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Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences: Course Proposal Narrative
General Education Advisory Committee 
Queens College, City University of New York

Course Title: Renaissance Art and the Birth of Modernity – ARTH 220

Primary Contact Name and Email: Prof. James Saslow  james.saslow@qc.cuny.edu

Date course was approved by department: Curriculum Committee meeting, March 2008
PLAS Area Requirement:  Participation in and appreciation of the arts

Number, Title, Credits, Prerequisites of proposed course:
ARTH 220.  Renaissance Art and the Birth of Modernity.  3 crs.  No prereq.; ARTH 1, 101, or 102 recommended as preparation.

Note:  This is intended to be a new course.  However, in Fall 2008 it is to be run as a special section of an existing course, ARTH 112, Survey of Renaissance and Baroque Art.  We are doing this because ARTH 112 carries LASAR credit, and it is crucial for attracting students and evaluating the course that the student body be similar to that which will, in future, be taking ARTH 220 to satisfy the incoming equivalent of LASAR.  The new PLAS course will cover the same chronological period and visual media as ARTH 112, which is why we feel justified in running it as a section of that existing course.  The existing 112 course, however, is normally a traditional chronological survey, which focuses on understanding art objects at the basic level, without any explicit consideration of methodological or disciplinary considerations or other PLAS goals.  For that reason, it would be appropriate in future to differentiate the new course by giving it a new and unique number (220).


Justification
Please describe how the course will address criteria for Perspectives on the Liberal Arts and Sciences courses. 
Be sure to include an explanation of the course’s specific learning goals for students to make a connection between these and the general criteria for Perspectives courses.
	Criteria Checklist
Please be sure that your justification addresses all three criteria 1-3, below.  For criteria 4-8, please check all that apply and discuss these in your justification.
A Perspectives course must:

1. Be designed to introduce students to how a particular discipline creates knowledge and understanding.
2. Position the discipline(s) within the liberal arts and the larger society.
3. Address the goals defined for the particular Area(s) of Knowledge the course is designed to fulfill.

In addition, a Perspectives course will, where appropriate to its discipline(s) and subject matter:

X  4. Be global or comparative in approach.
X  5. Consider diversity and the nature and construction of forms of difference.
6. Engage students in active inquiry.
X  7. Reveal the existence and importance of change over time.
X  8. Use primary documents and materials.

Lectures, readings, discussion, and student projects are aimed at developing three interconnected appreciations and competencies, each of which fulfills basic goals of the PLAS program:
	Students will learn the basic terms and concepts of visual and art-historical analysis, and develop an ability to analyze the form and meaning of individual artworks.  

	This objective meets the Areas of Knowledge criteria of a) developing awareness of the arts and acquainting students with a specific mode of creative expression, b) developing the skills of observing, appreciating, and understanding the arts.
	2.  Students will understand the Renaissance as a historical period and concept; the correlations between its artistic production and contemporaneous social and cultural values, beliefs, and practices; and the influence of that culture on the world today, including the meaning of “modernity.”  
	This objective promotes the Area of Knowledge goal of helping students to understand that the visual arts are central to social and cultural life.  In addition, it inherently raises issues of change over time in socioeconomic structures, values and beliefs, and artistic forms [criterion 7], and the interactions among these elements.
	3.  Students will learn about the discipline of art history itself: how and why it began; what its goals are, and how they have changed over time; how scholarly judgments and generalizations are researched and formulated, including consideration of the “new art history” of the last three decades and its attempts to compensate for former neglect of issues of economics, politics, gender, ethnicity, and cross-cultural influences [1].  Because art history is a subfield of history , and a vision of history is essential to the creation of a society and its stabilizing myths, the place and role of art history within the broader area of the liberal arts will be foregrounded [2].  
	This component meets the goal of focusing on the history of a particular field, in order to make students aware of its methodological evolution, controversies, and goals [1].

This course will include a significant global component [criterion 4]: Because the Renaissance period saw vastly increased European contacts with all parts of the world, and the visual arts were a key element in cultural exchange, we will examine the nature of cross-fertilization with Africa, Asia, and Islam, and particularly with colonial Latin America and North America.  Analysis of how artworks produced within this matrix represent foreign cultures, or shape those cultures’ view of European society, satisfies the criterion of  study of the construction of difference [5].  The seminal role in Renaissance culture of Giorgio Vasari, a painter-turned-art-historian who virtually invented the discipline as we know it today, provides a unique basis for discussing the goals, methods, and truth claims of the history of art, through both reading his original text and examining later amplifications and rejections of his approach and values [1, 8].  In addition to readings of primary period texts such as Vasari and Alberti’s seminal treatise On Painting, a visit to the Metropolitan Museum will engage students with the ultimate primary materials of this discipline, the artworks themselves [8].

In addition, this course will satisfy the requirement that one PLAS course address the European Traditions (ET) aspect of Contexts of Experience


Course Materials, Assignments, and Activities
[Please provide an annotated list of course readings and descriptions of major assignments or exams for the course, as well as distinctive student activities that will engage students in working toward the course goals discussed in the course description and/or justification.
Please include the author and title for each reading or text, along with a short description providing information about how the reading will contribute to course goals.]

	A.  Sample Readings / Course Texts 

            For a general introduction to the discipline of art history, its terms and methods, and a guide to writing assignments, readings will be assigned from:
           Sylvan Barnet, A Short Guide to Writing About Art (8th edn., New York: Pearson Longman, 2005), and/or 
           Amy Tucker, Visual Literacy: Writing about Art (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002).  
These two popular books are among the best of the “guide to the discipline” aids.  For additional books dealing with art history as a discipline, see readings in Appendix on attached syllabus.

Running selections from a basic art history textbook will be assigned, as a “spine” of names, works, and chronology on which to hang more specific readings and projects:  Gardner’s Art through the Ages, rev. F. Kleiner, 13th edn. (Thomson-Wadsworth, 2005/2009), vol. 2,  is the most comprehensive and linear of existing texts.

 Additional, more focused course readings will use a variety of primary period documents, as well as representative secondary readings that can introduce the range of methodological underpinnings and values of the field of art history.  These selections will go into greater depth about specific issues or original sources than textbooks or lectures can do.  Students will be asked to read each essay not so much for specific facts, but more for an understanding of the issue(s) being discussed, the methods used to address them, and the nature of the source materials.  Students will be expected to read each selection before the class period at which it is discussed, and to be able to answer questions about it and summarize its ideas.  To ensure adequate attention to these readings, students will have to write a detailed critique of one of them.  Some typical examples:

Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects... (1568), transl. George Bull (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1965): “Life of Giotto,” vol. 1, pp. 57-81, and/or “Life of Michelangelo,” vol. 1, pp.  325-443][selections].
	The “first art history book,” influential for centuries in defining the goals of the enterprise and the values underlying artistic analysis.  Organization by individual artist displays a bias toward the “great genius” theory of culture, recently disputed.

Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting (1435), transl. John Spencer (New Haven: Yale U P, 1966): Prologue, pp. 39-40; Book 2, pp. 63-81.
	The first theoretical treatise of the Renaissance, which propounded ideas that were fundamental to the entire era, including the authority of classical art, the supreme value of “istoria” or narrative painting of great deeds, and the use of linear perspective to simulate three-dimensional space.

Transcript of Paolo Veronese’s appearance before the Inquisition, Venice, 1573: in Brucia Witthoft, ed., 
	Art History: Selected Readings (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1986).
	A primary document recording the artist’s defense of his work when criticized by Church censors for various infractions of the strict code of pictorial decorum decreed by the Catholic Counter-Reformation.  Introduces not only the whole issue of censorship and other forms of visual control, but also the distinctive character of this important artist, which reveals significant attitudes among Renaissance artists about their work, goals, and professional prerogatives.

Erwin Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual Arts (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1955): chap. 1, “Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction,” pp. 26-41.
	A classic introduction to the analysis of subject matter and narrative in paintings, making analogies to the interpretive processes used in everyday life.

Carlo Ginzburg, “Clues and the Scientific Method: Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock Holmes,” in Umberto
	 Eco and T. Sebeok, The Sign of Three (Bloomington, IN: Indiana U P, 1983), 81-118. 
	Explains the traditional visual methods for attributing paintings to specific artists, and shows how this process is similar to both some forms of psychological analysis and to the process of detective work.

Paul H. D. Kaplan, “Isabella d’Este and Black African Women,” in T.F. Earle and K.J.P. Lowe, eds., Black Africans in Renaissance Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005), chap. 6, pp. 125-154.
	An examination of the numerous images of Africans in the art of the Italian Renaissance courts, which opens the subject of increasing European contact with other cultures and provides a basis for discussion of cross-cultural influences in society and art.  Also, by focusing on one of the earliest prominent female art patrons, introduces the idea of patronage and the rising importance of women in fields formerly reserved mainly for men.

James Saslow, “Michelangelo: Sculpture, Sex, and Gender,” in Sarah McHam, ed., Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture (Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 1998), pp. 223-243.
	A short, focused introduction to the recent methodology of gender and sexuality studies, a field that particularly pertains to the Renaissance period, especially Michelangelo.  Assigning students an article by the instructor of the course will serve as an opportunity to discuss how every art historian has a scholarly agenda, which may be formed by formed by one’s personal life and/or distinctive social background and attitudes, and thus prefers to “do” scholarship directed toward particular questions and methods.

Eileen Reeves, Painting the Heavens: Art and Science in the Age of Galileo (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1997), chap. 4, “1610-12: In the Shadow of the Moon,” pp. 138-170 only.  Recommended background: Introduction, “The Artist and the Astronomer,” pp. 5-22.
	Discusses the influence of Galileo’s telescopic discoveries on church teachings and visual arts, and introduces the conflict between faith and science that underlay the early modern period and still influences our own culture.

J.R. Hale, Victorian England and the Renaissance or selection from John Law and Lene Ostermark-Johansen, eds., Victorian and Edwardian Responses to the Italian Renaissance.
	Two recent studies of the long afterlife of the Renaissance as a cultural and aesthetic ideal, and the crucial role of 19th-century British historians in codifying modern views of the period.  A reading that will help students understand that our views of the past are constantly evolving, that they are produced out of specific cultural milieux and goals, and that reinterpretation of the past is an essential component of constructing the cultural present.

	B.  Assignments and Activities

1.  Initial exercise: Students will write a five-to-seven-minute impromptu essay on their understanding of, and reaction to, a work of art displayed on classroom screen.
	Prompt: “This image is among those Renaissance period works that remain very familiar in modern times, even to people with little knowledge of art.  Describe what you can see in the work regarding its characters, subject matter, and action, and tell what you know about the materials from which it was made and an approximate date of its creation.  What purposes do you think the work might have been intended to serve?  What is your personal reaction to the work: admiration, religious feeling, dislike, puzzlement, boredom, and/or something else?  Name one piece of new information you would like to know about the work.”
	Since this exercise will take place in the first week of class, it is assumed that students will have little or no academic background in the subject, and will be responding from general knowledge, familiarity with modern media adaptations of the work, etc.  The goal of the assignment is to have students become aware of their own biases and interests in looking at art works, and their preconceptions about the Renaissance period and about artistic creation.  It is also designed to provoke discussion of what there is to “know” about artworks, and how we might find answers to various questions, as well as to introduce ideas of how to write clearly about visual experience.  Comparison of this early exercise to students’ later papers will also provide a useful assessment tool.

2.  Visual analysis paper, based on two works in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, from a list supplied by instructor.  4-5 pp.
	Prompt:  “Compare and contrast two paintings in the Metropolitan Museum from the following list of Renaissance works.  Discuss their similarities and differences in terms of the vocabulary and concepts we have been developing in this class for analysis of subject matter, narrative, and visual form, and note how the form (style) of each work does (or doesn’t) promote the expressive goals of the artists.  Of the two works, which do you like better, and which do you think is more successful in meeting its own goals (these two questions are not the same, and might even apply to different paintings); why or why not?”  (4-5 pages)
	By the time of this assignment, students will have read some general introduction to the methods of art history and the techniques of constructing a clear and well-supported argument (Barnet, Tucker), and some secondary readings about the nature of iconography and stylistic analysis.  They will be prompted to refer to these sources in their papers so as to show that they have mastered the concepts and are aware of the context from which these ideas come.  The goals are to demonstrate the ability to perform a basic pictorial analysis and to relate that visual analysis to larger intellectual questions of meaning and cultural function.

3.  Reading review and critique.
	Prompt:  “Write a ‘book review’ of one of the modern readings we have studied in this class.  A critical review should have four components: summarize the argument briefly, identify the goals of the essay, evaluate how well it meets those goals (its accuracy, relevance of its sources, etc.), and indicate your personal response to the topic or theme.”  (2 pp.)
	Goals:  develop critical thinking about sources, awareness of scholarly “agendas,” and ability to detect aspects of a theme that are of personal relevance.

4.  Final project: Research essay on cultural issues of the Renaissance and modernity.
	Prompt: “Choose one aspect of Renaissance culture that is still present in the world of today (e.g., optical realism, primacy of narrative, secular empiricism, religious conflict, etc.).  Research three images or objects that embody the issue you choose in some way, and write an essay (app. 5 pp., plus footnotes and a bibliography) explaining through these works how the issue became important in the period from 1300-1700.  Conclude with a brief discussion of how you think the issue as it was then understood is similar to the issue on today’s society, and/or differs in some ways.”
	Goals: To identify and understand wide intellectual issues of modernity and Renaissance culture, to research these issues and individual works beyond the level of class lectures or textbooks, and to synthesize the themes and skills of the course into a single complex project.


Assessment
[Perspectives courses must be recertified every five years, and we are seeking ideas for how to best carry out this assessment.  What forms of evidence that the course is meeting its goals as a Perspectives course would be appropriate to collect for this course during the next five years?  How would you prefer assessment to be conducted?  How might evidence of effective teaching and student learning be collected and evaluated?]
	I feel strongly that it is preferable to build assessment instruments into the normal activities of the course, rather than add extraneous measurement devices that students resent as burdensome and extraneous.  The principal student projects in this course will provide useful materials for assessment of student learning and its development over time.  The initial exercise – writing an in-class response to a familiar Renaissance artwork (e.g., Michelangelo’s David, Leonardo’s Last Supper) – will open the term’s discussion by exposing the commonplace ideas about the period and its culture that students bring into the class; these essays will constitute a form of “pre-test” of student knowledge against which to measure “value added” in later assignments.  The second project, a comparative analysis of two paintings, will occur far enough into the term that students should be able to demonstrate some grasp of the discipline’s “tools of the trade”: formal, iconographic, and social-historical analysis, as well as more developed personal responses.  The book/article review will demonstrate the level of understanding of issues around scholarship, research methods, and varieties of approach.  The final project will require a synthesis of these basic interpretive tools with a higher level of methodological and intellectual consciousness, demonstrating the degree of student awareness that multiple levels or aspects of interpretation are possible, and that each level asks different questions about the same object, for widely varying purposes.

Administration
[What process will your department develop to oversee this course, suggest and approve changes, and conduct assessment?  Who will be in charge of this process?  Also indicate whether the course will be primarily taught by full-time or adjunct faculty, or by a combination of the two types of instructor.]
	In the Art Department, oversight of course topics and content is performed by the Curriculum Committee, which will now have responsibility for approving all new PLAS courses, monitoring their compliance with stated goals and procedures, and defining materials for assessment.  The Department formed an Assessment Committee two years ago to oversee the new emphasis on outcomes assessment, and that Committee will perform the actual evaluation of new PLAS courses, in conjunction with the GEAC procedures.  

The present course will be taught by full-time faculty (at the moment, Prof. Saslow), because its period-specific content requires a depth and breadth of experience hard to find among adjuncts; it could, however, be taught by other full-timers with a specialization in Renaissance-Baroque Europe.  Future courses may be more “generic” in topic, and suitable for teaching by a range of full- or part-time faculty, but all will be monitored by the Curriculum Committee.


