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In her paintings, Joan Brown focused on the people, places, and experiences that made up her daily life. In this activity, students will create personal narratives around the themes of their lives.

Artist: Joan Brown
The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme A Personal Narrative, students will understand the following “big ideas.” The italicized idea is emphasized in the “Variations on a Theme” activity.
· What life moments are worth transforming into art?
· How can daily life become a source of ideas for works of art?
· How can art tell a personal story?
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 art? Conduct a short discussion to prepare the students for what they will see within the activity screens. Some possible topics:

a.   What is art? Students create a page in their journals where they list everything that they consider art.

b.   What are the rules and assumptions that people make about art? Students examine their “what is art” lists and discuss the assumptions they have in common (for example, art is seen in museums, art is painting and sculpture, art is anything you want it to be, etc.).

c.   Do artists have a responsibility to use traditional media and methods? Or should they try to go beyond what has come before?

d.  Can a work be considered radical if the only unconventional thing about it is the use of a new method or medium? 

04.    Ongoing class discussion: What is rule breaking? Use these questions as a guide to explore students’ perceptions of rule breaking before, during, and after the activities to help them clarify and expand their notions of rule breakers.

a.   What does it mean to be a rule breaker?

b.   Who are some rule breakers in our culture? 

c.   What did things look like before, what changes did they make, and   what was the public response along the way?

d.   Who are some modern artists who paved the way for artistic rule breaking today?

e. What are the qualities and characteristics of a radical artist or thinker? (Create a list as a class.)

05.    Activity prep: This activity assumes that you will draw on the students’ abilities to do timeline research. You may want to suggest some effective data-gathering resources. 

06.    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 Grades K/5
Chronological and Spatial Thinking

3. 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. Students differentiate between primary and secondary sources.

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

Historical Interpretation

3. Students identify and interpret the multiple causes and effects of historical events.

Historical and Social Sciences Grades 6/8 
Chronological and Spatial Thinking

1. Students explain how major events are related to one another in time.

Research, Evidence, and Point of View

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

2. Students distinguish fact from opinion in historical narratives and stories.

3. Students distinguish relevant from irrelevant information, essential from incidental information, and verifiable from unverifiable information in historical narratives and stories.

Historical Interpretation

1. Students explain the central issues and problems from the past, placing people and events in a matrix of time and place.

2. Students understand and distinguish cause, effect, sequence, and correlation in historical events, including the long- and short-term causal relations.
Materials Needed

01.   access to computers to view Voices and Images of California Art
02.   writing materials
03.   drawing 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 brainstorm and portray a theme in writing or pictures 

03.   one to present projects to the class
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   notes and research effort for the personal-theme exploration
02.   detail and style of theme treatment (in writing or in art)
03.   class presentation
“Variations on Theme” Activity
In her paintings, Joan Brown focused on the people, places, and experiences that made up her daily life. In this activity, you will create a personal narrative around the themes of your life.
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: Joan Brown
The “Big Idea”

How can daily life become a source of ideas for works of art?
In this activity you will:

01.   study the artist Joan Brown
02.   discuss recurring themes from your life
03.   explore a theme and how it has changed over time
04.   portray your theme in writing or with pictures
05.   present to the class
You will be graded on:

01.   notes and research effort for the personal-theme exploration
02.   detail and style of theme treatment (in writing or in art)
03.   class presentation
New terms: narrative, theme
Activity Steps
In this activity you will create a narrative based on a theme from your life.
01.   Brainstorm: As a class, brainstorm a list of themes that run through your lives, such as family events, holidays, sporting events, and friends. Then, in your journal, write down a list of themes that are specific to your life. You might have things on your list that no one else has.
02.   Analyze: Choose one of the themes you wrote down and explore in writing how differences in time and circumstance affect how you feel about it. For example: Is there a particular family gathering that has seemed to change as you have grown older? Did your role in it change? Did its meaning or significance change? 
03.  Create: Either in writing or in pictures, portray your theme as it has occurred on at least three different occasions. For example, in one painting Joan Brown portrayed the pleasures of swimming, and in another she showed herself sitting at home, thinking about a dangerous swimming incident. The works illustrate different aspects of her relationship to swimming. 
04. Present and reflect: Show your work to the class. Do you notice common themes running through your classmates’ work? Reflect in your journal about why that might be. How has each person taken a broad theme and made it personal?
Screen questions

1. Many of Joan Brown paintings reflected her personal life. For example, she completed a number a paintings recalling her experiences swimming in the San Francisco Bay.
To do: Click on the screen “How did your experiences in the San Francisco Bay find expression in your paintings?” 
To think about: How did Joan Brown transform her swimming events into visual narratives?
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Many twentieth-century artists convey personal concerns and narratives through their work. Sometimes they use their own experiences as subject matter. Other times they use the art-making process to explore issues of personal identity.
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