MEMORANDUM

TO:  College of the Arts Curriculum Committee

FROM:  Lisa Florman, Chair, History of Art, Barbara Haeger, Chair, Undergrad Studies Committee and Honors Committee

RE: Historical Studies GEC status for History of Art H201 and H202

DATE: October 26, 2008

________________________________________________________________________
The History of Art Department is requesting GEC Historical Studies status (category A() for its courses HA H201 and H202, which are being changed from H210 and H212.  Currently both of these honors courses fulfill the Visual and Performing Arts requirement within the GEC.  As part of our request—and consistent with the university’s goal of greater flexibility within the GEC—we are asking that students be allowed to count the courses in either the Historical Studies or VPA categories (though, obviously, not both) as we requested last October for the non-honors offering of 201 and 202.

We are including in support of this request the syllabus for each of the courses; a copy of the rationale letter submitted to ASC Honors; and an assessment plan for both.  Below we also explain how the courses meet the objectives of the Historical Study component of the GEC.

Demonstrated Breadth of Knowledge  C. Historical Study

Goal/Rationale: 

History courses develop students’ knowledge of how past events influence today’s society and help them understand how humans view themselves.

Expected Outcomes are:

1.
  Students acquire a perspective on history and an understanding of the factors that shape human activity 

2.
Students display knowledge about the origins and nature of contemporary issues and develop a foundation for future comparative understanding

3.
Students think, speak, and write critically about primary and secondary historical sources by examining diverse interpretations of past events and ideas in their historical contexts.

1. How do the particular objectives of the course fit the objectives of the Historical Study category?

Among other things, History of Art H201 and H202 are intended to provide students with an introduction to the discipline of art history—a discipline whose very name suggests the interdisciplinarity fundamental to the field.  Before taking our courses, students tend to think either that art is fundamentally ahistorical or that it passively reflects the historical conditions under which it was produced.  These courses should disabuse them of both notions.  Even more than, say, a social history of form (of the sort that a course in the History Department might offer were it to incorporate art into its lectures), History of Art H201 and H202 present a formal history of society.  That is, they are designed to show that material objects—from Egyptian temples to Greek vases to modern, abstract paintings—are the stuff of history and that, in them, a particular kind of historical thinking (connected to but different from those of other more overtly “political” events) has been realized in concrete form. 

How this happens is, of course, the content of the course itself, and is difficult to summarize in isolation from the particular cases included on the syllabi.  However, an example may suffice: in the case of the Parthenon the lectures are organized to show how the temple’s architecture and complicated sculptural program created a certain image of Athenian history and society—one that did not really preexist the building of the Parthenon itself.  We discuss the various political events that preceded its construction (e.g., the defeat of the Persians at the Battle of Salamis and the transfer of the Delian League treasury to Athens), but with the intention of showing how the Parthenon itself presents a certain interpretation of those events and their significance.  We also read relevant primary texts—for the Parthenon, the chief one is Perikles’ Funeral Oration from Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War—and discuss ways in which those texts complement (and/or complicate) the interpretation(s) of the monument in question.
It may also be useful to say a bit here about how History of Art H201 and H 202 differ from the H210- H211-H212 sequence that preceded them.  Both of the new courses focus on a select group of monuments, rather than presenting a broader survey of formal or stylistic “development.”  This allows greater attention not simply to the monuments themselves, but also to the societal contexts in which they were produced and to which they were first addressed.  A principal goal of the re-structured courses is, in other words, the very one articulated for the Historical Study category at large: for students to “acquire a perspective on history and an understanding of the factors that shape human activity.”  Both classes also strongly emphasize questions of analysis and interpretation—including the changing history of the works’ reception—thereby addressing the requirement that students “examine diverse interpretations of past events and ideas in their historical contexts.”  In general, our goal is to impart not only a body of knowledge but also a set of critical tools that the student can apply even to material not specifically covered in this course—thus “develop[ing] a foundation for future comparative understanding.”

2. How do the readings assigned fit the objectives of the Historical Study category? 

Both courses include, in addition to interpretive readings from a customized textbook, primary textual sources relevant to the making and/or reception of the works of art in question.  Students will be engaged in “thinking, speaking, and writing critically” about these sources, just as they will about the works of art that are the primary “primary sources” for the course.

The textbook readings are intended to supplement the class lectures.  Occasionally those lectures will offer an interpretation of the work that differs from that given in the textbook; in these instances, the conflicting interpretations themselves become the subject of discussion, and students are invited to think about how one might adjudicate between them.

In all of the essay questions for the exams students will need to draw on the readings (including the primary documents) in order to intelligently discuss the significance of the works of art in question.  There will also be on each exam at least one question specifically directed toward a discussion of the primary texts themselves.

3. How do the weekly lecture topics fit the objectives of the Historical Study category?

The weekly lectures are where objective #1 is most directly met; that is, it is primarily through the lectures (and secondarily through the readings) that students will “acquire a perspective on history and an understanding of the factors that shape human activity.” To the extent that some amount of discussion—a kind of Socratic question-and-response—is also built into the lectures, objectives 2 and 3 are addressed there too.  In fact, most of the in-class discussion is oriented either to comparisons of particular works (both visual and textual) or to an exploration of the ways those works challenge our contemporary assumptions.  Questions of interpretation are central throughout, with the result that students are presented in lecture with a concrete model (or models, in the case of those courses that are team-taught) of objective 3: the critical analysis of “diverse interpretations of past events and ideas in their historical contexts.”

4. How do the written assignments fit the objectives of the Historical Study category?

As stated on the syllabus, the exams for this course are all short-essay format, and include three types of essays: (1) comparisons, in which the student is asked to identify a pair of works, then discuss their similarities and differences in relation to a particular question or set of questions; (2)  “unknowns,” in which students analyze a work neither seen nor discussed in class in relation to things that were; and (3) responses to a particular question, which may or may not be related to a specific image, and which will likely draw on some of the readings for the course.  All three essay types are designed to meet the objectives of both the Visual/Performing Arts and Historical Studies categories of the GEC, though probably type 3 most fully and directly engages questions of history, with type 1 a close second; type 2 asks students to draw primarily on their visual/analytical skills.  The comparisons (type 1) and unknowns (type 2) are also especially well suited to gauging whether students have in fact developed “a foundation for future comparative understanding.”

The visual-analysis paper is in many ways oriented more toward the VPA category of the GEC, whose stated objectives are:

1. Students develop abilities to be enlightened observers or active participants in the visual, spatial, musical, theatrical, rhetorical, or written arts.

2. Students describe and interpret achievement in the arts and literature.

3. Students explain how works of art and literature express social and cultural issues.
Yet, insofar as all of the works they will be writing about belong to an earlier period of history, the students will also be learning to “think and write critically about primary historical sources,” and to do so in relation to what they know of the historical context out of which those works arose.
5.  How will students sharpen communication skills through the preparation of essay exams and papers and through participation in discussions in this course?

Again, the exams for these classes are comprised entirely of essay questions, which, like the papers, will be evaluated both for the clarity of their prose and the quality of the ideas expressed therein.  Together the exams and paper account for 85% of the student’s grade.  The remaining 15% turns on his or her participation in the Thursday/Friday “recitation” sections; any student wishing to earn better than an 85 in section must not only attend every class but also be actively (and intelligently) involved in the discussions.

( That is, we would like these courses included in the group that currently includes the other introductory-level courses: History 111, 112; 121, 122; 141, 142…; Philosophy H111, H112; etc.





