[image: image1.png]SFMOMA






TEACHERS’ WORD DOC

Social Studies/ Art History

Shifting Perspectives
“Staging a Historic Event” Teacher’s Guide
Unit Overview:

Throughout history, art has challenged our perceptions and definitions of truth and reality. The artists featured in these activities create projects that blur the line between the real and the imagined, altering our sense of time and place. By studying these individuals and their work, students will have the opportunity to rethink how they see and interact with the world around them. 

Artist: Jeff Wall
Canadian photographer Jeff Wall creates large-scale, transparent photographs which are displayed in light boxes. Wall draws inspiration from literature, painting, and the everyday world around him to create large-format photographs. His photographs, which can tell a deeply interesting story, often have a cinematic quality. Wall does not photograph an event as it occurs. Instead, through the process of digital montage, he recreates, reinterprets, and photographs the original scene at a later date.

Activity Overview: Staging a Historic Event
We can learn a great deal about history by studying the images and texts of different eras.  Photographer Jeff Wall is deeply inspired by literature and art history and often alludes to particular literary or visual works in his photographs. He frequently constructs his images around a theme or idea taken from a painting or text. In this activity, students will have the opportunity to research, restage, and photograph a historic event.
The restaging and photographing can be done in groups.
The “Big Idea”:
After completing all activities for the theme “Shifting Perspectives”, students will understand the following “big idea”:

1. How can a (staged) photograph be used to interpret a historical event?
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 each activity. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.
03. Class discussion: Use these questions as a guide to explore students’ perceptions before, during, and after the activities to help them clarify and expand their understanding of this theme.

a. How can photography be used as a form of documenting history?

b. Can a photograph still be a form of documentary even if the image is staged?
c. How do you define staged photography?

d. How do you define spontaneous photography?

e. What are some reasons a photographer would elect to use staged photography instead of spontaneous photography?

04. Activity prep: You may want to show the PBS Video American Photographers, select particular books from which students should do their research, or arrange a trip to a library (at your school or at a local museum). You may want to review how to research a topic and extrapolate the main idea from a text. You may also want to review how to paraphrase and avoid plagiarism.
05. Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artist Jeff Wall
in Making Sense of Modern Art and complete the activity steps.

Related Standards

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

Historical Interpretation

Students interpret past events and issues within the context of the times 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. access to a library or a collection of books from which to research a historic event

03. a (digital) camera

04. (optional) access to the internet for research

Time needed

Up to six class periods:

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

02. one to research and take notes for research paper (could be homework)
03. one to brainstorm photograph, gather props, and create a sketch of the scene to be photographed (brainstorm and sketching could also be homework)

04. one to photograph the scene and write a historic caption
05. one to present photographs to the class and to reflect in journals

Assessment

Students will be assessed on:

01. quality of writing, clear expression of thought, and organization of ideas

02. quality of research including accurate facts and dates

03. quality and craft of photograph

04. clear use of language in the historic caption
05. written reflection
“Staging a Historic Event” Activity
Artist: Jeff Wall
Canadian photographer Jeff Wall creates large-scale, transparent photographs which are displayed in light boxes. Wall draws from literature, painting, and the everyday world around him to create life-size staged photographs. His pieces, which can tell a deeply interesting story, often have a cinematic quality. Wall does not photograph an event on the spot. Instead, he recreates, reinterprets, and photographs the scene at a later date.
The “Big Idea”:

1. How can a (staged) photograph be used to interpret a historical event of the past?
New terms:

staged photography 
In this activity you will:
01. research a historic event

02. write a paper which reveals your findings about this event

03. restage a scene from this event
04.
photograph your staged scene
05.
write a historic caption to describe your photo
06. 
present your photograph to the class

07. 
reflect on what you’ve learned 

You will be graded on:
01. quality of writing, clear expression of thought, and organization of ideas

02. quality of research, including accurate facts and dates

03. quality and craft of photograph

04. clear use of language in the historic caption
05. written reflection
Activity Steps
In this activity, you will have the opportunity to research, restage, and photograph a historic event. You will write a short paper which discusses your research and you will present your photograph and its historic caption to the class.
01. Look closely: Explore the works of Jeff Wall online. Be sure to click on all images, read all documents, watch the videos, and look closely at the works of art.

02. Research: Revisit Jeff Wall’s photograph Dead Troops Talk. Does this image look strangely familiar? What does it remind you of? What historic event do you think is being portrayed here?

03. Get focused: Research a historic event. (Your teacher may specify a particular time period on which you should focus.) Take notes while you are reading. Be sure to write down the main ideas. These notes will help you to compose your paper. Also, remember your paper must be in your own words. Be sure to address the following:

a. Why was the event significant?

a. Where did it take place?

c. What happened there?
d. Who were the key people in this event?

04. Outline: Organize your notes into a coherent, linear outline. This will be the structure upon which you build your paper.

05. Write: Write your paper. Your paper should be approximately one to two pages long.
06. Select: Decide which scene from this event you would like to stage and photograph. Create a list of props you will need and a rough sketch of what your scene will look like. Gather your props.
07. Photograph: Set up your scene and photograph it. You may take more than one photograph and select the one you like the most to present to the class.

08. Express: Write a historic caption to describe your photo. 
09.
Present: Share your photograph with the class or do a multimedia “report” on your project.
10.
Reflect: In your journal, reflect on what you learned through this process. Now that you have completed this activity, do you think your photograph captured the essence of the event you researched? Why or why not? How is it “objective”? How is it an interpretation? Be sure to explain your thinking.
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