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ARTH 353: Selected Topics in Art History 1 

Canadian Art, Racism and Resistance 

Department of Art History and Communication Studies 

McGill University 

Fall 2020 

Tuesday and Thursday 2:35-3:55 pm Montreal time via Zoom 

All lectures will be delivered live, recorded and subsequently posted to mycourses 

**Because there is so much reading and group work in this class, there will only be 

lectures on Tuesday. 

 

Instructor: Dr. Julia Skelly 

julia.skelly232@gmail.com 

**Please note that I much prefer to be contacted at my gmail address. 

Office: n/a 

Office hours: Thursday 2:30-4:00 pm or by appointment. I will hold office hours using 

the Zoom waiting room, which allows me to let students in one at a time. I recommend 

posting any general questions on the discussions page of MyCourses, so that my 

responses can be seen by the whole class. 

T.A.: Hana Nikcevic 

T.A.’s email: hana.nikcevic@mail.mcgill.ca 

NB: James McGill was a slave owner. 

 

This is a moment of reckoning in Canada and around the world. Police brutality, the 

murder of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, Black Lives Matter protests, and debates 

about statues of racist white men who have long been regarded as “great,” mean that this 

course is an opportunity not only to look critically at Canadian art and visual culture, but 

also at the long history of anti-black and anti-Indigenous racism in Canada. (This is not to 

ignore the other kinds of racism that have occurred, and continue to occur, in Canada.) As 

Dr. Charmaine Nelson has repeatedly shown in her scholarship and teaching, slavery 

happened in Canada. The territory now known as Canada was formed as a result of the 

theft of Indigenous land, and that theft, and the concomitant genocide of Indigenous 

peoples, continues to have ripple effects today in the lives of Indigenous peoples that 

impact mental health, housing, and physical safety, among many other facets of life. I 

want us to make this class matter in the context of discussions related to race and racism 

in Canada. Drawing on recent scholarship concerned with African Canadian Art History, 

intersectionality, and settler-colonial art history, this course will cover a range of visual 

material from the nineteenth century to the present. Case studies will include Montreal 

artist Prudence Heward’s paintings of black female subjects, as well as other white artists 

representing subjects of colour. Readings will discuss, among other topics, residential 

school photography, contemporary Indigenous photography, and Rebecca Belmore’s 

performance Vigil (2002), which commemorated the missing and murdered Indigenous 

women of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. Ultimately, the objective of the course is to 

encourage students to think about both artistic producers and the subjects of 

representation through the lens of intersectionality, an analytical tool that has been 

mailto:julia.skelly232@gmail.com
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adopted by some feminist art historians as a way to address not only gender, but also 

class, race, and sexuality, and which reminds us that whiteness must be critically 

interrogated as a racial identity. Violence will be a central motif in this course, and 

assignments will be dedicated to both critical thinking and activism. NB: This is a 

reading-heavy course. 

 
McGill University is located on unceded Indigenous lands. The Kanien’kehá:ka Nation is 

recognized as the custodians of the lands and waters in Tiohtiá:ke/Montreal, which is historically 

known as a gathering place for many First Nations. Today, it is home to a diverse population of 

Indigenous and other peoples. We respect the continued connections with the past, present and 

future in our ongoing relationships with Indigenous and other peoples within the Montreal 

community. 
 

Required Texts 

Charmaine Nelson (ed), Towards an African Canadian Art History: Art, Memory, and 

Resistance (Concord, ON: Captus Press, 2019).  

*The book will be available through the McGill bookstore. 

**You can purchase the e-book from the Captus Press website; however, please note 

that the e-book will only last for the length of the term and it is $51, so it might be 

worth buying the hard copy. The e-book is available at this link: 

http://www.captus.com/information/ebook.htm (Click on McGill University, and the link 

for ARTH 353 will appear.) 

 

Robin Maynard, Policing Black Lives: State Violence in Canada from Slavery to the 

Present (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2017).  

*The book will be available through the McGill bookstore. 

**You can purchase the e-book from the Fernwood Press website: 

https://fernwoodpublishing.ca/book/policing-black-lives 

***The e-book is on 3-hour reserve on the McGill library website: 

https://mcgill.on.worldcat.org/oclc/987578778 

 

NB: All other readings will be available online or posted to mycourses in the content 

section. 

 

Evaluation 

Group assignment: writing a letter to a person of your choice at McGill University that 

asks that the statue of James McGill on the McGill University campus be removed    30%  

Participation (Reading group, letter writing assignment)        10% 

Book review (5 double-spaced pages)          30% 

Final take-home exam (2 essays, 3-5 double-spaced pages)         30% 

*You are not required or expected to use outside sources for the final take-home 

exam. 

**You will submit all three assignments via mycourses in the assignments section. 

 

Group Assignment: 1) Read Policing Black Lives and 2) Write a Letter Requesting 

that the James McGill statue be removed from campus (the letter is due Friday Oct. 

2nd by midnight Montreal time) 

http://www.captus.com/information/ebook.htm
https://fernwoodpublishing.ca/book/policing-black-lives
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fmcgill.on.worldcat.org%2Foclc%2F987578778&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNG12CTv_6vm-M3kli7Fl_lW5dMEGg
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I will split the class (100 students) into groups of five. I am mindful that people are in 

different countries and different time zones, so I will leave it up to you to determine the 

best time and way to meet. As a group you will read Policing Black Lives; you will 

choose the reading schedule and how you discuss/engage with the book. At the end of the 

term each student will write a brief paragraph about each group member (including 

themselves) and their participation, collegiality, etc. These documents (re participation 

→ both reading group and letter writing assignment) will be sent to 

julia.skelly232@gmail.com by Monday November 30th at midnight Montreal time, 

so you have the whole term to read the book. 

 

The second part of the group assignment is to write a letter to a person of your choice at 

McGill University requesting that the statue of James McGill be removed from campus. 

The length of the letter is your choice; ask yourself whether you think a relatively brief 

letter will be more effective or if a longer, more detailed and thorough letter will be more 

effective. You may wish to do research on the statue; you may also wish to give 

examples of statues of other slave owners (in Britain, for example) that have been 

removed since George Floyd and Breonna Taylor were murdered. It is up to you which 

rhetorical strategies you use in your letter; for example, you can focus on ethics, you can 

appeal to your reader’s emotions (pathos), you can provide an extensive argument based 

on examples, quotations, precedents, etc. Remember to edit the letter thoroughly. Typos 

will take away from the power of your letter. The letter (one letter per group) is due 

Friday October 2nd by midnight Montreal time. You will upload the letter as a word 

document to mycourses in the assignment section. 

**I will not forward the letter to anyone at McGill. If you are uncomfortable with 

writing the letter, email me at julia.skelly232@gmail.com and we can discuss 

alternative individual assignments. Everyone will still read Policing Black Lives as 

part of a group. 

 

Book review (Due Friday November 13th by midnight Montreal time; upload as a 

word doc to mycourses) 

Write a five page (double spaced) review of Towards an African Canadian Art History: 

Art, Memory, and Resistance (2019). You should summarize at least five of the chapters 

(summaries should be approximately half a page), and then engage critically with the 

book as a whole in the rest of your review. Identify strengths, weaknesses, which 

chapters stood out and why, and any questions you are left with having read the whole 

book. In your conclusion state clearly whether or not you think the book is ultimately a 

success, and answer the following questions: What were the most interesting/important 

things you learned from the book? Who do you think would benefit from reading the 

book (this could be a specific level of student, specialists in specific fields [specify which 

fields], or both)? Examples of book reviews that I have written are available on my 

academia.edu webpage (you can access these for free). You will be graded on style, 

punctuation and grammar, so be sure to edit your reviews. **Start reading the book at the 

beginning of the term, so you don’t run out of time. You are expected to read the whole 

book before your write your review. 

 

mailto:julia.skelly232@gmail.com
mailto:julia.skelly232@gmail.com
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Final take-home exam (posted to mycourses Friday November 27th; due by 

midnight Montreal time on Sunday Dec. 13th; upload to mycourses as a single 

document/pdf) 

You will be given a choice of three essay topics, and you will choose two. Your primary 

objective should be to demonstrate that you have absorbed, understood, and engaged with 

the material covered in the course. Each essay should be between three and five pages 

double-spaced. Each essay will be graded out of fifteen marks. Writing style, grammar 

and coherence will be taken into account, so don’t forget to read through your essays 

before you submit the exam. If you quote from the textbook, be sure to cite your sources 

(including author, chapter title and page numbers). 

 

Attendance and Participation 

Given the circumstances, discussion is difficult—but not impossible—on zoom. I will ask 

questions often, and I will do my best to make you feel like you are part of an academic 

community despite the limitations of zoom. I know a lot of you will be watching the 

recorded lectures rather than attending the live lectures, because of different time zones, 

work, family responsibilities, etc. That is absolutely fine. I will not be taking attendance 

at any point this term; I trust that you will do your part by watching the lectures and 

doing the readings. 

 

Late marks 

Late assignments will be penalized by 1 mark per day (including weekends) after the 

deadline. Extensions will be given according to the instructor’s discretion. 

 

Reading Schedule 

Week 1 (Sept. 3) – Introduction to course 

Deborah Cherry, “Statues in the Square: Hauntings at the Heart of Empire,” Art History, 

vol. 29, no. 4 (Sept. 2006): 660-697. 

 

Dell Upton’s recent article about racist monuments and Black Lives Matter: 

https://www.academia.edu/43445358/Monuments_and_Crimes 

 

Week 2 (Sept. 8 and 10) – Case Study: Prudence Heward’s Representations of Black 

Women, or: The importance of intersectionality 

“Key works” and section on race in Julia Skelly, Prudence Heward: Life & Work (2015). 

Available free online through the Art Canada Institute; just google “Julia Skelly” and 

“Prudence Heward”. 

 

Week 3 (Sept. 15 and 17) – Black Women and (Canadian) Art 

Sander Gilman, “The Hottentot and the Prostitute: Toward an Iconography of Female 

Sexuality,” in Kymberly N. Pinder (ed.), Race-ing Art History: Critical Readings in Race 

and Art History (London: Routledge, 2002), 119-38. 

 

https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.academia.edu%2F43445358%2FMonuments_and_Crimes&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFE82KEvEux-KiBoSpGykexyVKwAw
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Charmaine Nelson, “The ‘Hottentot Venus’ in Canada: Modernism, Censorship and the 

Racial Limits of Female Sexuality,” in Charmaine Nelson and Camille Nelson (eds), 

Racism, Eh? A Critical Inter-Disciplinary Anthology of Race and Racism in Canada 

(Concord, ON: Captus Press, 2004), 366-84. 

 

Week 4 (Sept. 22 and 24) – Towards an African Canadian Art History/The Visual 

Culture of Slavery 

Charmaine Nelson, “Introduction: Towards an African Canadian Art History,” in 

Towards an African American Art History, 1-43. 

 

Aditi Ohri, “‘Just Imported and To Be Sold’: Creolization and the Slave-Master 

Relationship in Eighteenth-Century Nova Scotia,” in Towards an African Canadian Art 

History, 47-62. 

 

Week 5 (Sept. 29 and Oct. 1) – Portraiture and Race 

*Letter requesting James McGill statue be removed is due Friday Oct. 2 by 

midnight Montreal time; upload to mycourses 

Charmaine Nelson, “From Portrait of a Negro Slave to Portrait of a Haitian Woman: The 

Racial Politics of Renaming Art in Canadian Museum Practice,” in Towards an African 

Canadian Art History, 213-51. 

 

Recommended: Angela Rosenthal, “Visceral Culture: Blushing and the Legibility of 

Whiteness in Eighteenth-Century British Portraiture,” Art History, vol. 27, no. 4 (Sept. 

2004): 563-592. 

 

Week 6 (Oct. 6 and 8) – Photography and the Archive as Resistance 

Sherry Farrell Racette, “Haunted: First Nations Children in Residential School 

Photography,” in Loren Lerner (ed.), Depicting Canada’s Children (Waterloo: Wilfred 

Laurier University Press, 2009), 49-84. 

 

Sherry Farrell Racette, “Returning Fire, Pointing the Canon: Aboriginal Photography as 

Resistance,” The Cultural Work of Photography in Canada, eds. Carol Payne and Andrea 

Kunard (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011), 70-90. 

 

Week 7 (Oct. 12 and 14) – No class on Tuesday or Thursday (Study days) 

*I will still be holding office hours on Thursday. 

 

Week 8 (Oct. 19 and 21) – Craft and Textiles as Resistance 

Alexandra Kelebay, “‘History Could be Taught by Means of Dolls…’: Race, Doll-Play, 

and the History of Black Female Slavery in Canada,” in Towards an African Canadian 

Art History, 82-96. 

 

Stephanie G. Anderson, “Stitching through Silence: Walking with Our Sisters, Honoring 

the Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women in Canada,” Textile: Clothes and Culture, 

14:1 (2016): 84-97. 
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Week 9 (Oct. 26 and 28) – Black Curators in Canada 

*Book review due Friday Nov. 13 by midnight Montreal time; upload to mycourses  

Joana Joachim, “‘Embodiment and Subjectivity’: Intersectional Black Feminist Practices 

in Canada,” RACAR vol. 43, no. 2 (2018): 34-47. 

 

Alice Ming Wai Jim, “Articulating Spaces of Representation: Contemporary Black 

Women Artists in Canada,” in Towards an African Canadian Art History, 347-360. 

 

Week 10 (Nov. 3 and 5) – Tuesday Nov. 3: Election Day (no class). If you are 

American, PLEASE VOTE. 

*No class on Thursday; I will hold office hours as usual. 

 

Week 11 (Nov. 10 and 12) – Contemporary Black Artists 

Readings TBA 

 

Week 12 (Nov. 17 and 19) – Resistance to Stereotypes 

Julia Skelly, “Alternative Paths: Mapping Addiction in Contemporary Art by Landon 

Mackenzie, Rebecca Belmore, Manasie Akpaliapik, and Ron Noganosh,” Journal of 

Canadian Studies, vol. 49, no. 2 (Spring 2015): 268-95. 

 

Week 13 (Nov. 24 and 26) – Nadia Myre, Trauma and Healing 

cheyanne turions, “How Not to Install Indigenous Art as a Feminist,” in Heather Davis 

(ed), Desire Change: Contemporary Feminist Art in Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2017), 242-56. 

 

Week 14 (Dec. 1 and 3) – Rebecca Belmore and Colonial Violence 

**Final-take home exam posted to mycourses Friday Nov. 27th; due Sunday Dec. 

13th by midnight Montreal time (upload to mycourses as a single pdf) 

Claudette Lauzon, “What the Body Remembers: Rebecca Belmore’s Memorial to 

Missing Women,” in Olivier Asselin, Johanne Lamoureux and Christine Ross (eds), 

Precarious Visualities: New Perspectives on Identification in Contemporary Art and 

Visual Culture (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 155-

79. 

 

***If you’re having a hard time this term, there are mental health resources at 

McGill: http://www.mcgillmentalhealthhub.ca/. If you’re not finding the help you need, 

come talk to me. 

 

McGill University is located on land that has long served as a site of meeting and 

exchange amongst Indigenous peoples, including the Haudenosaunee and 

Anishinabeg nations. McGill honours, recognizes and respects these nations as the 

traditional stewards of these lands and waters. 

 

“McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand 

the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences 

http://www.mcgillmentalhealthhub.ca/


 7 

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.” 

http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity/
http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity/

