
Circa 1900 Art and Humanities Resource
Face Off: Exploring History with Portraits

Curriculum areas
Social Studies, Art

Introduction
People have been capturing their own images long before 
the selfie came along, through self-portraits as well as 
through portraits drawn or painted by a separate artist.  
Sometimes, the artist knew the person depicted in the 
portrait and sometimes the sitter was little more than a 
stranger.  By studying portraits, viewers are given insight 
into the lives of the sitter and the artist, as well as a glimpse 
into the moment in time from which the subjects came.  
Portrait study can help connect us to history in new and 
exciting ways.

Objectives
• Learn about people and their place in history by 

observing and creating portraits.
• Observe and discuss portraits from the past to discover 

clues about the artist, the sitter, and the time in which 
they lived.

• Interview a person and research an important event 
from their life.

• Create a portrait of a person interviewed.

Related Artwork
Top Right, Albert Gleizes, Portrait of Madame H. M. Barzun, 
1911. Oil and graphite on canvas. Collection of the McNay 
Art Museum, bequest of Jacques Barzun.

Pablo Picasso, Woman with a Plumed Hat, 1901. Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Chaim Soutine- The Cellist (Portrait of M. Serevitsch), 1916. Oil 
on canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Portrait of Hans Frisch, 1907. Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, museum 
purchase.

Paul Cezanne, Portrait of Henri Gasquet, ca. 1896-ca. 1897. Oil 
on canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay.

Paul Gauguin, Portrait of the Artist with the Idol, 1893. Oil on 
canvas. Collection of the McNay Art Museum, bequest of 
Marion Koogler McNay

Materials
• PowerPoint presentation
• Copies of related artworks

McNay Art Museum
6000 North New Braunfels
San Antonio, Texas 78209-0069
210.805.1768 phone
www.mcnayart.org

For questions about this lesson or information about 
scheduling a tour, please e-mail education@mcnayart.org 
or call 210.805.1768. 

Lesson plan prepared by Katrina Simmons, Campus Media 
Specialist, Savannah Heights Intermediate, Somerset ISD, 
missksimmons@gmail.com

• Pencil
• Paper
• Various art supplies, depending on student choice

 Warm Up
1. Divide students into pairs and assign one the role of 

sitter and one the role of artist.  Give artist 2 minutes to 
sketch partner.   After time is up, have students switch 
roles.  Give each partner the opportunity to share with 
each other once both have been the artist and the 
sitter. Discuss the following questions:
• As the artist, what were you thinking? 
• As the sitter, what were you thinking? 
• Which role was more difficult? 
• What might have made things easier?

Studio Procedure
1. Display The Portrait of Madame H.M. Barzun by Albert 

Gleizes. Model and facilitate discussion with students 
about the portrait using the following questions:
• What do you see in this portrait?
• How do you think the portrait was created? What 

medium did the artist use? Did they create the 
piece quickly or slowly?

• What do you notice about the sitter? How are 
they positioned?  Where are they looking?  What 
is their emotion? What are they wearing? Are they 
holding anything? Are they identified? Why or why 
not?

• What do you notice about the background? Is it 
inside or outside? Does it look staged? Are there 
any objects that stand out? Is there anything 
missing?

• What do you know about the artist? Do they know 
the sitter? Did they create the portrait early or late 
in their career?  

• Consider this portrait’s context. Based on all the 
things we see, what do we know about this person 
and this moment in history? What questions does 



this portrait create for you about this moment in 
history? What else can we investigate?

2. Divide students into small groups, assigning each 
a different portrait from the list of related artworks. 
Students recreate the discussion process in their own 
groups.

Interview
1. Assign students to find a person to interview. 
2. After conducting their interview, students write a short 

biography based on the interview and any additional 
research they might uncover about an event/events 
from the individual’s life.

3. Students then create a portrait of the person they 
interviewed that reflects their life or a specific event 
from their life in a medium of the student’s choice 
(painting, sculpture, photography, etc.). 

4. Students can present their artwork and the biography 
they wrote to the class.

§113.18 Social Studies, Grade 6 (21) Social studies 
skills. The student applies critical-thinking skills to organize 
and use information acquired through established research 
methodologies from a variety of valid sources, including 
electronic technology. The student is expected to: (A)  
differentiate between, locate, and use valid primary and 
secondary sources such as computer software; interviews; 
biographies; oral, print, and visual material; and artifacts 
to acquire information about various world cultures; (B)  
analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying 
cause-and-effect relationships, comparing, contrasting, 
finding the main idea, summarizing, making generalizations 
and predictions, and drawing inferences and conclusions; (C)  
organize and interpret information from outlines, reports, 
databases, and visuals, including graphs, charts, timelines, 
and maps; (D)  identify different points of view about an 
issue or current topic; (E)  identify the elements of frame of 
reference that influenced participants in an event.
(22) Social Studies skills. The student communicates in 
written, oral, and visual forms. The student is expected 
to: (A)  use social studies terminology correctly; (B)  
incorporate main and supporting ideas in verbal and written 
communication based on research; (C)  express ideas orally 
based on research and experiences; (D)  create written and 
visual material such as journal entries, reports, graphic 
organizers, outlines, and bibliographies based on research; 
(E)  use standard grammar, spelling, sentence structure, and 
punctuation; (F)  use proper citations to avoid plagiarism.

§117.202 Fine Arts, Art Middle School 1 (1) 
Foundations: observation and perceptions. The student 
develops and expands visual literacy skills using critical 
thinking, imagination, and the senses to observe and 
explore the world by learning about, understanding, 
and applying the elements of art, principles of design, 
and expressive qualities. The student uses what the 
student sees, knows, and has experienced as sources for 
examining, understanding, and creating original artworks. 
The student is expected to: (A) identify and illustrate 
concepts from direct observation, original sources, 
personal experiences, and communities such as family, 
school, cultural, local, regional, national, and international; 
(D)  discuss the expressive properties of artworks such as 

appropriation, meaning, narrative, message, and symbol 
using art vocabulary accurately. (2) Creative expression. 
The student communicates ideas through original artworks 
using a variety of media with appropriate skills. The 
student expresses thoughts and ideas creatively while 
challenging the imagination, fostering reflective thinking, 
and developing disciplined effort and progressive problem-
solving skills. The student is expected to: (A)  create original 
artworks based on direct observations, original sources, 
personal experiences, and the community; (C)  produce 
artworks, including drawings, paintings, prints, sculptures/
modeled forms, ceramics, fiber art, photographic imagery, 
and digital art and media, using a variety of materials.


