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RENAISSANCE 
(15th CENTURY:  1400-1500) 

 
 

THE RENAISSANCE BEGIN S IN ITALY..  THE WORD RENAISSANCE MEANS  

REBIRTH. 
RENAISSANCE MEANT DEPARTING FROM THE MIDDLE AGES: THINKING 

DIFERENTLY, ACQUIRING KNOWLEDGE. 
 
 
 

HUMANISM: 

Man becomes aware of his own individualism. He studies Art and Science and acquires 

knowledge previously unknown to him. He becomes a thinking person. The art of printing 

meant that knowledge could be distributed between people. The individual gains importance 

in the eye of the world: artists got commissions and acknowledgement for a job well done. 
 

 

ECLECTICISM: 

Eclecticism is the interaction between styles, and specifically the mixing of old an new 

styles. The Renaissance also meant a revisit of the Classics: Greek and Roman art and 

architecture formed the basis for knowledge and skills of the Renaissance artist.  

1. The Renaissance is, amongst other, a reaction on the Gothic age where artists 

had no individuality and art was made according to set rules: flat and 2 

dimensional, full of pagan beliefs. In Renaissance art artists made use of light 

and dark in order to obtain an illusion of 3 dimensions.  

2. The public commissioned the artists and art had to be according to the 

standards that they required. Artist got great recognition once the long and 

difficult study period was completed.  

3. Study of man and of nature was very important. 

4. Architectural structures were often used in painting. 

5. Sculpture is true to nature and no longer part of architecture. 

6. Subject matter included religious work as well as portraits, landscape, etc. 

7. We see the renewal of Greek and Roman art. 

8. Individualism is important. 
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EARLY  RENAISSANCE SCULPTURE 
 

DONATELLO 

Donatello’s contribution with regard to sculpture is of great importance 

specifically with regard to the study and knowledge of the human figure. 

He used a wide variety of subject matter and did Biblical figures, military 

people, the elderly, etc.  He used mainly bronze and marble for his 

sculptures and the influence of Greek sculpture is evident.  

GATTAMELATA 

 It is an equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius. Both horse and rider are 

depicted anatomically correct. ‘ 

 

DAVID   

This life size sculpture depicts David after he had 

slain Goliath and the head of the giant lies at his feet. 

This sculpture is the first sculpture in the round since 

the Greek era. It is anatomically perfect.  
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RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE 

 
DURING THE MIDDLE AGES ALL THE ARCHITECTURAL 

DEVELOPMENT WAS DIRECTED TOWARDS CHURCH ARCHITECTURE. 
 THE RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTS PAID ATTENTION TO HOUSING. 

SEVERAL VERY IMPRESSIVE PALICES WERE ERECTED. THESE WERE 
USUALLY MASSIVE, SIMPLE STRUCTURES, VERY STRONGLY BUILD SO 

THAT IT COULD BE A SAVE HAVEN FOR THE INHABITANTS. 

 

THE DI MEDICI PALACE IN FLORENCE 

The appearance of this palace is simple, monumental and strong, since houses 

also had to be a save haven. As was the case with the Roman villa, palaces 

were built with a courtyard in the middle. It covered an entire street block, 

had a huge and strong entrance and usually consisted of three storeys with 

the roof at an angle. These were also the first examples of the use of 

storeys in building. 
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EARLY  RENAISSANCE PAINTING 
 

QUALITIES: Good anatomy 

 Excellent depiction of drapery 

Detail 

Maria always depicted as a young girl 

Reference to the Classics 

 

SANDRO BOTTICELLI (1444 – 1510) 

Botticelli was a very lighthearted artist who enjoyed his work. He was a well-

known painter of women. He did religious work and was one of the painters 

of murals in the Sistine chapel. The female nudes that he did were never 

sensational – it was done in good taste and depicted the beauty of the human 

anatomy. He often made use of mythological themes, which show a strong 

influence from the Classic period. 

Qualities: Solid volumes 

Bright use of colour 

Nakedness handled in good taste 

A love of mythology 

Classical influence 

 

THE BIRTH OF VENUS. 

This painting depicts Venus on a huge shell, after being born from the sea, 

being blown towards the shore by the West Wind, Zephyr. His sweet breath 

turns into flowers. On the shore waits Flora, the goddess of flowers, to 

drape a cloak around her shoulders. 

 

 



 

AHS – GRAAD 10   PROTO-RENAISSANCE, RENAISSANCE 

5 

JAN and HUBERT VAN EYCK 

Jan and Hubert van Eyck were two very important artists of the Early 

Renaissance. Very few artists could improve on their technique, style and the 

emotions portrayed in their work. They were not necessarily brothers but 

they usually worked together. They made the use of oil paint popular. They 

moved away from fresco and began to use oils because they could apply more 

detail since the oil based paints took much longer to dry.   

 

THE WEDDING PORTRAIT OF GIOVANNI ARNOLFINI 

 

This is the first known wedding portrait 

in the history of art. It is a calm and 

dignified portrait. The subject matter is 

very well observed, there is a feeling of 

space in the picture and a good use of 

light and dark is evident. 

Very prominent use of symbolism is 

observed: 

Dog – fidelity 

Bare feet – standing on Holy ground 

Burning candle – the eye of God 

Duster – good housewife 

 

The fruit on the windowsill shows that 

Arnolfini was a rich man – only the very 

rich could afford to import tropical fruit from Spain to the cold and wet 

central Europe. 
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HIGH RENAISSANCE 
(1500 - 1700) 

THE RENAISSANCE CONTINUED FOR 2 CENTURIES. DURING THIS RELATIVELY 
SHORT PERIOD IN  HISTORY  THE ARTISTS DELIVERED SUCH OUTSTANDING WORK 

THAT ART  IS INFLUENCED BY IT UNTILL THIS DAY.  
 

Rome was once more the principal centre for art in Europe. The artists 

produced such a vast amount of work commissioned by the church and 

aristocracy that even today, there exist a rich heritage in art. 

Artists from all over Italy were invited to Rome to work. These commissions 

demanded a lot from the artist’s abilities. The art of Leonardo da Vinci, 

Michelangelo en Raphael are all unique in the history of world art.  

 

 

LEONARDO DA VINCI  
(1452-1519) 

- Born in Vinci, near Florence. 

- Da Vinci is regarded as the most remarkable genius of all times, the original 

“Renaissance man”. He was painter, sculptor, mathematician, doctor, designer, 

military engineer, astrologer, philosopher, scientist, architect and engineer. He was 

a brilliant student of the arts and science. He designed battle machines and drew 

the basic ideas for hang gliders and air balloons. 

- Da Vinci had a complicated personality. He did not get along with people and was 

always skeptic and jealous toward other achievers. Very often he would not complete 

paintings because he got bored with the process.  
 

PAINTING 
Da Vinci was a typical Renaissance artist: he included landscape and architectural 

constructions in his paintings; he handled human anatomy in an excellent way.  

His work can be easily recognized by the soft, misty backgrounds and soft pastel colours 

that he made use of. Landscapes are fictitious. Foregrounds are executed in deep, dark and 

strong colours.  

He made use of:  

SFUMATO: a hazy quality 

CHIAROSCURO: modeling by means of light and shade. 

He often used triangular compositions and meticulous detail.  

Subject matter was mainly religious although he also did portraiture. 
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 THE MONA LISA 

(Oil on wood) 
75X53cm 

Gardner P603 

This portrait is probably the most famous one in the history of art. It was 

also the artist’s favourite work. The model was probably La Gioconda, the 

wife of a banker. 

 

Description:  It is a half-length portrait, hands quietly together and the 

model gazing strait at the onlooker. The landscape in the background, on 

either side of the head, is different from one another, as a result of the use 

of Sfumato. The eyes have a heavy look as a result of the fashion of the 

time, that is the shaving off of the eyebrows.  

 

The mysteriousness of the famous smile can be attributed to Da Vinci’s 

fascination and capability of producing chiaroscuro.  The hands were 

executed brilliantly.  

 

 

 

Composition:  tiangle 

 

The use of light on hands and face. 

  

Colours natural and warm.  
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THE LAST SUPPER 

Mural 

 

Da Vinci painted THE LAST SUPPER in the rectory of the monastery Santa 

Maria Della Grazie in Milan during the years 1494-1497. 

Da Vinci did not use the tried and tested fresco technique but experimented 

with oil paint on an insufficiently prepared wall. The paint soon began to 

deteriorate. 

 

Discussion: 

Christ and the 12 apostles are sitting at a long table in a simple room. Christ 

is placed in the centre and the figures of the apostles in four groups of 

three, two groups on either side. Each group and the figure of Christ covers 

one fifth of the horizontal space. The groups are divided though connected 

by gestures or the direction of a look.  

The scene depicts the moment when Christ said: “one of you will betray me”. 

It is as if everybody is asking: “Is it me?” The figure of Christ is the only 

calm one amongst an atmosphere of chaos. 

 

Discussion: 

Christ is the centre on various levels. He is at the centre of the composition, 

the linear perspective converges at His head, the attention is directed 

towards Him and of course He is the centre of our religious belief. 

The window behind His head forms a natural halo. 
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MICHELANGELO BUONAROTTI (1475-1564) 
 

Michelangelo was an active artist from the age of 16. He had a complicated 

personality. Art was so important in his life that he never made time for 

friends or family. He never got married. 

 

He was a genius who worked as architect, engineer, poet, sculptor and 

painter. 

 

In sculpture he believed that any idea of his has been laid into the marble 

block by God – his only task was to reveal it.  

 

Michelangelo was strongly influenced by the Classics. He was present when 

the Laucoon group was excavated. 

 

He worked until three days prior to his death. In 1564, only weeks before 

the birth of Shakespeare, Michelangelo died in Rome.   

 

MICHELANGELO, PAINTER 
Michelangelo did not regard himself as a painter. He much preferred to do 

sculpture. However, he has completed several smaller paintings when he was 

commissioned by the Pope to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. He 

refused to accept any money for the work, saying that he has done that 

work for God. 

The influence of his favourite medium, sculpture, is evident in his paintings: 

the figure has a heavy, solid and modeled look. They seem powerful. 

 

Properties of Michelangelo’s Paintings 

1 The influence of sculpture 

2 He made use of simple draping and a wide variety of bright colours. 

3 He included architectural structures in order to “support” the 

heavy figures in the Sistine Chapel paintings. 

4 He made use of soft, even light, never dramatic. 
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THE CEILING OF THE SISTINE CHAPEL 

1508-1512 

 

The work consists of 9 paintings. In the remaining spaces he depicted the 

prophets, Ignido’s (male nudes) and Sybilles who usually were female 

pagan prophets. These pagan prophets predicted the birth of Christ. 

 

The central panel consists of 9 big paintings divided into 3 sections. The 

architectural structures 

were painted in between in 

order to provide space 

between the figures.  

 
CREATION OF EARTH 

Light and dark divided 

Creation of the stars, moon and 

sun. 

Dividing of water and earth 

 

THE FALL OF MAN 

(History of man) 

Creation of Adam 

Creation of Eve 

The fall of man: eating of the 

fruit and expulsion from Eden. 

 

 

THE HISTORY OF NOAH 

The sacrifice of Noah 

Deluge 

The drunkenness of Noah 
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INDIVIDUAL PAINTING: SISTINE CHAPEL 

THE BIRTH OF ADAM 

Fresco 

 

Adam, depicted in perfect anatomy appears to the left on a rock like 

formation. The figure is totally relaxed, as if lifeless. The figure of 

God appears to the right, on a cloud-like mass. He is shown as a strong 

figure in a loose cloak, with the face and beard of an old man. Angels 

surround him. The fingers of the figures are pointing to one another, 

just not touching. 

 

The painting was inspired by the Latin hymn in which God provide 

strength and courage by touching a weak person with His finger. The 

painting depicts God in the moment before touching  

 

Composition:  The position of the two figures compliments one another 

with the same curve. 

 

Movement in the composition is acquired by the wide, diagonal space in 

a light, neutral colour, between the two figures.  

 

A modern theory is that the formation on which God and the angels 

are placed in the painting has the shape of a human brain, which points 

to the power of thought and the intellect given to man. 
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MICHELANGELO:  SCULPTURE 
 

DAVID 

marble 

 

This sculpture is regarded as the ultimate Renaissance sculpture. 

 

Description:  David is depicted as a young and athletic male figure. 

The typical, Greek idealised face has heavy eyebrows, small mouth, 

large eyes and nose, small forehead and curly hair on forehead and low 

in the neck. The cutout pupils provide expression. 

The typical Greek profile causes this David figure to be a very good 

Classical work. 

 

The anatomy points to possible adolescence: the figure is slim, hands 

and feet are large as if in the irregular growth spurs of a teenager. 

The theory is that Michelangelo deliberately portrayed David as a 

very young man, since the Bible says that he was shepherding the 

herds. This was traditionally the work of young boys. 

 

The sculpture is smoothly finished, the leg stump rough, contraposto 

evident. 

The body is relaxed and self-confidant but the tension in the neck and 

frown between direct gaze is evident. The figure depicts the moment 

before the confrontation with Goliath. 

 

Technique: Michelangelo made marble look like tendons 

and skin and he convincingly portrayed the tension in 

the figure.  

Style:  The sculpture is a technical masterpiece as well 

as a very good characterization: this young man is 

facing a mammoth task – with the help of God he must 

save a nation. The work conveys a feeling of inner 

strength and physical power. 
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ST PETERS PIËTA 

marble 
 
Description:  Maria holds the body of Christ on her lap. 

By comparison the figure of Christ is smaller than that of Mary, which 

leaves one with the impression that the figure of Mary is colossal. Mary sits 

with legs spread in order to support the grown figure. Normally the woman’s 

figure would be smaller than that of the man. In the Pieta, however, Mary 

supports the entire male figure. The optic illusion, as seen in Greek art, give 

the effect that the figures do not look off balance. 

Horisontal lines mostly indicate death in an artwork. The basis of this 

triangular composition is absolutely horizontal. The top corner of the 

triangle is the head of Mary. 

The drapery in this sculpture is regarded as the very best in the history of 

sculpture. The curvy drape around the head of Mary takes the place of a 

halo. Da Vinci also made use of symbolic replacements for the halo.  

Movement:  this is a relatively static sculpture. 

Composition:  strong triangle. 
 

CONTRASTS:  Living Mary deceased Christ. Mary communicates with upturned hand 

whilst there is no communication from Christ. The face of Christ is turned upward, 

showing dead eyes and a slightly open mouth. The living face of Mary looks down on 

her Son, mouth also slightly open.  

 

CRITICISISM ON THIS WORK 

includes: 

- Too little emotion on the face 

of Mary. It is however 

important to remember that 

Mary was no ordinary mother. 

She is not devastated, but 

carries her sorrow with 

dignity. Christ was not only her 

child, but also her saviour. 

 

Mary is depicted as a young woman. This is typical of Renaissance art. 

 

Michelangelo signed the work by carving his name into the band that 

crosses Mary’s shoulder. 
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 RAPHAELLO SANTI (1483-1520) 
RAPHAEL  - PAINTER 

 

Raphael  is known as the outstanding painter of the Renaissance. 
Raphael was a pleasant person with a huge admiration for the work of Leonardo da 

Vinci, but the latter felt threatened by him. He was highly acclaimed by both critics 

and academics. He was particularly a master of figure studies.  

He often included architectural structures in his paintings. This was meant to 

compliment figures, for example by accentuating a focal area.  

He often included well-known people as characters in his paintings. He painted 

portraits, mythology and religious scenes. 

Landscape was only included as part of a background. 

 

THE SCHOOL OF ATHENS 

Fresco 

Compare this work to “The 

Last Supper” by Da Vinci. 
 

Description: Raphael 

depicted the teachers 

Plato (a portrait of Da 

Vinci) and Aristotle on the 

stairs of the university, 

surrounded by students. 

The teachers communicate 

with one another, the 

students communicate, but there is no communication between the two 

groups. (Compare this to the communication in “The Last Supper.”  A 

Roman Arch frames Plato and Aristotle. 

 

In this architectural structure we see the repetition of the three 

arches as in the three windows of da Vinci’s painting. Greek and Roman 

Architecture is recognizable. All the figures, activity and 

communication are placed in the bottom half of the painting. 
 

The student sitting on the stairs is a portrait of a simply dressed Michelangelo. 

Colours vary between cold and warm and supply good rhythm.  


