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The Canon as Provocation: Partnering with  

Museums for the Future of Art History 
 

Jennifer Kingsley 
The Johns Hopkins University 

 
 
By every measure, the notion that the art-historical canon is socially embedded 
and historically negotiated should be considered a threshold concept for art 
history.  It is both difficult and transformative to realize that masterpieces become 

1

masterpieces due to complex negotiations between artists, patrons, donors, 
academics, critics, curators, and dealers. The results shape the parameters of our 
disciplinary inquiry.  Even if not explicitly articulated as such to students, the 

2

power and politics entrenched in the processes of canonization underlie art 
history’s long-standing efforts to diversify its canons. The challenge remains that 
a more global and inclusive curriculum does not in and of itself enable students to 
recognize and assess canon formation as a process or to trace and analyze its 
legacies in disciplinary discourse. Despite a half-century of feminist scholarship, 
we continue to render those female artists that we have elevated to the canon with 

1 Jan Meyer and Ray Land, “Threshold Concepts and Troublesome Knowledge: Linkages to Ways 
of Thinking and Practising within the Disciplines,” in Improving Student Learning - Theory and 
Practice Ten Years On, ed. C. Rust (Oxford: Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development, 
(2003), 412-424; Ray Land, Jan H. F. Meyer, and Michael T. Flanagan, Threshold Concepts in 
Practice (2016); Julie A. Timmermans, and Jan H.F. Meyer, “A Framework for Working with 
University Teachers to Create and Embed ‘Integrated Threshold Concept Knowledge’ (ITCK) in 
Their Practice,” International Journal for Academic Development (17 October 2017), 
https://doi-org.proxy1.library.jhu.edu/10.1080/1360144X.2017.1388241.   
2 For this reason the College Art Association recognizes a particular responsibility that the field 
has to living artists to disseminate information about their work. Alongside obligations stemming 
from the illegal trafficking of artworks, it is the only standard articulated which does not directly 
focus on matters of academic honesty. College Art Association, “Standards for the Practice of Art 
History,” revised October 26, 2014, 
https://www.collegeart.org/standards-and-guidelines/guidelines/art-history-ethics. 
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the tired traits of male genius.  And the enactment of multiculturalism in higher 
3

education has failed to address structural racism in the academy.    
4

 
We have both an intellectual and a moral duty to explore alternative pedagogical 
models and empower students to engage with the cultural canon and its ethical 
questions in more intentional ways. Despite the general paucity of educational 
research on how to position students to examine and navigate disciplinary 
formation, academic art history has an advantage.   It enjoys a close relationship 

5

with museums, which are more public facing than academic departments and also 
make the discipline and its history both present and tangible for students. What 
professional art historians or donor culture has deemed worthy has a direct impact 
on what gets collected. What gets collected, in turn, influences what is studied, 
the narratives that emerge, and whether and how new works are brought into the 
canonical group that the art-historical community accepts as essential.   Neglected 

6

3 Linda Nochlin, "From 1971: Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?" ARTNews May 
30, 2015  at http://www.artnews.com/2015/05/30/why-have-there-been-no-great-women-artists/; 
Ashton Cooper, “The Problem of the Overlooked Female Artist: An Argument for Enlivening a 
Stale Model of Discussion,” in Lucid Gestures: An Exhibition of Barnard Alumnae, ed. Vanessa 
Thill (2014), 16-20. Reprinted in Hyperallergic January 10, 2015, 
https://hyperallergic.com/173963/the-problem-of-the-overlooked-female-artist-an-argument-for-en
livening-a-stale-model-of-discussion/ 
4 Henry A. Giroux, Impure Acts: The Practical Politics of Cultural Studies (New York, Routledge, 
2000); Henry A. Giroux, Public Spaces, Private Lives: Beyond the Culture of Cynicism, Culture 
and Politics Series (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001); Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 
Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2003); M. Jacqui Alexander, Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations on Feminism, 
Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005); Sara 
Ahmed, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2012). This failure manifests in our interpretive approaches. See for instance 
Darby English's "Beyond Black Representational Space," in his How to See a Work in Total 
Darkness (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 27-70; Beth Loffreda and Claudia Rankine 
"Introduction: On Whiteness and the Racial Imaginary: Where Writers Go Wrong in Imagining 
the Lives of Others" in The Racial Imaginary: Writers on Race in the Life of the Mind, ed. Claudia 
Rankine, Beth Loffreda, and Max King Cap (Albany, NY: Fence Books, 2015), 12-22, as well as 
the Racial Imaginary Project, https://theracialimaginary.org.  
5 Two recent studies in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning literature aim to open up this 
space and argue the approach has applicability across the disciplines – while needing to be specific 
to the contents and discourses of each discipline. Jeanne Dyches, “Particularizing the Tensions 
Between Canonical and Bodily Discourses,” Journal of Literacy Research 50.2 (2018): 239-61 
and Jeanne Dyches, “Critical Canon Pedagogy: Applying Disciplinary Inquiry to Cultivate 
Canonical Critical Consciousness,” Harvard Educational Review 88.4 (2018): 538-564. 
6 Gabriel Kaltermackt’s sixteenth century letter advising Elector Christian I of Saxony on how to 
form an art collection is an early example of this at work. In Susan Pearce and Alexandria Bounia, 
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by university scholars in the twentieth century, museums have now returned to 
academic attention.  This tracks with the growing sense in many fields that the 

7

academic disciplines as they are practiced are artificially isolated from the many 
contexts that produce them.  Indeed, museum narratives, displays, and collections 

8

encode historical data about the working of the canon and the canon at work. 
Museums are in this way particularly suitable partners in the task of using the 
canon as provocation for art-historical learning.  
 
How might the academic classroom engage with museums in ways that teach 
students to engage with art-historical canons thoughtfully and ethically? Critical 
pedagogy and models of teaching for social justice offer generative frameworks 
for developing new approaches to teaching both art history and museum studies.   

9

Museums for their part have long been subject to institutional critique – now in its 

The Collector’s Voice: Critical Readings in the Practice of Collecting vol. 2. Early Voices 
(Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2000), #3. For a recent critical discussion of the canon as concept 
see Gregor Langfeld, “The Canon in Art History: Concepts and Approaches, ” Journal of Art 
Historiography 19 (December 2018). 
https://arthistoriography.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/langfeld.pdf.  
7 Steven Conn, Museums and American Intellectual Life 1876-1926 (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1998); Elizabeth Mansfield, Art History and Its Institutions: Foundations of a Discipline 
(London: Routledge, 2002); Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need Objects? (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Charles W. Haxthausen, ed., The Two Art Histories: The 
Museum and the University (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francis Clark Art Institute, 2002), 
and Haxthausen, “Beyond ‘the Two Art Histories’” Journal of Art Historiography 11 (December 
2014) online at: https://arthistoriography.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/haxthausen.pdf. 
8 A position Robert Nelson was already advocating for twenty years ago in “The Map of Art 
History,” The Art Bulletin 79.1 (1997): 28-40. 
9 The most frequently cited foundational model is Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. 
M. Berman Ramos (New York: Continuum, 1970); Paulo Freire and D. Macedo, Literacy: 
Reading the Word and the World, (South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey, 1987). See also: Jacques 
Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation, translated and 
with an introduction by Kristin Ross (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991); bell hooks, 
Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York: Routledge, 1994). A 
session at the annual conference of the UK-based Association for Art History in April 2018 
explored how art and art history pedagogy might afford critical readings of society and our place 
within it. It was intended that this result in a publication which it is hoped will be forthcoming. As 
will become clear my own perspective is informed by both art history and museology. 
Laura-Edythe Coleman offers an extremely helpful historical perspective and conceptually 
engaged advice for inclusion in museums, in Understanding and Implementing Inclusion in 
Museums (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018). She has called for museology to develop 
pedagogies and curricula that center social justice. Many features of her analysis resonate with the 
theoretical foundations and curricular frameworks in Maurianne Adams, Lee Anne Bell, and Pat 
Griffin, eds. Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice, 2nd. ed. (New York: Routledge, 2016).   
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third artistic generation. At their best, each of these approaches underscores the 
political nature of disciplinary cultures and their institutions. At their worst, these 
methods operate so much at the level of theory that students struggle to see the 
relevance for their own work or start to replace one institutionalized discourse 
with another.  Working with, rather than in opposition to, museums invites 

10

alternative models that draw on Community Based Learning (CBL), a 
high-impact pedagogical practice that offers students a sense of immediacy, 
accountability, and relevance.  Yet CBL has not always fostered equal 

11

relationships between the interests of academic and community participants; it 
thus benefits from the insights of critical-inflected and social justice teaching 
practices.  In short, CBL, critical pedagogy, teaching for social justice, and 

12

institutional critique might fruitfully be treated as interdependent when 
positioning students to negotiate the canon’s performance in academic and public 
spaces.   

13

10 Willem L. Wardekker and Siebren Miedema, “Critical Pedagogy: An Evaluation and a Direction 
for Reformulation,” Curriculum Inquiry 27.1 (1997): 45-61. Similar concerns have been expressed 
about institutional critique. Andrea Fraser, “From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of 
Critique,” Artforum 44.1 (2005): 100-106; Gerald Raunig and Gene Ray, Art and Contemporary 
Critical Practice: Reinventing Institutional Critique (London: MayFlyBooks, 2016).   
11 Thomas H. Batchelder and Susan Root, “Effects of An Undergraduate Program to Integrate 
Academic Learning and Service: Cognitive, Prosocial Cognitive, and Identity Outcomes,” Journal 
of Adolescence 17.4 (1994): 341-355; Lori Simons and Beverly Clearly, “The Influence of Service 
Learning on Students’ Personal and Social Development,” College Teaching 54.4 (2006): 
307-319; George D. Kuh, “High-Impact Practices: Retrospective and Prospective,” In Five 
High-Impact Practices: Research on Learning Outcomes, Completion and Quality, ed. Jayne E. 
Brownell and Lynne E. Swaner (Washington D.C.: Association of American Colleges and 
Universities, 2010), v-xiii; Christine I. Celio, Joseph Durlak, and Allison Dymnicki, “A 
Meta-Analysis of the Impact of Service-Learning on Students,” Journal of Experiential Education 
34.2 (2011): 164-181; Shauna K. Carlisle, Karen Gourd, Safaa Rajkhan, and Keith Nitta, 
“Assessing the Impact of Community-Based Learning on Students: The Community Based 
Learning Impact Scale (CBLIS),” Journal of Service Learning in Higher Education 6 (2017), 
http://journals.sfu.ca/jslhe/index.php/jslhe/article/view/104/48. 
12 David J. Maurrasse, “Higher Education-Community Partnerships: Assessing Progress in the 
Field,” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 31.1 (2002): 131–139; Barbara Jacoby, ed. 
(2003). Building Partnerships for Service-Learning (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003); Randy 
Stoecker and Elizabeth A. Tryon, The Unheard Voices: Community Organizations and Service 
Learning (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press., 2009); Dan W. Butin, Service-Learning in 
Theory and Practice: The Future of Community Engagement in Higher Education (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); and Susan Benigni Cipolle, Service-Learning and Social Justice 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc, 2010). 
13 Many museums and academics are also engaged in public facing social media work, websites or 
convenings aimed at rethinking canonization processes in art history. In this vein is the National 
Museum of Women in the Arts #5WomenArtists twitter campaign; Kimberly Drew's Tumblr blog 
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This article presents case studies of two CBL courses developed in partnership 
with a local public art museum that aimed to promote canonical critical 
consciousness (to borrow a term recently used by Jeanne Dyches in another 
disciplinary context). Both were upper level seminars capped at twelve students – 
although a particularity of where I teach is that the course could have no 
prerequisites and had to accommodate a wide range of disciplinary backgrounds.  

14

One course focused on the representation of black arts in US art museums 
between the 1930s and 1980s. The second course drew on a European 
masterpiece collection and a larger collection of African art. Each course 
foregrounded active learning scenarios. Students created original, research-based 
interpretations of art for the museum partner.  We adopted museum practices and 

15

goals in the classroom. Pedagogical assessment strategies included setting and 
evaluating cognitive and affective learning goals, identifying the presence or 

Black Contemporary Art (https://blackcontemporaryart.tumblr.com); Allyson Healey's Art History 
for All (https://arthistoryforall.com), which uses a random geographic coordinate generator to 
broaden the geographic and cultural scope of the catalogue of works presented.  Most recently 
Sarah Lewis convened Vision & Justice in April 2019 to consider the role of the arts in 
understanding the nexus of art, race, and justice. There is also a burgeoning interest in socially 
engaged art history pedagogy and in art history as social practice – modeled in many ways on 
socially engaged art and social practice art. An example is Jennifer Borland and Louise Siddons, 
“Yay or Neigh? Frederic Remington’s Bronco Buster, Public Art and Socially-Engaged Art 
History Pedagogy” Art History Pedagogy & Practice 3.1 (2018). 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/ahpp/vol3/iss1/5.  The authors include significant documentation 
of current initiatives, including Art History That (AHT), a promising collaborative project to 
imagine art history as collective social practice. https://sites.google.com/site/arthistorythat/home. I 
am at present hesitant about using either “socially engaged art history” or “social practice art 
history” to describe my own approach here because I aim less here to consider how the 
disciplinary practice of art history might engage social problems outside disciplinary contexts, and 
more to propose models of CBL pedagogy that apply a social justice and critical lens to art 
history’s institutions and disciplinary discourses.  
14 I teach in and direct an undergraduate program in the history, theory, and practice of museums 
at a research university. The program offers a minor intended to complement any major and my 
students come from all over the university, with the majority pursuing degrees in History, 
Archeology, History of Art, and Writing Seminars (a creative writing program that is the largest 
humanities major at my university). Anthropology and language studies are also well represented.  
15 For active learning in art history see: Peter Scott Brown and Jace Hargis “Undergraduate 
Research in Art History Using Project Based Learning,” Journal of Faculty Development 22.2 
(2008): 152-158; Marie Gasper-Hulvat, “Active Learning in Art History: A Review of Formal 
Literature,” Art History Pedagogy & Practice 2.1 (2017), 
http://AcademicWorks.cuny.edu/happy/vol2/iss1/2. For a practical guide to reflective learning see 
Mary Elizabeth Ryan, ed. Teaching Reflective Learning in Higher Education: A Systematic 
Approach Using Pedagogic Patterns (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2015). 
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Figure 5 
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Appendix 1 
 

 

Visitor Survey 
  
References: 
Eilean Hooper-Greenhill and Theano Moussouri, “Making Meaning in 
Art Museums 1: Visitors’ Interpretive Strategies at Wolverhampton Art 
Gallery,”  http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/52845/1/Making_meaning_1.pdf 

  
Some questions visitors have been asking the 
Brooklyn Museum: 
https:// www.brooklynmuseum.org/ask 

  
Desai, P. and Thomas, A. Cultural Diversity: Attitudes of Ethnic Minority                     
Populations Towards Museums and Galleries, Museums and Galleries               
Commission, London; and Harris Qualitative, (1998) 

Instructions 
Your goal is to record 10 responses to your survey. It may take multiple 
tries at different times. The weekends are probably the days with the most 
traffic. You will need to record the responses with an audio recorder. You 
can check out an audio recorder from the Digital Media Center, or, with 
advance notice, I can reserve a recorder for you at the Center for 
Educational Resources. Make sure to turn in all survey recordings to the 
instructor. 

  
Position yourself in the gallery near the object you are researching. 
Approach every third person / group to enter the gallery. 
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Survey (please follow this script consistently) 
  

Hello, my name is .... and I’m a student at ……. I’m doing research for a                               
class and I’m interested in what your experience is like in this gallery of                           
the museum. Would you mind if I ask you some questions? (Yes/No) 

 
 (If they don’t mind) 
I would like us to spend some time with this artwork and record your 
reactions to it. You can say anything you want about what you see and what 
you think about this artwork and this museum. There are no right or wrong 
answers. Anything you say will be useful for this research. 

  
1. What comes to mind when you look at this artwork? 

  
2. Can you explain what you mean? (and / or Can you tell me 
more about that?) 

  
3. What else comes to mind when you look at this work? 

  
4.      Not everyone sees the same things in this artwork. What 
questions come to mind when you look at it? 

 
  

5.      What other things are you curious about when it comes to 
this artwork (or artworks more generally, or the museum)? 

  
  
If they haven’t read the label yet, please ask them to read it 

  
1. What impressions of the artwork does the label give you? 

  
2. What in the label creates that impression? 

  
3. What questions, if any, does the label answer for you? 

  
4. What questions, if any, does the label raise in your mind? 
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“Thank you so much – to wrap up - I would like to ask you a few questions 
about yourself which will help me analyze my study.” 
Please record the responses to these in writing as well as with your audio 
recorder. It will make it easier to quantify your data. 

  
1.      Can I ask what year you were born? 

  
2.      Do you live in Baltimore? If yes, what neighborhood do you call 
home? If no, where do you live? 

  
3.      What brought you to the museum today? 

  
4.      Have you come to the Baltimore Museum of Art before? How 
many times? Do you have a favorite spot / gallery / artwork? 

  
5.      Did you ever study art? If yes, which art subject? How long? 

  
6.      Do you follow any publications, websites, social media or 
programs on either art or museums (e.g. magazine, blog, 
Instagram etc…)? ….If yes, which ones? how often (e.g. regularly, 
occasionally)? 
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