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Curating an Exhibition  
ARTH 495/599 

 
Prof. Robert DeCaroli       Room: Research 201 
Friday 10:30-1:10      and at the Freer/Sackler  
         
Course Description/Objectives:  
In this class students will participate in every aspect of curating an exhibition. We will be working with 
Indian Ragamala paintings from 1600-1800 CE that are in the collection of the Freer/Sackler Galleries of 
the Smithsonian Institution. Dr. Debra Diamond, the South Asia curator, has made these objects 
available and will be working with students in this class. Students will choose an exhibition theme, write 
a proposal, select objects, design the exhibition layout, conduct archival research, write wall text, design 
and write a short exhibition catalogue, create marketing materials, plan educational programs, help 
install and deinstall the show, and develop gallery talks. The finished results will be a web-based 
exhibition that, if of sufficient quality, will be hosted on the Freer/Sackler website and an on-campus 
exhibit using photographs of the paintings. This course will differ from the typical seminar in that it will 
explore the practical side of curatorial work in addition to scholarly research. Students will be expected 
to attend at least three class sessions on site at the Freer/Sackler Galleries as well as to conduct 
research in the museum’s archives. 
 
Objectives:  

• To plan and organize an exhibition of visual art from start to finish  

• To assume the role of curator and experience the many aspects of the job 

• To perform specialized research on objects in the exhibition and to convey the results of your 
research to the class 

 
Office Hours: By appointment before or after class. My office is Robinson B 371D 
 
Email: rdecarol@gmu.edu 
 
Course Requirements:  
Exhibition Analysis and Proposal   5-6-pages   10% 
Object/Wall Labels (and drafts)    1-2-pages  20% 
Catalog Entry/Research Paper (and draft)  7-10-pages  40% 
Educational Programing    3-4 pages  10% 
Gallery talks (in-class presentation)      10% 
Participation (in-class and exhibit related)    10% 
 
Failure to submit a draft for the Object/Wall Text or the Catalog Entry will result in 10% off the final 
assignment grade. 
 
Grading Policies: 
 A   100-93%  C+  79-77% 
 A-  92-90%   C  76-70% 
 B+ 89-87%   D  69-60% 
 B  86-83%   F  59% and lower 
 B-  82-80% 
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This class is a seminar centered on the discussion of assigned texts. A student’s class participation grade 
will be evaluated not according to the amount of talking that student does, but rather according to 
whether that student contributes thoughtfully and constructively, based on a careful consideration of 
the class readings.  Obviously, students cannot contribute to class discussion if they are absent; 
consequently, repeated unexcused absences will be reflected in their participation grade. 
 
On most weeks, students will have a writing assignment that will address as specific part of the 
curatorial process. In the case of an absence it is the student’s responsibility to get the assignment for 
the following week.  
 
Papers are due at the beginning of class on the day specified in the schedule. Late papers will be marked 
down five points (half a grade) for every weekday and ten points (a full grade) for every weekend they 
are late. Assignments may be submitted on Blackboard or in person. 
 
Extensions will be given ONLY in cases of emergencies or illnesses with proper documentation (doctor’s 
note etc.) In all other cases (family obligations, religious holidays, disabilities etc.), extensions may be 
granted if I am informed well BEFORE the deadline.  
 
Papers will be handed back once in class. If you are not present on the day papers are handed back it is 
your responsibility to ask me for the graded assignment. 
 
Please shut off all cell phones and other electronic devices before class starts. Anyone using the phone 
during class (including for texting) will be asked to leave.  
 
Adherence to codes of academic honesty is expected on all assignments and in all testing situations. I 
take the Honor Code (as stipulated in the university undergraduate catalog) very seriously. This code is a 
simple expression of respect for the course, your classmates and yourself. Cheating and Plagiarism are 
forbidden (obviously).  
 
For those who do not know what Plagiarism is, it can be defined as: presenting, as one’s own the words, 
work or opinions of someone else without giving them proper acknowledgment. Plagiarism can also 
refer to borrowing the sequence of ideas, arrangement of material, or pattern of thought of someone 
else without giving them proper credit. Plagiarism can be avoided by proper use of footnotes. 
 
Accommodations will be made for students with documented disabilities, in accordance with law and 
university policies. Students requiring accommodations must register with the University’s Disability 
Resource Center and produce documentation http://ds.gmu.edu/documentation/ . Please do this well 
before the first test or presentation in case alternate arrangements need to be made.  
 
Writing Intensive requirement (undergraduates): 
This course fulfills the Writing Intensive requirement in the Art History major. It does so through 
multiple written assignments. These include a 5-6-page Exhibition Analysis and Proposal, 1-2-page 
Object/Walk labels, 7-10-page Catalog Entry/Research Paper, and a 3-4-page Educational Program 
proposal. The Catalog Entry and Object/Wall Text assignments will undergo an extensive 
feedback/revision process before they are submitted as part of the final portfolio. 

 
Research and Scholarship Intensive Course: 

http://ds.gmu.edu/documentation/
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This class is designated as a Research and Scholarship Intensive Course, which means that students are 
given the opportunity to actively participate in the process of scholarship and will make a significant 
contribution to the creation of a disciplinary-appropriate product.  
In this RS course, students will: 

• Engage in scholarly inquiry by reading and assessing primary and secondary art historical 
sources as well as assessing visual sources 

• Perform specialized research resulting in an exhibition in the GMU Fine Art Gallery. 

• Communicate knowledge from original scholarly research in a gallery talk. 
 
Other important resources: 

• Diversity 
o Mason values diversity; through the Office of Diversity, Inclusion, and Multicultural 

Education (ODIME), Mason seeks to create and sustain inclusive learning environments 
where all are welcomed, valued, and supported 

• Religious holidays 
o University Life religious holiday calendar http://ulife.gmu.edu/calendar/religious-

holiday-calendar/  it is the obligation of students, within the first two weeks of the 
semester, to provide faculty members with the dates of major religious holidays on 
which they will be absent due to religious observances 

• Student privacy 
o student privacy and student rights under FERPA http://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/  

• Student services 
o Online Education Services, University Libraries http://library.gmu.edu/for/online  
o Writing Center http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/  

 
 
Readings: Complete all reading before the class. If a reading is listed under Feb. 7, for example, it should 
be completed before class on the 7th.  
 
Week 1 - Jan 24 
Topics   Introduction to Indian Painting 
In-class  Syllabus 
  Project goals  
  Assign Exhibition Analysis/Proposal 
 
Due  Cummins, Joan. Indian Painting: from Cave Temples to the Colonial Period. Boston: MFA  
  Publications, 2006 (optional but recommended)  
 
Week 2  - Jan 31 
Topics  Context and Setting  
In-class  See images and make initial selection of images 
  Assign Catalog Entry/Research Paper 
    
Due  Aitken, Molly Emma. “Chapter 1: Structures of Desire” in The Intelligence of Tradition in  
  Rajput Court Painting. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010. 
 

http://ulife.gmu.edu/calendar/religious-holiday-calendar/
http://ulife.gmu.edu/calendar/religious-holiday-calendar/
http://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/
http://library.gmu.edu/for/online
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
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  Allyn Miner “Raga in the Early Sixteenth Century” in Orsini, Francesca, and Katherine  
  Butler Schofield, eds. Tellings and Texts: Music, Literature and Performance in North  
  India. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2015.      
  http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt17rw4vj. 
 
  Ergin, Nina. 2013. “Rock Faces, Opium and Wine: Speculations on the Original Viewing  
  Context of Persianate Manuscripts”. Der Islam. 90(1): 65-105. Retrieved 21 Oct. 2019,  
  from doi:10.1515/islam-2013-0004 
 
Week 3 - Feb 7 
Topics   Emotion and Aesthetics  
In-class  Rasa and Bhava 
  How to research a painting – working with archives 
  Class Project: Final selection of paintings 
    Object list 
 
Due  Goswamy, B.N. “A Layered World” in The Spirit of Indian Painting: Close Encounters with 
  101 Great Works 1100-1900. High Holborn: Thames and Hudson, 2016, pg. 19-23. 
 
  Goswamy B.N. Rasa: Essence of Indian Art. (San Francisco: Asian Art Museum of San  
  Francisco, 1986) 17-30, 272-273 
 
  Aitken, Emma Molly. “Dark, Overwhelming, Yet Joyful: The Monsoon in Rajput Painting”  
  in Monsoon Feelings, A History of Emotions in The Rain. Delhi: Niyogi Books, 2018. 137- 
  184. (color images in separate PDF) 
 
  Leys, Ruth. “The Turn to Affect: A Critique” in The Ascent of Affect Genealogy and  
  Critique. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. 343-472 
 
Week 4 - Feb 14 
Topics   Ragamala Painting  
In-class  Music – the Raga (Ravi Shankar video)  
  The Rajput Palace  
   
Due   Dallapiccola, Anna. “Introduction” in Ragamala: Paintings from India. London: Philip  
  Wilson Publishers, 2011. 
 
  Gangoly, O.C. Ragas and Raginis. Nalanda: Nalanda Books, 1935 
 
  Powers, Harold. "Illustrated Inventories of Indian Rāgamālā Painting." Journal of the  
  American Oriental Society 100, no. 4 (1980): 473-93. doi:10.2307/602092. 
 
 
Week 5 - Feb 21---------- At Freer/Sackler 
Topics  Conceiving an Exhibit 
In-class  See the paintings 
  Discuss ways to organize the exhibit 
  Vote on Exhibition theme 
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Due  Exhibition Analysis/Proposal Due 
 
  Jay, Martin. "In the Realm of the Senses: An Introduction." The American Historical  
  Review 116, no. 2 (2011): 307-15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23307697 
   
  Mari Carmen Ramírez “Brokering Identities: art curators and the politics of cultural  
  representation” in Greenberg 21-38. 
   
  TED talk by Thomas Campbell “Weaving Narratives in Museum Galleries”  
 
Week 6  - Feb 28 
Topics  Exhibition Design 
In-class  Design layout and exhibition plan 
  Divide content between wall text, object labels, and technology 
  Group project – Plan exhibition design 
     
 
Due   Assign Object labels and Wall text 
  

 Debora J. Meijers “The Museum and the ‘Ahistorical’ Exhibition” in Greenberg 7-20. 
  
 Valery Petrovich Savonov “The One-Picture Gallery” in Greenberg 297-305. 

 
Week 7 - Mar 6 -----------------At Freer/Sackler 
Topics  Exhibition Design 2 
In-Class  Meet with Conservation and/or Designers and/or Web Design  
  Final selection of paintings for catalog entries 
  Group Project:  Design web presentation  
   
Due  First Draft of Catalog Entry/Research Paper Due  
 

 Ann Landi “Title Fights: How Museums Name Their Shows” Art News, Dec. 2013. 
 http://www.artnews.com/2013/12/09/how-museums-title-shows/ 

 
 
Week 8 - Mar 13 ----- Spring Break 
 
Week 9 - Mar 20 
Topics  Exhibition events and marketing 
In-class  Group Projects: Develop marketing plan 
    Develop public programming  
 
Due  Object Labels and Wall Text drafts 
  Assign Educational Program 

 
 Bruce W. Ferguson “Exhibition Rhetorics: material speech and utter sense” in Greenberg 
 191-200. 

http://www.artnews.com/2013/12/09/how-museums-title-shows/
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Week 10 - Mar 27-------- at Freer/Sackler 
Topics  Label Writing 
In-class  Examine Gallery Labels 
  In-class label writing exercise 
  Assign installation tasks 
 
Due  Object labels and Wall text 
 
  Beverly Serrell. “Behind it all: the big idea [AND] What are interpretive labels?“ in  
  Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach. Rowman & Littlefield 2015, pp. 1-30. 
 

 Wendy Earle “Technology in Museums—Less is More!” http://www.spiked-
 online.com/newsite/article/technology_in_museums_less_is_more/14433#.UtBhcPbhF
 PP 

 
 
Week 11 - Apr 3 – class cancelled (professor out of town) 
  Continue to revise Catalog Entries/Research Papers 
  Print Photos and Labels, Market the Exhibit 
 
Week 12 - Apr 10  
Topics  Installing the exhibit  
In-class  Installation (during week, if possible) 
  Organize and produce material for website 
 
Due  Bring photos and labels  
  Final version of Object Labels and Wall Text 
  Host Reception  
 
Week 13 - Apr 17 
Topics  Educational Programming  
In-class  Docent training 
  Museum Education  
 
Due  Educational Program 
 

 Ivan Karp and Fred Wilson “Constructing the Spectacle of Culture in Museums” in 
 Greenberg 251-267. 

 
Week 14 - Apr 24  
Topic   Gallery talks 
In-class  Student Presentations 
 
Due    Catalog Entries/Research Papers  
 
Week 15 - May 1 
Topic   Gallery Talks 2 
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In-class  Student Presentations 
 
Due   finish work on online exhibit 
 
 
Week 16 - May 8 
Final Exam  -- Deinstallation of the Exhibit  
   
 
 
 
  


