Expressive Portraiture

A lesson based on the works of art in

American Expressionism: Art and Social Change, 1920s-1950s

At the Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University
January 30 -May 9, 2004

Age Level: Elementary and Middle
School
Estimated Time: 60-90 minutes
This remarkable exhibition critically re-examined artists of early (can occur over several class
twentieth-century America. Including over 80 paintings, sessions)
American Expressionism represented the blending of European Specific Topic: Portraiture and
and American sensibilities in an art that used the innovations of expressive line and color
modernism to support those whose fortunes were crushed by Subtopic: Depression-era history

circumstance, backbreaking labor, or brutality of war. Ivan
Albright, Elaine de Kooning, Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, Franz Klein, Jacob Lawrence, Archibald

Motley, Jr., Georgia O’Keeffe, and other artists called attention to the dignity of the marginalized and
the maltreated in society.

Goals of this lesson:

1. To examine emotionally charged artwork made by Depression-era American artists, which gives
insight to the hardships of the early 20th century.

2. To realize that the composition of a piece of artwork, including lines and color, can affect the
emotional quality of the piece and generate an emotional response.

3. To explore, understand and use different materials, colors, and lines to create an expressive
portrait.

Ilinois Learning Standards fulfilled:

Social Studies

State Goal 16: Understand events, trends, individuals and movements shaping the history of
Illinois, the United States and other nations.

State Goal 18: Understand social systems, with an emphasis on the United States.

Fine Arts

State Goal 25: Know the language of the arts.

State Goal 26: Through creating and performing, understand how works of art are produced.
State Goal 27: Understand the role of the arts in civilizations, past and present.

Key concepts:
The Great Depression

Portraiture

Warm/Cool colors
Emotional quality of line
Self-Expression
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Obijectives of this lesson:

1. Students will gain an understanding of the adversity of the American working class of the 1930s by
discussing Depression era artwork.

2. Students will use warm and cool colors to express emotion and mood in a self-portrait.

3. Students will use varying descriptive lines to express emotion and mood in a self-portrait.

4. Students will gain knowledge of combining art materials by using a combination of watercolor, oil pastel and
collage materials.

Suggestions for student assessment:

Evaluate student work using the following criteria. It is advisable to share the criteria with your class before
asking students to begin the assignment. Does the portrait:

1. Convey an understanding of the emotive use of line and color used by Depression-era artists?

2. Reflect knowledge of the moods associated with warm and cool colors?

3. Relate different types of descriptive lines with appropriate emotions?

Teaching resources necessary to support this lesson: color wheel, slides or large color copies of portraits from
American Expressionism (see examples below) or from other American Artists working in the 1930s and 40s.

Supply List
v Sketch Paper
Lesson Plan: v Pencils
v' Watercolor paper (with a line
l. Share the American Expressionism artworks with dividing the space in half
students (examples below or on Block Museum’s vertically and a line 3 inches
website). If at all possible, try to use pieces that from the bottom)
have different color schemes and use of line and v' Watercolor paints and
pattern. brushes
v Oil Pastels
Discuss each asking the following questions: v Pipe Cleaners (various colors)
-What is going on in this painting or sculpture? v Glue
-What do you see that makes you say that? (lead v’ Scissors
the discussion to the colors and the lines, asking v" Rulers
students to describe the feeling from the colors and v’ Paper Towels
what types of lines make up which types of facial v Cups or Small Bowls
expressions) [15 minutes]

Il. Have all supplies prepared and on tables. Ask students to take out the red and blue oil pastels.
Using the red oil pastel, ask the students to draw 2 vertical lines in one of the bottom strips,
creating 3 sections. Discuss the emotions that were associated with the artworks that contained
red (excited, angry, etc). Explain that red is a warm color and show, using a color wheel, the
related warm colors. Ask the students to remember what types of lines they saw used in these
types of portraits or what types of descriptive lines they might think would describe the
emotions (zagged, zigzag, criss cross, diagonal). Ask students to fill the three sections at the
bottom of their page with examples of these different types of lines uOsing the red oil pastel.
Complete the same series of exercises with the blue oil pastel and cool colors leading the
discussion to sad, tired emotion and curvy, wavy and straight lines. [15 minutes]
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Ask students to take out their red, orange and yellow oil pastels. Instruct them to work on the section of
their paper above their red warm up lines. Ask them to create a self-portrait of themselves displaying
one of the emotions you agreed warm colors display. They should complete this portrait using only the
red, orange and yellow oil pastels and using lines that help display the emotion they wish to convey.

Ask the students to take out the blue, purple and green oil pastels and to complete an expressive self-
portrait that reflects the emotions of the blue side of the color wheel. Students should complete the
second self-portrait as they did the first, remembering to use appropriate descriptive lines. [20 minutes]

Ask students to identify a set of lines on each portrait that best helps explain the emotion they are hoping
to convey. Students will choose from the pipe cleaners and bend them into the shapes of their lines.
They will glue the pipe cleaners to the lines they have specified, emphasizing the most important lines in
the composition. Allow to dry for 5 minutes.

[10 minutes]

Ask the students to take out their watercolor paints and brushes. Demo using watercolors, paying
attention to using a small amount of water, cleaning the brush, using the paper towel, etc. Also, demo
the effect of resist, using watercolor over the oil pastel. As you demo, have the students work with you
in the bottom warm up strip of their portraits. Have them color each box of lines a different color,
keeping warm color watercolor paints in the warm color sections and cool color watercolor paints in the
cool color section. Demo how to clean the brush between each color while working together.
Encourage students to finish their portraits using the watercolor paints. Again, students should use only
warm colors to finish the warm color portrait and cool colors to finish the cool color portrait. [30
minutes]

(Images used in this lesson come from the American Expressionism: Art and Social Change, 1920s-1950s
exhibition organized by the Columbus Museum of Art. Lessons and color images are available on the museums
website at www.blockmuseum.northwestern.edu under the education section.)
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James Chapin, Pretzel Vendor, 1929, oil on canvas.
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Joseph Hirsch, Lynch Family, oil on canvas. Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art.
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