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MOSTLY what was removed from the presentation (to make it five minutes shorter) was the 
Pioneer satellite images of man and woman hurtling through outer space in search of new life 
forms.   Otherwise I simply nibbled a few example of Greek and Roman works. 
 
REMEMBER the students have the handout questions, and this may be all you need for  
discussion!  What follows below is an expanded overview of the lecture with comments, 
reference to Sayre readings, and questions (some repeated from the handout and others added).  It 
is organized according to the order in the lecture handout in hopes that this may be more 
convenient.  Obviously there will be way more here than you can discuss in 65 minutes, so 
browse and select things that seem do-able with your crew.  I'd be happy to hear of other 
strategies/ideas that worked, so that I can include them (with due credit) in future faculty notes.    
 
Lest I forget to remind you at any other time:  at the EC Library site you and your students can 
access the ARTstor database for art images to use in presentations and such.    
 
• note: points below  I personally think most likely to stimulate discussion are marked by • the 
bullet.  (Also, at the end there is a description of a possible class exercise on the Vitruvian Man.) 
 
INTRO:  scenes from daily life in ancient times.  How much can we learn about human activity 
in times past via the legacy of the arts of various cultures?    
    
LECTURE PART I:  FIGURATIVELY COMMUNICATING 
 
How does art convey a sense of self-perception and of cultural values?  What does 
Michelangelo's David (fig. 54) say about the Italian Renaissance?  What does Giacometti’s Man 
Pointing (new in this edition of the Sayre text, fig. 66) say about life in Europe after World War 
II?   What images found in Sayre seem to speak of our own time, and how do they do it?  What 
do they seem to express? Look through Sayre (the “timeline” section for instance) and discuss 
how different works reflect different cultural perspectives in different time periods.   
 
Sayre mentions (on p. 25) that to depict the human form is seen in some religions as sinful, and 
he says any artists of particular religious traditions would be guilty of hubris by creating a human 
likeness.  We will have another opportunity to bring this matter up in the next reading for the 
lecture “Sacred Art, Sacred Space,” and again in February during the “Power of Imagery” 
presentation, especially regarding the making of “graven images” and iconoclasm.   So… perhaps 
best to save this aspect of figurative imagery for later.   
 
In the lecture we have coupled with this notion of word/image the pictorial origins of written 
language.  It’s a really fascinating study, if any of your students want to embark on some extra 
research.  Of course we have now an unspoken pictorial international language, with various 
familiar logos posted or printed indicating everything from bathroom gender to where to eat, or 
where to sleep, or where the airport is, or where to get gas, or what is permitted or forbidden.    
 
PART II:  THE EMERGENCE OF NATURALISM & IDEALISM IN THE WEST 
• In the lecture were shown for comparison an Egyptian standing figure (see Sayre fig. 370, from 
2530 BCE); and an Archaic Greek kouros  (c. 525 BCE). Clearly there is significant cross-
cultural influence at work here, and over an extended period of time!  Unfortunately Sayre doesn't 
include an archaic Greek figure to reinforce that comparison for your students, but the Egyptian 
figure would still serve as a telling comparison with the next work here: 



 
• Kritios Boy:  (c. 480 BCE)  (Sayre fig. 371) signs of a major shift in western figurative art: 
ponderation and contrapposto; figures seem to thaw out of that rigid, flat-footed archaic stance, 
and are increasingly at ease. Your students should be aware of the pivotal significance of this 
work.  And scarcely 30 years mark the time between Kritios Boy and the Doryphoros! 
This was an art historical miracle if ever there was one, so much evolution in so short a time!   
 
• Doryphoros (Lance Bearer) by Polykleitos (450 BCE, Sayre fig. 203); a canon of ideal 
PROPORTION (vocabulary word!) in context with naturalism.  This canon is described on p. 159 
as indicating that "each part of the body is a common fraction of the figure's total height.” For 
example it seems that “the height of the head ought to be one eighth and the breadth of the 
shoulders one-fourth of the total height of the body.”  In reference to idealism and harmonic 
proportions it's worth calling this to the attention of your class.  Sayre says here, and the students 
should note that the “The classical Greeks... believed that beauty itself was a function of proper 
proportion.”   
 
For a participatory exercise you could bring a tape measure or long straight edge to class and ask 
an “ideal physical specimen” in your group to volunteer to be measured. Measuring myself in a 
mirror, I get a head height of a little over 9”, a shoulder width of close to 18” (at what point does 
one measure shoulder width anyway?) and a height of about 71”, depending upon whether I’m 
standing straight up with chest out, or stooping over as I am prone to do (which would seem to 
make me just a shade shy of “ideally proportioned,” but hey, close enough for me).  Although 
measurements will undoubtedly vary slightly (and well they should!) this little exercise still may 
be an effective way to demonstrate the canon of Polykleitos. Since it's lecture material it would be 
fair game to bring this into discussion. The description of the canon is very brief, and 
immediately adjacent the illustration, on p. 159. 
 
(A more involved but possibly more engaging exercise using Leonardo’s “Vitruvian Man” is 
included at the end of these notes.) 
 
I did not get into the "golden section" in the lecture, and in spite of its significance it may be a 
challenge to make comprehensible in a short time unless mathematics is within your comfort 
zone.  If some of your students have any familiarity with Fibonacci numbers, maybe turn them 
loose and let them explain it all to the class.  But do at least note the Parthenon (Sayre figs. 250, 
604) as an architectural expression of rational and mathematical harmony, the parts integrated 
proportionally with each other and with the whole, as in the Doryphorus.   After all it is no small 
point that “the golden section represents to the ancient Greeks not merely beauty, but ultimately 
the wisdom of the universe.” (Sayre p. 159)   The very idea that aesthetics can have anything to 
do with mathematics is bound to come as a surprise to a few students.   
 
While the Greek canon of proportion seen in Polykleitos was realized in naturalistic form, 
Egyptian canons of proportion yielded a stylized result.  Are there canons of proportion in eastern 
art?   Apparently many figures of the Buddha do conform to some rules of proportion (and as 
we'll see in the next lecture, Buddhist art evidently owes its figurative expression in part to 
western influence.) 
    
Naturalism in art imitates nature, and in Greek sculpture we see evidence (in the veins of the 
horses seen in the lecture slide) of the emerging Greek scientific view of nature: careful 
observation of the natural world.  Recall this when we reach “Greek Science” in early November. 
 Sayre includes part of the Parthenon frieze that is in Paris (fig. 364), and part of the pediment 
sculptures (from the so-called “Elgin Marbles” in the British Museum in London; fig. 373).   



 
If you should have occasion to see these Three Goddesses in London it is remarkable to note that 
the backs of the figures have as much attention lavished on them as the front, and yet the backs of 
the figures would never have been seen by anyone situated as the sculptures were in the 
pediment.  (Constructing any such ornamented building today, we’d likely shrug and just attend 
to the visible features, and leave the unseen parts roughed out at best.) What might this attention 
to unseen detail say about the value of these works to the Athenians? 
 
The surprising reality of vivid color in ancient Greek sculpture and architecture:  can we be 
comfortable with the fact that much of Greek statuary and architecture was painted?  Recall The 
Three Graces by Antonio Canova (1815-17)  Neo-classical purity and grace in white marble. 
 White symbolized purity, in those days at least.   
 
Classical Greek figures: a “god-like” perfection: youthful, noble, restrained; the gentle and 
graceful beginnings of animation in statuary.  Praxiteles: Hermes and Dionysos   (Sayre fig. 372, 
c. 330 BCE)    
 
• How might the photograph of Lisa Lyon (fig. 89) be considered “classical?”    
 
How is it that the Greco-Roman tradition in visual arts (and all the positive and humanist values it 
symbolizes) can also inspire imagery that is totalitarian (such as the Nazi figures of grotesquely 
muscle-bound men)?   Is Nazi art simply a corruption of the classical ideal?   or a logical outcome 
(when taken to an extreme)? 
 
What are today's “classics?”   What is the image/concept of the ideal human, and why is it so? 
Are our ideals today carved not in stone, but shaped in the media?  Where do we find society’s 
figurative ideals?   as commodities in the magazine rack at the check-out counter? in the sports 
pages?  How do they compare with the Greek classical model?  What does the word classic mean 
today?     
 
• Page 31 introduces an excellent point of comparison, beginning with Kenneth Clark's 
“culturally incorrect” remark that Greek classicism, as exemplified by the Apollo Belvedere (fig. 
35) was “a higher state of civilization” and spoke in terms which many now regard as 
ethnocentric, and disparaging of the African mask (fig. 36).  Consider both points of view and 
discuss. (The consideration may follow: are we necessarily a “higher state of civilization” than 
ancient Greece because of our advanced technology?   What do we mean by the word 
civilization?  What makes us civilized?  And is the African mask less “real” than the Greek head? 
  What do we mean by the words real and ideal? Are these words difficult to pin down 
precisely?) 
 
Question 8 from the handout:  Figures inevitably raise questions of the portrayal of sexual 
attitudes.  Cite examples from both the lecture and the readings that pose various points of view 
regarding gender, both historical and contemporary.  Recall from the last lecture regarding line 
about the conventions of line (pp. 73-74).  What is your response to these issues and points raised 
by Sayre? 
 
Compare various female figures (e.g. figs. 5, 15, 25, 81, 82, 122, 125, 144, 162, 223, 233, 240, 
252, 314, 337, 564, 625, 661, 662, 719 ; and there are certainly others to consider besides these). 
    
PART III:  REALISM  /  VERISM 
Roman realism: sculpted busts of ordinary faces, with a fidelity to nature, warts and all. Consider 



aspects of the Roman empire, and Roman values: the ancient Romans were a very efficient, 
pragmatic people, and the city of Rome itself, with its aqueducts, arenas and roads seemed to 
embody this sense of efficiency. Moreover the Romans mass-produced ceramics, copied Greek 
statuary, invented their own mythology (the Aeneid) and devised impressive legal codes - so what 
more appropriate way would there be for the worldly Romans to depict themselves but in a very 
real, straightforward, naturalistic manner?  (Could an emphasis on realism in portraiture possibly 
be seen as a longing for immortality?  And could these portrait busts thus provide evidence of 
fertile ground for a religion that held out the hope of the immortality of the soul?)   
 
(On the subject of immortality as motivation in realism, Sayre notes on page 292 “This desire to 
unify the material and the spiritual worlds has been a goal of sculpture from the earliest times,” 
and that Egyptian funerary sculptures “were carved to bear the ka or individual spirit of the 
deceased” into the afterlife.) 
 
The Faiyum portraits (2nd c. CE) (Sayre fig. 282):  mummy portraits, evidently wishing to be 
remembered as they were.  Another “art vocabulary word” this time is MEDIUM:  What is 
encaustic? Why might these works look so fresh even 1800 years later?   Note the play of light on 
the surface of the skin and in the eyes.  Compare this work with portraits of other eras:  (even the 
early photograph of Carlysle by Julia Margaret Cameron, fig. 323).   
 
Photography: a means of preserving a likeness, or a moment  (see Sayre figs. 319-324 for 
examples of early photography).  If photography had not been invented, what would you know of 
your ancestry over the last 100 years or so?  Of what value are images of one's ancestors?   And 
of what value is it to us to “freeze” moments in time?   
 
Note on p. 259, of her photography Cameron wrote that she sought to convey “the greatness of 
the inner man as well as the features of the outer man.” 
 
Some example of contemporary realism in the U.S. & Britain: 
 
Braids by Andrew Wyeth (fig. 291).   Even in the midst of all the changes that took place in the 
20th century in the world of art, there still is room for a realist like Andrew Wyeth.  As I have said 
before:  art today is infinitely varied.   
 
Stanley, by Chuck Close (1980-81; Sayre figs 154-155); mere virtuosity?  In these pages of Sayre 
(pp 118-119) that deal with the work of Chuck Close, the artist likens his creative process to a 
game of golf.  What do your students make of this?  Using the grid would seem very rational, a 
measured and analytical approach to the creative process, yet for Close it is clearly playful - 
setting a problem and solving it in a most unusual way; working within self-set limits.  It 
succeeds because Close is very aware of the nature of color.  (One might accuse Close of being 
obsessed.)  Note how large Stanley is (101” x 84”).  Have your students examine any square inch 
of the detail (fig. 154) and note the abstract qualities.   Recall too, that in spite of the unique 
aspects of this work, its roots can ultimately be traced back to the realism /(verism) of ancient 
Rome and the naturalism of ancient Greece.  Students may appreciate the fact that Close is 
disabled, and works while confined to a wheelchair. 
 
Untitled #96 by Cindy Sherman (fig. 719).   The photographer has spent much of her creative life 
staging photographs in which she herself is the model, acting out various roles that challenge us 
to consider (and question) cultural stereotypes of women.  Cindy Sherman is one of the most 
popular and well-known women artists of our time.   Read what Sayre says here on pp 520-521 
about identity.  Old-style telephone aside, perhaps your students can relate to the issues raised by 



this image.   
 
Pat by Ahearn and Torres (fig. 5).  Read what Sayre says about this one, on p. 5.  What is the role 
of the artist in making this work?  (Another take on identity). 
         
Self by Marc Quinn (1991):  as cheerful as a plaster cast of a victim in Pompeii; if I'm not 
mistaken this was one of the works on display at the controversial Brooklyn Museum exhibition a 
few years ago.  (I've never thought of it has shocking; startling, yes, but shocking, no.)   How 
much more “real” can one get than to make a refrigerated cast in one's own blood?   The topic of 
offensive art will be dealt with specifically in the February lecture, so you will have another 
opportunity to raise this issue at greater length if you choose to wait.     
From question 6 from the handout:  What do you think the qualities of the various MEDIA 
employed (e.g. carved stone, or ink & brush on paper) bring to the nature of the imagery? 
Consider also SCALE & PROPORTION:  What was the nature of idealism in proportion for the 
Greeks?   What meaning does it have for you? 
 
PART IV:  A RECENTLY DISCOVERED TOMB IN CHINA   
8000+ ceramic soldiers and horses guard the tomb of Qin Shi Huang, China's first emperor and 
the builder of the Great Wall  (d. 207 BCE).    a blend of realism and idealism?   (Sayre fig. 377)  
Recall the slide that showed that researchers have concluded the soldiers were originally brightly 
painted.  Again, the past seems to have been much more colorful than we have heretofore 
realized!   Can the tomb's design be seen as the emperor's quest for immortality?  If so, was it 
achieved?            
 
Note that Mencius quoted Confucius in our reading (“The inventor of burial figures in human 
form deserves not to have any progeny.”  see page 52 in the Mencius).  Mencius quoted 
Confucius in a larger context of discussing benevolence vs. misrule. 
 
PART V:  FIGURATIVE PAINTING IN CHINA 
• Reading from the Tao te Ching were once placed close to this lecture, and immediate 
connections could be made.   In the meantime it would be good to make connections with the 
Mencius as you see indicated in the lecture handout:      
   Confucianism:  Reality is not what is seen, but what is felt. 
   “...when we speak of human nature we should have in mind, primarily, the human heart.” 
   “The organ of the heart can think....It is the only gift from heaven of a thinking heart that 
       marks human beings off from animals.”   (Mencius) 
   There is power in wisdom and compassion, not in physical strength. 
   Some east -west comparisons:     Chinese painters traditionally eschewed nudity, 
            anatomical detail, volume, shading, and bright color.    And in old age is beauty. 
   Taoism:    Achieve effectiveness through simplicity.      (see Sayre fig. 239) 
   “The most difficult things in the world must be accomplished through the easiest...” 
   “Act without acting;  serve without serving;  taste without tasting.”  (Tao Te Ching) 
   The importance of lines.  Flow like water.     One line can have ten meanings. 
   Chi:   harmony of humanity through self-cultivation, energy - spirit 
    Imagination in painting                      
 
PART VI:  FIGURATIVELY WRITING 
• In Sayre under the heading “Wash and Brush” (top of p. 187) the point is made that “Drawing 
with a brush is a technique with a long tradition in the East, perhaps because the brush is used 
there as a writing instrument.”  Sayre goes on to describe the “ribbons of line” which taper and 
broaden to give extremely expressive results.  It may be interesting to have your students compare 



fig. 238 and 239 (the former a quick brush & ink sketch by Rembrandt).  Remembering what 
Kirk has said:  that in western art you will typically find more solid volumetric form, and shading. 
 Rembrandt's drawing is a quick and powerful rendering, while the Liang Kai drawing is elegant 
and graceful in comparison.  As with the African mask vs. the Greek head discussion on Sayre p. 
31, this is not a matter of “which is better” but simply an invitation to note the differences of 
perception, emphasis and modes of expression.   
 
In this same section in Sayre on drawing, some of the other examples are interesting as well. 
What does Sayre say (on p. 183) about the artist Sirani (fig. 232) (that she had to draw in public 
to prove that a man didn't do it).  What does he say about the Dubuffet (fig. 233)? (that the 
drawing could be seen as misogynist, and also as an attack on traditional drawing and traditional 
concepts of beauty.) 
 
SHORT LIST OF SOME GOOD COMPARISONS TO DISCUSS  
(you may surely want to read the accompanying text to gain some insights into the works): 
Michelangelo’s David (fig. 54) and Giacometti’s Man Pointing (fig. 66)  
Rembrandt’s  Sleeping Woman (fig. 238) and Liang Kai’s The Poet Li Bo (fig. 239) 
Apollo Belvedere (fig. 35) and the Sang Mask from Gabon (fig. 36)  
From fig. 371 to 203 to 372 (from the Kritios Boy to Polykleitos to Praxiteles;  a progression of 
naturalism – then regard the emotion in the Laocoon group (fig 574, a later Greek (Hellenistic) 
work… increasingly animated figures in western antiquity.   
 
This lecture, like the first one, invites you to make and see connections between the past and the 
present, and across cultural boundaries.  What connections (and differences) did you see?    
 
DOING THE VITRUVIAN MAN 
 
• See Leonardo's "Vitruvian Man"  (fig. 181) (under "Principles of Design.” p. 141) 
 
•  I think the simple measurement exercise can work well to get the basic point across (bring a 
tape measure to class).  The measurement of height compared to the span from fingertip-to-
fingertip is usually remarkably close, and sometimes nearly precisely the same.  How might such 
an observation have been interpreted by the ancients?  (god-like perfection?)   (Variation on 
execution:  with a little preparation time one could make up a height and width chart on a secure 
white board (say from 55” to 78”), or on board that can be securely pinned to a bulletin board, 
and simply have subjects stand and be measured in this way).   
 
It would be more ambitious (but fun) to try both the square and the circle idea.  I have done this 
two or three times it actually works very well.  I took advantage of the balcony at Ransom Arts, 
and had the class upstairs looking down at the set-up on the sidewalk below.   I used a straight 
(not warped) 6' 2x2 length of board, which could be marked for height and conveniently used as a 
long straight edge (an 8' 1x1 would even be better);  a tape measure would serve if used carefully.  
(If you use a 6’ board, obviously your subjects must be 6’ or shorter.) 
 
Materials recommended:  
a straight (not warped) 6’ or 8’  2x2 or 1x1   
a tape measure  
3’ or 4’ straight edge (4’ length is best if you have no tape measure) 
a fresh piece of chalk;  (have two on hand, in case one breaks up) 
good sturdy string, at least 4’ in length 
a small pillow for the comfort of the subject 



 
a.  (If you have a 6’ board, choose a student volunteer to measure who claims to be 6’ or a little 
less.)  Have subject remove shoes and stand erect, and take a careful, accurate measure of the 
height (use board and mark it with the height, or use tape measure.) 
 
b.  Then have subject put his/her finger in his/her navel, and measure the height of the navel, 
using the tape measure or a 4’ straight edge.   
 
c.  The rest can be done inside the classroom or out.  It you take the class outside, if possible 
situate them on a second story looking down at an area of sidewalk.  It might be convenient if you 
can use a section of concrete that has a straight line and an obvious right angle as a check in 
marking your square.  Since your circle will most likely be around 7’ to 7.5” in diameter, make 
sure there is enough space for it. If you do this inside, make sure the chalk will work on your 
floor.  (It may not draw well on tile.)   
 
d.  Using the height of the subject, mark a square (being careful to make right angles!) 
 
e.  Using the mid-points of these lines, or else using the long straight edge stretched from each 
corner to corner, determine and mark the center of the square. 
 
f.   From the mid-point of the base of the square, through the center of the square, measure the 
height of the subject’s navel, and mark with chalk. This will be the center of your circle. 
 
g.  Using the string, tied tightly around a piece of chalk, have an assistant hold the string at the 
mid-point of the circle, and measure again the height of the navel on the string (or simply stretch 
the string and chalk from the navel-point to the edge of the square). 
 
h.  With the assistant continuing to hold the string at the circle's center, draw the circle (the 
navel's height thus being the radius). 
 
i.  Have the subject lie down (the pillow can be offered as comfort for the head) with the heels 
joined at the mid-point of the square's base, and the body carefully aligned to be centered and 
perpendicular to the base (have the class above check it visually). 
 
j.  Have the subject stretch out his/her arms straight out to the sides, which should at least come 
very, very close to touching the sides of the square. 
 
k.  Then have the subject reach upwards with the arms and outwards with the legs as in the 
Leonardo drawing (an assistant may be of help here) so that they “touch” the circle. 
 
l.  Option:  have someone carefully trace the outline of the figure in both positions. 
     
Your students should at least grasp that Leonardo's drawing is not about health or vitamins or 
chiropractic, but it is about ideal proportions, and ultimately about architecture.   NB: It can also 
be said to be symbolic.  On pages 141 Sayre points out that the circle is symbolic of the heavenly, 
infinite, and universal world, the center of which is the navel, “a focal point which represents the 
source of life itself, the fetus's connection by the umbilical cord to the mother's womb.”  Sayre 
tells us that the square is symbolic of the finite, earthly world.  Thus, says Sayre, “all the various 
aspects of existence - mind and matter; the material and the transcendental - are unified by the 
design into a coherent whole.”   He neglects to point out that the center of the finite, earthly 
square corresponds to the base of the genitals.  And while it may not be appropriate to measure 



the height of genitalia in class, I can tell you that I've privately checked my own measure in this 
manner, and it's right at half my total height.  The way all this works out so neatly (or quasi-
neatly) is almost spooky.    
 
Here is a translation from the Roman architect Vitruvius, in which he associates good temple 
architecture with the harmonious proportions and symmetry of a “well-shaped body,” as printed 
in the margin of the lecture handout.   This includes the description that Leonardo chose to 
illustrate in his notebooks:   
 
“The planning of temples depends on symmetry; architects must diligently understand the method 
of this.  It arises from proportion ... Proportion consists in taking a fixed module, in each case, 
both for the part of     a building and for the whole, by which the method of symmetry is put into 
practice. For without symmetry and proportion no temple can have a regular plan; that is, it must 
have an exact proportion worked out after a fashion of the members of a well-shaped body ... In 
like fashion the members of temples ought to have dimensions of their several parts answering 
suitably to the general sum of their magnitude.. If a man lies on his back with hands and arms 
outspread, and the center of a circle is located in his navel, then his hands and feet will touch the 
circumference; a square can also be produced in the same way ... the height of a body from the 
sole of the foot to the crown of the head being equal to the span of the outstretched arms.”        
(italics mine)          
(De Arch. III, i. 1-3 / as printed in Peter Murray's The Architecture of the Italian Renaissance, p. 
6) 
    
Vitruvius was very influential following the rediscovery of his ancient text, which became a 
“bible” for architects of the Renaissance. 
 


