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Michelangelo lived in Italy during
an exciting period of progress
and change in Europe. We now
call this period the Renaissance,
from a French word meaning

rebirth. Michelangelo was not

only a painter, he was also a
sculptor, architect, and poet. He is considered to be one of

the greatest masters of the Renaissance.

Starting in the 1300s, the Renaissance was a time when
scholars, sculptors, and painters rediscovered the great
works of ancient Greece and Rome—their philosophy,
literature, science, architecture, and art. This inspired
them to ask questions about the world around them. They

began to investigate how the world really works and looks.

Artists and sculptors rapidly developed new sKills in
sculpture and more realistic and ambitious ways to paint.
As the artists became more skilled, they gained in
confidence and technical ability and produced some of the

finest works the world has ever seen.
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The medieval period lasted roughly from 500 AD until the
mid-1400s. Throughout this period, almost all the painters and
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Close-up of a scribe at work, from the education and schools, as well as book production and libraries.

sculptors in Europe worked for the Church. The Church was

wealthy and powerful. Monks and priests were in charge of all

[talian manuscript . Books were made by hand, painstakingly copied out and often

beautifully illustrated—or “illuminated” —with paintings.
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Some of the most beautiful early
manuscript illuminations were made for the
court of the Frankish emperor Charlemagne
(c.742—814), who ruled over much of
Europe from his base at Aachen, now in
western Germany. Monks continued to
improve their artistic skills for the next six
centuries, producing extraordinary work.
Many of the foundations for the
development of European art were laid in
these books.Books were carried around and
copied by other monks. This meant that the
techniques of drawing and painting used to

make the manuscripts could also be shared.

The monks stopped producing illuminated
manuscripts only after the invention of
printing in the 1400s. Suddenly it became
much easier and cheaper to produce books
on a printing press, so the slow and
painstaking work of the manuscript

illuminator was no longer needed.
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An illuminated manuscript, made
in Italy in the 1300s.
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Dice-makers, illustrated in a 13th-century book of songs by
the Spanish king Alfonso X (“the Wise”).

The “paper” used for illuminated manuscripts was
made of thin sheets of animal skin or parchment.
The writers, called scribes, wrote the words first,
using inks and dip-pens, leaving spaces for the

paintings.

The artists applied paint with fine brushes made of
animal hair. Their paints were made from plant
material or minerals, such as iris sap (green), lead
(red ), soot (black), and the semiprecious stone
lapis lazuli (light blue). Gold was also applied in very

fine sheets and attached to the page with gum.
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Christians liked to decorate the interior of their churches; carvings, mosaics,
paintings, and stained glass all brightened up the church, and made the space
seem richer, more magical. Monks, especially in northern Europe, had shown
their ability to create beautiful paintings on a tiny scale in their illuminated
manuscripts. But large-scale paintings remained stylized. Many were delicate
and were destroyed by damp and age. A change came in Italy in the 1200s, when
artists brought fresh inspiration to their larger pieces, and used more lasting
techniques such as fresco and tempera. With fresco, they painted in wet plaster
directly onto the walls. With tempera, a water-based paint mixed with egg yolk,
they painted on wooden panels.
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One of the first early masters of fresco
painting was an artist from Florence, in
Italy, called Giotto di Bondone, known
simply as Giotto (¢.1267—1337). He did
two famous series of paintings. The first is
in the Arena Chapel, which was built by a
rich merchant named Enrico Scrovegni, in
Padua, near Venice. It illustrates the life of
the Virgin Mary and her family, and the
death of Christ. The second series ">
portrays the life of the ever popular St. '
Francis (c.1180—1226) at the Basilica of -

St.Francis in Assisi, in Italy.
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A group of angels, from Giotto’ s Adoration of St.Francis (c.1300), one of the
series of frescoes in the Basilica of St.Francis, Assisi.
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The Dream of Joachim (the father of
the Virgin Mary) (C.1303—1305),
a fresco by Giotto in the Arena
Chapel, Padua.

Both series create a richly decorative effect. It
is as though the walls of the church are covered
with colorful wallpaper—but without any
repeated patterns. The pictures also tell a story,
like a comic strip. But what set Giotto apart
from other artists was the new sense of drama

and emotion that he put into his paintings.

Earlier artists had been content to paint flatter,
more stylized images. Giotto "s figures, on the
other hand, look three-dimensional and
rounded, with individualized faces and
carefully painted, realistic-looking clothes.
They look like real people. Giotto had a major
influence on later painters in Florence, and

many of the traditions of European painting

can be traced back to his work.
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The altar is the main focus of a Christian church and
the center of devotion and worship. Special
paintings were made to decorate the altar area, and
to act as a focus for prayer. Usually these were not
painted on the walls themselves, but on planks of

wood, using tempera.

Altarpieces featured key figures in the Christian SCUE By R i) % B, 1 5 i 1% (Cimabue) £ il ££ K
S B i — W6 Rtz Bl AE T 1275 A A

faith, such as Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary (the
Maesta (Madonna of the Angels), an altarpiece by Cimabue,

Madonna), the Apostles, and the saints and martyrs. . .
) p s : Y painted on wood in about 1275.

Many of the skills of manuscript illumination were

used to create these altarpieces, including the

application of gold leaf for the background and the

saints "~ halos.
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One of the greatest early painters of altarpieces was
Cenni de Pepo, known as Cimabue (c.1240—1302),
who also painted frescoes. Details of his life are
vague, and it is not certain which paintings are really
his. He worked in Florence, and is thought to have
painted several important religious works, including
several Maesta. Literally meaning “Majesty,”
Maesta is the term used to describe a painting of the
Madonna on a throne holding the child Jesus,
surrounded by saints and angels. Like Giotto,
Cimabue is credited with bringing a more natural

look to human figures.

One of the most famous altarpieces of the time was
painted for the cathedral of nearby Siena by Duccio
di Buoninsegna, known simply as Duccio (worked c.
1278 —1319). It is painted on two sides: on one side
is a large Maesta, and on the other the main section
shows 26 scenes depicting the Passion—the series of
events leading to, including, and following Christ s
crucifixion. Duccio s work, like Duccio s, brought a
new sense of realism to his paintings. They inspired

artists to seek ways to paint images that imitated the

@ kLA PR B ™ 1% (F
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The front panel from Duccio’s
Maesta (Madonna Enthroned)
(1308—1311), in Siena.
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Fresco means “fresh” in Italian: it was a way of
painting on a wall using fresh, wet plaster. First,
the artists made a sketch on the wall using

charcoal, and then the lines were painted over

with a red color called sinopia.

Next, the design was covered in a layer of fine
wet plaster. The colors were applied using
paints made of powdered color mixed with
water. In this way, the color was absorbed into
the wall, then dried with the plaster, leaving a

hard, permanent surface.

With tempera, artists used similar paints, mixed
with water and “tempered” with some kind of
gum or glue, usually egg yolk. It was used for
panel painting, before oil painting began to
replace it in the 1400s. Colors were limited, and
had to be built up layer upon layer.
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When Duccio’s Maesta was completed, it was
~ paraded from the artist’s studio to the

cathedral to celebrate Siena’s victory

over Florence in battle.
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Detail of St. Francis, from Cimabue’ s Maesta
(Enthroned Madonna with St.Francis), a fresco
in the Church of St.Francis, Assisi. It shows how
fresco artists created shadow by using fairly

rough brushstrokes of deeper color.
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While Christians were decorating their churches in
richly colored scenes from the Bible, Muslim artists
were taking a different course. Fearing the worship of

discouraged artists from illustrating people or
animals. Instead, Muslim artists devised patterns of
extraordinary complexity and beauty. They used
these designs to decorate their mosques, books, and
carpets.
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(1628), in Agra, India.

Islam was founded by the Prophet
Muhammad (¢.570—632), and it spread
rapidly by conquest into Asia and across
North Africa, reaching Spain in 711 AD.
At first, the artists and architects of this
new religion adopted the styles of the
conquered lands. But by about 850 AD
they had developed a distinctive western
Islamic style. This included such features
as domed mosques with minarets, and calm
prayer halls decorated with colored tiles

arranged in intricate geometric patterns.

By the time Cimabue and Duccio were at
work in Italy, Islamic artists had created
some of the most sumptuous and ornate
buildings in the world. In about 960—976
AD, for instance, the Great Mosque in
Cordoba, Spain, was decorated with a
domed ceiling, covered inside with

glittering mosaics in gold and blue.
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false gods, the early leaders of the Islamic religion al-Dauba Tomb) (1628) £ 1 [ % fi K 2 1 % 1 .
Painted marble decoration at the I’ timad al-Dauba Tomb
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