
Art History 400 / 401 

Honours Seminar and Honours Research Paper (6 credits) 
 

 
 

SELECTED METHODS: THE ART OF DOING ART HISTORY 
 

Prof Angela Vanhaelen (angela.vanhaelen@mcgill.ca) 

 

Class time: Fridays, log in to Zoom at 9:30 am (not 8:30 as scheduled). The duration of class will 

be between 45 min to 2 hours, depending on the week. 

 

Office Hours: Fridays, 2:30 to 3:30. I will hold office hours using the Zoom waiting room, which 

allows me to let students in one at a time, just as if you were outside my door.  

I will be in my office during this time, so you can also phone me: 514 398 4929 

I strongly recommend posting any general questions on the discussions page of MyCourses 

where my responses can be seen by the whole group.  

 

Limited Enrolment: The Honours Seminar and Honours Research Paper are limited enrolment 

courses for upper-level students in the Honours and Joint Honours program. Registration in this 

class is only by permission of the Instructor and Student Affairs Officer. 

 

Course description: 

This seminar approaches art history as a set of practices. Weekly exercises and workshops are 

designed to offer training in the following arts: writing a compelling visual analysis, putting 

together a successful research proposal, critiquing an exhibition, explaining your research with 

clarity and confidence. A key aim of the class is practical skill building. The weekly writing 

exercises are designed as building blocks for the Honours Research Paper (ARTH 401). 

We will also consider the history of art history in relation to recent developments in the 

discipline, especially the ‘material turn’ and the ‘global turn,’ paying particular attention to the 

racialized discourse that has structured the discipline and its methods.  

The major outcome of this course will be a strong honours research paper.  

  

mailto:angela.vanhaelen@mcgill.ca


 

Week One Sept 4  Introduction   

We’ll discuss the aims and assignments of the course and take some time for a general Q&A—

bring any questions or any issues you would like to discuss in the seminar (these can also be 

posted in ‘discussions’ on MyCourses or emailed to me beforehand). Come prepared to introduce 

yourself to the class and to say something about your career goals and your honours research 

topic. These may change as we go but it’s important for me to get a sense of your interests. If 

you can’t attend via Zoom, then please email this information to me. I will record and post my 

presentation of the syllabus (but not the student discussion part of the class). For this class, you 

have the option of attending live—in the classroom (see delivery guide for details). 

 

Week Two Sept 11 The art of describing 

‘Mere description’ is often dismissed as an unintellectual or undemanding task. Yet to write 

about art, we must describe our objects of analysis, which is quite difficult. This week’s exercise 

is to learn how to write a compelling visual description.  

In preparation, post a short response essay of the week’s readings on the discussions page of 

the course website (1-2 pages double spaced). Your essay should summarize some key points 

from the readings, especially focusing on practical tips about how to write about art. 

Readings (posted on MyCourses): 

• “Building a Better Description,” Representations http://rep.ucpress.edu/content/135/1/1 

• Michael Fried, “‘No Problem’: On the problem of description in Art History”: 

http://rep.ucpress.edu/content/135/1/140 

• Also read the article by Michael Baxandall that Fried critiques: “The Language of Art 

History,” New Literary History Vol. 10, No. 3, Anniversary Issue: I (Spring, 1979), pp. 

453-465: https://www.jstor.org/stable/468922?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents 

 

Bring to class: One brief visual description (written by an art historian) that you think is 

compelling. Bring the text as well as the image (on PP) and be prepared to read the analysis out 

loud to us while we look at the image. Explain why you think it is successful. In his article, Fried 

mentions several art historians whose writing he likes, so you could look up one of them for this 

assignment. Alternately, choose a failure—find a bad visual description and tell us why it fails. It 

could be useful to find a description of a work of art that you intend to include in your research 

paper. The aim is for us as a group to come up with a list of criteria for writing an effective 

visual description. 

If not Zoomed in, then post the description you chose and a short account (1 page max) of what 

you found effective or not effective about it.  

 

For next week: choose a work of art that is key for your honours paper and write your own visual 

description of it (approx. 1-2 pages, double spaced). Post to MyCourses (discussions) before 

class and be prepared to read it during class. 

 

Week 3 Sept 18 On the art of writing a proposal, part I 

We have the option of meeting in person this week. In class, we will present and assess our 

visual descriptions (hand in a copy via MyCourses). Bring the image (on PP and we’ll use the 

‘share screen’ function).  

http://rep.ucpress.edu/content/135/1/1
http://rep.ucpress.edu/content/135/1/140
https://www.jstor.org/stable/468922?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


If not logged in via Zoom during class time, please read a minimum of 3 of the posted student 

visual descriptions. Post or email some feedback to the students and to me.  

 

Then we will discuss criteria for grant proposals. In preparation, read the following and post on 

MyCourses a succinct summary (bullet points, 1 page max) of what you found most useful (not 

everything they suggest will be relevant for us, so we will sift through): 

 

• Tips on grant writing from Concordia prof Haidee Wasson (posted on Jonathan Sterne’s 

extremely useful blog: http://sterneworks.org/academe/) 

• Tips on Grant writing from SSRC 

• http://theprofessorisin.com/2011/07/05/dr-karens-foolproof-grant-template/  

(this one is a bit wacky but there are some useful simplifications) 

• Also familiarize yourself with SSHRC website instructions for applicants. 

https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Students-Etudiants/PG-CS/CGSM-BESCM_eng.asp 

(If you are applying for external funding, it is your responsibility (not the dept’s) that you 

understand the granting agency’s rules, criteria, and procedures.) 

In-class exercise: I will share a selection of grant research proposals (these are successful 

applications from former students). You will be members of an assessment committee: we will 

read the applications and discuss our selection criteria.  

If not in class: I will record myself reading these and post the recording so that you can access it. 

I will post a document with my criteria for proposals. 

For next week: Write a research proposal based on your honours paper topic to be workshopped 

in class (strict limit: one page, single spaced plus separate bibliography). Upload to MyCourses 

before class. If you intend to apply to SSHRC or FRQSC, follow their guidelines as you prepare 

it. This exercise will help you to apply for grants and graduate school programs. It also will serve 

as the research proposal for your honours paper. 

*Note that these are very difficult to write so give yourself plenty of time and expect to turn over 

multiple drafts. 

 

Week 4 Sept. 25  Research proposals, part II 

Option to meet in person. Be prepared to read your proposal to the class. We will repeat last 

week’s exercise and assess each other’s proposals, giving specific advice about how to improve, 

working in small groups. We have the option of meeting in person for this class.  

 

Students not Zoomed in will be put in small groups to peer review each other’s written research 

proposals. I will provide a template for peer review. These can be filled in and emailed to the 

proposal writer and to me. 

 

Homework: Revise your proposal based on class feedback and upload draft 2 to MyCourses. 

Email to me and I will give further comments and suggestions for revision. Then revise again, 

give to others to read, revise, etc.… Note that the proposal must include a bibliography of at least 

10 sources. 

 

http://sterneworks.org/granttips_May2010.pdf
http://sterneworks.org/academe/
http://www.ssrc.org/publications/view/7A9CB4F4-815F-DE11-BD80-001CC477EC70/
http://theprofessorisin.com/2011/07/05/dr-karens-foolproof-grant-template/
https://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/Students-Etudiants/PG-CS/CGSM-BESCM_eng.asp


 

 

Week 5 Oct. 2  Art of the Exhibition  

To help us think about what happens in the space between what museums say they and what they 

do without saying, read:  

• Carol Duncan, “The Art Museum as Ritual,” in Civilizing Rituals. Inside Public Art 

Museums, Routledge, 1995, 7-20. 

To prepare for this class, visit an online exhibit (or in person if possible) and write a short review 

of it (2 pages double spaced). If possible, choose something connected to your main research 

topic. Using Duncan’s article to guide you, explain the main narrative of the exhibit and the 

ritual of participating in this narrative. Is the exhibition compelling? What counternarratives are 

not being shown? Post your assignment on MyCourses. We will not present them in class but 

will have a general discussion of the article and what you learned from writing your critique.  

If not Zoomed in, then add a paragraph to your assessment that addresses the Duncan article 

specifically.  

 

Workshop: Applying to Graduate School  

At 10 am, I will open this class (via Zoom) to all in-program students who are interested. Feel 

free to post specific questions in advance and I will address them in class and give an overview 

of how to approach grad school applications. This workshop presentation (but not the Q&A) will 

be recorded and posted. 

 

Week 6  Oct. 9  Annotated Bibliography Exercise 

For this week, prepare and hand in (MyCourses) an annotated bibliography of the 3 (or 4) main 

sources that are most important for your Honours Paper. Each annotation should be no more than 

1 page double spaced and should focus on the author’s main argument and the methodology and 

historical evidence used to build that argument. Your final paper should include an overview of 

the literature on your topic and your contribution. To this end, include in the bibliography a brief 

conclusion (1-2 pages) that sums up the various contributions and how your research will make 

an intervention in the literature.  

In class: presentations and discussion of your interventions (just the conclusion section). If not 

Zoomed in, then there will be a peer review exercise. 

 

Readings and Discussion 

The next 3 weeks will be devoted to readings and discussion. Students will sign up to lead 

discussion (3 students per week). To do this, prepare a PP presentation and we’ll use the ‘share 

screen’ function on Zoom. Be sure to include some specific questions for the class in the PP. 

These do not have to be lengthy presentations. 30-45 minutes total is fine. You can do this as a 

group exercise or individually (10-15 min each).  

 

If you are not leading discussion, please post (the Thursday afternoon before class) a blog entry 

that draws together key themes from the week’s readings. This can be short (1 page) and 

informal in style. A key issue to consider is how the discourse on materiality and global art has 

been racialized in the art historical tradition.  

 



For students not logged into the Zoom reading discussion classes, please post your blog entry 

before class time, then review the posted PP after class, and write a response to the questions 

posed in the PP and post your responses by the Monday after class. 

 

Week 7 Oct. 16  Materials in Art’s Histories 

Ann-Sophie Lehmann, “The Matter as the Medium: Some Tools for an Art-theoretical 

Interpretation of Materials,” in The Matter of Art: Materials, Practices, Cultural 

Logistics, c. 1250–1750, eds. Christy Anderson, Anne Dunlop, and Pamela H. Smith 

(Manchester, 2015), 21-41. 

G.W.F. Hegel, “Philosophy of Fine Art” in The Art of Art History 

Alois Riegl, “Leading Characteristics of the Late Roman Kunstwollen,” in The Art of Art History 

ed. D. Preziosi (Oxford, 2009) 

[to skim]: Gottfried Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writings. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 215-240 (you can skim this section on textile arts 

to get a sense of his approach. Book available online via Hathi Trust, McGill Library) 

 

Week 8 Oct. 23 Matter and Spirit 

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility,” in The Art 

of Art History 

Thijs Weststeijn, “‘Painting’s Enchanting Poison:’ Artistic Efficacy and the Transfer of Spirits,” 

in Christine Göttler, ed. Spirits Unseen: The Representation of Subtle Bodies in Early 

Modern European Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 141-177.  

Willem Pietz, “Fetish,” in The Art of Art History 

Alina Payne, “Materiality, Crafting and Scale in Renaissance Architecture,” Oxford Art Journal 

(2009): 365-86. 

 

Week 9 Oct. 30 Global Mobility and Transcultural Travels  

Jennifer Roberts, “Copley’s Cargo: Boy with a Squirrel and the Dilemma of Transit.” American 

Art 21.2 (Summer 2007): 20-41. 

Eva Hoffman, “Pathways of Portability. Islamic and Christian interchange from the Tenth to the 

Twelfth Century.” Art History 24:1 (2001): 17-50. 

Monica Juneja, “‘A very civil idea …’ Art History, Transculturation, and World-Making - With 

and Beyond the Nation.” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 81(4):461-485 

 

Week 10 Nov. 6  

Three-minute thesis 

When people ask you what your art history research project is about and why it matters, what do 

you say? This week, we’ll do the ‘3-minute thesis’ exercise. Guidelines in these 2 documents: 

• http://grad.uwo.ca/doc/recruitment_retention/3MT_hints.pdf 

• http://grad.uwo.ca/doc/recruitment_retention/3MT_guide.pdf 

 

We have the option of meeting in person. For those not in attendance in person or via Zoom, 

please post your 3-min thesis on MyCourses (You can post the text, or, if you like, you can 

record yourself and post the recording.) These will be peer reviewed.  

 

We will also take time in this class to discuss and prepare for the research presentations. 

https://alinapayne.com/publications/materiality-crafting-and-scale-renaissance-architecture
http://grad.uwo.ca/doc/recruitment_retention/3MT_hints.pdf
http://grad.uwo.ca/doc/recruitment_retention/3MT_guide.pdf


 

Weeks 11, 12, 13  Nov. 13, 20 & 27  Student Research Presentations 

Prepare a 15-minute research presentation in PowerPoint, presenting a case study from your 

honours research topic. These will be presented during class time for feedback (3 students per 

class). If unable to attend via Zoom, please prepare a PP presentation (with text of the paper in 

Word) and post on MyCourses before class for peer review. 

 

 

Method of Evaluation    ARTH 400: 

Participation        5% 

Reading responses / blog posts    10% 

Visual Description      10% 

Research proposal      20% 

Exhibition review      10% 

Annotated bibliography     10% 

Class presentation / discussion leader    10% 

3-minute thesis      5%  

Oral presentation of research     20% 

 

Method of Evaluation    ARTH 401 

Written research paper     100% 

 

 

Participation  5% 

Five percent of your final mark will be based on your participation in the seminar. This includes 

respectful discussion and interaction with the work of your peers, overall engagement, meeting 

deadlines, etc. Participation in every class is mandatory. If you can’t join via Zoom, the main 

parts of the class will be recorded and posted. You are expected to review the recordings and also 

complete and post the weekly exercises on the MyCourses discussions page on or before the 

deadline (3pm on Thurs at the latest).  

 

Reading Responses / Blog Posts  10% 

In order to prepare for classes with readings and discussion, students are required to respond in 

writing to all of the week’s readings by writing a focused short response (about 1 page). The 

ideal response would include one or two thoughtful discussion questions that demonstrate a 

command of the issues and spark conversation and/or debate. Post your response on the course 

web site on the discussions page before class so we have time to read them beforehand (by 3pm 

on Thurs at the latest). 

 



Research Proposal and Bibliography 20%  

The research (grant) proposal should clearly state: the main artworks / objects of analysis, the 

questions that emerge from them, the working hypothesis, a summary of scholarly literature on the 

topic, and your contribution. Include a bibliography of at least ten relevant sources. 

 

Class presentation / discussion leader 10%  

Introduce the week’s readings and lead a discussion. Instead of just summarizing the readings, 

investigate a few key ideas, methods or theories that occur across the readings and focus the 

discussion on specific works of art. Incorporate discussion questions into the presentation. 

Hand in a copy of the presentation notes (can be point form). You can work as a group or divide 

the material between you and do separate presentations. If unable to present during class time, 

please prepare a PP presentation and post it before class. You also have the option of recording 

yourself doing the presentation. 

 

Oral Research Presentation   20%  

Each student will give a 15-minute presentation of their research topic to the class. The class will 

respond with questions and discussion. You won’t be able to present every aspect of your 

honours paper, so focus on a case study (15 min = approx. 8 pages, double spaced). If unable to 

present during class time, please prepare a PP presentation (with text of the paper in Word) and 

post on MyCourses before class for peer review. 

 

Late assignments: 

Two or more late assignments will result in a 5% deduction from the final grade. Any missed 

oral assignment can be made up with an equivalent written assignment. To request extensions, 

please provide documentation.  

 

ARTH 401  Honours Research Paper (100%) 

The Honours paper is a substantial research paper that should demonstrate the student’s capacity 

to formulate a serious research problem, develop a clear thesis, and substantiate the thesis on the 

basis of careful analysis of relevant evidence and measured consideration of competing views. 

The originality of the paper may lie in the discovery of evidence, a new, critical analysis of 

familiar claims, or the synthesis of materials.  

The topic can be from any time period or geographical region. 

The paper should be focused on the analysis of a small group of objects of analysis (art, 

architecture, visual culture, material culture). 

 

Length: approx. 20-30 pages. 

Due Date: Monday Dec. 14 (upload to MyCourses--Assignments) 

 

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students have the right to submit in 

English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 

 

Note that good writing style and a well-formulated argument are very important. McGill 

University values academic integrity. 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). 

Plagiarism is a very serious offence:  
• When writing a paper try to use your own words the majority of the time. 

• When you do use another person's words, use quotation marks and give credit to the source, 

either within the text or in a footnote. 

• Don't make slight variations in the language and then fail to give credit to the source. If the 

expression is essentially the same, the author still deserves credit. 

• Even if you aren't directly quoting the material, you should still document information and ideas 

that you use in your paper whenever they are new to you (i.e., something that you discovered in 

your research). 

• If you're unsure, add the footnote or citation. It is better to be extra cautious than not give credit 

when you should. 

 

Chicago Manual of Style has detailed information about how to format a research paper and 

must be consulted while preparing the paper: http://libraryguides.mcgill.ca/citation/styles 

(Use the Notes and Bibliography (NB) style. Purdue Owl provides a sample paper.) 

 

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

Nation are recognized as the custodians of the lands and waters on which we gather; and 

Montreal is historically known as a gathering place for many First Nations. We respect the 

continued connections with the past, present and future of Indigenous and other peoples within 

the Montreal community. 

 

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://libraryguides.mcgill.ca/citation/styles

