Music & Art Project Outline

Kandinsky is recognised as one of the most important and influential artists of the twentieth century for his pioneering work in Abstract Art.  He was also an important writer and his attempts to develop a theoretical basis for his work are still regarded as essential reading for aspiring artists.  
He considered music to be the most developed of the ‘abstract’ arts and in his work on colour and form, he consciously made connections between developments in music and his own work in the visual arts.

This project uses the Kandinsky painting ‘Swinging’ as a resource for generating musical ideas for a group composition. The project will be in five phases:

1. researching the background to Kandinsky and his theories on use of colour and shape (mainly web based); 

2. exploring the use of ICT to ‘extend the musical palette’; 

3. class discussion sessions on how these ideas might be translated musically;

4. small group work on producing musical material from some of the elements in the picture;

5. putting the piece together.

Phase One: Kandinsky – background

Encourage students to research some background to Kandinsky’s ideas, using the Internet or art department/library resources. They could present their findings in PowerPoint using a projector.  Ask some groups to give a class presentation. Choose a few which complement one another to give a balanced picture.

This could be set as ‘homework’, prior to the start of the project.
For this project, there are three areas we need to consider:

· Kandinsky’s use of colour

· Kandinsky’s use of shape

· the importance of the canvas

Kandinsky outlined his theories of painting in the books Concerning the Spiritual in Art and  Point and Line to Plane.

In these books, Kandinsky reveals how and why he used shapes and colours in the way he did in his paintings. He also explores the parallels between abstract art and musical composition in considerable depth.  

Phase Two:  Using ICT to generate sounds

At the outset of the project, we may need to conduct an ‘audit’ of the range of instruments (and skill levels) that the group of students can contribute to this project. A wide range of classroom instruments (including keyboards) are likely to be required.

Encourage students to explore conventional and unconventional sounds on their instruments as a first step to ‘extending the sound palette’. Do not forget to include that most versatile of instruments, the voice, in all of this. 

Further tones, timbres and textures can now be added by using a sound processor to modify the sounds. These are reasonably cheap and they are easy to use. In conjunction with a microphone, various effects including reverb, delay, pitch shift etc can extend the range of sounds into new territories.  Alternatively, computer running a programme such as Audiomulch can be used to process sounds in a similar way. 

Synthesisers and samplers (or computers running software such as Reason) can be used to add a huge range of synthesised and sampled sounds.

Use standard sequencers and audio editing programmes if you want to prepare a ‘backing soundtrack’ for your performance.

See the music technology section of the links page for further information.
Phase Three (a):  Colour

Kandinsky believed that colours can ‘touch the soul’.  Colour tones can affect us spiritually – something he calls inner resonance.

He attempted to categorise colours in terms of two fundamental sets of contrasts:

Warmth (tendency to yellow) – Coldness (tendency to blue)

This is a ‘dynamic’ contrast. Yellow is eccentric (moving towards us) and blue is concentric (moving away from us). Yellow is ‘terrestrial’ – can be violent, painful, aggressive. Blue is celestial – calm. The mixing of blue with yellow gives total immobility and the calm ie green.

Clarity (tendency to white) – Obscurity (tendency to black)

This is a ‘static’ contrast. White acts like a deep and absolute silence full of possibilities. The black is a nothingness without possibility, it is an eternal silence without hope. The mixing of white with black leads to grey, which possesses no active force and whose affective tonality is near that of green. The grey corresponds to immobility without hope.

Kandinsky has a lot to say about the various shades of red in terms of association with sound. He sees red as a very strong, lively colour, with lots of internal energy and movement. It is a versatile colour:

Light warm red gives a feeling of ‘strength, vigour, determination and triumph’.

Brown is ‘barely audible, but rings with a powerful internal harmony’.

Violet is ‘rather sad or ailing’.

The Arnold Schoenberg website has a useful chart on Kandinsky’s colour theories, mapping possible sound association with colour http://www.schoenberg.at/4_exhibits/asc/Kandinsky/Farbe_e.htm 

Project a copy of Kandinsky’s Swinging (find it on the Tate Modern website at  http://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ViewWork?cgroupid=999999961&workid=7816&searchid=8430&tabview=image or follow any of the links from an internet search)

A class discussion session should lead to completing this table.  Some possible examples are shown.  

	Colour
	Possible Instrument/Synth Sound/Processed Sound 

	Golden yellow
	Recorder/flute playing high notes with some reverb

	Deep blue
	Keyboard ‘warm pad’ sound – slow deep chords

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


You need to be aware of the instrumental resources you have at your disposal or ones that can be accessed if required. 

Phase Three (b): Shape

Here are some of Kandinsky’s thoughts on the use of shape. 

The point is the most concise form, but according to its placement on the basic plane it will take a different ‘tonality’. It can be alone and isolated or on the opposite put in resonance with other points or with lines.

The line is the product of a force. It is a point on which a living force has been applied in a given direction. The horizontal line corresponds to the ground on which man rests and moves, to flatness. It possesses a dark and cold affective tonality similar with black or blue, while the vertical line corresponds to height which offers no support.  It possesses a luminous and warm tonality close to white and yellow. A diagonal possesses by consequence a more or less warm or cold tonality according to its inclination according to the horizontal and to the vertical.

A force which deploys itself without obstacle as the one which produces a straight line corresponds to lyricism, while several forces which confront or ‘annoy’ each other form a drama. The angle formed by the angular line possesses an ‘inner sonority’ which is warm and close to yellow for an acute angle (triangle), cold and similar to blue for an obtuse angle (by which Kandinsky means a curved line leading to formation of a circle) and similar to red for a right angle (square).

As for Phase 2, a class discussion session should lead to completing this table.  Some possible examples are shown 

	Shape
	Possible Instrument/Synth Sound/Processed Sound 

	circle
	

	Wavy lines (top left of picture)
	

	Horizontal lines
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Things now start to get more complex, because we now have to consider colour and shape together.  The shape and colour may be in ‘agreement’ (e.g. a ‘warm’ colour with a warm’ shape – yellow triangle) or there may be an element of conflict to a greater or lesser degree. This should generate some interesting discussion as to how these situations might be interpreted musically. 

For instance, consider the three circles towards the top right of the painting. Their respective colours (green, orange and black) will lead to different interpretations for the same basic shape.

It is important to remember that there are no right or wrong answers here – a range of interpretations and responses can be equally valid. The idea is to provoke interesting discussion which will shape and inform subsequent musical ideas.

Phase Three (c): The canvas

Kandinsky refers to the canvas as the Basic Plane.
“Every part of the basic plane possesses a proper affective coloration which will influence on the tonality of the pictorial elements that will be drawn on it, which contributes to the richness of the composition which results from their juxtaposition on the canvas.” 

The four areas are:


[image: image1]
The above of the basic plane corresponds to ‘looseness’ and to lightness, while the below evokes ‘condensation’ and heaviness. The left is ‘movement into the distance’ or ‘going on an adventure’. Right is a movement towards home. Moving to the right is slow and languid, ending in rest.

So in addition to the colour and shape of an object, we have to consider how its position on the canvas can affect an interpretation.

Again, some class discussion at this stage will be worthwhile.

Phase Four: Making the Music

Divide the class into groups and give each a section or element of the painting to work on. It is not essential to try to attempt to translate all the pictorial information into musical material. It may be a good idea to allow the students some choice in the material they work with. Here are some possible areas for investigation with suggested interpretations. It is important to remember that these are only suggestions – there are no right or wrong answers here.

Example 1


In the top right of the painting, there are three ‘floating’ circles. We can use these objects as a stimulus for writing a section for three instruments.

The circle shape is associated with cold and calm. 

The colours can reinforce or conflict with this association. 

Black = ‘eternal silence without hope’

Orange = mixture of red and yellow – ‘radiant, healthy, serious’. Moving towards us could suggest getting louder.

Green = calm. However there are various shades of green, deepening towards the centre. Therefore there will be some movement from ‘clarity’ to obscurity’.

This could lead to a piece of music which has three distinct elements. They all share something in common (the shapes), but the different colours and sizes will give them each their own ‘personality’. Their relative positions on the canvas could be interpreted musically (in terms of higher and lower pitch regions?). 

They are all in the upper right of the canvas – an area associated with ‘looseness and lightness’ (upper) and coming to rest (right).

This wealth of information can be used to make a series of informed choices on timbre, texture, tonality etc.

Example 2


In the top left of the picture are three wavy lies on a black background.

The black background can be interpreted as a background ‘accompaniment’. There is some conflict here. The colour suggests static ‘without hope’. The shape (rectangle) suggests ‘strength, determination’. 

Musically this could be realised with little movement, dark, deep sounds, strong harmony. 

The wavy lines could be used to generate a melody. The colour suggests something bright and energetic. The angles are curved, so the music does not want to be too ‘spiky’. The verticality might suggest upward movement. The three parallel lines could suggest a parallel three part harmony. 

 The position on the canvas (top left) is an area associated with ‘movement into the distance’ and ‘looseness and lightness’. 

These allusions can be seen as being rather vague and ‘fuzzy’, but should (with perhaps some teacher guidance) provide enough of a springboard to enable students to start exploring musical ideas. 

Example 3

The background is also worth considering as it could provide a backdrop or ‘ambience for the entire piece. It is essentially blue suggesting ‘calm’, but in varying shades.  This could be pre-recorded as a backing soundtrack, as suggested in Phase 1.

Phase Five: Putting the music together

When the students have completed the above compositional tasks, they will need to consider structuring the material into a cohesive performance. This could be done independently of the painting or indeed, the painting could be ‘read’ as a graphic score in some way. 

However, a linear reading (left to right or top to bottom) may seem a bit arbitrary and may not produce a musically satisfying result.  Indeed, we would rarely look at a painting in this way. Our eye is more likely to move across the surface of the painting more discursively. 

One effective strategy, which can also lead to a multimedia performance, is to ‘animate’ the picture in a software programme such as Microsoft Photo Story. This free download (for registered Windows users) enables the user to quickly and easily produce a video in which the ‘virtual camera’ zooms and pans across the surface of the picture. This can be projected during performance and the images used as a trigger for playing the various sections of the completed work. 
Links

Background on Kandinsky

Kandinsky: Concerning the Spiritual in Art and  Point and Line to Plane [Dover Publications]

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kandinsky
http://www.artcyclopedia.com/artists/kandinsky_wassily.html 

http://www.schoenberg.at/4_exhibits/asc/Kandinsky/Farbe_e.htm  for a useful chart summarising Kandinsky’s theories of colour

Cross curricular links

http://illuminations.nctm.org/LessonDetail.aspx?ID=L557 - geometry in the world of art

Multimedia presentation

http://www.microsoft.com/windowsxp/using/digitalphotography/photostory/default.mspx - download Photo Story here.

http://www.windowsphotostory.com/ - excellent tutorials on using Photo Story.

QCA Schemes of work

http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/schemes2/secondary_art/art08b/?view=get Art:  Animating Art  (where Kandinsky is mentioned as a specific ‘resource’)

http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/schemes2/secondary_music/?view=get Music: Soundscapes or the Bridging Unit (exploring Musical Processes)

Using ICT

www.audiomulch.com
http://www.propellerheads.se/
for Reason software
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