
Prof. Victor Coonin      Office Hours: M-F 10:45-11:30 
412 Clough, x3824      and by appointment 
coonin@rhodes.edu 
 
 

Leonardo da Vinci 
Art 485: Senior Seminar in Art History 

Wednesday Evenings 6:30-9:00 
 
 

Art 485 is a senior seminar designed for senior art history majors to examine the 
discipline of art history by concentrating on a focused topic.  Emphasis is placed on 
critical reading and writing, analysis of art and critical methodology through class 
discussion, formal presentations, and a substantial research paper. 

 
 
Course Objectives and Description 
This course will introduce students to advanced critical methods of art history through an extensive 
examination of Leonardo da Vinci.  Students will be introduced to the artist, and consider current 
debates, scholarly issues, and even the effect of the artist on popular culture.  Students will fully engage 
with an extensive bibliography, intensive critical debates, and critical issues of iconography, 
connoisseurship, patronage, interpretation, and the contextualization of works of art.  A crucial aspect 
of the course is to learn how art historians select objects and subjects for research, how they investigate 
works of art, and how they employ different methodologies in the course of critical analysis. 
 
Grading: 

 Several Informal Presentations to be assigned weekly or bi-weekly (with brief summaries) 

 Participation in discussions of readings and topics 

 1 Formal Presentation (20 minute PowerPoint presentation, followed by discussion with a 
critical audience) 

 1 research paper with full notes and bibliography based on the above 
 
Required Readings: 

 Charles Nicholl, Leonardo da Vinci: Flights of the Mind, 2004 

 Kenneth Clark, Leonardo da Vinci, revised edition, 1989 

 Martin Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci: The Marvellous Works of Nature and Man, revised, 2006 

 Martin Kemp, Leonardo, 2004  

 Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code, 2009 (Don’t confuse this with an academic reading) 

 Other readings as assigned 
  



Schedule of Classes, Wednesdays: 6:30-9:00p.m. 
Note that your summer assignment was to read the excellent Leonardo da Vinci biography by Charles 
Nicholl, Leonardo da Vinci: Flights of the Mind, 2004.  Students are therefore expected to be familiar 
with the general life and works of Leonardo before class begins.   
 
Dates    Topics  
 
August 24:   Introduction, Questions, and Research Methods 

Introduction to the discipline of art history and methodology; review of research methods and 
sources; initial assignments; discussion of current Leonardo issues. 
 
Read: Nicholl (you should have read the entire book by this point)  
 
Assignment: Each student must prepare two topics for discussion.  One topic will be from an 
article concerning Leonardo da Vinci found in the popular press (newspaper, magazine, 
reputable internet site).  The second topic will be from a scholarly book, peer-reviewed article, 
or museum publication concerning any aspect of Leonardo da Vinci.  Try to limit your searches 
to the past three years or at least since the Nicholl book appeared in 2004.  Be prepared to 
discuss both topics in class and how they affect our understanding of Leonardo since Nicholl’s 
publication.  Bring your own images (PowerPoint preferred) if necessary. 

 
August 31:  Lecture and discussion: Who was Leonardo da Vinci (in one lecture or less) 

Read: Clark in its entirety; Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci: The Marvellous Works of Nature and Man 
(chapters to be assigned) 
 
After my introductory lecture we will watch the hour-long film Ginevra’s Story.  This was 
produced by the National Gallery in Washington and will set the standard for your future 
presentations.  Popcorn is encouraged.   

 
September 7:  Major Works 1 

Read: Steinberg, Leonardo’s Incessant Last Supper, 2001/ or Barcilon and Marani, Leonardo: The 
Last Supper  (one or the other will be assigned to each student) 
 
Assignment: Each student will choose a “major” work from the list provided.  For each work 
there will be a lead scholar and a contributing scholar.  The lead will research the issue fully and 
prepare a presentation.  The contributor will prepare by reading one major book or article to be 
assigned and will take notes and add commentary during discussion).  Note that you are 
expected to be swamped with bibliography, different interpretations, and various methods to 
analyze the work and its significance.  If you do not feel overwhelmed something is wrong.   

 
September 14: Major Works 2 

Read: Mona Lisa Revealed/ or Mona Lisa: Inside the Painting (both from 2006) 
(one or the other will be assigned to each student) 

 
Assignment: Lead scholar and contributing scholar will be switched.   
 



September 21: Problems and Issues 1 
Read: Radke in Leonardo da Vinci and the Art of Sculpture, 2009 or a recent question of 
attribution if approved beforehand.  Be prepared to make your own contribution to the 
discussion 
 
Assignment: Continued format of lead scholar and contributing scholar.  The problems and 
issues identified need to be contextual in nature and not an individual work.  For example, one 
might discuss training, technique, contributions, relations with fellow artists or other associates, 
science, anatomy, personal life, recent controversies, etc.  All topics must be approved by me a 
week beforehand.   

 
September 28:  Problems and Issues 2 
 Read: Kemp, Leonardo (This is an odd and brief book but with fascinating ideas for discussion) 
 

Assignment: Continued format of lead scholar and contributing scholar. 
 
October 5:   Original Themes and chosen Methods 

This class period begins a new phase of your training.  A brief presentation will be of your 
choosing based on a specific topic and critical method of analysis.  All topics must be approved 
beforehand but you have great latitude in your choices.  Make sure to quickly identify the 
problem and methods for investigation since all will present tonight.  You have been warned and 
time-wasters will be prosecuted. 

 
October 12:   Roundtable discussion of potential research projects  

This class will get you started on your final research paper and presentation.  I expect some 
work and reflection to occur over break since presentations begin immediately thereafter.  
Topics will inevitably evolve and change as you progress.  This is normal.  Still, you may not leave 
class tonight without a specific research focus and method written down.   

 
 Fall Break 
 
October 19:   Research presentations 1 

Class will be divided into lead presenters and discussion leaders.  We will switch next week.  
During these two weeks your topics will really take shape.  I expect intensive research and 
writing to be done during this time.  I also expect peer feedback to be especially critical yet 
always respectful.  This will be the most trying period of inquiry and, one hopes, the most 
rewarding.   

 
October 26:   Research Presentations 2 

See above. 
 
November 2:   Dress Rehearsal for Formal Presentations (prepare for a long evening) 

Your research papers should be in good shape by this point and we will focus on clarifying ideas 
and making your presentations as professional as possible. 

 
November 9:   Formal Presentations, Part 1 
   Those not presenting will be taking notes 



This may be a nerve-wracking experience but ultimately should be entirely gratifying.  It is your 
chance as student-scholars to demonstrate the research you have performed and share with 
them your original insights and conclusions.  At this point nobody knows more about your topic 
than you.  Be confident and proud of your work. 
 

November 10-11: Please note the special event Friday from 1-5 on the 400th anniversary of the King 
James Bible.  Please attend the Ena Heller lecture on Friday.   

More info at http://www.rhodes.edu/shakespeare/19894.asp  
Since we will have access to another Italian Renaissance specialist on Thursday and Friday 
morning we will try to set up individual meetings with Dr. Heller for you to receive 
independent consultation on your research.   

 
November 16:  Formal Presentations, Part 2  
   Those not presenting will be taking notes  
 

Thanksgiving Recess 
 

During Thanksgiving break your assignment is to read Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code and to find 
the many Art Historical errors in it.  There are tons of inaccuracies, some more obvious than 
others.  Prizes will be given to the students who find the most and most egregious errors. 

 
November 30:  Dealing with Feedback  
 
December 7:   Discussion of Art Historical errors in The Da Vinci Code 

Papers Due (include copies of summary for each classmate) 
  

http://www.rhodes.edu/shakespeare/19894.asp


 
 

Class Roster 
 

Record 
Number 

Student Name 
 

1 Aughinbaugh, Amy L.  
  

2 Gysin, Hannah O.  
 

3 Linebarier, Ellison C.  
 

4 Melton, Mary C.  
 

5 Patterson, Madeline A.  
 

6 Rogers, Helen C.  
 

7 Steen, Elizabeth A.  
 

8 Vandewalle, Rebecca C.  
 

9 Walton, Rachel S.  
 

10 Weems, Anne M.  
 

11 Wehby, Emily L.  
 

12 Yewell, Katherine G.  
 

Email class  
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Essential Bibliography  
 
We will use the Nicholl bibliography as our master list of essential sources.  Note that it is by no means 
comprehensive--there are literally thousands of sources not mentioned.  Most that he lists, however, 
are in English and it is generally reliable for sources up to 2004.  A more select list of sources is also 
found in Kemp, Leonardo, 2004.  These are categorized by Monographs, Sources, Drawings, etc., which 
is convenient  A quick search in JSTOR for articles in English since 2004 recently yielded 662 new entries.  
There is no shortage of material to conduct your research on Leonardo.   
 
Also note the excellent “Documented Chronology” by Carmen Bambach in the Metropolitan Museum 
Catalogue, Leonardo da Vinci: Master Draftsman, 2003, which is on reserve.  See pages 227-241 and 
consult them accordingly.   
 
 
Major Works List 
 
*Baptism (Verrocchio), Uffizi, Florence 
Annunciation, Uffizi, FLorence 
Ginevra de’ Benci, National Gallery, Washington  
Madonna and Child Paintings  
 Benois Madonna, Hermitage, Saint Petersburg 
 Madonna of the Carnation, Alte Pinakothek, Munich 
 *Litta Madonna, Hermitage, Saint Petersburg 
Adoration, Uffizi, Florence 
St Jerome, Vatican 
Virgin of the Rocks (Paris), Louvre 
Virgin of the Rocks (London), National Gallery 
Cecilia Gallerani (Lady with an Ermine), Czartoryski Museum, Kraków 
*Attributed Portraits 
 Portrait of a Musician, Pinacoteca Ambrosiana, Milan 
 La belle ferronnière, Louvre, Paris 
 “La Bella Principessa” (recent attribution), Private Collection 
Last Supper, Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie, Milan 
*Sala delle Asse, Castello Sforzesco, Milan 
Sforza Horse, Unfinished 
Burlington Cartoon, National Gallery, London  
*Madonna of the Yarwinder, 2 versions in private hands 
Mona Lisa, Louvre, Paris 
Battle of Anghiari, Lost  
Virgin and Child with St Anne, Louvre, Paris 
*Trivulzio Monument, Unfinished 
Saint John the Baptist/Angel, Louvre, Paris  
 
Works with a * are fairly complicated and we should consult before pursuing.  



 
 
 
II: Crucial Online Resources 
Resources and Links 
http://www.rhodes.edu/art/22495.asp 
 
 Art History Research Using Digital Resources 
http://www.rhodes.edu/images/content/Art_Docs/Electronic_Resources_Guide_%283%29.pdf 
 

A. Available through Rhodes, Barret Library 
JSTOR: Electronic archive of core academic journals in a wide variety of disciplines. Coverage begins with 
volume 1 of any journal and proceeds typically to within the most recent 5 years. 
BHA: Covering European and American art from late antiquity to the present, the Bibliography of the 
History of Art indexes and abstracts art-related books, conference proceedings and dissertations, 
exhibition and dealer's catalogs, and articles from more than 2,500 periodicals. The Bibliography of the 
History of Art is updated quarterly and covers 1973 to the present. 
Wilson Select Plus: An expanded full-text database of approximately 1,300 journals. All records will 
point to complete online full text. Full-text articles from this database will link to citations throughout 
the FirstSearch service. 
 

B. Other Important Databases 
OPAC - Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz, Max-Planck-Institut: http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-
bin/hkhi_en.pl 
 
Villa I Tatti: The Harvard University Center for Italian Renaissance Studies: 
http://catalogo.iris.firenze.it:8991/F 
 
 
Note: While there are nice collections of books and journals at Rhodes, the U Memphis, and online, do 
not assume that the resource you need is automatically available.  You should check these sources early 
and order what you need through interlibrary loan.   
 
Note: With the above resources there is NO excuse for unfamiliarity with the literature. 
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