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THE FIGURE ZERO(PROOF) PROJECT  
Developed by Alice Webb

Reasons for Teaching this Lesson:
 Big Idea: 
  Artists use the language of art, the elements and principles of design, and visual symbols to influence personal 

and communal values, perceptions and attitudes.
 Essential Question: 
 How do art and design influence our lives and our choices?

Grade Level: 7th through 12th Grade 

Visual Art Products: 
 1) 9" x 6" pencil drawing which explores value
 2) Complementary color chart which explores tints and shades
 3) 22" x 14" Tempera or acrylic painting that supports abstinence from alcohol.

Vocabulary: 
 Digit Value Complementary Colors
 Blending Analogous Colors
 Hatching Shape
 Cross-hatching Emphasis
 Stippling Design Balance
 Hue Tint Shade
 Tempera 

UNIT INTRODUCTION 
Materials: 
Background information and presentation about Precisionism and Charles Demuth
The Figure Five in Gold poster, http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/488315
Advertising examples promoting drinking

Time Period: 30 minutes

Hang the poster of The Figure Five in Gold by Charles Demuth for students to view while reading aloud  
The Great Figure by William Carlos Williams. 

Among the rain  
and lights 
I saw the figure 5  
in gold 
on a red  
fire truck  
moving  
tense 
unheeded 
to gong clangs  
siren howls 
and wheels rumbling  
through the dark city
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Ask students what they think Williams was trying to convey in his poem. The story goes that Williams was walking 
home from work one night when a fire truck roared past him. What he noticed when he looked up was the 
number five on the fire truck. This small event, a short moment in time, inspired Williams to write the poem The 
Great Figure. This shows us how much images can influence us. Charles Demuth, a friend of Williams, was in turn 
inspired by Williams’ poem and created The Figure Five in Gold.
Everyday art and design influence our choices. Williams uses language art to describe an image that had a strong 
impact upon him. Today, advertising images can influence us to drink alcohol and to participate in other risky, 
alcohol-related behavior. 
Students will design and paint an artwork based on Demuth’s painting. However, rather than a number five they 
will use a zero and incorporate the word “proof”. Bottles and cans of alcohol always state on their labels the 
amount of alcohol in the beverage. For example, a typical beer might be 12% alcohol, therefore it’s referred to 
as 12-proof. We want teens to keep their bodies clean so they will be ZeroProof! By encouraging self-expression 
through visual and literary art, students will promote their personal visions of abstaining from alcohol and become 
ambassadors against underage drinking.

THE VALUE DRAWING
Materials:
 1) 9" x 6" piece of copier paper (half-sheet of paper) 
 2) 9" x 6" white drawing paper 
 3) #2 pencil 
 4) Eraser 
 5) Rulers, triangles, protractors, French curves (optional) 
 6) Printouts of a variety of fonts depicting the number zero, (See font samples on p5)

Time Period: 1.5 hours

 1)  Briefly discuss the use of value and shape in The Figure Five in Gold. Point out how sometimes the straight 
lines in the painting cross the number five and sometimes they don’t. This creates interest, as it appears 
that the lines go behind the number and then reappear. 

 2)  Students choose their font and draw a large zero in the center of the paper (vertical format). Students will 
need to draw and perfect the zero on the copier paper first.

 3)  Students black the back of the copier paper with their pencils. Then transfer the zero design to the heavy 
white drawing paper by taping the copier paper on top of the white drawing paper and tracing over the 
zero with their pencils. 

 4)  Remove the copier paper and use the rulers and French curves to break up the space. Remember 
sometimes to cross the number and sometimes not to cross the number. Somewhere on the paper students 
need to include the word “proof” in block letters or a complementary font. 

 5)  After the design is completed, shade the various shapes that have been created using the four ways to 
create value: blending, hatching, cross-hatching and stippling. Students may leave three areas white. 
The shapes that make up the zero need to be lighter in overall value or darker in overall value than the 
background. “Proof” needs to be either black or white so that it stands out.
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ENLARGE THE DRAWING

Materials:
 1) 22" x 14" piece of white poster board
 2) Yard or meter stick
 3) Colored pencil
 4) Photocopy of value drawing
 5) Pencil
 6) Eraser

Time Period: 2 hours

 1)  Photocopy the value drawing. In colored pencils, students need to draw a 24-square grid on the 
photocopy. The squares will be approximately 1.5-inches a piece.

 2)  Lead the class in reviewing a simple algebraic formula that determines what the shortest side length of 
their poster board will be if the longest side is 22". The formula is 6/9 x X/22; cross-multiply and divide 
132 by 9X to determine the shortest side.

 3)  Students then divide their poster boards into 24 equal sections (4 across and 6 down). Copy the shapes 
and lines from each square in the photocopy onto the poster board. 

THE COLOR CHART

Materials:
 1) Poster board
 2) Tempera or acrylics (primary colors, secondary colors, black and white)
 3) A variety of paint brushes
 4) Something to use as a palette for mixing colors (like old magazines)
 5) Cups for water
 6) Paper towels

Time Period: 2 hours

 1)  Students choose a complementary color set and the colors in between those two colors on one OR the 
other side of the color wheel. This will give the student seven colors with which to work.

 2)  Students are given a piece of poster board on which to draw a grid. The grid should have 10 squares 
vertically and 10 squares horizontally to make 100 squares 

 3)  Students will put an X in the upper left hand corner square and then paint each square going both 
horizontally and vertically, first with white and then the color that is nearest in value to the white (usually 
yellow, orange or red). The third color will be the next color on the color wheel. Continue this way until all 
the colors are used in the order you find them on the color wheel and the final square is filled with black. 

 4)  After the far left column and the top row are painted with the seven colors and black and white, students 
will mix colors and fill in the rest of the squares in the manner of a multiplication table. For example, 
the second square down in the far right column and the second square of the first row are white, so the 
student mixes white with white (theoretically) and fills the second square in the second column with white.

 5)  Next, students will move to the first color that is in the third square of the first column and mix it with the color 
(or value – at this point it will be white) that is in the second square of the first row. This color (which at this 
point will be a tint) will be painted in both the square that is in the second column, third row down, AND the 
third column, second row down. This continues until all the squares are filled in with tints, shades and hues. 
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The ZeroProof Painting

Materials: Same materials that were used for the Color Chart
Time Period: 3 hours
 1)  Students analyze their value drawings and paint the shapes on their paintings in a tint, shade or hue 

that corresponds to the value in their drawings. The zero needs to be substantially different from the 
background in order to stand out so students need to choose which of the complementary colors they are 
going to paint their zero.
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ZERO FONT SAMPLES
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NATIONAL CORE VISUAL ARTS STANDARDS
CREATE
Anchor Standard 2: Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 
  Enduring Understanding: People create and interact with objects, places, and design that define, shape, 

enhance, and empower their lives.
  Essential Questions: How do objects, places, and design shape lives and communities? How do artists 

and designers create works of art or design that effectively communicate? 

PRESENT
Anchor Standard 5: Develop and refine artistic techniques for presentation.
 Enduring Understanding: Develop and refine artistic techniques and work for presentation. 
   Essential Questions: What methods and processes are considered when preparing artwork for 

presentation or preservation? 

RESPOND
Anchor Standard 7: Perceive and analyze artistic work.
    Enduring Understanding: Visual imagery influences understanding of and responses to the world.
 Essential Question: How do visual images influence our views of the world? 

Anchor Standard 8: Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work. 
 Enduring Understanding: I interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.
  Essential Questions: How can the viewer “read” the work of art as text? How does knowing and using 

visual art vocabularies help us understand and interpret works of art? 

CONNECT
Anchor Standard 10: Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art.
  Enduring Understanding: Through art making, people make meaning by investigating and developing 

awareness of perceptions, knowledge, and experiences.
  Essential Question: How do people contribute to awareness and understanding of their lives and the lives 

of their communities through art making?

INTERDISCIPLINARY STANDARDS COMMON CORE

MATHEMATICS STANDARDS – 7TH Grade

Expressions and Equations
Solve real-life and mathematical problems using numerical and algebraic expressions and 
equations
7.E E.3 Solve multi-step real-life and mathematical problems posed with positive numbers in any form (whole 
numbers, fractions, and decimals), using tools strategically. Apply properties of operations to calculate with 
numbers in any form; convert between forms as appropriate; and assess the reasonableness of answers using 
mental computation and estimation strategies.



ZeroProofnm.com

Ratio and Proportional Relationships
7.R P.2 Recognize and represent proportional relationships between quantities. 
b. Identify the constant of proportionality (unit rate) in tables, graphs, equations, diagrams, and verbal descriptions 
of proportional relationships. 
Draw, construct, and describe geometrical figures and describe relationships between them
7.G.1 Solve problems involving scale drawings of geometric figures, including computing actual lengths and areas 
from a scale drawing and reproducing a scale drawing at a different scale. 

COMMON CORE ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS STANDARDS – 9TH Grade
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-1 0.4:
Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, including figurative and connotative 
meanings; analyze the cumulative impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone (e.g., how the language 
evokes a sense of time and place; how it sets a formal or informal tone). 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.5:
Analyze how an author’s choices concerning how to structure a text, order events within it (e.g., parallel plots) and 
manipulate time (e.g., pacing, flashbacks) create such effects as mystery, tension or surprise. 

LESSON EXTENSION
COMMON CORE ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS STANDARDS – 11TH – 12TH GRADE
In an essay or poem, have students reflect on the negative effects of alcohol use AND the 
positive results of being ZeroProof. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.11-12.3.D:
Use precise words and phrases, telling details, and sensory language to convey a vivid picture of the experiences, 
events, setting, and/or characters.


