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Chapter 12 – Section 2

Ideas and Art of the Renaissance


Narrator: The Renaissance was always bigger than any one place, but for a short and crucial period the city of Florence became its capital. It was in this city during the early years of the fifteenth century, that men first consciously set out to revive the classical past, to bring it back to life, not just to borrow its forms, as earlier artists had done. The great Florentine masters broke the mold. Inspired by a dream of antiquity they created new forms of painting, sculpture and architecture. In doing so, they changed their world and shaped ours. The trinity, by the Florentine artist Masaccio, in the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, was one of the very first paintings created using the new rules of perspective. It was painted in around 1426. According to those who have studied the mathematics, the viewer is to stand 6.12 meters from the image to appreciate the perspective effect fully. Masaccio was the shooting star of the Florentine firmament, just 27 years old when he died and in the Brancaccio Chapel, in the church of Santa Maria Del Carmine, is the most substantial legacy of his short life, a fresco cycle that he undertook with an older collaborator, Massolina. In the “Tribute Money”, Jesus and his disciples stand by the Sea of Galilee. They are confronted by a tax collector and Jesus tells a slightly bemused Peter, that if he catches a fish he will find the money they need in its mouth. Peter catches a fish and removes the coin from its jaws. Masaccio was a self-consciously up-to-date artist, but he also looked back in time to his great Florentine predecessor Giotto, whose work was the ultimate source for his heavy sculptural figures and his momentous sense of drama. The folds in the robes are subtly echoed in the folds of the landscape behind them, a comparison intended perhaps to indicate the rock like solidity of the Christian church. Understanding of these men has been emphasized by Masaccio in a literal sense too. They have large coarse feet and their toes are splayed out on the dark red earth. They stand firm. The sixteenth century chronicler of the Renaissance, Giorgio Vasari tells how generations of artists including Michael Angelo and Rafael would cross the River Arno to pay homage to his work. Michael Angelo’s statue of David, the single most celebrated sculpture in the world, has become the emblem of Renaissance in Florence. Michael Angelo carved his stone giant from a single block of Carrara marble in the early 1500s. To Florentines, David, the resolute determined slayer of a tyrant symbolized the liberty and the long and proud republican tradition of their city.                                                           *****
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