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Defining a ‘great’ artist as opposed to a merely good one is always going to be subjective. But it is not just a matter of personal taste. Nor is it fashion – many artists have basked in the glory of their esteemed reputations during their lives, only to fade into obscurity after their deaths, and some artists are forgotten and rediscovered in later centuries. Which prompts the question: do all great artists withstand the test of time? There are no real rules. So, to select 100 great artists for this book, there needed to be some sort of criteria. However, artists before the Renaissance era were rarely named individually. In later centuries, different societies and technologies changed the purpose of art, which made the selection process even more complex. In the end, the 100 great artists – including painters, sculptors and printmakers from the 13th century to the 1960s – were chosen because they changed art, and their work had implications on subsequent artistic developments. Although many worthy artists have been omitted, those included are among the most exciting, outstanding and enduring.


We can only imagine the shock or revelation that some art provoked as conventions of the day were confronted. Art changed drastically when artists no longer had to rely on the patronage of the state or the Church. In addition, events in history, such as wars and scientific discoveries, have also had a major impact on artistic expression.


Although artistic influences and production should not be compartmentalized, in order to understand the evolution and reasons behind these developments and to explain connections in style or approach, the artists have been grouped chronologically into movements or eras.


Once an artistic tradition has been established, it takes imagination, skill and courage to diversify from accepted customs. Most of the artists in this book have done that, standing out among their contemporaries, either at the time or in hindsight, revealing their insights and creative genius. The role of the artist as ‘genius’ developed during the 14th century, with a status far beyond that of the skilled artisan or craftsman. The essential qualifications of ‘genius’ were individuality and an art that released creative energy and allowed the artist freedom to challenge historical precedents. Although it is no longer relevant to evaluate great art in terms of skill in lifelike representation, great art has always been more concerned with perception or vision than accuracy of depiction.


Every artist featured in this book broke new ground in some way, influencing, inspiring and setting new standards. Even though the art they produced is extremely diverse, the great artists all explore similar, universal themes – concern about the nature of human existence, the problem of mortality, and the social and moral issues inherent in our culture.
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Progressive art can assist people to learn not only about the objective forces at work in the society in which they live, but also about the intensely social character of their interior lives. Ultimately, it can propel people toward social emancipation.


SALVADOR DALÍ







Gothic to Early Renaissance



c.1300–1500


During the Medieval period (5th to 16th centuries), the greatest influence on European art was religion. The Church commissioned the majority of art and it was usually produced by monks. The illuminated manuscripts, simple wall paintings and carvings they produced were characterized by the flat, decorative style of the Byzantine Empire.


Drawing on tradition


From 1150 to about 1500, what became known later as Gothic Art flourished in Europe. The word was originally a term of abuse – it described the elaborate architectural styles, ornate altarpieces, embellished paintings, sculpture, stained glass, illuminated manuscripts and tapestries that focused on Christian beliefs and were based on the decorative Byzantine style. During that time, even religious art began to be produced by lay artists, who learned to follow the accepted conventions of the Byzantine style. Realism was not valued and specific aspects of Christianity were traditionally portrayed. Gradually, however, shifts in theological beliefs and a more human-focused, analytical and intellectual approach to life emerged. As attention moved from the heavens and saints to what was happening on Earth, art began to transform.


The rebirth


Artists worked in the guild system, whereby young artists trained as apprentices in the workshops of masters, learning all the necessary skills and practices. Once fully trained, they became masters with workshops of their own. For years, these rules were rigid, but as theological and humanist ideas spread, some artists moved away from the decorative, flat style of the Byzantine tradition, instead reflecting on the more realistic styles of art from ancient Greece and Rome. For the first time since the classical world, there was a rebirth of interest, not just in art, but also in science, architecture, literature, music and invention. The new ideas slowly spread from Italy to the rest of Europe and centuries later, it became known as the Renaissance or ‘rebirth’. In art, classical artistic principles including harmonious proportion, natural postures and expressions were followed. The main beliefs of the Renaissance were that through studying the learnings and discoveries of the ancient Greeks and Romans, artistic greatness, wisdom and enlightenment would be attained. Figures became more lifelike, depth and volume was depicted and Christianity was portrayed from a more human viewpoint. Emphasis was put on feelings, including vulnerability and suffering, in stories such as the Assumption of Mary, the Virgin and Child, Pietà, and Christ being deposed from the Cross. Whereas earlier artists simply copied from previous works, artists of the Renaissance used real people as models. Three of the most significant artists of the period were Cimabue, Duccio and Giotto, who had been trained in the Byzantine tradition but became intent on representing three dimensions in order to illustrate convincing space and structure. Gradually other artists, such as Donatello, Masaccio and Mantegna, produced art that gives even more of an illusion of reality. The new ideas spread across Italy in several different centres of art, initially in Florence and then in Siena, Rome, Venice, Milan, Urbino and across the rest of Europe. In northern Europe, where the influence of Celtic rather than Byzantine art had dominated, the Renaissance arrived later. There, cultural centres had developed around trade, and merchants filled their homes with paintings to display their prosperity. Artists from the Low Countries and Germany, such as van Eyck, van der Weyden and Grünewald, produced meticulous portraits and religious scenes in oil paints, incorporating new ideals of realism, combined with subtle and detailed religious references and symbols.



History and mythology


Most Renaissance art was still commissioned by the Church, with the greatest artists decorating churches and chapels for Popes and the aristocracy. Other patrons requested portraits, landscapes, scenes of Roman history and mythology. In this way, artists had the excuse to depict nudes, to show dynamism, detail and opulence and to represent nature accurately to surprise and impress viewers. As these Renaissance artists achieved recognition and rose above the status of craftsmen and artisans, they began to compete with each other, which spurred them on to even greater results.






	timeline






	
c.1285–86

	Maestà, Cimabue (c.1240–1302)






	1304–06

	Lamentation (The Mourning of Christ), Giotto (1267–1337)






	
c.1308–11

	Maestà with Twenty Angels and Nineteen Saints, Duccio (c.1215–1319)






	
c.1395

	Creation of the Wilton Diptych






	1408

	David, Donatello (c.1386–1466)






	1420–30

	Portrait of a Lady, Robert Campin (c.1375–1444)






	1420–36

	Dome for the Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence, Filippo Brunelleschi (c.1377–1446)






	1426–28

	Trinity with the Virgin, Saint John the Evangelist and Donors, Masaccio (1401–28)






	1433–34

	Annunciation, Fra Angelico (c.1387–1455)






	1434

	The Arnolfini Portrait, van Eyck (c.1390–1441)






	1435

	Descent from the Cross, van der Weyden (1399–1464)






	
c.1438–40

	The Battle of San Romano, Uccello (c.1397–1475)






	1445

	First book printed in Europe, Gutenburg (c.1398–1468)






	1450s

	The Baptism of Christ, Piero della Francesca (c.1415–92)






	
c.1485

	The Birth of Venus, Botticelli (1445–1510)






	1490s

	The Virgin and Child, Bellini (c.1430–1516)






	
c.1490–1500

	Sacra Conversazione (Madonna and Child with Saints), Mantegna (1430–1506)






	1491

	The visitation, Ghirlandaio (1449–94)






	
c.1510

	The Garden of Earthly Delights, Bosch (c.1450–1516)










CIMABUE






c.1240–1302 • GOTHIC, BYZANTINE STYLE
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Madonna in Majesty (Maestà)


1285–6 TEMPERA ON PANEL


385 × 223 CM (151½ × 88 IN)


GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY


Originally on the high altar of the church of Santa Trinità in Florence, this panel still retains Byzantine traditions. Gothic painters reduced figures, faces and objects to repeated flat shapes, but Cimabue has also subtly individualized the facial features and used tone to show drapery and solidity.





Very little is known about the life and works of Cenni di Pepo – nicknamed ‘Cimabue’, meaning ‘bull-headed’ – but he was one of the first Italian artists to begin to discard the formalism of Byzantine art.


It is difficult to appreciate today, when so many changes occur in art, how revolutionary minor adjustments were in the 13th century. An early account of Cimabue’s career suggests that his modifications made him the leading Italian painter of his generation, although its accuracy is uncertain as it was written more than 200 years after his death. His workshop in Florence was acknowledged as the finest, and he also worked in Tuscany, Assisi and Rome, where new religious and political reforms interested him.


Cimabue was one of the first painters to begin the change from the conventions of Byzantine art, but many of the works attributed to him are unsigned, damaged or now credited to Duccio. Only a mosaic of St John in Pisa Cathedral has been confirmed as his, but many of the works attributed to him show his impact on the development of art in this period. Although he largely adhered to Byzantine tradition, Cimabue also incorporated traces of emotion and perspective into his paintings, and rather than depict everything as flat, began to introduce a more lifelike treatment to the traditional subjects.


For centuries, it was assumed that Cimabue was Giotto’s master, but that has now been thrown into doubt and some suggest that they were simply rivals. The confusion may have arisen because of a reference to the artists by Dante in his great narrative poem, The Divine Comedy: ‘Of painters, Cimabue deemed his name unrivalled once; now Giotto is in fashion and has eclipsed his predecessor’s fame.’ Whatever the truth, Cimabue’s move towards greater naturalism clearly inspired Giotto.








Key Works


Madonna and Child Enthroned with Eight Angels and Four Prophets (Maestà) 1280, GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY


Crucifix 1287–8, BASILICA DI SANTA CROCE, FLORENCE, ITALY


Madonna and Child Enthroned with Two Angels c.1300, SANTA MARIA DEI SERVI, BOLOGNA, ITALY


St John the Baptist 1301, OPERA DEL DUOMO, PISA, ITALY












DUCCIO






c.1215–1319 • GOTHIC, BYZANTINE STYLE, SIENESE SCHOOL
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Rucellai Madonna


1285 TEMPERA ON WOOD


450 × 290 CM (177 × 114 IN)


GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY


In 1285 Duccio was commissioned to paint a large altarpiece now known as the Rucellai Madonna in the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence. Retaining Byzantine traditions of painting the images as decorative symbols, Duccio has also imparted a poetic delicacy and naturalism to the figures.





Probably the greatest painter of Medieval Siena, Duccio di Buoninsegna combined formal Byzantine traditions with realistic elements, which made his art more accessible than that of his predecessors.


With no surviving contemporary accounts or personally written documents, not a great deal is known about Duccio’s life. Through civic records however, we know that he lived in Siena, which at the time was the capital of one of Italy’s northern states and Florence’s major rival. Duccio is first recorded in 1278 and 1279 as working for the commune – a Medieval form of government in northern Italy. In 1285 he was commissioned to paint a large panel for the Florentine church of Santa Maria Novella for the wealthy Rucellai family, which became known as the Rucellai Madonna.


As the principal aim of art was to express strong religious beliefs in a highly decorative and spiritual way, Duccio followed the Byzantine tradition, as all Italian artists did. Figures were intentionally two-dimensional and little attempt was made to represent them or their surroundings realistically. Yet Duccio also introduced something different. At about the same time as Cimabue in Florence, Duccio’s work also began to express the idea of living, three-dimensional figures. Although he continued to paint stylized figures against golden backgrounds, he also subtly introduced an impression of movement. Colour too, was important to him and he created harmonious arrangements, rather than simply using separate colours to define discrete figures. The differences between Duccio’s work and that of his predecessors were astounding at the time, and his work was enthusiastically received because it conveyed warmth and religious feeling in a far more accessible way than the flat, decorative art that everyone was used to.








Key Works


Maestà (front, central panel) 1308–11, MUSEO DELL’OPERA DEL DUOMO, SIENA, ITALY


Maestà 1288–1300, KUNSTMUSEUM, BERN, SWITZERLAND


Madonna and Child c.1300, METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK, US


Triptych, the Virgin and Child with Saints Dominic and Aurea c.1315, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK












GIOTTO





1267–1337 • EARLY RENAISSANCE
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The Lamentation


1304–6 FRESCO


200 × 185 CM (78¾ × 73 IN)


CAPELLA SCROVEGNI (ARENA CHAPEL), PADUA, ITALY


In contrast with the flat, expressionless paintings of Byzantine art, Giotto created a more realistic style that made the biblical events seem more real to viewers. The diagonal rock focuses attention on the group of mourners. Christ’s body has been taken from the Cross and disciples cluster round in grief. Mary cradles her son on her lap; Mary Magdalene holds his feet; John the Baptist throws out his arms in anguish and mourners weep on the ground, while angels weep in the sky. In front of Christ’s body are two cloaked figures, their backs towards us – this draws viewers into the picture.





It is not certain whether Giotto was Cimabue’s pupil, but his talents as an outstanding painter, sculptor and architect were recognized during his lifetime. By moving away entirely from the stylized formality of artistic tradition, and giving his figures greater movement and credibility, his work had a profound influence on European art.


Giotto lived and worked in Florence during a period when religious subjects and styles had been laid down by centuries of tradition. As the first artist to depict human emotion, his influence set Western art on a path to the Renaissance. By making his images more natural, he gave moral weight to religious stories, rather than the usual displays of heavenly splendour. Other artists at this time copied their compositions and figures from earlier paintings, but Giotto moved away from the static, two-dimensional images of Byzantine and Gothic art.


Born into a farming family near Florence, most of Giotto’s life was spent in Florence, but he also worked in Padua, Naples, Avignon, Bologna, Assisi and Rome. He mainly used the fresco technique, a method of wall painting in which water-based pigment was applied directly on to wet lime plaster. The paint and plaster then fused together as they dried and became part of the fabric of the building. Giotto’s frescoes became so well-known that he had to use several assistants to complete all his commissions. His patrons included rich merchants and bankers as well as the Pope, the king of Naples and the Franciscan monks in Assisi.


One of Giotto’s innovations was the placing of characters in natural-looking locations that depicted the real world; he also replaced traditional gold backgrounds with blue skies. Another revolution was the introduction of secular life into religious themes. He also emphasized physical characteristics in his figures, portraying the shape and weight of bodies under heavy clothing using light and shadow. Although, like other contemporary artists, he lacked specific knowledge of anatomy and perspective, his figures looked substantial and worldly, rather than decorative and symbolic. More than those of any other artist of his time, Giotto’s figures seemed alive, physically and emotionally, and because his methods told biblical stories in this new, humanist way, his works became a source of education, enlightenment and entertainment.


Giotto’s earliest known works were commissioned by Enrico Scrovegni, a member of a wealthy banking family in Padua. He decorated the Capella degli Scrovegni (Scrovegni Chapel) with brightly coloured, expressive scenes from the lives of the parents of the Virgin Mary, Joachim and Anna, Mary herself and Jesus. The compositions were vividly colourful, simple and dramatic, and through them the chapel displayed a powerful narrative of the lives of Christ’s family. The stories were clear, human and easy to understand, even by the illiterate congregation who prayed in the chapel each week. These frescoes, with their empathy and imagination, made Giotto the most famous and sought-after artist in Italy.








Key Works


The Vision of the Chariot of Fire 1295–1300, ST FRANCIS, UPPER CHURCH, ASSISI, ITALY


Madonna and Child with St Nicholas, St John the Evangelist, St Peter and St Benedict (Badia Polyptych) c.1300, GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY


Joachim Taking Refuge among the Shepherds 1304–6, CAPELLA DEGLI SCROVEGNI, PADUA, ITALY


Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints (Ognissanti Madonna) c.1305–10, GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY


Stigmatization 1319–28, BARDI CHAPEL, CHURCH OF SANTA CROCE, FLORENCE, ITALY












DONATELLO






c.1386–1466 • EARLY RENAISSANCE
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David


1408 BRONZE


HEIGHT 157.5 CM (62 IN)


BARGELLO, FLORENCE, ITALY


This was the first life-sized nude statue since classical times and provides a link between ancient and modern. In the Bible story, David, who is destined to become the second king of Israel, kills the giant Goliath. Donatello’s statue symbolized the conflict between Milan (Goliath) and Florence (David).





The son of a Florentine wool comber, Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi established a new, humanistic style of sculpture that moved away from accepted Gothic representations of the human form.


The first sculptor since classical times to develop a broad knowledge of ancient Greek and Roman sculpture, Donatello combined classical lines with realism. Born in Florence, he received his early artistic training with a goldsmith and then worked briefly in the studio of Lorenzo Ghiberti, where he assisted with the creation of the bronze doors of Florence’s Baptistry. From 1404, he spent three years in Rome with the architect and sculptor Filippo Brunelleschi, excavating and studying ancient Roman artefacts.


Donatello was inspired by the naturalism he saw in these great works of antiquity – and by the humanist movement that had started in Florence – and began creating statues that appeared to have a life of their own and individual personalities. This was a radical departure from the decorative Gothic style that he had been trained in.


He became accomplished in working with marble, bronze, wood, terracotta and stucco and developed his own style of basso relievo, or low relief, which became known as schiacciato (‘flattened out’). This technique involved extremely shallow carving to create dramatic images that reflected light and shadow. No-one had created such images before and the naturalism and range of emotions Donatello portrayed in his work had a huge impact on both his contemporaries and the generations of artists that followed. Diverse, diligent, resourceful and original, he was more interested in depicting emotions than in the finish of his sculptures and reliefs. A prolific worker, he soon became so famous and in such demand that he had to turn down many commissions across northern Italy.








Key Works


St John 1408–15, MUSEO DELL’OPERA DEL DUOMO, FLORENCE, ITALY


Statue of Habacuc (also known as Zuccone) 1411–13, MUSEO DELL’OPERA DEL DUOMO, FLORENCE, ITALY


Feast of Herod c.1425, BAPTISTRY, SIENA, ITALY


Equestrian monument of Gattamelata 1444–53, PIAZZA DEL SANTO, PADUA, ITALY


The Penitent Magdalene c.1453–5, MUSEO DELL’OPERA DEL DUOMO, FLORENCE, ITALY












FRA ANGELICO






c.1387–1455 • RENAISSANCE
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The Annunciation


1433–4 TEMPERA ON WOOD


175 × 180 CM (68 × 70 IN)


MUSEO DIOCESANO, CORTONA, ITALY


Created for the main altar of the church of San Domenico in Cortona, this was designed to promote contemplation and the new humanist ideas that were developing in northern Italy. Drawn with careful precision, it shows an understanding of depth and space.





This Dominican friar began as a manuscript illuminator. Later he became known as the ‘Blessed Angelico’, as both his gentle personality and his art were held in the highest esteem.


Born in the countryside northeast of Florence, Guido di Pietro joined the Dominican monastic order with his brother Benedetto. Taking the name Fra Giovanni, he became the pre-eminent painter of altarpieces and other religious works in Tuscany for nearly 30 years. Because of his quiet piety and his delicate paintings, he was nicknamed ‘pictor angelicus’ or ‘Angelic Painter,’ which after his death was translated into Fra Angelico.


At first, he and his brother decorated manuscripts, but they soon moved on to paint frescoes on the monastery walls. Most of the frescoes were in the friars’ cells and designed to encourage meditation, so they were delicately coloured, economical in line and serenely composed. As he was not part of a closed order, Fra Angelico could meet and talk to others and he was soon promoted to managing a busy workshop. He became prominent among a new generation of Florentine artists, including Fra Filippo Lippi (1406–69) and Andrea del Castagno (c.1418–57).


In 1436, Fra Angelico’s order took over the convent of San Marco in Florence and he was commissioned to decorate the friars’ cells there. With the help of his brother and other assistants, he painted approximately 50 frescoes on the walls of the cloister, the cells, the common rooms and the corridors. Rather than factually document biblical stories, the paintings encouraged a feeling of spirituality that was intended to stimulate prayer. In later life, Fra Angelico travelled widely for prestigious commissions – he worked in Orvieto, Perugia and Rome, where he decorated the private chapel of Pope Nicholas V in the Vatican.








Key Works


Eighteen Blessed of the Dominican Order c.1420–4, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


The Nativity c.1429–30, PINACOTECA CIVICA, FORLÌ, ITALY


Annunciation c.1432–4, MUSEO DIOCESANO, CORTONA, ITALY


The Virgin of Humility c.1436–8, RIJKSMUSEUM, AMSTERDAM, NETHERLANDS


The Adoration of the Magi c.1435–40, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK












VAN EYCK






c.1390–1441 • NORTHERN RENAISSANCE
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The Arnolfini Portrait


1434 OIL ON WOOD


81.8 × 59.7 CM (32¼ × 23½ IN)


NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


Although not a wedding portrait as was once thought, this portrait of Giovanni and Giovanna Arnolfini in a richly furnished room is replete with symbolism. Fidelity, fertility and work-related success are all suggested. A mirror ornamented with scenes from the Passion of Christ reflects two figures. Above it an inscription reads ‘Jan van Eyck was here 1434.’





During the 14th century, the Belgian city of Bruges became one of the chief artistic centres of Europe, full of wealthy merchants who commissioned paintings to celebrate their achievements. Like Fra Angelico in Italy, it is likely that Jan van Eyck trained as a manuscript illuminator, but soon came to prominence as a painter.


Jan van Eyck was probably born near Maastricht in the Netherlands. He was one of the first Flemish artists to sign his work and his rich and detailed images reflect the prosperity of the cities of northern Europe, such as Ghent and Bruges. First documented as working in The Hague for the Count of Holland in about 1422, he was next at Bruges and Lille as court painter to Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy in 1425. Three years later, he received a prestigious commission to paint Philip’s future wife, Isabella of Portugal. After his return from Portugal, he bought a house in Bruges and remained in Philip’s employment for the rest of his life.


For a long time, van Eyck was credited with the invention of oil paints and although this has now been refuted, he certainly perfected and exploited a medium of pigment, oil and varnish that has allowed his rich colours to survive almost unchanged in nearly 600 years. Oil paints enabled him to combine a keen attention to detail and close observation of nature with complex symbolism. In the scale, breadth of vision, realism and techniques of his work, he helped to establish a new style of painting that shaped northern European art for centuries and also made a great impact on Italian Renaissance art. Admired for his accuracy, clarity of colour and sharpness of observation, he was commissioned to paint for private clients as well as his work at court.


As with many of the artists who attained fame during this period, there are uncertainties about some of van Eyck’s work. In 1432, he completed the great altarpiece in Ghent Cathedral, the Adoration of the Lamb (also called the Ghent Altarpiece). An inscription on the frame states that the painting was started by ‘the painter Hubert van Eyck, than whom none was greater’ and completed by ‘Jan, second in art’. It is believed that Hubert was Jan’s elder brother and that he died during the production of the Ghent Altarpiece. The question is: how much did Hubert do? There are no obvious differences in style.


Van Eyck’s style was fresh and new in its detailed and faithful observation of nature. Aided by the smoothness and slow-drying qualities of oil paints, he was particularly skilled at rendering textiles and in depicting light and space. Considering that the representation of linear perspective was relatively new in Italy at this time, van Eyck was remarkably accomplished at it.








Key Works


The Crucifixion 1425–30, METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK, US


The Ghent Altarpiece 1432, ST BAVON, GHENT, BELGIUM


Portrait of a Man (Self-portrait?) 1433, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


The Madonna of Canon van der Paele 1436, MUSÉE COMMUNAL DES BEAUX-ARTS, BRUGES, BELGIUM


Virgin and Child with Saints and Donor 1441, THE FRICK COLLECTION, NEW YORK, US












UCCELLO





1397–1475 • RENAISSANCE
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The Battle of San Romano


c.1438–40 EGG TEMPERA WITH WALNUT OIL


AND LINSEED OIL ON POPLAR


182 × 320 CM (71 × 126 IN)


NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


Depicting part of the Battle of San Romano fought between Florence and Siena in 1432, this painting shows the leader of the triumphant Florentine army, Niccolò da Mauruzi da Tolentino, on a white horse in a flamboyant turban. The network of broken lances in curiously disciplined rows, angled lances held by soldiers and tiny distant figures show Uccello’s preoccupation with linear perspective and foreshortening.





The paintings of Paolo Uccello were unique, not just for their pioneering use of linear perspective, but also for their story-telling qualities and overall design. An extremely versatile painter, Uccello mixed Gothic traditions with Renaissance investigations, but lost popularity towards the end of his life and was only rediscovered in the 20th century.


At the age of ten, Florentine Paolo di Dono – who became known by his nickname of Uccello (‘the bird’) – was apprenticed to the sculptor and goldsmith Lorenzo Ghiberti. In 1414, Uccello entered the painters’ guild, Compagnia di San Luca, and a year later he joined another painters’ guild, Arte dei Medici e degli Speziali. He worked on a variety of media: wood panels, canvas and even mosaic for a while and also designed stained glass and frescoes for Florence’s Duomo.


During the 1430s, influenced by his contemporary Masaccio, Uccello became engrossed with developing linear perspective in painting. His compositions became intricate mathematical designs, focusing on vanishing points and converging lines. He also became influenced by Donatello’s lifelike gestures and tried to incorporate similar expression into his work. He chose colours not for their naturalism, but to create patterns, and he built up networks of shapes and lines across his paintings. Although he used perspective to try to create a feeling of depth and to portray the illusion of another world, his paintings are detailed, decorative and complex.


Uccello’s best-known work is a series of three paintings depicting the Battle of San Romano, which took place in 1432. In each of these, he took care to represent an assortment of armour littering the ground, all converging at a vanishing point. No foreshortened figure had ever been painted, so a fallen warrior within the battle must have caused quite a reaction, even though it is inaccurately small and out of proportion. Even the broken lances lying on the ground were arranged to point towards a common vanishing point.


Uccello’s mathematical arrangements created strange and unnatural appearances, but realism was not his aim. He retained the ornate costumes and accessories of the Gothic style and embellished all his paintings with intricate details. His concern was not as much with light, as with spatial problems. Although his experiments with perspective did not quite work, his illusions of depth on two-dimensional surfaces influenced many younger artists. His work, however did not have lasting popularity and commissions dwindled as tastes changed and people looked for sophistication and elegance in art.








Key Works


Funerary Monument to Sir John Hawkwood 1436, DUOMO, FLORENCE, ITALY


The Deluge 1939–40, SANTA MARIA NOVELLA, CHIOSTRO VERDE, FLORENCE, ITALY


The Hunt in the Forest 1460s, ASHMOLEAN MUSEUM, OXFORD, UK


St George and the Dragon c.1470, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK












VAN DER WEYDEN





1399–1464 • NORTHERN RENAISSANCE
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The Descent from the Cross / The Deposition


c.1435–8 OIL ON OAK PANEL


220 × 262 CM (7 ft 2 IN × 8 ft 7 IN)


MUSEO DEL PRADO, MADRID, SPAIN


The lifelike intensity here is poignant and precise. Rejecting a background, van der Weyden has combined detailed observation of Gothic miniature painting with the expressive gestures of Gothic sculpture. The crucified Christ is lowered from the Cross by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus. Mary’s swoon echoes her son’s position and the entire scene seems like a stage set. The nine grieving figures that surround Christ’s body are linked physically and emotionally in a flowing rhythm across the work.





One of the most influential painters of the 15th century, Rogier van der Weyden acquired wealth and international acclaim through civic commissions. He became renowned for his detailed and naturalistic paintings, attracting prestigious foreign patrons, including Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy, and he was imitated by other artists for decades. After his death, his name faded from view, but his reputation was restored in the 20th century.


In the Netherlands, the beginning of the 14th century saw the emergence of a generation of painters with exceptional skills in depicting detail, which had a huge influence on the rest of Western painting. Rogier van der Weyden was one of the greatest of these painters, although he did not sign or date any of his works so their legitimacy and chronology have had to be determined through written records and the comparison of works by other artists.


It seems that van der Weyden became an apprentice relatively late in life, as he entered the workshop of the celebrated artist Robert Campin (c.1375–1444) in his home town of Tournai at the age of 27. By 1432, he had developed even greater skills than his master and by 1436, he was appointed official painter to the city of Brussels. At that point he changed his name from the French ‘de le Pasture’ to its Flemish equivalent, ‘van der Weyden’. His work showed an influence of van Eyck, but also many differences. Van Eyck used rich, sumptuous colours, while van der Weyden used a lighter, but still dazzling palette. Van Eyck’s figures were restrained, but van der Weyden’s expressed powerful emotions. Van der Weyden produced some secular paintings, but his only surviving works are either religious pictures or portraits. Most significant are his altarpieces of the Passion of Christ and his three-quarter portraits, which created a particularly convincing three-dimensional appearance.


Although he lived in Brussels in Belgium for most of his life, van der Weyden travelled around Europe to complete many commissions. He produced paintings for Chancellor Rolin of Burgundy in France, for the powerful Medici family in Florence and for the d’Este family in Ferrara, Italy. While in Italy, he is believed to have taught Italian artists to paint with oils, as this was a medium used frequently at the time by Flemish painters, but rarely by Italians. He also seems to have been inspired by the art he saw in Italy, in particular the work of Gentile da Fabriano (c.1370–1427) and Fra Angelico.


In creating unusual compositions and in depicting feelings and sensations, van der Weyden was exceptionally resourceful and proficient. One of his innovations was the rendering of immaculate finish and detail in figures and objects, which he set against gold backgrounds, almost as if his figures are in relief. By pushing figures into the foreground in this way, he emphasized them, giving the impression that the religious event was actually happening and in isolation within a small space. Through his large and busy workshop, which exported copies of his paintings to Italy, France and Spain, his influence extended across Europe.








Key Works


St Luke Drawing the Virgin c.1435–40, THE MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON, MA, US


Miraflores Altarpiece c.1440, GEMÄLDEGALERIE, BERLIN, GERMANY


Madonna in Red c.1440, MUSEO DEL PRADO, MADRID, SPAIN


Crucifixion Triptych c.1445, KUNSTHISTORISCHES MUSEUM, VIENNA, AUSTRIA


St Columba Altarpiece c.1455, ALTE PINAKOTHEK, MUNICH, GERMANY












MASACCIO





1401–1428 • RENAISSANCE








[image: ]


The Holy Trinity with the Virgin, St John and Two Donors


1426–8 FRESCO


667 × 317 CM (263 × 125 IN)


SANTA MARIA NOVELLA, FLORENCE, ITALY


This demonstrates Masaccio’s confident handling of anatomy, light and space, and his new system of linear perspective. When he painted it, barrel-vault ceilings had not been constructed since Roman times. God supports Jesus on the Cross, Mary and St John stand on each side and the two patrons observe like spectators.





‘Masaccio’, a nickname meaning ‘clumsy Tom’ that was given to him when he joined a Florentine craft guild as a child, is often called the first Renaissance master. During his tragically short life, he became renowned for creating dramatic effects with his revolutionary use of perspective and his confident handling of anatomy.


Maso di Ser Giovanni di Mone Cassai, who became known as Masaccio, was the first painter to use perspective systematically and effectively which, despite his brief career, profoundly influenced 14th-century painting. Very little is known about his early training in Florence, but as well as accurate linear perspective, he was the first painter to use the effects of light and tone strongly to make objects appear more solid.


Abandoning the accepted Gothic style and elaborate adornment completely, Masaccio took a naturalistic approach, stimulated by the pioneering work of Giotto, Donatello and Nanni di Banco (c.1384–1421). He also integrated the linear perspective calculations of the architect Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446). His new techniques created a realistic illusion of perspective on flat surfaces and he also painted human bodies as he observed them – vulnerable and imperfect. His work stunned viewers because his figures seemed so real and because they were set in typical and convincing Italian locations. In 1422, Masaccio enrolled in the Florentine painters’ guild, the Arte dei Medici e Speziali. From 1424 he worked with his older colleague Masolino (c.1383–1447) on the decoration of the Brancacci Chapel in the church of Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence and the following year on an altarpiece in Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome.


Many works of art of this period were commissioned by those engaged in usury (the charging of interest on loans), which was considered a sin by the Church. Money-lending made men rich and powerful and in return, they financed great art to glorify churches. These donors liked to be portrayed kneeling at Mary’s feet or standing near Jesus, believing that in this way their worldly sins would be forgiven and they would win a place in heaven.


In 1427, with Brunelleschi’s help, Masaccio won a prestigious commission to produce a ‘Holy Trinity’ for the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence. In 1428 he unveiled the work, which featured the Virgin, St John and two donors. Viewers thought he had knocked a hole in the church’s wall because the painting appeared to have such depth. This fresco marks the first use of methodical and accurate linear perspective in painting, probably devised by Masaccio and Brunelleschi together. Masaccio died that same year at the age of about 27. According to legend, he was poisoned by a jealous rival painter. In spite of his short career, his extensive influence on other artists directed the path of painting for the next 500 years.








Key Works


St Giovenale Triptych 1422, PARISH CHURCH OF ST PIETRO, CASCIA DI RAGGELLO, FLORENCE, ITALY


Portrait of a Young Man c.1425, THE NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART, WASHINGTON, DC, US


The Tribute Money 1425, BRANCACCI CHAPEL, SANTA MARIA DEL CARMINE, FLORENCE, ITALY


Madonna Enthroned 1426–7, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


The Beheading of St John the Baptist 1426, STAATLICHE MUSEEN ZU BERLIN, GEMÄLDEGALERIE, BERLIN, GERMANY
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c.1415–1492 • RENAISSANCE
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The Baptism of Christ


1450s TEMPERA ON POPLAR


167 × 116 CM (65¾ × 45½ IN)


NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK


As part of an altarpiece for the priory church of St John the Baptist in Sansepolcro, this symmetrical composition is created with a balance of verticals and horizontals. From the nave of the church, viewers’ eyes would have been drawn to the central figure of Christ with the dove above his head, symbolizing the Holy Spirit.
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