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This activity booklet was designed by Rutgers University  
students for the course Design Practicum in fall 2021. 



Guggenheim Academic Engagement brings together students 
from multidisciplinary backgrounds to critically engage with the 
museum’s collection, staff, and building. Academic Engagement 
offers programs that serve as an entry point for undergraduate and 
graduate students looking to become meaningfully involved with the 
museum and with our community. Academic Engagement developed 
the Innovation Lab to welcome collaboration between students and 
faculty, offering them a forum to research new ideas, brainstorm 
solutions, and cultivate relationships. The Innovation Lab facilitates 
short-term projects that respond to the needs of faculty and students.

In partnership with Rutgers University, Mason Gross School 
of the Arts, the Guggenheim Academic Engagement:Innovation Lab 
invited students to develop an activity booklet in conjunction with  
the Poetry Education Initiative in the Aye Simon Reading Room.

Throughout the Design Practicum, students were asked to look, 
listen, and learn from the artworks and poetry of exhibition artists 
Vasily Kandinsky (1866–1944) and Etel Adnan (1925–2021). In 
exploring the connection between visual composition and composed 
text, students made rich observations about how artists can explore 
thematic structures with visual and written language. Kandinsky’s 
book Sounds (1912) is described by the artist as a “musical album” 
with thirty-eight poems and fifty-six woodcuts. In Sounds, words are 
repeated for tonal emphasis and to create a cyclical rhythm for the 
reader—a motif mirrored in paintings such as Kandinsky’s Composition 
VIII (1923) through line, shape, and color to create harmonious 
balance for the viewer. Adnan’s book The Arab Apocalypse (1980) is 
a book-length poem consisting of a hybrid of words and hand-drawn 
graphic symbols that punctuate each stanza. Students were challenged 
to apply these concepts to an activity booklet that combines text and 
the elements of design in visually exciting and relevant ways. The full 
list of poetry books and artworks that inspired the student-designed 
pages is available at the end of this booklet.

We invite you to respond to the creative  
prompts included in this activity booklet.
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The words of a poem and the shapes of an artwork can be structured 
into paths. Look at the design on the page and follow the paths.  
Color in the shapes that you find.

it starts with paths
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Find a friend to read a poem aloud. Listen to the emphasis of their voice 
on certain words. Draw textures on the page that mirror the sound of 
the reader’s voice.

it starts with textures



Choose three shapes. 
Create a drawing with your three  

shapes in response to a poem.

it starts with shapes12



Examine your drawing on the 
opposite page. Write a poem where  
one line refers to each shape.

it starts with interpreting 13



In the poetry book Sounds, Vasily Kandinsky’s unconventional 
formatting of the stanzas emphasizes the pauses between 
words. Use the space below to write a poem in this style, using 
line breaks, punctuation, and negative space to organize the 
words in your poem.

it starts with formatting
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Etel Adnan’s artworks and poems are often connected to 
formative places that have influenced her life. Use the space 
below to draw a place that is considered home to you.

it starts with places 15



Read a poem and find a word that interests you. Fill this page 
by writing this one word as many times as you can.

it starts with interest16



Read a poem and close your eyes. What do you imagine? 
What color is the poem? Draw an image with that color.

it starts with imagination 17
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Vasily Kandinsky’s work often references the primary colors: red, yellow, and blue.  
Create an illustration using only these three colors.

it starts with color
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Vasily Kandinsky experienced synesthesia, a rare condition that 
can occur between any two senses. For Kandinsky, it was the 
combination between color and sound. Read the first three 
words of a poem aloud. What colors come to mind when you 
hear these three words? Fill in the three circles below with 
these colors. Layer the colors until you create something new.

it starts with the senses
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Etel Adnan’s work explores observations of and reflections on nature. 

• Write one word that comes to mind for each season 
(winter, spring, summer, fall).

• Draw something from nature that represents each season.

it starts with nature
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Write down three words that you are unfamiliar with. Write a poem 
in the space below with these words to give them new meaning. 

Write a stanza with these unfamiliar words to give them new meaning.

it starts with discovering
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Etel Adnan’s poetry uses word arrangement to create a 
rhythmic quality. 

Use the line pattern below as inspiration for writing 
your own poem. Write on the lines and experiment with 
arranging short words, long words, and repeated words.

it starts with arrangement
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Poetry can be full of characters, human and non-human. 
Use the space below to draw a character using dots, 
colors, shapes, and textures.

it starts with a character



Etel Adnan excells in many medias, especially her leporello works 
that contain hieroglyphic-like symbols. Select any book and 

randomly flip to any page. Using the first sentence of the page, 
pick four words and write them on the first line. Create a symbol 

for each word on each individual line below. 

it starts with symbols
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Vasily Kandinsky once said, “Everything starts from a dot.” For this 
project, each student designed a dot for the cover. Use this blank 
page to design your own dot.

it starts with a dot
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The title of this activity booklet comes from the 
Vasily Kandinsky quote: “Everything starts from a dot.”
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