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1.7   Some Case Studies on the Renaissance 
 

 

 
 

Jan Van Eyck:  Symbolism and Allegory in 
Renaissance art 
Much of the art of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
show elaborate symbolism; for instance, a bee represented 
hard work, a dragon represented the devil, a bear denoted 
cruelty.  Symbols were widely used in paintings depicted the 
contest between good and evil or the stages of life.  The 
Bible further encouraged this type of art.  At a time when 
most people were illiterate, symbols had an important 
educational function.  One of the most famous examples of 
symbolic and allegorical art is Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini 
Marriage (1434) portraying the marriage of a wealthy Italian 
couple living in Bruges.  The painting acts as a king of 
marriage certificate and as an allegory of marriage. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Giotto’s Arena Chapel, Padua 
The Arena Chapel took its name from an ancient Roman 
amphitheater nearby. It was build by a wealthy nobleman who 
chose Giotto to decorate the chapel using the lives of the Virgin 
Mary and Christ.  It is upon this extraordinary cycle of frescoes 
that Giotto established his reputation.  He painted his figures in 
a moving, humane fashion.  In this way people were 
encouraged to identify with the figures and connect such holy 
stories to their own lives. 
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Altarpieces 
The altarpiece became one of the primary forms of 
religious art in the 14th and 15th centuries.  Altars were 
usually dedicated both to God and to specific saints.  The 
first altarpieces were simple rectangular panels diptychs.  
Gradually they became more elaborate.  Small portable 
triptychs could be set up in the bedroom to encourage 
private devotion.  In the 16th century, many of the 
elaborate altarpieces were destroyed or sold separately.  
This had made it more difficult to appreciate the full 
impact of these works of art. 
 

 

 

   
 

 

 

Michelangelo and the Sistine Chapel Ceiling 
The Sistine Chapel in the Vatican was built in 1473 for Pope 
Sistus IV.  Pope Julius II commissioned Michelangelo to 
paint the ceiling (1508-12).  The frescoes are based on the 
12 Apostles and include nearly 300 figures.  Above the altar 
Michelangelo painted the creation of the universe, the story 
of Adam and Eve, their expulsion from Eden. 
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The Palazzo Pubblico, Siena 
Begun in 1298 on a Romanesque style, the town hall in 
Siena was the centre of the city’s political, cultural and 
commercial life.  The government met regularly to debate 
matters of public interest and to issue laws regulating 
citizens’ daily lives.  It was decreed that the palaces built 
facing the town hall would have to use the same type of 
window openings and facades.  The city government paid 
for the paving of the main square. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Filippo Brunelleschi: Perspective and Proportion  
Linear perspective – the mathematical representation of 3-
D space on a 2-D picture plane is one of the lasting 
achievements of Renaissance art.  The technique was 
discovered by the sculptor and architect Filippo Brunelleschi 
in the mid-15th century.  Other artists, like Donatello, were 
quick to see the possibilities of his achievement in sculpture 
and architecture.  In architecture Brunelleschi carefully lay 
down the principles of proportion.  The Innocenti Hospital 
(c. 1420) in Florence was the first building to use the 
principle of proportion.  
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The Palace of Chambord 
In the woods to the east of Blois, Francis I built a new 
Renaissance palace, one of the most remarkable 
buildings of the Renaissance.  Building began in 1519 and 
the internal decoration was completed in 1539 and it 
contained 440 rooms, enough to house the entire French 
court.  Henry VIII of England was so impressed that he 
commissioned an equivalent palace in the woods south of 
Hampton Court.  The most striking feature of Chambord is 
the crowded roofline, giving an air of medieval romance.  
Today, Chambord is situated in a part as large as the city 
of Paris.   
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
The Escorial, Madrid 
Built 50 km from Madrid, the Escorial is a vast complex 
comprising a mausoleum, monastery, church, library and 
palace.  It stands as a fitting symbol of the Spanish 
monarchy during the 16th century.  It was commissioned 
by Philip II and it took 21 years to build (1563-84).  The 
absence of decoration, a style prepared by Philip II, was a 
break with earlier Spanish Renaissance buildings.  The 
Escorial became Philip’s preferred residence; the work of 
overseeing Spain’s expanding empire and influence was 
carried out there. 
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Renaissance Music 
During the Renaissance music began to move from the 
sacred to the secular – from church to court.  Renaissance 
musicians brought about a dramatic increase in musical 
culture throughout Europe.  Printed music led to the 
spread of popular music.  Instruction books and theory 
manuals encouraged music-making and better standards of 
performance.  The vocal ensemble of 8 to 10 singers was 
the ideal early Renaissance choir.  In the 16th century the 
lute, recorder, bass viol and virginals playing popular 
chansons became the commonest type of music in royal 
courts and palaces of the nobility.  Popular singers played 
and sang in taverns, fairs, feast days and in the town 
squares. 
 
 
 
 

   
 

 

Renaissance Astrology and Astronomy 
The astrologers of the 15th and 16th centuries generally 
believed that the world was a globe set in the heart of a 
spherical universe.  The notion the the universe revolved 
around the Earth had led to inaccuracies in the Church’s 
calendar.  Astrologers were also convinced that the Sun stood 
at the heart of the planetary system and was the principal 
influence on the Earth.  In 1543 Nicholas Copernicus 
published his great work On the Revolutions of the Celestial 
Spheres, in which he argued that the earth and the planets 
revolved around the Sun.  His theory provided the basis for the 
achievements of Kepler and Galileo and for the modern 
science of astronomy. 
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Book hunters and printers of the Renaissance 
With the revival of interest in Roman literature, it 
became necessary to find and bring together as 
many ancient writings as possible.  Printing with 
movable type was invented in Germany (1420s) and 
perfected by Johanes Gutenberg at Mainz, one of 
the world’s great technological inventions.  
Gutenberg’s process used individual letters cast in 

metal.  Printing was done by impression of one or 
two pages at a time using an oil-based ink.  Printing 
was an expensive process and the great printers 
were wealthy businessmen.  Aldus Manutius 
(1450-1515) chose Venice for his workshop and that 
city became the centre of the Italian printing 
industry during the Renaissance.  He employed 
some of the finest scholars as editors.  The printed 
book often tried to compete with the illuminated 

manuscript and artists were hired to paint 
decorated borders and capitals on printed pages.  
But by time, beauty in printing was found more in 
the font than in adornment.  Aldus’s sloping roman 
font was called Aldino in Italy and italique in 
France. 
 

 

Dante and the Divine Comedy 
By the 1460s Dante Alighieri was celebrated as 
Florence’s foremost poet and writer.  Yet Dante 
actually lived much of his life outside the city in 
exile.  The Divine Comedy was written during this 
period of his life as a reaction for his exile.  The 
poem takes the form of a journey through Hell, 
Purgatory and Paradise, in search of goodness, truth 

and beauty.  Since Dante was buried in Ravenna, the 
city of Florence commissioned a famous  
Renaissance artist to paint a fresco of Dante 

standing Before the City of Florence (1465). 
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Hampton Court, England 
Hampton Court is the best preserved Renaissance palace in 
Britain, begun in 1515 by Cardinal Wolsey, the Lord 
Chancellor.  In 1525 Wolsey gave his two preferred palaces 
(Hampton Court and Whitehall) to Henry VIII.  The King 
continued to expand Hampton Court: he commissioned the 
building of a larger Great Hall, remodeled the Chapel, build 
larger lodgings for the royal family and a range of chambers 
for the courtiers.  Henry built a tilt yard for jousting and 
horsemanship, popular pursuits of a Renaissance court.  The 
aerial view shows Hampton Court sited next to the river 
Thames; this was a typical setting of Renaissance palace 
design. 
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The English Theatre 
The English Renaissance reached its finest expression in 
literature, particularly in drama with such figures as 
Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare.  In the 
early Renaissance, plays were performed by small 
companies of actors in the houses of the nobility or at court.  
In time, they set up public playhouses.  The earliest London 
was opened in 1576.  The Globe (c. 1599) was the theatre 
most often associated with Shakespeare.  It could house 
over 2,000 people, and plays were seen by every social 
class, for admission was cheap for those prepared to 
stand.  Who could pay more sat in the galleries.  
Performances were often crowded and boisterous.   
 


