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This article documents the development of a research course held in Special Collections at the University of Utah and the online performance archive created by this class.  Let me begin by saying that this was not a course I set out to teach.  In fact, it is the serendipitous result of a fairly routine attempt on my part to be a little interdisciplinary about the materials used in my Spring 2006 17th/18th-century French Survey.  My first intention for this course was to focus on the phenomenon of the theater, so instrumental in and so reflective of the history of ideas during this period.  I thought I would also use early treatises on acting and some images to incorporate an element of performance studies into the course:  Jacques Callot’s sketches of commedia figures and Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le comédien seemed safe bets—and that’s as far as my imagination went.  Sometime in early December when the semester was coming to a close and I could breathe, it occurred to me that we had a remarkably interesting Special Collections Department at the University of Utah’s J. Willard Marriott Library.  Although I had gotten to know Luise Poulton, curator of rare books, through other research interests, I had never asked about theater. So, I did.  
The conversation went something like this: “Hey, Luise, have we got anything at all pertaining to French theater or performance history?”  “Gee, Christine, I think we do, but let me check on that and get back to you.”  By early December, one month before I was meant to teach the class, Luise had produced a three-page list of French and British books in our collection, most of them on dance, from the late 17th to the early 19th-century.  I was stunned and thrilled—the thought of doing archival work with my students at our very own state university library was a dream.  

That month, my syllabus went out the window and the course conception changed entirely from a survey whose basic materials would be Classical and Enlightenment plays, to an interdisciplinary research course on the art of performance from the Classical to the early Romantic period in France and England.  (See Appendix for course syllabus.)  I resolved to hold as many sessions as possible in Special Collections and to have the students work as closely as possible with the artifacts in our collection.  Luise graciously agreed to host us in the Rare Books’ Book Arts Studio as often as we felt necessary.  As my idea for the course grew, so did my ambition.  By February I had secured a Teaching Grant to create a website based on the research the students did in the course and to digitize our books, many of which did not exist in electronic form.  The course and grant were entitled “Dramatis Personae” and they resulted in a public domain website of the same name:  http://www.dramatispersonaearchive.org
How I came to teach this class was sort of an accident.  But once I discovered our treasure trove of rare books on dance, the logic for the course presented itself—this could now be a class on two very distinct forms of material culture.  We would discuss the material artifact of the early-modern book, as well as the art of movement (what I have come to call an “invisible” form of material culture) documented discursively in those books.  Neither of these fields (book history or dance) is my specialty, so I taught this class as a truly collaborative seminar.  I learned fresh material from our readings, I gleaned much insight from my students and their interpretations of these texts, and, very significantly for this project, I had the pleasure of being the student of my colleague and collaborator, Luise Poulton, who educated the students about handling and appreciating books as cultural objects.  For me, the lessons began, in fact, with the very structure of the course, and learning how to teach material culture.  Other issues that emerged had to do with what we could and could not learn about 18th-century dance from books, epistemology in the digital age, and how this course might be adapted to other purposes in the future.  I’ll work through these four issues in that order:

1. Teaching Cultural History in Special Collections

2. The Limits of Material Culture
3. Epistemology and the Digital Age


4. Adapting the Course to Other Purposes/Institutions
Issue #1: Teaching Cultural History in Special Collections
Once I took the brave step of teaching this course on material culture with rare books on dance as our subject matter, Luise’s bibliography became primary reading for the course—and the contemporary plays, performance theory, and images we studied served as supporting materials.  The bibliography was lengthy enough for two courses on its own, especially given that many of my students were being introduced to the period for the first time through this material.  Since they could never have covered all of the reading (a full rare books syllabus, critical readings, and 5-6 plays), I decided to make our approach to the whole of this bibliography collaborative.  Each student chose one rare book and it became his/her personal research project for the semester.  The semester was broken up into two types of coursework, each conducted every other week:  1) rare book research conducted by each student individually; and 2) plays and performance theory read together that came to constitute our common body of knowledge on theater and performance theory.

At the beginning of the semester, working in Special Collections every other week, the students learned the language of the biblio-archaeologist (in English and French), learned to handle the artifacts, and researched the extant copies of these editions at other libraries.  Under Luise’s guidance, they discovered which ones among the books had been digitized and which did not exist yet in the virtual universe, so that we could scan those texts in full and fill in the gaps of this history.  The frequency of our visits to Special Collections increased towards the middle of the semester to once per week while students were distilling the contents of their adopted book down to a short commentary to be posted on the website.  Finally, towards the end of the semester, all class time was devoted to sharing knowledge about each book and collectively writing the history of our collection to be posted on the web.  
The rare book work was intense and required that students learn the cultural and intellectual context for each text and then be able to situate their particular book in the history we were building based on our library holdings.  There was much outside research to be done and as we moved through it the books provoked questions we could not answer.  What this research brought to the fore in interesting ways were the historical gaps in our collection.  And the identification of these gaps led to some very important lessons about the ideology and economics of the canon.  Which texts were not in our collection and how did they compare to our holdings in terms of intellectual and market value?  We discovered, perhaps unsurprisingly, that our collection possessed the less expensive of the books pertaining to early dance history: The more expensive volumes include plates that illustrate the choreography on bodies.  Our study of our own collection as part of the larger history of the book led ultimately to discussions about the impact of print on the dissemination of knowledge, prompting two students in the class to write a section for the website on the history of the press as it is illustrated in Diderot’s Encyclopédie.  As Marriott’s Special Collections owns a first edition of the Encyclopédie, they were able also to work with this text as a print object, as well.
Our other readings for this interdisciplinary class on performance consisted of plays by Corneille, Molière, Racine, and Marivaux; as well as treatises on performance, including Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le comédien and Sarah Bernhardt’s L’Art du théâtre.  Finally, we fleshed out the discursive material we treated with the sketches and paintings of Jacques Callot and Antoine Watteau for images of bodies in motion.  With all of this satellite material animating the story, the history of dance as told through our rare book collection gave the students extraordinary insight into the political, social, and aesthetic importance of stylized movement in the culture of the long 18th century.  This insight enhanced our appreciation of the written drama exponentially and highlighted the significant role played by dance in the orchestration of court and social life.
Issue #2: The limits of material culture
Ann Schmiesing, an 18th-century Germanist at Boulder, co-authored an article with curator Deborah R. Hollis about a class she taught a course on the Enlightenment in conjunction with the University of Colorado’s Special Collections.
  It is one of the few articles I have found that specifically addresses teaching a class in Special Collections, as opposed to simply visiting Special Collections as a supplement to a course.
  Their bibliography also includes several interesting resources on the virtues of even a one-time visit to Special Collections.
  In their article from 2002, Schmiesing and Hollis discuss the many ways in which a course designed around rare books, specifically one that leads to a public event (in this case, an exhibit), greatly enhances the learning process for students.  Only when I approached Luise Poulton in 2005 about teaching such a course at Utah did I understand how rare and important this discussion really is: There had never been such a class a Utah and, apparently, there had not been one at Boulder until 2001.  I never had one at Emory or Princeton where I studied, I realized, and did not know any colleagues who had done a similar course.  The case that Schmiesing and Hollis make strikes me, therefore, as very pertinent, especially as we move into a digital age that threatens to keep students out of the library.
Their course project with rare books also involved students “adopting” a rare book, and although this was not a full-fledged research adoption, each student was responsible for presenting his/her book to the class, and they wrote captions for the book for a public exhibit of these holdings.  That was indeed the final project for the course:  “In collaboration with special collections staff, students compiled a brochure of book captions and also helped to determine the presentation of the books, which were exhibited in spring 1999. Visitors to the exhibit included undergraduate classes, faculty members, members of the Boulder community, and virtual visitors who accessed the exhibit website” (476).

Schmiesing and Hollis note among the positive outcomes of this approach, “increased student motivation to pursue independent research projects and to become active participants in class discussion as well as […] students' greater ability both in discussion and on written assignments to place the course readings into a larger context” (478).  Based on the pedagogical success of this project, they offer several compelling arguments about how the history of ideas and even philosophy are better served when students encounter book artifacts, not simply modern editions of texts.  In teaching a course on the “ideas and values” of the Enlightenment, visits to rare books helped, “construct a learning environment that was both active […] and collaborative,” allowing students to work at their own pace, gain broader cultural insight into the period and the work’s reception (through serendipities such as marginalia) and make discoveries of which even the professor was unaware” (467).  
My experience with the course on performance had a similarly positive outcome.  The overall benefit of teaching ideas through material objects now seems indisputable to me.  Yet, teaching dance through books provoked for me questions that Schmiesing and Hollis’ article and most of the resources on teaching material culture do not address.  Can a discursive artifact be a vehicle, especially when it is our only vehicle, for understanding cultural materiality?  Furthermore, when the book is about dance or performance and it is digitized, how much of the already limited contact with the physical world described in the book is lost?  Any course on material culture, especially one that hopes to digitize this history, raises the issue of how dependent we are on discursive and visual accounts to help us recapture the physical details of cultural history.   This issue emerged during the semester and peaked when Luise and I began working on the website.

One reason the issue came up so acutely is the particular nature of our collection.  Of all the rare books identified and used for the course, only two have illustrations and these are both 19th-century texts.  In fact, the books we do not have are precisely those early editions used by scholars to reconstruct 17th- and 18th- century dance.  They include full choreographies and images of dancers doing the steps.  My concerns about capturing this “invisible” cultural history heavily impacted how Luise and I designed the website for this class.  One goal was to make it visually engaging to students and scholars of the eighteenth century.  The English commentaries of each text were written as aids to scholars, students and casual observers alike in discovering and appreciating the textual traces of early-modern performance—especially if they were in French and inaccessible to a wider reading public.  But none of these goals really answered the question, how can we make performance history come to life on a website?  One way of answering this question had simply to do with making lesser-known resources available and thereby filling in historical gaps in the digital universe.
Issue #3: Epistemology and the Digital Age
To put this project into context, an article that appeared in the New York Times on March 11th 2007 entitled, “History, Digitized (and Abridged).”  The article outlines the benefits and danger posed by the web to rare books collections and the implications of the push to digitize library holdings.  “As more museums and archives become digital domains, and as electronic resources become the main tool for gathering information, items left behind in non-digital form, scholars and archivists say, are in danger of disappearing from the collective memory, potentially leaving our historical fabric riddled with holes” (3.1).  This is perhaps the most obvious concern one might have about the push for digitalization and one that we all share.  But a more subtle and disconcerting effect of this disappearance is outlined later in the article.  “[...] for every CD re-release of Bessie Smith singing “Gimme a Pigfoot,” The work of hundreds of lesser-known musicians from the early 20th century are unlikely to be converted to digital form” (3.8). The loss of lesser-known history is especially a concern at the biggest and wealthiest institutions for several reasons, the article explains.  They naturally gravitate towards their best holdings and rarely have the funds or interest in putting the lesser-known materials out there.  
What results will be a distorted view of history—an ever more distorted view?—and a return to the kind of restrictive canon we have worked so hard to expand over the past 50 years.  The University of Utah’s library is in a position to make some significant contributions by filling in gaps left in online resources by the bigger, wealthier institutions.  Indeed, we have now contributed to scholarship and history fully searchable online versions of the following texts: Jacques Bonnet’s Histoire Générale de la danse (1724) and Angelo Costantini, La Vie de Scaramouche (1699); and significant sections of Isaac de Bensarade’s Les oeuvres de M. Bensserade (1698), John Weaver’s An Essay towards a history of dance (1712), Louis de Cahussac’s La danse ancienne (1754), and Giovani Gallini’s Critical Observations (1770).
Luise, the students, and I designed the website in conjunction with the library’s TACC Center (Technology Assisted Curriculum Center).  It is inspired by the vision of the period that emerges when it is viewed through its performance history.  Our intention is that it be not a space for knowledge frozen in time but rather an exploitation of the flexibility of the virtual universe.  When we add new commentaries on different texts, we expect that they will also impact the overall vision of the period as it is portrayed on the site.  
In terms of design and contribution to scholarship, our website is unique.  Currently, there are limited web resources on the early-modern history of French performance.
  Although a few sites are wonderful repositories of information, there is not to my knowledge another archive on performance history that is linked to a rare books collection.  With our combined focus on performance and its textual history, we hope to demonstrate the impact of the transition of movement from living art to written language and paint a fuller picture of performance in the 17th- and 18th-centuries.  My sense of the research potential of our archive is that it illuminates the extent to which theater and dance cannot be studied as separate arts, particularly in pre-Enlightenment Europe.
Issue #4: Adapting the Course to Other Purposes/Institutions
This course was a research project on material culture that led to the creation of a web archive of student commentaries and digitized resources.  Any one of these elements (research in Rare Books, material culture, or creating a web resource of student commentaries) could be reproduced at a different institution.  There are many virtues to creating an online archive, notably that they can be used by future generations of students.
The website is of immediate and enduring application for my subsequent courses, and for those of my colleagues in the Theater, English, and Ballet and Modern Dance Departments, as well.  And, again, it showcases treasures at Utah that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.  A website, by definition, is also a work in progress.  There are at least another dozen books in our collection that the students in my class could not treat.  They are there waiting to be read, summarized, and digitized by future generations of students.
If you have a Special Collections, teach advanced undergraduates, and have a TACC or its equivalent on your campus, you can do an online archive similar to this one.  While I did seek out a teaching grant to create the website and digitize the documents in an archive, I did so partially because I did not know about other resources on campus I could have used.  The monies I received were to cover the cost of an expensive website design (about $2000) and digitizing costs ($250).  I now know that I could have done what I did for far less money: approximately $550 would cover the start-up costs for a domain name for a website I could have designed myself ($300) and $250 would have gone a long way in digitizing at least pieces of books.  In fact, you will find that your students possess web talents far superior to your own and will donate them to the class for free.  The creation of a rudimentary website is no longer complicated or costly and scanned texts can be housed, as ours are, in a library-run database for digital technologies at no cost to your class.

Libraries are also eager to make the case for the digitalization of their collections—you can be their excuse.  Luise was able to secure funding to digitize some of our materials from Digital Technologies—what I provided was an academically sound reason to do the scanning.  Reminding your library that you support and publicize their holdings when you scan them can be highly persuasive.  It is simply that many Special Collections departments, like ours, have their funds tied up until a faculty member requests the use of their books for pedagogical purposes.
Finally, a word about material culture.  Two years ago, my colleague Julia Abramson (Associate Professor of French, U. of Oklahoma, Norman) and I chaired a round-table as SCECS on teaching “aspects of material culture not easily reproduced in a classroom and perhaps impossible to reproduce at all.”  Topics of the discussions included food and table manners, music, dance, and the history of reading.  The panelists were unanimous in their belief that material culture should be taught and in their struggle to do it.  We agreed that part of the struggle to teach material culture at any given institution comes down to resources.  Based on my experience, I would argue that most institutions have greater potential for this kind of work than we realize.  It is a matter of finding out what objects are available to students at a given institution, and then working in innovative ways with other print and web resources to fill out the picture you want to paint with them.
  Key to the strategy of the course outlined in this paper is also student participation in the form of research and written scholarship, which involves creating a space in the course for scholarly work with artifacts and a showcase for what students discover.

Whatever the artifact and whether it be literally material or virtually material, work with cultural objects and their context is probably our best chance at embellishing the intellectual history we teach with a human presence.  Pedagogically speaking, material culture puts students into tangible contact with the objects that describe, embody, or contest the concepts we want them to understand.  Scholarly research, which undergraduates rarely have the opportunity to undertake, makes them active participants in the process and further offers them first-hand knowledge of what they are studying.  Collaboration with Special Collections presents an invaluable way to provide these learning opportunities to students.
Appendix: Course Syllabus
French 7900-002:  Dramatis personae: An online archive for early-modern performance studies
Professor Christine A. Jones

printemps 2006

lundi 2-5PM

Description:

In this course we will discover the early-modern history of performance in France.  Our main documentary evidence for this study will include some of the most important Classical plays, as well as key theoretical texts on acting from the 17th and 18th centuries.  This class is also a collaboration with Marrott Library’s Special Collections.  We will have the unique opportunity to study rare books on theater and dance history housed in our very own Rare Books Collection at Marriott Library.  Our library contains many important French and British documents, some extremely rare, that have not yet been annotated.  Part of our work will be to discover and summarize these resources.  The results of our work with these sources will then serve as the core materials for an online theater and performance history archive, which we will create thanks to a generous University of Utah Teaching Grant.  
Each student in this class will “adopt” and research one rare book—its history, its content, and its place in the collection.  Our website will include links to digitized version of the books that the public can access and search.  We stand to make a unique and important contribution to the study of performance history by organizing the materials here into a coherent vision of history, as currently, there are no thorough databases of this kind available on the web.  To accomplish our task, we will work closely with Luise Poulton, Curator of Special Collections, to discover these texts, research their origins and contexts, and fill in the gaps that separate them historically.  Our website will continue to grow over time and will live at the following URL:  http://www.dramatispersonaearchive.org
Travaux écrits:

Graduates:
Documentation of research done on a rare book, including summary, historical context, and possibly translation.  You will be expected to post your research on WebCT throughout the semester.

Undergraduates:
Choose between documentation on rare book (summary and brief historical overview) or a 5-7 page paper on a play of your choice with the use of the critical text that accompanies our reading of it.  You will not be responsible for reading all the critical texts in this class, but must read and digest the one you will write on.

Livres à acheter:
Corneille, Pierre. Cinna
Marivaux, Pierre. Carlet de. La Double Inconstance
Molière. Les Fourberies de Scapin
Racine, Jean. Phèdre
Textes sur le site WebCT:
Aristote. La Poétique (extraits)

Barthes, Roland. Ecrits sur le théâtre (extraits)

Diderot, Denis. Paradoxe sur le comédien (extraits)

Bernhardt, Sarah. L’Art du théâtre (extraits)

Textes disponibles dans la salle des livres rares à Marriott:
(bibliographie attachée ci-dessous)

Plan de cours:

9 janvier


Introduction au cours et à notre collection

**A LIRE:   Corneille, Aristote, et Barthes (“Pouvoirs de la tragédie antique”) pour le 23 janvier**

16
Fête nationale 

Martin Luther King, Jr.

23
Les débuts du théâtre français: Corneille, Aristote, et Barthes 

30 
Réunion à Special Collections: Notre collection et le vocabulaire du livre rare
**A LIRE:   Molière et Barthes (“Le silence de don Juan”) pour le 13 février**

6 février



Réunion à Special Collections: Adoption des livres
13



Molière et Barthes 

**A LIRE:   Marivaux et Diderot pour le 27 février**

20
Jour férié

President’s Day

27



Marivaux et Diderot

6 mars



Réunion à Special Collections: Travail sur les livres
**A LIRE:  Racine et Bernhardt pour le 20 mars**

13 
Spring Break

20



Racine et Sarah Bernhardt

27



Réunion à Special Collections: Travail en groupe sur les résumés
**A PREPARER:  brouillons de vos résumés**

3 avril



Choix final de textes à scanner et édition des résumés
10



Présentation de la conception du site

**vendredi, le 14: Colloque obligatoire sur l’histoire de l’interprétation de Hamlet, Prof. Sydney Cheek O’Donnell, Dumke Auditorium, UMFA**

17



Edition des résumés et du site 

24



Conclusion
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� Bishop, Erin I., “Teaching Lincoln at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum,” OAH Magazine of History 21.1 (Jan2007) 39-41; Veccia, Susan H., Uncovering Our History: Teaching with Primary Sources (American Library Association, 2003).


� The “Association Les Fêtes d’Hébé” maintains a site on court and theater dance from the 15th to the 18th centuries (in English and French): � HYPERLINK "http://fetesdhebe.free.fr/e-index.html" ��http://fetesdhebe.free.fr/e-index.html�.  Another valuable resource is the site maintained by the Society of Dance History Scholars: � HYPERLINK "http://www.sdhs.org/resources.html" ��http://www.sdhs.org/resources.html�.  The Library of Congress website (� HYPERLINK "http://www.loc.gov/index.html" ��http://www.loc.gov/index.html�) provides several thorough histories of the performing arts; one in particular links to a history of Western Social Dance with descriptions and plates from several early-modern sources (� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/dihtml/dihome.html" ��http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/dihtml/dihome.html�).  César (Calendrier électronique des spectacles sous l’Ancien Régime et sous la Révolution), is an excellent repository of digitized documents and chronologies (in English and French): � HYPERLINK "http://cesar.org.uk/cesar2/" ��http://cesar.org.uk/cesar2/�.  One society that brings together scholars and artists devoted to an inclusive vision of performance history across theater, dance, and music, is the Association pour un centre de recherche sur les arts du spectacle aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles: � HYPERLINK "http://www.spectacles17e18e.org/" ��http://www.spectacles17e18e.org/�.  They conduct their work (site, publications, colloquia) entirely in French.  Unfortunately, the site is still under construction and their list of links includes several that are no longer active.  One that remains active, � HYPERLINK "http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~trott/theat18.htm" ��http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/~trott/theat18.htm�, links to Professor David Trott’s homepage.  Under “Le théâtre en France au XVIIIe siècle” he combines a bibliography of his web publications on 18th-century théâtre de société et de la foire with a list of online librettos and plays.


� The following articles recount experiences with material culture in the classroom: Hale, John K. “Breakfast with Milton.” Milton Quarterly 37.3 (Oct. 2003): 174-75; Long, Lucy. “Nourishing the Academic Imagination: The Use of Food in Teaching Concepts of Culture.” Food and Foodways 9.3-4 (2001): 235-62; Material Anthropology: Contemporary Approaches to Material Culture (Ed. Barrie Reynolds and Margaret A. Stott. Lanham, MD: UP of America, 1987); Hydak, Michael G. “The Menu as Culture Capsule.” Modern Language Journal 62.3 (Mar. 1978): 111-12.  For a collection of academic on-line resources for teaching material culture, specifically American, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.amst.umd.edu/artifact/teaching.html" ��http://www.amst.umd.edu/artifact/teaching.html�.  For Material Culture Programs see The Bard Graduate Center, � HYPERLINK "http://www.bard.edu/bgc/" ��http://www.bard.edu/bgc/�, and University of Wisconsin, Madison, � HYPERLINK "http://www.materialculture.wisc.edu/activities_teaching.htm" ��http://www.materialculture.wisc.edu/activities_teaching.htm�.
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