


Lesson 9: 
Collaborative and 

Self Portraiture 

Form + Content + Context = Meaning



Materials needed: 
Computer 
Digital projector 
Cameras or smartphones 
Simple evocative props such as a football, shoe, banana, hat, book, scarf, etc.

Reference works by: 
August Sander 
Kimowan Metchewais

Students will
� �Know: Portraits are often a collaboration between sitter and 

photographer.

� �Understand: How the photographer and the sitter interact affects the 
form of the picture and potentially its meaning.

� �Do: With adult supervision, students will be able to explain their projects 
to strangers and make pictures of people they don’t know. 
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Artist bios and project info
August Sander (born in Herdorf, Germany, 1876; died in Cologne, 1964) 
is widely praised as one the most important portrait photographers of the 
twentieth century. From a farming and mining community east of Cologne, 
Sander first discovered photography at the local mine, while helping to carry 
the equipment of a company photographer. He went on to become involved 
with many of the avant-garde artistic ideas of his day, including the New 
Objectivity movement, which espoused realism and social commentary in 
art. He is best known for his series People of the 20th Century, which captured 
German society in an unflinching approach that shaped the medium and 
has gone on to influence generations of artists.

Kimowan Metchewais (born in Oxbow, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1963; died 
in St. Paul, Alberta, Canada, 2011) was a multidisciplinary Cree artist. He 
began his artistic career working as an illustrator and editor at Windspeaker, 
an Indigenous newspaper, and in the decades after, he worked with paint, 
collage, sculpture, and photography. Metchewais’s photographs challenge 
the authority of Western authenticity by exploring the ways in which 
Indigenous Peoples have been represented throughout photographic 
history—Metchewais played with these representations often, notably 
adorning a hair-extension piece in Self-portrait with long hair (1998), 
blurring the line of authenticity and cultural expectations. He made many 
self-portraits throughout his career, typically using Polaroid film to adopt 
the process used by police to document evidence. Metchewais, putting his 
Polaroid portraits up like a wall of evidence in his studio, considered the 
colonized US to be both a figurative and literal crime scene. Metchewais also 
included these Polaroid self-portraits in his collages, combining them with 
Cree words, his name, and other cultural symbols, which is demonstrated 
in his photograph Self-portrait (ca. 2006). Metchewais’s self-portraits serve 
as collaborations with history and artists of previous generations: he embeds 
references to Indigenous culture, elder Indigenous artists, and life in the 
Southwest.

“Yet Metchewais’s fully realized works show little of the typically 
overwhelming concern among Native American photographers of his 
generation with debunking and overturning such stereotypes. Instead, 
his self-portraits pursue the kind of ‘self-made Native imagery’ he saw in 



online culture, as he wrote on Facebook in 2009. He fashioned a host of 
such characters as the Marlboro Indian smoking a cigarette in a cowboy 
hat. . . . In a series of self-portraits from 2000, Metchewais’s shirtless 
upper body, painted dark blue from the chin down, sparkles with starry 
points of light like the cosmological images from the late nineteenth-
century ledger art of the Itázipčho Lakota artist and visionary Čhetaŋ́ 
Sápa’ (Black Hawk).” 
—Christopher T. Green, “Kimowan Metchewais: A Kind of Prayer,” 264
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Lesson plan

 ∑ Consider reference works by Kimowan Metchewais: Share reference 
images with the students and discuss different modes of photographing 
portraits. What differences do you see among these bodies of work? 
What does the photographer bring to the portrait? What does the sitter 
bring to it? In what ways do you imagine each photographer’s process to 
be collaborative?

 ∑ Discuss consent: A camera is a tool that has power in it. Most likely, in 
posed portraits, the photographer has asked for consent (permission) 
from their sitter to make the portrait. However, it is important for the 
students to remember what they have learned about how a photograph 
can shape a story. Images can be framed to present people in different 
ways, both intended and not. It’s important to acknowledge that the 
sitters may not be in control of their image. And for this purpose, 
photographers must consider their position in relation to anyone they 
are photographing: Does the other person feel comfortable? Did the 
photographer get their permission? Is the photographer representing 
the sitter in a vulnerable position or in one that is dignified and 
empowering? What is the power structure between photographer and 
sitter— consider gender, age, experience, class, race, etc.? When taking 
a photograph, it is important to be mindful and safe. All parties should be 
comfortable and consent with a clear yes.

 ∑ Ask students to act out ways they could ask strangers to make their 
portraits and how they might respond to their reactions. How will 
they explain why they want to make a portrait of them? What will the 
students do if the potential participants say no?

 ∑ Examples 
 * Hi, I’m doing a photography workshop on portraiture, would you 
mind if I make a portrait of you, please? Thank you!

 * Hello, I’m practicing making portraits for my photography course 
at school. Would you mind if I asked you to pose for a photograph? 
Thank you!
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Going further 
Read: “Kimowan Metchewais’s Search for Visual Sovereignty,” Christopher 
T. Green. This article originally appeared in Aperture, issue 240, “Native 
America,” under the title “A Kind of Prayer.”

Discuss: Visual and cultural sovereignty—taking one’s representation into 
one’s own hands— in Kimowan Metchewais’s portraits

Read: “Control” and “Forming a Relationship,” from Free Learning Guide: 
Mary Ellen Mark on the Portrait and the Moment Guide, 6, 8

 ∑ Sometimes people want to know what the photos are being used for. 
You might say that these photos are just for personal use or for a class 
project.

 ∑ Photo exercise: Students will make posed portraits of other people. 
Ask students to consider who they might want to photograph and what 
qualities they may want to highlight. Take a field trip outside of the 
classroom and walk around the neighborhood, photographing a passerby 
or community member who has given their consent. Advise the 
students that when they find someone who agrees to be photographed, 
they should take a moment to settle themselves and look at what they’re 
going to include in the photograph. Don’t let the adrenaline take over! 
Make more than one photograph to make sure they’re really getting 
what they want. Alternatively, depending on the age of the students, this 
exercise could be done with peers in the class. Afterward, ask students 
to consider: What are these portraits trying to say? What role did 
collaboration play in creating their meaning? What were the qualities 
you were hoping to highlight, and what were the qualities your sitter 
wanted to highlight? How did you negotiate those different ideas?
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https://aperture.org/editorial/kimowan-metchewaiss-search-for-visual-sovereignty/
https://aperture.org/magazines/aperture-240/
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https://aperture.org/books/educational/mary-ellen-mark-on-the-portrait-and-the-moment-guide/
https://aperture.org/books/educational/mary-ellen-mark-on-the-portrait-and-the-moment-guide/
https://aperture.org/books/educational/mary-ellen-mark-on-the-portrait-and-the-moment-guide/


August Sander, Young Farmers, 1914; from August Sander: 
People of the 20th Century (Aperture, 2022)Lesson 9: Collaborative and Self Portraiture 



Kimowan Metchewais, Self-portrait with long hair, 
Albuquerque, 1998; from Kimowan Metchewais: A Kind of 
Prayer (Aperture, 2022)Lesson 9: Collaborative and Self Portraiture 



Kimowan Metchewais, Self-portrait, Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina, 2000; from Kimowan Metchewais: A Kind of 
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Kimowan Metchewais, Self-portrait, ca. 2006; from 
Kimowan Metchewais: A Kind of Prayer (Aperture, 2022)Lesson 9: Collaborative and Self Portraiture 



Aperture On Sight was conceived by Sarah Anne McNear, former deputy 
director for external affairs and public programs. The 2023–24 edition 
has been written and led by Alice Proujansky, teaching artist; Frances 
Dorenbaum, content editor and curatorial advisor; Alex Schlechter, 
education and public programs manager; Virginia Cannella, education and 
public programs work scholar; and Sarah Meister, executive director, with 
contributions from work scholars Seth Fields and Sofia Turner. Graphic 
design: Karina Eckmeier. Illustration assistance: Lu Gan. Copyeditors: 
Susan Ciccotti, Freddy Martinez, and Claire Voon. The first edition, in 
2015, was written by Sarah Anne McNear and Alice Proujansky, with 
contributions by Zalika Azim, Frances Dorenbaum, Schuyler Duffy, Adair 
Ewin, Becca Imrich, Alexis Lambrou, Christopher Lopez, Pete Pin, Nancy 
Schneider, José Soto, Emily Stewart, and Ashley Strazzinski. 

Aperture On Sight (2023–24) is made possible with support from the 
National Endowment for the Arts. Thank you to all the artists for sharing 
their images.

Aperture On Sight (2015) was made possible with support from The 
Bay and Paul Foundations, The Charina Endowment Fund, The Milton 
and Sally Avery Arts Foundation, The Pinkerton Foundation, The Reba 
Judith Sandler Foundation, The Tinker Foundation, The William Talbott 
Hillman Foundation, and a gift from Agnes Gund. Additional public 
support was provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, New York 
State Council on the Arts and the New York State Legislature, New York 
City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with City Council, 
Manhattan Borough President’s Office, and Grand Street Settlement. 

Compilation copyright © 2025 Aperture; all photographs copyright and 
courtesy the artists or estates except where noted otherwise. 

 
380 Columbus Avenue  
New York, NY 10024 
aperture.org 

Aperture is a nonprofit publisher dedicated to creating insight, community, 
and understanding through photography.


