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TEENS ENVISION A ‘NEW DEAL’ FOR MEMPHIS AT 

BROOKS PHOTOGRAPHY EXHIBIT
“Face the Lens” encourages high school students to 

identify & discuss social issues

Memphis, TN (January 13, 2010) – This month, the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art will present an exhibition of photographs and essays by high school students that document life in Memphis and suggest ways that social change can be enacted. Face the Lens: Art for Social Change is the culmination of a three month long program that aims to foster social awareness in high school students, and teach them to view art and writing as agents of change. The exhibition will open on January 22 and run through March 27, with a public reception on Saturday January 22nd.

“I felt the project was a great way for my Humanities students to let others know about their neighborhoods in north Memphis and the problems they experience on a daily basis,” commented James Moseley, a teacher at Craigmont High School. “Memphis residents can be, at times, very territorial and proud of their neighborhoods. This project helped them shed light on the things happening around them.”

In the Memphis area, many young people witness numerous social problems firsthand, including poverty, crime, racism, and violence. Face the Lens is intended to give them a platform to confront, discuss, or attempt to solve these issues. For this project, a group of 65 students from Ridgeway and Craigmont high schools were given disposable cameras and asked to document situations around Memphis that they felt warranted change.

“Teenagers are at a point in their lives where they are starting to develop greater awareness outside of themselves,” commented Karleen Gardner, Curator of Education at the Brooks. “This project encourages them to become activists – to notice the community around them and think about how they can make an impact.”

For inspiration, students studied a group of famous depression-era photographs from the Brooks’ permanent collection. Taken between 1935 and 1941, these images were commissioned by the Farm Security Administration (FSA) to promote President Roosevelt’s New Deal.  Noteworthy photographers such as Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans and Russell Lee were engaged by the US government to document the lives of sharecroppers, migratory workers, and rural and urban communities throughout the American south and west. These images are famous for demonstrating photography’s powerful ability to affect social change. They are featured in a complementary exhibition, Extra(Ordinary): The Story of Documentary Photography in the American South, which runs through April.
Face the Lens began with classroom visits from a Brooks instructor. The instructor showed reproductions of the FSA photographs and engaged students in a dialogue about their purpose in documenting the effects of the Great Depression, and their effect in generating widespread outrage over poverty. 

Students were then asked to reflect on the major social issues they face in their own lives, and select a single issue on which to concentrate. Each student was given a disposable camera and asked to capture images of their chosen issue. Photos could be taken in their own homes, neighborhoods, community centers, or other areas. 

After completing the photography assignment, students selected the photograph they felt best represented their chosen social issue and composed an essay about it. This included possible actions that could be taken to confront the issue. The class discussed each photograph, and selected ten to thirteen photographs to represent their school in the Brooks’ exhibition.

Commented Gina Pickens, an instructor at Ridgeway High School: “The students in my classes are from very different social, economic and ethnic backgrounds.  They are very much aware of their differences and strive to learn from each other.  This goal was accomplished.”

“When you can learn and grow from diversity and differences, then I believe you will be a better person for it,” Pickens added.

The project also illustrates the important role Museums can play in bringing the community together to discuss social issues. As communities around the country grapple with startling economic, political, and cultural change, the art museum can be a place of respite, dialogue, and action. 

“Face the Lens presents a unique opportunity for adolescents in our community,” commented Brooks Director Cameron Kitchin. “This project uses the Brooks’ collection to teach students not only about art and history, but also about their personal role in documenting the contemporary history of Memphis. The Brooks is proud to be a forum for our community’s young people, and a place where cultural history is made.”

To celebrate the exhibition, the Brooks will host an opening reception for participants, teachers, and their families on January 22 at 11 AM. Elected officials, museum patrons, and other local luminaries will also be invited to attend.

More information about Face the Lens and Extra(Ordinary) can be found at:

http://www.brooksmuseum.org/upcomingexhibitions
About the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art:

The Memphis Brooks Museum of Art, located at 1934 Poplar Ave. in Overton Park, is the oldest and largest encyclopedic art museum in the state of Tennessee.  For more information on this, and all other exhibitions and programs, call (901) 544-6208 or visit www.brooksmuseum.org. 
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