Baroque Art

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In 1600, the artistic center of Europe was Rome, particularly at the court of the popes. The
completion of Saint Peter’s became a crusade for the Catholic Church, both as an evocation
of faith and as a symbol of the Church on earth. By 1650, however, the increased power and

influence of the French kings, first at Paris and then at their capital in Versailles, shifted the art
world to France. While Rome still kept its allure as the keeper of the masterpieces for both the
ancient world and the Renaissance, France became the center of modern art and innovation,
a position it kept unchallenged until the beginning of World War II.

The most important political watershed of the seventeenth century was the Thirty Years’
War, which ended in 1648. Ostensibly started over religion, and featuring a Catholic resur-
gence called the Counter-Reformation, the Thirty Years’ War also had active political, eco-
nomic, and social components as well. The war succeeded in devastating central Europe so
effectively that economic activity and artistic production ground to a halt in this region for the
balance of the seventeenth century.

The Counter-Reformation movement reaffirmed all the things the Protestant Reformation
was against. Protestants were largely iconoclasts, breaking painted and sculpted images in
churches; Catholics endorsed the place of images and were reinspired to create new ones.
Protestants derided saints; Catholics reaffirmed the communion of saints and glorified their
images. Protestants played down miracles; Catholics made them visible and palpable as in the
Ecstasy of Saint Teresa (Figures 17.4a and 17.4b).

Patronage and Artistic Life

Even with all the religious conflict, the Catholic Church was still the greatest source of artistic
commissions in the seventeenth century, closely followed by royalty and their autocratic gov-
ernments. Huge churches and massive palaces had big spaces that needed to be filled with
large paintings commanding high prices. However, artists were not just interested in mon-
etary gain; many Baroque artists such as Rubens and Bernini were intensely religious people,
who were acting out of a firm commitment to their faith as well as to their art. Credit must
be given to the highly cultivated and farsighted patrons who allowed artists to flourish; Pope
Urban VIII, for example, sponsored some of Bernini’s best work.

BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE

Landscape architecture becomes an important artistic expression in the Baroque. Starting at
Versailles (Figure 17.3e) and continuing throughout the eighteenth century, palaces are envi-
sioned as the principal feature in an ensemble with gardens that are imaginatively arranged
to enhance the buildings they framed. Long views are important. Key windows are viewing
stations upon which gardens spread out before the viewer in an imaginatively orchestrated
display that suggests man’s control over his environment. Views look down extended avenues
carpeted by lawns and embraced by bordering trees, usually terminating in a statue or a foun-
tain. The purpose is to impress the viewer with a sense of limitlessness.
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Baroque architecture relies on movement. Fagades undulate, creating symmetrical cavi-
ties of shadow alternating with projecting pilasters that capture the sun. Emphasis is on the
center of the facade with wavelike forms that accentuate the entrance. Usually entrances are
topped by pediments or tympana to reinforce their importance. A careful interplay of concave
and convex shapes marks the most experimental buildings by Borromini. Interiors are richly
designed to combine all the arts; painting and sculpture service the architectural members in a
choreographed ensembie. The aim of Baroque buildings is a dramatically unified effect.

Baroquearchitectureislarge; it seeks to impress with its size and its elaborate ornamentation.
In this regard, the Baroque style represents the imperial or papal achievements of its patrons—

proclaiming their power and wealth. Buildings are erected at high points accessible by
elaborately carved staircases, ones that spill out toward the spectator and change direction—
and view—as they rise.

BAROQUE PAINTING AND SCULPTURE

Baroque artists explored subjects born in the Renaissance but previously considered too hum-
ble for serious painters to indulge in. These subjects, still life, genre, and landscape painting,
flourished in the seventeenth-century as never before. While religious and historical paintings
were still considered the highest form of expression, even great artists such as Rembrandt and
Rubens painted landscapes and genre scenes. Still lifes were a specialty of the Dutch school.

Landscapes and still lifes exist not in and of themselves, but to express a higher meaning.
Still lifes frequently contain a vanitas theme, which stresses the brevity of life and the folly
of human vanity. Broad open landscapes feature small figures in the foreground acting out a
Biblical or mythological passage. Genre paintings often had an allegorical commentary on a
contemporary or historical issue. '

Landscapes were never actual views of a particular site; instead they were composed in a
studio from sketches done in the field. The artist was free to select trees from one place and
put them with buildings from another. Landscape painters felt they had to reach beyond the
visual into a world of creation that relies on the thoughtful combination of disparate elements
to make an artistic statement.

Painters were fascinated by Caravaggio’s use of tenebrism—even the greatest painters of
the century experiment with it. The hahdling of light and shadow became a trademark of the
Baroque, not only for painters, but for sculptors and architects as well. Northern artists spe-
cialized in impasto brushwork, which created a feeling of spontaneity with a vibrant use of
visible brushwork. Similarly, sculptors animated the texture of surfaces by variously polishing
or abrading surfaces. ;

Painters like Caravaggio painted with an expressive sense of movement. Figures are dra-
matically rendered, even in what would appear to be a simple portrait. Light effects are key, as
offstage sources illuminated parts of figures in a strong dark light contrast called tenebroso.
Colors are descriptive and evocative. Inspiration comes from the Venetian Renaissance, and
passes through Caravaggio and onto Rubens and his followers, who are called Rubénistes.
Naturalists reject what they perceive as the contortions and artificiality of the Mannerists.

As in the other arts, Baroque sculpture stressed movement. Figures are caught in mid-
motion, mouths open, with the flesh of one figure yielding to the touch of another. Some large
works, particularly those by Bernini, were often meant to be placed in the middle of the floor
or at a slight distance from a wall and be seen in the round. Sculptors employ negative space,
carving large openings in a work so that the viewer can contemplate a multiplicity of angles.
Marble is treated with a tactile sense: human skin given a high polish, angel wings shown with
a feathery touch, animal skins reveal a coarser feel. Baroque
sculptors found inspiration in the major works of the Greek
Hellenistic period.



Dutch Baroque Art

While the Baroque is often associated with stately court art, it also flourished in mercantile
Holland. Dutch paintings are harbingers of modern taste: landscapes, portraits, and genre
paintings flourished; religious ecstasies, great myths, and historical subjects were avoided. In
contrast to the massive buildings in other countries, Dutch houses are small and wall space
scarce, so painters designed their works to hang in more intimate settings. Even though com-
merce and trade boomed, the Dutch did not want industry portrayed in their works. Ships are
sailboats, not merchant vessels, which courageously braved the weather, not unloaded cargo.
Animals are shown quietly grazing rather than giving milk or being shormn for wool. A feature-
less flat Dutch landscape is animated by powerful and evocative skies.

Dutch painting, however, has several things in common with the rest of European art. Most
significantly, Dutch art features many layers of symbolism that provokes the viewer to intellec-
tual consideration. Still life paintings, for example, are niot the mere arrangement of inanimate

objects, but a cause to ponder the passing and fleetness oflife. Stark church
interiors often symbolized the triumph of Protestantism over Catholicism.
Indeed, while Dutch art may seem outside the mainstream of the Baroque,
it does have important parallels with contemporary art in the rest of Europe.

The Baroque has always symbolized the grand, the majestic, the colorful, and the sumg:tu-
ous in European art. While the work of Rubens and Bernini and the architecture of Versailles
certainly qualify as this view of the Baroque, the period is equally famous_for small Dutch
paintings of penetrating psychological intensity and masterful interplays of light am.i shadow.

[llusion is a key element of the Baroque aesthetic. Whether it be the floating of Sau_lt Te1-"esa
on a cloud or the tromp I'oeil ceilings of Roman palaces, the Baroque teases our imagina-

tion by stretching the limits of the space deep into the picture plane. The same complexity of

thought is applied to intriguing and symbolic still lifes, known as vanitas paintings, Or intricate
groupings of figures such as Las Meninas (Figure 17 s .
The Baroque is characterized by a sense of ceaseless movement. Building fagades undulate,

sculptures are seen in the round, and portraits show sitters ready to speak or interact with.the
viewer. Naturalist painters, like Caravaggio, use dramatic contrasts of light and dark to high-

light the movement of the figures.

The Baroque achievesa splendor through an energetic interaction reminiscent of Hellenistic

Greek art, which serves as its original role model.
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