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Fall 2010/ARTH 339 Issues in Contemporary Art 
Department of Art History and Communication Studies McGill University 

Instructor: Dr. Rebecca Duclos [rebecca.duclos@mcgill.ca] 
Class: Tuesdays and Thursdays 10:05-11:25/Room W-215 

Office Hours: [Megan: Tuesdays 1:30-2:30 B-22] and [Rebecca: Thursdays 12:00-1:30 W-245]  
Teaching Assistant: Megan Mericle [megan.mericle@mail.mcgill.ca] 

 
Course description and structure: 

In an attempt to connect students more intimately to art making and art writing practices in 
the contemporary era, this course is specifically structured around seven international and 
national exhibitions that cover the years between 1958 and the present. This course places 
significant emphasis—and casts a critical eye—on the voices of artists and curators as they 
emerge within the exhibition format especially. The range of source material that students 
will encounter within ARTH 339 is purposefully broad, encompassing exhibition catalogues, 
curatorial essays, artist writings and published projects, recorded and live interviews, videos, 
films, blogs, and exhibitions. The course also places great importance on connecting 
students with the dynamics of the contemporary Montreal milieu through a visit to the 
Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, a studio visit with MFA students in the Concordia 
graduate program, as well as a live interview panel with artists included in the current Sobey’s 
Art Award exhibition. Finally, with the belief that images can act mnemonic devices to recall 
key historical events, this course invites students to develop a strong visual memory of key 
artworks from the last 50 years of artmaking in the North American context. 
 

Readings:  
All course readings are compiled in your ARTH 339 coursepack available at the McGill 
bookstore. Additional online materials referenced in this outline may be accessed through the 
WebCT course site. Your coursepack and a copy of every exhibition catalogue used in 
ARTH339 are on reserve in the library. 

 
Evaluation:  
 10% Attendance in class + on-site visits 
 15% Image caption exercise [in-class presentation + written submission] 
 50% Image Identification quiz #1 
  Image Identification quiz #2  
  Image Identification quiz #3 
  Image Identification quiz #4 
  Bonus Identification quiz #5 
 25% Analytical essay |OR| exhibition audioguide and accompanying script 
   
Key Dates:  

Ongoing: Individual image captions 
September 28 Image ID quiz #1 

 October 26 Image ID quiz #2 
 November 1 Essay|or|audioguide projects due in Departmental Office box by 4:00 pm  
 November 18 Image ID quiz #3 
 November 23/25 Pictures Generation Cinematheque 
 December 2 Image ID quiz #4 + bonus quiz #5 
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Explanation of assignments + policies: See appendix. 
 
 

 
COURSE SCHEDULE  
 
 
September 2. Introduction to course content, structure, schedule 
 
 
 

September 7-14: A Minimal Future? Art as Object 1958-1968  
 

September 7.   
 
Assignment of image nos. to students. Image presentations 1, 2 [Rebecca + Megan to demonstrate] 
 
Essay  
Anne Rorimer, “From Minimal Origins to Conceptual Originality,” A Minimal Future? Art as 
Object 1958-1968. Anne Goldstein (Los Angeles & Cambridge: Los Angeles Museum of 
Contemporary Art & MIT Press) 2004: 77-102. 
 
 
September 9.  
  
Image presentations 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 
 
Digging Deeper  
Lucy Lippard, “10 Structurists in 20 Paragraphs,” A Minimal Future? Art as Object 1958-1968. Anne 
Goldstein, (Los Angeles & Cambridge: Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art & MIT Press) 
2004:  25-32. 
 
 
September 14. 
   
Image presentations 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15 
 
Following Footnotes 
Robert Morris: “Notes on Sculpture, Part 2,” Continuous Project Altered Daily: The Writings of Robert 
Morris ((Cambridge: MIT Press) 1993: 11-21. 
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September 16-23: Reconsidering the Object of Art: 1965-1975  
 

September 16.   
 
Image presentations 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 
 
Essay  
Lucy R. Lippard, “Escape Attempts,” Reconsidering the Object of Art: 1965-1975. Anne Goldstein 
and Anne Rorimer (Los Angeles & Cambridge: Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art & 
MIT Press) 1995: 17-38. 
 
 
September 21.  
  
Image presentations 21, 22, 23, 24, 25 

 
Digging Deeper  
Digging Deeper: “Robert Barry. May 30, 1969” (interview) Recording Conceptual Art, Alexander 
Alberro and Patricia Norvell, eds. (Berkeley: University of California Press) 2001: 86-100. 
 
 
September 23.   
 
Image presentations 26, 27, 28, 29, 30 
 
Following Footnotes 
Following Footnotes: Sol LeWitt, “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” Artforum 5, No. 10 (June, 1967):  
70-83.  Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” Art-Language 1 No. 1 (May 1969): 11-13. 

 
 

 
 
September 28.   Visual ID quiz #1 [five random images selected from 1-30] 
 
 

 
September 30-October 7: Scene of the Crime 
 

September 30.   
 
Image presentations 31, 32, 33, 43, 35 

 
Essay  
Ralph Rugoff, “More than Meets the Eye,” Scene of the Crime (Cambridge: MIT Press) 1997: 58-108. 
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October 5.   
 
Image presentations 36, 37, 38, 39, 40 

 
Digging Deeper  
Robert Pincus-Witten, “Vito Acconci and the Conceptual Performance,” Postminimalism into 
Maximalism: American Art 1966-1986. (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press): 159-166. 
 
 
October 7.   
 
Image presentations 41, 42, 43, 44, 45 
 
Following Footnotes 
Sophie Calle, “Suite Venitienne,” Sophie Calle: Double Game, Violette Editions (London) 1999:  
78-121. 
 

 
 
 
October 7.  Site visit preparations and discussion of essay |or| audioguide script projects. 
 
 
 
 
October 12. Site Visit to Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal to view Sobey Art Award Exhibition 
  Meet in lobby of the MACM at 10:00 a.m. [Métro Place des Arts] 

 
 
October 14-21: Bad Girls  
 

October 14.   
 
Image presentations 46, 47, 48, 49, 50 

 
Essay  
Marcia Tucker, “The Attack of the Giant Ninja Mutant Barbies,” Bad Girls, Marcia Tucker (New 
York & Cambridge: New Museum & MIT Press) 1994: 14-46. 
 
 
October 19.   
 
Image presentations 51, 52, 53, 54, 55 
 
Digging Deeper  
Marcia Tucker, “The New Museum: A Forum for Dialogue, Controversy, and Visual 
Provocation,” Art Journal, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Spring, 1978): 241-244  
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/776137 
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October 21.   
 
Image presentations 56, 57, 58, 59, 60 
 
Following Footnotes 
 “The 20th Century: Women of the ‘isms’,” The Guerrilla Girls’ Bedside Companion to the History of 
Western Art (New York: Penquin Books) 1998: 58-91 

 
 
 
 
October 26. Visual ID quiz #2 [five random images selected from 31-60] 
 
 

 
October 28. Studio Visits/ Concordia University MFA Visual Arts Building, 1395 René Levesque O. at 

Crescent. Meet in lobby of the VA building at 10:00 a.m. [Métro Lucien L’Allier] 
http://www.concordia.ca/about/whereweare/maps/?centermap=VA#maplocation 

 

 
November 1.  All essay |or| audioguide script projects due in Departmental Office by 4:00 p.m. 
 

All mp3 file submissions for the audioguide must be accompanied by a rough script and properly formatted 
references that clearly document the script-writing research. Please place essay |OR | CD + script + reference 
page in an envelope with your name clearly printed on the outside. 

 

 
November 2-9: Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection  
 

November 2.   
 
Image presentations 61, 62, 63, 64, 65 
 
Essay  
Richard Shone, “From ‘Freeze’ to House: 1988-94,” Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi 
Collection (London: Thames & Hudson) 1997: 12-25. 
 
 
November 4.   
 
Image presentations 66, 67, 68, 69, 70 
 
Digging Deeper  
Aidan While, “Locating Art Worlds: London and the Making of Young British Art,” Area, Vol. 35, 
No. 3 (Sept 2003): 251-263. 
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/20004319 
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November 9.   
 
Image presentations 71, 72, 73, 74, 75, 76, 77, 78, 79, 80 
 
Following Footnotes 
[TATE Shorts: view all] 
 
Fiona Rae: http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/33799703001 
Michael Landy:  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/28628839001 
Damien Hirst:  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/26515710001 
Matt Collishaw:  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/52821735001 
Angus Fairhurst:  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/28223554001 

 
 

[TATE Interviews: choose one] 
 
Sarah Lucas in convo http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/28628839001 
Anya Gallaccio  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/26066124001 
Gary Hume  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/26599061001 
Tracey Emin and Sarah Lucas (the shop)  http://channel.tate.org.uk/media/81908422001 

 
 
 

November 11-18: The Pictures Generation 1974-1984  
 

November 11.   
 
Image presentations 81, 82, 83, 84, 85 
 
Essay  
Douglas Eklund, “The Jump: Appropriation and Its Discontents,” in The Pictures Generation  
1974-1984 (New Haven: Yale University Press in association with the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art) 2009: 118-199. 
 
 
November 16.   
 
Image presentations 86, 87, 88, 89, 90, 91, 92, 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99, 100 
 
Pic tures  Generat ion Cinematheque [details TBA] 
 
Digging Deeper  
Preview of Exhibition audioguide: 
https://www.metmuseum.org/audio/exhibitions/pictures_generation_audioguide.mp3 
James Kalm: video of visit to the exhibition, April 29th, 2009: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ftvSK-nx9WQ 
Barry Schwabsky review: “A Million Little Pictures: The Pictures Generation Revisited,” June 1st, 
2009: http://www.thenation.com/article/million-little-pictures-pictures-generation-revisited 
 



	
   7 

November 18.   
 
VISUAL ID QUIZ #3 [five random images selected from 61-100] 
IMAGE REVIEW FOR FINAL ID QUIZ #4.  
 
Image presentat ions 93, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99, 100 
Pic tures  Generat ion Cinematheque [details TBA] 
 
Following Footnotes   
[Choose one] 
 
1) Jack Goldstein, A Suite of 9 7-inch Records with Sound Effects (1976) 
http://www.metmuseum.org/special/pictures_generation/view_1.asp?item=14 
Pictures Generation Podcast with curator, Douglas Eklund, speaking to artist, Dan Graham: 
http://www.metmuseum.org/audio/exhibitions/mmaExhibPodcast.06152009.mp3 
 
2) Douglas Crimp, “Pictures,” October, Vol. 8 (Spring, 1979): 75-88  
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/778227 
 
3) Thomas Lawson, “Last Exit: Painting,” Artforum, October 1981: 40-47. 
 
4) Robert Smithson, “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey,” The Writings of Robert 
Smithson: Essays with Illustrations, ed. Nancy Holt (New York: New York University Press) 1979: 
52-57. 

 
 
 
 
November 23. Visual ID quiz #3 [five random images selected from 61-100] CINEMATHEQUE 
 
 
 
 
 
November 25. Image review for final ID quiz #4. CINEMATHEQUE 
 
 
 
 
November 30.  In-class panel with guest artist(s) from Sobey Art Award Exhibition 
 
 
 
 
December 2. Visual ID quiz #4 [ten random images selected from 1-100].  

Bonus ID quiz #5 [five random images selected from Sobey’s exhibition] 
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Appendix: Explanation of Assignments 
 

All letter grades are calculated according to grade points and percentages as listed your McGill Student 
Handbook. You may not be absent for any evaluated aspects of this course (see page 1 “Evaluation”). There will 
be no re-scheduled presentations or make-up quizzes. If you have a medical reason or documented family 
emergency that prevents you from attending class or making site visits, you must consult with Dr. Duclos. All late 
projects will be marked down -5% per day late. Days late are calculated at 4:01 pm each day following the stated 
November 1st deadline. 

 
 

10% Attendance in-class + on-site visits 
  

Attendance in class and on all site visits is mandatory for students. Site visits, especially, are 
an essential part of ARTH 339 and attendance will be taken whether we are in class or on site. 
If you want to learn about contemporary art, you not only have to understand its recent 
history through exhibitions and writings, you should take every opportunity to be in it here and 
now. This course makes some key opportunities available to you. Unless otherwise negotiated 
with the class as a whole, site visits will occur within the Tuesday and Thursday 10:00 to 11:30 
a.m. time frame set aside as course meeting times.  
 
If you have a medical reason or a family emergency that prevents you from attending class or 
site visits, you must contact Dr. Duclos or Megan Mericle to document your absence with a 
note from a medical practitioner or family representative. 
 
If you are absent from class the day your Image Caption is due (read below) you must present 
by proxy. There will be no re-scheduling of presentations. Either have a classmate present 
your caption for you in class or receive a failing grade for this aspect of the course. 

 
 
 
15% Image caption exercise [in-class presentation + written submission] 
 

Each student will be responsible for creating and publicly presenting a caption for one image 
during the semester. By the end of the term, we will have approximately 100 images with 100 
captions collectively presented by the class. These images will relate directly to material studied 
in the course and will act as “visual anchors” for us to remember key moments in 
contemporary art history. All images will be drawn directly from the exhibition 
catalogues on reserve in the library.  
 
In the first 10 minutes of every class, Dr. Duclos will project images from a numbered master 
list and invite to the podium the student responsible for captioning each image. The caption 
will be presented by the student in a 90-second oral presentation in front of the class. All 
presented images will be available for review via the WebCT course site. Students must take 
good notes when their colleagues are presenting and should regularly consult the exhibition 
catalogues on reserve in the library in order to prepare for the visual ID quizzes given 
throughout the course. 
 
 
 
 
 



	
   9 

Below are instructions that must be followed in creating and presenting your captions: 
 
• In the second week of class, you will be assigned an image number that will indicate which 

image is your responsibility to present during the semester. 
• Through the WebCT site, all students will be able to access all images all the time 

(including the one they are responsible for) in addition to a one-page caption worksheet 
to use in creating their caption. This worksheet will guide your information gathering, 
standardize the presentations amongst the class, and create a consistent caption format 
that will be used throughout the semester for all visual ID quizzes. 

• In writing your caption, you should consult the exhibition catalogue on library reserve 
from which the image is taken and use your coursepack readings to inform your caption 
writing. 

• During your 90-second in-class presentation, you will be expected to identify: 
(1) the title of the work (2) the date of its creation (3) the artist responsible  
(4) five-seven sentences that describe the context in which the work was made and the 
significance of the work within contemporary practice. 

 
 
 
50% Image ID quiz #1, #2, #3, #4, bonus #5 
 

There will be four visual ID quizzes throughout the semester with a fifth *bonus* quiz relating 
directly to work viewed on site at the Sobey’s Art Award exhibition at the Musée d’art 
contemporain de Montréal.  
 
Each in-class quiz will last 30 minutes, with a full 70-minute class period to complete both 
quiz #4 and bonus quiz #5. Random images will be selected from a specified grouping of 
possible images and projected one at a time in the lecture theatre. The class will have had 
access to all potential quiz images via the WebCT site. Students will have 5 minutes per image 
to create a caption from memory.  
 
For the quizzes, you should study your notes taken during your classmates’ caption 
presentations and you should consult the exhibition catalogues on reserve. The format for 
these captions will follow exactly the caption worksheets with which all students will be 
familiar through the in-class presentations.  
 
Quizzes 1-3 are worth 10 points each, with quiz #4 worth 20 points for a total of 50 possible 
points over the term. (Details of the point breakdown per image will be clearly indicated on 
the quiz sheets.) The bonus quiz will be scored on a basis of 1-5 points. Students will have 
these points directly applied to their lowest quiz score to boost their average accordingly. The 
total points for all quizzes will be converted into a percentage when your final grade is 
calculated. 

 
Visual ID quiz #1 [five random images selected from nos. 1-30] 
Visual ID quiz #2 [five random images selected from nos. 31-60] 
Visual ID quiz #3 [five random images selected from nos. 61-100] 
Visual ID quiz #4 [ten random images selected from nos. 1-100].  
Bonus ID quiz #5 [five random images selected from Sobey’s exhibition] 

 
 
 
 
25% Major project: Analytical essay |OR| Exhibition audioguide script  
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The goal of this project is to give students the opportunity to bring the recent past of 
contemporary art into conversation with the practice of making art in Canada today. To this 
end, you can choose one of two forms in which to present your major project.  
All projects are due in the Departmental Office by 4:00 pm on November 1st, 2010. 

 
ESSAY [5-7 pages]  
You will select 6 artworks on exhibition at the Musée d’art contemporain as part of the 
Sobey’s Art Award and discuss these works in terms of at least two of your readings assigned in 
ARTH 339. You will use the readings to contextualize, analyze, and interpret new work being 
produced today. You are encouraged to create a text that will deepen your reader’s 
understanding of how issues, themes, ideas, attitudes, materials, and approaches to 
contemporary art making have evolved over the past 50 years. Properly formatted references 
(Chicago Style) are mandatory. 
 
AUDIOGUIDE SCRIPT     [5 pages|20-30 minute recording]  
You will follow the directions above for composing an analytical essay, but instead of 
composing a formal essay, you may choose to produce your own script and recorded version 
of a contemporary “audioguide” presently used in museums and galleries. For this project, 
your audioguide’s naratorial voice may be that of a curator, a critic, or an art “expert.” The 
guide may be narrated by you and/or (an)other actor(s), but it must represent your own 
composition. The same parameters exist for what must be covered: 6 works in the Sobey’s 
exhibition should be discussed in terms of at least two readings from the course. Properly 
formatted references (Chicago Style) in your script are mandatory.  
 
All audioguides should be submitted as an mp3 file on a labeled CD and must be accompanied 
by the written script with references.  

 
Official Business 
 
 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the meaning and consequences of 
cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see 
www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 

 
L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l'honnêteté académique. Il incombe par conséquent à tous les 
étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions académiques, ainsi que les 
conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, selon le Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures 
disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/integrity).  

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to submit in 
English or in French any written work that is to be graded.  (Approved by Senate on 21 January 2009) 

In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or evaluation scheme in 
this course is subject to change.   
 


