 
silky, etc.

5.	 Scale 
•	 The size of an artwork considered, in relation to 

other objects.

•	 Large, life-size, small, tiny, microscopic, 
miniature, massive, grand, monumental, etc.

6.	 Painting
•	 The practice of using a brush or other tool to apply 

paint or medium to a surface. 

7.	 Symbol
•	 A thing that represents or stands for 

something else, especially a material object 
representing something abstract.

A DASH OF HELPFUL INFORMATION + RESOURCES  

Books

•	 The Eye of Shamba: The Art of Eugene Grigsby, 
Jr.: A 65-Year Retrospective Exhibition

•	 Grigsby - Phoenix Art Museum - 2001
•	 Opposites Abstract by Mo Willems, Hyperion 

Books for Children- 2021, ISBN 1368070973, 
9781368070973

•	 Another World: The Transcendental Painting 
Group, DelMonico Books/Crocker Art Museum, 
20s1, ISBN 13 978-1942884873

Websites

•	 https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/abstract-art 

•	 https://phxart.org/arts/tensions-tensiones/ 

•	 https://phxart.org/arts/african-genesis-genesis-africano/ 

•	 Song about Dr. Eugene Grigsby Jr. Commissioned by State of Black Arizona and performed by Black Poet Ventures: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qm87039EMY

•	 https://www.historicalleague.org/userfiles/file/grigsby,%20e-oh460ff306-3ab8-472b-bd75-6a1a8e8c8a5e.pdf

•	 https://stateofblackarizona.org/docs/sbaz_vol_iv.pdf

•	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1FRMND0NFHA

•	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZ7fSRqZV8I


