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Class code 
 

HIST-UA 9091 

 

Instructor Details 
 

 
Name: Mauro Mussolin 
NYUHome Email Address: mussolin@nyu.edu 
Office Hours: after class or by appointment 
Villa Ulivi Office Location: t.b.a. 
Villa Ulivi Office Extension: t.b.a. 
 
For fieldtrips refer to the email with trip instructions and trip assistant’s cell phone number 
 

 

Class Details 
 

 
Semester: Spring 2013 
Full Title of Course: Holy People, Holy Places 
Meeting Days and Times: t.b.a. 
Classroom Location: t.b.a. 
 

 

Prerequisites 
 

 
 

 

Class Description 
 

The course is focused both on the analysis of specific kinds of sacred phenomena, such as 
powerful objects, divine epiphanies, spectacular miracles, and holy bodies and on their artistic 
representation in art. The objective of the course is to investigate religious and devotional 
experience from a Christian perspective, and from the Bible to Renaissance Italy. We will 
consider the intersection between popular religious expression, art and architecture. We will 
also consider briefly the pagan religion of the Romans to observe another aspect of the 
sacred: magic and religious superstition, with its propitiatory rites, divinations and omens, as 
well as forms of oracular consciousness, whose legacy is still present in some popular 
Christian beliefs. 
A broad panorama of holy writings, lives of the saints, written records, visual texts and 
devotional architecture will be studied as primary sources to investigate the subject and to 
understand the different protagonists of a holy life, such as: the martyr, the bishop, the 
prophet, the hermit, the mystic, the pilgrim, the fool and the king. Particular emphasis will be 
given to the figure of Saint Francis, the most important symbol of Italian piety, protagonist of 
Christian renewal, one of the founders of the Italian vernacular literary tradition and the 
inspiration for an artistic revolution without precedent. 
This course is specifically geared for those students who DO NOT have any special background 
in Catholic history or religion, but who wish to gain an understanding of those artistic, cultural 
and historical factors which, for better or worse, contributed in a fundamental way to the 
construction of a collective Italian identity. 
 

 

Desired Outcomes 
 

On completion of this course, students should: 
• Have improved their ability to think critically, engage in complex reasoning and 

express their thoughts clearly through their written work 
• Have improved their understanding of historical methodologies, religious studies and 

art history 
• Have mastered a basic understanding of how to research questions in the field 
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• Recognize the principal protagonists of the course subject and understand why they 
are historically significant 

 

Assessment Components 
 

 
Attendance and Participation: 20% 
Written Assignments (3 reading review papers, each minimum 5 pages): 20% 
Midterm Exam: 20% 
Oral Presentation (25-35 minutes) and Final Paper (minimum 10 pages): 40% 
 
Pages for written assignments are presumed to be in Times New Roman 12 point (or 
equivalent), double-spaced. 
 
Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class. 
 
Weekly meetings are composed of a series of classes with visual presentations, supplemented 
by a thematic visit to religious sites in Florence and by a day excursion to Assisi. 
Reading: Required readings are assigned in relation to each class and MUST BE READ IN 
ADVANCE of the lecture for which they are assigned. 
Reading-review papers: Students are asked to write a short typewritten abstract (minimum 5 
pages) upon completion of each of the three principal texts for the course. An “abstract” is 
defined here as a brief summary of the content of the work and in general is not intended to 
include your emotive response, although these abstracts could include some scholarly or 
critical opinions. Reading-review papers will be collected by the course instructor during the 
term as indicated in the syllabus. 
Weekly site visits: Each week students are asked to visit on their own an assigned religious 
complex in Florence, as scheduled in the syllabus. These on-site visits must be done in 
advance of the class for which they are assigned to increase understanding of the matter at 
hand and to stimulate class discussion. Weekly site visits offer the extraordinary possibility to 
investigate the relation between art, devotion and worship in their original context, as well as 
to create stimuli for the comprehension of the specific function of each sacred artwork. 
Midterm exam: The midterm will be based on material discussed in class, required readings 
and assignments (weekly site visits and additional assignments not included on this syllabus).  
Final presentation: In the first class following the end of the drop/add period, topics will be 
assigned for final presentations. Each student will research and prepare an oral and written 
project (approximately 25-35 minutes; minimum 10 pages). Each student should arrange to 
meet to me well in advance of his/her presentation to discuss sources. 
 

 

Assessment Expectations 
 

Grade A: The student’s work demonstrates an understanding of the subject that goes beyond 
assigned course readings. The student writes essays/exam questions that are an original 
synthesis of source materials, demonstrating the ability to evaluate source material critically. 
Written arguments are clear, well-organized and well-presented; oral presentations are 
concise, incisive and supplemented by appropriate visual materials. The student has 
distinguished himself/herself throughout the course of the semester for his/her contributions 
to class discussion. 

Grade B: The student’s work shows a clear understanding of assigned readings and materials 
covered in class. The student writes clear, well-organized and well-presented essays/exam 
questions; oral presentations are concise, incisive and supplemented by appropriate visual 
materials. The student is prepared in class and asks relevant questions.  

Grade C: The student’s work shows a basic understanding of the subject treated in assigned 
readings and covered in class. However, written and/or oral work is deficient in one or more 
of the following areas: clarity, organization or content. The student’s work is generally in need 
of improvement. 
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Grade D: The student’s work shows occasional understanding of the subject treated in 
assigned readings and covered in class. Written and/or oral work is deficient in one or more of 
the follow areas: clarity, organization or content. The student does not participate in class 
discussion and has not frequented the instructor’s office hours. 

Grade F: The student’s work does not demonstrate understanding of the subject treated in 
assigned readings and covered in class. Written and/or oral work are either insufficient or are 
not submitted. The student appears unprepared in class and has not frequented the 
instructor’s office hours. 

 

Grade conversion 
 

 
A=94-100 
A-=90-93 
B+=87-89 
B=84-86 
B-=80-83 
C+=77-79 
C=74-76 
C-=70-73 
D+=67-69 
D=65-66 
F=below 65 
 

 

Grading Policy 
 

 
Please refer to Assessment Expectations and the policy on late submission of work 

 

Attendance Policy 
 

 
Attendance: 
Attendance is expected and required of all students. Any absence will negatively impact upon 
your course grade 
 
Absences: 
In case of absence, regardless of the reason, the student is responsible for completing 
missed assignments, getting notes and making up missed work in a timely manner based 
upon a schedule that is mutually agreed upon between the faculty member and the student 

 
Absence Due to Illness 

● If you are sick, please see a doctor (contact the OSL for information). 
● Only a medical certificate from a local medical professional will be 

accepted to justify an absence due to illness 
● Within 24 hours of your return to class you must bring this note to the 

Office of Academic Support, located on the ground floor of Villa Ulivi.  We 
will review the medical certificate and we will notify your faculty via email 
about your justified absence due to illness 

● Absences for short term illness without a medical certificate are not 
justified and count as unjustified absences. We will not accept a student 
email or telephone call regarding an absence due to illness.  We will not 
notify your faculty about these absences 

● The Office of Student Life, when assisting you in cases of severe or extended 
illness, will coordinate with the Office of Academic Support to properly 
record your absences 

Due to Religious Observance 
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● Students observing a religious holiday during regularly scheduled class time 
are entitled to miss class without any penalty to their grade.  This is for the 
holiday only and does not include the days of travel that may come before 
and/or after the holiday 

● Students must notify their professor and the Office of Academic Support in 
writing via email one week in advance before being absent for this purpose 

Due to a class conflict with a program sponsored lecture, event, or activity 
● All students are entitled to miss one class period without any penalty to 

their grade in order to attend a lecture, event or activity that is sponsored 
by NYU Florence or La Pietra Dialogues, Acton Miscellany or the Graduate 
Lecture series. 

● Students must notify their professor and the Office of Academic Support in 
writing via email one week in advance before being absent for this purpose 

  

Late Submission of Work 
 

 
● All course work must be submitted on time, in class on the date specified on the 

syllabus.   
● To request an extension on a deadline for an assignment, students must speak to the 

professor one week prior to the due date.   
● To receive an incomplete for a course at the end of the semester, two weeks before 

final exams, both the student and the faculty member must meet with the Assistant 
Director of Academic Affairs to review the request and if granted, they must both 
sign an Incomplete Contract detailing the terms for completing missing coursework. 

 

Plagiarism Policy  
PLAGIARISM WILL NOT BE TOLERATED IN ANY FORM: 
The presentation of another person’s words, ideas, judgment, images or data as though they 
were your own, whether intentionally or unintentionally, constitutes an act of plagiarism. 
 
In the event of suspected or confirmed cases of plagiarism, The faculty member will consult   
first with the Assistant Director for Academic Affairs as definitions and procedures vary   
from school to school.  Please consult the “Academic Guidelines for Success” distributed on 
your USB key at Check-in and on the NYU Florence Global Wiki.  
 
For a detailed description of some possible forms of plagiarism and cheating please consult 
the Community Compact that you signed at Orientation, a copy of which is on the above 
mentioned Wiki and USB key. 
 

 

Required Text(s) 
 

 
TEXTBOOKS (in Villa Ulivi Library) 
Frugoni 1: CHIARA FRUGONI, Francis of Assisi: A Life, SCM Press LTD, London 1998. 
Frugoni 2: CHIARA FRUGONI, The Stories of Saint Francis, Einaudi, Torino 2010. 
 
TEXTBOOKS (to be purchased at the Paperback Exchange, via delle Oche 4 red) 
PETER BROWN, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity, The Univ. of 
Chicago Press, Chicago 1981. 
JOHN DRURY, Painting the Word: Christian Pictures and Their Meanings, Yale Univ. Press, 
New Haven, 2002. 
JACOBUS DE VORAGINE, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, transl. William 
Granger Ryan, Princeton University Press, Paperback ed. 1995, 2 volumes. 
 

 

Supplemental Texts(s) (not 

 
Suggested Readings (available in Ulivi Library): 
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required to purchase as  
copies are in NYU-L Library 
or available on line) 
 

BETH WILLIAMSON, Christian Art, A Very Short Introduction, Oxford Univ. Press, Oxford 
2004. 
ANDRE VAUCHEZ, Spirituality in the Medieval West: The Eight to the Twelfth Century, 
Cistercian Publications, Kalamazoo 1993. 
 
Students will receive a comprehensive bibliography and suggested readings during the 
course. Supplementary material to complement class work will be given in class in order to 
improve comprehension as well as to provide stimulus for class discussion. 
 

 

Internet Research  
Guidelines 
 

 
The careful use of internet resources is encouraged and a list of recommended websites will 
be given. Failure to cite internet and other non-traditional media sources in your written work 
constitutes plagiarism. 
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Additional 
Required 
Equipment  
 

N/A 
 
During site-visits or independent visits students are kindly advised not to carry bulky backpacks or 
troublesome objects . In churches, students are kindly advised not to wear shorts, sleeveless shirts, mini-
skirts or baseball caps. Photography, with or without flash, is in general forbidden in museums and 
churches. 
 
NYU in Florence provides each student with an Amici card. This card grants free unlimited admission to 
the following State Museums in Florence: Uffizi, Accademia, Pitti, Palatina, Galleria d’Arte Moderna, 
Costume, Boboli Gardens, San Marco, Bargello, Cappelle Medicee, Cenacolo di Andrea del Sarto a San 
Salvi, Villa Medicea di Castello, Villa Medicea di Poggio a Caiano, and Villa Medicea della Petraia. 
STUDENTS ARE REQUIRED TO BRING THE AMICI CARD TO EVERY SITE VISIT OF THIS COURSE. 
If students fail to bring their card on the day of a class visit or they lose their card, they will be required to 
pay for their own admission to the museum. If the card is stolen, please see Tanya Di Rienzo in the Office 
of Academic Support in Villa Ulivi immediately. 
Amici cards are non-transferable and are personalized for each individual student. The card can only be 
used by the student whose name appears on the back of the card. Museums will ask to see a second ID 
as proof of identification. 
 

 

Session 1 
 
 

Introduction: sacred/profane, saint/sinner, holy/evil 
 
Homo religiosus: Readings from the Bible 

 

Session 2 
 
 

 
Homo sacer: Roman religion, private and public 
Required reading: Brown 1-68 
Independent visit: Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, Baptistery of San Giovanni, Bell tower and the 
Piazza 
 

 

Session 3 
 
 

 
Site visit: San Miniato al Monte, 10.00am sharp (make up for Apr. 25, date to be confirmed) 
Required reading: Brown 69-127 
 

 

Session 4 
 
 

Exemplary lives: sources and narrative 
 
Officina Sacra: Sainthood and the holy from the Bible to the Baroque 
Required reading: Drury preface, 3-59, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Orsanmichele 
 
Reading-review paper 1 due: Brown 
 

 

Session 5 
 
 

 
Biography and Hagiography: writing about holy people 
Required reading: Drury 61-141, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Santa Maria Novella and the Chiostri (Cappellone degli Spagnoli) 
 

 

Session 6 
 
 

 
The Golden Legend: miracles, wonders and the narrative in context 
Required reading: Drury 143-187, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Santissima Annunziata 
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Session 7 
 
 

Midterm 
Required viewing: Italian films on Saint Francis (Rossellini, Zeffirelli, Cavani) 
 
Reading-review paper 2 due: Drury 
 

 

Session 8 
 
 

Francis, Claire and Assisi 
 
Francis of Assisi: Man and saint 
Required reading: Frugoni 1, 1-80, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Santa Croce, Uffizi 
 

 

Session 9 
 
 

 
Day trip to Assisi 
Required reading: Frugoni 1, 81-160, Golden Legend tba 
 
Reading-review paper 3 due: Frugoni 1 
 

 

Session 10 
 
 

 
Francis of Assisi: Images and stories 
Required reading: Frugoni 2, 91-143, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Galleria dell’Accademia  
 

 

Session 11 
 
 

 
Claire of Assisi: Woman and saint 
Required reading: Frugoni 2, 144-178, Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: San Francesco in Fiesole, San Salvatore al Monte 
 

 

Session 12 
 
 

 
Male and female sainthood from Francis to Theresa of Avila 
Required reading: Golden Legend tba 
Independent visit: Galleria Palatina 
 

 

Session 13 
 
 

 
Conclusion (final review) 
 

 

Session 14 
 
 

 
Student Presentations 
Oral presentation of final projects. Students are expected to respond to their peers’ presentations; each 
presentation will be followed by discussion. 
 

 

Session 15 
 
 

 
Student Presentations 
Oral presentation of final projects. Students are expected to respond to their peers’ presentations; each 
presentation will be followed by discussion. 

Final papers due 

 

Classroom 
Etiquette 

 
● Eating is not permitted in the classrooms.  Bottled water is permitted.   
● Cell phones should be turned off during class time.   
● The use of personal laptops and other electronic handheld devices are prohibited in the 

classroom unless otherwise specified by the professor. 
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 ● We recycle! So keep it green! Please dispose of trash in the clearly marked recycle bins located 
throughout the on campus buildings 
 

Required Co-
curricular 
Activities 
 

 

See Field trip description in syllabus above. 

Suggested Co-
curricular 
Activities 
 

 
Suggested optional co-curricular activities will be announced in class and/or via email by the professor 
throughout the semester. 

 


