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Seen & Unseen: Identity in Portraiture Tour—February 2024 

TIME 

75 minutes 

 

STOPS 

L8 Symbolizing Identity  
 (A Layered Presence) 

L2.5 Concealing & 
 Revealing Identity  
 (Contemporary 
 Portraiture) 

P24 Choice & Agency  
 (British Portraiture) 

P18 Portraits & Power  
 (18th-Century French 
 Portraiture) 

 

MATERIALS NEEDED 

• Portraits / Identity Cards 

• Blackout Poetry 
worksheets, clipboards, 
and pencils 

• Ring of laminated Emily 
St. Clare images and 
Powerful People photos 

• Student smartphones  

  OR 

Sets of laminated Emily 
St. Clare portrait and 
transparency filters 

__________________________ 
 

4525 Oak Street  
Kansas City, Missouri  

nelson-atkins.org  

TOUR DESCRIPTION 

Identity is a deeply personal and multifaceted concept that relates to who 
we are, the way we think about ourselves, and how we view the world. 
Where at times we may feel angst and difficulty in  self-reflection around 
identity, we can also find joy in our authentic selves being seen and 
understood. Artists have long used portraiture to probe the depths of 
identity and celebrate its expression to the world. On this tour, we will 
analyze portraits and draw conclusions about how the artist, the sitter, 
and often the patron all contribute to the message a portrait sends. 

 

TOUR BIG IDEA 

A portrait presents a version of a person’s identity. Artists, sitters, and 
patrons have varying degrees of influence regarding the version of a 
person’s identity that is presented in a portrait. Portraits may rely on 
likeness to convey what can be seen, artifice or obfuscation to alter or 
omit aspects of identity, and symbolic imagery to send a message about 
who someone is or how they wish to be seen. 

            

OUTCOMES 

• Learners will analyze portraits and consider what is and is not 
revealed about the subject and/or artist. 

• Learners will recognize aspects of identity in works of art and apply 
that understanding to their own identities.  

• Learners will consider some of the people (artist, subject, patron) 
and factors (intended message, function) involved in determining 
how identity is communicated in art.  

SCHOOL TOUR  ǀ  Seen & Unseen: Identity in Portraiture 

Docent Training Guide 

  Grade Level: 9th—12th  

Vania Soto, Mis raíces, 2023. Acrylic and oil on canvas and song (03:08). 72 1/8 x 48 x 2/12 inches. Courtesy of the artist, 47.2023.  ǀ  John Hoppner, Portrait 
of Emily St. Clare as a Bacchante, 1806-1807. Oil on canvas, 94 3/8 x 58 1/2 inches. Gift of Robert Lehman, 45-1.  ǀ  Nicolas de Largillierre, Augustus the 
Strong, Elector of Saxony and King of Poland, about 1715. Oil on canvas, 57 1/2 x 45 1/2 inches. Purchase: William Rockhill Nelson Trust, 54-35.  ǀ  Jeff 
Sonhouse, Return to Sender, 2018. Oil paint and match sticks on panel board, 96 x 59 1/2 x 1/4 inches. Lent by William and Christena Gautreaux, 158.2018. 



 2 

Seen & Unseen: Identity in Portraiture Tour—February 2024 

Introduction (15 minutes) 

• Welcome and set the tone.  

• Explain the structure of the tour and set clear expectations. 

• Establish that the tour will be participatory and interactive. 

• Review the rules and address the role of the chaperone/teacher on the tour.  

• Through the use of questions, assess students’ knowledge. 

 

Introduction Example 

Hello and welcome! My name is __________. I am excited to be looking at art with you today and talking about 
identity. Identity is a complicated term, so let me get some input from you first: What words come to mind 
when I ask what makes up your identity? (If the docent feels comfortable, they can share some words 
related to their own identity.) 

 

Hand out the Portraits / Identity Cards with the blue side up and point out that the card lists a few concepts 
related to identity, some of which students may have just mentioned themselves. Explain that students will be 
referencing these cards throughout their tour.  

 

There are many possible factors that contribute to identity. Some of the things you mentioned may be related to 
your personal identity—qualities that are uniquely yours and that set you apart as an individual. Others may be 
more aligned with social identity—something that makes you part of a group. Some aspects of your identity you 
may have picked for yourself, and some you have not chosen. Let’s explore this a little.  

• What words would you use to talk about your chosen identity or who you feel you are?  
• (Possible responses: hobbies, sports, style of dress) 

• What identities were given to you or reflect how other people see you?  
• (Possible responses: birthplace, religion, age, race) 

• Can you think of any parts of your identity that might change over time?  
• (Possible responses: political affiliation, religion, hairstyle) 

Again, the docent can share examples for themself for each of the preceding questions if they feel comfortable 
doing so. (Note: Many of the example responses listed above could work for any of the questions—the lines 
between chosen/given and changing/static identities are neither impermeable nor universal!) 

 

That is why I said identity is complicated. It is something I invite us to ponder and discuss today with curiosity 
and openness to each other's ideas. There are many ways to look at identity! Today we are going to look at art 
through the lens of identity.  

How do you think someone’s identity could be communicated in a work of art? -OR- Are you on social 
media? If so, how do you show who you are/your identity? Possible responses: 

Art: through choice of subject, details shown in a portrait, symbols and meaning, gesture and 
brushstroke, etc.  

Social media: what you wear, hairstyle/hair color, font choice, pictures, etc.  

 

Just like you shape your identity on social media with the choices you make, artists can send a message about 
their own identities or the identities of their subjects.  
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We will be looking at portraits today. Portraits are typically defined as pictures of people, usually specific 
individuals. A person’s portrait can give us clues about their identity. But, we will see that a portrait isn’t 
necessarily that simple and straightforward. Here are some of the questions we will be considering as we look at 
art today: 

• Whose identity is being shown?  

• What aspects of identity are revealed, changed, or left out? 

• What does the sitter/subject want us to know or think about them? Is this artwork trying to show their true 
identity, their public image, or something else? 

 

We will be going to four galleries today. We will spend 15 minutes in each gallery looking at the art and having a 
conversation using different activities or prompts. Sometimes you will be working in pairs and sometimes you’ll 
be looking on your own. Remember, the opinions you share about your identity today are important. There are 
no wrong opinions, so let’s be curious and open to all ideas.  

 

Review standard rules and chaperone tasks. Note: Safe distance from works of art is now defined as 24 inches.  

 
Tour Stop Strategy (15 minutes for each stop)  
1.   Inventory (2-3 minutes)  
2.   Stop Introduction and Activity (10-11 minutes) 
3. Collection Connections (1-2 minutes) 
5. Transition to next stop (seconds)  
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Symbolizing Identity 
A Layered Presence (L8) 
(15 minutes)  
         
Materials needed:  
• Portraits / Identity Cards 
  
Inventory (2-3 minutes) 

1. Gather the group in the open space just inside the entrance to L8. Explain that the art 
in this gallery is a special exhibition that will be here until September 12, 2024. These 
works were created for this exhibit by 22 local Kansas City artists with ties to Latin America.  

2. Ask students to look around at the art in this gallery while standing in one place and considering one of 
the Inventory questions: 

• How are these works similar to and different from each other? 

• How are these works similar to and different from the art we saw in the last gallery? (if not first stop) 

3. After about 30 seconds, discuss their observations. Take responses from 3-4 students. Paraphrase their 
comments and ask follow-up questions to clarify concepts. 

 

Inventory Transition to Activity 

Example: You noticed that the works in this gallery are all very different in appearance, materials, and subject 
matter. The artists whose work you see here were invited to participate in this exhibition without any 
stipulations related to theme or topic. There are many different types of art in this space, but we are going to 
concentrate on those that are portraits—even if they don’t appear to be at first glance.  
 

   

Activity: See/Think/Wonder (5 minutes) + Independent Looking (6 minutes) 

1. Gather students near Vania Soto’s painting, Mis raíces. Explain that this is a self-portrait of the artist—we 
can see a photo of her on the label next to the painting. While we cannot see her face in this painting, there 
are other details in the work that might tell us about her.  

2. Use the See/Think/Wonder thinking routine to generate observations of this work of art. 

• What do you SEE in this image? (Once you receive a response, ask:) 

• What does that make you THINK? What might that reveal about the artist? (Once you receive a 
response, ask:) 

• What does that make you WONDER? What more would you like to know? 

3. Follow up on what students have observed during the See/Think/Wonder conversation by directing their 
attention to any other symbols that are relevant to the artist’s identity. For example, you might ask what 
the following symbols suggest: 

• Hair/hairstyle (connection to roots linking her to ancestors five generations back) 

• Setting (considers herself a Mexican artist; born in Mexico but now living in Kansas City) 

• Paint brushes (her occupation/passion) 

• Clothing (reference to her Mexican heritage) 

4. Building on the points students raise, you can share some brief information about Vania Soto’s painting 
and the importance of family to her identity. Example: Vania Soto considers herself a Mexican artist; she 
was born in Mexico but now lives in Kansas City. In an interview with museum staff (which you can hear by 

Vania Soto, 
Mis raíces, 2023 
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scanning the QR code on the label), she explained that she has created a modern twist on a family tree. The 
five names are those of her five maternal female ancestors. She found the names researching church records 
in Durango, Mexico, where her family is from. In her culture, people pray to and celebrate their ancestors. 
Now she can imagine them and call them by name when she prays. She wants to “celebrate them helping me 
get this far because I know I didn’t do it on my own.” 

5. Explain that students will now explore the rest of this gallery, working with a partner to choose and 
examine a work of art that reveals something about the artist’s or subject’s identity. Instruct students to 
follow the steps on their Portraits / Identity Cards (orange side); first they will make observations, then 
they’ll read the label and consider how that impacts their understanding. Students can choose which 
works to look at, but if they need some direction, suggested pieces are listed below. Remind students 
that a portrait does not necessarily need to depict the subject’s full likeness. Possible works to suggest: 

• Structural Coupling: Sequence by Cesar Lopez 
(Telling your story with minimal visual information; concealing identity) 

• C/S K.C. - Con safos Kansas City by Juan G. Moya 
(Many symbols that give clues as to how the artist sees himself) 

• Pasado y Presente (Past and Present) by Isaac Tapia 
(First impressions vs. symbols that can give us deeper insight) 

• Against the Tide by Sue Moreno 
(Importance of materials in expressing identity) 

• Las nubes by Emily M. Alvarez 
(Using images to tell the story of her family’s life in the United States) 

6. As time allows, students can share their discoveries and their reactions to the artworks they have 
selected. Draw students’ attention to the use of symbols to express identity in the artworks you discuss. 

 

Collection Connections (2 minutes)   

Close the experience by sharing and connecting art historical information to specific comments, questions, 
and interests that students made throughout the stop. Collection Connections should reinforce what 
students have brought up and deepen their meaning-making. They might include comments such as:   

• These artists and their art are multilayered. Many layers inform the identities of the artists and the stories 
they choose to tell through their art, and the art also is composed of layers: subject matter, materials, 
processes, and meaning. The layers can conceal or reveal. 

•  This exhibition highlights the artists’ individual perspectives, passions, experiences, and interests. Each 
artist wrote their own label, chose a photo of themselves to include on the label, and recorded their own 
voice describing their work. You can hear interviews with each artist by using the Smartify app. 

• Although each artist was given the freedom to choose their subject and materials, close observation shows 
an interconnectedness among many of the works. Certain themes and motifs appear throughout the 
exhibition, such as family, immigration, and religion. Many of these artists know each other and work 
together on occasion. Several are muralists, and their murals can be seen around the Kansas City area. 

• “A Layered Presence” will be on display until September 12, 2024. Be sure to come back and spend time 
with the many other works we haven’t explored. Admission is free. 

 

Stop Transition 

Example: Keep in mind how these artists expressed identity in their portraits. Think about what they showed 

and what they hid. Now let’s go what other artists have revealed and concealed about their subjects. 
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Concealing & Revealing Identity 
Contemporary Portraiture (L2.5) 
(15 minutes)  
         
Materials needed:  
• Portraits / Identity Cards (optional) 
• Copies of the Blackout Poetry worksheet on clipboards 
• Pencils 
  
Inventory (2-3 minutes) 

1. Gather the group in the south half of the gallery and invite them to look closely at 
the works on view in the space, considering one of the following inventory questions:  

• How are these works similar to and different from the art we’ve seen so far today? (if not your first 
stop) 

• What are you curious about as you look around at these works of art? 

3. Give the group about one minute to look around, then reconvene near Return to Sender and discuss 
students’ observations. Take 2-3 responses, paraphrasing and asking follow-up questions as appropriate. 

 

Inventory Transition to Activity 

Example: You noticed that the portraits in this gallery show people who appear to be from our own time, and you had 
questions about who these people are. Let’s spend some time with one portrait and see what answers it does—and 
doesn’t—provide.    
 

   

Activity: Directed Looking (5 minutes) + Identity Blackout Poetry (6 minutes) 

1. Lead students in a 5-minute discussion of Return to Sender by Jeff Sonhouse. You can use the ‘LOOK’ 
questions printed on the orange side of the Portraits / Identity Cards to facilitate this group conversation, 
or you can use alternate questions that raise the same issues: 

• (from card) What’s going on in this work of art? / (alternate example) How would you describe this 
portrait to someone who wasn’t here today? 

• (from card) What clues can you find about the identity of the subject or the artist? / (alternate 
example) What do you see in this portrait that gives us information about who these people are? 

• (from card) What questions do you still have about this work of art? / (alternate example) What do 
you see that makes it hard to get a sense of these individuals’ identities? 

• We’ve seen that artists can visually conceal parts of their subject’s identity. Why might they do that? In 
what ways might a person conceal part of their identity in real life? Why might they do that? 

2. Provide students with some brief information about Return to Sender and transition to the Blackout 
Poetry activity. Example: Unlike typical portraits, this work of art doesn’t show us specific individuals. The 
artist who created this painting, Jeff Sonhouse, made an intentional choice to obscure the faces and bodies of 
these figures. He recognizes that there is power in choosing what to conceal from others and what to reveal. 
Now we’re going to do an activity that gives you the power to say something about identity.  

3. Explain that the next activity will be to create a short poem that uses strategically concealed text to form a 
message. Ask if any students are familiar with blackout poetry. Pass out the Blackout Poetry worksheets 
and show them the sample poem, explaining that a blackout poem is made by selecting words from an 
existing text to keep, then blacking out all the remaining words. The new poem does not need to relate to 
the original text in theme, tone, or content.  

Jeff Sonhouse,  
Return to Sender, 2018 
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4. Invite students to create their own original blackout poems using the newspaper article on the back of 
the worksheet. The subject of their poem can be: 

• Return to Sender (either the artwork itself or the people shown in it)  -OR- 

• Their own identity 

Note: You might encourage students to choose the words they do want to keep first, circling them lightly 
in pencil before going in and blacking out the words they want to remove.  

2. You can ask if any students would like to share their poems. Example: Would anyone like to share what 
they created? If not, that’s fine—as we’ve just discovered, there is power in choosing not to share! 

 

Collection Connections (2 minutes)   

Close the experience by sharing and connecting art historical information to specific comments, questions, 
or interests students mentioned during the stop. Collection Connections should reinforce what students 
have brought up and deepen their meaning making. They might include comments such as: 

• Jeff Sonhouse makes art that is “an examination of African American identity, masculinity, and cultural 
representation.” He is interested in what it might mean for Black men to be free from society’s 
expectations and assumptions. Of this work, he has said that he used unexpected visual elements (such 
as matches and colored squares) to make people focus more on its surprising visual appearance rather 
than the social or political assumptions we might have when looking at the subjects. 

• Many of Jeff Sonhouse’s works employ mixed media in which the materials themselves are meaningful. In 
this work, the figures’ afros are composed of burned matches that were lit after being put into place. 
This surprising use of materials aligns with Sonhouse’s goal of defying expectations and assumptions.  

• The figures’ melded checkerboard suit both draws attention to and challenges the monolithic notion of 
Blackness —the idea that all African Americans can be lumped together into one shared experience or 
identity. 

• Many contemporary artists use portraits—a very “traditional” art form in European and American 
art—to challenge traditions and expectations. Making portraits can be a way to claim power or agency 
for yourself as an artist, and/or for the subjects you depict. 

 

Stop Transition 

Example: In this gallery we saw how a portrait can send a message even when it conceals information about its 
subject. Next, we’ll look at how identity can be shown symbolically, even when we don’t see a person’s likeness.  

OR  

In this gallery we saw how a contemporary artist can use portraiture to challenge society’s assumptions about 
identity. Now let’s go back in time and see how portraits were used in earlier centuries. 
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Choice & Agency 
British Portraiture (P24) 
(15 minutes)  
         
Materials needed:  
• Portraits / Identity Cards (optional) 
• Ring of laminated Emily St. Clare images 
• Sets of laminated Emily St. Clare portrait + transparency filters   
 -OR- 

Student smartphones 
  
Inventory (2-3 minutes) 

1. Gather the group near the portrait of Emily St. Clare and invite them to look closely at the works on view 
in the space, considering one of the following inventory questions:  

• How are the objects in this room similar to or different from one another? 

• What is one word you might use to describe the paintings you see here? 

2. Give the group about one minute to look around, then reconvene near Emily St. Clare as a Bacchante and 
discuss students’ observations. Take 2-3 responses, paraphrasing and asking follow-up questions as 
appropriate. 

 

Inventory Transition to Activity 

Example: You noticed that this gallery has lots of portraits and decorative objects like furniture. Next, let’s focus on 
one of the portraits you pointed out and consider what sets it apart.  

   

Activity: Directed Looking (6 minutes) + Portrait Filters (4 minutes) 

1. Lead students in a discussion of Emily St. Clare as a Bacchante. You can use the ‘LOOK’ questions printed 
on the orange side of the Portraits / Identity Cards to facilitate this group conversation, or you can use 
alternate questions that raise the same issues: 

• (from card) What’s going on in this work of art?  

• (from card) What clues can you find about the identity of the subject or the artist? / (alternate 
example) What do you see in this portrait that gives us information about who these people are? 

• (from card) What questions do you still have about this work of art? / (alternate example) What 
surprised you about this portrait, especially when you compare it to other portraits in this gallery? 

2. Point out the painting’s date and title on the wall label, noting that Emily lived many centuries too late to 
be participating in an ancient Roman ritual dedicated to the god Bacchus, as this painting might suggest. 
Ask: Why do you think the setting of Emily’s portrait doesn’t match her life? What could have motivated the 
painter to make these choices? 

3. Explain that there are many reasons Emily might be painted this way, and we may never know for sure. 
But, we do have some information about who Emily was that could help us understand why she is shown 
this way. Show students the laminated images of Emily St. Clare, noting as you do so: 

• Here we see examples of how Emily might have actually dressed in the early 1800s. Some were painted 
of her during her lifetime. One is a version of this painting that we have digitally altered.  

• Next is Emily dressing up in costumes. Emily St. Clare was a stage actress, so assuming different 
personas was common for her. Besides our painting of Emily as a bacchante (a follower of Bachus, the 

John Hoppner, 
Portrait of Emily St. Clare as 

a Bacchante, 1806-1807 
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Roman god of wine), she was also painted as a falconer, an alpine traveler, and in traditional Romany 
clothes—even though she was British. (potentially interesting sidebar conversation about 
appropriating a different culture as a costume) 

• People still like to dress in costumes to explore new possibilities of personal image or try on a guise 
different from their own identity. This includes Halloween and cosplay, but maybe the most ubiquitous 
is social media filters. Here’s one example of what Emily might look with a Snapchat filter applied. 

4. Depending on what students have available and their teacher’s wishes, students have two options for the 
Portrait Filters part of this activity: 

• Use personal devices to take photos and apply filters in Snapchat or a similar social media app; 

• Use the printed version of Emily St. Clare and physical transparencies to apply different “filters” to 
her portrait. Have students work with a partner, and give each pair one portrait and set of filters. 

5. Give students about 3 minutes to experiment with filters. If they are using their personal smartphones, 
remind them to keep the flash turned off on their camera. They can choose to alter a photo of the Emily 
St. Clare portrait, a photo of one of the other portraits in this gallery, or their own selfie photo. (Note: To 
ensure a hard stop to this activity, you might set an alarm on your own phone.) 

6. Reconvene the group. If time permits, ask 3-4 students to share one of the altered portraits they created. 
Ask why they chose that filter and (if they altered an existing portrait) if they think the subject would like 
to be shown in that way.  

7. Ask: How might it feel to do this activity with your own selfie, but with someone else able to choose the filter 
and post the image online? How does it feel to know that Emily may not have had much choice in how she 
was presented in her portrait? 

 

Collection Connection (2-3 minutes) 

Close the experience by sharing and connecting art historical information to specific comments, questions, 
or interests students mentioned during the stop. Collection Connections should reinforce what students 
have brought up and deepen their meaning making. They might include comments such as: 

• This painting was commissioned (paid for) by Sir John Fleming Leicester, Baron de Tabley, who was a 
major patron of British art. Even though Leicester was married to someone else, he and Emily were in a 
relationship for about 10 years. He commissioned at least 13 paintings of Emily, including this one and 
several of the others we looked at in the laminated photos. 

• Patrons who commissioned a portrait had a lot of sway over how the artist depicted the subject. In the 
case of this portrait, letters written between Leicester and the artist indicate that Leicester requested 
Emily be shown in a more “light, airy, and youthful” way than in the artist’s original design. 

• In this period, it would have been socially unacceptable to express sensuality or show any skin in a 
portrait. But nudity and sensuality were perfectly acceptable in classical artwork. Putting a sitter in 
classical costume, like this guise of a Roman bacchante, was a bit of a workaround to the rules, making 
the portrait saucy without being scandalous.  

 

Stop Transition 

Example: In this gallery we saw how manipulating one’s image in a portrait can be fun, but it can also rob 
someone of their power. Next we’ll explore how portraits can be used to reinforce someone’s power. 

-OR- 

We’ve seen how artists can manipulate someone’s public image through portraiture. Next we’ll explore how 
contemporary artists can send a message through what they show—and what they don’t show—in a portrait. 
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Portraits & Power 
18th-Century French Portraiture (P18) 
(15 minutes)  
         
Materials needed:  
• Portraits / Identity Cards 
• Laminated Powerful People photographs 
  
Inventory (2-3 minutes) 

1. Gather the group in the gallery and invite them to look closely at the works on 
view in the space, considering one of the following inventory questions:  

• What similarities do you notice among the works of art in this room? 

• What are you curious about as you look around at these works of art? 

2. Give the group about one minute to look around, then reconvene near Augustus the Strong, Elector of 
Saxony and King of Poland and discuss students’ observations. Take 2-3 responses, paraphrasing and 
asking follow-up questions as appropriate. 

 

Inventory Transition to Activity 

Example: You noticed that the works of art in this gallery feel like luxury items—things that might have been owned 
by wealthy or fancy people. Let’s spend some time with one portrait and see what it can tell us about the relationship 
between art, wealth, and power.   

   

Activity: “Reading” Portraits of Powerful People (10 minutes) 

 Explain that artists are typically interested in showing something about their subject’s identity when making a 
portrait; therefore, we can look for clues in a portrait to better understand who the subject is/was. Lead 
students in “reading” the portrait of Augustus the Strong, considering the following clues that could tell us 
about his identity: 

• Setting: What’s going on in the background of this portrait? What might that tell us about this person? 

• Clothing: What do you notice about his clothing? What can it tell you about when/where he might have 
lived? What might it tell you about the type of person he was? 

• Objects: Besides his clothing, what other objects are shown on or around this person? How might they 
relate to his identity? 

• Pose: How is his body positioned? What does his gesture suggest to you? What might those details tell 
you about the type of person he was or how he wanted people to see him? 

• Expression: What attitude or mood does his facial expression convey? 

Note: use the S.C.O.P.E. list printed on the Portraits / Identity Cards as a reference during this 
discussion. 

2. Provide students with some brief information about Augustus the Strong, the subject of this portrait. 
Example: The subject of this portrait is a European king, Augustus the Strong. He ruled parts of what is now 
Germany, Poland, and Lithuania in the 1700s. He prided himself on his physical strength and military 
capabilities. Portraits like this one gave powerful people like Augustus the chance to send a message to the 
public. Intentional choices about setting, clothing, pose, etc. could help reinforce a ruler's status as someone 
who is wealthy, powerful, capable, etc. 

 

Nicolas de Largillierre, 
Augustus the Strong, Elector of 

Saxony and King of Poland,  
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3. Ask: How do you think powerful people still use portraits today to reinforce their status? Can you think of 
any examples? 

4. Pass around one of the photos from the set of Powerful People portraits. Discuss: What similarities and 
differences can you find between this photograph of a contemporary political leader and the painting of 
Augustus the Strong?  

 

Collection Connections (2 minutes) 

Close the experience by sharing and connecting art historical information to specific comments, questions, 
or interests students mentioned during the stop. Collection Connections should reinforce what students 
have brought up and deepen their meaning making. They might include comments such as: 

• While strength and military prowess might be considered parts of Augustus the Strong’s identity, they can 
also be understood as important aspects of his public persona—the image that he wanted to convey to the 
public about the type of person he was. Sometimes portraits reveal aspects of who a person truly is, and 
sometimes they show how that person wants to be seen; those two things are not necessarily identical! 

• Powerful and/or wealthy individuals often have a lot of say over how they are depicted in a portrait. The 
artists who create the portraits want to make their clients happy and want to be paid well! So, many 
portraits of powerful people can be seen as a collaboration between the artist and the subject, where each 
person is able to make some decisions about the portrait’s appearance. For portraits of people with less 
power, that may not always be the case – the artist or another person might have more say over the final 
product. 

• Artists can also use portraits as a way to claim or reinforce their own status. The artist who painted this 
portrait, Nicolas de Largillierre, was considered one of the top portrait painters in France. His chief rival for 
that title was Hyacinthe Rigaud, who painted the nearby portrait of the Marquise d’Usson de Bonnac. You 
can see each artist took pains to show off their skills in painting sumptuous fabrics and other detailed 
surfaces. And, being commissioned for a portrait by a powerful person was itself something to brag about. 

 

Stop Transition 

Example: In this gallery we examined the clues a portrait might contain about a person’s identity. Next we’ll see 
how portraits can selectively change or leave out key information about their subjects. 
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TOUR WRAP-UP QUESTIONS 

At the last stop, thank students for their participation and ask one 
of the following questions related to the tour’s Big Idea and 
Outcomes: 

• Thinking back on the artists whose work we’ve seen today, 
which one might you hire to paint your own portrait? Why? 

• Thinking back on the subjects/sitters in the portraits we saw 
today, who would you be most interested in meeting and having 
a conversation with? Why? 

• Do you think it’s useful/valuable to think about identity when 
looking at art? Why or why not? 

 

Commission  To formally choose, ask, and pay for an artist to create a work of art 

Expression  A look on someone’s face that may convey an emotion or mood 

Guise   A form of style or dress, or an external appearance meant to conceal something’s 
   true nature 

Identity  Who someone is. Identities are who we are, the way we think about ourselves, 
   and how we view the world.  Our identity consists of the various characteristics  
   we use to categorize and define ourselves and the various characteristics that  
   are constructed by those around us.  

Likeness  A visual representation of someone’s appearance 

Patron  Someone who pays for a work of art to be created 

Persona  The image or personality a person presents in public or in a specific setting  

Portrait  An artistic representation of a person 

Pose   A particular way of standing or holding one’s body 

Setting  The place or type of environment shown in a work of art 

Sitter   The person shown in a portrait 

Subject  The main thing shown in a work of art  

SUGGESTED VOCABULARY FOR PARAPHRASING STUDENT COMMENTS  
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Tour Materials—Portraits / Identity Cards 
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Tour Materials—Blackout Poetry Worksheet (side A)  
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Tour Materials—Blackout Poetry Worksheet (side B)  
 
 

 
 



 16 

Seen & Unseen: Identity in Portraiture Tour—February 2024 

Tour Materials—Emily St. Clare Images 
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Tour Materials—Emily St. Clare Portrait + Transparencies  
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Tour Materials—Powerful People photographs 
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Tour Materials—Powerful People photographs 
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Tour Materials—Powerful People photographs 
 
 

 
 

Kehinde Wiley, Barack Obama, 2018. National Portrait Gallery. 
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Stop Cards 
 

 
 
 


