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“The Academic Muse: A conference of academic coordinators at college and 
university art museums” 
Hosted by the Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago, March 6-7, 2008 
Summary report for the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation 
 
 

“The Academic Muse,” a conference hosted by the Smart Museum of Art at the 
University of Chicago on March 6-7, 2008, gathered together a group of coordinators of 
academic programs at college and university art museums.  These individuals, who had 
never met as a group, share a mission to work with faculty and students on exhibitions, 
publications, and programs; and to foster academic use of their museums’ permanent 
collections.  The conference offered an unprecedented opportunity to exchange ideas on 
common goals and challenges and to discuss helpful models for successful museum-
academic collaborations. 
 

Twenty academic coordinators took part; their names and affiliations appear on 
the attached list.  Session formats included individual presentations (based on vetted 
proposals) and roundtable discussions. 
 
 
Two main objectives were accomplished: 
 

o a group of people doing very similar work had the opportunity to meet each other 
and discuss common goals and challenges;  

o an atmosphere of camaraderie and mutual support emerged, together with a 
sense of “common ground” despite the diversity of institutions represented. 

 
 
A summary of individual sessions follows, with more specific notes on what was 
discussed. 
 
 
From Mission to Practice: Getting the Word Out on Museum-Academic Collaboration 
 

Our opening session dealt with the starting point for all we do: getting the word 
out.  In other words, how do we communicate the museum’s resources to potential 
faculty and student collaborators, how do we let these academic partners know that our 
doors are open to them, and how do we continue to refresh these ties given constant 
faculty and student turnover?  The two speakers on this panel had each been confronted 
with catalytic events that required decisive, innovative new approaches to the perennial 
challenge of getting the word out.  There were lessons here even for those faced with less 
dramatic situations. 
 

Carolyn Allmendinger (UNC-Chapel Hill) spoke about the impact of 
undergraduate curriculum reform on the museum’s engagement with faculty and 
students.  “Forming global citizens” was one aspect of the curriculum revision of 2006, 
which prompted increased numbers of foreign-language classes – ripe fodder for 
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museum visits.  The museum was also able to tap into “experiential learning” and 
“methods of inquiry,” the two other components of curriculum reform at UNC, bringing 
to the forefront visual observation skills and the consideration of works of art as primary 
sources. 
 

Patience Young (Stanford) explained the challenges and opportunities afforded 
by having to “reintroduce” the museum to the Stanford campus after a decade-long 
closure following the Loma Prieta earthquake.  Her presentation on “campus inreach” 
highlighted not only ways of communicating key information on museum exhibitions 
and events (through the website and targeted e-bulletins, for example), but also 
strategies for keeping up with campus goings-on, faculty research, important dates on 
the university calendar, and so on. 
 

Some discussion was given to incentives for attracting faculty collaboration.  
These include course replacement (an option at institutions which by policy cannot pay 
honoraria to faculty partners) and grant competitions for new courses based on the 
permanent collection.  (See below, “The Museum as Classroom.”)  Faculty who do not 
have the time to give to a full-scale exhibition or museum-based course may welcome a 
lower-commitment option such as Stanford’s “Faculty Choice” or Dartmouth’s 
Harrington Gallery presentations.  Workshops, whether focused on the permanent 
collection or a particular exhibition, are another popular method of engaging faculty 
from a variety of disciplines; these need to be at a sufficiently high level and have been 
found to work best when faculty can in effect teach each other. 
 
 

The roundtable discussion called “Getting It Done: Contracts, Deadlines, 
Honoraria, and Other Practical Matters” was beneficial not only for the discussion of 
logistical approaches but also for the sharing of sample documents such as letters of 
agreement, which some participants would not have been comfortable distributing 
electronically.  Instead, these documents had been solicited from participants, collated, 
and mailed in advance for discussion at the meeting.  They ranged from internal 
planning checklists to highly legalistic contracts with faculty and other outside partners.  
The consensus was that even though no document on its own could ensure adherence to 
stated expectations and deadlines, the written expression of these was still a useful 
safeguard against misunderstandings.  On the subject of faculty parity, several 
participants felt that reciprocal attendance at faculty and curatorial meetings was more 
effective than titular rank-equivalence in fostering communication and credibility on 
both sides. 
 
 
The Museum as Classroom: Collections in Education 
 

Integrating museum collections into the course curriculum is clearly fundamental 
to the mission of the academic art museum, and the three presentations on this panel all 
spoke to different aspects of that endeavor.  All three presenters came from museums 
with encyclopedic collections, a fact that has perhaps favored their engagement with a 
wide array of faculty constituents. 

 
As much as its collections, a museum’s facilities strongly affect its ability to 

welcome classes – as attested by the impressive record of class use at Dartmouth’s Hood 
Museum.  There, a “study-storage center” functions as a classroom inside a storage area, 
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an arrangement that greatly simplifies art movement and thus far has not posed any 
security problems.  The Hood’s Harrington Gallery also allows Dartmouth faculty to 
draw on collections to teach, without the responsibility for a finished exhibition.  These 
laboratory-style projects encourage intellectual inquiry and are not focused on museum 
practice.  Clearly, museums lacking such teaching facilities may have greater challenges 
in attracting and meeting demand.  Still, for faculty to teach from a collection they need 
to be acquainted with it, and Kathy Hart described one mechanism for this: museum 
residencies, structured such that a faculty member first studies the collections with 
museum staff and then prepares a report including object lists for the proposed class.  
One problem has been making a class visit worthwhile for just one work of interest in the 
collection; a “smart” classroom with digital projector could solve this by making 
contextualization possible. 
 

Deborah Wilde (RISD) spoke about the collaborations undertaken with Brown 
University under Mellon auspices.  The range and extent of the RISD Museum’s holdings 
make it a great boon to Brown faculty and students.  At any one time, only two to three 
percent can be on view of a collection that began as a set of plaster casts and, since the 
museum’s founding in 1877, has grown to an encyclopedic corpus of objects.  However, 
institutional obstacles sometimes interfere.  One example is the conflict between the two 
academic calendars: quarter system vs. two semesters plus shorter winter session.  The 
program of internships has had to reconcile these.  Next fall will inaugurate the Brown-
RISD joint-degree program (B.A. and B.F.A.). 

 
Caroline Harris (Princeton) dedicated her presentation to what the Curatorial 

Associate for Academic Programs, Cora Michael, has accomplished since the creation of 
that position in fall 2006.  (Cora herself was not able to attend the conference because a 
symposium she had organized at Princeton was taking place the same day.)  Although 
the position is a hybrid one that allows for independent curatorial projects, this 
presentation centered more on the academic liaison role.  PUAM focuses its energies not 
on one-off class visits obtained through a scattershot approach, but on classes that are 
built into the curriculum and offered year after year.  (The writing seminar, which every 
freshman takes, is especially fertile ground.)  PUAM also held a grant competition 
offering $7500 summer stipends in support of new course development; out of five 
applications received, three were accepted rather than one as originally planned.  Here 
again, replicability is key: the museum’s hope is that these courses, once designed with 
the help of the stipend, will be repeated. 

 
 

The roundtable discussion on “The Acquisitions Angle: Building the Collection 
for Academic Needs” was not pertinent to everyone, as some coordinators (particularly 
those in education departments) do not have a say in acquisitions.  Those who do not 
noted that the lack of voice can hamper their academic collaborations.  They regretted 
the absence of an official channel through which they could make faculty acquisition 
wishes known to their museum colleagues, or conversely, make acquisitions under 
consideration known to faculty.  Faculty often serve on acquisitions committees, and 
their endorsements (particularly with reference to use in teaching) weigh heavily in the 
case for acquisition.  The extent to which campus museum collections are able to serve 
academic needs varies widely among institutions, of course.  The Museum Loan Network 
was mentioned as an alternative way to fill gaps, at least temporarily, and a 
recommendation was made for long-term exchanges among academic museums, on the 
basis of their similar needs and institutional cultures. 
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A particularly valuable element of the conference was the firsthand accounts from 
faculty about collaborations with their respective campus art museums.  During the 
conference tour of Looking and Listening in Nineteenth-Century France, the Mellon 
Project exhibition then on view at the Smart Museum, faculty co-curator Martha Ward 
and students spoke about the course that generated the intellectual content of the 
exhibition, and about their essay contributions to the catalogue.  Professor Ward said 
that the experience of starting off from a given set of objects, though at first it felt 
constraining, spurred her to look at the works in new ways and, after this deep study, to 
find unexpected relationships between them.  The exhibition encompassed a range of 
materials from Daumier caricatures to Salon paintings to children’s songbooks, as well as 
a number of musical selections with direct links to works on display.  After viewing the 
exhibition and posing questions to Professor Ward and her students, conference 
participants were invited to tour the rest of the museum at their leisure before 
adjourning to the conference dinner. 
 
 
Museum Collaboration Across the Disciplines 
 

Faculty perspectives continued the following morning with a presentation by 
Steven Gerrard, Professor of Philosophy at Williams College, who had taught a course 
called “Fake: A Path into the Philosophy of Art” in conjunction with an exhibiton at the 
Williams College Museum of Art.  The exhibition objects served as test cases to see how 
well the concepts in the readings on philosophy of language and meaning held up.  
Moreover, students wrote for the exhibition publication, which appeared during the run 
of the show and in time for Commencement.  Professor Gerrard declared with great 
sincerity that the museum had “changed the course of [his] scholarly work,” by 
stimulating his interest in Marcel Duchamp, Edward Hopper, and other artists.  He also 
spoke briefly but positively about Williams’ Labeltalk program, which invites several 
faculty members to react to seven or eight works of art in 150 words or less.  Within this 
strict word limit, the responses evoked from faculty in different disciplines have been of 
an astonishing variety. 

 
Elizabeth Rodini (Johns Hopkins, formerly University of Chicago) was to have 

presented jointly with Professor Larry Norman (University of Chicago) on “The 
Theatrical Baroque,” the project they did in 2001 during Elizabeth’s tenure as Mellon 
Projects Curator at the Smart Museum.  Professor Norman, who has been serving as 
Deputy Provost for the Arts since 1/1/08, had been called away on university business 
and could not attend the conference after all.  Therefore Elizabeth devoted part of her 
time to speaking about “The Theatrical Baroque,” and the remainder to describing her 
more recent work as Associate Director of the Program in Museums and Society at Johns 
Hopkins University.  (This program, which she developed, offers an undergraduate 
minor.)  Of particular interest among the interdisciplinary projects she has been doing is 
the current student-curated exhibition at the Walters Art Museum called “Mapping the 
Cosmos: Images from the Hubble Space Telescope.”  This project accomplished the 
worthy but often elusive goal of bridging the arts and sciences. 
 
 

The roundtable discussion entitled “Evaluation: What Constitutes Success, and 
How Can It Be Measured?” took account of several of the participants’ experiences with 
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evaluation at several levels, from internal assessment (within the museum, or perhaps 
using methodological resources available within the college or university) to outside 
consultancy.  It was pointed out that many of the criteria being evaluated – embedded in 
museums’ mission statements, for example – are notoriously difficult to “get at,” much 
less measure, and that much depends on the evaluator’s understanding of academic 
museum culture.  Participants felt that they could be a good resource for each other, 
perhaps even making mutual site visits if funding could be obtained for this purpose. 
 
 
Moving Forward: New Horizons in Technology and Resource Sharing 
 

Technology and the uses to which it can be put in the academic art museum had 
attracted great interest as a general matter, but very few were willing to speak to the 
issue or offer “answers.”  Stepping into the breach, Katja Zelljadt (Getty Research 
Institute) offered a virtual tour through a plethora of online resources.  These featured a 
range of technologies from page-turning software to webcasting, mapping to new media.  
Katja emphasized the importance of recognizing what technology can and can’t do, and 
the need for academic museums to find tailored and appropriate uses.  As an example, 
she noted the increasing need for flexibility in posting web content (to facilitate quick 
access by defined user communities), and the conflict this poses with the extensive 
content review and approval process at many institutions.  The list of websites she had 
presented was made available afterward to the conference group as a reference.  
Technology and resource sharing are areas that could be taken up in greater detail at a 
future meeting, perhaps with an IT specialist as an invited guest. 
 

The conference concluded on a positive note, with everyone expressing strong 
hopes that the group could meet again and continue to stay in touch.  Representatives of 
several northeastern colleges (Dartmouth, Smith, Williams) thought they might jointly 
organize a second meeting, to be hosted at one or more of their institutions in a year or 
two; the possibility of Berkeley and Stanford co-hosting a meeting was also raised.  This 
approach was deemed preferable to embedding a shorter meeting within an existing 
annual conference such as that of the College Art Association.  While CAA (as opposed to 
AAMC, NAEA, or AAM) was identified as the professional society to which the greatest 
number of academic coordinators belonged, the group felt that seeking affiliate-society 
status within CAA was premature, if indeed it should ever be desirable. 

 
 
Follow-up 
 

Along with complete contact information for all participants, evaluation forms 
were sent out immediately following the event, asking respondents to comment on the 
effectiveness of the conference both as a set of discussions and as an overall experience.  
Response to the session format, agenda topics, and individual presentations was 
uniformly positive; most of all, however, respondents were enthusiastic about the chance 
to get to know their counterparts at peer institutions, and expressed great appreciation 
for this opportunity.  Excerpts follow: 
 
“Exemplary – I’ve never attended, or even imagined, a more useful conference.  I and my 
colleagues will benefit from this program for years to come.  [The program] seemed to 
introduce and allow productive discussion on virtually every subject I can think of that 
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relates to my work.  Literally every day I think about some pearl of wisdom, some 
illuminating observation, some new acquaintance from the conference.” 
 
“Absolutely marvelous.  There was so much to discuss and it felt like it was over so 
quickly!  The only thing that could have improved it would have been more time to visit 
with and learn from colleagues.” 
 
“The program was very useful both in giving a sense of the range of activities and 
initiatives at the museums, and also in providing a reassuring sense of the foundations in 
common among the institutions when focusing on the campus-museum interaction.” 
 
“Very useful: lots of good tips and access points on others’ programs.  Good food for 
thought from kindred spirits.” 
 
“Impeccably organized.” 
 
“It is obvious all of us love what we are doing and are looking for ways to do it better.” 
 
“Truly impressive.  I learned so much from my colleagues and developed more new ideas 
than I know what to do with.” 
 
“For our particular museum, this provided us with very valuable insights at a critical 
moment of self-assessment.  Despite having to cater to people coming from such an array 
of institutions, all of the conference sessions seemed to offer something meaningful and 
productive for the participants.” 
 
 
 
 
Organizer contact information: 
 
Anne Leonard 
Curator and Mellon Program Coordinator 
The Smart Museum of Art 
The University of Chicago 
5550 South Greenwood Avenue 
Chicago, IL  60637 
Tel. (773) 834-1210 
Fax (773) 702-3121 
aleonard@uchicago.edu 
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