
Bringing materials into focus: teaching initiatives at the University of Chicago and the Art Institute of Chicago

Maria Kokkori*, Francesca Casadio, Ken Sutherland

The Art Institute of Chicago, Conservation and Science (*Correspondence: mkokkori@artic.edu; ksutherland@artic.edu;fcasadio@artic.edu)

INTRODUCTION

In 2018, a visionary conservation science teaching initiative was launched by The University of Chicago’s Department of Art History in collaboration with the Art Institute of Chicago, and partnering with the 

University’s Institute for Molecular Engineering (IME), and Humanities Division. With support from philanthropist Suzanne Deal Booth, a five-year position was created to teach two classes each year in 

conservation and conservation science (Modern & Contemporary Materialities and The Material Science of Art).  The program has also supported an annual eight-week summer undergraduate research 

internship in the Department of Conservation & Science at the Art Institute. 

Employing students’ projects as reference points, this paper explores the pedagogical opportunities that such an interdisciplinary teaching approach can provide, and the multiple ways that conservation science 

can contribute to art-historical storytelling. It discusses how this teaching initiative has strengthened the connection between the Art Institute and the University of Chicago, creating networked communities that 

transcend institutional and disciplinary boundaries to catalyze innovation in the way we study, experience, and write about art.

COURSEWORK

The courses introduce students to object-driven research, an art historical method that centers physical study of a work of art as a primary text. They 

focus on scientific approaches to studying art objects and consider the meanings of different materials, including their bulk and surface aspects and how 

these may change over time, across various artistic media. Open to both undergraduates and graduate students, the classes draw on ongoing research and 

conservation treatments of objects at the Art Institute and showcase new scholarship generated in conservation science and object-driven art history that 

draws its strength from the collaborative work among scientists, conservators, and art historians. 

Students learn about the material make-up of art objects by employing visual analysis alongside practical studies, using scientific instrumental and 

imaging techniques on the university campus and at the Art Institute. Readings are drawn from a variety of disciplines, including material science and 

chemistry, art history, visual and material culture, anthropology, and philosophy. Object-centered research is often used in concert with other art 

historical sources, tools and methods -


