High Renaissance

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

lian city-states with their large bankrolls and small populations were easy pickings for Spain
and France, as they began their advances over the Italian peninsula. Venice alone remained
an independent power, with its incomparable fleet bringing goods and profits around the
Mediterranean. |

The High Renaissance flourished in the cultivated courts of princes, doges, and popes—
each wanting to make his city-state greater than his neighbor’s. Unfortunately, most of this
C@e to a temporary halt with the sack of Rome in 1527—a six-month rape of the city that
did much to undo the achievements of one of the most creative moments in art history. What

€merged from the ruins of Rome was a new period, Mannerism, which took art on a different
path.

When Martin Luther nailed his theses to the doors of a church in Wittenberg, Germany in
1517, he touched off a religious and political upheaval that had long-lasting repercussions
throughout Europe. Even if this movement, called the Protestant Reformation, was treated as
a heresy in Italy, it had a dramatic impact on Italian art. No longer was the High Renaissance
sense of perfection a representation of the world as it is, or could ever be. Mannerist distor-
tions were more appropriate in this highly contentious period. Indeed, the basic tenets of
Mannerism concern the tension between the ideal, the natural, and the symmetrical against
the real, the artificial, and the unbalanced.

The schism that the Reformation caused was met by a Catholic response, framed at the

suncil of Trent (1525-1563) and later termed the Counter-Reformation. At the Council a new
order of priests was created, called the Jesuits, whose missionary activity and commitment to
education is still visible around the world today. The Jesuits quickly saw the power of art as a
teaching tool and a religious statement, and became great patrons of the arts.

The religious and political upheaval that characterized the sixteenth century was exempli-
fied by the sacking of the city of Rome in 1527. The unpaid army of the Holy Roman Empire,
after defeating the French troops in Italy, sought restitution in looting and pillaging the holy
city. The desecration of Rome shook all Christendom, especially since it proved that its chief
holy place could so easily fall victim to the undisciplined and the greedy.

Patronage and Artistic Life

Most Renaissance artists came from humble origins, although some like Titian and
Michelangelo came from families of limited influence. Every artist had to join a trade guild,
which sometimes made them seem equivalent to house painters or carpenters. Even so, art-
ists could achieve great fame, so great that monarchs competed to have them in their employ.
Francis I of France is said to have held the dying Leonardo da Vinci in his arms, Charles V of
the Holy Roman Empire lavished praise upon Titian, and Michelangelo was called “divino”
by his biographers.

The dominant patron of the era was Pope Julius II, a powerful force in European religion and
politics. It was Julius’s ambition that transformed the rather ramshackle medieval town of Rome
into an artistic center and capital of the Renaissance. It was Julius's devotion to the arts that

spired Raphael and Michelangelo to do their greatest work.
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The first permanent painting academy was established by Cesimo I of Florence in 1563; its
function was to train artists and improve their status in society. The best artists, however, did
not need academies, nor did they need patrons. Although some preferred to work for a duke
and stay in his graces, the reality was that a duke usually did not have enough commissions to
keep a painter occupied. Famous artists did not need this security, and most achieved success
by keeping their important patrons satisfied. Michelangelo’s relationship with Pope Julius II
was successful in part because Julius became his preferred, although by no means his only,
customer. Mannerist painters saw nothing about this situation worth changing.

HIGH RENAISSANCE PAINTING

Northern European artists discovered the durability and portability of canvas as a painting
surface. This was immediately taken up in Venice, where the former backing of choice—
wood—would often warp in damp climate. Since canvas is a material with a grainy texture,
great care was made to prepare it in such a way as to minimize the effect the cloth would have
on the paint. Canvas, therefore, had to be primed properly to make it resemble the enamel-

like surface of wood. In moderm art, the grainy texture is often maintained for the earthy feel
it lends a painting.

Leonardo da Vinci used a painting technique known as sfumato, in which he rendered
forms in a subtly soft way to create a misty effect across the painted surface. Sfumato has the
effect of distancing the viewer from the subject by placing the subject in a hazy world removed
from us.

Artists also employed chiaroscuro, which provides soft transitions between light and dark.
Chiaroscuro often heightens modeling effects in a work by having the light define the forms.

Venetian artists, particularly Titian, increased the richness of oil-painted surfaces by apply-
ing glazes. Glazes had been used on pottery since ancient times, when they were applied to
ceramics to give them a highly polished sheen. In painting, as in pottery, glazes are transpar-
ent so that the painted surface shows through. However, glazes subtly change colors by bright-
ening them, much as varnish brightens wood.

In portrait painting, instead of profiles, which were popular in the quattrocento, three-
quarter views became fashionable. This view obscures facial defects that profiles enhance.
With Leonardo da Vinci's Mona Lisa, portraits become psychological paintings. It was not
enough for artists to capture likenesses; artists were expected to express the character of the
sitter.

The idealization that characterizes Raphael’s work becomes the standard High Renaissance
expression. Raphael specialized in balanced compositions, warm colors, and ideally propor-
tioned figures. He favored a triangular composition: The heavy bottom anchors forms securely
and then yields to a lighter touch as the viewer's eye ascends.

Works like Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper (Figure 16.1) show a High Renaissance
composition, with the key figure, in this case Jesus, in the center of the work, alone and
highlighted by the window behind. The twelve apostles are grouped in threes, symmetrically
balanced around Jesus, who is the focal point of the orthogonals. Even so, the work’s formal
structure does not dominate because the Biblical drama is rendered so effectively on the faces
of the individuals.





