
The [Italian] Renaissance

What was it? Why then? 

Why there?





Objective 1

• To understand the values that defined the era and to 

understand the importance of thought and values to 

defining the era

• To  know that art was informed by the values, especially in 
the choice of the subject, the way in which the subject was 
depicted, and the overall composition and message.



Proto-Renaissance

Giotto

Early Renaissance

Fra Angelico 

Filippo Brunelleschi

Donatello

Masaccio

Domenico Ghirlandaio

Fra Filippo Lippi

Andrea Mantegna

Piero della Francesca

Verrocchio 

Botticelli

Giovanni Bellini

Gentile Bellini

High Renaissance

Leonardo da Vinci

Raphael (Raffaelle Sanzio)

Michelangelo

High and Late Renaissance

Michelangelo

Titian

Giorgione

Veronese

Tintoretto

Mannerism

Parmigianino

Bronzino

Pontormo



• Poggio Bracciolini

• Coluccio Salutati

• Angelo Poliziano 

• Marsilio Ficino

• Giovanni Pico della Mirandola

• Leonardo Bruni

• Niccolò Niccolì

• Vespasiano da’Bisticci

• Tommaso Parentucelli 
(aka Pope Nicholas V)

• Aeneus Silvius Piccolomini 
(aka Pope Pius II)

• Manuel Chrysoloras

• Demetrius the Greek 

Francesco Petrarca (aka Petrarch)

“father of humanism”

Baldassare Castiglione

Niccolò  Machiavelli



Objective 2

• To put forward a definition of Renaissance that is 

narrower in geographical scope and shorter in time span 

than that usually seen in most popular and many scholarly 

histories and that is a more coherent era characterized by 

a commonly-held set of values and ideas.



A French word meaning “rebirth,” Renaissance refers to a period of 
intellectual, cultural, and artistic flowering that occurred in Italy 
between about 1350 and 1530, reaching its zenith in Florence in the 
1460s to mid-1490s. The “rebirth” (Rinascimento in Italian) referred 
to the revival of classical Greco-Roman culture and values, but it 
occurred with a decidedly Christian tone.  The major values of 
humanism and individualism, derived from Greek and Roman 
literature, art, and philosophy, epitomized Italian Renaissance culture 
and world-view.  Other values marking this period were secularism 
(more emphasis on this world than the afterlife), materialism 
(accumulation of wealth and goods), civic humanism (devotion to 
one’s city-state), naturalism (the appreciation of nature and the desire 
to reproduce it realistically), and “virtù” (the requirement that one 
develop all of one’s talents to the fullest).



Four fundamental needs:

• an urban environment.

• a substantial population of literate individuals.

• a population with ample discretionary income.

• a population with leisure time and a desire to learn.



Art History Timeline of Renaissance

Dates Characteristics Example Artists

Proto-Renaissance Late 1200s to

early 1400s

Transitioning from Byzantine influence 

(maniera greca)

Mostly in Florence

Religious subjects

Cimabue

Giotto

Duccio di Buoninsegna

Early Renaissance 1400-1490s Linear perspective, attention to value and 

volume, naturalism, classical symmetric 

stable composition

Religious subjects, portraits, classical 

myths and references

Donatello

Brunelleschi

Masaccio 

Botticelli

Verrocchio

Fra Filippo Lippi

Ghirlandaio

Bellini

Mantegna

High Renaissance 1490s-1550s As above but larger works, more 

movement and drama

Leonardo

Raphael

Michelangelo

Giorgione

Titian

Late Renaissance 1540s-1570s Continuing the trends above; frequently 

more painterly execution; more vivid 

color

Michelangelo

Titian

Veronese

Tintoretto

Mannerism 1520s-1570s As above but with contorted poses and 

less stable composition; saturated, almost 

garish colors

Bronzino

Parmigianino

Pontormo



Giorgio Vasari - Le vite de' più eccellenti 

pittori, scultori e architettori (1568)

Proemio delle Vite

... che come i corpi umani hanno il nascere, il 

crescere, lo invecchiare et il morire, potranno 

ora più facilmente conoscere il progresso della 

sua rinascità e di quella stessa perfezzione dove 

ella è risalita ne’ tempi nostri.

https://it.wikisource.org/wiki/Autore:Giorgio_Vasari
https://it.wikisource.org/wiki/Le_vite_de%27_pi%C3%B9_eccellenti_pittori,_scultori_e_architettori_(1568)




“Giotto changed the profession [painting] from Greek [Byzantine] back into Latin and, and took it into 

the modern era” Cennino Cennini, Il libro d’arte, ca. 1400



"Un événement immense s’était accompli. Le monde était 

changé. Pas un État européen, même des plus immobiles, qui ne 

se trouvât lancé dans un mouvement tout nouveau […].

Rare et singulier phénomène ! la France arriérée en tout (sauf 

un point, le matériel de la guerre), la France était moins avancée 

pour les arts de la paix qu’au quatorzième siècle. L’Italie, au 

contraire, profondément mûrie par ses souffrances mêmes, ses 

factions, ses révolutions, était déjà en plein seizième siècle, 

même au-delà, par ses prophètes (Vinci et Michel-Ange). Cette 

barbarie étourdiment heurte un matin cette haute civilisation ; 

c’est le choc de deux mondes, mais bien plus, de deux âges qui 

semblaient si loin l’un de l’autre ; le choc et l’étincelle ; et de 

cette étincelle, la colonne de feu qu’on appela la Renaissance."

Jules Michelet,  Tome VIII: La Renaissance, Histoire de France,  

1855



But at the close of the thirteenth century Italy began to swarm with 

individuality; the charm laid upon human personality was dissolved; and a 

thousand figures meet us each in its own special shape and dress. Dante's 

great poem would have been impossible in any other country of Europe, 

if only for the reason that they all still lay under the spell of race. For Italy 

the august poet, through the wealth of individuality which he set forth, 

was the most national herald of his time. But this unfolding of the 

treasures of human nature in literature and art—this many-sided 

representation and criticism— will be discussed in separate chapters; 

here we have to deal only with the psychological fact itself. This fact 

appears in the most decisive and unmistakable form. The Italians of the 

fourteenth century knew little of false modesty or of hypocrisy in any 

shape; not one of them was afraid of singularity, of being and seeming 

unlike his neighbors.

Jacob Burckhardt,  The Culture of the Renaissance in Italy, 1860



Medieval vs. Renaissance Interests

Middle Ages 

• Theology

• Hagiography (lives of saints)

• Scripture and Church Fathers

• Canon (church) law, Christian ethics and 
morality as related to ruling, financial 
relationships, daily life issues

Renaissance

• Philosophy (especially neo-Platonic)

• Biography

• Roman and Greek writers (Cicero, Livy, 
Vergil, Plato, Aristotle, e.g.)

• Roman law, pragmatic and efficacious analysis 
of contemporary and historic actions to 
understand how to work successfully in the 
world



Medieval Realities and Values
A very simplified and incomplete list

• In most of Europe, political, economic, and social systems 
agriculturally and rurally based
• Land the source of wealth and power

• Largely static class system, each class having its place and 
societally-imposed restrictions and expectations

• The Roman Catholic Church: a possessor of immense 
lands and wealth; controller of education; patron and 
censor of the arts; sole pathway to salvation
• A constant while secular leaders, their territories and power 

came and went

• An age of conformity and Christian faith 



How are the values of this era demonstrated in the arts?

• Total rejection and major destruction of “pagan” works of art and literature, 
because of their representation of “pagan” values rejected by Christianity



• The use of nearly all “high culture” to inculcate Christian belief, 
knowledge, morals and values



• Very little painting, nearly all of a religious nature—mostly illuminated 
manuscripts, some altarpieces and wall and ceiling frescoes depicting 
Biblical stories and figures

Pietro Cavallini, “Christ in Majesty,” detail from “Last Judgment,” fresco, Santa Cecilia in Trastevere, Rome, 1291



• Sculpture mostly relief and niche figures with didactic and moralizing 
purposes



• Rejection of naturalism and natural depictions of figures and 
settings in order to enhance the spiritual elements; rejection of the 
“corporeal” as body seen as the seat of sin



• No desire to depict individual facial features or specific identifiable 
individuals who have no moralizing or didactic value—hubris and 
individualism seen as sins.


