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Grade Levels: 3rd grade to adult (I’ve done a version of this on canvas.) The examples below are from 3rd grade.

Media:  black tempera paint; Crayon, marker and/or colored pencil; 12”x 18” white construction paper

The following is an excerpt from my new book, Art is Fundamental – Teaching the Elements and Principles of Art in Elementary School.  References are to earlier lessons.  I will try to send images, but if that doesn’t work, they are in the book.

Lesson 5: Informal Balance
[Definition] Balance of unlike things on each side of a center line.
   After reviewing formal and radial balance, go back to the analogy of the teeter totter and discuss alternative ways in which you might have a good time on the apparatus even if the person you are playing with is much heavier or lighter.  “If Mom takes you to the park, how can you have a great teeter even though she’s twice your weight?”  The students will probably know that the heavier person needs to move closer to the fulcrum.  (Physics in action!)  Placement of shapes depending on the size or color can greatly affect balance in a work of art, and that placement need not be formal. Illustrate this with a simple drawing.  

   Another possibility is to add more weight to one side until it equals the other, another nice way to incorporate math and science.  Foe example, two thirty pound children at one end will balance a sixty pound child at the other.  We actually imagine some pretty silly scenarios:  One thirty pound child plus thirty one pound children equals…  We come up with several equations that are accurate if impossible.

   I would guess that most works of art throughout history have been informally balanced, so producing visual aids should not be an issue.  Creating symmetry with the project for this unit would be almost impossible, so once students begin, you need only focus on whether the piece is balanced and has appropriate negative spaces.  The first step is extremely messy, so you will want to take some precautions.

   This project is a variation on the one where the student applies and blows on paint using a straw.  I like this approach much better, because you have greater control and less likelihood that a student will pass out or inhale.  

   Begin by watering down a quantity of black tempera.  The paint should be thin enough to drip freely, but it should dry black, not gray.  I use a large plastic pitcher that can be sealed.  Hopefully, you will have some empty pint tempera squeeze bottles, but if not, plastic catsup or mustard containers should work.  If the empty tempera bottles contained something other than black, rinse them thoroughly before filling them one-third to one-half full of the diluted black tempera.  Practice the following steps until you are comfortable with the results before doing the demonstration.

   Place a piece of 12”x 18” white construction paper on the table.  Carefully place several drops of the black tempera in random places over the surface.  Start with eight to ten drops.  These should be drops, not puddles – maybe one-half to one centimeter in diameter.  Do not squeeze the bottle.  Turn it gently until it starts to drip.  Caution the students to do this slowly.

   Pick the paper up by pinching one edge between the thumb and forefinger of one hand.  Shake gently but firmly until the paint runs in lines.  You can control this run to a certain extent.  If you want the paint to run diagonally, hold the paper in a corner.  You can even make the paint create circular lines by rotating the page.  The important thing to do now is to create shapes.  Remember, a shape is a flat, closed figure.  If your lines are mostly vertical, cross them with horizontal lines and vice versa.  Do not overdo the paint – you don’t want a “black” page with tiny white spaces, although even result that can be effective.  Continue adding drops and creating lines until you have a solid composition.  Actually, when you do the demo, you don’t need to fill the whole page, just give students the idea.

   Although the class is going to add color to the project, I don’t discuss that until each child has basic black and white design to work with.  When setting up, I have each student share a paint bottle with the person across from him or her.  Smocks are a good idea, but if you are using an old shirt, be careful that sleeves don’t drag across the wet project.  Place paint and pencils on the table, pass out paper, and be sure the children put their names on the backs of the pages before they begin.  Once they start, the paper cannot be turned over and you don’t want them touching the front.  When all the names are written, remove the pencils from the tables, and show the students where fresh paper can be accessed, putting a pencil nearby.  Students will have wildly different time frames for this project, and they should create as many designs as time allows.  I usually set aside three to four (1/2 hour) periods for this step, hoping that each child will have at least two results to choose from.  Some will have four or five.  Be aware that problems can occur.  Students can drop the paper face down, and if the paint smears, they will have to start over.  Also, caution them to avoid putting their fingers in the paint at the edges of the paper when they grasp it.  The design should tessellate the page.

   When the children shake the page, a great deal of paint may end up on the tables.  (Be sure they don’t shake over the floor!)  It is a good idea to circulate with a slightly damp sponge and wipe up large drips so that the backs of the papers don’t get too full of paint.  Don’t make the tables wet – just swipe off puddles.  If you have adult help – an assistant, team teacher or parent – give them sponges as well. Also, it’s a great idea to wear plastic or rubber gloves while doing clean up duty.

   When a student finishes a design, they simply place it on the drying rack and start another.  Be sure any new piece has a name on it.  Even though children will have very different styles, it will be extremely hard to recognize one’s own paper a few days later.  Check the work to make sure there are plenty of shapes and that the piece looks balanced.  Stop work a little early each period, because cleaning the desks will take some time.  I have students remove the paint bottles and take a bucket of sponges to each “table.”  Each child is responsible for his or her own desk.  They will need to rinse and wring sponges in the sink before the job is done.

   Once everyone has a good result to work from, discuss coloring.  I use my original demos to show how colors may be added.  Students may use crayon, marker and/or colored pencil.  Once again, they must select a color scheme.  Some people will color every single shape, while others will fill in only a few.  A lot depends on the black and white design.  Even though the paint is dry, do not color over it, especially with marker.  It will smear into the colored medium and make it look dirty.  Do not allow students to use black crayon, marker or colored pencil, although gray is fine.  Be very careful about balance, as informal balance is the point of the project.  Warn the children that they cannot suddenly introduce a new color three-forth’s of the way across the page, or use all their light or bright colors on one side only.  It will also throw the balance off if they use marker on one side and light crayon on the other.  If they fill a relatively large shape on one side with a color, it may be necessary to fill several small adjacent shapes on the other side with that color to balance it.  There are many factors to consider, and you should remind them that “art is constant decision making!”  Encourage them to start coloring in the center and spiral outward.  If they must color in an area that is not quite closed, they should not draw a sharp line across the opening – it will not “go” with the style of the drips.  Use crayon or colored pencil and fade out at the opening.  In fact gradation can create wonderful effects on this project.  Whatever creative approach a student chooses, make sure they balance it throughout the work.  If they decide to put polka-dots in a space, they need to repeat that approach in other areas.  Look at the projects below.

Lesson Summary:  The children will create a project using dripped paint and colored media.

Purpose:  The students will learn about and practice informal balance. 

Materials:  12”x 18” White construction paper, Watered down black tempera paint in squeeze bottles, Pencils, Crayons, Markers, Colored pencils, Sponges, Paper towels, Sponge buckets (optional,) Plastic or rubber gloves (optional,) Smocks (Optional, but recommended)

Possible Visual Aid: Nighthawks by Edward Hopper

