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Betye Saar’s mixed-media box assemblages derive from her fascination with the magical and spiritual powers of objects. By rearranging found objects, discarded mementos, and other materials, she creates new meanings that draw on the power of nostalgia and reflect her own identity and personal history. In this activity students will construct their own box assemblages using objects that are important to them. 

Artist: Betye Saar
The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme “Transforming the Everyday,” students will understand the following “big idea”:
How do artists use everyday objects to explore the world around them?

To introduce the activity

01.    Review: With your students, go over the activity’s overview and “big idea.”

02.    Journal option: If you plan on doing more than one activity from this theme, ask students to create a journal for it. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.
03.    Using Voices and Images of California Art: These online materials are composed of primary reference sources. Each section helps students understand the work and ideas of a particular artist. The following questions can enrich your students’ experience with the program; you may want to discuss their thoughts in class or have them write responses in their journals. You may also want to explain the advantage of using primary sources in research.
a. Introductory movie (a profile of an artist and a brief glimpse into his or her life and work). What is important to this artist? What is the artist’s attitude toward his or her own work?
b. Gallery (a sample of the artist’s work). Can you identify specific qualities that describe these artworks? What do you think they are about?
c. Interview (the artist’s voice presents ideas about his or her work and life). How does the interview help you understand the artist and his or her work? What else would you like to ask the artist?

d. Photo album (an intimate look at the artist’s life). How do the photographs convey the artist’s personality? What story do they tell?
e. Scrapbook (a collection of miscellaneous items). How do the scrapbook items give you insights into specific aspects of the artist’s life and career? What kind of historical information does the scrapbook offer?
f.  Biography (a narrative overview of the artist’s life and background). 

What do you find interesting about the artist’s life?
04.    Activity prep: You may want to set simple guidelines for the size, safety, and value of the objects that students may bring to class and incorporate into their artworks.
05.    Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artists in Voices and Images of California Art and complete the activity steps (duplicated below for your review).
Related Standards

Visual Arts Grades 4/8

Grade Four

2.0 Creative Expression
2.3 Use additive and subtractive processes in making simple sculptural forms.

Grade Five 

2.0 Creative Expression
Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.4 Create an expressive abstract composition based on real objects.

2.5 Assemble a found object sculpture (as assemblage) or a mixed media two-dimensional composition that reflects unity and harmony and communicates a theme.

Grade Six 

2.0 Creative Expression
Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.4 Create increasingly complex original works of art reflecting personal choices and increased technical skill.

2.5 Select specific media and processes to express moods, feelings, themes, or ideas.

Grade Seven 

2.0 Creative Expression
Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.5 Interpret reality and fantasy in original two-dimensional and three-dimensional works of art.

Grade Eight

2.0 Creative Expression
Communication and Expression Through Original Works of Art

2.6 Design and create both additive and subtractive sculptures.
Materials Needed

01. access to computers to view Voices and Images of California Art
02. small boxes (a shoebox is okay)
03. collage materials (magazine illustrations, drawings, photographs, letters, postcards, etc.)

04. assemblage materials (trinkets, small clothing articles, materials from nature, jewelry, fabrics, toys, etc.)
05. scissors and adhesives

06. writing materials
Time Needed up to three class periods

01.   one to introduce the activity and view Voices and Images of California Art screens

02.   one to create box assemblages
03.   one to share and review with classmates
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   research notes from Voices and Images of California Art
02.   creativity, style, and effort in creating box assemblages
03.   review of classmates’ box assemblages
“Transforming the Everyday” Activity
Betye Saar’s mixed-media box assemblages derive from her fascination with the magical and spiritual powers of objects. By rearranging found objects, discarded mementos, and other materials, she creates new meanings that draw on the power of nostalgia and reflect her own identity and personal history. In this activity you will construct your own box assemblage using objects that are important to you. 
Look closely: Click on each artist button at right to view detailed screens about the artist and his or her works. Be sure to click on all images, view all videos, read all documents, and use the zoom tool to look closely at the works of art. 

Artist: Betye Saar

The “Big Idea”

How do artists use everyday objects to explore the world around them?
In this activity you will:

01.   learn about the art of Betye Saar
02.   make a box assemblage using objects that are important to you
03.   exchange boxes with a classmate and write a short review of his or her work
You will be graded on:

01.   research notes from Voices and Images of California Art
02.   creativity, style, and effort in creating a box assemblage
03.   review of a classmate’s box assemblage
New terms: assemblage

Activity Steps
In this activity you will create a box assemblage of your own.

01.   Look: Look at the art of Betye Saar. What kinds of objects does she use in her box assemblages. Are they commonplace? Personal?
02.   Create: objects that are important to you, construct your own box. You could depict an event in your life such as your first trip to the beach, or you could make the box address your life as a whole by using objects that you have collected over several years.
03.  Write: Exchange boxes with another student and write a short review of his or her assemblage, taking careful note of how the different items work together.
04.  Extension: Write a fictional story about yourself or another character, but you will be using the box as a starting point.
05.  Optional expanded project: Design an “everyday object” art exhibition

a. Theme: As a class, determine the overall character, theme, and tone of the exhibition, with everyday objects serving as the main focus.

b. Assign tasks: Divide into small groups to carry out the following exhibition-related responsibilities:

Design: Determines how each object is presented, and in what order.

Production and installation: Creates and installs signage and additional props such as pedestals. Installs the art objects according to the orders of the design committee.

Catalogue: Produces a record of the exhibition in book format.

Public relations: Produces and distributes all publicity for the exhibition.

Reception: Designs and produces an event celebrating the opening of the exhibition (optional).  
c. Reviews: Once the exhibition has been installed, write a review commenting on how it enables you to see everyday objects in a new way.
d. Reception: You may want to invite other classes in your school to attend an opening event, perhaps with snacks and soft drinks. Invite the outside students to write their own reviews of the exhibition.
Screen questions

1. Betye Saar’s mixed-media box assemblages derive from her fascination with magical symbols and the spiritual powers of objects.

To do: From the Betye Saar page, click on “Interview” to access the video about Betye Saar. 
To think about: What sorts of inherited traditions would you put into your own box assemblage? How can Saar’s working method help you create your own box? 









Transforming the Everyday�“Creating a Box Assemblage” Teacher’s Guide





Artists often incorporate elements of the everyday world into their art, transforming them and infusing them with new meaning. This transformation of the familiar can challenge and enlarge our visual vocabularies; as we consider the artistic potential of familiar objects, we come to see them in a new way.
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