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HUMANISM AND THE ITALIAN
RENAISSANCE

By the end of the Middle Ages, the most important Italian cul-
tural centers lay north of Rome in the cities of Florence, Milan,
and Venice, and in the smaller duchies of Mantua, Ferrara, and
Urbino. Both political power and artistic patronage were domi-
nated by wealthy families: the Medici in Florence, the Montefeltro
in Urbino, the Gonzaga in Mantua, the Visconti and Sforza in
Milan, and the Este in Ferrara (map 20-1). Cities grew in wealth
and independence as people migrated from the countryside in
unprecedented numbers. As in northern Europe, commerce
became increasingly important. Money conferred status, and a
shrewd business or political leader could become very powerful.
The period saw the rise of mercenary armies led by entrepreneur-
ial (and sometimes brilliant) military commanders called condot-
tieri, who owed allegiance only to those who paid them well; their
employer might be a city-state, a lord, or even the pope. Some con-
dottieri, like Niccold da Tolentino (see FiG. 20-1), became rich and
famous. Others, like Federico da Montefeltro (see FiG. 20-31), were
lords or dukes themselves, with territories of their own in need of
protection. Patronage of the arts was an important public activity
with political overtones. As one Florentine merchant, Giovanni
Rucellai, succinctly noted, he supported the arts “because” they
serve the glory of God, the honour of the city, and the commemo-
ration of myself” (cited in Baxandall, p. 2).

The term Renaissance (French for “rebirth”) was only applied
to this period by later historians. However, its origins lie in the
thought of Petrarch and other fourteenth-century Italian writ-
ers, who emphasized the power and potential of human beings
for great individual accomplishment. These Italian humanists also
looked back at the thousand years extending from the disintegra-
tion of the Western Roman Empire to their own day and deter-
mined that the achievements of the Classical world were followed
by what they perceived as a period of decline—a “middle” or
“dark” age. They proudly saw their own era as a third age char-
acterized by a revival or rebirth (“renaissance”), when humanity
began to emerge from what they erroneously saw as intellectual
and cultural stagnation to appreciate once more the achievement
of the ancients and the value of rational, scientific investigation.
They looked to the accomplishments of the Classical past for inspi-
ration and instruction, and in Italy this centered on the heritage of
ancient Rome. They sought the physical and literary records of the
ancient world—assembling libraries, collecting sculpture and frag-
ments of architecture, and beginning archaeological investigations.
Their aim was to live a rich, noble, and productive life—usu-
ally within the framework of Christianity, but always adhering to a
school of philosophy as a moral basis.

Artists, like the humanists, turned to Classical antiquity for
inspiration, emulating what they saw in ancient Roman sculpture
and architecture, even as they continued to fulfill commissions

for predominantly Christian subjects and buildings. But from the

secular world a number of home furnishings such as birth trays ang
marriage chests have survived, richly painted with allegorica] and
mythological themes (see “The Morelli-Nerli Wedding Chests»
page 616). Patrons began to collect art for their personal enjOYmer;t. :

Like Flemish artists, Italian painters and sculptors increasingly
focused their attention on rendering the illusion of physical reality,
They did so in a more analytical way than the northerners. Rather
than seeking to describe the detailed visual appearance of nature
through luminosity and textural differentiation, Italian artists
aimed at achieving lifelike but idealized weighty figures set withip
a rationally configured space organized through strict adherence to
a mathematical system called linear perspective, which achieveq
the illusion of a measured and continuously receding space (see
“Renaissance Perspective,” page 610).

FLORENCE

In seizing Uccello’s battle painting (see Fia. 20-1), Lorenzo de’
Medici was asserting the role his family had come to expect to
play in the history of Florence. The fifteenth century witnessed
the rise of the Medici from among the most successful of a newly
rich middle class (primarily merchants and bankers) to become the
city’s virtual rulers. Unlike the hereditary aristocracy, the Medici
emerged from obscure roots to make their fortune in banking;
from their money came their power.

The competitive Florentine atmosphere that had fostered
mercantile success and civic pride also cultivated competition in
the arts and encouraged an interest in ancient literary texts. This
has led many to consider Florence the cradle of the Italian R enais-
sance. Under Cosimo the Elder (1389-1464), the Medici became
leaders in intellectual and artistic patronage. They sponsored phi-
losophers and other scholars who wanted to study the Classics,
especially the works of Plato and his followers, the Neoplaton-
ists. Neoplatonism distinguished between the spiritual (the ideal or
Idea) and the physical (Matter) and encouraged artists to represent
ideal figures. But it was writers, philosophers, and musicians—and
not artists—who dominated the Medici Neoplatonic circle. Archi-
tects, sculptors, and painters learned their craft in apprenticeships
and were therefore considered manual laborers. Nevertheless,
interest in the ancient world rapidly spread from the Medici circle
to visual artists, who gradually began to see themselves as more
than laborers. Florentine society soon recognized their best works
as achievements of a very high order.

Although the Medici were the de facto rulers, Florence was
considered a republic. The Council of Ten (headed for a time by
Salimbeni, who commissioned Uccello’s Battle of San Romano) was
a kind of constitutional oligarchy where wealthy men formed the
government. At the same time, the various guilds wielded tre-
mendous power; guild membership was a prerequisite for holding
government office. Consequently, artists could look to the Church
and the state—the city government and the guilds—as well as pri-

vate individuals for patronage, and these patrons expected the
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MAP 20-1 o FIFTEENTH-CENTURY ITALY

_POWei'x’uI families divided the Italian peninsula into city-states: the Medici in Florence, the Visconti and Sforza
in Milan, the Montefeltro in Urbino, the Gonzaga in Mantua, and the Este in Ferrara. After 1420, the popes
fuled Rome, while in the south Naples and Sicily were French and then Spanish (Aragonese) territories.

Venice maintained its independence as a republic.
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EUROPE IN THE SIXTEENTH
CENTURY

The sixteenth century was an age of social, intellectual, and reli-
gious ferment that transformed European culture. It was marked
by continual warfare triggered by the expansionist ambitions of
warring rulers. The humanism of the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies, with its medieval roots and its often uncritical acceptance
of the authority of Classical texts, slowly developed into a criti-
cal exploration of new ideas, the natural world, and distant lands.
Cartographers began to acknowledge the Earth’s curvature and the
degrees of distance, giving Europeans a more accurate understand-
ing of their place within the world. The printing press sparked
an explosion in book production, spreading new ideas through
the translation and publication of ancient and contemporary texts,
broadening the horizons of educated Europeans and encouraging
the development of literacy. Since travel was growing more com-
mon, artists and their work became mobile, and the world of art
was transformed into a more international community.

At the start of the sixteenth century, England, France, and Por-
tugal were nation-states under strong monarchs. German-speaking
central Europe was divided into dozens of principalities, coun-
ties, free cities, and small territories. But even states as powerful as
Saxony and Bavaria acknowledged the supremacy of the Habsburg
Holy Roman Empire—in theory the greatest power in Europe.
Charles V, elected emperor in 1519, also inherited Spain, the
Netherlands, and vast territories in the Americas. Italy, which was
divided into numerous small states, was a diplomatic and military
battlefield where, for much of the century, the Italian city-states,
Habsburg Spain, France, and the papacy fought each other in shift-
ing alliances. Popes behaved like secular princes, using diplomacy
and military force to regain control over central Italy and in some
cases to establish family members as hereditary rulers.

The popes’ incessant demands for money, to finance the
rebuilding of St. Peter’s as well as their self-aggrandizing art pro-
Jects and luxurious lifestyles, aggravated the religious dissent that
had long been developing, especially north of the Alps. Early in
the century, religious reformers within the established Church
challenged beliefs and practices, especially Julius IT’s sale of indul-
gences promusing forgiveness of sins and assurance of salvation in
exchange for a financial contribution to the Church. Because they
protested, these northern European reformers came to be called
Protestants; their demand for reform gave rise to a movement
called the Reformation.

The political maneuvering of Pope Clement VII (pontifi-
cate 1523-1534) led to a direct clash with Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V. In May 1527, Charles’s troops attacked Rome, begin-
ning a six-month orgy of killing, looting, and burning. The Sack
of Rome, as it is called, shook the sense of stability and humanis-
tic confidence that until then had characterized the Renaissance.
and it sent many artists fleeing from the ruined city. Nevertheless,
Charles saw himself as the leader of the Catholic forces—and he
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was the sole Catholic ally Clement had at the time. In 1530, Clem,_
ent VII crowned Charles emperor in Bologna.

Sixteenth-century patrons valued artists highly and rewarded
them well, not only with generous commissions but sometimes
even with high social status. Charles V, for example, knighted the
painter Titian. Some painters and sculptors became entrepreneyrs
and celebrities, selling prints of their works on the side and creat-
ing international reputations for themselves. Many artists recorded
their activities—professional and private—in diaries, notebooks,
and letters that have come down to us. In addition, contempo-
rary writers began to report on the lives of artists, documenting
their physical appearance and assessing their individual reputations.
In 1550, Giorgio Vasari wrote the first survey of Italian art hjs-
tory (revised and expanded in 1568)—Lives of the Most Excellent
Architects, Painters, and Sculptors—organized as a series of critica]
biographies but at its core a work of critical judgment. Vasari also
commented on the role of patrons, and argued that art had become
more realistic and more beautiful over time, reaching its apex of
perfection in his own age. From his characterization developed
our notion of this period as the High Renaissance—that is, as 1
high point in art since the early experiments of Cimabue and Gio-
tto, marked by a balanced synthesis of Classical ideals and a lifelike
rendering of the natural world.

During this period, the fifteenth-century humanists’ notion of
painting, sculpture, and architecture not as manual arts but as liberal
(intellectual) arts, requiring education in the Classics and math-
ematics as well as in the techniques of the craft, became a topic of
intense interest. And from these discussions arose the Renaissance
formulation—still with us today—of artists as divinely inspired
creative geniuses, a step above most of us in their gifts of hand
and mind. This idea weaves its way through Vasari’s work like
an organizing principle. And this newly elevated status to which
artists aspired favored men. Although few artists of either sex had
access to the humanist education required by the sophisticated,
often esoteric, subject matter used in paintings (usually devised
by someone other than the artist), women were denied even the
studio practice necessary to study and draw from nude models.
Furthermore, it was almost impossible for an artist to achieve
international status without traveling extensively and frequently
relocating to follow commissions—something most women could
not do. Still, some European women managed to follow their gifts
and establish careers as artists during this period despite the obsta-

cles that blocked their entrance into the profession.

ITALY IN THE EARLY
SIXTEENTH CENTURY:
THE HIGH RENAISSANCE

[talian art between the mid-1480s and the 1520s has been called
the “High Renaissance.” As we have already seen with the “High
Classical” period in ancient Athens, the term “High Renaissance”
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MAP 21-1 ¢« RENAISSANCE AND EARLIER MONUMENTS IN ROME

In zddition to situating the principal works of the Roman Renaissance that emerged from Julius II's campaign
io revitalize the papal city, this map also locates the surviving works of Roman antiquity that would have been
available to the Renaissance artists and architects who masterminded the Classical revival.

encapsulates an art-historical judgment, claiming that what hap-
d in Rome at this time represents a pinnacle of achievement
within a longer artistic movement, and that it set standards for the patronage of the Church, the court, or civic associations.
‘e (mar 21-1). High Renaissance art is characterized by a sense
gravity and decorum, a complex but ordered relationship of

7idual parts to the whole, and an emulation of the principles

sts saw in ancient Classical art. Art historian Sydney Freedberg

has stressed the way High Renaissance art fuses the real and the
ideal, characterizing Leonardo’s Mona Lisa, for example, as “a rare

tfection between art and reality; an image in which a breath-

instant and a composure for all time are held in suspension”
(Freedberg, p. 28).

Two important practical developments at the turn of the six-
teenth century affected the arts in Italy. Technically, the use of
ten

pera had almost completely given way to the more flexible oil

painting medium; and economically, with increasing commissions

from private sources, artists no longer depended so heavily on the
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MAP 22-1 « WESTERN EUROPE DURING THE REFORMATION,

C. 1560

Sixteenth-century Europe remained largely Roman Catholic, except in Switzerland and the far north,

where the impact of the Protestant Reformation was strongest.

THE REFORMATION AND THE
ARTS

In spite of the dissident movements and heresies that had chal-
lenged the Roman Catholic Church through the centuries, its
authority and that of the pope always prevailed—until the six-
teenth century (map 22-1). Then, against a backdrop of broad
dissatisfaction with financial abuses and decadenc lifestyles among
the clergy, religious reformers from within the Church itself chal-
lenged first its practices and then its beliefs.

Two of the most important reformers in the early sixteenth
century were themselves Catholic priests and trained theologians:
Desiderius Erasmus (1466°—1536) of Rotterdam in Holland, who
worked to reform the Roman Catholic Church from within, and
Martin Luther (1483-1546) in Germany, who eventually broke
with it. Indeed, many locate the beginning of the Reformation
in 1517, when Luther issued his “95 Theses” calling for Church
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reform. Among Luther’s concerns were the practice of selling
indulgences (guarantees of relief from the punishment required
after death for forgiven sins) and the excessive veneration of saints
and their relics, which he considered superstitious. Luther and oth-
ers emphasized individual faith and regarded the Bible as the ulti-
mate religious authority. As they challenged the pope’s supremacy,
it became clear that the Protestants had to break away from Rome.
The Roman Catholic Church condemned Luther in 1521.
Increased literacy and the widespread use of the printing
press aided the reformers and allowed scholars throughout Europe
to enter the religious debate. In Germany, the wide circulation
of Luther’s writings—especially his German translation of the
Bible and his works maintaining that salvation comes through
faith alone—eventually led to the establishment of the Protestant
(Lutheran) Church there. In Switzerland, John Calvin (1509
1564) led an even more austere Protestant revolt: and in England,
King Henry VIII (r. 1509-1547) broke with Rome in 1534, for

=RN EUROPE AND THE ERIAN PENINSULA



reasons of his own. By the end of the sixteenth century, Protestant-
ism in some form prevailed throughout northern Europe.

Leading the Catholic cause was Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V. Europe was racked by religious war from 1546 to 1555
as Charles battled Protestant forces in Germany, until a meeting
of the provincial legislature of Augsburg in 1555 determined that
the emperor must accommodate the Protestant R eformation in his
lands. By the terms of the peace, local rulers could select the reli-
gion of their subjects—Catholic or Protestant. Tired of the strain
of government and prematurely aged, Charles abdicated in 1556
and retired to a monastery in Spain, where he died in 1558. His
son Philip II inherited Habsburg Spain and the Spanish colonies,
while his brother Ferdinand led the Austrian branch of the dynasty.

The years of political and religious strife had a grave impact on
artists and art. Some artists found their careers at an end because of
their reformist religious sympathies. Then, as Protestantism gained
ascendancy, it was Catholic artists who had to leave their homes
to seek patronage abroad. There was also widespread destruction of
religious art. In some places, Protestant zealots smashed sculpture
and stained-glass windows and destroyed or whitewashed religious
paintings to rid churches of what they considered idols—though
Luther himself never directly supported iconoclasm (the smashing
of religious images). With the sudden loss of patronage for reli-
gious art in the newly Protestant lands, many artists turned to por-
traiture and other secular subjects, including moralizing depictions
of human folly and weaknesses, still lifes (paintings of inanimate
objects), and landscapes. The popularity of these themes stimulated
the burgeoning of a free art market, centered in Antwerp.

VENICE AND THE VENETO
In the sixteenth century the Venetians did not see
themselves as rivals of Florence and Rome, but rather
as their superiors. Their city was the greatest com-
mercial sea power in the Mediterranean; they had
challenged Byzantium and now they confronted the
Muslim Turks. Favored by their unique geographi-
cal situation—protected by water and controlling sea
routes in the Adriatic Sea and the eastern Mediter-
ranean—the Venetians became wealthy and secure
patrons of the arts. Their Byzantine heritage, preserved by their
conservative tendencies, encouraged an art of rich patterned sur-
faces emphasizing light and color.
The idealized style and oil-painting technique initiated by
the Bellini family in the late fifteenth century (see Chapter 20)
were developed further by sixteenth-century Venetian painters.
Venetians were the first in Italy to use oils for painting on both
wood panel and canvas. Possibly because they were a seafaring
people accustomed to working with large sheets of canvas, and
possibly because humidity made their walls crack and mildew, the
Venetians were also the first to cover walls with large canvas pain-
ings instead of frescos. Because oils dried slowly, errors could be
corrected and changes made easily during the work. The flexibility
of the canvas support, coupled with the radiance and depth of oil-
suspended pigments, eventually made oil on canvas the preferred
medium, especially since it was particularly well suited to the rich
color and lighting effects favored by Giorgione and Titian, two of

the city’s major painters of the sixteenth century.

ART AND THE COUNTER-
REFORMATION

Pope Clement VII, whose miscalculations had spurred Emperoy
Charles V to attack and destroy Rome in 1527, also misjudge&
the threat to the Church and to papal authority posed by the Prog
estant Reformation. His failure to address the issues raised by the
reformers enabled the movement to spread. His successor,'Pau]
I (pontificate 1534—1549), the rich and worldly Roman nobje
Alessandro Farnese, was the first pope to pursue Church refory
in response to the rise of Protestantism. In 1536, he appointed
a commussion to investigate charges of Church corruption and
later convened the Council of Trent (1545-1563) to define Catho-
lic dogma, initiate disciplinary reforms, and regulate the training
of clerics.

Pope Paul III also addressed Protestantism through repression
and censorship. In 1542, he instituted the Inquisition, a papal office
that sought out heretics for interrogation, trial, and sentencing,

The enforcement of religious unity extended to
the arts. Traditional images of Christ and the saints
were sanctioned, but art was scrutinized for traces
of heresy and profanity. Guidelines issued by the
Council of Trent limited what could be repre-
sented in Christian art and led to the destruction
of some works. At the same time, art became a
powerful weapon of propaganda, especially in the
hands of members of the Society of Jesus, a new
religious order founded by the Spanish nobleman
Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) and confirmed
by Paul III in 1540. Dedicated to piety, educa-
tion, and missionary work, the Jesuits, as they are
known, spread worldwide and became important
leaders of the Counter-Reformation movement
and the revival of the Catholic Church.



