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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
The course introduces students to some of the contemporary issues concerning art conservation theory 
and practice.  Main topics to be considered include the following: How does conservation change the 
meaning and interpretation of objects and sites?  Whose values are considered when conserving an 
artifact or site?  Do objects live, die or have spiritual needs, and how does contemporary conservation 
practice cope with this?  What role does conservation play in restoring memory, human relationships 
and national identity in the wake of political conflict? 
 
Over the length of the course, we examine the conservator’s approaches, methods and ethics and reflect 
on how these influence the appearance and interpretation of works of art.  We also confront the voices of 
the artists, makers and users of art, cultural objects and sites, and consider how their intentions and 
choices of materials complicate or defy the role of the conservator.  We further examine how 
individuals, communities and nations contest and claim bodies, objects and sites.  Finally, we look at 
some of the powerful outside forces—political strife, armed conflict, tourism and the art market—that 
shape conservation practice.  
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
You are expected to attend every class with all readings for that day completed.  Please complete the 
readings in the order listed.  Please note that the readings are intended to be relatively brief and to 
introduce you to different ideas and case studies, and are drawn from many different kinds of 
publications from the popular press to conservation publications and academic articles.   We will use 
these publications as ways to enter into discussions about the questions they raise, so please come ready 
to talk about them in class with your colleagues. 
 
So as to develop an interactive and hopefully lasting archive of this course, you will all be contributing 
to a Tumblr blog for this course at: 
http://thinkingconservator.tumblr.com 
Information how to post to the blog will be provided to you on the first day of the course. I will ask you 
to post at least one entry per day over this week.  We will all have internet access and access to 
computers during class hours to do this, though you may post as much as you’d like on your own time.   
Every morning, we will review our colleagues’ postings on Tumblr before we get started as a way to 
review our reactions to the previous days’ discussions, and to set the tone for the upcoming day’s work. 
 
At the end of the course, you will each make a brief, five-minute long presentation on an object, 
exhibition, museum, site, or other topic of your choosing.  Before the course begins, if you already have 
a particular object, exhibition, museum, site or topic in mind, please come to class with images, notes or 
any other relevant material that you would like to share or think through with the class.  
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

 
MONDAY JULY 13TH:    THE CONSERVATOR 
9-10:30AM   Introductions  

Introduction to contemporary art conservation 
11AM-1PM   How do conservators make decisions? 
2-3:30PM   How has conservation changed through history? 
 
READINGS 
 

• Clavir, M.  “First Nations perspectives on preservation and museums.” Preserving what is 
valued.  Museums, conservation, and First Nations. UBC Press: Vancouver, 2002: 69-97. 

• De La Torre, M. “Values and heritage conservation.” Heritage and society, Vol. 6, No. 2, 
November, 2013: 155-166. 

• Bomford, D. “The conservator as narrator: Changed perspectives in the conservation of 
paintings.” Personal viewpoints.  Thoughts about paintings conservation.  Getty Conservation 
Institute: Los Angeles, 2003: 1-12. 

 
TUESDAY JULY 14TH:  THE ART 
9-10:30AM   Technical study of art  
11AM-1PM   Art conservation controversies and “mistakes” 
2-3:30PM   Authenticity, copies and fakes 
VISIT    Iziko South African National Gallery  
 
READINGS 

• Gates, G. A.  “Discovering the material secrets of art: Tools of cultural heritage science.” 
American Ceramic Society Bulletin, Vol. 93, No. 7, 2014: 20-27. 
http://www.americanceramicsociety.org/bulletin/2014/pdf/sept14.pdf 

• Chang, K. “How this Renoir used to look.” The New York Times. April 20, 2014 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/22/science/renoir-shows-his-true-colors.html?_r=0 

• Russell, J. “Conservators endorse Sistine restoration.” The New York Times.  April 16, 1987.  
http://www.nytimes.com/1987/04/16/arts/conservators-endorse-sistine-restoration.html 

• Sadongei, A. et al. “Describing the problem: Contaminated artifacts and Hopi cultural use.” Old 
poisons, new problems: A museum resource for managing contaminated cultural materials.  
Odegaard, N. et al. Altamira Press, 2005: xxiii-xxiv; 1-3. 

• Meacham, W. “The ‘restoration of the Turin Shroud: A conservation and scientific disaster.” E-
Conservation, No.13, February 2010: 28-42. 
http://freepages.misc.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~wmeacham/econserv.pdf 

• Woodward, R.  “Too much of a good thing.  Photography, forgery and the Lewis Hine scandal.”  
The Atlantic Monthly. Vol. 291, Issue 5, June 2003: 67-76.  

 
WEDNESDAY JULY 15TH:  THE PEOPLE  
9-10:30AM   The artist  
11AM-12PM   Modern and contemporary art 
1-2PM    OPEN SESSION: PUBLIC TALK BY S. BALACHANDRAN 
2:30-3:30PM   Dead, undead and living Art 
 



Contemporary Issues in Art Conservation, 3 

 

• Hill Stoner, J.  “Whistler’s view on the restoration and display of his paintings.”  Studies in 
Conservation 42, 2, 1997: 107-114. 

• Mellor, S. P.  “The exhibition and conservation of African objects: Considering the nontangible.”  
Journal of the American Institute for Conservation, 31, 1992: 3-16. 
http://aic.stanford.edu/jaic/articles/jaic31-01-002_indx.html 

• Chiantore, O. and A. Rava. “Conservation of the Idea.” Conserving Contemporary Art: Issues, 
Methods, Materials and Research.  Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute. 2013: 166-175. 

• Parsons, S. et al.  “Myth and medium—I’m going to tell you another story.” Preserving 
Aboriginal heritage: Technology and tradition. Minister of Public Works and Government 
Services: Ottawa, 2008: 41-46. 

• Cowen, R.  “Ghostly voices from Thomas Edison’s dolls can now be heard.” The New York 
Times.  May 4, 2015.  
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/05/science/thomas-edison-talking-dolls-recordings.html? 

 
THURSDAY JULY 16TH:  THE EVENTS AND PLACES 
9-10:30AM   Whose art? Whose people?  
11AM-1PM   Heritage in armed conflict and war 
2-3:30PM   Reconstruction and restitution 
VISIT    Slave Lodge Museum  
 

• Thorn, A. “Access denied: Restricted access to indigenous cultural sites.” Conservation and 
Access: Contributions to the 2008 IIC Congress, London, 2008: 209-213. 

• Williams, T.  “Syria: A loss of faith.”  Conservation and management of archaeological sites, 
Vol. 15, Nos. 3-4, 2013: 231-35. 

• Dolff-Bonekaemper, G.  “Sites of hurtful memory.”  Conservation Perspectives, 17, 2, Summer 
2002. 
http://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications/newsletters/17_2/feature.html 

• Donadio, R. “Preserving the ghastly inventory of Auschwitz”. The New York Times. April 15 
2015. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/16/arts/international/at-auschwitz-birkenau-preserving-a-site-
and-a-ghastly-inventory.html?_r=0 

• Bredekamp, J.  “The politics of human remains: The case of Sarah Bartmann”.  Human Remains 
and Museum Practice. J. Lohman and K. Goodnow, eds. Unesco: Paris, 2006: 25-32. 

• Stone, P. “War and heritage: Using inventories to protect cultural property.” Conservation 
Perspectives 28, 2, Fall 2013.  
http://www.getty.edu/conservation/publications_resources/newsletters/28_2/war_heritage.html 

• Peters, R. and D. Sully. “Finding the fallen: Conservation and the First World War”.  The object 
in context: Contributions to the 2006 IIC Congress, Munich, 2006: 12-16. 

 
FRIDAY JULY 17TH:   WHAT NOW? 
9-10:30AM   Community engagement, sustainability, new technologies 
11AM-1PM   Using/Protecting cultural resources 
2-3:30PM   Presentations by students 
 
• Abungu, G.H.O.  “Rock art management in Eastern and Southern Africa: Whose responsibility?” Of 

the past, for the future: Integrating archaeology and conservation.  Getty Conservation Institute: 
Los Angeles, 2006: 331-335. 
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• Dhar, S. “Challenges in the context of the living sacred tradition of Mahayana Buddhism”. The 
object in context: Contributions to the 2006 IIC Congress, Munich, 2006: 151-155. 

• Corruchaga, J. and P. Monforte.  “The new museum of Altamira: Finding solutions to tourism 
pressure.”  Of the past, for the future: Integrating archaeology and conservation.  Getty 
Conservation Institute: Los Angeles, 2006: 177-183. 

• “What we heard.” Preserving Aboriginal heritage: Technical and traditional approaches, 2007: 
http://www.cci-icc.gc.ca/discovercci-decouvriricc/symposium/2007Symposium-eng.aspx 

• Stenger, J. et al.  “Conservation of a room: A treatment proposal for Mark Rothko’s Harvard 
Murals.” Studies in conservation 2015: 1-14. 

• Pearlstein, E. and D. Lohnas.  “Conservation outreach materials for a tribal museum without 
conservators.” The public face of conservation. Williams, E., ed.  London: Archetype Publications, 
2013: 222-231. 

• Thomassen-Krause, S.  “Conservation in the public eye: Musings from the other side of the glass.” 
The public face of conservation.  Williams, E., ed. Archetype Publications: London, 2013: 143-148. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


