
ABSTRACTING THE OBVIOUS 
High School, a project students can do at home 
 
Students will collect and repurpose colored trash as a creative way to study the color wheel and 
color relationships. Students will be taken on a self-guided study of an abstract expressionist 
portrait from our permanent collection through an art viewing experience called See, Think, 
Wonder. Students will create contour drawings (a portrait, a self-portrait, and a landscape) and 
use their new repurposed goods as material.  
 

READING  
Psychology of Color 
ACTIVITIES  
● Recycled Color Wheel (adaptable classroom project included) 
● See/Think/Wonder + Harold Zisla 
● 3 Contour Drawings 
MATERIALS 
paper, pen, glue, scissors, x-acto knives, trash 
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RECYCLED COLOR WHEEL | CLASSROOM PROJECT 
 

 
 
I love this project for a number of reasons. It inspires (and requires) discussion and 
collaboration. It also takes care of a lot of the materials needed for color theory exploration. 
This exercise follows an introductory lecture/discussion on color theory and the color wheel, 
including primary, complementary, secondary, and tertiary colors.  
 
This can easily be tweaked to be a solo project at home. Try collecting as many color pieces of 
trash over a week as possible. I left the classroom group-project outline below so you can try it 
when we all return to the classroom. 
 
PART 1 | COLLECTING THE COLORS  
Between class meetings, each student is assigned to collect pieces of recyclable objects (which 
will later be used in collages) in every hue from the color wheel. Bringing in tints, tones, and 
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shades of each hue from the color wheel is also acceptable. Each student should aim to bring in 
at least 3 items from each color on the wheel, for a total of 36 items.  Do your best to find those 
tertiary colors.  
*Think plastic Mountain Dew labels and bottles, Doritos bags, etc. 
**For the love of color, rinse these objects out before bringing them in! 
 
PART 2 | ASSEMBLING THE WHEEL 
Have a color wheel visible in the room somewhere while students build the color wheel. 
Depending on the size of your class, you will want to clear some floor space in your classroom, 
move to the hallway, or use the gymnasium floor. Next, ask students to work as a group to 
assemble one large color wheel. Provide scissors for this part of the exercise. Inevitably, you will 
have pieces of trash with more than one color. Help the student problem solve through this.  
 
Is the second color so minimal that it could read as one color?.....In this example, we will leave it 
alone and consider this one orange. 

 
Does the packaging need to be cut? I would suggest cutting the top colored label off and 
discarding the bottom half of the packaging.  

 
Let them know that this is a collaborative exercise and that they should communicate with one 
another as they work. Sometimes pieces will need to be moved after more colors are 
introduced. Check in with them along the way, point out colors that are not in the right place and 
foster a discussion for fixing. When the color wheel is assembled and every piece has found a 
place…. Take a picture. Now you can have a discussion about how they were able to work 
collaboratively, how they made decisions as a group, and what they learned about color. 
 
PART 3 | ASSEMBLING THE CLASSROOM MATERIALS 
Using bags or boxes labeled with each color (yellow, red, orange, blue, green, violet), ask your 
classroom to place the colors in the appropriate bins. You now have tons of materials to work 
with! 
 

E-Learning Resource for Exploring Literacy in the Arts 3 



 

 

Harold Zisla 
The Weak Prince Who Became King 

date unknown  

(artist 1925-2016)  

 

 

“The painting and drawing I do is a way of searching, of finding, of knowing, of 
mourning, of crying, of laughing, of feeling, of being, and of communicating.”  

—Harold Zisla 

Zisla, primarily a painter, was an active and significant member of the 
art community in South Bend for several decades. He was also a long 
respected professor at IU South Bend. His style evolved over his 
professional career from largely representational, through heavily 
gestural, into heavily abstracted and non-objective. 
 
Zisla spent time reading and thinking about abstraction. He was 
interested in telling stories through his work by using abstraction to 
explore what art “really was.” He believed it was a psychological 
exploration of authenticity, honesty, and identity.  
 
 

 
He believed an artist 
must be actively 
committed to seeking 
knowledge through 
an extensive 
exploration of 
materials and just…. 
being. 
 
 

“Do I put things in there?” he says. “Maybe, accidentally, but if you see an eye or a 
hand, that’s your trip.” —Harold Zisla 
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SEE/THINK/WONDER 
 

SEE Look carefully. You might 
start at the top and look from left 
to right and from right to left. 
Next, move your eyes to the 
middle and take in what you 
see. Now, look closely at the 
bottom. Zoom out and look at 
the whole work. What do you 
see? Choose a detailed area 
and take in what you see. Now 
choose another and continue 
looking slowly. Record 5 
observations, one or two words 
each. Be sure to describe only 
what you see, do not interpret 
anything yet. 

THINK Now that you’ve looked 
carefully and have taken the 
time to describe the work, what 
concept, feeling, or idea does 
this painting make you think of? 
Write down 2 thoughts below.  

WONDER What does the 
artwork make you wonder? 
Write 3 questions below that this 
painting makes you wonder 
about. 

1. 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
3. 
 
 
 
 
4. 
 
 
 
 
5. 

1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. 

1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
3. 
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3 BLIND CONTOUR DRAWING CHALLENGE | LEARN TO SEE 
 
Materials: Pen, Paper, Mirror, objects, yourself, someone else, scissors, glue, repurposed 
trash. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SELF-PORTRAIT 
An image of yourself that you create. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PORTRAIT 
An image of someone else that you create.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STILL-LIFE  
An image of a collection of objects in a space 
that you create. 
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BLIND CONTOUR CHALLENGE | Create an image for each Blind Contour Drawing type above 
following these rules: 
 

1. Only 1 Line: Do not lift your pen once you have started making a mark. These drawings 
are created with one long continuous line. 
 

2. No peeking! Do not take your eyes off the subject you are drawing (whether it be 
yourself in the mirror, your mom while she is cooking dinner, or your collection of Pop 
Figures. 
 

3. Loosen Up! use as much of the paper as possible and remember - these are “blind 
contour drawings” - they are not supposed to look exactly like the thing you are drawing.  

 
 
PSYCHOLOGY OF COLOR 

 
 
RED 
Red is the color of fire and blood, so it is associated with energy, war, danger, strength, power, 
determination as well as passion, desire, and love. Red is a very emotionally intense color. It 
enhances human metabolism, increases respiration rate, and raises blood pressure. It has very 
high visibility, which is why stop signs, stoplights, and fire equipment are usually painted red. In 
heraldry, red is used to indicate courage. It is a color found in many national flags. 
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PINK 
Pink signifies romance, love, and friendship. 
It denotes feminine qualities and 
passiveness. It also denotes the feeling that 
everything will be okay.  

 

ORANGE 
Orange combines the energy of red and the happiness of yellow. It is associated with joy, 
sunshine, and the tropics. Orange represents enthusiasm, fascination, happiness, creativity, 
determination, attraction, success, encouragement, and stimulation. To the human eye, orange 
is a very hot color, so it gives the sensation of heat. Nevertheless, orange is not as aggressive 
as red. Orange increases oxygen supply to the brain, produces an invigorating effect, and 
stimulates mental activity. It is highly accepted among young people. As a citrus color, orange is 
associated with healthy food and stimulates appetite. Orange is the color of fall and harvest. In 
heraldry, orange is symbolic of strength and endurance. 
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YELLOW 
Yellow is the color of sunshine. It's associated 
with joy, happiness, intellect, and energy. 
Yellow produces a warming effect, arouses 
cheerfulness, stimulates mental activity, and 
generates muscle energy. Yellow is often 
associated with food. Bright, pure yellow is an 
attention getter, which is the reason taxicabs 
are painted this color. When overused, yellow 
may have a disturbing effect; it is known that 
babies cry more in yellow rooms. Yellow is 
seen before other colors when placed against 
black; this combination is often used to issue 
a warning. In heraldry, yellow indicates honor 
and loyalty. Later the meaning of yellow was 
connected with cowardice. Use yellow to 
evoke pleasant, cheerful feelings. You can 
choose yellow to promote children's products 
and items related to leisure. Yellow is very 
effective for attracting attention, so use it to 
highlight the most important elements of your 
design.  
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GREEN 
Green is the color of nature. It symbolizes growth, harmony, freshness, and fertility. Green has 
strong emotional correspondence with safety. Dark green is also commonly associated with 
money. 
 
Green has great healing power. It is the most restful color for the human eye; it can improve 
vision. Green suggests stability and endurance. Sometimes green denotes lack of experience; 
for example, a 'greenhorn' is a novice. In heraldry, green indicates growth and hope. Green, as 
opposed to red, means safety; it is the color of free passage in road traffic. 
 
 

BLUE 
Blue is the color of the sky and sea. It is often associated with depth and 
stability. It symbolizes trust, loyalty, wisdom, confidence, intelligence, 
faith, truth, and heaven. 
 
Blue is considered beneficial to the mind and body. It slows human 
metabolism and produces a calming effect. Blue is strongly associated 
with tranquility and calmness. In heraldry, blue is used to symbolize piety 
and sincerity. 
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PURPLE 
Purple combines the stability of blue and the energy of red. Purple is 
associated with royalty. It symbolizes power, nobility, luxury, and 
ambition. It conveys wealth and extravagance. Purple is associated 
with wisdom, dignity, independence, creativity, mystery, and magic. 
 
According to surveys, almost 75 percent of pre-adolescent children 
prefer purple to all other colors. Purple is a very rare color in nature; 
some people consider it to be artificial. 

 
 
 
 
WHITE 
White is associated with light, goodness, 
innocence, and purity. White means safety, 
purity, and cleanliness. White can represent a 
successful beginning. In heraldry, white 
depicts faith and purity. White is an 
appropriate color for charitable organizations; 
angels are usually imagined wearing white 
clothes. White is associated with hospitals, 
doctors, and sterility. 

 

BLACK 
Black is associated with power, elegance, 
formality, death, evil, and mystery. Black is a 
mysterious color associated with fear and the 
unknown (black holes). Black denotes 
strength and authority; it is considered to be a 
very formal, elegant, and prestigious color 
(black tie, black Mercedes). In heraldry, black 
is the symbol of grief. Black gives the feeling 
of perspective and depth, but a black 
background diminishes readability. A black 
suit or dress can make you look thinner. 
When designing for a gallery of art or 
photography, you can use a black or gray 
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background to make the other colors stand 
out. Black contrasts well with bright colors.  

 
 
COLOR CHALLENGE | Using what you have learned about the psychology of color, choose 
one of your blind contour drawings to create a mixed media collage.  

 
I recommend using your drawing like a stencil or pattern. Cut out shapes that you created for 
your blind contour drawing and then cut out those shapes from the colorful trash and build the 
mixed media piece on a new piece of paper, gluing down each piece as you cut them out.  
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