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Betye Saar and Edward Weston featured simple, everyday objects into their work, infusing those items with meaning and beauty. After studying these two artists, students will select everyday items that interest them and perform background research to discover how and why these objects are important to the culture. They will present their findings in the format of a museum object label.

Artists: Betye Saar, Edward Weston
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: If your students will not be able to bring objects to class from their homes, you will need to gather a selection of objects for them (utensils, sports gear, clothing, etc.). You should also review the standard format and content of a museum object label.
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

Historical and Social Sciences Grades K/5
Chronological and Spatial Thinking

3.0 Students explain how the present is connected to the past, identifying both similarities and differences between the two, and how some things change over time and some things stay the same.

Research, Evidence, and Point of View

1.0 Students differentiate between primary and secondary sources.

2.0 Students pose relevant questions about events they encounter in historical documents, eyewitness accounts, oral histories, letters, diaries, artifacts, photographs, maps, artworks, and architecture.

Historical and Social Sciences Grades 6/8
Research, Evidence, and Point of View

1.0 Students frame questions that can be answered by historical study and research.

4.0 Students assess the credibility of primary and secondary sources and draw sound conclusions from them.

Historical Interpretation

3.0 Students explain the sources of historical continuity and how the combination of ideas and events explains the emergence of new patterns.

Materials Needed

01.   access to computers to view Voices and Images of California Art
02.   objects from students’ homes
03.   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 write labels
03.   one to present labels
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   research notes 
02.   creativity and style of labels
03.   responses to peers’ work
“Researching and Labeling Objects” Activity
Betye Saar and Edward Weston featured simple, everyday objects into their work, infusing those items with meaning and beauty. After studying these two artists, you will select an everyday item that interests you and perform background research to discover how and why it is important to the culture. You will present your findings in the format of a museum object label.
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. 
The “Big Idea”

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

01.   conduct research on an everyday object
02.   decide what pieces of information you collect are most important
03.   write a wall label that reflects your research
04.   display your label and object for the class

05.   gather comments about your work
You will be graded on:

01.   research notes 
02.   content and style of label
03.   responses to peers’ work
Activity Steps
Create an object label for an everyday object from your home, and share it with your classmates.

01.   Find: After looking at the online galleries, bring to class an everyday object from your home. It could be a baseball mitt, a kitchen utensil, or an old toy. Be creative!
02.   Research: Research your object using the library, the Internet, and other resources. Who designed your object? When was it made? How and where was it made? Who uses or has used your object? What was the original impetus for its invention?
03.  Create: Write a museum object label for your chosen item, sticking to the most important elements of the information you gathered. Your text should be approximately 150 words long. Sometimes museum labels phrase part of the explanation in the form of a question to help guide their viewers’ thinking. What question or questions could you include that would help your classmates understand an important quality of your object?
04.    Present: Display your label next to your object. Do other students find your wall label informative? Do they think the label and the object work well together?
05.  Reflect: In your journal, consider other ways you could have written your wall label. What if you had phrased your explanation as a series of questions only? What if you had written nothing about its use and focused solely on what it looks like?
06.  Extension: Using your research, create a timeline for the object showing how its use has evolved over time.
07.  Extension: Trace the origin of the object on a world map.
Screen questions

1. Betye Saar collects found objects, discarded mementos, and other materials, bringing them together in mixed-media artworks that reflect her interest in African American culture.

To do: From Betye Saar’s page, click on “Scrapbook” to access the video “The Artist comments on specific artworks.” 
To think about: How do Saar’s comments change your understanding of her art?

2. Edward Weston uses simple descriptive titles for all of his photographs (for instance Two Shells, or Cypress, Point Lobos).

To do: Click on Edward Weston’s “Gallery” page to access his photographs.
To think about: Do Weston’s titles provide a satisfying amount of information, in your opinion? What else would you like to know about each picture, and why?
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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 new ways.
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