
ARTH 101 002 Introduction to Visual Arts 
             
Class time: Monday and Wednesday 10:30-11:45 
Location: Art and Design Building 2026 
Professor: Michele Greet 
Email: mgreet@gmu.edu 
Phone: (703) 993-1250 (email is best) 
Office: Horizon Hall 3141 
Office Hours: Wednesday 1:00-2:00 or by appointment 
 
Course Description: This course will introduce students to the visual arts, exploring how we 
look at, interpret, describe, and respond to visual imagery. We will discuss why art matters in 
the modern world, how artists communicate meaning, and how art can be a powerful response 
to contemporary events. The first half of the course will provide a framework for understanding 
the materials, techniques, formats, and contexts in which art is produced. The second half of 
the course will introduce a selection of famous artists and major controversies in the artworld. 
*This course fulfills the Mason Core Arts requirement 
 
Course Format: The classroom experience is the core of the course. Class sessions comprise 
lecture/discussions/activities on selected aspects of material introduced in that day’s reading 
assignments. Tests derive from both what we cover in class and the readings, thus careful note 
taking is essential to your success in the course. 
 
Mason Core Arts Objectives: 

• Demonstrate an understanding of the relationship between artistic process, and a 
work's underlying concept, and the contexts associated with the work. 

• Identify and analyze the formal elements of works of art using appropriate vocabulary. 

• Analyze cultural production using standards appropriate to the visual arts, as well as the 
works cultural significance and context. 

• Analyze and interpret the content of a work of art through its social, historical, and 
personal contexts. 

Course Objectives:  

• To become familiar with the methods, techniques, and analytical vocabulary associated 
with the visual arts. 

• To learn about a selection of major artists and issues in the art world. 

• To develop analytical and interpretive skills and use them to discuss and write about 
works of art. 

 
Course Requirements: 

• Readings: complete all reading before the class session on which they are listed.  

• Unit 1 test: (15% of your grade)  

• Self Portrait assignment: (10% of your grade) Specific assignment to be posted on 
blackboard. 

• Landscape or still life assignment: (10% of your grade) Specific assignment to be posted 
on blackboard. 



• Unit 2 museum paper: (20% of your grade) 3-4 pages, analysis of works of art in a 
Washington DC museum. Specific assignment to be posted on blackboard.  

o *Museum visit required. 

• Unit 3 test: (15% of your grade) 

• Unit 4 writing assignment: (15% of your grade) 2-3 pages, related to “Controversies in 
the Art World.” Specific assignment to be posted on blackboard.  

• Participation: 15% of your grade. Participation refers to the content of your verbal and 
written contributions as well as your attention and response to others’ comments. The 
GMU catalogue reads: “Students are expected to attend the class periods of the courses 
for which they register…instructors may use absence, tardiness, or early departure as de 
facto evidence of non-participation.” We will often do in-class assignments. These 
assignments will not be graded, but will be collected and counted toward participation. 
Be sure to bring paper to class on which to work.  

o Everyone starts with a B as a participation grade. You will maintain that grade by 
simply coming to class and turning in in-class assignments (missing no more than 
3 classes over the semester). To get an A for participation you need to actually 
contribute to class discussions in verbal or written form. Your participation grade 
will be reduced according to attendance after 3 absences. You will not pass the 
class if you miss more than 50% of the class sessions no matter how well you do 
on other assignments. 

 
Grading Standards: 
C is the average expected performance of a college Student. To receive a C you must complete 
all readings and assignments on time, demonstrate a basic knowledge of the material, and 
write competently (all assignments must be well organized and have correct spelling and 
grammar). To receive a B your work must be substantially better than average and to receive an 
A truly exceptional. A work is meticulously researched, well written, and imaginative and goes 
above and beyond the assignment. 
 

A+ 98-100     C+ 77-79 
 A 93-97     C 73-76 

A- 90-92     C- 70-72 
B+ 87-89     D 60-69 
B 83-86     F 59 and lower 
B- 80-82 
 

Technology Requirements: 

• GMU requires you to activate your GMU e-mail account to receive official campus 
communications. If you prefer to use another address, you must activate the e-mail 
forwarder. I will use GMU addresses exclusively. 

• Blackboard 

• Web access  
 
Policies: 

• Students are responsible for all material covered in class (announcements, lectures, 
discussions) whether you are present or not.  



• Late assignments are not acceptable. Any work turned in late without a valid written 
excuse (i.e. doctor’s note) will be graded down 10pts per week late. If an assignment is 
not turned in by the last day of class you will be given a 0 for that assignment. If you are 
having difficulty completing an assignment please see me well before the assignment is 
due. If I am aware of your circumstances I am more than willing to work with you. 

• Make-up exams or extensions will be granted only in the case of documented 
emergencies.  

• GMU operates with an Honor Code. It is clearly defined in the catalogue 
(https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/full-honor-code-document/ ) Plagiarism 
(presenting someone else’s ideas or words as your own without proper 
acknowledgement) violates the Honor Code. I will notify the Honor Committee 
concerning possible infractions.   

• Cell phones must be turned off during class. If I see you texting or on your phone, I will 
call on you ☺ 

• Accommodations will be made for students with documented disabilities, in accordance 
with law and university policies. Students requiring accommodations must register with 
the University’s Disability Resource Center and produce documentation. Please do this 
well before the first test or presentation in case alternate arrangements need to be 
made.  

• If English is your second language, I encourage you to turn in a rough draft of your paper 
at least one week before it is due. If needed I will recommend that you work with the 
Writing Center. All papers must be in good standard English. 

 
Other important resources: 
https://historyarthistory.gmu.edu/undergraduate/resources-and-support-services  
 
Important dates: 

Jan. 30 Last day to add classes 

Feb. 6 Last day to drop classes (full tuition refund) 

Feb. 15 Unit 1 test 

Mar. 6 Portraiture Assignment due 

Mar. 8 Landscape of Still Life Assignment due 

Mar. 20 Unit 2 Museum paper due 

Apr. 3/5 No class 

Apr. 19 Unit 3 test 

May 3 Last day of class 

May 10 Unit 4 paper due  

 

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/full-honor-code-document/
https://historyarthistory.gmu.edu/undergraduate/resources-and-support-services


Lectures and reading assignments: 
 
Jan. 23 Introduction: syllabus and course requirements 
 
Unit 1: What is Art? 
 
Jan. 25 Why Art Matters 
Why look at art? 
https://smarthistory.org/why-look-at-art/  
Must art be beautiful? 
https://smarthistory.org/beauty-picasso-old-guitarist/  
How art can help you analyze 
https://smarthistory.org/how-art-can-help-you-analyze/ 
The power to look 
https://smarthistory.org/the-power-to-look/ 
Alejandro Cesarco, What does looking mean? 
https://smarthistory.org/alejandro-cesarco-what-does-looking-mean/ 
What work of art inspired you? 
https://smarthistory.org/what-work-of-art-inspired-you/  
 
Jan. 30 Elements of Art 
Line 
https://smarthistory.org/line/ 
Shape and Form 
https://smarthistory.org/shape-and-form/  
Color 
https://smarthistory.org/color/ 
Space 
https://smarthistory.org/space/ 
Texture 
https://smarthistory.org/texture/ 
Surface and Depth 
https://smarthistory.org/surface-depth/ 
Light and Shadow 
https://smarthistory.org/light-and-shadow/  
 
Feb. 1 Principles of Composition 
Balance, symmetry, and emphasis 
https://smarthistory.org/balance-symmetry-and-emphasis/  
Movement 
https://smarthistory.org/movement/ 
Proportion and scale 
https://smarthistory.org/proportion-and-scale/ 
Pattern, repetition and rhythm, variety and unity  
https://smarthistory.org/pattern-repetition-and-rhythm/  
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Feb. 6 Painting: Materials and Techniques  
Tempera 
https://smarthistory.org/tempera-paint/ 
Oil paint in Venice 
https://smarthistory.org/oil-paint-in-venice-2/ 
Renaissance watercolors 
https://smarthistory.org/renaissance-watercolours-materials-and-techniques/  
Gold ground panel painting 
https://smarthistory.org/gold-ground-panel-painting-2/ 
Almost invisible: The Cartoon Transfer Process 
https://smarthistory.org/almost-invisible-the-cartoon-transfer-process/  
 
Feb. 8 Sculpture: Materials and Techniques 
Carving marble with traditional tools 
https://smarthistory.org/carving-marble-with-traditional-tools-2/  
Quarrying and carving marble 
https://smarthistory.org/quarrying-and-carving-marble/ 
Medieval goldsmiths 
https://smarthistory.org/medieval-goldsmiths-treasures-of-heaven-at-the-british-museum-2/ 
Making a Spanish polychrome sculpture 
https://smarthistory.org/making-a-spanish-polychrome-sculpture/ 
Adriaen de Vries’s bronze casting technique: direct lost-wax method 
https://smarthistory.org/bronze-casting-lost-wax/  
Working Jade 
https://smarthistory.org/working-jade-2/    
 
Feb. 13 Printmaking: Materials and Techniques/Test Review 
Introduction to relief printmaking  
https://smarthistory.org/introduction-to-relief-printmaking/  
Relief process 
https://smarthistory.org/relief-process/ 
Introduction to intaglio 
https://smarthistory.org/introduction-to-intaglio/ 
Intaglio process 
https://smarthistory.org/intaglio-process/ 
Introduction to lithography 
https://smarthistory.org/introduction-to-lithography/  
Lithography process 
https://smarthistory.org/lithography-process/  
 
Feb 15 Unit 1 test  
 
Unit 2: What is Art History? 
 
Feb. 20 Describing what you see 
Introduction to Art Historical Analysis 
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https://smarthistory.org/introduction-to-art-historical-analysis/ 
How to do visual (formal) analysis 
https://smarthistory.org/visual-analysis/ 
Art historical analysis with Goya’s Third of May, 1808 
https://smarthistory.org/art-historical-analysis/ 
Describing what you see: sculpture 
https://smarthistory.org/describing-sculpture/  
 
Feb. 22 An introduction to Art History 
What is art history and where is it going? 
https://smarthistory.org/what-is-art-history/  
Art History and World Art History 
https://smarthistory.org/world-art-history/  
Ever wondered… why people become art historians? 
https://smarthistory.org/ever-wondered-why-people-become-art-historians/ 
Ever wondered…why study art of the past? 
https://smarthistory.org/why-study-past-art/  
Art and Empathy 
https://smarthistory.org/art-and-empathy/ 
A brief history of the representation of the body in Western painting 
https://smarthistory.org/a-brief-history-of-the-representation-of-the-body-in-western-
painting/  
A brief history of the representation of the body in Western sculpture 
https://smarthistory.org/a-brief-history-of-the-representation-of-the-body-in-western-
sculpture/#  
 
27  The language of Art History 
Naturalism, realism, abstraction and idealization 
https://smarthistory.org/naturalism/ 
Contrapposto explained 
https://smarthistory.org/contrapposto-explained/ 
Foreshortening explained 
https://smarthistory.org/foreshortening-explained/ 
Chiaroscuro explained 
https://smarthistory.org/chiaroscuro-explained/ 
Linear perspective explained 
https://smarthistory.org/linear-perspective-explained/ 
Atmospheric perspective explained 
https://smarthistory.org/atmospheric-perspective/ 
Classic, classical, and classicism explained 
https://smarthistory.org/classic-classical-and-classicism-explained/  
Classical orders of architecture explained 
https://smarthistory.org/classical-orders-of-architecture-explained/  
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Mar. 1 Portraiture 
Veristic male portrait 
https://smarthistory.org/veristic-male-portrait/  
Moche Portrait Head Bottle 
https://smarthistory.org/moche-portrait-bottle/ 
Piero della Francesca, Portraits of the Duke and Duchess of Urbino 
https://smarthistory.org/piero-della-francesca-portraits-of-the-duke-and-duchess-of-urbino/ 
Jan Van Eyck, The Arnolfini Portrait 
https://smarthistory.org/jan-van-eyck-the-arnolfini-portrait/ 
Leonardo, Mona Lisa 
https://smarthistory.org/leonardo-mona-lisa/ 
José Campeche, the portraitist of 18th-century Puerto Rico 
https://smarthistory.org/jose-campeche-portraitist-puerto-rico/ 
Yi Myeonggi and Kim Hongdo, Portrait of Seo Jiksu 
https://smarthistory.org/yi-myeonggi-and-kim-hongdo-portrait-of-seo-jiksu/  
  
Mar. 6 Landscape  
*Portraiture assignment due 
Chinese landscape painting 
https://smarthistory.org/chinese-landscape-painting/ 
Gong Xian, Eight Views of Landscape 
https://smarthistory.org/gong-xian-eight-views-of-landscape/ 
Landscape and the American republic, Frederic Church’s Natural Bridge 
https://smarthistory.org/seeing-america-2/frederic-church-the-natural-bridge-virginia/ 
Landscape Painting in Nineteenth-Century Latin America 
https://smarthistory.org/landscape-painting-latin-america/  
Fauve Landscapes and City Views 
https://smarthistory.org/fauve-landscape-city-views/ 
Re-Mapping Land Art: Earthworks, Borderlands, Ecology 
https://smarthistory.org/reframing-art-history/re-mapping-land-art-earthworks-borderlands-
ecology/  
 
Mar. 8 Still Life and Genre Painting  
*Landscape or Still Life Assignment due  
What is genre painting? 
https://smarthistory.org/what-is-genre-painting/ 
A Still Life of Global Dimensions: Antonio de Pereda’s Still Life with Ebony Chest 
https://smarthistory.org/pereda-still-life-w-ebony-chest/  
Rachel Ruysch, Flower Still-Life 
https://smarthistory.org/ruysch-flower-still-life/ 
Willem Kalf, Still Life with a Silver Ewer 
https://smarthistory.org/kalf-ewer/   
Paul Cézanne, The Basket of Apples 
https://smarthistory.org/cezanne-the-basket-of-apples/ 
Amelia Peláez del Casal, Fishes 
https://smarthistory.org/amelia-pelaez-del-casal-fishes/ 
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Mar. 13/15 Spring Break 
 
Unit 3: Famous artists 
 
Mar. 20 Leonardo da Vinci 
*Museum Paper Due 
About Leonardo 
https://smarthistory.org/about-leonardo/  
Leonardo: Anatomist 
https://smarthistory.org/leonardo-anatomist/  
Leonardo: The Last Supper 
https://smarthistory.org/leonardo-last-supper/ 
Leonardo: The Virgin of the Rocks 
https://smarthistory.org/leonardo-virgin-of-the-rocks/ 
 
Mar. 22 Michelangelo 
Who was Michelangelo? 
https://smarthistory.org/who-was-michelangelo/  
Michelangelo: David 
https://smarthistory.org/michelangelo-david/  
Michelangelo: Ceiling of the Sistine Chapel 
https://smarthistory.org/michelangelo-ceiling-of-the-sistine-chapel/ 
Michelangelo: Last Judgment 
https://smarthistory.org/michelangelo-last-judgment/  
 
Mar. 27 Claude Monet 
Impressionism, an introduction 
https://smarthistory.org/a-beginners-guide-to-impressionism/  
Impressionism as optical realism: Monet 
https://smarthistory.org/impressionism-optical-realism-monet/  
Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare 
https://smarthistory.org/monet-the-gare-saint-lazare/ 
Claude Monet, Rouen Cathedral Series 
https://smarthistory.org/monet-rouen-cathedral-series/  
Claude Monet, Les Nymphéas (The Water Lilies) 
https://smarthistory.org/claude-monet-les-nympheas-the-water-lilies/  
 
Mar. 29 Vincent van Gogh 
Vincent van Gogh, The Potato Eaters 
https://smarthistory.org/van-gogh-potato-eaters/ 
Vincent van Gogh, Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear 
https://smarthistory.org/van-gogh-self-portrait-with-bandaged-ear/ 
Vincent van Gogh, The Bedroom 
https://smarthistory.org/vincent-van-gogh-the-bedroom/ 
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Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night 
https://smarthistory.org/van-gogh-the-starry-night/  
 
Apr. 3/5 No class: I’m traveling 
 
Apr. 10 Pablo Picasso 
Pablo Picasso and the new language of Cubism 
https://smarthistory.org/picasso-guitar/ 
Pablo Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon 
https://smarthistory.org/pablo-picasso-les-demoiselles-davignon/ 
Pablo Picasso, Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler 
https://smarthistory.org/pablo-picasso-kahnweiler/  
Pablo Picasso, The Three Musicians 
https://smarthistory.org/pablo-picasso-three-musicians/  
Pablo Picasso, Guernica 
https://smarthistory.org/picasso-guernica/  
 
Apr. 12 Salvador Dali 
Surrealism, an introduction 
https://smarthistory.org/surrealism-intro/ 
Surrealist Techniques: Subversive Realism 
https://smarthistory.org/surrealist-techniques-subversive-realism/ 
Salvador Dalí, The Persistence of Memory 
https://smarthistory.org/salvador-dali-the-persistence-of-memory/ 
Salvador Dalí, Metamorphosis of Narcissus 
https://smarthistory.org/salvador-dali-metamorphosis-of-narcissus/  
 
Apr. 17 Frida Kahlo 
Frida Kahlo, introduction 
https://smarthistory.org/frida-kahlo-introduction/ 
Frida Kahlo, Frieda and Diego Rivera 
https://smarthistory.org/frida-kahlo-frieda-and-diego-rivera/ 
Frida Kahlo, The Two Fridas (Las dos Fridas) 
https://smarthistory.org/kahlo-the-two-fridas-las-dos-fridas/  
 
Apr. 19 Unit 3 test 
 
Unit 4: Controversies in the Art World 
 
Apr. 24 Who owns culture? Museums and Cultural Heritage  
Who Owns the Parthenon Sculptures? 
https://smarthistory.org/who-owns-the-parthenon-sculptures-2/   
“How the Parthenon Lost Its Marbles,” by Juan Pablo Sánchez, National Geographic 
(March/April 2017) https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/history-
magazine/article/parthenon-sculptures-british-museum-controversy  (on blackboard) 
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“This Art Was Looted 123 Years Ago. Will It Ever Be Returned?” by Alex Marshall, New York 
Times (Jan. 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/23/arts/design/benin-bronzes.html 
“The Benin Bronzes, Explained: Why a Group of Plundered Artworks Continues to 
Generate Controversy,” by Alex Greenberger, Art News (April 2021) 
https://www.artnews.com/feature/benin-bronzes-explained-repatriation-british-museum-
humboldt-forum-1234588588/  

Apr. 26 Should public art please the public?  
Richard Serra, Tilted Arc  
https://smarthistory.org/richard-serra-tilted-arc/ 
Michael Brenson, “Art View: The Case in Favor of a Controversial Sculpture,” The New York 
Times (May 19, 1985) (on blackboard)  
Harriet Senie, “Richard Serra’s ‘Tilted Arc’: Art and Non-Art Issues.” Art journal (New York. 1960) 
48.4 (1989): 298–302. (on blackboard) 
“Maya Lin, Vietnam Veterans Memorial,” by Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker 
https://smarthistory.org/maya-lin-vietnam-veterans-memorial/  
“This 21-Year-Old College Student Designed the Vietnam Veterans Memorial: Maya Lin won a 
design competition—and sparked a national controversy,” by Erin Blakemore (Sep 13, 2017) 
https://www.history.com/news/the-21-year-old-college-student-who-designed-the-vietnam-
memorial  
 
May 1 How should controversial monuments be dealt with?  
"Defeated, heroized, dismantled: Richmond’s Robert E. Lee Monument" by Dr. Sarah Beetham 
and Dr. Beth Harris 
https://smarthistory.org/lee-monument-richmond/ 
“Photos show how the Robert E. Lee statue in Virginia has been reclaimed to support the Black 
Lives Matter movement,” by Natalie Colarossi, Insider (July 2020) 
https://www.insider.com/robert-e-lee-statue-repurposed-black-lives-matter-images-2020-
7#klein-felt-that-it-would-be-important-to-project-an-image-of-floyd-as-a-form-of-peaceful-
protest-against-the-backdrop-of-a-pro-slavery-confederate-monument-2 
“Robert E. Lee Monument in Richmond, Virginia To Be Removed” by Shanti Escalante-De 
Mattei, Art News (Sept. 7, 2021) 
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/robert-e-lee-monument-richmond-virginia-
removed-1234603059/  
“Statue of Pre-Hispanic Woman Will Replace Columbus Sculpture in Mexico City,” by Nora 
McGreevy, Smithsonian Magazine (Sept. 9, 2021) https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-
news/monument-indigenous-women-will-replace-columbus-statue-mexico-city-180978609/  
“Controversy over new Reforma sculpture: The head of an Olmec woman will be designed by a 
man,” Yucatan Magazine (Sept. 13, 2021) 
https://yucatanmagazine.com/controversy-over-new-reforma-sculpture-the-head-of-an-olmec-
woman-will-be-designed-by-a-man/  
“Criticism Grows Around Artist Chosen to Replace Mexico City’s Columbus Monument,” by 
Valentina Di Liscia, Hyperallergic (Sept. 13, 2021) 
https://hyperallergic.com/676612/criticism-grows-around-artist-chosen-to-replace-mexico-city-
columbus-monument/ 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/23/arts/design/benin-bronzes.html
https://www.artnews.com/feature/benin-bronzes-explained-repatriation-british-museum-humboldt-forum-1234588588/
https://www.artnews.com/feature/benin-bronzes-explained-repatriation-british-museum-humboldt-forum-1234588588/
https://smarthistory.org/richard-serra-tilted-arc/
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https://smarthistory.org/lee-monument-richmond/
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“Mexico City Replaces a Statue of Columbus With One of an Indigenous Woman,” by Anatoly 
Kurmanaev and Oscar Lopez, New York Times (Oct. 14, 2021) 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/14/world/americas/mexico-columbus-statue-
indigenous.html 
 
May 3 Some recent scandals: Art and Money  
Behind the Banksy Stunt 
https://smarthistory.org/behind-the-banksy-stunt/  
The $150,000 Banana 
https://smarthistory.org/the-150000-banana/  
“For $84,000, An Artist Returned Two Blank Canvasses Titled 'Take The Money And Run'” by Bill 
Chappell, NPR (Sept. 29, 2021) 
https://www.npr.org/2021/09/29/1041492941/jens-haaning-kunsten-take-the-money-and-
run-art-denmark-blank  
“Just Stop Oil’s Van Gogh soup stunt is the latest streak of radical art protest by women” by 
Katy Hessel, The Guardian, Oct. 24, 2022 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2022/oct/24/just-stop-oils-van-gogh-soup-stunt-
is-the-latest-streak-of-radical-art-protest-by-
women?campaign_id=9&emc=edit_nn_20221025&instance_id=75580&nl=the-
morning&regi_id=44557973&segment_id=110987&te=1&user_id=bf4d76802dcee022f0ec692a
582f97df  
 
May 10 Unit 4 paper due 
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