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The Art and Objects of the Everyday 
ARTH 630 001 
 
Fall 2016 
Tuesday 5:00-7:40 PM  
Room 3031 Smithsonian Ripley Center 
 
 

 
Andy Warhol, Campbell’s Soup Can, 1964. 
 
 
Course Description:  
This course will examine the art and objects of the everyday—things used by Americans 
on a daily basis from the eighteenth to twenty-first centuries.  In particular, we will study 
the categories that cultural critics have used to understand (and often to denigrate or 
celebrate) everyday things: from “kitsch” and “camp” to “pop.”  We will interrogate the 
decorative arts canon to ask: who decides what makes some art and objects “good” and 
certain interiors “tasteful”? How do those categories reflect the actual use of objects? How 
do certain objects move between categories from tasteful to kitsch and back again?  What 
makes a Thomas Kinkade popular but “bad art”?  This course will lead students from 
battles over middle-class gentility in the eighteenth century, through working-class 
interiors filled with manufactured goods in the nineteenth century, to the homes of 
present-day Washingtonians. Readings will be drawn from a variety of fields including 
material culture, history, art history, cultural anthropology, consumer studies, and 
architectural history.  
 
Required Texts:  (available through sites like Amazon) 
David Halle, Inside Culture: Art and Class in the American Home (University of  

Chicago Press, 1996) ISBN: 978-0226313689 
Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward, Blue Jeans: The Art of the Ordinary  

(University of California Press, 2012) ISBN: 978-0520272194 
Andy Warhol, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again)  

(Harvest Press, 1977) ISBN: 978-0156717205   
 
Course Website (Blackboard):  
Assignments, many course readings, and important announcements will be posted on 
Blackboard.  Messages about the course will also be sent via email. It is imperative, 

Dr. Jennifer Van Horn 
Email: jvanhorn@gmu.edu 
Office hours: Tuesdays 3:00-4:00,  
faculty office Ripley Center; Mondays 
and Wednesdays 10:30-11:30, 
Robinson Hall B 369B Mason campus; 
or by appointment  
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therefore, that you check your George Mason email account AND the course website via 
Blackboard.  You will also be required to submit assignments via Blackboard.   
 
It is your responsibility to familiarize yourself with Blackboard and to submit assignments 
via Blackboard. An inability to use Blackboard, or experiencing technical issues with 
Blackboard, are not excuses for failing to complete reading assignments or for submitting 
assignments late. 
 
Blackboard is available in the myMason Portal.  After logging into 
http://mymason.gmu.edu, you will see a Courses Tab at the top right.  From there you will 
see a Course List. ! You should select our course.  
 
If you can not log in to myMason please contact the ITU Support Center at (703) 993-
8870 or reset your Mason NetID password at http://password.gmu.edu 
 
For tutorials on how to use Blackboard visit:  
http://ondemand.blackboard.com/students.htm 
 
If you have difficulty with Blackboard you should consult the “Courses Support: Help for 
Blackboard and Additional Course Tools” website:   
https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_tab_group_id=_230_1 
 
If you repeatedly get “error” messages or are unable to access course content you should 
contact Mason through the Contact Us form at:  
https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/webapps/portal/frameset.jsp?tab_tab_group_id=_230_1 
 
Reserve Readings:  
Course readings that are not posted on Blackboard will be placed on reserve in the HDA 
Library, either as books or as photocopies. I will do my best to make these materials 
available the week before the reading is due. I ask that you show respect for your fellow 
students in restricting the amount of time that you borrow reserve materials and in not 
removing them from HDA spaces. If you notice that a reading is not available on 
Blackboard or in the HDA Library please let me know so that I have time to provide it or 
to make alternate arrangements.  I greatly appreciate learning of this BEFORE the 
class session when we are scheduled to discuss the reading. 
 
Course Objectives:  
Upon completing this course you will be able to:  

• Critically examine a range of objects used by Americans between 1700 and the 
present.  

• Be able to see American decorative arts and architecture from the perspectives of 
multiple participants. 

• Understand the importance of class, ethnicity, and race in structuring American 
society and in shaping how people interact with artifacts. 

• Understand gender as an analytical concept that scholars use to study the past 
and present. 

• Understand how to read and critically interpret: primary historical documents, 
visual and material artifacts. 

•  Be familiar with the primary methodologies of material culture study and be able 
to apply these methods to material and visual artifacts.  

• Be able to analyze and to critique scholars’ interpretations of decorative arts and 
landscapes and to evaluate major debates among scholars in the field of American 
material culture study. 
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• Understand how to identify chronological and geographical patterns, identify 
issues and problems in the past, formulate historical questions, interrogate 
historical data and sources, support interpretations with visual and material 
evidence.  

• Understand and appreciate social and cultural differences among individuals, 
groups, and societies with regard to their attitudes towards object use. 

 
 
Grading: 
Your grade will be determined in the following way: 
 
Participation (15%) includes in-class as well as Informal Reading Responses 
Two Formal Reading Responses (10%) 
Finding Kitsch Paper (15%) 
Blue Jeans Analysis and Ethnography (20%) 
Final Paper (30%) 
Final Presentation (10%) 
 
 
Assignments: 
 
In writing papers students should follow the citation format of the Chicago Manual of 
Style.  A basic reference guide is available at:  
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html  
 
Informal Reading Responses:  
In addition to participating actively in class discussion, most weeks (indicated by a * on 
the syllabus) students will post a short (1-2 page) response to that week’s readings. To 
post go to Blackboard under “Group Discussion” and then click on the forum for that 
week’s topic. (Responses should be posted by 8:00 PM the day before our class meeting.) 
These responses may focus upon one reading, but will ideally draw connections between 
several readings.  The responses should show both engagement with the material covered 
in the readings as well as critical analysis of the authors’ arguments.  They can raise 
issues that students found perplexing or topics they found fruitful for class discussion. 
Students will write SIX of these over the course of the semester.  
 
Formal Written Reading Responses: 
Twice over the semester students will take an informal reading response from the 
previous week and use it (along with the insights they gain from the class discussion) as 
the basis for a more formal reading response. This response should be longer (5 pages) 
and be more formally written. It will draw ideally draw connections between several 
readings.  The formal response should show both engagement with the material covered 
in the readings as well as critical analysis of the authors’ arguments.  Formal responses 
(submitted via Blackboard) are due by the start of class on the week after the initial 
readings were assigned. 
 
Papers:  

Finding Kitsch Paper  
On Tuesday or Wednesday, Sept. 27 or 28, you will visit Quinn’s Auction Galleries 
in Falls Church, Virginia.  During your trip there each student will identify an 
object or artwork for closer study.  They will write a short (5 page) paper 
describing the artifact and then arguing whether it can or should be viewed as 
kitsch.  (The paper will require students to articulate their own definition of 
kitsch). More directions will be posted closer to the due date. 



All	  rights	  reserved.	  This	  material	  may	  not	  be	  reproduced,	  displayed,	  modified	  or	  distributed	  without	  the	  
express	  prior	  written	  permission	  of	  the	  copyright	  holder.	  For	  permission,	  contact	  jvanhorn@gmu.edu	  
 

Blue Jeans Analysis and Ethnography 
After reading Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward’s Blue Jeans: The Art of the 
Ordinary students will interview a willing participant about his or her use of blue 
jeans.  Students will then write a short (5 page paper) analyzing their experiences 
in terms of Miller’s and Woodward’s findings.  More directions will be posted closer 
to the due date.  

 
Inside the Home Final Paper 
The final paper will require students to conduct field research on contemporary 
household decoration.  After reading David Halle’s Inside Culture students will 
complete his or her own limited ethnography of willing participants and analyze 
the contents of Washington D.C. area homes in a 15 page paper. More directions 
will be posted closer to the due date.   

 
Final Presentation:  
In the final two weeks of the course each student will give a 10 minute oral 
presentation.  In these presentations students will deliver a paper (including a 
PowerPoint presentation) that presents their findings in their final paper and explains 
why their conclusions matter. More directions will be distributed closer to the due date. 
 
 
Attendance Policy: 
It is vitally important for you to be in class each week. Please let me know beforehand if 
there is a University sanctioned reason why you will not be in class.  Attendance will be 
factored into your final grade as a part of the participation grade. In addition, after one 
unexcused absences students’ overall letter grades will be reduced by 1/3 for each 
subsequent unexcused absence.  Being more than 10 minutes late to class is equivalent 
to being absent.  
 
Participation:  
The most important aspect to success in this class is your presence and your active 
participation. The course will rely heavily upon discussion, so please have completed the 
assigned readings before class each day, bring any assigned readings to class, and be 
ready to critically talk about what you have read. I want us to benefit from the experience 
and perspectives that each of you brings to the discussion. That is, I want to hear from 
each and everyone of you, every class. If it is your tendency to be reserved in class, be 
warned that I may call on you to speak. If it is your tendency to be uncomfortable with 
silence please be aware that some students require longer to decide to speak and be wary 
of dominating classroom discussions.  
 
Plagiarism Statement:  
Plagiarism and other forms of cheating will not be tolerated. ANY instance of plagiarism 
on any assignment will result in a grade of “0” for that assignment. A second 
instance of plagiarism will result in a grade of “F” for the course.   
 
This course will use a Plagiarism Detection Service called "Safe Assign" built into 
Blackboard.  I only use this program as a guideline to flag suspicious papers.  If you do not 
plagiarize then there will be no problem—I grade each paper myself. 
 
Continued enrollment in this course after receipt of this syllabus signifies your 
understanding and acceptance of the definition and consequences of plagiarism and 
cheating as defined by George Mason University. 
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Academic Honesty:  
The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual choices made by 
each of us.  GMU has an Honor Code (academicintgrity.gmu.edu) with clear guidelines 
regarding academic integrity.  Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow 
at all times are that:  (1) all work submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or 
ideas of others, including fellow students, give full credit through accurate citations; and 
(3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules on a particular assignment, ask for 
clarification.  No grade is important enough to justify academic misconduct.  Plagiarism 
means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information from another person 
without giving the person credit.  Writers give credit through accepted documentation 
styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes.    Paraphrased material must 
also be cited, using Chicago Manual of Style (Humanities) format.  A simple listing of 
books or articles is not sufficient.  Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and 
cannot be tolerated in the academic setting.  If you have any doubts about what 
constitutes plagiarism, please see the instructor.  
 
Accommodations for Disabilities:  
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see 
the instructor and contact the Office for Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474, 
http://ods.gmu.edu.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. 
  
Electronic Usage Policy:   
All cell phones and pagers should be turned off or put in the “silent” mode prior to the 
beginning of class.  I also ask that if you are using a laptop or tablet computer that you 
disable your wireless connection before the beginning of class so that you are not tempted 
to go online and check sites like facebook.  Text messaging and the use of facebook is 
considered to be the equivalent of cell phone conversation and is not welcome in the 
classroom. If there is a specific reason why you need to use an electronic device, in the 
case of a family emergency, etc., then please let me know before class begins.  My goal is to 
have each member of the class engaged and participating in discussion.  
 
Make Up Policy Regarding Missed Papers and Other In-Class Assignments:  
Papers and presentations must be submitted and delivered when scheduled unless the 
instructor is consulted BEFORE the deadline.  Late assignments will be accepted with a 
deduction in points.  Unforeseen emergencies, of course, will be accommodated in 
consultation with me. 
 
Dates to Remember:  
Sept. 27  Class cancelled for Quinn’s Auction Galleries  
Sept. 27 or 28  Visit Quinn’s Auction Galleries on own 
Sunday Oct. 2   Finding Kitsch Paper due (submit via Blackboard by 9:00  

PM)   
Oct. 11 Class cancelled for University Holiday   
Nov. 15 Blue Jeans Ethnography Paper due (submit via Blackboard  

by start of class) 
Nov. 29  Final Paper Presentations 
Dec. 6   Final Paper Presentations 
Dec. 13   Final Paper due (submit via Blackboard by 9:00 PM) 
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Tentative Course Schedule  
 
 
Aug. 30 What is Art? What is the Everyday? What is the Ordinary?  
 
Readings:  

• Walter Benjamin,  “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”  
in Illuminations, 217-252 (Blackboard) 

• Peter Hessler, “Chinese Barbizon: Painting the Outside World,” The New Yorker 
(October 26, 2009)  (Blackboard) 

• Dell Upton, “Architecture in Everyday Life,” New Literary History (2002) 
(Blackboard) 
 

 
Sept. 6  The Consumer Revolution and the Spread of Refinement*  
 
Readings:  

• Richard Bushman, Chapters 3 and 4 from Refinement of America (Blackboard) 
• Kate Haulman, “Fops and Coquettes,” in The Politics of Fashion in Eighteenth-

Century America, 47-79 (Blackboard) 
• David Jaffee, “Peddlers of Progress and the Transformation of the Rural North,” 

The Journal of American History 78:2 (September 1991) (Blackboard)  
 
 
 
Sept. 13 Popular Culture and Cultural Critics: Highbrow/Lowbrow  

in the 19th and early 20th centuries*    
 
Readings:  

• Lizbeth Cohen, “Embellishing a Life of Labor” Journal of American Culture Winter 
1980 (Blackboard)  

• Sheila Webb, “The Consumer-Citizen: ‘Life’ Magazine’s Construction of Middle-
class Lifestyle Through Consumption Scenarios,” Studies in Popular Culture 
(2012), (Blackboard)  

• Katherine Martinez, “At Home with Mona Lisa: Consumers and Commercial Visual 
Culture, 1880-1920” in Seeing High and Low (Blackboard) 

 
 
Sept. 20 Finding and Defining Kitsch 
 
Readings:  

• Umberto Eco, “The Structure of Bad Taste,” in The Open Work trans. Anna 
Cancogni, 180-216 (Blackboard) 

• Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” in Clement Greenberg: The 
Collected Essays and Criticism, 5-22 (Blackboard)  

• Daniel Miller, “Things that Bright Up the Place,” Home Cultures (Blackboard)  
• Lisa Saltzman, ““Avant-Garde and Kitsch” Revisited: On the Ethics of 

Representation,” Mirroring Evil: Nazi Imagery/Recent Art (Blackboard) 
 
 
Sept. 27 Class cancelled for “Weekly Treasures Auction” Quinn’s Auction  

Galleries and “Finding Kitsch” paper.  (continued next page) 
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On your own visit Quinn’s Auction Galleries, Falls Church, Virginia and select an item for 
sale to use as the basis of your “Finding Kitsch” paper.  
(http://www.quinnsauction.com/about.php) Preview Available: Tuesday Sept. 27 4pm-
7pm; Wednesday Sept. 28 10am-6pm. The auction itself begins Wednesday at 6:00 PM. 
  
Sunday, Oct. 2 “Finding Kitsch” Paper Due by 9:00 PM (submit via Blackboard)  
 
 
Oct. 4  The Value of the Authentic: My Kid Could Paint  

That * 
 
Readings:  

• William Morris, “The Revival of Handicraft,” 1888 (Blackboard) 
• Dennis Hall, “Rites of Appraisal and Questions of Value: Public Televisions’ 

‘Antiques Roadshow” Studies in Popular Culture (1999) (Blackboard) 
• Charles F. Montgomery, “The Connoisseurship of Artifacts,” in Material Culture 

Studies in America ed. Thomas J. Schlereth (Blackboard) 
 
In class screening: My Kid Could Paint That (82 minutes) and discussion 
 
 
 
CLASS CANCELLED Oct. 11 for University Holiday  
 
Oct. 18   Religion, Sentiment, and Consumer Goods * 
 
Readings:  

• Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity, 222-269 (Blackboard)  
• Daniel Harris, “The kitschification of Sept. 11” Salon, January 2002, (Blackboard) 
• Erika Doss, “Spontaneous memorials and contemporary modes of mourning in 

America” Material Religion (Blackboard)  
 
 
 
Oct. 25  The Souvenir, the Collection, and Personal Attachment * 
 
Readings: 

• Susan Stewart, Selections from On Longing, 132-169 (Blackboard) 
• Peter Stallybrass, “Marx’s Coat,” in Border Fetishisms: Material Objects in 

Unstable Spaces ,183-207 (Blackboard) 
• Ronald Paul Hill and Mark Starney, “The Homeless in America: An Examination of 

Possessions and Consumption Behaviors,” Journal of Consumer Research 17:3 
(December 1990): 303-321.  
 

 
 
Nov. 1  Pop, Folk, and Funk: Andy Warhol as Case Study * 
 
Readings:  

• Andy Warhol, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again) 
(purchase)   

• Pamela Allara, “Please Touch: Warhol’s Collection as Alternative Museum,” 40-48, 
Matthew Tinkcom, “Kitsch and the Inexpensive”48-54, Michael Lobel, “Warhol’s 
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Closet,’ 64-72, Jonathan Flatley, “Liking Things,” 94-102 in Possession Obsession: 
Andy Warhol and Collecting ed. John Smith (Blackboard) 

 
 
 
Nov. 8  So Bad It’s Good: Subcultures, Camp, and Class * 
 
Readings: 

• Susan Sontag, “Notes on ‘Camp’” in Against Interpretation, and Other Essays, 275-
292 (Blackboard) 

• Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, 90-99 (Blackboard) 
• Gael Sweeney, “The King of White Trash Culture: Elvis Presley and the Aesthetics 

of Excess,” in White Trash: Race and Class in America (Blackboard)  
• Cammie M. Sublette and Jennifer Martin, “Let Them Eat Cake,” Popular Culture 

Association in the South (Blackboard) 
 
In class screening: Selections from Glee (2009) and Scream Queens (2015) discussion  

 
 
 
Nov. 15            Denim and Comfort 
 
Readings:  

• Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward, Blue Jeans: The Art of the Ordinary 
(purchase), 1-120 

• John Crowley, “The Sensibility of Comfort,” The American Historical Review 104:3 
(June 1999) (Blackboard)  

 
Due: Blue Jeans ethnography (submit via Blackboard by start of class) 
 
 
 
Nov. 22 Putting it All Together: Inside the Home 
 
Readings:  

• David Halle, Inside Culture: Art and Class in the American Home (purchase) 
 
  
 
Nov. 29 Final Presentations 
 
 
Dec. 6  Final Presentations  
 
Due: Final Paper Dec. 13 (submit via Blackboard by 9:00 PM)  
 
 
 


