
Circa 1900 Art and Humanities Resource

Face Off
Exploring History with Portraits



Warm Up

Portrait: a pictorial representation of a person 
usually showing the face.

Sitter: the person depicted in a portrait

Artist: the person who creates the portrait

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Divide students into pairs and have them choose who will be the artist and who will be the sitter.  Give the artist 2 minutes to sketch their partner. Once time is up, have the students switch roles and repeat exercise.Once both students have been the artist and the sitter, have them share their sketches with each other. 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

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

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This portrait was donated by Madame Barzun’s son, Jacques Barzun, who was a historian and resident of San Antonio, TX.  Other interesting things to note are that the Barzun family and Mr. Gleizes (the artist) did live together in a commune in France at the turn of the 20th century. The piece was a very early example of Albert Gleizes’s work in Cubism.  In fact, his exploration of the form evolved so much during the time he created this painting, that he ultimately decided he could not finish it.Facilitate a 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?



Studio Procedure
Questions to consider:

• 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?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
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

Find a person you want to pay tribute you.
Conduct an interview about their life and research any 
particular event/events that stand out. Write a short 

biography based on your interview and research. 
Create a portrait of the person that reflects their life or 

a specific event from their life in a medium of your 
choice.

You will present your artwork along with your brief 
biography to the class.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Assign students to find a person to interview. 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.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.). Have students present their artwork and biographies to the class.



THE END
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