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Art Activity Guide 
Des Moines Art Center  
Permanent Collections 

 
These activities correspond to artwork explanations found in the  

Educator Guides. To learn more about the artwork please  
download the supporting year’s Educator Guide 

 
Feel free to tailor the activities to fit your needs 

 
Information and images in this Art Activity Guide may not  

be manipulated or used in any other format 
 

Disclaimer  
1. As with all artwork, optimal viewing is in person.  
2. To schedule a guided tour please see 

http://www.desmoinesartcenter.org/visit/guided-tours.aspx  
3. It is a possibility that not all of these artworks will be addressed on a guided tour 

due to time constraints or artwork availability. 
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Found in the 2009-2010 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Homage to a Shape 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Pencils 
·  Rulers 
·  Markers, crayons, or paints/brushes, multiple colors 
·  Paper 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Joseph’s artwork, have the students think about what shape they want to 
repeat.  

2. Have the students think about 4 colors they want to use, as the teacher you can discuss the color 
wheel and have the students use complementary colors, colors with the same hue, etc. 

3. Have the students carefully measure with their ruler and draw their shapes on the paper with a pencil.  
The shapes can be drawn inside of each other, touching one side of the original shape, etc. 

4. Once the shapes are drawn, the students can color in their shapes with their pre-determined color 
selections. 

5. This project can be done multiple times using different shapes and colors. 
 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ artworks.  Talk about the similarities and differences. 
·  Have the students talk about the differences in colors and shapes, what do they like best and why?  

Have them compare their artwork to Joseph’s, do they better appreciate Joseph’s artwork after 
completing their own? 

·  What would they title their artwork? 
 
 

 
Artist: Joseph Albers  
Heritage: American, born Germany 1888-1976 
Title: Study for Homage to the Square  
Date: 1967 
Materials: Oil on masonite 
Dimensions: 32 x 32 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent 
Collections; Purchased with funds from the bequest of 
Edith King and William W. Pearson, 1984.9 
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Found in the 2011-2012 Educator Guide 
 

 
 
 

Musical Collages  
 
Materials: 

·  Stiff paper, like poster board or mat board 
·  Collage materials, like magazines, newspapers, fabric, etc 
·  Glue 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Romare Bearden’s collage with your students, talk about the process of 
collage (if you haven’t already done collage in the classroom). Have the students think about ways in 
which music has influenced their lives – do they play in instrument, know people in a band, or just like 
to listen to music? 

2. Select a CD to listen to, like blues or jazz, and play the music while the students create their collage. 
You can change the music throughout the project and see how that that influences the students. 

 
Discussion: 

·  Display the collages around the room and talk about similarities and differences in the collages. 
·  Discuss how the music listened to while creating the collage influenced their artwork, or didn’t influence 

it. 
·  Talk about the connection between art and music. 

 
 

Artist: Romare Bearden 
Heritage: American, 1912-1988 
Title: Blues from the Old Country 
Date: 1974 
Material: Collage, acrylic, and lacquer on board 
Dimensions: 45 x 51 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent 
Collections; Gift of E.T. Meredith III, 1990.28 
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Found in 2010-2011 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Look into the Future Self-Portraits  
 
Materials: 

·  Drawing paper 
·  Pencils 
·  Colored pencils or paint 

 
Directions: 

3. After viewing and discussing George Bellow’s painting with your students, talk about the future and 
what they hope to accomplish and how their appearance will change. Have your students make a list of 
their ideas. As the teacher, you can decide how far into the future you want to go, you could look 
forward 2 years, 20 years, or 50 years. 

4. On the drawing paper using pencils, instruct the students to draw themselves in the future using their 
list of ideas as a reference. 

5. Use colored pencils or paint to bring the self-portraits to life. 
 
Discussion: 

·  Display the self-portraits around the room and talk about any similarities and differences in the 
drawings and in future goals. 

 
 
 
 

 
Artist: George Bellows    
Heritage: American, 1882-1925 
Title: Aunt Fanny (Old Lady in Black) 
Date: 1920 
Material: Oil on canvas 
Dimensions: 44 ½ x 34 ¼ inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
Purchased with funds from the Edmundson Art Foundation, Inc., 
1942.1                    
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Found in 2006-2007 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Alternative Self-Portraits 
Materials Needed: 

·  Crayons or markers, multiple colors 
·  Pencils 
·  Scissors 
·  Glue sticks or school glue 
·  Construction paper, multiple colors 
·  Black construction paper 8.5”x11” or larger, one for each student 

 
Directions: 

1. After discussing Ashley’s artwork, have the students think about and list the brands that they buy and 
use – clothing or household products – and discuss what logos are associated with those products 

2. Have the students draw the product logos using the crayons or markers on the various colors of paper 
3. Once all the logos are drawn, have the students cut out the logos and arrange them on the black 

construction paper 
4. After the logos are arranged, have the students glue them to the black construction paper 

 
Discussion: 

·  Are there logos that are represented in many of the students’ compositions?  What is the purpose of 
those products?  Do the students buy the products based on need or because they like the brand? 

·  Can the students figure out which student belongs to which alternative self-portrait?  Why did they 
make those connections? 

 
Additional Teaching Opportunity: 

·  If you’ve done a self-portrait drawing lesson and still have the artwork, group them together in one area 
of the room 

·  Then take the alternative self-portraits and group them together in another area of the room (don’t place 
them in the same order of the drawn self-portraits) 

·  Have the students match up the drawn self-portrait to the alternative self-portrait based on what they 
know about their fellow classmates 

·  Discuss how easy or difficult it was to make a correct match.  Do they feel the drawn self-portraits or 
the alternative self-portraits capture a more accurate representation of their classmates?  Which did 
they more enjoy making and why? 

 
Artist: Ashley Bickerton 
Heritage: American, born 1959 
Title: Tormented Self-Portrait (Susie at Arles) No. 2 
Date: 1988 
Material: Mixed Media 
Dimensions: 90 x 89 ½ x 20 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
Purchased with funds from the Edmundson Art Foundation, Inc., 
1994.334 
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Found in 2009-2010 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Cornell Inspired Boxes 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Boxes, any size 
·  Magazines, newspapers, old photographs, stamps, etc. to be cut 
·  Mixed paper to be cut 
·  Scraps of mixed materials 
·  Glue – glue stick, tacky glue, hot glue 
·  Scissors 
·  Pencils 
·  Paint/brushes, multiple colors 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Joseph’s artwork, encourage the students to bring in materials from their 
homes, something without value to be added to their artwork. 

2. Have the students select a box with which to work.  The students can then create a collage/assemblage 
using the classroom provided materials or materials from home inside of the box. 

3. The students should also decorate/color the outside of their box as part of the artwork. 
 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ artworks.  Talk about the similarities and differences. 
·  Have the students explain to their classmates why they selected the materials they used.  Do any of the 

materials have a personal significance to them?  If so, ask them to explain. 

 
Artist: Joseph Cornell 
Heritage: American, 1903-1972 
Title: Habitat Group for a Shooting Gallery 
Date: 1973 
Materials: Mixed Media 
Dimensions: 15 1/2 x 11 1/8 x 4 1/4 inches 
Credit Line: Purchased with funds from the Coffin Fine Arts 
Trust; Nathan Emory Coffin Collection of the Des Moines Art 
Center, 1975.27 
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Found in 2010-2011 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Stripes of a Different Color 
 
Materials: 

·  Drawing paper  
·  Pencils 
·  Colors pencils or markers 
·  Rulers 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Gene Davis’ painting, discuss how a piece of paper can be divided into 
both evenly or unevenly measured stripes and how color choice is important. 

2. Using rulers and pencils, instruct the students to divide their paper into multiple stripes – the stripes can 
be any size, but the stripes must be drawn from one edge of the paper to the opposite edge.  

3. Instruct the students to color the stripes with colored pencils or markers. 
 
Discussion: 

·  Display the drawings around the room and talk about any similarities and differences. 
·  Talk about the stripe size in the artworks. Which do the students prefer and why? 
·  Discuss if any students elected to have their stripes horizontal or diagonal rather than vertical – how do 

those drawing look similar and different? 
·  Talk about color choice and how that affects the drawings. 

 
Artist: Gene Davis    
Heritage: American, born 1920 
Title: Red Screamer 
Date: 1966 
Material: Acrylic on canvas 
Dimensions: 93 x 91 ¾ inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
James D. Edmundson Purchase Fund, 1967.43 
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 Found in 2008-2009 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Tom Friedman Inspired Artwork 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Pencils 
·  Markers or crayons, multiple colors 
·  Paint, multiple colors, and brushes 
·  Paper 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Tom’s artwork, have the students think about what designs, letters, 
symbols, shapes, etc. they want to draw on their paper.   

2. Have the students draw their shapes on the paper with a pencil and then trace over the pencil lines with 
markers or crayons.  Or the students can draw directly onto the paper with the marker or crayons.  The 
students should leave white space in their drawing. 

3. Once the students are done drawing, have them color in the white spaces with markers, crayons, or 
paint. 

 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ artworks.  Talk about the similarities and differences. 
·  Compare their artwork to Tom’s Untitled piece.  What do they now think about the white background? 
·  What would they title their artwork? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Artist: Tom Friedman 
Heritage: American, born 1965 
Title: Untitled  
Date: 2000 
Materials: Cut out ink line on paper, mono-filament 
Dimensions: 30 x 39 x 1/8 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
Purchased with funds from the Ellen Pray Maytag Madsen 
Sculpture Fund, 2000.4 
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Found in the 2008-2009 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Impressionistic Artworks 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Paint, multiple colors 
·  Brushes, multiple sizes 
·  Pencils 
·  Paper 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Frederick’s artwork and discussing ELBOW, have the students think about 
the landscape around their home, school, favorite vacation spot, etc. 

2. Have the students sketch their landscape.  What elements are they including – people, buildings, trees, 
flowers, or other things? 

3. Once the sketch is finished the students can begin to put paint on paper while thinking about the parts 
of ELBOW.  

 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ artworks.  Talk about the similarities and differences. 
·  Can they find evidence of ELBOW in each others artworks?  
·  Why did the students select that specific landscape, paint choices, brush strokes, etc?   

 
Additional Teaching Opportunity: 

·  If you discussed Monet in class, have the students compare and contrast their artwork to Monet’s in 
addition to Frederick’s. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Artist: Frederick Carl Frieseke 
Heritage: American, 1874-1939 
Title: The Hour of Tea 
Date: c. 1916 
Materials: Oil on canvas 
Dimensions: 37 5/8 x 55 5/8 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent 
Collections; Gift of Florence Carpenter,  
1941. 11 
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Found in 2007-2008 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Urban Landscapes 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Colored pencils or paint, multiple colors 
·  Paper 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Peter’s artwork, have the students think about their urban landscape.   
2. Ask your students to describe their place of residence.  Do they live in a house, apartment, duplex, 

tepee, etc?  What shape or how many levels is their place of residence?  How many people live in their 
place of residence?  What utilities do they have coming into their place of residence?  What color would 
represent each of those utilities?  Are the utilities entering their place of residence in straight lines, or 
some other type of line? 

3. Instruct the students to create their “cell” or home, like Peter did (although it doesn’t have be a square 
like Peter’s).  Then have the students add the “conduits” in the shapes and colors that they think best 
represent their utilities. 

 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ Urban Landscapes.  Do they look similar or different?  Was 
there a common shape or color used for the “cell”?  What about the “conduits”? 

·  Why did the students choose the specific shapes for the “cell” and “conduits” and why did they choose 
the colors they did? 

 
Additional Teaching Opportunity: 

·  If you’ve done a traditional landscape project and still have those in the classroom, have your students 
compare and contrast their different landscapes.  Which do they prefer and why? 

·  Of the two types of landscapes, which to they think better represents the place where they live? 
 
 

 
Artist: Peter Halley 
Heritage: American, born 1953 
Title: Fire in the Sky 
Date: 1993 
Materials: Acrylic, Day-Glo acrylic and Roll-a-Tex on canvas 
Dimensions: 95 ½ x 87 5/8 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
Purchased with funds from the Edmundson Art Foundation, Inc. 
and partial gift of Gagosian Gallery and the artist, 1993.10 
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Found in the 2011-2012 Educator Guide 
 

       
Mark, from the “Men in the Cities”   Gretchen, from the “Men in the Cities” Jules, from the “Men in the Cities” 

 
Artist: Robert Longo 
Heritage: American, born 1953 
Titles: Mark, from the “Men in the Cities”; Gretchen, from the “Men in the Cities”; Jules, from the 
“Men in the Cities” 
Date: 1983 
Material: Lithograph with embossment on Arches Cover paper 
Dimensions: 36 ¾ x 20 ¾ inches; 36 ½ x 21 inches; 36 ½ x 21 inches 
Credit Lines: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; Purchased with funds from Rose F. 
Rosenfield, 1983.61; Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; Paul and Anastasia Polydoran 
Collection, 2000.25.2; Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; Paul and Anastasia Polydoran 
Collection, 2000.25.1 

 
Action Drawings 

 
Materials: 

·  Drawing paper 
·  Pencils 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Robert Longo’s prints with your students, talk about body posture and how 
it can be interpreted. Ask the students to use their body to show boredom, excitement, shyness, etc. 
Have the students notice how their classmates differently interpret the same emotion. 

2. Have each student write down five actions – like falling, skateboarding, jumping. Then have the 
students work in pairs, or small groups, with one student calling out the action and the other students 
moving their body into that action and then holding the position. The student who called out the action 
then draws the body positions of his/her partners. 

3. Have the students switch places so everyone gets a chance to call out an action from their list and 
draw. 

 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students talk with their partners or small groups about how they felt during the activity. Then 
discuss as a classroom. 

·  Display the drawings around the room, can the students figure out which action the drawing captured? 
Are there similar actions and do the body positions look the same or different? 
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Found in 2008-2009 Educator Guide 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shaped Artworks 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Paint, multiple colors 
·  Brushes, multiple sizes 
·  Colored pencils 
·  Paper, to be cut into triangles, circles, squares, rectangles, and other shapes 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Robert and Frank’s artworks, have the students think about what shape 
they want to cut their paper into. 

2. Have the students think if they want to cover the paper with paint and then draw a geometric shape or 
create a paint pattern based on the shape of the paper or come combination thereof. 

3. Have the students think about what colors they want to use and what brushes they want to use. 
 
Discussion: 

·  Have the students look at their classmates’ artworks.  Talk about the use of shapes – was there a 
popular shape for the paper?  What shape was drawn the most? 

·  Why did the students choose the specific colors, were they trying to suggest a mood with their paint 
choice? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Artist: Robert Mangold 
Heritage: American, born 1937 
Title: Circle Painting No. 5 
Date: 1973 
Materials: Acrylic and pencil on canvas 
Dimensions: 72 inches in diameter 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center 
Permanent Collections; Purchased with 
funds from the Edmundson Art 
Foundation, Inc., 1933.18 

Artist: Frank Stella 
Heritage: American, born 1936 
Title: Union Pacific 
Date: 1960 
Materials: Aluminum paint on canvas 
Dimensions: 77 ½ x 149 inches 
Credit Line: Purchased with funds from the 
Coffin Fine Arts Trust; Nathan Emory Coffin 
Collection of the Des Moines Art Center, 
1976.62 
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 Found in 2007-2008 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Color-field Paintings 
 
Materials Needed: 

·  Paint, multiple colors 
·  Different sized brushes 
·  Heavy paper, small and large size 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Mark’s painting, ask your students if they think it would be easy to create a 
paining like this one – this painting may look deceptively simple.  Prepare a lesson about tinting and 
shading and review it with your students. 

2. Have your students make several thumbnail (small) compositions using various sized fields, limited 
color combinations, and similar horizontal and vertical lines.  Once done, have each student select 
his/her most successful thumbnail composition. 

3. Give the students large sheets of heavy paper and ask them to create their color-field painting based 
on their most successful thumbnail composition.  Remember to have each student title his/her artwork. 

 
Discussion: 

·  How easy or difficult was it to create a color-field painting?  Discuss the challenges as a class. 
·  Were the students able to create a feeling of movement based upon their color combinations?   

 
 

 
Artist: Mark Rothko 
Heritage: American, born Russia, 1903-1970 
Title: Light Over Gray 
Date: 1956 
Materials: Oil on canvas 
Dimensions: 67 ¾ x 50 inches 
Credit Line: Purchased with funds from the Coffin Fine Arts 
Trust; Nathan Emory Coffin Collection of the Des Moines Art 
Center, 1975.15 
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Found in 2006-2007 Educator Guide 
 

 
 

Interlagos Inspired Artworks 
Materials Needed: 

·  Construction paper, multiple colors 
·  Crayons or markers, multiple colors 
·  Scissors 
·  Glue sticks or school glue 
·  Railroad board (poster board) cut to 9”x9”, one for each student 

 
Directions: 

1. Look at and discuss Frank’s artwork, Interlagos: discuss shapes, color, pattern, movement, and 
dimension 

2. Have the students cut the construction paper into unique shapes, like the shapes they see in Interlagos.  
For young students, have them cut strips. 

3. Using the crayons or markers, draw designs (like polka-dots, zigzags, or other patterns) on both sides 
of the cut paper 

4. Talk about how the students can create dimension by accordion folding the paper, twisting the paper, 
attaching the ends of a strip close together, attaching one piece to another, etc. 

5. Using the railroad board as the base, have the students attach the cut paper to the railroad board with 
glue.   

 
Discussion: 

·  How easy or difficult was it for the students to create dimension with the paper?  Discuss what other 
techniques they used to create dimension.    

·  Discuss how their artwork look the same and different from Frank’s.  Which do they like better and 
why? 

·  Discuss whether or not there is a proper top or bottom to their composition.  Should it be hung on the 
wall or laid flat?  Why? 

 

 
Artist: Frank Stella 
Heritage: American, born 1936 
Title: Interlagos 
Date: 1983 
Materials: Mixed media on etched magnesium 
Dimensions: 128 x 120x 18 ½ inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent Collections; 
Purchased with funds from the Anna K. Meredith Endowment, 
1983.58 
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Found in the 2011-2012 Educator Guide 
 

 
 
 

Abstract Self-portraits 
 
 
Materials: 

·  Drawing paper 
·  Pencils and colored pencils 

 
Directions: 

1. After viewing and discussing Alexei von Jawlensky’s painting with your students, talk about how the 
face and head can be drawn using the most basic shapes. 

2. Using a mirror, have the students draw their face using Alexei’s techniques of simple shapes, soft color 
and shading. 

 
Discussion: 

·  Display the drawings around the room, can the students figure which portrait belongs to which of their 
classmates? How are the drawings similar and how are they different? 

·  How did the students feel about creating abstract self-portraits as opposed to realistic ones?  
 
Further Exploration: 

·  Have the students create an abstract self-portrait using Pablo Picasso’s method. Compare and contrast 
the Pablo Picasso activity to the Alexei von Jawlensky. How are the final products the same and 
different? Which did the students enjoy more and why? 

 

Artist: Alexei von Jawlensky   
Heritage: Russian, 1864-1941 
Title: Abstrakter Kopf: Inneres Schauen – Grau – Blau – 
Rosa (Abstract Head: Inner Vision – Gary – Blue – Pink)  
Date: 1927 
Material: Oil on board 
Dimensions: 17 x 13 3/8 inches 
Credit Line: Des Moines Art Center Permanent 
Collections; Gift of Jacqueline and Myron Blank, 2003.271 
 


