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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Italian city-states were controlled by ruling families who dominated politics throughout the
fifteenth century. These princes were lavish spenders on the arts, and great connoisseurs of
cutting-edge movements in painting and sculpture. Indeed, they embellished their palaces
with the latest innovative paintings by artists such as Lippi and Botticelli. They commis-
sioned architectural works from the most pioneering architects of the day. Competition
among families and city-states encouraged a competition in the arts, each state and family
seeking to outdo the other.

Princely courts gradually turned their attention away from religious subjects to more
secular concerns, in a spirit today defined as humanism. It became acceptable, in fact
encouraged, to explore Italy’s pagan past as a way of shedding light on contemporary life.
The exploration of new worlds, epitomized by the great European explorers, was mirrored in
a new growth and appreciation of the sciences, as well as the arts.

Patronage and Artistic Life

The influence of the patrons of this period can be seen in a number of ways, including such
things as specifying the amount of gold lavished on an altarpiece or which family members
the artist was required to prominently place in the foreground of a painting. It was also
customary for great families to have a private chapel in the local church dedicated to their
use. Artists would often be asked to paint murals in these chapels to enhance the spirituality
of the location.

EARLY RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE

Renaissance architecture depends on order, clarity, and light. The darkness and mystery,
indeed the sacred sense of Gothic cathedrals, was deemed barbaric. In its place were created
buildings with wide window spaces, limited stained glass, and vivid wall paintings.

Although all buiidings need mathematics to sustain the engineering principles inherent
in their design, Renaissance buildings seem to stress geometric designs more demonstrably
than most. Harmonies were achieved by a system of ideal proportions learned from an archi-
tectural treatise by the Roman Vitruvius. The ratios and proportions of various elements of
the interior of Florentine Renaissance churches were interpreted as expressions of human-
istic ideals. The Early Christian past was recalled in the use of unvaulted naves with coffered
ceilings.

Thus, the crossing is twice the size of the nave bays, the nave twice the width of the side
aisles, and the side aisles twice the size of side chapels. Arches and columns take up two-
thirds of the height of the nave, and so on. This logical expression is often strongly delineated
by the floor patterns in the nave, in which white and grey marble lines demarcate the spaces,
as at Brunelleschi’s Pazzi Chapel (Figures 15.1a and 15.1b).

Florentine palaces, such as Alberti’s Palazzo Rucellai (Figure 15.2), have austere dominat-
ing facades that rise three stories from street level. Usually the first floor is reserved as public
areas; business is regularly transacted here. The second floor rises in lightness, with a strong
stringcourse marking the ceiling of one story and the floor of another. Here is where the fam-
ily gathered in their private quarters. The third floor is capped by a heavy cornice in the style
of a number of Roman temples.
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FIFTEENTH-CENTURY ITALIAN PAINTING AND SCULPTURE

The most characteristic development of Italian Renaissance painting is the use of linear
perspective, a technique some scholars say was known to the Romans. Other scholars have
attributed its revitalization, if not invention, to Filippo Brunelleschi, who developed per-
spective while drawing the Florence Cathedral Baptistery in the early fifteenth century. Some
artists were fascinated with perspective, showing objects and people in proportion with one
another, unlike medieval art which has people dominating compositions. Artists who were
trained prior to this tradition were quick to see the advantages to linear perspective and
incorporated it into their later works.

Later in the century, perspective becomes an instrument that some artists would use, or
exploit, to create different artistic effects. The use of perspective to intentionally fool the eye,
the tromp l'oeil technique, is an outgrowth of the ability of later fifteenth-century painters
who employed it as one tool in an arsenal of techniques.

[n the early part of the fifteenth century, religious paintings dominated, but by the end of
the century, portraits and mythological scenes proliferated, reflecting humanist ideals and
aspirations.

Interest in humanism and the rebirth of Greco-Roman classics also spurs an interest
in authentic Greek and Roman sculptures. The ancients gloried in the nude form in a way
that was interpreted by medieval artists as pagan. The revival of nudity in life-size sculpture
is begun in Florence with Donatello’s David (Figure 15.5), and continued
throughout the century.

Nudity is one manifestation of an increased study of human anatomy.
Drawings of people with heroic bodies are sketched in the nude and trans-
ferred into stone and bronze. Some artists show the intense physical interac-
tion of forms in the twisting gestures and straining muscles of their works.

Figure 15.3: Fra Filippo Lippi, Madonna
and Child with Two Angels, c. 1465,
tempera on wood, Uffizi, Florence






