
[This course, aimed at graduate students in Brown University’s Public 
Humanities program, provides hands-on experience with museum collections 
and museum collections policies. It used Brown’s Haffenreffer Museum as an 
example.]
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Steven Lubar  
Spring 2011

This course uses the Haffenreffer Museum of Anthropology as a case study to address aspects of 
collections in museums. It ranges from hands-on instruction in accessioning and object handling 
to big questions about the role of objects in museums today. Along the way, we will consider 
conservation, registration, collecting, and, more generally, the role of objects in research, 
education, and public outreach. 

Readings

Background readings are listed on the syllabus; read these before class. Under the “Additional 
reading” rubric there are examples and other readings you might find of interest, mostly 
available on OCRA (password “public”) or on the class blog, at amcv2220.wordpress.com.  I’ll 
also make materials available at the JNBC. We’ll spend some time in class talking about the 
readings, but most of the time on projects. 

Assignments

1. Group project. In a small group (2 or 3 students) write a significant museum document for 
the Haffenreffer. You should pick one of these early in the semester. The sources will vary, but 
for all them, you should keep in touch with me, work with museum staff, research other 
museums’ policies, speak with experts in the field, and survey the literature. The group 
papers are due to me in draft form on April 30, in class presentations on May 4, and in final 
written form on May 15. These reports might be 15-25 pages long. 

1. HMA collections plan

2. HMA branding plan

3. HMA strategic plan

4. IMLS grant for HMA for storage or conservation

5. Requirements for and choose best commercial system for a new HMA CMS

2. Short papers. In the syllabus are listed suggestions for papers. Pick five of these to write 
3-5 page papers on. These papers are due one week after they are listed in the syllabus. I 
encourage you to post these to your own blogs, to make them available to the other members 
of the class. I’ll link to your blog from the course blog. 

3. Participate in an exhibition on collecting at the HMA that will open at the end of the 
semester. This exhibit will draw on your earlier work in the archives and in interviewing 
collectors. We’ll need to choose objects, decide upon themes, write text, design the display, 
and install the exhibition and create a website.  

Grading

http://dl.lib.brown.edu/reserves/student/student.php?task=begin&semesterid=25
http://dl.lib.brown.edu/reserves/student/student.php?task=begin&semesterid=25
https://amcv2220.wordpress.com
https://amcv2220.wordpress.com


Your paper is based 30 percent on class discussion and blogging or twittering about class issues, 
30 percent on the group project, 35 percent on the short papers, and 5 percent on your 
contribution to the group exhibit project. 

Travel

Note that the course is peripatetic; we move around a lot, depending on where we can learn the 
most. CRC is the Collections Research Center, in Bristol. We’ll also schedule trips to Christies, in 
New York, and the New Bedford Whaling Museum; dates and times to be determined. 



Date Topic In Class Background Reading Additional 
Reading

Locatio
n

Assignme
nts

Week 1 
(Jan. 26)

Introductio
ns

What do 
curators 
know?

Mannin
g

Week 2 
(Feb. 2)

Museum 
collection 
basics

Introductio
n to the 
CRC. How 
to handle 
objects. 
How to 
find 
objects at 
the CRC. 
Getting to 
know the 
collections. 
Thierry 
Gentis

Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need 
Objects? Chapter 1  BUY

Sharon Macdonald, “Collecting Practices” 
OCRA

HMA website CRC Write a 
short 
summary 
of what you 
learned 
about the 
collections. 
What 
impressed 
you? What 
surprised 
you? What 
did you not 
see? 

Week 3 
(Feb. 9)

Haffenreff
er 
Museum: 
Strategic 
planning

History and 
future of 
the HMA

Shepherd Krech, Passionate Hobby FREE

HMA student strategic plan, 2007 BLOG

Strategic 
plans from 
other 
museums 
BLOG and 
WEB

Mannin
g

Analyze 
and 
critique a 
museum 
strategic 
plan. 

Week 4 
(Feb. 16)

Haffenreff
er 
Museum: 
Branding

Branding 
exercise
Ian Russell

M. A. Wallace, Museum Branding, 
Chapters 1, 2, 3, 12, 20  BLOG

JNBC Choose a 
museum 
and 
analyze 
and 
critique its 
branding. 

Week 5 
(March 
Feb. 23)

Collection
s 
manageme
nt

Registering 
and 
cataloging 
a 
collection. 
Thierry 
Gentis

John Simmons, Things Great and Small: 
Collections Management Policies, AAM 
2006  BUY

Marie C. Malaro, "Collection Management 
Policies," in A Legal Primer on Managing 
Museum Collections. Smithsonian 
Institution Press (1985), 43-51.   BLOG

Stephen L. Williams, “Critical Concepts 
concerning non-living collections,” 
Collections, 1:1, 2004. BLOG

Code of ethics for registrars

Any chapter 
of interest in 
Rebecca A. 
Buck and 
Jean Gilmore, 
Museum 
Registration 
Methods 5th 
Edition

CRC Choose one 
object or 
one 
accession 
at the HMA 
and write a 
paper on 
how it got 
there. 
Sources are 
the 
accession 
files; 
choose one 
at the CRC 
to copy. 

http://www.rcaam.org/pdf/Part3-Appendix.pdf
http://www.rcaam.org/pdf/Part3-Appendix.pdf


Date Topic In Class Background Reading Additional 
Reading

Locatio
n

Assignme
nts

Week 6 
(March 
2)

Material 
Culture: 
using 
artifacts in 
research 
and public 
outreach

Teaching 
with 
objects. 
Kevin 
Smith and 
Geralyn 
Hoffmann

Shari Tishman, “The Object of Their 
Attention “in Educational Leadership, 
February 2008, Volume 65, Number 5  
BLOG

Project Zero and Harvard Art Museums, 
“Study Center Learning: An Investigation 
of the Educational Power and Potential of 
the Harvard Art Museum’s Study Centers” 
BLOG

Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need 
Objects? Chapter 4

Mannin
g

Week 7 
(March 
9)

Collectors G. Thomas Tanselle, A Rationale of 
Collecting  BLOG

Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking my library,” 
OCRA

Rosemary Matthews, “Collectors and why 
they collect
Isabella Stewart Gardner and her museum 
of art”
Journal of the History of Collections  
BLOG

American Appraisers Association, The 
Expert’s Guide to Collecting

AAMD, Art Museums, Private Collectors, 
and the Public Benefit 

Center for 
the History 
of Collecting 
in America

Philipp Blom, 
To Have and 
To Hold

TBA Interview a 
collector 
(ideally, an 
HMA 
donor) and 
write on 
why he or 
she collects 
and 
donates to 
museums. 

Week 8 
(March 
16)

Museum 
Collecting

Collecting 
Voudou 
flags; we 
will make a 
selection 
from the 
exhibit for 
the HMA to 
collect
Katherine 
Smith

Stephen E. Weil, “Twenty-one ways to buy 
art.” BLOG 

Steven Lubar and Peter Liebhold, “What’s 
worth saving?” BLOG 

Haidy Geismar, “What’s in a Price? An 
Ethnography of Tribal Art at Auction,” 
Journal of Material Culture March 2001 
vol. 6 no. 1 25-47

Candice Russell, “Voodoo Flags: An Essay 
in Collecting”

Heritage 
auctions 
website

Mannin
g

Interview 
Anthropolo
gy 
department 
or other 
department 
faculty 
about 
artifacts 
that they’d 
find useful 
in the HMA.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40372043
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40372043
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40372043
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40372043
http://bit.ly/ho0LuI
http://bit.ly/ho0LuI
http://bit.ly/ho0LuI
http://bit.ly/ho0LuI
http://www.aamd.org/papers/documents/PrivateCollectors3.pdf
http://www.aamd.org/papers/documents/PrivateCollectors3.pdf
http://www.aamd.org/papers/documents/PrivateCollectors3.pdf
http://www.aamd.org/papers/documents/PrivateCollectors3.pdf
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.frick.org/center/
http://www.haitianna.com/voodoo_flags2.html
http://www.haitianna.com/voodoo_flags2.html
http://www.haitianna.com/voodoo_flags2.html
http://www.haitianna.com/voodoo_flags2.html


Date Topic In Class Background Reading Additional 
Reading

Locatio
n

Assignme
nts

Week 9 
(March 
23)

Collection
s Planning

Analysis 
and 
presentatio
n of 
museum 
collections 
plans. 

What 
should the 
HMA 
collect? 

James Gardner and Elizabeth Merritt, The 
AAM Guide to Collections Planning, 2004   
BLOG

Simon Knell, “Altered values: searching 
for a new
Collecting,” in Museums and the Future 
of Collecting, ed. Simon Knell BLOG

Concern at the Core: Managing 
Smithsonian Collections esp. Executive 
Summary, chapter on Acquisition and 
Disposal of Collections, and appendix on 
Acquisition and Disposal

Read a museum collections plan and be 
prepared to present a summary. 

HMA 
collections 
plans; NBWM 
draft 
collections 
plans BLOG

Other 
museum 
collections 
plans WEB 
and BLOG

Mannin
g

From the 
collection 
at the 
JNBC, 
choose a 
museum  
collections 
catalog 
(not an 
exhibition 
catalog) 
and write a 
review. 
Evaluate 
the 
collection. 

W e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a kW e e k  1 0 :  S p r i n g  B r e a k
Week 11 
(April 6)

Conservati
on and 
storage

Alex 
Allardt 

Barbara Appelbaum, Conservation Treatment 
Methodology, parts 1 and 2  BUY

Catherine Sease, “Codes of Ethics for 
Conservators,” International Journal of 
Cultural Property (1998), 7: 98-115 
Cambridge University Press

Storage 
plans, 
storage 
apparatus 
catalogs

CRC 

Week 12 
(April 
13)

Collection
s 
manageme
nt and 
access 
systems, 
new 
media, 
and the 
web

Introductio
n to ARGUS 
and Omeka

Getty Vocabularies: http://
www.getty.edu/research/tools/
vocabularies/index.html 
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/
vocabularies/intro_to_vocabs.pdf 
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/
vocabularies/vocab_what_we_do.pdf 

Take a look at: Nomenclature 3.0 for 
Museum Cataloging: A Revised and 
Expanded Version of Robert G. Chenhall's 
System for Classifying Man-Made Objects

Lev Manovich, “Database as Symbolic 
Form” 

Fiona Cameron and Sarah Mengler, 
“Complexity, Transdisciplinarity and 
Museum Collections Documentation: 
Emergent Metaphors for a Complex 
World,” Journal of Material Culture June 
2009 vol. 14 no. 2 189-218 

Quigley, Suzanne, updated and expanded 
by Perian Sully, “Computer 
Documentation” in The New Museum 
Registration Methods. Rebecca A. Buck 
and Jean A. Gilmore (eds.). 5th ed.  BLOG

Explore 
online 
databases 
including 
UBC, PEM, 
and others; 
explore 
Omeka 
http://
omeka.org/ 
and ARGUS
http://
www.argus-
sydneyplus.c
om/
default.aspx 

Mannin
g

Write a 
critique of 
an online 
museum 
collections 
system. 
What 
works, 
what 
doesn’t? 
What would 
you 
change? 
What 
features 
should an 
HMA 
system 
have? 

http://www.si.edu/opanda/studies_of_resources.html
http://www.si.edu/opanda/studies_of_resources.html
http://www.si.edu/opanda/studies_of_resources.html
http://www.si.edu/opanda/studies_of_resources.html
http://www.amazon.com/Conservation-Treatment-Methodology-Barbara-Appelbaum/dp/0750682744/ref=cm_pdp_rev_itm_title_1
http://www.amazon.com/Conservation-Treatment-Methodology-Barbara-Appelbaum/dp/0750682744/ref=cm_pdp_rev_itm_title_1
http://www.amazon.com/Conservation-Treatment-Methodology-Barbara-Appelbaum/dp/0750682744/ref=cm_pdp_rev_itm_title_1
http://www.amazon.com/Conservation-Treatment-Methodology-Barbara-Appelbaum/dp/0750682744/ref=cm_pdp_rev_itm_title_1
http://journals.cambridge.org.revproxy.brown.edu/action/displayFulltext?type=1&fid=279299&jid=JCP&volumeId=7&issueId=01&aid=279298&bodyId=&membershipNumber=&societyETOCSession=
http://journals.cambridge.org.revproxy.brown.edu/action/displayFulltext?type=1&fid=279299&jid=JCP&volumeId=7&issueId=01&aid=279298&bodyId=&membershipNumber=&societyETOCSession=
http://journals.cambridge.org.revproxy.brown.edu/action/displayFulltext?type=1&fid=279299&jid=JCP&volumeId=7&issueId=01&aid=279298&bodyId=&membershipNumber=&societyETOCSession=
http://journals.cambridge.org.revproxy.brown.edu/action/displayFulltext?type=1&fid=279299&jid=JCP&volumeId=7&issueId=01&aid=279298&bodyId=&membershipNumber=&societyETOCSession=
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/index.html
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/intro_to_vocabs.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/intro_to_vocabs.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/intro_to_vocabs.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/intro_to_vocabs.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/vocab_what_we_do.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/vocab_what_we_do.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/vocab_what_we_do.pdf
http://www.getty.edu/research/tools/vocabularies/vocab_what_we_do.pdf
http://con.sagepub.com/content/5/2/80
http://con.sagepub.com/content/5/2/80
http://con.sagepub.com/content/5/2/80
http://con.sagepub.com/content/5/2/80
http://omeka.org/
http://omeka.org/
http://omeka.org/
http://omeka.org/
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx
http://www.argus-sydneyplus.com/default.aspx


Date Topic In Class Background Reading Additional 
Reading

Locatio
n

Assignme
nts

Week 13 
(April 
20)

Legal and 
moral 
issues of 
collecting: 
NAGPRA, 
internation
al laws, 
etc. 

Steven Conn, Do Museums Still Need 
Objects? Chapter 2 and 4
 
Read several articles in Museum 
International Volume 61, Issue 1-2 (May 
2009), papers from the Athens 
Conference on Return and Restitution of 
Cultural Property 2008

Read several articles in Museum 
Anthropology Volume 33. Issue 2. 
September 2010 on NAGPRA at 20. 

Museum News articles on NAGPRA at 20

AAMD, “Report On Acquisition of 
Archaeological Materials And Ancient Art” 

Report of the AAMD Task Force on the 
Acquisition and Stewardship of Sacred Objects

“Complying 
with 
NAGPRA,” in 
The New 
Museum 
Registration 
Methods 
BLOG

Mannin
g

Write an 
executive  
summary 
(or 
powerpoint
) of one of 
the 
national or 
internation
al laws on 
collecting 
suitable for 
presentatio
n to the 
museum 
board.

Week 14 
(April 
27)

Planning 
collections 
exhibition

CRC

Week 15 
(May 4)

Group 
reports on 
projects

Mannin
g

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/muse.2009.61.issue-1-2/issuetoc
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://www.anthrosource.net/Articles.aspx?issn=0892-8339&volume=33&issue=2&doubleissueno=0&suppno=0&jstor=False&cyear=2010
http://aam-us.org/pubs/upload/NAPGRA.pdf
http://aam-us.org/pubs/upload/NAPGRA.pdf
http://bit.ly/emTSvY
http://bit.ly/emTSvY
http://bit.ly/emTSvY
http://bit.ly/emTSvY
http://bit.ly/fs9WD8
http://bit.ly/fs9WD8
http://bit.ly/fs9WD8
http://bit.ly/fs9WD8

