
 

ARTH 499-001 

Leonardo and Michelangelo:  The Construction of Renaissance Genius 

Professor Lisa Passaglia Bauman 

 

Seminar: Thursdays 1:30-4:15    lbauman@gmu.edu 

Office hours : Thursdays 12 :00-1 :15    Robinson B, room 373A 

 

Introduction:   

I imagine this course in three parts.  In part one, students will critically read the 

work of several authors—from Renaissance biographies of Michelangelo and Leonardo 

to 19
th

-century critics to Sigmund Freud, looking to see how each one “invents” the artist, 

contributing to the myths and legends surrounding their life and work.   

Part two explores each artist within the discipline of art history, using one 

important art work as our focus.  With Michelangelo, we will look at one of his most 

famous works, the Sistine ceiling, and with Leonardo the Last Supper, reading different 

interpretations of the meaning of each work and attempting to analyze their evidence.  

Both works have recently undergone profound cleanings which have divided the art 

world into very opposing camps.  I am curious to see if those differing opinions connect 

in any way to the myths that have been constructed about each artist, or if the cleaning is 

in some way controversial because it destroys those myths. 

And finally, in part three, I want to explore the doppelganger of an art historical 

text, Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code.   Brown’s book is like an art history text in that it 

too insists that paintings are legible and, like much of art history, is dense with half-

revealed meanings.  It has been criticized for its historical inaccuracies, and yet it has also 

sold over 80 million copies.  The questions I want to ask are:  what are Brown’s factual 

and the interpretive assertions, how do we know they’re inaccurate, and what is the 

book’s relationship to the myth of Leonardo?  This will also give us an opportunity to 

read primary source documents such as the New Testament, non-canonical works from 

the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 c, and the early Church fathers, as well as examine relationships between 

text and image as they relate to one of the key components of the story, the historical 

identity of Mary Magdalen. 

 

Course goals: 

 To become familiar with the life and work of two of the most well-known artists 

of the Italian Renaissance 

 To read primary and secondary sources critically 

 To develop your ability to analyze an argument 

 To practice organizing a discussion 

 To learn how to do research in art history 

 To practice articulating an argument in both written and oral formats 

 

Required Texts:   

 Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and 

Architects. Trans. Gaston de C. de Vere. Ed. Philip Jacks (NY:  The Modern 

Library, 2006). 



 

 Ascanio Condivi, The Life of Michelangelo. Trans. Alice Wohl. Ed. Hellmut 

Wohl (University Park, PA:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976). 

 Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood, Trans. Alan 

Tyson. Ed. James Strachey (NY:  W. W. Norton, 1989).   

 Dan Brown, The DaVinci Code (New York:  Doubleday, 2003). 

 Bible.  Any Bible will do.  While Catholic and Protestant Bibles are different 

concerning the Old Testament, both have identical New Testaments.   

 All other readings will be posted on e-reserve or emailed to you or available via 

JSTOR. 

 

Recommended Text: 

 Richard Turner, Inventing Leonardo (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 

1992).  This book is divided into a 3-part structure:  the story of Leonardo’s life; 

interpretations  of Leonardo from Vasari to Freud, and discussion of Leonardo in 

the present.  I like it and wish there was an equivalent for Michelangelo. It will 

help me in organizing my discussion of Leonardo and you might find it useful as 

well, but I am not assigning specific readings from it. 

 

Assignments: 

1. Weekly attendance and participation in weekly discussions.  Readings are 

assigned for each week and it is expected that all readings are completed before 

class meetings.  Participation in class discussion is not only encouraged, it is 

required, and will be factored into your participation grade.   

2.  Article presentation/discussion lead:  You are required to present an article and 

lead the discussion one week in class. 

 In weeks 4, 5, 6 and 8, students will present the argument and lead the 

discussion of one of the articles for that week.  Because some of the articles 

are long or dense, there are often two “interpreters” assigned to an article.  

That means you’ll need to work together as a team both in presenting the 

article and in organizing and leading discussion. 

3. Short writing assignments:  Beginning in week 3, there is a weekly writing 

assignment.  Sometimes you will answer assigned questions, sometimes you are 

responsible for thinking up a question, occasionally you will write an essay or 

analyze an argument.  Sometimes I am making sure the reading is done so that we 

can have an interesting discussion, sometimes I am getting you to practice 

thinking critically and creatively, sometimes I just want you to practice writing.  

Hard copies are due in class on the day we discuss those readings.  No late 

work accepted. 
4. Research paper:  8-10 page research paper on a topic from the list provided.   

 This paper is broken down in to separate components, each of which has a 

deadline and is worth points toward your final grade. 

o Outline   

o Draft   

o Final paper  

5. Oral presentation of your research paper:  20 minutes; plus attendance at all of the 

presentations of your fellow students.   



 

 

Assessments:  This is not a lecture class.  Seminar is interesting when people are 

engaged.  Attendance and informed participation are the coin of the realm and are 

therefore required of all students.  If you cannot attend seminar due to medical reasons or 

an emergency, I am available to discuss that missed course material.  You will need to 

bring me proper documentation for that absence.  If you just miss because your heart was 

recently broken and you are having a hard time leaving your bed, then you’ll need to see 

a very obliging classmate.  Obviously, this impacts your participation grade.  After one 

missed class, each unexplained absence will cost you 10% of your participation grade.  

An unexcused absence during the weeks of student presentations will drop your final 

grade by 10%. 

 The grading model is as follows:  A+ (100-97); A (96-93);  A- (93-90); B+ (89-

87); B (86-83); B- (82-80); C+ (79-77); C (76-73); C- (73-70); D (69-60); F (59 and 

below). 

Here’s the breakdown of point allocation for your final grade: 

Assignment % of final grade Your score Point value:  multiply 

your score by the 

decimal value  

Example 15% 85 85 x .15 = 12.75 

    

Attendance/participation 15%   

Article 

presentation/discussion 

lead 

15%   

Short writing 

assignments 

15%   

Research paper-outline 10%   

Research paper-draft 10%   

Research paper-final 25%   

Paper presentation 10%   

    

Total 100%   

 

Deadlines will be strictly adhered to.  Please do not ask for an extension unless you have 

a written excuse from Academic Advising. 

 

Important dates: 

September 2.  Labor Day recess.    

September 3.  Last day to add classes; Last day to drop a class with no tuition penalty. 

September  18.  Last day to drop a class with 33% tuition penalty. 

September 27.  Final drop deadline with 67% tuition penalty.  

Sept 30- Oct 25.  Selective withdrawal period. 

October 10.  NO CLASS.  I am away at a conference. 

Nov 27-Dec 1.  Thanksgiving recess.  NO CLASS ON THURSDAY, 11/28. 

Dec 5.  Last day of class. 

Dec 12.  Research paper due. 



 

 

English as a second language:  If English is not your first language, please discuss any 

concerns you might have about the writing assignments with me.  Please, however, give 

me plenty of notice (at least a week) before any due dates.  And don’t forget about the 

Writing Center (http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/).  

 

Standards of Academic Integrity:  GMU has an Honor Code that you can consult at the 

Office for Academic Integrity (http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/).  Aristotle famously 

described the relationship between an abstraction and its human manifestation.  How 

does one become honorable?  By doing honorable deeds.  Who does honorable deeds?  

The man with the sense of honor.  Through persistence and habit, we can increase our 

sense of honor. 

 

Students with disabilities:  All accommodations must be arranged through the Office of 

Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474.  If you qualify for accommodation, the ODS staff 

will give you a form detailing appropriate accommodations for you to give to me.  Please 

do that within the first month of class. 

 

Tech requirements and policy:  All students must activate and check their GMU e-mail 

accounts on a regular basis.  I will ONLY use the e-mail distribution list from the class 

registration.  If you prefer to use a commercial account, you must activate the forwarder 

on your GMU account. 

A successful seminar is made by the collaborative efforts of the group.  That 

means being a group—doing the reading before seminar, being engaged in seminar.  To 

that end, there are no cell phones in my classroom (unless you are awaiting an organ 

transplant, are a volunteer fire fighter and may be called into action, or need to be 

accessible to young children or elderly parents).  No laptops either unless you are using 

them to access the readings.  Really.     

 

Schedule.  I think it works, but if something needs to be changed, I will let you know 

well in advance. 

 

Expectations:  And finally, what are my expectations for a seminar?  First we will read 

some things, then we talk about them, and then we write about them.  Reading fills us, 

discussion prepares us, and writing—the fruits of our labors—makes us precise, faithful, 

meticulous, organized, thorough.  Then, no matter where you go or what you do, when 

people ask you what you are going to do those art history credits you’ll say:  Carry them 

with me, as I do everything that matters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Possible research topics: 

1. The representation of women in Michelangelo’s art 

2. The representation of Christ in Michelangelo’s art 

3. Michelangelo and antique art 

4. Michelangelo’s Pietas:  interpretations 

5. Michelangelo’s hidden self-portraits 

6. Michelangelo’s poetry and Vittoria Colonna 

7. Michelangelo and the tomb of Julius II 

8. Michelangelo’s Last Judgment: history, alterations, controversy, interpretations 

9. Michelangelo and the Pauline Chapel 

10. Leonardo as a Portraitist:  from Ginevra de’ Benci to Mona Lisa 

11. Leonardo’s Virgin of the Rocks 

12. Leonardo’s Battle of Anghiari—currently being hunted for behind the walls of 

the Palazzo Vecchio 

13. Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St. Anne.  Please also comment on the validity 

of the observations made by Dan Brown in The Da Vinci Code concerning this 

painting. 

14. Leonardo and the Duke of Milan 

15. Leonardo and Sculpture:  the Sforza and Trivulzio Monuments 

16. The tradition of the Last Supper in Italian Renaissance Art 

17. Mary Magdalen in film 

 

 

 


