
THE MEDIEVAL MEDITERRANEAN  PROF. LAWRENCE BUTLER  
ARTH 699-002: Topics in Art History   FALL 2012  

 
COURSE SYLLABUS, PRELIMINARY SHORT FORM 

 
The complete syllabus is on Blackboard, and will be distributed on the first day of class. 

 
In this graduate seminar, we will investigate the phenomenon of luxury trade in the medieval 
Mediterranean world, and its impact on the visual culture of the great trading cities such as 
Venice, Istanbul, Barcelona, Palermo and Cairo.    The course will touch on the traditions of late 
antique, Byzantine, medieval, and Islamic arts, using the extraordinary local collections at the 
Freer, Dumbarton Oaks, The Walters, and the Textile Museum.  We will look particularly at the 
phenomenon of trade across religious or political frontiers, such as the textile and spice trade 
between Italian city-states and the Islamic world. 
 
Please note that this is not a course on object connoisseurship, though students will be welcome 
to pursue that in their individual research projects if they wish.  Rather, the focus of the course 
will be on the cultural and historical context of the luxury trades, through weekly readings and 
discussion of primary sources and recent scholarship.  Since we will be meeting at the 
Smithsonian, we will put special emphasis on the Freer’s remarkable collection of Islamic art.  
Students should also expect to make several trips to neighboring museums during the semester.  
Students will lead discussions of the readings, and will present their own work in class.  As with 
any seminar, weekly attendance and active participation will be mandatory.   
 
COURSE GOALS AND OBJECTIVES.  In this course, students will: 
• Learn the canonical monuments and art media of the medieval Mediterranean. 
• Explore the dynamics of intercultural luxury trade and gift exchange. 
• Read and discuss major primary sources from different historical periods. 
• Explore and critique classic works of scholarly literature on the Mediterranean. 
• Practice using major reference tools and reference works, in English and otherwise. 
• Research, write and present topics of individual interest for a graduate peer audience. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
• Class attendance, active participation, and discussion leadership as assigned. 
• Assigned readings, including websites and documents on the Internet. 
• Weekly two-page reading summary, starting with the second class on Feb. 3. 
• At least one local museum visit with me (I’ll offer two or three alternate dates). 
• Research using sources in at least one language other than English. 
• One substantial (20 pp.) research paper, including a draft and annotated bibliography. 
• One half- hour-long Powerpoint presentation and discussion on one’s research topic. 
 
TECH REQUIREMENTS: GMU email, Powerpoint, Blackboard, and online research tools. 
 
HOW TO REACH ME:   
• Best: by email: lbutler@gmu.edu. Or try leaving a message at 703-993-1350. 
• Mailbox: in the HIST/ARTH Dept. office, Robinson B359. 
• Office: Robinson B340, deep inside the History and Art History Department. 
• Office hours: Mon/Weds 1:30 to 3:00, after Tuesday class, or by appointment. 
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TEXTBOOKS, available in the GMU Bookstore: 
 
• Eva Hoffman, ed.  Late Antique and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World.  Blackwell, 

2007.  ISBN 978-14051-2072-2. 
• Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity.  Norton, 1989, ISBN 978-0393958034 
• Byzantium, A World Civilization, ed. Laiou & Maguire.  Dumbarton Oaks, 1992.  ISBN 0-

88402-200-5. 
• D. Fairchild Ruggles, Islamic Art and Visual Culture: An Anthology of Sources.  Wiley-

Blackwell, 2011. ISBN 978-1405154024. 
• Stephen O’Shea, Sea of Faith: Islam and Christianity in the Medieval Mediterranean World. 

Walker, 2006.  ISBN 978-0802715173. 
 

Additional readings will be on JSTOR, library reserve, or on the class Blackboard website:  
  Go to http://classes.gmu.edu, sign in and select ARTH 699-001. 
 
Recommended for background, not required:   
• Stokstad & Cothren, Art History Portable, Book 2: Medieval Art, 4/E.  Pearson/Prentice Hall, 

ISBN-13:  9780205790920.   
This is an excerpt from Stokstad, Art History, comprising the Early Christian, Byzantine, 
Islamic, and Western Medieval chapters.  Basic survey of the main periods and monuments 
we’ll be studying. Strongly recommended as reference for those new to this time period, if 
you don’t already own a major survey textbook like Stokstad, Janson, or Gardner’s. 

• Jonathan Bloom & Sheila Blair.  Islamic Arts.  Phaidon Press, 1997.  Paperback.  ISBN-13: 
978-0714831763 .   
A basic survey of Islamic art and architecture by period and medium. Recommended for 
those who would like a more extensive introduction to Islamic art and architecture.  Includes 
individual chapters on textiles and luxury objects. 

• Annette Hagedorn, Islamic Art.  Taschen, 2009.  ISBN 978-3822856697.   
Small book with a short intro to Islamic history and art.  It features excellent photos and 
descriptions of individual famous museum pieces, including a number from the Freer and 
Sackler Galleries.  Recommended for those with particular interest in museum objects. 

 
 
 
 

SUMMARY OF IMPORTANT DATES 
 
Last day to add classes: Tuesday, September 4. 
Last day to drop classes without a tuition penalty: Tuesday, September 4. 
Last day to drop classes: Friday, September 28. 
No class on Tuesday, October 9: Columbus Day recess. 

On some dates we will plan to meet at the Freer Gallery lobby or elsewhere, to be announced. 

Dates for term papers and presentations will be determined in individual conferences. 

There will be no final exam, and no need to use the final exam date.  Whee!
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HIGHLY TENTATIVE CLASS AND READING SCHEDULE 
 

• Class meets on Tuesdays from 4:30 to 6:30 PM in the Smithsonian Ripley Center.  On 
special dates we may begin at the Freer Gallery instead—to be announced. 

• This schedule is preliminary.  Seminars have a way of evolving over time.  Stay tuned.  
• Readings are to be done before the class.  Choose three or four of the readings each 

week—your choice, depending on your own interests. 
• A two-page reading summary will be due in class each week.  It will include short 

reactions to the significance of individual short articles and exhibition catalogues. 
• Discussion leadership.  Each week two people will lead the discussion of the week’s 

readings or presentations.  All class members will contribute to the discussion. 
• Individual student conferences will be scheduled after class on Tuesday evenings.  I 

would like to meet with each of you at least twice, once to establish a research topic and 
once to go over the final powerpoint presentation of it. 

• Due dates for the paper and presentation will be negotiated for each student, so that no 
one has to submit a paper and present a lecture on the same day! 

 
READING ABBREVIATIONS: 
Hoffman = Late Antique and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World, ed. Eva R. Hoffman.   
Brown = Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity. 
Ruggles = D. Fairchild Ruggles, Islamic Art and Visual Culture: An Anthology of Sources 
Byzantium =  Byzantium, A World Civilization (Dumbarton Oaks) 
O’Shea = Stephen O’Shea, Sea of Faith: Islam and Christianity in the Medieval Mediterranean 
JSTOR = Database of full-text journal articles, through the GMU Libraries homepage. 
DOP = Dumbarton Oaks Papers, the premier journal of Byzantine studies, available on JSTOR. 
Blackboard = Passworded class website: http://courses.gmu.edu , select ARTH 699-001. 
On reserve = At the Reserve Desk in the Johnson Center Media Library; 2-hour limit. 
 
August 28: Mediterranean Geography and Historiography 
Reading, to be done before class or after, as you can:  

• Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, Part 1, pp. 1-112. 
• Hoffman, Introduction: Eva Hoffman, “Remapping the Art of the Mediterranean” 
• O’Shea, 1: “Introduction” 

Other readings to be announced on the first day. 
 
Sept 4: Constantinople, Early Byzantine art, and Dumbarton Oaks 
Reading.   

• Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, Part 2, pp. 115-187. 
• Hoffman, 1: Jaś Elsner, “The Changing Nature of Roman Art and…” 
• Byzantium: Milton Anastos, “Dumbarton Oaks and Byzantine Studies” 
• Byzantium: Speros Vryonis, “Byzantine Civilization, A World Civilization.” 

Look at: The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Age of Spirituality catalogue, on reserve. 
 
September 11: Byzantine luxury arts 
Reading: 

• Byzantium: Henry Maguire, “Byzantine Art History in the Second Half of the 20th Cent.” 
• Hoffman, 3: Anna Gonosová, “The Lure of Sasanian Persia.” 
• Hoffman: 15. Ioli Kalavrezou, “The Cup of San Marco…”  
• Other readings to be announced on the first day. 
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September 18:  Islam in its Mediterranean Context 
Reading: 

• Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity, III: “The New Participants,” 189-203. 
• Hoffman, 10: Oleg Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem”  
• Hoffman, 11: Erica Dodd, “The Image of the Word.”  
• Byzantium: Irfan Shahid, “Byzantium and the Islamic World” 
• Ruggles: 5.4, on the Dome of the Rock inscriptions. 
• O’Shea, 1: “Yarmuk 636” 

Look at: the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Byzantium and Islam catalogue, on reserve. 
 
September 25: Fatimids of Egypt and the Mediterranean Luxury Trade 
Reading:  

• Hoffman, 7: Lisa Golombek, “The Draped Universe of Islam.” 
• Hoffman, 13: Rachel Milstein, “Hebrew Book Illumination in the Fatimid Era”  
• Ruggles: 2.1-4, 3.1, 3.20-3.32, 5.24-25, on luxury arts. 
• Other readings to be announced on the first day. 

 
October 2: Umayyad Caliphate in Al-Andalus (Spain) 
Reading: 

• Ruggles : 5.12-5.17, on Al-Andalus. 
• O’Shea: 2: Poitier, and 3: Córdoba 
• Other readings to be announced on the first day. 

 
No class on Tuesday, October 9: Columbus Day break 
 
October 16: Medieval travel and the luxury trade 
Reading: 

• Ruggles: 1.11-4.14, on urban markets in Islamic trade cities. 
• Lopez & Raymond, Medieval Trade, documents, on Blackboard. 
• Anthony Cutler, Gifts & Gift Exchange…” in DOP 55 (2001), in JSTOR. 
• Eva Hoffman, “Christian-Islamic Encounters on Thirteenth-Century Ayyubid 

Metalwork” Gesta 43 (2004) (JSTOR) 
• David Jacoby, “Silk Economics & Cross-Cultural…,” DOP 58 (2004), on JSTOR 

 
October 23: Sicily, Iberia & Crusaders 
Reading: 

• O’Shea, 5: “Palermo and Toledo” 
• Hoffman, 18: Eva Hoffman, “Pathways of Portability…”  
• Hoffman, 19: Jerrilynn Dodds, “Islam, Christianity, and the Problem of Religious Art.”  
• Hoffman, 20: William Tronzo, “The Medieval Object-Enigma…”  
• Byzantium: Angeliki Laiou, “Byzantium and the West.” 

 
October 30: Venice and Islam 
Reading: 

• Hoffman, 21: Deborah Howard, “Venice and Islam in the Middle Ages…” 
• Rosamond Mack, Bazaar to Piazza, intro & 1: Travel, Trade & Diplomacy” 
• Other readings to be announced on the first day. 

Look at Venice and the Islamic World, catalogue on reserve 



 
 
November 6: Ottoman Turkish Arts 
 
Reading:   

• O’Shea, 8: “Sea of Faith” and  9: “Constantinople 1453 and Kostantiniyye” 
• Ruggles: 5.32-5.41 on Turkey and the Ottoman Empire. 
• More on Ottoman art, TBA (based on the Textile Museum’s new show) 

Look at: Bellini and the East, catalogue on reserve. 
 
 
November 13:  Summing up: Mediterranean Luxury Trade in the Renaissance 
Readings: To be announced on the first day. 
 
 
 
November 20, November 27, and December 2:  Graduate student reports 



CLASS POLICIES 
 
Attendance is necessary; much of the material will only be covered in our slide lectures.  You are 
responsible for getting notes, and for all consequences of missed classes.  Class participation will affect 
your grade, if it is conspicuously good, conspicuously lacking, or continually disruptive.  I will be 
making spot checks of attendance—they’re not perfect, but they help us both recognize a pattern. 
 
Classroom atmosphere.  Courtesy and common sense, please.  We’re all adults; sometimes emergencies 
come up.  However, talking to friends during lectures, wandering in and out, cell phones, and eating food 
are all badly distracting to everyone else.  Chronic chatterers and latecomers are disruptive, and will be 
asked to leave the classroom (Oh yes I can do that—University policy.). 
 
Written work is a major part of the course, and will count heavily towards your final grade.  Please study 
the explanation of my writing standards, attached to this syllabus. In short: Papers must be written in 
good formal English, with full documentation in a standard format such as MLA or Chicago.  All 
students are expected to use word-processors with spell-checkers.  Spelling and grammar count. 
Please submit papers typed, double-spaced, and PROOFREAD. Badly written work will be downgraded, 
returned for a rewrite, or flunked, as I see most appropriate.  
 
No email submissions of papers, except in special cases with my prior permission.  Sorry—I’ve tried—it 
causes too many problems.  Written work is due in hard copy in class on the due date. Papers will not 
be considered “on time” unless and until I receive them in hard copy. 
 
Laptop computers are fine for taking notes in class.  No Facebook, Solitaire, etc. No computers or 
telephones may be used during tests.  Phones will be turned off at all times, of course, as a courtesy to all. 
 
Late work will be graded down five points per day and ten points over a weekend.  Plan ahead--last-
minute hard-disk and printer failures are your problem, and do not constitute legitimate excuses.  By the 
final exam, all missing work becomes F work.  Make-up tests and elaborate medical excuses will require 
verification with a physician's or associate dean's excuse. There will be no make-up final exams. 
 
English as a Second Language:  If English is not your first language, I will be happy to help you do your 
best in the writing assignments--by previewing papers, offering extra help, that sort of thing.  But the final 
result must be written in good standard English. Please  work with The Writing Center in Robinson I, 
Room A116. Call them at (703) 993-1200, or see their web page for English language help, at: 
http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/.    Look for the ESL (English as Second Language) tab. 
 
Learning disabilities.  If you are a student with disabilities, and you need academic accommodations, 
please see me and contact the Office of Disabilities Services (ODS) or 703-993-2474.  All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through that office. Visit their website: http://ods.gmu.edu. 
 
Religious holidays.  I have planned this course according to the George Mason University calendar.  If you 
observe a religious holiday that the University does not, please let me know and I will make necessary 
accommodations for you (but not for the whole class). 
 
Auditors are welcome to sit and listen, if there is room.  If you would like to participate more actively, 
that’s fine with me if (!!)  you are keeping up with the assigned class reading.  Otherwise, please be quiet. 
 
Academic honesty is expected in all tests and writing, according the GMU Honor Code.  “Student 
members of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters 
related to academic work,” according to the official website, http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/ 
Please respect the Honor Code, our classroom standards, your fellow students, and yourself.  Please report 
violations to the Honor Committee, using the procedures explained in the website.   See the explanation of 
plagiarism, and how to avoid it, in the guidelines for writing. 
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GRADING POLICIES 
 
Grades will be calculated as follows: 
  
 A = 100% to 93%, or 4.00  B- = 82% to 80 %, or 2.67          D = 60% to 66%, or 
  A- =  92% to 90%,   or  3.67  C+ = 79% to  77 %, or 2.33       1.0 
  B+ = 89% to 87%,  or  3.33  C = 76% to 73 %, or 2.00         F = below 60% and 
  B = 86% to 83 %, or  3.00      C- = 72% to 70 %, or 1.67               receives no credit 
 
I may award a final A+ in rare instances: 4.0 average plus unusually good writing and class participation. 
 
WRITTEN WORK may be graded by points, or by the following criteria, as appropriate: 
A = Startlingly good, exceeding our expectations, and well-written.  Must be imaginative; NOT given for 
simply following directions. 
B = Good effort with a good result. 
C = Perfunctory; or, tried but missed the point; or, did something well but it wasn't the assignment; 
  or, good idea but careless or sloppy. 
D = Warning: accepted under protest. 
F = Unacceptable as college-level work.   
 
Paper grades will be lowered for lateness, sloppiness, lack of proofreading, bad English, lack of necessary 
documentation, faulty logic, or failure to follow directions for the assignment.  Please study the directions 
for writing assignments, elsewhere in this syllabus. 
 
Late written work: Papers are due in class in hard copy on the day specified. After that, late papers will 
be lowered five points a day, or half a grade, during the work week (Mon-Fri) and lowered ten points over 
a weekend.  Note that this makes even the best work “F” work after about ten days.  If you need an 
extension, you must ask for it before the due date, not on or after, if you want to avoid a penalty. 
 
Ungraded work: Maps and other ungraded exercises will be given checks, pluses or minuses only; when 
figuring up your final grade, these will help us determine borderline grades.  Missing maps will result in a 
lowering of your final grade by 5 points per item.    
 
Class participation grade: Normal class participation—showing up on time, keeping up with classwork, 
participating in group activities, not causing problems--will be figured as “B” level.  Great class 
participation will be graded “A”.  Problematic will be graded “C” or lower. 
FINAL GRADES will be based on the average of your paper, test and class grades.  Each assignment will 
be weighted thus: 
 
Class participation: 25 % 
Reading summaries: 25% 
Research paper: 25% 
Research presentation: 25% 
 
Final grades may be raised or lowered from strict average in the following  circumstances: 
• A pattern of pluses or minuses on ungraded assignments; 
• I may raise or lower your grade in recognition of significant change over the course of the semester. 
 
 



 
DIRECTIONS AND GUIDELINES FOR ALL WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 

 
There will be a series of short reading responses and one long (15-20 pp.) paper required for this class, with 
a rewrite possible.  Specific directions will be handed out when the papers are assigned.  In general, all 
written work for me, or for Art History in general, should be finished, professional-looking, and must 
observe the following rules: 
 
Organization: College-level essays are to be carefully constructed and presented as finished products.  
They are not just journal entries or stream-of-consciousness.  This means they must have a thesis of some 
sort, and present reasoned arguments through the examination of evidence.  There should be an 
introductory thesis statement and a conclusion.  Paragraphs should be used as a way to structure the 
argument so a reader can follow your thinking.  An interesting or informative title is expected.   
Mechanics:  All papers must be typed and double-spaced, using a standard font in 10 or 11-point size.  
Please stick to plain old white paper and standard fonts.  Handwriting is not OK.  Single-spacing is not OK. 
Triple-spacing is not OK.  Writing the whole darned thing in italics or some cute font you like is not OK.  
Pictures are nice, but strictly optional.  Pictures cannot be a substitute for writing.  Nice presentation is 
always welcome, but please be clear that adding pictures will not affect your grade unless they are 
explicitly part of the assignment. 
Spelling and grammar are expected to be excruciatingly correct.  Use the spell-checker.  I will mark down 
work for sloppy spelling and grammar.  If the writing is really awful—ungrammatical, no evidence of 
proofreading, horrible spelling, or laughably short—I will not read it.  I’ll return it as unacceptable, with an 
F.  I may allow rewrites, depending on the class, but the highest grade for a rewritten F paper is C.   
 Page limits should be observed, and should be your guide to the depth of writing: a one-to-two page paper 
is pretty much a quick observation, with thesis and conclusion.  Three-to-five pages means there is time to 
develop a thesis and argue it through several paragraphs, considering several different questions, angles or 
pieces of evidence.  An eight-to-ten page paper usually includes research, as will be made clear. 
Citations.  All papers, whatever length, must include the complete and correct citation of any sources of 
information to avoid the appearance of plagiarism.  Generally-known facts are not normally cited.  
Anything else is, including a long summary of facts from one source, a single opinion stated by another 
author, and any direct quote.  If you are using information from museum labels or pamphlets, cite that too. 
 
When you do citations, please one of these two standard forms, as you have learned here in college:  

• MLA style, using parenthetical page references and list of works cited at the end of the paper. 
• Chicago style, using correctly-done footnotes and a bibliography. 

Both of these are explained in detail in the Infoguides available on the University Libraries website: 
 http://infoguides.gmu.edu/humcites 
 
Do citations carefully and correctly!  Points will be deducted for missing citations of information, missing 
page numbers, missing list of “works cited” at the end, or just messed up mechanics.   
 
Plagiarism is a serious academic offense. Here is how the GMU Honor Code defines it, as quoted from 
the University Catalog, http://www.gmu.edu/academics/catalog/0203/apolicies/honor.html:  

B. Plagiarism encompasses the following: 
        1.Presenting as one's own the works, the work, or the opinions of someone else without 
proper acknowledgement.  
        2.Borrowing the sequence of ideas, the arrangement of material, or the pattern of thought of 
someone   else without proper acknowledgement. 

 
That means you must acknowledge your source of information.  Museum labels, anonymous pamphlets, 
and websites all count as sources, and must be acknowledged—even if you are summarizing them with 
word changes.  Plagiarism is cheating, and will be reported to the Honor Committee for action.  For 
more on the procedures, see http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/. 
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