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Many artists have told stories for others through their art. Some of the stories are ones that had previously gone unnoticed; others had been deliberately silenced for many reasons. This exercise helps students understand how there can be multiple points of view about a single event. They will explore the character and implications of silenced histories by creating a film treatment that describes how they would tell a silenced history. 
The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme Self and Society: Tracing Identity, students will understand the following “big ideas.” The italicized idea is emphasized in the “Unearthing Silenced Histories: Documentary” activity.

· What role do symbols play in defining a person’s identity? Can symbols have multiple meanings?

· How do artists reveal their culture’s (and their own) hidden or unheard voices? How does an awareness of these voices change our views about ourselves?
· How do gender roles influence how we perceive identity?
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.     Preactivity class discussion: What is identity? Conduct a short discussion about identity to prepare students for what they will see within the activity screens. Some suggestions for discussion:

a. What are the different ways that people identify themselves? What are some of the elements of your personal identity?

b. What personal characteristics matter most to you, in yourself and in others? Why? 

c. Who determines a person’s identity: the individual or others around the individual? Both? How does this work?

d. Does identity stay constant throughout a person’s life? If not, what makes it change?

04.    Activity prep: Depending on how much time is available, before viewing the screens and delving into the artists’ work, you may want students to write about their own views on gender and identity.

05.    Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artists in Making Sense of Modern Art and complete the activity steps (duplicated below for your review).

Related Standards

Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills Grades 10/11/12

Historical Research, Evidence, and Point of View

3. Students evaluate major debates among historians concerning alternative interpretations of the past, including an analysis of authors’ use of evidence and the distinctions between sound generalizations and misleading oversimplifications.

4. Students construct and test hypotheses; collect, evaluate, and employ information from multiple primary and secondary sources; and apply it in oral and written presentations.

Historical Interpretation

3. Students interpret past events and issues within the context in which an event unfolded rather than solely in terms of present-day norms and values.

Materials Needed

01.   Access to computers to view Making Sense of Modern Art
02.   Writing materials for taking notes

03.   Access to research materials

Time Needed up to six class periods

01.   One to introduce the activity and view Making Sense of Modern Art screens

02.   One or two to research a silenced history

03.   One or two to produce a film treatment

04.   One to present student work and reflect on silenced histories

Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   Class participation and notes on silenced histories

02.   Research on selected topic

03.   Film treatments

04.   Written reflection
“Unearthing Silenced Histories: Documentary” Activity
Many artists have told stories for others through their art. Some of the stories are ones that had previously gone unnoticed; others had been deliberately silenced for many reasons. This exercise will show how there can be multiple points of view about a single event. You will explore the character and implications of silenced histories by creating a film treatment that describes how you would tell a silenced history. 

The “Big Idea”

How do artists reveal their culture’s (and their own) hidden or unheard voices? How does an awareness of these voices change our views about ourselves?
In this activity you will:

01.   Define a silenced history

02.   Look at artworks that tell stories that have been silenced

03.   Choose an important “silenced” event from history and research it

04.   Produce a film treatment of the silenced history

05.   Present your film treatment to the class

You will be graded on:

01.   Class participation and notes on silenced histories

02.   Research on your selected topic

03.   Film treatment

04.   Written reflection

New terms: documentary, film treatment

Activity Steps
You will create a film treatment that describes how you would tell a silenced history.
01.    Discuss: In small groups or as a class, discuss what a silenced history is. How is this kind of history different from other histories? Why do you think these voices are not a part of mainstream history? Does learning about a silenced history make you think differently about the particular community it comes out of? Why or why not?

02.    Look: Review the works of the artists at right. Look carefully to find the stories that the artists are portraying. Where, and what, is the silenced history? Who are the artists speaking for (slaves, women, or other oppressed groups)? Whom are they speaking to?

03.    Choose and brainstorm: Select one important event from contemporary history, and brainstorm in small groups about an alternative, or silenced, version of this history. What information is missing from the standard version of the story? Whose points of view are not represented?

04.    Research: Find out more about your subject through the Web, biographies, newspapers and magazines, and documentary films. Is the same story sometimes told in different ways, depending on who is doing the telling?
05.    Produce: Create a treatment (a detailed proposal) for a documentary film about your alternative history. 

a. Who will you interview for the film, and what questions will you ask them?

b. Besides filming your interviews, where will you shoot additional footage?

c. What do you hope to show, both through your story and through images? Describe the point of view that the film will take, and how your images will support that point of view.

d. Make a list of the challenges you may face in making your documentary. If you’ll be presenting a point of view that goes against the mainstream, are there particular people or groups who might try to stand in your way?

06     Present: Present your film treatment to the class. Discuss as a group the strengths and weaknesses of each treatment. Make notes on the suggestions and constructive criticism that will improve your film proposal.

07.     Reflect: In your journal, write about how this exercise impacted your understanding of written and oral histories. Why do you think some histories become hidden, or silenced?
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The ideas underlying a person’s identity are numerous and complex. In these history and social studies activities, students will investigate three ideas within the larger scope of identity. “Symbols and Social Mythology” explores how artists create their own visual myths and symbols to tell stories about themselves and their cultures. “Challenging Conventions of Gender” presents artists who have used gender as a starting point for exploring who they are and how they relate to the world. And “Unearthing Silenced Histories” looks at artists who have delved into the past to tell stories that have never been told before about themselves and their communities.
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