
500. Survey of the Decorative Arts, Design History, and Material Culture I 
 
 
Bard Graduate Center, Fall 2012 
Lectures: Mondays 5:00-7:30 p.m. 
Seminars: Wednesdays 4.30-5.45 p.m. 
 
Professor Jeffrey Collins 
Office Hours: Mondays 2:00-4:00 p.m. or by appointment 
 
Teaching Assistants: 
Christian Larsen 
Rebecca Perry 
 
 
This two-semester, team-taught course, required of all first-year students in the M.A. 
program and entering Ph.D. students new to the field, traces major historical 
developments in the decorative and applied arts, landscape design, and material culture 
from antiquity to the present. Individual lectures familiarize students with significant 
forms, materials, sites, styles, designers, and craftsmen, while introducing a variety of 
scholarly approaches to recovering meaning from material artifacts through a study of 
function, technology, iconography, and patronage. At the end of the two-semester 
sequence, students will have a working visual and historical vocabulary of significant 
designed/manufactured objects and spaces from a wide range of civilizations and periods, 
and a better awareness of the areas they might pursue at the BGC. 3 credits. 
 
 
STUDY OBJECTS 
 
Image lists are handed out at each class and posted to the course website, along with 
thumbnail images of the required study objects and, when possible, a version or abstract 
of the lecture powerpoint. These study objects (15 per unit) are chosen by each lecturer as 
particularly useful examples of the forms, materials, techniques, and historical or 
interpretive themes presented in each unit; students will take turns presenting and 
contextualizing these objects in more detail in the Wednesday seminar sessions. In order 
to build a beginning scaffold of historical knowledge and a shared reference set for 
interpretive discussion, students will be asked on the midterm and final exams to identify 
fully each study object, to understand why it was selected as an example, and how it 
raises or represents larger historical themes and interpretive patterns presented in the 
lectures and the readings. 
 
READINGS 
 
PDF scans of required readings are available on the course website. The original books 
are on reserve where possible and should be consulted to understand the broader 
scholarly context of the extract selected (but to preserve the collection please do not 
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photocopy from these books). Reading assignments may be supplemented during the 
term and are to be completed before the relevant lecture. The following provisional list is 
subject to revision; please refer to the website for the readings assigned each week. 
 
SEMINARS 
 
Small discussion seminars (sections A and B, to alternate in the spring semester) will be 
convened by the teaching assistants on Wednesdays from 4:30 to 5:45 pm. The purpose 
of these sessions is to review and discuss both the selected study objects and the major 
historical and interpretive themes of each lecture and associated readings. Over the 
semester, students will take turns introducing study objects and leading discussion on 
selected readings. More information will follow in section meetings. 
To facilitate discussion, all students (whether presenting that week or not) will come to 
seminar with a 1-page written list (bullet points OK) of: 
 

1) Two to three shared historical patterns or properties intrinsic to the material 
presented by the lecturer. What features or characteristics link the objects and 
examples presented? 

2) Two to three interpretive issues or problems these objects raise. What questions 
are scholars currently asking, and how are they attempting to answer them? What 
other avenues of inquiry might be pursued? 

3) One potential exam essay question based on one or more of the weekly readings 
 
These short assignments will be collected each week and will contribute, with oral 
participation, to your course grade. You will find them very useful for exam review. 
 
EXAMS 
 
Midterm and final exams will consist of 1) object identifications, 2) analytic object 
comparisons, and 3) interpretive, thematic essays based on both lectures and required 
readings. While the identifications and comparisons will cover only material presented in 
that segment of the term (non-cumulative), the essays may draw on the entire course. To 
succeed, you are advised to review and internalize the required study objects after each 
lecture to avoid an unnecessary “crunch” at exam time. 
 
GRADING 
 
Midterm Exam: 30% 
Final Exam: 40% 
Seminar participation/presentations/weekly assignments: 30% 
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COURSE OVERVIEW 
Fall Semester 2012 
 
Sept. 10 Jeffrey Collins, Aaron Glass, Paul Stirton, Catherine Whalen 
Objects as Documents: BGC and its Disciplines 
 
Sept. 12 Seminar: Objects as Documents 
 
Sept. 17 Elizabeth Simpson: Ancient Near East and Egypt 
 
Sept. 19 Seminar: Near East and Egypt 
 
Sept 24 Peter Miller: Studying Things: History and its Objects 
 
Sept. 26 Seminar: History and its Objects 
 
Oct. 1 Nicola Sharratt: Prehispanic Americas, 10,000 B.C. – A.D. 1532 
 
Oct. 3 Seminar: Prehispanic Americas 
 
Oct. 8 Elizabeth Simpson: Ancient Greece and Rome 
 
Oc. 10 Seminar: Greece and Rome 
 
Oct. 15 Abigail Krasner-Balbale: Arts of Islam 
 
Oct. 17 Seminar: Islam 
 
Oct. 22 Midterm Exam 
 
Nov. 5 Ittai Weinryb: The Middle Ages 
 
Nov. 7 Seminar: Middle Ages 
 
Nov. 12 Deborah Krohn: The Renaissance in Southern Europe 
 
Nov. 14 Seminar: Southern Renaissance 
 
Nov. 19 Andrew Morrall: The Renaissance in Northern Europe 
 
Nov. 21 Seminar: Northern Renaissance 
 
Nov. 26 Joseph Godla (Chief Conservator, Frick): Object Conservation 
 
Nov. 28 Seminar: Object Conservation (possibly to be rescheduled) 
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Dec. 3 Jeffrey Collins: Seventeenth-Century Europe [makeup week] 
 
Dec. 5 Seminar: Seventeenth-Century Europe [makeup week] 
 
Dec. 10 Final Exam 
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501. Survey of the Decorative Arts, Design History, and Material Culture II 
 
 
Bard Graduate Center, Spring 2013 
Lectures: Mondays 5:00-7:30 p.m. 
Seminars: Wednesdays 4.30-5.45 p.m. 
 
Professor Paul Stirton 
Office Hours: Wednesdays 2:00-4:00 p.m. or by appointment 
 
Teaching Assistants:  
Christian Larsen 
Rebecca Perry 
 
 
Thinking leads man to knowledge. He may see and hear and read and learn, as much as 
he please; he will never know any of it except that which he has thought over, that which 
by thinking he has made the property of his own mind. 
 
— Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827) 
 
This team-taught survey provides students with a foundation for understanding major 
historical developments in the decorative arts, design history, and material culture from 
antiquity to the present, while suggesting some of the areas of study one may pursue at 
the BGC. It aims to provide you with a working visual and historical vocabulary of 
significant artifacts and spaces from a wide range of civilizations and cultures, and 
introduces a variety of scholarly approaches to material artifacts through a study of 
function, technology, style, iconography, and patronage. Lectures last about two hours, 
with questions and discussion to follow. The weekly seminar sessions are an integral part 
of the course; active participation is required and is factored in the final grade. Students 
are expected to visit local museums to study some of the objects and object types 
presented in class. 3 credits. 
 
 
STUDY OBJECTS 
 
Image lists are handed out at each class and posted to the course website, along with 
thumbnail images of the required study objects and, when possible, a version or abstract 
of the lecture powerpoint. These study objects (15 per unit) are chosen by each lecturer as 
particularly useful examples of the forms, materials, techniques, and historical or 
interpretive themes presented in each unit; students will take turns presenting and 
contextualizing some of these objects in more detail in the Wednesday seminar sessions. 
In order to build a beginning scaffold of historical knowledge and a shared reference set 
for interpretive discussion, students will be asked on the midterm and final exams to 
identify fully each study object, to understand why it was selected as an example, and 
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how it raises or represents larger historical themes and interpretive patterns presented in 
the lectures and the readings. 
 
READINGS 
 
PDF scans of required readings are available on the course website. The original books 
are on reserve where possible and should be consulted to understand the broader 
scholarly context of the extract selected (but to preserve the collection please do not 
xerox from these books). Reading assignments may be supplemented during the term and 
are to be completed before the relevant lecture. The following provisional list is subject 
to revision; please refer to the website for the readings assigned each week. 
 
SEMINARS 
 
Small discussion seminars (sections A and B, to alternate in the spring semester) will be 
convened by the teaching assistants on Wednesdays from 4:30 to 5:45 pm. The purpose 
of these sessions is to review and discuss both selected study objects and the major 
historical and interpretive themes of each lecture and associated readings. Over the 
semester, students will take turns introducing study objects and leading discussion on 
selected readings. More information will follow in section meetings. 
One student each week will be required to give a five-minute presentation on one 
object/image from the pre-selected list of 15 study objects. Other students in the seminar 
will also be required to contribute to discussion of 5 other objects selected by the 
Teaching Assistants from the list. 
In addition to the object analyses, one student each week will be required to give a five-
minute account and analysis of one of the prescribed readings. This presentation should 
consider the issues suggested in the Guide for Reading Presentations. 
These short presentations, as well as general oral participation in the seminars, will 
contribute to your course grade. You will find them very useful for exam review! 
 
EXAMS 
 
Midterm and final exams will consist of 1) object identifications, 2) analytic object 
comparisons, and 3) interpretive, thematic essays based on both lectures and required 
readings. While the identifications and comparisons will cover only material presented in 
that segment of the term (non-cumulative), the essays may draw on the entire course. To 
succeed, you are advised to review and internalize the required study objects after each 
lecture to avoid an unnecessary “crunch” at exam time. 
 
GRADING 
 
Midterm Exam: 30% 
Final Exam: 40% 
Seminar participation/presentations/weekly assignments: 30% 
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COURSE OVERVIEW 
Spring Semester 2013 
 
1. Jan. 28th— China 1000-present (Francois Louis) 
 
Jan. 30th— Seminar: China 1000-present 
 
2. Feb. 4th— Oceania (Ivan Gaskell) 
 
Feb. 6th— Seminar: Oceania 
 
3. Feb. 11th—Native American Post-Contact (Aaron Glass) 
 
Feb. 13th—Seminar: Native American post-contact 
 
4. Feb. 18th—18th C Europe (Jeffrey Collins) 
 
Feb. 20th— Seminar: 18th C Europe 
 
5. Feb. 25th — Africa (Alisa LaGamma) 
 
Feb. 27th — Seminar: Africa 
 
6. Mar. 4th—MIDTERM EXAM 
 
[Mar. 11—SPRING BREAK] 
 
7. Mar. 18th— Conservation and New Materials in 19-20C decorative arts [Roger 
Griffith] 
 
Mar. 20th— Visit to Design Galleries at MoMA 
 
8. Mar. 25th—18-19C USA (Kenneth Ames) 
 
Mar. 27th— Seminar: 18th and 19th C USA 
 
9. Apr. 1st— 19C Europe (Paul Stirton) 
 
Apr. 3rd— Seminar: 19th C Europe 
 
10. Apr. 8th—20C Europe (Paul Stirton) 
 
Apr. 10th— Seminar: 20th C Europe 
 
11. Apr. 15th—20C USA (Catherine Whalen) 
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Apr. 17th— Seminar: 20th C USA 
 
12. Apr. 22nd [makeup week]— Clothing and Fashion (Michele Majer) 
 
Apr. 24th— Seminar: Clothing and Fashion 
 
13. Apr. 29th—FINAL EXAM 
 


