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The Piano Lesson 1983.  Collage.  Private Collection.
© Romare Bearden Foundation/Licenced by VAGA, New York, NY.

This art making workshop is designed for students Grades 2-6 and is based on the
painting The Piano Lesson 1983 by Romare Bearden.

Background Information

Romare Bearden is one of the most exciting American artists of the 20th Century. He
worked mostly from his memories and his personal experiences. He lived in
Mecklenburg, North Carolina, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and in Harlem, New York as he
was growing up and had vivid recollections of those times and the things he had seen. He
said:

My approach to art is determined by memories of different times and
environments in which I've lived. Memories of a life I know best. Memories begin
to emerge and I put them down on paper. I determine abstract relations of forms
and color. These are always indefinite at the beginning but I keep going. After a



while feelings begin to surface from these memories and if I'm lucky some vivid
imagery begins to take shape. (Romare Bearden: Visual Jazz.  Chappaqua, NY: L
& S Video, 1998 www.landsvideo.com )

Bearden wanted to show the story of African American life as he knew and saw it. He
loved art, music and literature as can be easily seen in his many colorful pieces of work.
He created paintings, photomontages, collages and lithographs. Bearden, known as Romie
to his friends, was excited by new experiences and always eager to discover and explore
new ideas. His vast collection of artwork serves as a great inspiration for generations of
people everywhere.

In the collage The Piano Lesson Bearden creates a scene that students may be familiar
with. A girl is playing the piano with her music teacher standing next to her. The
woman's hand is placed gently on the girl's left shoulder as they work together on a piece.

Students should study the collage closely and notice the large areas of color Bearden used
to show the floor and the walls. There a several smaller details in the collage: two tables,
a lamp, a mirror, a plant, drapes etc. Note the angle of the tables and the piano. Bearden
did not feel the need to make everything look perfect. Bearden kept a collection of
magazines, books and colored papers and enjoyed the excitement of choosing the shapes
and colors from it to add to his work. Students should prepare to create their own
Memory Collage by using a similar style and technique.

Objectives

To encourage students to examine the strong style and technique of Bearden's work and
then create a collage of their own in a similar style to that of Jacob Lawrence. They may
wish to look at other pieces of his work for further inspiration.

To encourage students to look at Bearden's work and appreciate his dynamic use of color
and placement of forms to create expressive and balanced compositions.

Bearden worked freely with papers, paint, crayon, ink and other materials he had at hand.
Although he had a basic idea of how he wanted a piece to look he allowed his
imagination to flow as he got involved in the work. Students should prepare to make use
the same technique in their  "Collage of Memories."

Topics for Collage

Using a similar technique to the one Bearden used, students should prepare to create a
collage. It should be a scene that is really familiar to the students. It might be an indoor or
an outdoor scene but it should be meaningful to the students and relate directly to their
lives, just as Bearden's collages did to his life. It may be a collage of a memory they have
from a trip or a special event or even an every day situation they experience.  It should



feature between three to five simple human images. Students may use a mixture of torn
and cut papers, paints, markers and colored crayons to create their collage paying
attention to the use of both shape and color to create a powerful composition. The collage
should cover the whole paper and attention should be paid to background shapes and
colors as well as the main subject matter.

Students may choose from the following topics adding appropriate surroundings and
detail:

- in the kitchen
- in the family room
- in the yard
- on the block
- at the library
- at the mall
- on the sports field
- in the art room
- at the market
- playing ball
- friends together
- at the park

Materials for the Collage
magazines and newspapers *
foil
paper and light card in assorted colors
medium sized sheets of white paper (14" x 17")
tempera paint of assorted colors
paintbrushes of assorted sizes
school glue
poster of Piano Lesson for direct reference

Other posters of Bearden's work for ideas and inspiration

Pittsburgh Memories 1984
Collage of various papers with fabric, foil, paint, ink, color pencil, graphite, and bleached areas on
fiberboard, 28 5/8 x 23 1/2 inches.  © Romare Bearden Foundation/Licenced by VAGA, New York, NY.

.



The Conversation 1979
Lithograph, 21 1/2 x 28 1/2 inches.  © Romare Bearden Foundation/Licenced by VAGA, New York, NY.

*Note for teachers and presenters - Please be aware of the multicultural aspects of this
work and have magazines and newspapers from a selection of ethnicities and background
from which students can select images.

Activity
With time to consider their work prior to the workshop students could collect images
from newspapers and magazines as reference for their collages.

Using three to five images of the human form based on the suggested topics students
should make a basic plan of the placement of the figures and and then begin to tear and
cut the shapes they want to use from the available papers. They may glue these down
when they feel happy with their placement.  They may add to their work with paint
crayon, and marker as desired being careful not to glue paper onto wet areas of paint as
they will not stick. Attention should be given to the surrounding details and images as
well as the main subject matter. Students should stand back from their work periodically
to see where they may want to add an image or a color to create balance and harmony in
the piece.


