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The High Renaissance

Before the end of the fifteenth century, Florence (1] lost her

unique position of leadership in the arts, for the innovations of
her artists had become the property of Italian artists regardless
of (2] local political boundaries. This is not to suggest that Flo-
rence no longer produced the giants of an earlier age. Leonar-
do (3Jand Michelangelo {4J)called themselves Florentines even
though they spent a great part of their lives outside the city,
and the turning point in Raphael’s(5) artistic education oc-
curred as a result of his experience of Florentine art. In addi-
tion, Florence, with the early work of Leonardo da Vinci, had

(1] Florence ». BB MRF(ERFHIMIKT) ; FXH Florentine a. #HFHF
()M, n. BB RFEA

[ 2) regardless of Rob, N, NB; AL E R« A B BORH R A 4]
B4k her #3818 Florence.

(3} Leonardo (da Vinci) 5B E (-35- 3537 ) (1452—1519), B AFI X L E M
RER SR EFURA TR, (GERE)

(4) Michelangelo XFFRBA® . (FER)F)

(5) Raphael fI¥/R. (GERE)



2 Western Art

already become the source of sixteenth-century style and later
shared with Rome the beginnings and growth of Mannerism {1},
a style that was to dominate western Europe during much of the
sixteenth century. But there is the fact that Florence had come
upon a time of crisis that began with the expulsion of the Medi-
cil2) and the brief and stormy dictatorship of Savonarola (3]
and was to end with the subversion of the Florentine republic
by the Spanish and the return of the Medici (a collateral line { 4]
of the original family) as tyrants under Spanish protection. Fi-
nally, in the 1530s, Florentine indepenence became a thing of
the past when the state was made into a grand duchy under the
crown of the Hapsburgs (5.

The High Renaissance’ ®’
Between about 1495 and the date of its own invasion and

sack £7) in 1527, Rome took the place of Florence, laying claim
to the latter’s artistic pre-eminence. A series of powerful and
ambitious popes [ 8] — Alexander VI (Borgia), Julius I (della
Rovere), Leo X (Medici), and Clement VII (Medici) — creat-
ed a new power in Italy, a papal state, with Rome as its capi-
tal; and Rome became at the same time the artistic capital of
Europe. The popes, living in the opulent splendor of secular
princes (9], embellished the city with great works of art, invit-
ing artists from all over Italy and providing them with challeng-
ing tasks. In its short duration the High Renaissance saw works

{ 1) Mannerism n. R4 F S IRFR BRI E L7

{2) the Medici EFHAEKE, & KEZBHF L,

{3) Savonarola B{AIRIEPL, EFRHNEXK.

{ 4] collateral line F &,

[5) grand duchy k%[ ;Hapsburg M EH,

(6] The High Renaissance X% & 2455 .

(7) sack n. v. BE#h.

{8) popen. R,

(9) living in ... princes :1 & 8 T ARIBEELE I ENR



The High Renaissance 3

of such authority produced that generations of later artists were
instructed by them; and the art of Leonardo, Raphael,
Michelangelo, and Titian!!’ is seen to belong to no school but
is, in the case of each, something unique. The masters had
of course inherited the pictorial science of the fifteenth centu-
ry, and they learned from one another. Yet they made a dis-
tinct break from the past, occupying new and lofty ground,
so lofty indeed as to discourage emulation (2Jby their succes-
SOrs.

The High Renaissance not only produced a cluster of ex-
traordinary geniuses, but found in divine inspiration the ratio-
nale for the exaltation of the artist-genius. The neo-Platonists
found in Plato’s (37 Ion his famous praise of the poet: “All good
poets compose their beautiful poems not by art, but because
they are inspired and possessed {4) ... for not by art does the
poet sing, but by power divine (51" And what the poet could
claim, the Renaissance artist claimed also, raising visual art (6’
to the status formerly held only by poetry. Thus at the thresh-
old of the modern world, the painter, sculptor, or architect
comes into his own 7], successfully claiming for his work a
high place among the fine arts. In the High Renaissance the
masters created, in a sense, a new profession, having its own
rights of expression, its own venerable character, and its own

(1) Titian $% (14907 —1567) BRBHTE K , #H B 450 5= BB B, Rk
R CERFR) (R EW N AAIF.

{2) emulation n. F%.

{3) neo-Platonists ». EHHEE X4 ; Plato M, ki HEEEK.

{4) inspired a. ZH R IERH ;possessed a. EREH .

(5) power divine ¥ /1.

(6) visual art EZAR (L BB BHF).

{7) come into one’s own ZIEILFTI, i ABREHT, (RN B O WEMTER
REGEBHIER A NFEH),



4 Western Art

claims to recognition by the great. The “fine” artist today lives
— often without realizing it — on the accumulated prestige
won by preceding artists, beginning with those who made the
first great gains of the High Renaissance.

Leonardo da Vinci

A man who is the epitome (1) of the artist-genius as well as of
the “universal (2) man,” Leonardo da Vinci (1452—1519) has
become a kind of wonder of the modern world, standing at the
beginning of a new epoch like a prophet and a sage (3} mapping
the routes that art and science would take. The scope and depth
of his interests were without precedent, so great as to frustrate
any hopes he might have had of realizing all that his feverishly
inventive imagination could conceive (4] We still look with
awe [5) upon his achievement and even more, upon his unful-
filled promise. His mind and personality seem to us superhu-
man, the man himself mysterious and remote; as Jacob Burck-
hardt (6] writes: “The colossal outlines of Leonardo’s nature
can never be more than dimly and distantly conceived.” Al-
though we are here concerned primarily with Leonardo as an
artist, we can scarcely hope to do his art credit (7] in isolation
from his science (87, since his scientific drawings are them-
selves works of art, as well as models for that exact delin-

(1) epitome m. JHE RIE.

(2] universal a. E4EZEH,

(3) a prophet and a sage EHMERE,

(4) AAFEE so ... as to ZH G HEWIEEIBENTEM hopes; 4 H] & H i
MERE)T BB R AT A B, FT IR R D M T RE R A S
HAERA R B R AR M — IR HE,”

(5) awe n. B8,

(6) Jacob Burckhardt #i /R 545 (1818—1897) , His L ¥ %K .

(7) todo his art credit A EAFEMMBHEAR

( 8) in isolation from his science A% fl#% 2,



The High Renaissance 5

eation (1) of nature that is one of the aims of science.
Leonardo’s unquenchable curiosity is best revealed in his volu-
minous notes, liberally interspersed (2) with sketches dealing
with matters of botany, geology, zoology, hydraulics, military
engineering, animal lore, anatomy, and aspects of physical sci-
ence including mechanics, perspective (3J, light, optics, and
color. Leonardo’s great ambition in his painting, as well as in
his scientific endeavors, was to discover the laws underlying
the flux and processes of nature. With this end in mind he also
studied man and contributed immeasurably to our knowledge of
physiology and psychology (4) . Leonardo believed that reality
in an absolute sense is inaccessible to man(5Jand that we can
know it only through its changing images. Thus, he considered
the eyes to be man’s most vital organs, and sight his most es-
sential function, since through these man can grasp the images
of reality most directly and profoundly. Hence, one may under-
stand Leonardo’s insistence, stated many times in his notes,
that all his scientific investigations were merely aimed at mak-
ing himself a better painter.

Leonardo was born near Florence and was trained in the
studio of Verrocchio {8). But he left Florence in 1481, offering
his services to Ludovico Sforza, Duke of Milan. The political
situation in Florence was uncertain, and the neo-Platonism of
Lorenzo de’ Medici and his brilliant circle may have proved un-

(1) exact delineation ¥§HEZ .

[ 2} liberally interspersed AXEHS4%E (with),

(3 hydraulics n. K 1%, BE R ; animal lore 31#% (55 zoology [ 3L );
anatomy 7. fB#%% mechanics n. /1% ;perspective n. FHL ().

(4) physiology n. 4¥B2; psychology n. LH¥,

(53 inaccessible to man AZFFE B4 R AR A “IK - FF AR REILE
MBS R AR REARK, HiRI R EES KT AR ENHERE T HHA
%7

(6] Verrocchio %% # % (1435—1488), B KX L E XY BB K . B &K
studio HiZE , BIVEE , HIEE
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congenial to the empirical and pragmatic Leonardo(1J It may
be, also, that Leonardo felt that the artistic scene in Milan
would be less competitive. He devoted most of a letter to the
Duke of Milan to advertising his competence and his qualifica-
tions as a military engineer, mentioning only at the end his
supremacy { 2J as a painter and sculptor:

And in short, according to the variety of cases, I can
contrive various and endless means of offence and de-
fence. ... In time of peace I believe I can give perfect
satisfaction and to the equal of any other in architec-
ture and the composition of buildings, public and pri-
vate; and in guiding water from one place to another.
... I can carry out sculpture in marble, bronze, or
clay, and also I can do in painting whatever may be
done, as well as any other, be he whom he may.

The letter illustrates the new relation of the artist with his
patron {3), as well as Leonardo’s breadth of competence. That
he should select military engineering and design to interest a
patron is an index, in addition, of the dangerousness of the
times. (4 )Weaponry had now been developed to the point, es-
pecially in northern Europe, where the siege cannon (5] was a
threat to the feudal castles of those attempting to resist the
wealthy and aggressive new monarchs. When in 1494 Charles
VIII of France invaded Italy, his cannon easily smashed the for-

(1) Lorenzo de’ Medici 57 (1449—1492) % REELIRE 88 Leo X Z
R, A EARBH A; uncongenial to ... 5 -~ A R ; empirical and
pragmatic 2K MFLH,

(2] supremacy n. ¥, #&ig,

(3) patron n. (ZEARFHORI A, FEBAHALIEARZAE,

(4) index ». ¥&8%5, B AMBERN WA FIRALZERFES TR RRITE
BETRERR TR ARG,

[ 5) siege cannon B K4,



The High Renaissance 7

tifications { 1 J of the Italian princes; and by the turn of the cen-
tury, when Italy’s liberties and unity were being trampled by
the aspiring {2} kingdoms of Europe, not only soldiers and ar-
chitects, but artists and humanists were deeply concerned with
the problem of designing a new system of fortifications that
might withstand the terrible new weapon.

During his first sojourn {37 in Milan, Leonardo painted the
Virgin of the Rocks, a group that though it may derive ulti-
mately from Fra Filippo Lippi (47 is well on its way out of the
older tradition. The old triangular composition now broadens
out into three dimensions (5J, making a weighty pyramid. The
linear approach, with its musical play of undulating contours
and crisp edges(6), is abandoned, as Leonardo returns through
the generations of the fifteenth century to Masaccio’s great dis-
covery of chiaroscurol7] the subtle play of light and dark. What
we see is the result of the moving together and interpenetration
of lights and darks, and while “drawn” representations — con-
sisting of contours and edges — can be beautiful, they are real-
ly not true to the optical facts(8). Moreover, a painting must
embody not only physical chiaroscuro but the lights and darks of
human psychology as well. Modeling with light and shadow and
the expression of emotional states were, for Leonardo, the
heart of painting:

A good painter has two chief objects to paint — man

(1) fortifications n. BFH T %,

(2] aspiring a. BFOE#H.

(3) sojourn n. v. B8 EE.

{4 ) Virgin of the Rocks {4 T 2+});Fra Filippo Lippi FIH (14067 —1469) i
RHXLEXBHGF RFEIRER .

{5) broadens ... dimensions ¥ BRI ZH& (RAEFIEE).

[ 6 ) undulating contours and crisp edges KRB EELME RSN

{7) Masaccio BEEFF, 5 F R EEEK ; chiaroscuro n . BAREXT B H:,

(8] not true to the optical facts AF&HFEE LM,
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and the intention of his soul. The former is easy, the
latter hard, for it must be expressed by gestures and
the movement of the limbs. ... A painting will only be
wonderful for the beholder { 1) by making that which is
not so appear raised and detached from the wall.

The figures in the Virgin of the Rocks are knit together not
only as a pyramidal group but as figures sharing the same atmo-
sphere, a method of unification first seen in Masaccio’s Tribute
Money (2), The Madonna, Christ Child, infant John the Bap-
tist, and angel emerge through subtle gradations and nuances
of light and shade (3] from the half-light of the cavernous, vi-
sionary landscape. Light simultaneously veils and reveals(4]
the forms of things, immersing them in a layer of atmosphere
hetween them and our eyes. The ambiguity of light and shade
— familiar in the optical uncertainties of dusk — is in the ser-
vice of the psychological ambiguity of perception. The group
depicted, so strangely wrapped in subtle light and shade,
eludes (5 bur precise definition and interpretation. The figures
pray, point, and bless, and these acts and gestures, though
their meanings are not certain, unite them visually. The angel
points to the infant John, who is blessed by the Christ Child, in
turn sheltered by the Virgin’s loving hand. The melting mood
of tenderness(®J), enhanced by the caressing light, is com-
pounded of yet other moods. What the eye sees is fugitive, as
are the states of the soul, or, in Leonardo’s term, its “inten-

y

tions.’

(1) beholder n. MEE .

(2) Tribute Money (ABLER).

[ 3) The Madonna ... angel 28 ZF 4/ MG HEAB AKX ; subtle gra-
dations and nuances of light and shade BFARZ ) fb¥rAs FI 01822 5.

[ 4] Light ... reveals Y4 Rt R B8,

(5) elude v. SRk BN FEANTLEELRERIE LR

{6 ) melting mood of tenderness FAE K.
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The style of the High Renaissance fully emerges in a car-
toon (a full-size drawing) for a painting of the Virgin and the
Christ Child with St. Anne and the infant John the Baptist. The
glowing light falls gently on the majestic forms, and upon a
tranquil grandeur, order, and balance (1), The figures are ro-
bust and monumental, moving with a stately grace reminiscent
of the Phidian sculptures of the Parthenon (2] Every part is or-
dered by an intellectual, pictorial logic into a sure unity. The
specialized depiction of perspective, anatomy, light, and space
is a thing of the past; Leonardo has assimilated (3] the whole
learning of two centuries and here applies it wholly, in a man-
ner that is classical and complete. This manner of the High Re-
naissance, as Leonardo here authoritatively shows it, is stable
without being static, varied without being confused, and digni-
fied without being dull {4). As in the similar case in Greece, this
brief classical moment that Leonardo inaugurated unified and
balanced the conflicting experiences of a whole culture. (571 It
would be difficult to maintain. In a rapidly changing world the
artist might either repeat the compositions and forms of the day
in a sterile, academic manner (6), or revolt against the time by
denying or exaggerating its principles. For these reasons the
High Renaissance was of short duration, even shorter than the
brief span of the Golden Age of Athens (7] in the fifth century
B.C.

{ 1) tranquil grandeur, order, and balance ZiRAALRN SRFFIGHE

[ 2) reminiscent of f# A[I8#2; Phidian « . (7% B RBEZIZK ) 3FHl W89
the Parthenon 1A & 7 # i (HE L I (LTSGR LM E M) o

(3] assimilate v. Wi,

(4] stable without being static ... dull BEWARRK , LETALE , EFA
i,

(5) inaugurate v. JFEY; HLAE R -meee - FH AR — 8 W a R 25
— I TR A R

(6] ina sterile, academic manner PA—FEFBIFIE M EFFER K.

(7 ) the Golden Age of Athens S & e,
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For the refectory of the church of Santa MariallJ delle
Grazie in Milan, Leonardo painted the Last Supper. In spite of
its ruined state. in part the result of the painter’s own unfortu-
nate experiments with his materials and although it has often
been ineptly (2] restored, the painting is both formally and
emotionally his most impressive work. It is the first great fig-
ure composition (3) of the High Renaissance, and the definitive
interpretation of its theme. Christ and the twelve disciples (¢’
are seated in a simple, spacious room, at a long table set paral-
lel to the picture plane. The highly dramatic action of the
painting is made still more emphatic by the placement of the
group in the austerely quiet setting(5). Christ, with out-
stretched hands, has just said, “One of you will betray me.” A
wave of intense excitement passes through the group as each
disciple asks himself and, in some cases his neighbor, “Is it 1?”
Leonardo has made a brilliant conjunction of the dramatic “One
of you will betray me” with the initiation of the ancient liturgi-
cal ceremony of the Eucharist, (6] when Christ blessing bread
and wine, said “This is my body and this is my blood: do this in
remembrance of (7} me.” The force and lucidity (8] with
which this dramatic moment is expressed are due to the ab-
stract organization of the composition. In the center Christ is in

(1) For the ... Santa Maria 33 F]| I {58 Bt 89 & B (refectory ) (i - 3 #F i
TEE(REHRE).

(2] ineptly ad. i, R85 L (B E) ;A4 materials 158Uk

(3] figure composition A¥HIE .

(4) disciples n. 115,158,

{5) in the austerely quiet setting B FHLHHAETRT.

(6 ) made a brilliant conjunction of A with B # A 5 B RI5 b4 &8 3% ; initi-
ation of the ancient liturgical ceremony of the Eucharist F i 2R
=K

(7) in remembrance of A&,

(8) lucidity n. HE, HHIHIH,
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perfect repose (1), the still eye of the swirling emotion around
him. Isolated from the disciples his figure is framed by the cen-
tral window at the back, the curved pediment of which (the on-
ly curve in the architectural framework and here serving as a
halo) (2) arches above his head, which is the focal point!3J of
all perspective lines in the composition. Thus, the still, psy-
chological focus and cause of the action is at the same time the
perspective focus as well as the dead center (4J of the two-di-
mensional surface; one could say that the two-dimensional, the
three-dimensional, and the psychodimensional focuses are one
and the same (5) The agitated disciples, registering a whole
range of rationally ordered, idealized, and proportionate re-
sponses {63, embracing fear, doubt, protestation, rage. and
love, are represented in four groups of three, united among
and within themselves by the gestures and postures of the fig-
ures. Leonardo sacrifices traditional iconography to pictorial
and dramatic consistency {77 by placing Judas on the same side
of the table as Jesus and the other disciples. His face in shad-
ow, he clutches a money bag in his right hand and reaches for-
ward his left to fulfill(8) the Master’s declaration: “Behold,
the hand of him that betrayeth (?) me is with me on the table.”
The two disciples at either end of the table are more quiet than
the others, as if to enclose the overall movement, which is

{ 1) in perfect repose (BB AR NLIE,

{2 ) curved pediment (B b AY)BHZRAEILTEM ;halo #. IR, F.

(3] focal point (FTH BMEN ) L.

(4] dead center IE%.

{5) the two-dimensional ... the same .4 . Z4E 7.0 BIYE ) & s[4

[ 6) registering ... responses B/ RS BEREEYE A &K B (L Al
AHFRAG BB

[ 7) sacrifices ... to ... consistency ¥tk T £ 52 LAK B B 15 55 3B ) -~
B

(8] fulfill BHR“LARE (BREREEMES )"

{9 ) betrayeth=betrays,
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more intense closer to the figure of Christ, whose calm at the
same time halts and intensifies it. We know from numerous
preparatory studies that Leonardo thought of each figure as car-
rying a particular charge and type of emotion. Like a skilled
stage director — perhaps the first in the modern sense — he
has carefully read the gospel story and scrupulously cast his ac-
tors(1]) as their roles are described. With him begins that
rhetoric (2 of classical art that will direct the compositions of
generations of painters until the nineteenth century. The si-
lence of Christ is one such powerful rhetorical device. Indeed,
Heinrich Wolfflin saw that the classical element is precisely
here, for in the silence following Christ’s words “the original
impulse and the emotional excitement continue to echo and the
action is at once(3)momentary, eternal and complete.” The
two major trends of fifteenth-century painting — monumentali-
ty and mathematically ordered space at the expense of move-
ment, and freedom of movement at the expense of monumen-
tality and controlled space — are here harmonized and bal-
anced (4). The Last Supper and Leonardo’s career leading up to
it are at once a synthesis of the artistic developments of the fif-
teenth century and a first statement of the High Renaissance
style of the early sixteenth in Italy.

If Leonardo’s Last Supper is the most famous of religious
pictures, the Mona Lisa is probably the world’s most famous
portrait. (5] Since the nineteenth century, perhaps earlier, the
enigmatic face has been a part of Western folklore (6] Painted

(1) gospel story #BE S ; scrupulously cast his actors /NI i 4 3% 5 51,

(2) rhetoric n. B, BHIR  MAMEZRIEBF, LRRE "# o

(3) atonce FE;FRDB R ZITHREREMN, LEAETEERN,”

(4] monumentality £ EMXAE MM at the expense of ... - PLoeees
fEf 4t ;are here harmonized and balanced FE3X B 18 F T FIil At .

(5) Mona Lisa (G- M75):portrait ¥4,

(6] enigmatic a. B —fRAY, 4 AHMERM ;folklore RiaJEE, BRI,



