
Humanities 1: Art and Music

Fall 2013

Section A: MWF, 8:30-9:50

Section B: MWF, 10:00-11:20

Hutchins Classroom

Instructor: Adam Kotsko

E-mail: a.kotsko@shimer.edu

Course Introduction

This class investigates basic elements of the musical and visual arts to develop skills of active 

listening and viewing. No previous training in music or facility at drawing is presumed; through 

class discussion and writing assignments, students will express and analyze their responses to 

works of art and music. We will investigate fundamental elements of the fine arts, such as 

rhythm, melody, harmony, line, color, and shape. You will be expected, sometimes with the 

class, sometimes on your own to attend concerts, museums, art galleries, and to discover pieces 

of public art. We will also read essays on aesthetics that consider the nature of beauty and its 

relation to some of the formal properties of art. 

We will use Ovid’s epic poem Metamorphoses as the scaffolding for our study of art and music. 

Ovid’s work is known for its retelling of Greek and Roman myths, but as you will discover, a 

major theme of his narrative is its praise of humanity’s creations in all the fields of the fine arts.

Course Goals

After successfully completing this course, students should be able to do the following:

1. Identify and define rhythm, melody, harmony, consonance, dissonance, variation, repetition 

and development.

2. Experience and experiment with sound.

3. Describe the basic behavior of sound and explain why different strings and string lengths 

produce different sounds.

4. Distinguish between what the ear can hear in a piece of music and what the mind might 

imagine about it.

5. Use basic aesthetic vocabulary to explain expressive content of musical pieces.

6. Show understanding of the fundamental concepts of form and color.

7. Demonstrate and explain basic principles of single-point perspective.

8. Experience and experiment with color.

9. Distinguish between what the eye can see in a visual work of art and what the mind might 

imagine about it.

10. Show awareness that mere looking is not a sufficient condition for seeing.

11. Use basic aesthetic vocabulary to describe the expressive content of major works of art from 

the High Renaissance and the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Required Readings

In addition to the required textbooks, students will receive a course packet with selected shorter 

readings. Readings in the packet are marked as follows: (**).



Albers, Josef, The Interaction of Color 

Alberti, On Painting

Alpers, Svetlana, The Vexation of Art

Balzac, “The Unknown Masterpiece” and “Pierre Grassou” (**)

Barnes and Noble Spark Chart of Music History and Theory

Boralsky, Paul, A Brief History of the Artist from God to Picasso

Cocteau, “Orphee”

Helmholtz, “The Physiological Causes of Harmony in Music” and “The Relation of Optics to 

Painting” (**)

Kafka, “The Hunger Artist” (**)

Michelangelo, “Poems” (**)

Mozart, “Ah, vous dirai-je, Maman?” (**)

Ovid, Metamorphoses

Plato, Ion, selections from The Republic (**)

Rilke, Rainer Maria, Letters on Cezanne

Rameau, On Harmony (**)

Rousseau, On the Origin of Language (**)

Taylor, Learning to Look: A Handbook for the Visual Arts 

Tolstoy, Leo, What is Art? 

Vasari, Lives of the Artists

Assessment Methods

Attendance/Participation 60%

Protokols 20%

Discussion of a piece of public art 20%

Class Participation

A high participation grade starts with consistent attendance. Expect to come to every class. You 

should only miss class or be tardy because of unavoidable emergencies. More than 3 absences is 

sufficient reason to fail the class, and all absences affect your class participation grade. Each 

lateness to class counts as a partial absence. If you need to use the bathroom during the class or 

step outside for some important reason you do not need to ask permission; however, this should 

be a very rare occurrence. Part of coming to class on time is making sure you’ve visited the 

restroom and procured your caffeine before the class begins. Any issue that causes you to miss 

class or be late should be addressed with me as soon as possible. Phones should be on silent 

mode during class and placed out of sight.

Come to class prepared. This means that you’ve not only read the assigned text but that you’ve 

marked important passages, jotted down questions and prepared some notes from which to 

initiate a discussion. Keep in mind that a fruitful discussion must go beyond individual 

achievements to develop into a cohesive group activity. In any group there are those who jump 

energetically into the conversation and those who need time for deliberation. If you have a 

tendency to answer a question immediately after it is asked, it may be necessary to periodically 

keep silence in order to make a space where multiple voices can be heard. Instead of thinking 

about how you can boost your own participation grade, think about how the class as a whole can 



have an enlivening discussion. This will make our time much more enjoyable, and will take care 

of your grade as well.

Protokols

Each protokol should be 1-1.5 pages long, double spaced, and written with a 12 pt. Times New 

Roman, Helvetica, Times, or equivalently sized font. Your name, the date, and the subject of 

your protokol should be in the upper left-hand corner of your first page. The subject of your 

protokol should be something that intrigued you from the assigned reading, and which provoked 

a question or perhaps a speculation on your part. The protokol should be creative. Don’t just tell 

me what the book said, but use the text as a springboard for your own interpretation. The 

fundamental guideline when writing these is to make them interesting for the class to read, your 

goal being to spark a good discussion. 

If this seems difficult to you at first, start by writing a draft, then look at it and ask what the most 

interesting or original part of it is (a lot of times it is one of the very last things that you say); 

then write the protokol over with that sentence or paragraph at the beginning.

Each student will have a scheduled day on which to present the protokol. If you miss this day or 

forget about the assignment you will not be able to make it up. I will accept the protokol up to a 

week after the due date, but there will be a deduction of at least one letter grade.

Students will be assigned two Protokols.

Discussion of a Piece of Public Art

Chicago has many architecturally important buildings, and for this assignment you might choose 

one and discuss it using terms and concepts from this class. Or, you might select one of the many

outdoor sculptures or other forms of public art that decorate our city. Many of them concentrated

around the Loop and not far from the Art Institute. Refer to the protokol assignment for all 

questions concerning length or other formal matters for this assignment.

You will present this in class and prepare a protokol; the due date is on the syllabus.

Plagiarism

All writing in this course is subject to Shimer’s plagiarism policy. All work must be the student’s

own, and all direct quotations and paraphrases must be unambiguously designated as such and 

clearly cited. Plagiarism could result in failure of the course or dismissal from Shimer.

Tentative Course Schedule and Readings

In-class activities are listed in boldface and readings in normal type. Readings from the packet 

are marked as follows: (**). Themes highlighted in Ovid readings are for reference only; you 

should read the entirety of the sections listed for each day. 

Wednesday August 21 Plato, Ion (**)

Friday August 23 Taylor, Learning to Look, chs. 1 and 2

Monday August 26 Alberti, On Painting, Books 1 and 2

Wednesday August 28 Alberti, On Painting, Book 3; Drawing and 

perspective exercise.



Friday August 30 Vasari, “Life of Paolo Uccello”; Boralsky, “Vasari and

the Quixotic Painter”

Monday September 2 Labor Day—NO CLASS

Wednesday September 4 Albers, Interaction of Colors. Experiments with 

color combinations.

Friday September 6 Helmholtz, “The Relation of Optics to Painting” (**).

Monday September 9 Discussion of Cezanne paintings.

Wednesday September 11 Rilke, Letters on Cezanne. Introduction to basic 

musical principles. 

Friday September 13 Rameau, Treatise on Harmony, Book 1, chs. 1-4 (**). 

Experiments with Pythagorean harmonies and 

simple melodies. Visit website for help with hearing

the difference between major and minor chords: 

www.columbia.edu/itc/music/training/majmin/

Monday September 16 Helmholtz, “On the Physiological Causes of Harmony 

in Music” (**). Experiments with monochord; video

of Bernstein lecture on overtones.

Wednesday September 18 Plato, Republic, Book 3 (**). Consonance and 

dissonance; music by Charles Ives

Thursday September 19 Rousseau, “Melody” (**). Mozart, “12 Variations on

‘Ah, vous dirai-je, Maman?’” 

N.B.: Class meets on Thursday rather than Friday 

Friday September 20 Presidential Inauguration—NO CLASS

Monday September 23 Ovid, Book 1: Creation. Music of Rebel, Schoenberg,

and Haydn

Tuesday September 24 10:30-11:45: Meet at Art Institute for tour of 

Picasso’s drawings on Ovid

Wednesday September 25 Ovid, Book 1 (cont.): Apollo and Dafne. Bernini and 

Handel

Friday September 27 Ovid, Book 1 (cont.): Argus and Mercury. Alpers, ch. 

5, “Waiting for Death: Valázquez’s Mercury and 

Argus” 

Monday September 30 Ovid, Book 1 (cont.): Pan and Syrinx. Debussy, 

“Prelude to the Afternoon of the Faun” (ballet); 

Michelangelo, Faun.

Wednesday October 2 Michelangelo, “Poems” (**). Taylor, Learning to 

Look, pp. 87-90, 123-129. Discussion of 

Michelangelo’s Slaves and Captive.

Friday October 4 Ovid, Book 2: Palaces. Taylor, Learning to Look, pp. 

90-97, 129-138. Walking tour in Loop.



Monday October 7 Ovid, Book 2 (cont.): Envy and Europa; Alpers, ch. 2, 

“Not Bathsheba” 

Wednesday October 9 Ovid, Book 3: Acteon and Diana, Echo and Narcissus 

Friday October 11 Ovid, Book 3 (cont.): Semele. Handel’s Semele.

Monday October 14 Dean’s Break—NO CLASS

Wednesday October 16 Dean’s Break—NO CLASS

Friday October 18 Ovid, Book 4: Danae. Images by Rembrandt, Titian,

Klimt, Picasso.

Monday October 21 Ovid, Book 5  

Wednesday October 23 Alpers, ch. 6, “Singularity at Court,” and ch. 7 “The 

Painters Museum”

Friday October 25 Balzac, “The Unfinished Masterpiece” (**); Boralsky, 

“Balzac and the Fable of Failure in Modern Art” 

Monday October 28 Student presentations.

Wednesday October 30 Ovid, Books 6 and 7

Friday November 1 Ovid, Books 8 and 9

Monday November 4 Ovid, Books 10 and 11: Orpheus and Eurydice.

3:15 Showing of Cocteau’s Orphee in Cinderella

Wednesday November 6 Discussion of Cocteau

Friday November 8 Discussion of other operatic portrayals of Orpheus 

(Monteverdi, Glück)

Monday November 11 Ovid, Book 12: Battle with the Centaurs. The 

Parthenon Frieze; Filippo Lippi, The Wounded 

Centaur; Piero di Cosimo, Battle of the Lapiths and 

the Centaurs; Rossini, Barber of Seville, “La 

Calunnia.” 

Wednesday November 13 Ovid, Book 13: Acis and Galatea. Music by Handel.

Friday November 15 Ovid, Books 14 and 15 

Monday November 18 Vasari, “Life of Michelangelo.” Boralsky, “Vasari and

the Autobiography of Michelangelo”

Wednesday November 20 Tolstoy, What is Art?, chs. 1, 4-9

Friday November 22 Student presentations.

Monday November 25 Balzac, “Pierre Grassou”, Kafka “The Hunger Artist”; 

Boralsky, “Toward a Mockhistory of the Artist”

Tuesday November 26 All course work due by 4:30pm


