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AESTHETICS FOR ART HISTORY 
ARTH 399:001, MW 9:00-10:15 a.m., AB 1005 

3 credits, Fall 2011 

 
Lynne M. Constantine      Office: 2017 Art & Design Bldg.  

703-993-4554 Office Hours: MW 12:00-1:30 p.m., 

lconstan@gmu.edu   and by appointment 

Blackboard site: mymason.gmu.edu 

 

Aesthetics is more than philosophy or theory of art and 
beauty; it is a way of inhabiting space, a particular 

location, a way of looking and becoming. 

—bell hooks 

 

Course Description 
Aesthetics is the systematic study of questions about the nature of art, about artistic practice, about human 

sensory perception as it affects understanding of and engagement with art, and about subjective response 

and appreciation. In this course, we will consider important, and often quite challenging, meta-questions 

in aesthetics that art historians confront in their research and writing as well as in practical contexts as 
curators, conservators, museum educators and art critics.  

 

By reading both classic and contemporary statements, we will consider such issues as visual pleasure, 
criteria for evaluation, beauty and ugliness, the relative standing of the artist and others in interpreting 

works of art, the influence of art worlds and art markets, and the role of subjective experience in the 

process of making histories and canons of art. We will take a problem-focused approach, challenging 

ourselves with real and hypothetical problem cases to ground our inquiries in practical applications.  
 

Course Objectives 
Students who actively participate in this course will be able to: 

 Understand the role of aesthetic considerations within the study of art history  

 Recognize the ―big questions‖ at the heart of systematic aesthetics and become familiar with the 

classic statements of these questions, while also recognizing the forms in which those big questions 
are being asked today 

 Understand aesthetic paradigms not as timeless standards but as constructs based in history, culture, 

values and practices—and hence subject to change 
 Understand the significance of the ways in which contemporary art practice has moved beyond the 

production of art works to involve the artist’s disciplined efforts to observe, engage and interpret 

perceptual experience and the processes of living 
 Experience a heightened aesthetic consciousness, grounded in the raw materials of the senses and of 

everyday life as well as in art experiences. 

 

Course Texts 
 

Required  
The following required course text is available at the George Mason University bookstore: 

 

Carolyn Korsmeyer, ed. Aesthetics: The Big Questions. Wiley-Blackwell, 1998. ISBN: 978-0631205944  

 

mailto:lconstan@gmu.edu
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According to the George Mason University Bookstore, this text will cost $68.50 if purchased new,  

$51.40 if purchased used, or $33.50 if rented for the term. Online sellers offer new copies for as little as 
$33.75 and used copies for as little as $8.00 including shipping. 

 

Assignments from this book are listed in the schedule of assignments later in this syllabus. I will also 

require readings that are not in this book, and these readings will be linked or otherwise made available to 
you for download on the ARTH 399 course site on Blackboard. Any files distributed in this way are 

password protected—I will provide you with the password in class, and it is also provided as a permanent 

announcement on our Blackboard site. 
 

From time to time, I may substitute or supplement the assignments on the schedule with other materials 

(articles, websites, etc.). If and when I do so, you will receive instructions for accessing the material both 
in class and by e-mail. 

 

Any moving-image materials assigned for viewing outside of class either will be made available on 

reserve in the Media Services area of the Johnson Center Library or will be provided to you via 
Blackboard as a link to a download or a streaming site. 

 

Recommended 
The following resources are not available in the bookstore, but many are in the Mason library. They are 

also available from online booksellers. 

 
Overviews of Aesthetics and Art Theory  

 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (Penguin 1995; written to accompany the 4-part video series originally 

aired on British television in 1972) 

 James Elkins, The Object Stares Back: On the Nature of Seeing (Harvest/Harcourt, 1996) 
 Larry Shiner, The Invention of Art: A Cultural History (Univ. of Chicago Press 2003) 

 Richard L. Anderson, Calliope’s Sisters: A Comparative Study of Philosophies of Art, Second Edition 

(Pearson Prentice Hall, 2004) 
 

Art Movements/Jargon Decoder 

 Robert Atkins, ArtSpeak, 2
nd

 ed. (Abbeville 1997) 

 
Writings by Artists 

 Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, eds., Art in Theory 1900-2000, 2
nd

 ed. (Blackwell 2002) 

 Kristine Stiles and Peter Selz, eds., Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art (Univ. of 
California Press 1996) 

 Hilary Robinson, ed. Feminist Art Theory: An Anthology 1968-2000 (Blackwell 2001) 

 

Course Requirements  
 
Communication: You will be expected to check your George Mason University e-mail and the 

Blackboard site for this course frequently during the term. Updates to the syllabus and other vital course 

information will be sent to you at your George Mason University e-mail address and via the Blackboard 

site. You will be responsible for having read whatever I send you via these means. Please note that 
because of university policies, I can only communicate with you via your Mason e-mail address. 

 

Absolute Ban on Electronic Communication During Class Time: You will NOT be permitted 

to use the Internet, text messaging, instant messaging, e-mail or even mental telepathy during class time. 
Our Zen motto will be, ―Be here now.‖ I should not see cell phones, smart phones, or computers at all 
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once class has begun. Please do not make me embarrass you into compliance. One violation will result in 

shame; more than one violation will affect your grade—I will treat a violation as if you were not present 
in class that day. If you have a genuine academic reason to use a computer during class for note-taking or 

accessibility, please discuss this with me at the beginning of the semester.  

 

Assignments 
Students will demonstrate their mastery of the course learning objectives by: 

 Completing all reading and viewing assignments and coming to class prepared to participate fully and 

actively in discussions; in any given class there may also be quizzes, in-class writing or participatory 
learning activities based on that out-of-class work 

 Writing three short papers (3-5 pages), with in-class presentation;  

 Paper #1 (example artwork): due 9/13 

 Paper #2 (problem paper): 10/3 – 10/11 staggered dates, depending on the group to which 

you are assigned 

 Project #3 (problem paper): 10/31-11/7 staggered dates, depending on the group to which you 

are assigned 

 Writing the midterm examination (in class 10/17)  

 Term project/paper (5-7 pages), with in-class presentation (due 11/30; presentations Nov. 30, Dec 5 & 

7)  
 

Assignments for each class are listed on the course schedule distributed with this syllabus and linked on 

Blackboard. Assignments for papers and projects and for the final exam will be posted on Blackboard and 
explained thoroughly in class. In class quizzes, writing assignments and activities cannot be made up if 

you are late or absent. 

 
Statement on Materials of a Potentially Objectionable Nature 

We may from time to time be viewing or reading materials that some students may find distressing or 

objectionable for religious, cultural, or personal reasons. These materials are presented as objects of study 
and analysis and as part of the educational process, without any intent to cause offense or distress. If you 

are concerned that your religious or cultural beliefs would make it impossible for you to participate in part 

or in whole in this class, please see me at the beginning of the term so that we can discuss ways to 
manage your concerns.  

 

Evaluation of Student Performance 
 

Attendance  
Students are expected to attend the class periods of the courses for which they register. In-class 

participation is important not only to the individual student, but also to the class as a whole. In addition, 

much of the work of the course takes place in class and cannot simply be gleaned from texts or projects. 
Therefore, more than three absences over the course of the term will significantly lower your grade. Each 

late arrival or early departure will count as ½ absence. If we have in-class assignments, this work cannot 

be made up. In case of absence, you are responsible for finding out what happened in class by consulting 
a classmate. 

 

Prepared Participation 
Consistent class participation is expected of all students. I expect you to read carefully all reading 

assignments and come to class prepared to discuss the day’s readings. On any day I may give quizzes on 
the day’s assignments or build in-class assignments on the readings. I will also expect courteous behavior 

in discussions; that is, respectful exchanges (even in heated disagreements) and enough self-awareness to 

keep yourself from monopolizing the discussion. Your participation will be considered ―adequate‖ (C-
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level) if you are paying attention, adding a comment now and then, and following my instructions for in-

class activities. ―Good‖ (B-level) participation includes active interaction with teacher and students on a 
regular basis about the works we read; ―Excellent‖ (A-level) participation includes all of the B-level 

expectations plus out-of-class enrichment activities, such as bringing to class the URL for a website that 

is relevant to the class discussion.  

 

Evaluation of Writing and Projects 
Please note that, regardless of grades earned in individual activities, no on can pass this class unless they 
turn in all three of the assigned papers, the final project, and the final exam. 

 

Projects, papers, and other assignments turned in after the beginning of class on the due date will be 

marked down one letter grade per day. No work that is more than one week late will be accepted without 
a valid written medical excuse or notice of death in the family; late work accepted with an excuse will 

still be subject to lateness penalties. 

 
Writing will be evaluated on the basis of the following criteria: 

 A clear understanding of the assignment, evidence of engagement with the topic, and an attempt to 

find personal solutions 
 Individual initiative and an effort to carry assignments as far as possible 

 Authenticity of the writing, the thought and care demonstrated, the completeness and quality of 

presentation, and intellectual development via the materials studied in class 
 

Projects will be evaluated on both technical and aesthetic merit, as well as on the degree to which they 

respond to the assignment and demonstrate growth of understanding during the process of developing 
them. I will look for: 

 A clear understanding of the assignment and an attempt to find personal solutions 

 Individual initiative and an effort to carry assignments as far as possible 

 Clear presentation of your process in class and your openness in responding to constructive criticism 
from instructor and class members 

 A concern for craft and for mastering technical challenges of the assignment. Your skills will be 

judged by artists’ standards. Technique should be appropriate to the image and idea. 

 

Weighting of Assignments 
Your final grade for the term will be determined as follows: 

 Paper #1 (includes in-class presentation)   10% 

 Papers #2, 3 (includes in-class presentation)  15% each – total 30% 

 Midterm examination      15% 

 Paper #4/Final project (includes in-class presentation)  25% 

 Prepared participation (including quizzes, in-class  

assignments, and attendance)     20% 

 

Note that excessive absence or failure to turn in the required assignments may result in failure of 

the course regardless of these weightings. 
 

Grades 
Grades reflect how well you accomplish the objectives of the course. Possible grades for this 

class are A+, A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C, C-, D, F 

 
Grading Standards 
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What makes a paper or other assignment an “A”? (B, C, D, F) 

Score of A:  Superior  

Meets most or all of the following criteria: 

 Finds an interesting approach to the assigned topic and looks at it from multiple angles  

 Goes beyond what was covered in class and shows serious thought 

 Uses examples and details to make points clearly and vividly 

 Is written with concern for style and for a personal voice  

 Follows the important rules of writing and has no distracting errors in mechanics 
 

Score of B:  Strong  
Meets most or all of the following criteria: 

 Clearly addresses the topic as assigned and explores it thoroughly 

 Shows a mastery of what was covered in class and may pull in some facts from beyond class 

 Is effectively organized; easy to follow and understand; is well developed, with supporting 

detail.  

 Has no more than a few mechanical errors, and nothing too serious 

 

Score of C:  Competent 

Meets most or all of the following criteria: 

 Adequately addresses the topic and covers the major points required 

 Sticks with ideas covered in class and does so accurately 

 Can be followed, but with a fair amount of work from the reader  

 Shows competent writing, but may have many small flaws and/or a few major flaws in 

syntax and grammar. 

 

Score of D:  Weak 

Shows any of the following problems: 

 Doesn't cover all of the topic as assigned 

 Doesn't show an adequate understanding of what was covered in class 

 Serious problems in organization/logic; generalizations without supporting detail/detail 

without generalizations 
 Patterns of flaws in language, syntax or mechanics. 

 

Score of F:  Inadequate 

Shows any of the following problems: 

 Doesn't address the topic as assigned and/or doesn't show an understanding of what was 

covered in class 

 Illogical. Wanders off-topic. Extremely difficult to follow. 

 Is severely flawed mechanically 

 

Academic Enrichment Opportunities 
 
ArtsBus 
The dates for this fall’s ArtsBus trips are September 24, October 22, and November 19. 
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The ArtsBus is an all-day trip to New York City’s art districts via chartered buses. School of Art 

faculty members accompany the trip and offer 2-hour guided tours of various museums and 

galleries when you arrive. If you choose to join one of the tours, you will have several hours of 

free time on your own afterwards (typically starting at about 1 p.m.) to have lunch, to visit 

additional art venues or to explore the city. If you would like to accompany me on a tour of 

several free Chelsea galleries, I will be traveling on the September 24
th
 ArtsBus trip. 

 

Tickets for the ArtsBus are available for purchase at the box office of the Center for the Arts, or 

by registering for AVT 300 to take advantage of preferred pricing and ticketing. AVT 300 is a 0-

credit course open to students in any major; the course has no tuition charge but does have a 

course fee. The course fee covers the cost of your seat on the bus, plus the administrative costs of 

running the ArtsBus program. The fee is less than the cost of a single ticket purchased by people 

not enrolled in AVT 300. Please go to the ArtsBus website: http://artsbus.gmu.edu "Student 

Information" for additional, very important information regarding ArtsBus policy.  

 
Visual Voices Lecture Series 
Visual Voices is a year-long series of lectures about art and design by artists, art historians and 

other art professionals. Visual Voices lectures are held on Thursday evenings from 7:30- 9:00 

p.m. in Harris Theater.  Lectures are free and open to the public—no advance ticketing required.  

The fall schedule includes four lectures: 

September 15:  Henry Matthews, GVSU: ―Developing a Vision‖ 

September 29: Deborah Bright, RISD: ―Destruction Layer: Palestine in Israel‖ 

October 13: Robert Gleason, History Channel: ―End of Days: Is It Closer Than You Think‖ 

November 17: Wendy Ross, Sculptor: ―Vital Order: A Conversation with Wendy Ross‖ 

 

Academic Policies  
As a courtesy to others in the class, and in accordance with George Mason University policy, please 

turn off all cellular telephones and other wireless communication devices at the start of class. The 

instructor of the class will keep her cell phone active to assure receipt of any Mason Alerts in a timely 

fashion. 
 

Commitment to Diversity 

This class will be conducted as an intentionally inclusive community that celebrates diversity and 
welcomes the participation in the life of the university of faculty, staff and students who reflect the 

diversity of our plural society. All may feel free to speak and to be heard without fear that the content of 

the opinions they express will bias the evaluation of their academic performance or hinder their 
opportunities for participation in class activities. In turn, all are expected to be respectful of each other 

without regard to race, class, linguistic background, religion, political beliefs, gender identity or 

expression, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age, veteran’s status, or physical ability. 

 

University Policies  
The University Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu, is the central resource for university policies affecting 

student, faculty, and staff conduct in university affairs. Other policies are available at 

http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/. All members of the university community are responsible for knowing 
and following established policies. 

 
Important University Deadlines  

Last Day to Add (Full-Semester Course)    September 6 

http://artsbus.gmu.edu
http://catalog.gmu.edu
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
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Last Day to Drop (Full-Semester Course)   September 30 

Selective Withdrawal Period (Full-Semester Course)   October 3-28 
Incomplete work from Spring/Summer 20010 due to instructor October 28 

 

Once the add and drop deadlines have passed, instructors do not have the authority to approve requests 

from students to add or drop/withdraw late. Requests for late adds (up until the last day of classes) must 
be made by the student in the office of the department offering the course, and generally are only 

approved in the case of a documented university error (such as a problem with financial aid being 

processed). Requests for non-selective withdrawals and retroactive adds (adds after the last day of 
classes) must be approved by the academic dean of the college in which the student’s major is located. 

For ARTH majors, that is the CHSS Office of Undergraduate Academic Affairs. For AVT/School of Art 

majors, that is the CVPA Office of Academic Affairs, Performing Arts Building A407. 
 

Official Communications via Mason E-Mail 
Mason uses electronic mail to provide official information to students. Examples include communications 

from course instructors, notices from the library, notices about academic standing, financial aid 
information, class materials, assignments, questions, and instructor feedback. Students are responsible for 

the content of university communication sent to their Mason e-mail account, and are required to activate 

that account and check it regularly.  

 
Statement on Ethics in Teaching and Practicing Art and Design 
As professionals responsible for the education of undergraduate and graduate art and design students, the 

faculty of the School of Art adheres to the ethical standards and practices incorporated in the professional 

Code of Ethics of our national accreditation organization, The National Association of Schools of Art and 
Design (NASAD).  

 

Academic Integrity  
Mason is an Honor Code university; please see the University Catalog for a full description of the code 
and the honor committee process. The principle of academic integrity is taken very seriously and 

violations are treated gravely. What does academic integrity mean in this course? Essentially this: when 

you are responsible for a task, you will perform that task. When you rely on someone else’s work in an 

aspect of the performance of that task, you will give full credit in the proper, accepted form. Another 
aspect of academic integrity is the free play of ideas. Vigorous discussion and debate are encouraged in 

this course, with the firm expectation that all aspects of the class will be conducted with civility and 

respect for differing ideas, perspectives, and traditions. When in doubt (of any kind), please ask for 
guidance and clarification. 

 

No grade is important enough to justify Honor Code violations, for which there are serious consequences 

that will follow you for the rest of your life. If you feel unusual pressure about your grade in this or any 
other course, please talk to me or to a member of the Mason Counseling Center staff. 

 

Students with Disabilities and Learning Differences 
If you have a diagnosed disability or learning difference and you need academic accommodations, please 
inform me at the beginning of the semester and contact the Office of Disability Services  (703-993-2474).  

You must provide me with a faculty contact sheet from that office outlining the accommodations needed 

for your disability or learning difference. All academic accommodations must be arranged in advance 

through ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu 
 

Other Useful Campus Resources 
Writing Center: A114 Robinson Hall; (703) 993-1200; http://writingcenter.gmu.edu 
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University Libraries “Ask a Librarian”: http://library.gmu.edu/mudge/IM/IMRef.html 

Counseling And Psychological Services (CAPS): (703) 993-2380: http://caps.gmu.edu 

http://caps.gmu.edu
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ARTH 399:001 

Aesthetics for Art History 
Schedule of Topics and Assignments 

Fall 2011 
Note: Schedule is subject to change.  

Changes will be announced and new assignments made  
in class and via email.    

Each class will include significant visual material to complement the readings.  

You are responsible for both the reading material and the visual material. 
Be sure to check Blackboard folders for each class date  

for the latest links to visual materials and other enhancements.  
 
Date 

 
Topic 

 
Assignments  

Week 1 
 

8/29-31 

 

Welcome, introductions, 

course procedures 
 

What is aesthetics, 

anyway? What does 

aesthetics have to offer 

art history? A roadmap 

for the course: Roads we 

are traveling, and roads 

we are turning away 

from 

8/29: none 

8/31: ―Do Fiberglass Cows Degrade Art?‖ (B) 

 

Please come ready to discuss the assumptions, 

questions and issues raised by the article. 

Week 2 
 

9/7 

 
NO CLASS 

MON 9/5 

What are the meaningful 

questions in aesthetics?  

9/5: NO CLASS (Labor Day) 

9/7: Please thoroughly explore the following 

websites and come ready to discuss the 

assumptions, questions and issues raised by them. 

(Links are also available via Blackboard) 

 

People’s Choice Paintings: 

http://awp.diaart.org/km/ 

 

People’s Choice Music: 

http://www.ubu.com/sound/komar.html 

 

In class: discuss assignment for paper 1 

Week 3 
9/12-14 

What is ―art‖ good for? 

How does it achieve its 

effects? 

9/12: Selections from Plato (B) 

Post Paper 1 (your suggestions for our 12 

recurrent examples) to Blackboard by Tuesday 

9/13 10 a.m.  

9/14: Selections from Aristotle (B) 

Week 4 
 
9/19-21 

Does art make you a 

better  

person? Does it take a 

better  

9/19: Hume, Of the Standard of Taste (Korsmeyer 

137-149) 

 

In class: discus format for papers 2 and 3 

http://www.ubu.com/sound/komar.html
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ARTH 399:001 

Aesthetics for Art History 
Schedule of Topics and Assignments 

Fall 2011 
Note: Schedule is subject to change.  

Changes will be announced and new assignments made  
in class and via email.    

Each class will include significant visual material to complement the readings.  
You are responsible for both the reading material and the visual material. 

Be sure to check Blackboard folders for each class date  

for the latest links to visual materials and other enhancements.  
 
Date 

 
Topic 

 
Assignments  

person to have ―taste‖ in 

 art? 

9/21: Hume, cont’d 

Week 5 
 
9/26-28 

What does aesthetic 

judgment have to do with 

reason? 

 

9/26: Selections from Kant (B) 

9/28: Kant, cont’d 

Week 6 
 

10/3-5 

Anti-Judgment 10/3: Selections from Merleau-Ponty, ―Eye and 

Mind‖(B) 

 

Paper 2 group 1 presentations 

10/5: Selections from Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy 

(Korsmeyer, 236-243) 

Paper 2 group 2 presentations 

Week 7 
10/11-12 

Monday 

Class HELD 
ON TUES 

10/11 

Aesthetics after 
 the ―end‖ of man‖/‖Art‖ 

Wrap-up of Part I of 

course 

10/10: NO CLASS—Monday classes meet on Tuesday 

 

10/11 CLASS on TUESDAY 

Foucault, ―What is an Author‖ (Korsmeyer, 324-

332) 

 

Paper 2 group 3 presentations 

10/12: Review: historical issues in aesthetics, 

Plato to Foucault 

Week 8 
 

10/17-19 

Part II: Contemporary 

Aesthetic Questions: 
What is ―the artwork‖? 

10/17: Midterm exam (in class) 

10/19: Dewey (Korsmeyer 12-19) 

Anderson (Korsmeyer 19-33) 

 

Week 9 
 
 

10/24-26 

Art and emotion 

 
10/24:  Elkins, ―Weeping Over Bluish Leaves‖ from 

Pictures and Tears (B) 

 

10/26: Tolstoy, ―What is Art‖ (B) 

 

 

Week 10 
10/31 – 11/2 

Visual Pleasure, Beauty 
and Ugliness 

 

10/31: Eaton, ―Beauty and Ugliness In and Out of 

Context‖ (B) 

Paper 3 group 1 presentations 
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ARTH 399:001 

Aesthetics for Art History 
Schedule of Topics and Assignments 

Fall 2011 
Note: Schedule is subject to change.  

Changes will be announced and new assignments made  
in class and via email.    

Each class will include significant visual material to complement the readings.  
You are responsible for both the reading material and the visual material. 

Be sure to check Blackboard folders for each class date  

for the latest links to visual materials and other enhancements.  
 
Date 

 
Topic 

 
Assignments  

11/2:  Dubuffet, ―Anticultural Positions‖ (B) 

 

Paper 3 group 2 presentations 

Week 11 
 

11/7-9 

Visual Pleasure, Beauty 

and Ugliness, The Sublime 
(cont’d)  

 

11/7: Kant, from Analytic of the Sublime 

(Korsmeyer 264-273) 

 

Paper 3 group 3 presentations 

11/9: Korsmeyer, ―Terrible Beauties‖ (B) 

  

 

Week 12 
11/14-16 

The Innocent Eye and the 
Eye of the Other 

11/14: Mark Tansey, ―The Innocent Eye Test― (B);  

Duncan, ―The MoMA’s Hot Mamas‖ 

(Korsmeyer 115-127) 

11/16: Baxandhall, ―Truth and Other Cultures‖ 

(Korsmeyer 338-344) 

 

Week 13 
 

11/21-23 

Whose Eye is Looking? 

 
11/21: Baxandhall, cont’d 

 
11/23: THANKSGIVING RECESS—CLASS DOES 

NOT MEET 

Week 14 
 

11/28-30 

Evaluation: Who decides 

what is ―good‖ art? Can art 
make us good? 

11/28: Cohen (Korsmeyer 171-178); Norman 

(Korsmeyer 208-213 

11/30: No new reading assignment 

Week 15 
 

12/5-7 

Final Project 

Presentations 

12/5: Presentation group 1 

12/7: Presentation group 2 

 

 
 

 

 


