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

Course Title:  Art and Naturalism in Seventeenth-century Northern Europe

Primary Contact Name and Email:   Prof. James Saslow, co-chair, Curriculum Committee






James.saslow@qc.cuny.edu
Date course was approved by department:  Curriculum Committee meeting, September 2008
PLAS Area Requirement:  Participation in and appreciation of the arts

Number, Title, Credits, Prerequisites of proposed course:

ARTH 233.  Art and Naturalism in Seventeenth-century Northern Europe.  3 crs.  No prereq.; ARTH 1, 101, or 102 recommended as preparation.

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:

1. 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 interrelationships between the revolutionary artistic production of northern Europe in the seventeenth century that was grounded in a naturalistic impulse, concurrent scientific developments rooted in observation, and the global trading empire of the Dutch Republic. Moreover, students will engage the lasting impact of the results of these intersections on the art and culture of contemporary society, including secularization and cultural commodification.   


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].

In addition, this course will include a significant global component [criterion 4]: The Dutch operated a global trade network that stretched from the Baltic to the Mediterranean, from South America to eastern Asia, and  contact with foreign lands, foreign peoples, and their material culture impacted northern European art in myriad ways. Because artists such as Frans Post and Albert Eeckhout were commissioned to accompany government explorations to newly colonized lands, the course will also explore the role of the visual arts in producing knowledge of foreign lands and cultures. In this way, the course satisfies the criterion of study of the construction of difference [5]. The debate over the meaning of the highly naturalistic imagery of the period provides an impassioned entrée into the discipline of art history itself. We will interrogate interpretations of seventeenth-century imagery as they appear from primary documents (Van Mander, Angel, Rubens’s letters) to the iconological studies of the late twentieth century, and beyond. The debate over meaning has been so diverse and so heated exactly because of the naturalistic aesthetic. In turn, due to the multiplicities of interpretations and methodologies applied to reach those interpretations, seventeenth-century northern European art offers a particularly rich case through which to examine how the discipline of art history creates knowledge and understanding. [1, 8].  In addition to readings of primary period texts such as those of Van Mander, Philips Angel, and Arnold Houbraken, a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art will engage students with the ultimate primary materials of this discipline, the artworks themselves [8].

This course will also 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 

Running selections from standard art history textbooks will be assigned, as a “spine” of names, works, and chronology on which to hang more specific readings and projects:  
Westermann, A Worldly Art: The Dutch Republic 1585-1718. Yale University, rev. ed. 2004.

Slive, Dutch Paintings 1600-1800. Pelican History of Art, Yale University, rev. ed. 1995.

Vlieghe, Flemish Art and Architecture, 1585-1700. Pelican History of Art, Yale University, 1999.
 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:

Grijzenhout and Van Veen, The Golden Age of Dutch Painting in Historical Perspective, Cambridge University Press, 1999: chapters 2, 4, 6, 7, 12


A history of the appreciation for and study of seventeenth-century Dutch art. Excerpts will provide students with an introduction to the discipline of art history, through this case study, as it has changed over time.

Van Mander, The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, from the First Edition of the Schilderboek (1603-04). 6 volumes. Edited by Hessel Miedema. Translated by Derry Cook-Radmore. Doornspijk: Davacao, 1994-99, PAGES

English translation of the so-called Dutch Vasari and father of Dutch art history. A series of artists’ biographies that perpetuates theories of the isolated master and great genius. Also, excerpts on Goltzius and Cornelis who were Van Mander’s contemporaries stand as primary documents.
Angel, Philips. “Praise of Painting.” 1642. Translated by Michael Hoyle, Simiolus 24, no. 2/3 (1996): 227-58.


English translation of speech first given to members of the Leiden Guild of St. Luke, the painters’ guild. One of the first theoretical treatises on the arts in northern Europe that did not take a biographical form.

Houbraken, “Life of Frans Hals.” Frans Hals, edited by Seymour Slive. Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art; London: Royal Academy of Arts; and Haarlem: Frans Hals Museum, 1989, PAGES.

Following Van Mander’s model, first theoretical treatises on the arts that did not take a biographical form.

'oltzius and Cornelis who wereHoubraken’s critique and history of Hals and his paintings takes biographical form. Comparison between the two texts illustrates the growing foundations of what will become the discipline of art history. 
Atkins, “Frans Hals’s Virtuoso Brushwork.” Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 53 (2005): 281-307. 


My article deals extensively with prior considerations of Hals, especially those rooted in Houbraken’s text. This essay demonstrates the legacies of early accounts, the need to return to original sources, and the need to read primary and secondary sources critically.

De Jongh, “Realism and Seeming Realism in Seventeenth-century Dutch Painting.” Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered. Cambridge University, 1997, p. 21-56 (translation of 1970 essay)

With this essay, De Jongh introduced the Panofskian iconological methodology to the “seemingly realistic” Dutch art of the seventeenth-century. De Jongh’s highly influential essay did much to shape how Dutch art was viewed for decades.
Alpers, “Picturing Dutch Culture.” Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered. Cambridge University, 1997, p. 57-67 (reprint of 1984 essay)

Alpers offered an alternative to De Jongh’s iconology. She argues for a non-narrative description that rejects De Jongh’s notions of symbolism that could be decoded with texts. Together, De Jongh’s and Alpers’s defined art historical understanding of early modern northern European art for much of the twentieth century. 

Sluijter, “Didactic and Disguised Meanings? Several Seventeenth-century Texts on Painting and the Iconological Approach to Dutch Paintings of this Period.” Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered. Cambridge University, 1997, p. 78-87

Part of the great ideological debate on Dutch naturalism headed by De Jongh and Alpers. Sluijter looks to seventeenth-century texts on art in an effort to discern what the original audiences thought of these evasive pictures. Joins the recent theoretical debates with those that existed in the seventeenth century.
Walsh, “Skies and Reality in Dutch Landscape.” Art in History/History in Art, Getty, 1991, p.95-118.


Fascinating interrogation of how naturalistic Dutch landscapes really are, or are not. Walsh invokes meteorology to determine that many of the seemingly realistic scenes could not be simple transcriptions of what painters actually saw. They are not merely fantasies either though as the cloud structures reveal an intense awareness of such elements, but intentional derivations from the real.
Brandenburg, “Market Scenes as Viewed by a Plant Biologist.” Art in History/History in Art, Getty, 1991, p 59-74.


As the title indicates, the author is not an art historian. Due to the naturalism of 17th c Dutch art many other types of scholars are drawn to the paintings. Here, Brandenburg uses paintings of market scenes filled with fruits and vegetables for sale as visual records of now centuries old vegetation. The essay offers a counter study to how art historians might engage the same material.

Hochstrasser, Still Life and Trade in the Dutch Golden Age, Yale, 2007, PAGES

Important recent study of the impact of non-Dutch material culture on Dutch visual arts in early modernity. Hochstrasser explores the roles of imported porcelain, textiles, and naturalia in still life painting. Demonstrates the impact of commerce and global engagement on visual culture and aesthetics.

Swan, Art, Science, and Witchcraft in Early Modern Holland, Cambridge University, 2005, 29-94.

Swan explores the visual imagery of Jacques de Gheyn and relates it to the role of observation in early modern science. Moreover, Swan explores how De Gheyn’s imagery constituted an attempt to know and learn not only through seeing, but also through making an image.

Steadman, Vermeer’s Camera, Oxford University, 2002, PAGES.


Steadman carefully probes Vermeer’s use of the camera obscura. Detailing the effects of the device on the artist’s paintings, Steadman offers insights into the formative role contemporary optics played on Dutch naturalism.

Stott, Annette. Holland Mania: The Unknown Period in American Art and Culture. Woodstock, NY: Overlook Press, 1998.


The most comprehensive study of the impact of all things Dutch, especially paintings from the Golden Age, has had on twentieth-century American culture. Reveals many correspondences between the secularized mercantile bourgeois cultures and illustrates the lasting impact of the early modern imagery over time and place.


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 produced in seventeenth-century northern Europe  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 seventeenth century 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 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, 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 seventeenth century and modernity.


Prompt: “Choose one aspect of seventeenth-century northern European culture that is still present in the world of today (e.g., optical realism, multiculturalism, commodification, etc.).  Research three images or objects that embody the issue you choose in some way, and write an essay (app. 10 pp., plus footnotes and a bibliography) explaining through these works how the issue became important in the period from 1600-1700.  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?]

We 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 – 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 course will primarily be taught by full-time faculty, because its period-specific content requires a depth and breadth of experience hard to find among adjuncts; at the moment, our relevant specialist is Prof. Atkins, who prepared the present proposal  Advanced adjuncts in the northern European field might also be qualified.
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