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Course Description 

How, when, and why are objects significant in the modern world? What are “significant” objects in the 

grand scope of history, museum collecting, and cultural heritage? To what extent are objects cultural 

mediators, social communicators, and political actors for communities, social groups, and nations? This 

seminar-based course explores the connections between material culture and cultural heritage through 

the diverse lenses of art history, anthropology, archaeology, history, material culture studies, museum 

studies, and heritage and preservation studies. Course discussion will include topics such as collecting, 

collections, and museums, globalization and cultural tourism, colonialism and post-colonialism, 

monuments and memorials, art/artifact “markets," repatriation and restitution, historic preservation 

and conservation, and the relationships between tangible and intangible heritage.  

There are no prerequisites for this course and students from all backgrounds and majors are welcome! 

 



 

Course Objectives 

 

After taking this course, students enrolled in Significant Objects: Material Culture Studies and Cultural 

Heritage will be able to:  

 1. Understand the interdisciplinary basis of material culture studies, historic preservation, and cultural 

heritage;     

2. Speak to the diverse role(s) and functions of material culture in human cultures, past and present;   

3. Chart the emergence of material culture as a specific interest and concern within the field of historic 

preservation and cultural heritage;     

4. Consider the role of material culture and memorials in the process of history and memory-making; 

5. Become familiar with methods and approaches to the study of material culture and cultural heritage; 

6. Understand the role of museums and other cultural or commercial institutions in the collection, 

interpretation, and display/use of material culture;  

7. Situate your own research interests within material culture and cultural heritage scholarship. 

 

Course Format and Expectations 

• Each class meeting will include both a short lecture and longer seminar discussion.  

• Lectures provide historical or contextual background to the topic of the week.  

• Seminars facilitate robust and engaged discussion about the class topic and assigned weekly readings. 

 

Course Assignments 

 

Students are expected to attend all class meetings, read weekly assigned readings, participate in class 

discussions, present several scheduled introductions/summaries of weekly readings, and submit three 

written assignments (two short papers and 1 longer research paper) at regular scheduled intervals 

during the semester. There is no midterm or final exam for this course. Like all advanced seminars that 

include both undergraduate and graduate students, this course requires approximately 80-100 pages of 

reading per week. 

 

A full syllabus (posted on our CANVAS site) will be available for registered students approximately one 

week before our first class, January 19, 2023.  


