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Raphael Sanzio, The Sistine Madonna, oil on canvas, c. 1512–14.




ONE


Introduction: Whose Renaissance?
Whose Art?

•

“Art” in the Renaissance

The year is 1768. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, at the time a mere law student, but soon to become Germany’s most famous poet-philosopher, steps into Dresden’s new art museum for the first time and describes the scene:


… the profound silence that reigned, created a solemn and unique impression, akin to the emotion experienced upon entering a House of God, and it deepened as one looked at the ornaments on exhibition which, as much as the temple that housed them, were objects of adoration in that place consecrated to the holy ends of art.



One of the works he would have admired was Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (page viii), acquired in 1754 by Dresden’s ruler, Augustus III of Saxony, but familiar to us today from countless Christmas cards, posters, and knickknacks featuring the painting’s cherubic pair of plump child-angels. For Goethe, seeing such works in the hushed atmosphere of Dresden’s picture gallery was a quasi-religious experience in which paintings were worshipped as the aesthetic relics of semi-divine artistic geniuses. Still today, when we gaze reverentially at paintings, sculptures, and drawings by Renaissance masters such as Raphael displayed in the temple-like surroundings of art museums, we continue to treat them like objects worthy of aesthetic worship and almost mystical visual contemplation.

The Sistine Madonna’s original 16th-century beholders, however, did not see religion merely as a kind of metaphor for the appreciation of art, but rather encountered such paintings within the context of actual religious rituals. For the Sistine Madonna was not really a work of art as Goethe or, indeed, any of us today would understand the term. Instead, it was first and foremost a devotional image with very specific ritual purposes. It was, in short, an altarpiece.

We will be considering the altarpiece as a genre or type of art in the second chapter. For the moment, however, it is crucial to understand that, no matter how familiar such works may seem to our eyes, we should not simply assume that we can “see” them in the same way that their Renaissance beholders did. Instead, the concept of “Art” itself must be contextualized through the “period eye” of 15th- and 16th-century beholders. As we shall see, many of the paintings, sculptures, and drawings by Renaissance artists now displayed in museums or highlighted in tourist guidebooks as artistic masterpieces would originally have been evaluated not only or even primarily in aesthetic terms, but rather viewed as functional objects with carefully selected iconographies produced for defined sacred or secular purposes that had evolved from venerable and often still-ongoing traditions. At the same time, it is precisely during the Renaissance that the modern concept of “Art” (with a capital “A”) first began to emerge, together with related notions about the status of the artist as creative genius, the importance of originality (rather than craftsmanship) in assessing the merit of art objects, and the significance of using aesthetic criteria to judge works of art—subjects that we will consider briefly below and, at greater length, in several of the following chapters.

Reconsidering the Renaissance

However, it is not only the term “Art” that we need to consider carefully. In fact, the first part of this volume’s title, “Renaissance,” is also more complex than may appear at first glance. The word literally means “rebirth,” but has come to be associated more generally with revival and innovation, often in a variety of fields of endeavor. So, for example, we speak of the “Harlem Renaissance” when describing the new flourishing of art, music, dance, and literature in New York City’s African-American community in the 1920s, while everyone from Benjamin Franklin to Apple’s Steve Jobs has been called a “Renaissance man” thanks to having multifaceted interests and innovative ideas.

But if we want to use the concept historically, rather than metaphorically, we need to ask when and how it was first deployed. Most scholars agree that the notion, if not the word itself, can be traced back to 14th-century Italy and the rise of humanism. In this period, writers such as Petrarch and Boccaccio began to articulate a longing for the Classical world of ancient Greece and Rome, with particular emphasis on reviving the languages and intellectual traditions of these long-dead civilizations. In the mid-16th century, the painter and art historian Giorgio Vasari used the Italian version of the word “Renaissance,” rinascita, to refer explicitly to the revival not only of the artistic standards and literary prototypes of the Classical age, but also to distinguish the art of the present from that of the more recent Medieval past. For Vasari, in other words, “rebirth” was not only about reviving the visual culture of ancient Greece and Rome, but also about differentiating Renaissance art from its supposedly “dark” and dreary immediate predecessors. In fact, it is this sense of historical self-awareness, of seeing oneself and the culture of one’s own time as somehow different and distinct from that of the past, both near and distant, that is perhaps the most important hallmark of the humanist Renaissance.
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Detail of Giorgio Vasari, St. Luke Painting the Virgin, fresco, after 1565.

Since the mid-19th century, historians such as Jacob Burckhardt have popularized the notion of the Renaissance as a distinct and highly self-aware historical period that was the direct precursor of our present-day (and even more self-aware) modern world. It was also Burckhardt, in his influential book on The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), who first made explicit the idea of the Renaissance as a period in which multitalented “universal men” consciously sought to use the Classical past as an inspirational model for creating a new age of enlightenment in fields as diverse as science, art, and politics, a subject we will be considering again in Chapter 4 when we explore the role played by the close observation of nature and the use of antique models in Renaissance artistic practices. The Burckhardtian notion of the ideal “Renaissance man” as an uomo universale will also re-emerge in the fifth chapter, when we explore the rise of individual portraiture as a genre in this period, while the status of and role played by Renaissance women in the realm of the visual arts will be considered in the sixth chapter.

But was the Renaissance only about developing a new sense of individuality and displaying a conscious preference for revival, change, and progress? And did everyone throughout Europe really have a “Renaissance,” either literally or metaphorically? Despite the best efforts of Burckhardt and his many followers to convince us otherwise, the answer to both questions is “no.” In the case of a small band of elite humanist scholars, patrons, writers, and artists working first in Italy in the 14th century and then, in the 15th and 16th centuries (the time span that will be the focus of this book), throughout Europe, there clearly was an explicit desire to turn to the Classical past for inspiration in creating a new intellectual, artistic, and literary culture in the present. But for by far the vast majority of people living in Italy, France, Spain, Germany, Britain, and the Low Countries in this period, life went on pretty much as before on most fronts. It would thus be difficult to speak of a “Renaissance” occurring in any significant sense in the lives, beliefs, and experiences of, say, an Italian silk weaver, an English farmer’s wife, or a French blacksmith.

The great exception was religion. Until the early 16th century, the religious life of European men and women was essentially a continuation of long-standing Medieval rituals and traditions, with regional variations and shifts of emphasis but generally remaining fairly constant over several centuries. This was true for the elite as well as for those of less exalted social and economic status. But in the early 16th century, the challenges of the Protestant Reformation, led by charismatic figures such as Martin Luther, signaled a radical break in the religious life and outlook of European society at all levels. One can thus see “Renaissance art” or “Renaissance literature” as consciously encouraging new, progressive, and often Classically inspired styles and subjects associated with elite patrons and the artists and writers they favored, especially in the secular realm. But it would be anachronistic to speak of “Renaissance religion” given the general continuity with the immediate past that existed in this area until the early 16th century. Instead, it would probably make more sense to mark a division between “late Medieval” and “post-Reformation” or “Early Modern” culture when considering the question of religion—with “Early Modern” being a term used by academics in recent decades to indicate a period stretching from approximately the 16th to the 18th centuries, and one that is perhaps less heavily burdened by the associations and assumptions that have become attached to the word “Renaissance” since Burckhardt’s day.

Art, Artists, and Patrons

The tensions between continuity and change in this period can be seen in the many different types of images and objects produced in 15th- and 16th-century Europe. While many of these items would not look out of place in a present-day art museum or, indeed, in the Dresden picture gallery visited by Goethe in the later 18th century, it is important to keep in mind that none was originally made for such surroundings. Indeed, the great majority would not have been viewed as “works of art” in the first place, at least not in the modern sense of the phrase. That is, they would not have been understood as somehow making concrete an individual artist’s personal beliefs, emotions, and experiences. Instead, it was the taste, desires, and needs of the patron who commissioned them that were meant to be expressed in such objects.

Likewise, artists were not social outcasts and intellectual rebels, starving in garrets due to conventional society’s inability to appreciate their forward-thinking vision and genius. Rather, the successful Renaissance artist was usually a member of an often rather conservative trade group known as a guild or, in the later 16th century, was perhaps affiliated with a state-approved art academy, both of which guaranteed the patron a certain level of competence—as well as guaranteeing the artist a reasonable stream of income. In order to win commissions from wealthy patrons in the first place—patrons who included individuals ranging from popes and princes to patricians and well-to-do citizens, as well as larger organizations such as town councils, guilds, confraternities, and religious orders—artists had to conform to the social, political, and devotional expectations of their paymasters. Although, as we shall see in the final chapter, the status of a small number of “superstars” such as Michelangelo Buonarroti and Albrecht Dürer did allow a new notion of the artist as a visionary and sometimes even eccentric genius to begin to emerge in this period, the vast majority of Renaissance artists were successful precisely because they were considered to be sufficiently steady, skilful, and reliable to be entrusted with executing a particular commission exactly as the patron had intended.

Similarly, the majority of objects and images produced in the Renaissance would not have been assessed primarily as works of art in aesthetic terms, that is, by considering their style and composition, as well as how they fit into a grand art historical narrative organized chronologically around the notion of formal artistic “progress” and “development.” Such criteria, however, are precisely what have been used when deciding how to display most Renaissance paintings, sculptures, and drawings in present-day museums, where the rooms are arranged chronologically by artistic “school” and the wall labels list only the artist’s name, the date, and the title of the work, usually to the exclusion of any more detailed contextual information. As was already the case in Goethe’s day, the museum itself is silent and devoid of unnecessary distractions, so as to enhance our ability to worship the art object on its own aesthetic terms, to appreciate “art for art’s sake,” as the 19th-century bohemian intellectual Théophile Gautier put it.

But in the Renaissance, the situation was very different. Although over the course of the 16th century, a small number of patrons and collectors did begin to acquire and display paintings, statues, and drawings at least in part based on aesthetic criteria that we would recognize today, such as the reputation of the artist or the originality and beauty of the work on its own terms, by far the largest number of objects and images fulfilled very different functions in this period. For instance, altarpieces were part of the standard “equipment” used for performing the religious rituals associated with the Mass, while drawings were used primarily as means to an end in the process of producing a finished image, rather than preserved as spontaneous traces of a great artist’s style or “hand.” As we shall see in Chapter 3, in the case of frescos, narrative altarpieces, and illuminated manuscripts, artistic skill was deployed to help readers and beholders interpret historical events and make sacred and secular texts generally more memorable. Statues displayed in public spaces, such as those we will discuss in the eighth chapter, were used to glorify the power and potency of both Church and State, while objects such as decorated furnishings, ceramics, tapestries, and metalwork, which we will consider in the seventh chapter, were actively used in the everyday domestic life of wealthy households.

Of course, this does not mean that Renaissance men and women were oblivious to the aesthetic qualities of the things that surrounded them. Indeed, a patron would seek out a famous artist and pay more for one image or object than another precisely because artistic ability, innovation, and beauty were highly valued. In most cases, however, especially before the 16th century, such considerations remained very much secondary to art’s non-aesthetic functions—whether social, devotional, political, or practical—and to the iconography or subject depicted.
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Detail of Nanni di Banco, A Renaissance Artist’s Workshop: (left) Stonemasons and (right) Sculptor Carving a Nude Figure, marble, c. 1410–11.

Art-making in Renaissance Europe

It is also important for us, as early 21st-century beholders, to keep firmly in mind the very physical, hands-on effort that was involved in actually producing the art that survives from 15th- and 16th-century Europe. Nowadays, when we are used to artists being judged for how innovative, ground-breaking, or even outrageous their ideas and concepts may be, rather than for how skilful or technically proficient they are, it is easy to forget just how much craft and expertise—as well as hard, physical labor—was involved in producing even a small painting on a wooden panel, let alone an entire cycle of frescos on a massive church wall or an over-life-sized statue in solid marble or molten bronze, all in an era before electricity, engines, mass-produced paint and paper, temperature-controlled furnaces, and photography were available.

Imagine how difficult it must have been to hack out by hand the enormous marble block from the mountainside quarries of Carrara that was used for Michelangelo’s famous statue of David, a figure that stands more than seventeen feet (five meters) tall with its base (see page 139). After laboriously dislodging the massive block, it had to be dragged down to the Arno River several miles away, loaded onto a barge, transported up-river to Florence, and then moved again to a sculptor’s workshop with nothing more than donkeys for assistance. Although another artist first started working on this statue, both he and Michelangelo had only hand-powered tools available with which to carve, chisel, and polish the figure. And any work undertaken outside daylight hours would have had to be limited to what could be done safely by candlelight.

Similarly, the hot, sweaty, and often dangerous process of casting a life-size bronze figure is brought home to us by Benvenuto Cellini’s mid-16th-century description of the final stages involved in producing his statue of Perseus (see page 141):


Very, very slowly I lowered [the mold] to the bottom of the furnace and … filled [it] with a great many blocks of copper and other bronze scraps … and [began] to melt it down…. [But soon] the workshop caught fire and we were terrified that the roof might fall in on us … and [then] I found that the metal had all curdled…. As soon as all that terrible confusion was straightened out, … there was a sudden explosion and a tremendous flash of fire, as if a thunderbolt had been hurled in our midst…. When the glare and noise had died away, we … realized that the cover of the furnace had cracked open and that the bronze was pouring out. [So] I hastily … drove in two plugs. Then, seeing that the metal was not running as easily as it should, I realized that the alloy must have been consumed in that terrific heat. So I sent for all my pewter plates, bowls, and salvers … and put them … into the furnace…. And then in an instant my mold was filled. So I knelt down and thanked God with all my heart.



Although not quite as dramatic, painting a fresco was also a laborious process that involved producing life-size drawings known as “cartoons” (from the Italian word for heavy-weight paper, cartone) which were transferred onto a thin layer of wet plaster troweled onto a carefully prepared brick wall. The artist then had to fill in the outline quickly with paint before the plaster dried. The work also had to be done very accurately, since there is no way to “correct” a fresco by painting over it, given the transparency of the colors, much as is the case with watercolors. Often working well above floor level on rickety scaffolding, without the benefit of electric lights, and forced to hold a paintbrush in an outstretched hand for hours at a time, it is no wonder that even as famous an artist as Michelangelo complained bitterly of having an aching back and neck, not to mention droplets of paint falling into his eyes, while completing the frescoed ceiling of the Sistine Chapel (see page 148). Although popular legend has it that he painted this massive commission while lying on his back, the actual situation, in which he had to stand under damp and dripping paint-covered plaster for literally months on end, seems quite uncomfortable enough.

The preparation of wooden panel paintings such as Domenico Veneziano’s St. Lucy Altarpiece, which were covered with a layer of white plasterlike gesso in order to create a smooth surface on which to apply the traditional egg-based tempera paint, is comparatively much less arduous but still demands a high level of technical expertise (see page 20). Beginning in Northern Europe, the growing popularity of oil paints, first used on panels by artists like Jan van Eyck then later on ever-larger linen canvases, made the process of painting and, if necessary, correcting what one had painted somewhat easier, as seen in the size and volume of canvases Titian and his workshop were able to produce by the 16th century (see pages 59, 79, 80, 81, and 97). Nevertheless, the process of making preparatory drawings without the aid of photographs and the level of skill needed to select wood that wouldn’t warp, stretch canvas so it wouldn’t sag, and prepare the surface “ground” of a painting so the hand-mixed tempera and oil paints wouldn’t flake or run off is something that those of us used to relying on cameras and the mass-produced materials of uniform quality readily available at our local art supply shop can have difficulty imagining.

Conclusion

While new ideas about “Art” and the status of the artist did begin to develop during the period, the craft involved in making an image or object, together with its function and iconography, were often valued as much, if not more than, its aesthetic qualities by the patron and original beholders. Renaissance visual and material culture also comprised a balancing act between a sense of continuity with the artistic traditions of the late Medieval period and a desire to promote innovation through the revival of ideas associated with the Classical world. Many of these inherent tensions are demonstrated particularly clearly in what is perhaps the most important artistic genre of the period, the altarpiece, which is the focus of the following chapter.
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Detail of Tilman Riemenschneider, Altar of the Holy Blood, brown-glazed limewood, c. 1499–1505.




TWO


The Art of the Altarpiece

•

Altarpieces, Old and New

Prior Francesco Ottobon falls asleep in the Venetian church of Sant’Antonio di Castello while praying to God to protect his fellow monks from the ravages of the plague. Suddenly, he has a vivid dream in which ten thousand early Christian martyrs carrying crosses march into the church to be blessed by St. Peter himself, dressed in full papal regalia (page 16). After the procession finishes, he hears a mysterious voice, which tells him: “Do not doubt, remain constant, and I decree that by the intercession of all of these [martyrs] you will be saved from the imminent peril.” When, subsequently, none of his colleagues contract the plague, he asks his nephew to commission a grand altar with a costly marble frame in thanksgiving for the martyrs’ intervention. The altarpiece’s central image, painted by Vittore Carpaccio, shows the death by crucifixion endured by these very saints in the Holy Land. The prior must have asked Carpaccio to make another painting in which both this new altarpiece, completed in 1515, and his original vision were depicted in a single composition, as seen below. (The new altarpiece is located under the third arch from the right.)

[image: ]

Vittore Carpaccio, The Vision of Prior Ottobon in Sant’Antonio di Castello, oil on canvas, c. 1515.

This interior view of the church also shows other objects known as ex-votos commissioned by grateful devotees, such as the two model ships that were hung from the rafters by sailors saved at sea after praying for divine assistance. The painting shows as well two additional altarpieces along the church’s side wall, but it is unclear whether these too were tokens of thanksgiving for past intercessions or pious donations made in anticipation of their patrons’ deaths, when prayers would need to be said in order to ensure the future salvation of their souls. Whatever their specific motives, the donors of all three altarpieces did not envision these works merely as static, decorative images to be admired for their aesthetic qualities. Instead, these objects were intended to be actively incorporated into the rituals associated with the Masses celebrated at regular intervals before them, Masses that were often sponsored and underwritten financially by the patrons themselves. In other words, donating an altarpiece also implied donating additional funds to pay for a priest to say a Mass in front of the image on your behalf in perpetuity—or at least until the money ran out.

The painting of Prior Ottobon’s vision is of particular interest to art historians because it demonstrates visually the shift that occurred over the course of the 15th century in the design, although not in the function, of altarpieces. While the altarpiece commissioned by the prior’s nephew in the early 16th century shows a single, unified narrative scene painted in oil on canvas and housed in an elegant structure evoking Classical architectural forms, the two earlier altarpieces, probably produced in the 14th or early 15th century, are strikingly different. Rather than a single central scene of figures positioned within a naturalistic landscape setting, these works depict instead a number of individual holy figures in full or half length against a gold background, each painted on a separate wooden panel, probably in tempera. And instead of the classicizing geometry of columns, rounded arches, and triangular pediments seen in the later altarpiece’s frame, these two earlier polyptychs (so named because they are many-paneled works) set their figures under individual pointed arches similar in shape to those seen in Medieval buildings like the church in which they were originally installed.

Not only did the structure of altarpieces change over the course of the 15th century, but the way in which such works were evaluated by their contemporaries changed as well. Although the skill of the artist was clearly important in commissioning and producing the two polyptychs seen in the prior’s painting, the patrons and original beholders of these works would probably have been just as impressed by the costly materials that had been deployed, such as the sheets of gold leaf used for the gilding or the precious ultramarine blue made from crushed lapis lazuli imported from the Middle East used on the robes of individual holy figures. Indeed, well into the 15th century, contracts between patrons and artists often specified in great detail what quality and quantity of expensive paint or gold was to be used. But as artists and their patrons became increasingly eager to depict figures and settings more naturalistically, the use of gilded backgrounds began to look more and more old-fashioned. At the same time, the very abilities needed to paint figures and backgrounds in a convincingly naturalistic way, combined with a growing interest in stylistic and compositional innovation for its own sake, meant that artistic skill and ingenuity began to be increasingly valued by more progressive patrons over and above the cost of the materials actually used.

The early 15th-century Florentine architect, sculptor, and art theorist Leon Battista Alberti clearly articulates this gradual shift from material to artistic values:


There are painters who use much gold in their pictures because they think it gives them majesty: I do not praise this. Even if you were painting Virgil’s Dido—with her gold quiver, her golden hair fastened with a gold clasp … and all her horse’s trappings of gold—even then I would not want you to use any gold, because to represent the glitter of gold with plain colors brings the craftsman more admiration and praise.



The artists Alberti most admired did, in fact, use “plain colors” alone to represent the natural world and human anatomy with increasing precision, as well as to depict buildings and architectural spaces in a convincingly three-dimensional manner, as we shall discuss at greater length in the fourth chapter.

The Altarpiece in Italy

One interesting early example of the new style of painted altarpiece is the panel made by Domenico Veneziano in c. 1445–47 for the Florentine church of S. Lucia dei Magnoli, probably to replace an older multipaneled work with a gilded background (page 20). Although the composition’s three-bayed architectural structure still echoes older arched, three-paneled triptychs, the artist has clearly sought to present beholders with a single, spatially unified scene that seems to be a continuation of the space in which we ourselves stand. The link between image and beholder is further heightened by the outward gaze and pointing gesture of the second figure from the left, John the Baptist, who seems to invite us in personally to worship the Madonna and Child appearing before our eyes.

The architectural space depicted in Giovanni Bellini’s San Giobbe Altarpiece (page 22), painted before 1478, is even more convincing. The work was commissioned to fulfill the demands, devotional as well as social, of its patrons, who were members of the Confraternity of San Giobbe (St. Job), a kind of charitable organization and social “club” for well-to-do Venetian citizens. Rather than employing real gold leaf, Bellini used only the “plain colors” advocated by Alberti (albeit relying on shimmering oil paint rather than the much more matte tempera used in the St. Lucy Altarpiece) to depict the glittering half-dome of what appears to be a fully three-dimensional chapel. Indeed, Bellini is so consistent in producing this illusion that he even includes a hanging lamp in the upper section of the composition, depicted as if submerged in dark shadows while apparently dangling between our space and the fictive chapel, which is lit by a mysterious divine light.
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Domenico Veneziano, St. Lucy Altarpiece, tempera on panel, c. 1445–47.

One explanation as to why Bellini came up with this innovative design lies in the architectural situation of the Venetian church of San Giobbe in which the painting was originally hung along one of the nave’s walls. Thanks to a canal running along one side, the church could not have accommodated an actual three-dimensional chapel on this side of the building. But, in any case, no real chapel could have allowed the artist to link the world of his patrons with the visionary world depicted in the altarpiece so successfully. Here, in a heavenly apparition that seems to be a seamless extension of our own space, we see the Madonna solemnly raising her hand to bless the devotees gathered before the altar, with the nearly nude figure of St. Job on the left interceding with clasped hands on our behalf, and the sympathetic figure of St. Francis (whose order, the Franciscans, were in charge of the church) on the far left reaching down with his outstretched hand as if to invite us individually to join the holy gathering.

In Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, which we encountered in the first chapter, the illusion is not of the Virgin appearing to us as if in an actual chapel, but rather of curtains being drawn aside from an enormous window, through which we see St. Mary coming down from Heaven to present her precious Child to us (see page viii). Once again, however, one of her saintly sidekicks gestures outward as if inviting the beholder to enter the scene. The gesture is particularly significant once one realizes that the bearded figure who makes it is St. Sixtus, patron saint of Pope Sixtus IV, the deceased uncle of the then pope, Julius II, the man probably responsible for commissioning this work for the high altar of a convent of Sistine nuns in the Italian city of Piacenza. The delightful angels at the bottom of the composition, who lean on a window ledge that seems to exist somewhere between our space and the heavenly realm depicted in the painting, thus serve a specific devotional function: they help to bridge the gap between this world and the next, thereby allowing the prayers of the nuns for whom the image was originally made to entreat the Virgin more directly on behalf of the dead pontiff’s soul. Thus, although the angels are clearly beautiful beings well suited for our aesthetic contemplation in the Dresden gallery where the painting hangs today, it is only by setting them into their original context and trying to see them through the “period eye” of their original beholders that the non-, or better, extra-aesthetic aspects of the composition become apparent.
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Giovanni Bellini, San Giobbe Altarpiece, oil on panel, before 1478.

Carved and Painted Altarpieces in the North

An interest in using innovative visual means to enhance the long-standing devotional, social, and even occasionally political functions of altarpieces can also be seen in works produced by artists in Northern Europe. In the 15th and early 16th centuries, artists and patrons in Germany and the Low Countries began to develop new visual and iconographic strategies, while at the same time maintaining traditional altarpiece formats that had their origins in the Middle Ages. So, rather than a shift from polyptychs to altarpieces with a single, central painted scene, as was the case in Italy, artists such as Matthias Grünewald in the Isenheim Altarpiece of c. 1513–15 (see page 25) and Tilman Riemenschneider in the Altar of the Holy Blood of c. 1499–1505 (see pages 14 and 27) continued to use the Medieval winged retable altarpiece as their basic structural unit. The retable (which comes from the Latin for “behind the [altar] table”), which could be painted or sculpted, consisted of a central group of individual figures or, later, a single image, in either case flanked by shutter-like wings on each side that usually could be closed, to protect the interior section, or opened on special religious feast days.

While the structures of these altarpieces broadly recall those of their Medieval predecessors, the fact that they sought increasingly to be more physically and psychologically convincing and began to favor unified pictorial fields instead of individually displayed saints has obvious parallels with developments in Italy. In the case of the Isenheim Altarpiece, while the innermost central core still consists of individual gilded statues of saints displayed within an elaborate, Gothic-style framework, the three sets of wings and two sets of central panels that cover and surround these figures are very different in both style and spirit (opposite). In these panels, oil paints are used to depict key intercessory figures (including the Madonna), the resurrected Christ, and, in the central panel of the outermost “layer” of the altarpiece, an astonishingly gruesome Crucifixion scene. Here, Christ’s body is covered in oozing, pus-filled lacerations, his cracked lips painted in the dry bluish-white of the dead. However, this shockingly naturalistic image would probably not have seemed out of place to the work’s original beholders. These were desperately sick pilgrims who had travelled to Isenheim (in the Alsace region, located around the present-day Franco-German border) to seek a miraculous cure for an excruciatingly painful and deforming fungal disease known as “St. Anthony’s Fire,” which made victims’ limbs turn black and green with gangrene before eventually falling off. For such beholders, seeing the dead Christ portrayed in horrifying detail would have perhaps suggested that their Savior could empathize with their sufferings and that, like Jesus, they too would one day be resurrected into perfect, whole, and healthy bodies.

Rather than using the highly descriptive medium of oil paint, Reimenschneider’s Altar of the Holy Blood in the southern German city of Rothenburg engaged its beholders by exploiting the particular qualities of limewood as a medium and by playing with the lighting possibilities of the Church of St. Jakob in which the work still stands to this day (page 27). Unlike the brightly painted carved retables of his predecessors and, indeed, many of his contemporaries, the wooden figures and reliefs in Reimenschneider’s Rothenburg altarpiece were painted just in translucent brown glazes, with the only exceptions to the overall monochromatic scheme being dots of black paint on the figures’ pupils and dabs of pale red glaze on their lips. Like Grünewald’s outermost central panel, the central section of this work also focuses on a single, unified narrative scene, in this case a three-dimensional rendering of the Last Supper, with the figure of Judas in the middle caught in the act of betraying Christ. By avoiding the thick gesso undercoating that normally had to be used when painting wooden figures in bright colors, Reimenschneider was able to make the most of limewood’s relative softness and pliability by carving much finer and more psychologically convincing details than could have been seen under a thick layer of opaque paint. He further enhanced the scene’s dramatic impact by using roundels of thick, clear glass behind the Last Supper rather than having a solid wooden back wall as was usually the case, thereby allowing the natural light from the tall windows behind the altar to become an active and ever-changing component of the narrative scene.
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Matthias Grünewald, The Isenheim Altarpiece: (left to right) St. Sebastian, The Crucifixion, St. Anthony Abbot, and (below) The Lamentation over the Dead Christ, oil on panel, c. 1513–15.

In addition to the Last Supper in the center, the altarpiece also originally housed in its lower section the town’s most precious sacred relic, believed to be a drop of Christ’s own blood. Of course, it was at the Last Supper that Christ had instituted the celebration of the Eucharist, which included having the apostles drink his blood-as-wine. The subject chosen for the central section of the retable was thus most appropriate for the altar’s reliquary functions, which would have been uppermost in the minds of the work’s patrons, the town councilors of Rothenburg. The innovative visual and material strategies developed by Riemenschneider in this work were thus once again deployed in the service of his patrons’ needs, rather than primarily to fulfill an abstract aesthetic brief. Indeed, it is significant that the carpenter who made the shrinelike structure that housed Riemenschneider’s carvings was initially supposed to be paid 50 florins, exactly the same amount as the sculptor himself. Only after the altar had been completed did the latter’s fee increase to 60 florins, thanks to a special bonus payment given for a job well done. But the fact that “mere’” carpentry was valued nearly as highly as an object that we would today consider a work of art is very revealing. Indeed, this payment scale confirms that the councilors’ first priority was to produce an attractive and functional devotional complex that would enhance their city’s reputation and entice more pilgrim-tourists—and their spending power—to Rothenburg to worship their prize relic. Seen in this light, it makes perfect sense that the patrons were as keen to ensure that the town’s key attraction was properly “packaged” in a wooden shrine as they were to commission moving and aesthetically pleasing sculptures for the interior sections of the altar.

[image: ]

Tilman Riemenschneider, Altar of the Holy Blood, brown-glazed limewood, c. 1499–1505.

Making and Meaning in Raphael’s Entombment

The way in which the innovative formal and iconographic strategies deployed in such pre-Reformation altarpieces could be combined with the genre’s long-standing devotional and social functions is also highlighted by the final work we will consider in this chapter, Raphael’s Entombment of Christ of 1507 (opposite). On a formal level, this painting displays the artist’s extremely sophisticated compositional skills and his ability to incorporate almost effortlessly visual references to antique sources, such as Roman sarcophagi reliefs depicting the dead hero Meleager being carried away for burial. At the same time, the story of its making demonstrates the wide range of devotional, personal, and even political meanings that could be embedded in a single Renaissance altarpiece, aspects that are often lost when such a work is seen on a gallery wall, far removed from its original context.

The altarpiece was commissioned by a noblewoman, Atalanta Baglioni of Perugia. Atalanta had been widowed at a relatively young age and, having never remarried, she had become the head of her household. Significantly, this meant that she was now in charge of the family’s wealth and income, an unusual situation for a woman in this period, but one that would have allowed her to decide independently to hire the ambitious young artist. At the time of Atalanta’s commission, Perugia was a city of violence: Not only did the town engage in military skirmishes with its neighbors, but inside its walls, its powerful ruling clans were frequently involved in bloody feuds with rival families. In the case of the Baglioni, the fights were not just with other families, but also amongst themselves. One of the most notorious incidents involved Atalanta’s son, Grifonetto, who in 1500 had tried to murder all his senior male relatives during a family wedding feast. A number of kinsmen were killed, but those who survived the carnage vowed revenge on the young upstart. Grifonetto managed to escape but only after his mother had refused to grant him protection inside her own house. When Grifonetto returned to Perugia, planning to beg his relatives for forgiveness, he was instead immediately stabbed repeatedly by one of his aggrieved kinsmen. Atalanta rushed down to her dying son but, rather than giving him any motherly comfort, she instead coldly ordered him to forgive his assassins, thus demonstrating very publicly that she was willing to put family honor ahead of maternal instinct.

[image: ]

Raphael Sanzio, The Entombment of Christ, oil on panel, 1507.

However, a few years later, Atalanta decided that something had to be done to try to redeem the memory of her dead son and, perhaps, to try to atone for her own rather heartless behavior in his moment of need. So, she decided to ask Raphael, who had worked for several years in Perugia before moving to Florence, to return to the city in order to paint a splendid new altarpiece on her behalf. Rather than depicting a group of static standing saints, however, Atalanta’s altarpiece showed a poignant narrative scene of the dead Christ surrounded by mourners and about to be carried away to his grave. Here, in Raphael’s visually complex image, with gracefully intertwined figures moving rhythmically across the front plane of the picture like a Classical relief scene, the tragic death of a son is finally mourned by a mother. Indeed, the Virgin Mary is shown collapsing dramatically under the intolerable weight of her grief on the far right side of the picture, perhaps a way for Atalanta to atone visually for her emotionally restrained public response to her own child’s demise seven years earlier. The altarpiece would, in any case, have served as the visual focus for the commemorative Masses Atalanta would have arranged to be said in perpetuity for the soul of her son—and, implicitly, for her own future salvation as well.

Raphael’s skill and ingenuity in creating such a moving image were obviously crucial to its success. Indeed, it is likely that, in this work, Raphael had sought to supersede artistically both his presumed teacher, the local painter Perugino, who had produced an altarpiece with a very similar subject a dozen years before, and his own earlier works, including an altarpiece painted in Perugia for female members of the Oddi family, great rivals of the Baglioni. But, ultimately, as we have seen in many of the other examples considered in this chapter, Raphael’s undoubted artistic abilities were deployed first and foremost in the Entombment to fulfill the demands of his patron, not the demands of “Art” in our present-day understanding of the word. Seen in their original contexts, therefore, such altarpieces were much more than just pretty pictures; instead, they were the visual and material embodiments of complex webs of devotional, social, and even political demands that the most successful artists of the 15th and early 16th centuries would have sought to fulfill in new and ever more innovative ways.

Conclusion: Sacred Images and Iconoclasm

The altarpiece tradition, with its roots in Medieval polyptychs and winged retables, continued throughout the 16th century and beyond in Italy, France, Spain, and the Catholic areas of Northern Europe. But the tradition came to an abrupt, even violent, end in towns and regions engulfed by the flames of the Protestant Reformation from the early 16th century onward. Reformers such as Martin Luther, after carefully considering the Biblical commandment explicitly forbidding the making of “graven images” (Exodus 20: 4–5), began to argue that pictures of holy figures and sacred stories had no place in churches and, possibly, even in the private devotional practices of believers. Such ideas were given further support by the long history of very real abuses associated with religious paintings and statues that, despite repeated warnings issued over the centuries, had often in practice been worshipped and adored as though they were themselves holy, rather than merely representations of the divine. While some Reformers did allow certain types of religious images to continue to be used in strictly limited ways as aids to devotion, others not only forbade the making of any new religious artworks but actually sought systematically to destroy all existing sacred statues and paintings, with altarpieces a particular focus of their fury. In 1566, a British witness described one such act of devastation in the Cathedral of Antwerp, one of the main towns in the Southern Netherlands, in what is known today as Belgium:


I went into the church … It looked like a hell, as if heaven and earth had gone together, with falling images and beating down of costly works … all, destroyed! [It was] the costliest church in Europe; and they have so spoiled it, that they have not left a place to sit on in the church.



[image: ]

Frans Hogenberg, Calvinists Destroying Religious Images in a Catholic Church, engraving, 1566.

Such virulent iconoclasm, which occurred from the third decade of the 16th century onward in different parts of Northern Europe, according to local religious but also political circumstances, not only resulted in the wholesale destruction of literally centuries of religious art of all types, including innumerable altarpieces, but also severely reduced the working opportunities for artists who had previously relied so extensively on lavish altarpiece commissions for their livelihoods. In the Protestant North after about 1520, art-making was not a particularly good career choice unless one was willing to concentrate on generally smaller-scale and thus less well remunerated secular genres such as portraiture, as we shall see in Chapter 5. But for painters and sculptors working in Catholic lands, the altarpiece tradition would continue triumphantly for centuries to come.
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