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What this is:
These pages are part of a framework for students studying 

NCEA Level 3 Art History. It is by no means a definitive 
document, but a work in progress that is intended to sit 
alongside internet resources and all the other things we 
normally do in class. 

Unfortunately, illustrations have had to be taken out in 
order to ensure that copyright is not infringed. Students could 
download and print their own images by doing a Google image 
search.

How to use it:
All tasks and information are geared to the three external 

Achievement Standards. I have found that repeated use of the 
charts reinforces the skills required for the external standards 
and gives students confidence in using the language. 

It is up to you how you use what is here. You can print pages 
off as they are, or use the format idea and the templates to 
create your own pages.

You will find pages on:

• cast of major characters

• codes - colour & numbers

• background

• Masaccio

• Alberti

• revision charts

• crossword

• glossary

• vocabulary for discussing art works

• references

• templates

Hoping this helps in some way.



3

15th Century Italian Painting

The �5th century laid the foundations of painting which are built 
on for the next 500 years, broken down only in the �0th century by 
artists such as Picasso and Cezanne. 

We need to be able to answer the following questions:

�. How did the styles of Italian painters change over the �5th 
century ?

�. Why did those stylistic changes occur? (the context)

3. What were the codes Leonardo and other artists used and why 
did they use them? (iconography)

By the time Leonardo began his artistic career, painters were 
free to create scenes of much more earthly inspiration. Whereas 
Medieval artists were taught to rely on faith, not the evidence of 
their own eyes, Leonardo trusted only in nature. 

Artists drew many of their subjects from ancient myths. 
Portrait painting of wealthy patrons and members of their 
families had become a profitable business for the artist, due in 
large part to the innovation of oil paint, and the artist’s status 
rose as a consequence.

Influenced by classical writings and existing art works, artists 
of the �5th century began to use linear perspective in order 
to create the illusion of a real space in which their figures set 
examples of good citizenship and devotion to continuing 
Christ’s work on the earth, not just in heaven. The rise of wealthy 
merchants and princes, educated in classical ideas, ensured that 
the church was not the only patron of the arts and the choice of 
subjects for art works was broadened.

‘Renaissance’ means rebirth and refers to a period in Italy 
when interest in the art and ideas of the classical world of 
Greece and Rome were reborn after a period of �000 years of 
what some �4th century intellectuals called the Dark Ages, but 
which we generally refer to as the Middle Ages. This period was 
dominated by the Christian church which was the main patron 
of everything from altarpieces to soaring Gothic cathedrals. 

The differences between Medieval and Renaissance art 
become most marked in 

• subject matter
• depiction of space and setting
• use of scale
The subject matter of painting before the Renaissance 

was mainly religious, concerned most of all with provoking 
a religious reaction in viewers in order to help them to focus 
on heavenly things. Painters were not interested in making a 
picture realistic- they did not use perspective in a consistent 
way. The more important figures in the painting were frequently 
made larger than all the others, and often landscape was 
omitted completely, replaced by gold backgrounds which 
signified the heavens.

What was the Renaissance?
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Jesus Christ 
Son of God, the Christ, third member of the Trinity, born 

by Virgin birth and adored by 3 Wise Men/Magi/Kings and 
shepherds, both divine and human, the Messiah, baptised 
by John the Baptist, betrayed by Judas, crucified between � 
thieves by Pontius Pilate at about 30, was resurrected on the 
third day, appeared to his disciples (see Thomas), ascended to 
God, symbols include the anemone, grapes, the rope, the palm 
(martyrdom and victory over death).

Mary 
Virgin Mary/ Madonna, was told by angel Gabriel that she was 

to give birth to the Son of God, married Joseph, was present 
at the Crucifixion with Mary Magdalene and the disciple John, 
always wears blue (heavenly/purity or semi-divine status). Red 
garments, indicating her earthly flesh, also have associations 
with blood and make associations with suffering and the blood/
wine of communion. Mary traditionally wears these colours to 
symbolise the union of heaven and earth which took place in 
her body with the incarnation of Jesus.

Other symbols include the Madonna lily and veil symbolising 
purity,  harbour/port as place of refuge, walled garden or closed 
door showing her virginity, iris with spear shaped leaves which 
symbolise her sorrow, the cedar, the vine. The throne on which 
Mary sits associates her with the role of Queen of Heaven.

John the Baptist 
Son of Elizabeth – a relation of Mary’s, lived in the desert 

eating locusts and wild honey, dressed in animal skins, baptised 
Jews in preparation for the coming of the Messiah, was jailed 
and beheaded by Herod – King of the Jews and Roman 
employee, often shown pointing at Jesus because his task was 
to prepare the way for the Messiah, also shown with reed cross.

Cast of Major Characters in 15th Century Italian Painting

Judas 
One of Jesus’ �� disciples, pointed Jesus out to the authorities 

with a kiss for 30 pieces of silver then hanged himself from a 
carob tree, shown with bag of coins.

John the disciple/ the beloved/the Evangelist
The disciple Jesus loved, present at the foot of the cross, 

always shown as young, long haired and beardless, asleep in 
Jesus’ lap at the Last Supper.

Peter 
The most impetuous of the disciples, also called Simon, Jesus 

called him Peter (meaning rock) and said, 

“on this rock I will build my church, “

cut off a soldier’s ear when Jesus was captured in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, led the church after Jesus’ death.

Thomas 
Doubting Thomas, the disciple who insisted on putting his 

finger into Jesus’ wounds when Jesus first appeared to the 
disciples after his resurrection.

Mary Magdalene 
One of the women who followed Jesus, providing for 

him, traditionally confused with a prostitute, present at the 
crucifixion, the first to see the resurrected Jesus therefore the 
first witness.

Holy Spirit 
Holy Ghost, second member of the Trinity, God’s messenger 

or word. Symbols = dove, rays of gold light.

God 
Creator of the world, first member of the Trinity, Jehovah to 

the Jews, white bearded figure.

Colour
blue   the most expensive colour, heaven, holiness
gold   heaven, divinity - held to be the colour of light
white   purity, chastity, peace, spiritual transcendence
red   blood, martyrdom, suffering
green   justice or fertility and new life
black   death, mourning, sin
purple   royalty and imperial power or penance
grey  death of the body - the colour of ashes, repentance   
 and humility
brown  Franciscan dress symbolising renunciation of the   
  world

Conventional iconography (symbolism) was important in �4th 
and �5th century Christian art because it provided artists with a 
visual language that they knew would be understood by their 
public. Therefore, the images on the frescoes and altar panels 
that decorated churches were a way of conveying Christian 
stories and the use of familiar iconography enabled viewers to 
read these stories. 

Cracking the Codes
Numbers
� the unity of God
� the humanity and divinity of Jesus or the Old and New  
 Testaments
3 the Trinity (Father God, Son Jesus and the Holy Spirit)
4 the number of the evangelists, gospels and cardinal   
 virtues
5 Christ’s wounds
7 the number of perfection,  gifts of the Holy Spirit and   
 days of creation
8 Christ’s resurrection and immortality
9 angels - there are 9 angelic choirs
�0 commandments
�� disciples and gates of New Jerusalem (Heaven)

Shapes
circle     heaven, spirit, completeness, God
rectangle or square earth, matter
triangle     the Trinity
octagon    Jesus unifying God and earth -   
   octagon is halfway between the   
   circle and the square
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Why did the Renaissance happen?

2. Humanism 

Humanism is essentially a belief in the improvement of 
humankind using classical ideas.

Italian life in the �4th and �5th centuries was lived among 
the vast ruins of the ancient Roman Empire, which suggested a 
glorious, golden past. Florence prided itself on being a republic 
in the style of their Roman ancestors.

In the �4th century, an Italian poet named Francesco Petrarch, 
insisted that reviving the ideas of the ancient world would 
also revive its splendours. Petrarch and his followers called 
themselves humanists because they defended and glorified 
the value of man’s life on earth. They believed that mankind 
had unlimited potential which each individual should strive to 
achieve. Renaissance humanists still accepted the existence of 
God but also shared many of the ideas of the ancient pagan 
world.

Humanism was a response to the need for better knowledge 
in law, rhetoric, grammar, history and philosophy as commerce 
grew. Humanists looked back to the classical world for this 
knowledge. 

The discovery and translation in Florence in�400 of a 
manuscript by Ptolemy from before �00 AD was important in 
the development of linear perspective, as were writings by the 
Roman architect, Vitruvius, which were rediscovered by scholars 
in �4�4. 

Large discoveries of classical documents in the �430s by 
Poggio, the manuscript hunter, meant that there were a large 
number of humanist scholars in Florence.

1. Franciscan Naturalism
In the Middle Ages, the Church taught that life was important 

mainly because the way it was lived had an effect on the soul’s 
fate after death. However, the Franciscan and Dominican orders 
of monks began in the �3th century to preach divine love and 
mercy to the common people, in the common language rather 
than in Latin, in village squares more often than in churches. 

Whereas the ��th century writer Peter Damian had insisted 
that the world was too filthy for the holy mind to think about 
without being corrupted, St Francis found God’s goodness 
everywhere. Religion was to be based on love for humanity 
rather than fear. Franciscans did not avoid the world but 
celebrated creation. As a result, art began to change from work 
that focused on heaven to work that encouraged people to look 
after God’s creation on earth.

Giotto, who lived in the late �3th century, painted scenes 
from the New Testament and the life of St Francis that were 
full of human drama, naturalistically portrayed. Unfortunately 
many of his changes were not picked up by subsequent artists 
because of the consequences of the Black Death which was a 
constant scourge in Europe at that time. 

The Church Council of Florence from �438 on brought 
distinguished churchmen from all over Europe. They would 
have all had humanist advisers with them – people who could 
write their documents.

The architect Alberti was himself a well respected humanist, 
from a family of papal bankers in the �4th century, and had an 
enormous influence in �5th century Italy through his writings.

Many of the princes and rulers were educated by humanist 
scholars, which in turn created a demand for art works with 
humanist / classical subject matter. The rediscovery of classical 
art that glorified human beauty and emphasized individual 
differences had an enormous effect on artists. 

The Medici and the Duke of Urbino were the most important 
of these rulers in �5th century Italy. Cosimo de Medici set up a 
school based on the ideas of Plato to which he invited artists 
like Michelangelo. 

3. Scientific Enquiry 
The inquiring spirit of the Renaissance also revived the study 

of science. Ancient manuscripts were collected and studied 
carefully for knowledge that had been lost for centuries. The 
se writings set the example for attempting to understand the 
world by means of science, medicine and technology.

Christopher Columbus was exploring the newly spherical 
world, developing new trade routes and further expanding 
scientific understanding. He travelled to the Americas in �49�.

Artists now needed to understand perspective in order to 
create the illusion of three-dimensional space in which to place 
their increasingly naturalist figures.

Leonardo was not as interested in working from classical 
models as working directly from nature. However, he was a 
typical Renaissance thinker who carefully researched classical 
authors and wanted to put ideas to the test to see if they 
squared with the evidence of experience. Whether he was 
devising a new way to mix paint, attempting to explain the 
anatomy of the human body, or questioning the assumption 
of the time that the sun revolved around the earth, he would 
begin by rejecting traditional answers until he had satisfied 
himself that they were correct. He was prepared to risk trouble 
with the church in order to dissect dead bodies.

The idea that Masaccio suddenly and independently began  
the Renaissance cannot be sustained when placed in the context 
of what had been happening in Italy before he was born. Artistic 
developments are always interconnected with their context. The 
seeds of Humanism were present already in the teachings of St 
Francis, and naturalism could be seen in the International Gothic  
work of Gentile da Fabriano.
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4. Economics
• wealthy patrons
• status of mathematics

Periods of intellectual growth are often a by-product of 
economic prosperity. Renaissance Florence, the largest city in 
Europe at this time, was rich from the banking profits of families 
like the Medici, papal bankers and merchants who also bought 
English wool which they had processed in Northern Europe and 
woven in Florence for export. By �400, Florentine bankers had 
branches throughout Europe, and traders went from Asia to 
Africa.

It was the age of flourishing artisans and skilled craftsmen. 
There was competition between Italian city states to have 
the most beautiful city, and the guilds, like our trade unions, 
commissioned art works as well as took on the responsibility for 
maintaining some of the important buildings in Florence.

It was also considered important for wealthy people to 
contribute to the prestige of their city by commissioning 
art works to beautify it. They sponsored the building and 
decoration of family chapels where their lives would be 
commemorated after their death - the Brancacci are one 
example. Patrons also commissioned portraits in both stone 
and paint - the Lenzis, who sponsored Masaccio’s Trinity, are an 
example of this.

The return of the Medici family from exile in �434 brought 
other wealthy families back and increased commissions. 
The most famous Medici was Lorenzo who was called the 
Magnificent because of the number of his public commissions.

Alongside the existence in Florence of wealthy patrons was 
the fact that Florence was an economy that was based on 
mathematics - in its trading and banking activities, mathematics 
was essential. This resulted in an education system where 
mathematics was the most significant subject taught, and art 
works which showed mathematical skills appealed directly to 
people educated in this way.

Paintings that used linear perspective and proportions that 
showed their understanding of mathematics would have also 
increased the status of the artist in Florence. Alberti stressed 
the importance of mathematics as the underlying principle of 
all the arts. Architecture was based on the proportions of the 
human body as it was in the time of Vitruvius. After all, God was 
the great mathematician and architect who had laid out the 
earth using clear mathematical proportions and rules.

Why did the Renaissance happen?

�. How did the Franciscans change the emphasis of art?

�. Why didn’t other artists pick up Giotto’s innovations  
 straight away?

3. With what was Humanism concerned?

4. Why were Humanists an essential part of �5th century  
 Italian society?

5. Why was the �5th century more concerned with   
 understanding the world than had been the case in the  
 Middle Ages?

�. What reasons can you find for wealthy Florentines  
 wanting to commission works of art?
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      Medieval Ideas vs Renaissance Ideas

Context of the Renaissance
-what factors contributed to its birth?

Prevailing philosophy
People can only access God through the church    People can access God directly
People must be spiritual          People must be moral and good citizens
People wonder at God’s creation    People analyse the actual nature of existence
People develop by Christian mysticism   People develop by Humanism
Human body is sinful     Human body is noble
Reward is in heaven     Earthly fame is achieved by worthy actions

Prevailing artistic style
Repetition      Invention
Large, hierarchical figures    Consistent scale
Stiff, set poses      Interaction, gestures and movement
Shallow space      Spatial depth
Gold backgrounds     Local landscapes
Ethereal, unrealistic forms    Realistic 3 dimensional figures and nudity
Divine light      Natural light, space and colours
Gothic       Classical revival
Biblical subjects      Biblical and portraits and increasing secular 
      

Medieval                                                                                                       Renaissance

  
Renaissance
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The Road to Renaissance

Giotto
Giotto and the depiction of form

Giotto got rid of Byzantine styled compartmentalised figures 
and scenes of the kind seen in Bonaventura’s St Francis of ��35 
as well as the gold-striated drapery seen in the work of Cimabue 
for example. Instead he used:

• clear, uniform light
• simply defined forms
• figures in various poses
• landscape as a frame for the main action
• the beginnings of foreshortening

Giotto’s legacy
Unfortunately, the late �340s brought financial ruin to 

Florentine banking houses. The famine and plague of �34� to 
�348 resulted in a return to the Church and the Byzantine style 
of art which was very flat and traditional. Coupled with this was 
opposition to the Franciscans by the rival Dominican order who 
opposed the illusionism that Giotto had presented.

Government by conservative committee in Florence 
from �375 to �400 along with economic depression and 
wars reinforced this late Gothic style which emphasised the 
repetition of older styles unconcerned with representing the 
real. 

It was not until the �4�0s in Florence that Giotto’s innovations 
were picked up by Masaccio, who became known as the 
inheritor of Giotto’s style: 

• the monumentality
• dramatic portrayal of character
• interest in portraying the humanity of contemporary life. 

Masaccio integrated what he knew of Giotto’s work 
with selected features from a more contemporary style - 
International Gothic.

Before Giotto
In the �000 years or so before Giotto, artists worked in what is 

called the Byzantine style. This was the style of icons created in 
churches using mosaic and paint. The Byzantine style featured:

• stylised forms
• emphasis on colour, line and rhythm
• ornament
• symbolism
• largely frontal or profile, solemn, elongated figures

Giotto’s innovations
Giotto was not the only artist working in a style that was more 

naturalistic than that inherited from the Byzantines, but he is 
the most well known, particularly for his Arena Chapel frescoes 
in Padua. In the late �3th century, Giotto had presented more 
naturalistic art works by:

• giving his figures more dramatic gestures and expressions
• overlapping figures instead of stacking them
• using figures that were more consistent in size instead of     

 hieratic - the more important figures painted bigger   
 than less important ones

This change in attitude is largely due to the Franciscan 
concern with presenting a more naturalistic view of the 
Christian stories in order to teach the public. A more 
realistic approach to space was needed in order for people 
to understand the stories and make them relevant to 
contemporary society.

Giotto and the depiction of space
Previous artists in Italy had developed what is called an 

intuitive depiction of space. Giotto’s paintings show that he 
formulated rules which may be summarised as: 

• those lines and planes situated above eye level should   
 appear to incline downwards as they move away from the   
 spectator 

• those lines below eye level should incline upwards; those to  
 the left should incline inwards to the right 

• those lines to the right should incline inwards to the left.

However this more geometric technique was not widely used 
by Giotto’s’ followers. Most artists seem to have been suspicious 
of a method which was time consuming and not largely 
appreciated by patrons.

Giotto: Raising of Lazarus after 1305
fresco, Arena Chapel, Padua

What were Giotto’s contributions to 15th century 
painting in Florence?
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The Road to Renaissance 

International Gothic - Gentile da Fabriano

Gentile da Fabriano: Adoration of the Magi 1422 
panel, 5�� x 450cm, Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence

Florentine art at the beginning of the �5th century was 
dominated by a late Gothic form which is referred to as 
International because it was a style that was also current 
throughout most of Europe. It seems to have begun in the 
Franco-Flemish area but spread quickly through pilgrimage 
and trade routes because of its preference for small works. Its 
common features were:

• rich ornamentation 
• realistic detail
• elegant forms
• gold detailing

Gentile da Fabriano arrived in Florence around �4�0 from 
Northern Italy, moving to Siena by �4�5. He died in Rome in 
�4�7. Somewhere he had seen Northern European paintings, 
perhaps even the Limbourg brothers’ Book of Hours which 
shows rich processions of figures and horses. 

Gentile emphasised rich colours and many aspects of nature, 
but was still using the Trecento (�4th century) methods of 
inconsistent scale and gold leaf as the background. He does not 
use perspective, but his shadows and representation of night 
scenes was startlingly new.

Gentile’s contribution
By �4�3 all Florence could see Gentile’s Adoration of the Magi 

which was commissioned for the richest man in Florence, an 
opponent of the exiled Medici. In the right arch of the Adoration 
of the Magi, showing the kings’ arrival in Bethlehem, they ride 
up a steep hill, casting long shadows. More shadows are cast 
by olive trees onto the town walls. While shadows did appear 
in paintings before Gentile, this is the first time that light and 
shadow is represented as it really is.

While Masaccio rejected Gentile’s brilliant colours, luxurious 
fabrics, and the realistic depictions of plants and animals, he was 
impressed by Gentile’s representation of deep landscape space, 
atmosphere and light, and his ability to place his figures within 
space. 

What were Gentile’s contributions to 15th century 
painting in Florence?

Gentile da Fabriano: Madonna and Child from the Quarteresi Altarpiece 
completed �4�5 

Gentile’s Madonna and Child from the Quarteresi Altarpiece is 
typical of his International Gothic style in its decorativeness and 
detail. The stacking of the angels do not create a sense of space 
and there is no attempt at linear perspective. 
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Masaccio: Madonna and Child from the 
San Giovanale Altarpiece 1422 

panel, S Giovenale, Cascia di Reggello

Iconography:

Masaccio
the San Giovanale  Altarpiece 

Altarpieces were placed on the altar or table at the front 
of the church where the priest celebrated the Mass or 
communion. There was usually a rail in front of the altar where 
the congregation could kneel or stand to take the bread. 

The triptych altarpiece was made up of 3 separate panels, 
hinged together so that the side panels could be closed at 
appropriate times during the church calendar. The central panel 
often contained a maesta - the Virgin in majesty - where the 
Virgin Mary is seated on a throne and holds the Christ child. She 
is often surrounded by saints and angels.

The San Giovanale Altarpiece  is the first known work by 
Tommaso Masaccio, although it is unsigned. It is part of a 
triptych which includes saints on either side. What artistic influences can be seen in Masaccio’s 

earliest work?

• Giotto

• Donatello

Influence of Giotto
The painting shows the influence of Giotto in its solidly 

constructed figures and placement of the figures in space. The 
haloes are circular, the throne and lancet arch of the frame are 
all Gothic in style.

The Virgin and Child are enthroned in the centre, the Child 
sucking his fingers and holding a veil in his left hand which 
foreshadows his burial shroud. 

Influence of Donatello
It has been suggested that the monumentality of the central 

figures is evidence of Masaccio’s early relationship with the 
sculptor Donatello (see p �� for more on this.), but it could 
also be seen as part of Giotto’s heritage. The particular pose 
of one of the flanking saints holding the shepherd’s crook 
relates strongly to a statue being worked on at the time by 
Donatello, and the way the Virgin’s hand holds the child’s 
shoulder has been compared to a terra-cotta statue of the 
Virgin and Child attributed to Donatello. The Virgin’s right hand 
firmly supports the weight of the Child with his feet shown in 
skilful foreshortening, again showing evidence of Masaccio’s 
understanding of three-dimensional form. 
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Tommaso Masaccio’s first existing major commission was for a 
large, multi-panelled altarpiece completed in �4�� for the choir 
screen of a chapel in the church of Santa Maria del Carmine in 
Pisa.

This is one of the earliest altarpieces to demonstrate the 
newly discovered rules of single-point linear perspective. 
The throne and the two lutes are drawn according to those 
rules. The Child’s halo is not a flat punched disc like those of 
the angels and the Virgin, which are painted in the traditional 
medieval way, but reflects the new interest in perspective: it is 
drawn as an ellipse - a circle in perspective. This, along with the 
convincingly three-dimensional throne, creates depth despite 
the traditional gold background, the gold signifying heaven. The 
Madonna is here enthroned as the Queen of Heaven. 

The throne is classical, rather than Gothic, incorporating 
Corinthian, Ionic (shown sideways) and Composite columns, 
reflecting the interest in the classical shown by the Florentine 
architect Brunelleschi. 

The pattern of the throne step is taken from classical 
sarcophagi (coffin), referring to the inevitable death of Christ. 
The grapes that the Christ child eats refers to the wine of the 
Mass/Eucharist/Holy Communion and so suggests Christ’s 
blood shed on the cross. 

Another feature of the painting that increased the feeling 
of depth is the strong light coming from the upper left, giving 
form to the Virgin’s knees and the Child’s head. 

Critics see the monumentally three-dimensional figures as 
evidence that Masaccio had been influenced by the sculpture 
of his friend Donatello, while the treatment of light and shadow 
show the influence of Gentile.

What is revolutionary here?
• directional light
• cast shadows on back of throne
• elliptical halo of Christ creates depth
• Christ’s hair reflected in his halo
• single point linear perspective (see page ��)

Masaccio
Pisa Madonna

Masaccio: Madonna and Child from Pisa Altarpiece 1426 
panel, �35 x 7�cm, National Gallery, London

Iconography:
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Masaccio, Donatello and Brunelleschi

Donatello: Saint George and the Dragon c 1417 
39 x ��0cm Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence

Masaccio was particularly impressed by the sculptor 
Donatello’s expressive faces, bodies, and drapery.

He may have been inspired to paint his crucifixion for the 
position above the Madonna and Child in the Pisa Altarpiece 
by seeing Donatello’s wooden crucifixion at Santa Croce from 
below. Masaccio’s Christ seems to have no neck, as though the 
artist had been kneeling below. Donatello’s Christ is life size and 
naturalistically painted. 

Donatello was working in Pisa at the same time as Masaccio. 
In July �4�� he collected a payment on behalf of Masaccio, 
and in December he witnessed one of the payments due to 
Masaccio. 

Masaccio: Crucifixion from Pisa Altarpiece 1426-7 
panel, Museo di Capodimonte, Naples

Donatello: Crucifixion at Santa Croce c1412 wood

The beginnings of linear perspective
Donatello’s relief of Saint George and the Dragon for the 

base of a sculpture of St George, completed around �4�7, is 
one of the earliest known examples of linear perspective. The 
background right of the relief shows the arches of the building 
reducing in size into the distance.
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Masaccio 

The Trinity
In what was probably his last work, Masaccio has used linear 

perspective to create an illusionary chapel - what Vasari referred 
to as a hole in the wall. This crucifixion is completely different to 
the Crucifixion from the Pisa Altarpiece of only a year or so before. 
The most obvious difference is the use of linear perspective to 
create the illusion of space.

 God the Father stands behind the Son who is shown 
crucified and the Holy Ghost hovers between them in the form 
of a dove on the strong vertical axis. Again the body of Christ 
bears a distinct relationship with that of Donatello’s Christ.

The figures of May and John the Evangelist at the base of the 
cross form the base of a triangle with God’s halo as the apex. 
The figures of the donors, the Lenzis, continue the triangle on 
into the real world of the spectator and suggest the correct way 
to approach the work. 

Mary’s gaze out at the viewer, coupled with her position on 
the left and her gesture towards Christ, leads the viewer’s eyes 
in and across the painting.

Masaccio includes a skeleton which is not common in a Trinity 
depiction. The inscription, 

“I was once that which you are; and that which I am you 
will become”

is a warning to the viewer that life on earth is transient. The 
inscription is written in Italian rather than Latin so that a wider 
audience can read it. It may refer to the tradition that Christ 
was crucified on the same spot under which Adam’s skull was 
buried, in order to highlight Christ’s position as the new Adam, 
the one who provides a way for the sin that Adam brought into 
the world to be conquered.

Another feature which separates this crucifixion from previous 
ones is its setting in an illusionistic Classical temple rather than 
a heavenly space, traditionally represented by gold leaf. This, 
along with the use of perspective, can be directly attributed to 
the work of Brunelleschi.

• Ionic columns with Corinthian fluted pilasters 
• coffered barrel vault
• tonal modelling creates illusion of three dimensional form 
• the picture plane divided into ascending and descending   
 triangles

• low vanishing point is consistent with spectator’s low   
 viewpoint

• Mary draws us in by looking at us and points to Christ
• the figure of God has his own perspective. The effect is that   
 he appears to be floating

• donors (Lenzis) are in the viewer’s space to create a transition
• Lenzi was head of Florence’s judiciary and died � year after   
 the painting was completed

Masaccio: The Trinity c1427 
fresco, ��7 x 3�7cm, Santa Maria Novella, Florence

Iconography
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Masaccio and Brunelleschi

Brunelleschi: Old Sacristy begun 1418
San Lorenzo, Florence 

Brunelleschi was an architect most well known for designing 
the dome of Florence Cathedral, achieved as a result of his study 
of Roman architecture early in the century. The art historian 
Vasari stated in �550 that Brunelleschi taught Masaccio about 
perspective and architecture. Brunelleschi had formulated a 
theory which enabled him to create the illusion of depth on a 
two dimensional surface.

The close relationship between Masaccio and Brunelleschi 
was recorded from an early date, beginning with the Libro di 
Antonio Billi, which states,

“He was loved by Filippo di ser Brunellesco, the great 
architect, because he saw that he was perspicacious 
of mind and he taught him many things in art.”

The Cambridge Companion to Masaccio (p 113)
There is no doubt that the architecture shown in The Trinity is 

influenced by Brunelleschi, but the problem was that very little 
of his work had been completed by the time it was begun 

The Old Sacristy part of Brunelleschi’s rebuilding of the old 
Medici church, San Lorenzo, was the only part completed by the 
time of Masaccio’s death and so he would have had to be let in 
while it was under construction by Brunelleschi himself. 

Despite seeing the actual chapel space, Masaccio would still 
need to use his own imagination to construct his illusionistic 
version in fresco. At that time he would not have been able to 
find a coffered barrel vault in a chapel anywhere in Florence that 
he could just copy for his fresco. 

  Influences on 
Masaccio
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The Brancacci Chapel frescoes were commissioned by the 
Brancacci family, who were silk merchants, as their burial chapel 
in the church of Santa Maria. The patron saint of the Brancacci 
family was the disciple Peter and it is his life which is largely 
illustrated in the fresco cycle. Most of the stories illustrated by 
Masaccio are from the Acts of the Apostles.

The life of St Peter could also have been chosen because the 
dominant party in Florence, of which the Brancacci family was 
a member, was trying to secure papal support in the battles 
against Milan and the series clearly shows Peter as the leader of 
the new church once Christ had died. 

Masaccio worked with Masolino who had been trained in the 
Gothic style and began the cycle in �4�4.
 Masaccio builds up his figures with simple contrasts of tone 
and colour more than with outline.  The most revolutionary 
aspects of his work are:

 • setting his figures in local landscape
 • directional lighting
 • figures cast shadows
 • use of linear perspective to create the illusion of depth
•  use of gesture to lead the eye around the paintings and   
 help the viewer follow the narrative

•  strong emotion      

�. Expulsion of Adam and Eve by Masaccio
�. The Tribute Money by Masaccio
3. St Peter Baptizing the Neophytes by Masaccio
4. The Temptation by Masolino
5. Saint Peter Healing with his Shadow by Masaccio
�. St Peter Distributing alms and the death of Ananias by Masaccio

• Masolino’s Temptation of Adam and Eve shows the serpent   
 tempting them to eat fruit from a tree in the Garden of Eden  
 – here it is a fig tree. Eve is about to eat.

• Masaccio’s scene shows them being expelled from Eden by   
 an avenging angel and God’s voice through the gate shown  
 as rays of light

• note Masaccio’s use of shadows, foreshortening in the angel  
 and of linear perspective in the gate compared to Masolino’s  
 figures which seem to float in space

• his use of gesture and expression is also in contrast to   
 Masolino’s static figures

• God’s voice emanating from the gate of Paradise would   
 originally have been done in gold

• Masaccio’s Eve is based on the �st century AD Medici Venus

Masolino: Temptation of 
Adam and Eve c1425 

 fresco, ��4 x 90cm,
Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

Masaccio: Expulsion of Adam 
and Eve c1425 
fresco, �08 x 88cm, 

Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

Medici Venus �st century AD 
Marble, �53cm high,

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence

 Masaccio 
The Brancacci Chapel
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Masaccio: The Tribute Money 1425-7 
fresco, �47 x 597cm, Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

Jesus is approached by a tax collector (centre and far right 
- short tunic). Jesus tells Peter to pull up a fish from the Sea of 
Galilee (left). Peter finds the amount of the tax in the mouth of 
the fish and gives it to the tax collector. Jesus says: 

“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to 
God the things that are God’s.” (Matthew �7: �4-�7)

This may well refer to the fact that Florence had introduced a 
new tax in �4�7 called the catasto, mainly to fund its army in the 
war against Milan. It could also refer to the fact that the Pope 
levied an unpopular tax in �4�3 on Florentine churches.

• continuous narrative – conveyed by gesture and expression 
• Peter is repeated 3 times – the left view is radically    
 foreshortened  and reduced in scale

• tax collector is shown twice
• gestures unite 3 scenes and direct viewer’s gaze
• repetition of colour also aids reading of the narrative
• contemporary costume for tax collector and biblical   
 costume for biblical figures

• architecture is small in scale to prevent it distracting viewer
• Masaccio uses linear perspective in the lines of the building   
 to create a convincing (local Arno) landscape 

• Christ is the vanishing point 
• Masaccio uses aerial/atmospheric perspective
• leaves may have been added to trees a secco and flaked off
• composition is influenced by Donatello’s St George relief

 Masaccio 
The Brancacci Chapel

Space /setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Context:

How does Masaccio include the viewer in this painting? 
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Masaccio was one of the first Florentine artists to use 
contemporary buildings and naturalistic landscapes in his art. 
The Brancacci Chapel was the first major art project in which 
Florentines could see their world depicted in art using scientific 
observation and measurement. Masaccio’s construction of 
space reflected the latest scientific trends.

His Brancacci Chapel series also reflects the prosperity of 
Florence. Masaccio’s fresco of St Peter Healing with His Shadow 
shows a street in a prosperous town, with multi-storey buildings 
faced with stone and classical ornamentation. The story is taken 
from Acts of the Apostles 5.

Masaccio: St Peter Healing With His Shadow c1426 
fresco, �3� x ���cm, Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

After Jesus’ death Peter is the head of the church. He does all 
sorts of miracles including healing with his shadow. Here the 
sick line the street and wait for him to pass.

• Masaccio uses linear perspective to create depth – vanishing  
 point is out of the picture

• the setting is a Florentine street
• the classical building in background may refer to Jerusalem   
 as setting

• this subject could not be painted before Masaccio    
 represented shadows

 Masaccio 
The Brancacci Chapel

Space /setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

How does Masaccio create depth in this painting? 
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This story is from the Acts of the Apostles chapter 5 and shows 
St Peter, with 4 other disciples, distributing money to the poor. 
In the early church people thought Jesus would return soon so 
they sold property to give the money to the poor. But Ananias 
is struck dead by God because he kept some of the money from 
the sale of his land.   

• again Masaccio sets the story in recognisable Florence
• shows a Carmelite nun on far left - it is in a Carmelite church
• gazes lead the eye of the observer around the painting

 Masaccio 
The Brancacci Chapel

Space /setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

How does Masaccio create depth in this painting? 

Masaccio: St Peter Distributing Alms and the Death of 
Ananias c1425-6 

fresco, �3� x �57cm, Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

How does this painting show the importance of good 
citizenship?
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This scene is from the Acts of the Apostles and shows St Peter 
baptising new converts to Christianity - a sign of their inward 
repentance/death of the old self and rebirth in Christ. Masaccio’s 
interest in naturalism is evident in the dripping hair of the 
kneeling man and the shivering of the one on the right waiting 
his turn.

• neophyte - new convert
• note use of aerial perspective to create depth
• Masaccio shows stages of baptism as being reborn/putting   
 on the new faith – see the man in blue buttoning up his   
 cloak

• set high in headwaters of Arno river
• figures on left wear typical Florentine costume
• gazes are used to lead the viewer into and around the   
 painting 

 Masaccio 
The Brancacci Chapel

Space /setting:

Composition:

Light:

Colour:

Form:

Technique:

Masaccio: St Peter Baptising the Neophytes c1425-6 
fresco, �47 x �7�cm, Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence

How does Masaccio create depth in this painting? 
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Developments in naturalism in painting also served the 
same purpose. The development of naturalism, inspired by 
the humanist intention to show the value of every person’s life 
on earth and their role as good citizens, was a major aspect of 
�5th century Florentine painting. The techniques of linear and 
atmospheric perspective were used to create and enhance 
naturalistic spatial settings in painting. Closely linked to this 
was a growing interest in the depiction of local landscapes. If 
the biblical stories were set in Florence, people could imagine 
themselves being part of them.

Developments in creating a realistic sense of light also aided 
the development of a more naturalistic appearance in paintings. 
Masaccio was innovative in his use of a consistent light source 
for the Brancacci frescoes. The light is painted to appear as 
though it comes from a window above the altar. Masaccio 
creates three dimensional form through strong contrasts of light 
and shade. 

Masaccio and Naturalism

Key characteristics that contributed to the development of 
more naturalistic effects in �5th century Italian painting include:

• use of linear perspective 
• use of directional light
• use of atmospheric perspective
• use of foreshortening
• use of the local landscape
• developments in gesture and expression

Where in the Brancacci Chapel do we see Masaccio 
using these key characteristics?

�. linear perspective

�. directional light

3. foreshortening

4. atmospheric perspective 

5. local landscape

�. gesture and expression

Why was Naturalism important?

Renaissance painting aimed: 
• to tell a story: to give instruction to illiterate people
• to arouse devotion through emotion 
• to influence popular opinion

Painters therefore aimed to produce work that was eye-
catching and memorable as well as clear and simple in its 
narrative by using:

• gesture
• expression
• figural grouping
• convincing space (no gold leaf )

In Giotto’s time, the Franciscan monks ( see pg 8 ) had tried to 
make Christianity more accessible to the common people by:

• preaching in Italian instead of Latin
• preaching in the village squares instead of just in churches
• commissioning art works that would be more naturalistic,   

 believable, so that people could identify with, and    
 understand better, what was being illustrated.
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Across
�. Painting with light and shade
�. The elaborate columns in The Trinity are ____________
3. One of the ways the narrative is told
8. The Pisa Madonna’s ________ is a first
�0. The vault in The Trinity is ___________
��. The lines parallel to the horizon line are called _______
�4. The Brancacci Chapel is all about which disciple?
��. In the Tribute Money, this point is on Christ’s head
�7. This person is lying at the foot of the cross in the Trinity
�8. The group around Christ in the Tribute Money is _______ 
in shape
�9. Masaccio’s halos are usually _________
��. The less elaborate columns in The Trinity are ________
��. The medium for the Brancacci Chapel is ______
�3. The lines running from the picture plane to the vanishing 
point are _____

Down
�. A way of positioning the body following Classical models
4. Masaccio used _________ rather than line
5. St Peter Healing could not be done before Masaccio because   
previous artists couldn’t paint ____________
�. The Holy Spirit is represented in The Trinity by a ________
7. A person who commissions a painting
9. A movement which resurrected Classical arts like rhetoric.
��.The Tribute Money is about paying _______
��. Another word for atmospheric perspective
�3. An architect who was very important in the rediscovery of   
mathematical perspective
�5.The artist who collaborated with Masaccio on the Brancacci   
Chapel
�0. One of the two people shown in the Expulsion

Painting in Masaccio’s Florence
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Alberti  

Perspective Theories
On returning to Florence in �4�8 from exile, the humanist 

Leon Battista Alberti was stunned to see the work of Masaccio, 
Donatello and Brunelleschi. He quickly realised that Florence 
had something special to add to the developing Renaissance in 
art - linear perspective. 

In his prologue to On Painting (�435) Alberti stated that he 
had seen nothing of interest in contemporary art before coming 
to Florence. Once there however, he said he witnessed the 
revival of all that had been lost since the fall of Rome, and he 
dedicated his book to Brunelleschi, Masaccio, and the sculptors 
Donatello, Luca Della Robbia and Ghiberti.

Perspective Theories
Della Pittura  (On Painting) was Alberti’s attempt to outline 

for the artist how to create an illusion of space using linear 
perspective. He combined his ideas with those of Brunelleschi 
and the Roman architect Vitruvius, whose writings had been 
rediscovered in �4�4. He had written that:

“Perspective is the method of sketching a front with 
the sides withdrawing into the background, the lines all 
meeting in the centre of a circle.”

Brunelleschi’s technique had already shown artists how to 
create an illusionistic space, but Alberti developed it further so 
that figures and objects could be placed logically within the 
space.

He did this by introducing the second viewpoint outside the 
painting to create horizontal lines (transversals). He also wrote 
on foreshortening and how to show that in paintings.

Alberti based his system on the height of a human figure. 
This showed the central position of a man as the basis of all 
proportion, in line with humanist theory. He set this height at 
3 “braccia” (about �.8 m).  A “braccio” was a Renaissance unit of 
measurement - the length of an arm.
Stage 1

Alberti imagined the surface of the painting as a window. 
• He divided the bottom edge of the window - the ground   

 line - into scaled braccia. 
• Next, he fixed the central vanishing point by drawing a   

 vertical line 3 braccia high from the centre of the ground   
 line. This point is placed on the horizon line. 

• He then drew lines - “orthogonals” - joining the ground line   
 divisions to the vanishing point.

Alberti’s method

Stages 2 & 3 - the chequerboard pavement
To create the transversals, Alberti turned his drawing 90 

degrees to the wall and drew a separate viewpoint to the side, 
at the same height as the horizon line.

• Next, he drew visual rays from the new viewpoint to scaled   
 braccia divisions on a ground line on the wall behind the   
 drawing
• He marked the points where these rays hit the side of the   
 drawing 

Although this system had its problems, and was simplified 
later by distance point construction, the result of using this 
method of single point perspective, or centralised perspective 
when the vanishing point is placed along the centre of the 
horizon line, was to:

• increase the involvement of the spectator in the painting
• make the viewer stand in a fixed viewing position in order to  

 allow the illusion of space to work
• create an obvious focal point when placed on the vanishing  

 point eg Christ’s head in Masaccio’s Tribute Money
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• The transversals could then be put on the drawing from   
 the points marked on the side, horizontal to the ground line
• He then drew a diagonal through the intersection of the   
 transversals with the orthogonals to check the construction.
Once the resulting chequerboard pattern was completed, the 

artist could place people and objects at the correct height for 
their position in depth and foreshortening objects was easier.
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Alberti 

Perspective Theories
Try drawing the orthogonals on these examples to find the vanishing point. 

Uccello: The Host

Piero della Francesca: The Flagellation

Leonardo da Vinci: The Annunciation 1470s
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Alberti’s Historia

In book three of On Painting, Alberti told the artist how to 
compose what he called a historia or historical narrative. Alberti 
was thinking of a carefully composed picture with a substantial 
number of characters, ideally 9. He drew on humanistic rhetoric 
- the classical art of persuasive writing and speaking.

Rhetoric and painting
Though Alberti praised Masaccio, whom he saw as the only 

creator of painted ‘histories’ that met his criteria for excellence, 
he called for the production of a kind of work that even 
Masaccio did not carry out: secular paintings that embodied the 
technical innovations found in classical relief sculptures and that 
represented mythological subjects. 

When Alberti insisted that painting should provoke an 
emotional response in the viewer, he clearly recalled the 
rhetorical tradition. To writers on rhetoric, from Aristotle onward, 
the best speech could move hearers to action.

Decorum
One principle of ancient rhetoric in particular played a central 

role in Alberti’s work: that of decorum (appropriateness). The 
orator must always speak in ways that fitted the subject he had 
to deal with and the audience he addressed. 

Alberti insisted that the artist know not only the surface of 
the human body but also its anatomy, saying that this was 
necessary to reproduce three-dimensional reality. Failure 
to observe anatomical correctness would lead to a lack of 
coherence in the work as a whole, as the artist assigned 
inappropriate members or expressions to figures in his work.

1. Subject
• the subject should be grand and noble
• noblest of all were subjects taken from ancient literature

2. Composition
• the artist must select the most beautiful parts of nature not 
copy nature completely. 

• the space of the painting should be made believable by 
perspective

3. Form
• there should be some nude and some clothed figures
• the body should be built from the bones up
• the parts of the figure should be in proportion
• a painting must elicit a reaction from the viewer through the 
use of appropriate gesture and expression

• light and shade, not line, must be used to model form
• the movements of the soul are mirrored in the movements 
of the body

5. Link Figures 

These involve the viewer in the action of the painting. Alberti 
identifies � of them but some fulfil many functions at once.

• gazing figure establishes contact with the viewer
• pointing figure points out something in the work to the 
viewer

• barrier figure separates the viewer from the action
• choric figure is part of the chorus, an onlooker
• becoming figure performs actions to show how the viewer 
should feel. 

• lead-in figure -often on the left, the viewer follows him/her 
into the painting

“A history is moving when men express in actions the 
motions of their minds. For we are so formed by nature 
as to sympathise with what we see, and we can only 
perceive the motions of the mind through the motions of 
the body.”

Leon Battista Alberti: Master Builder of the 
Italian Renaissance (p 127 - 132) 

Alberti insisted that gestures should lead the eye in all 
directions. Renaissance people were used to learning through 
gesture in: 

• church services which were largely in Latin
• street theatre/religious drama/festivals

Florence was host to the flowering of religious drama or 
tableaux in the �5th century. The narrator, often an angel, 
pointed the spectators to the central action, involving them in 
the event. Many actors did not leave the stage but rose to speak 
and move.

What examples of link figures would Alberti have seen 
in Masaccio’s work? 
�. gazing figure

�. pointing figure

3. barrier figure

4. choric figure

5. becoming figure

�. lead-in figure
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characteristics of style context/influences/developments

M
as

ac
ci

o
U

cc
el

lo
Pi

er
o 

de
lla

 F
ra

nc
es

ca
Le

on
ar

do
 d

a 
Vi

nc
i

Revision - Style
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Revision - Iconography

artist painting motifs meanings

Masaccio The Trinity

Uccello The Deluge

Piero 
della
Francesca

Annunciation 
(Arezzo)

golden rays
hanging rope
lily
angel Gabriel

Baptism dove
city
river
John’s clothes
angels

Brera Altarpiece ostrich egg
scallop shell apse
Christ’s necklace
Christ’s pose

Leonardo
da Vinci

Annunciation

Virgin of the Rocks

The Last
Supper
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Write the correct word in the question space

�. To Alberti, colour and movement have to be portrayed in a way that is________________________
 to the subject
�. __________________________ is achieved through the harmony of parts
3. ______________ is a colour to be avoided
4. A ________________  is a preparatory drawing often transferred to fresco
5. A ___________________ figure is an onlooker
�. Tempera is made with ground pigment and ___________________
7. Piero’s painting of the whipping of Christ is called the __________________________
8. Alberti talks about a _________________________ of colours
9. Oil paint allows for the application of layers called ______________________
�0. In tempera, paint has to be applied with a technique called __________________
��. ________________________ is a devotion to classical art and ideas
��. ___________________________ is the study of symbols artists use
�3. Alberti wrote a lot on perspective and ____________________________
�4. The ____________________ figure is usually on the left of the painting
�5. Leonardo insisted that the artist should study _________________ not other artists
��. Ancient literature provides subjects that are the most  _______________________
�7. __________________________ makes the space of a painting more believable
�8. Leonardo’s ideas on the micro/macrocosm came from _________
�9. Before Leonardo, most portraits were done in _______________________________
�0. Leonardo’s chiaroscuro technique is called ________________________
��. Alberti insisted that the ___________________________ parts of the body should be covered
��. A painting must show a _________________________________ of poses and gestures
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Analyse Style Words

Form – the object/s in the painting can be defined by line or 
tone or colour
• outlined
• flat colour
• juxtaposed colours
• tonal modelling/ chiaroscuro/sfumato/light
• abstracted
• curved/sinuous
• straight
• dissolved
• brushstrokes/textures can be important
• distorted/exaggerated
• angular
• fractured

Composition – how the window of the picture surface/plane is 
organised
• rule of thirds / golden section
• foreground / midground/ background
• vertical/horizontal/diagonal
• symmetrical / asymmetrical
• grid format
• scale or proportion
• leading the viewer around/across
• cut off by frame/cropping
• focal point
• horizon line
• triangular
• circular
• pyramidal
• hierarchical

Spatial Devices
• aerial perspective
• linear perspective
• diagonals
• overlapping
• shallow
• deep
• flattened
• recession
• changes in scale
• vanishing point
• tonal modelling
• foreshortening
• advancing or receding colours
• viewpoint
• illusionistic

Light
• directional   
• heavenly/divine/symbolic
• spotlit / theatrical
• backlit
• soft
• outdoor/atmospheric
• dramatic
• diffused
• chiaroscuro/sfumato
• unifying 
• fleeting

Brushstrokes / Techniques
• licked/smoothly applied/polished
• loose
• energetic
• flowing
• impasto
• short dabs
• spontaneous
• sketchy
• dots
• follow the form
• palette knife
• directional
• gestural
• thinned paint 
• dappled

Colour
• complementary    
• local
• harmonious 
• flat areas
• limited palette
• accents
• earth colours
• bitumen
• warm/cool
• low keyed
• high keyed
• symbolic
• advancing or receding
• arbitrary
• balanced
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Glossary

aerial / atmospheric perspective, used to create depth in 
a landscape it depicts the progressive mistiness, paleness 
or blueness of distant hills. Masaccio used it but Leonardo 
discovered why it occurs.

all’antica (It. “after the antique”), a work of art based on a 
classical model.

allegory (Gk allegorein, “say differently”), a work of art which 
represents some abstract quality or idea, either by means of 
a single figure (personification) or by grouping objects and 
figures together. 

al secco (It. “on dry”), painting which, unlike true fresco, is 
carried out on plaster which has already dried.

altar (Lat. altaria, “high sacrificial table”), the raised structure 
consecrated to an act of worship. In classical times, the main 
altar was erected in front or at the side of the temple. Christian 
altars, used since the third century for prayers and the Eucharist, 
occupy the apse. The winged altarpiece was developed after 
the Gothic period (triptych, polyptych).

anatomy (Gk. anatemnein, “dissect”), scientific knowledge was 
the purpose of human dissection (the ancients only dissected 
animals). 

Antiquity, the (Lat. antiquus, “old”), the classical age of Greece 
and Rome began with the �nd millennium BC, and ended 
around 500 AD.

apse (Gk. “arch”), a semi circular vaulted altar niche in Christian 
churches, which is added on or into the main building.  

attribute (Lat. attributum, “added”), a symbolic object which is 
conventionally used to identify a particular saint or deity, such 
as St Francis’ stigmata. It portrays a characteristic moment from 
the person’s life, or, in the case of martyrs, the nature of their 
martyrdom.

braccio, plural braccia, (It. “arm”), unit of measurement used in 
Renaissance Italy of about 57 cm. It was based on the length of 
an arm. Alberti scaled his perspective system according to the 
height of a man 3 braccia tall.

bust, sculpted portrait consisting of the head and part of the 
shoulders. Developed in Greece, and revived in �5th century 
Italy.

cartoon, a full scale preparatory drawing for a painting, tapestry, 
or fresco. In fresco painting, the design was transferred to the 
wall by making small holes along the contour lines and making 
small marks through them (see sinopia). 

chiaroscuro (It. “light dark”), the technique of modelling form 
by gradations of light and dark. 

Cinquecento (It. “five hundred”), the period �500 ��00 in Italian 
art, the High and Late Renaissance. Main artists are Leonardo, 
Raphael, Michelangelo and Titian.

coffering, a system of deep panels recessed into a vault, ceiling 
or arch. Can be seen in Masaccio’s Trinity.

continuous narrative, where several episodes of a story are 
shown in one scene eg Masaccio’s Tribute Money

contrapposto (It. “placed opposite”), a way of balancing the 
weight of the body to create an illusion of possible movement. 
One side of the body is relaxed and that knee is bent in an S 
curve. Can be seen in eg Michaelangelo’s David.

diptych (Gk. di ptysso, “folded twice”), in the Middle Ages, an 
altarpiece comprising a pair of panels hinged together, without 
a central part.

Dominicans (Lat. Ordo Fratrum Praedictatorum), order of 
monks founded by St Dominic in ����, to spread the faith 
by preaching and teaching. The Dominicans were the most 
influential mediaeval order, and were put in charge of the 
Inquisition. 

empirical, based on observation rather than theory. It applies 
to pre-Brunelleshian use of linear perspective.

fluting, closely spaced parallel grooves used to ornament 
columns, pilasters etc.

foreshortening, the technique of depicting an object lying at 
an angle to the picture plane, by means of perspective devices.

Franciscans, order of monks founded by St Francis of Assisi in 
���3. They sought salvation in asceticism, poverty, safeguarding 
spiritual welfare and missionary work.

fresco (It. “fresh”, affresco intonaco, “fresh plaster”), wall painting, 
in which mineral or earth pigments are mixed with water and 
painted onto wet plaster; the pigments unite with the plaster as 
they dry.

Gothic (It. gotico, “barbaric, not classical”), a word now used 
to describe mediaeval art from the end of the Romanesque 
period (mid ��th century) to the beginning of the Renaissance. 
The Gothic cathedral was a particularly important architectural 
development. Gothic painting was restricted mainly to 
altarpieces and stained glass and was very linear and schematic 
in style.

(h)istoria, a term used by Alberti to describe the painting of a 
worthy subject - not necessarily a narrative.

Humanism, intellectual movement in Italy, which started in 
the �4th century. Education was based on antiquity. It included 
the belief that man himself could improve his own conditions 
without supernatural help. The most important goals of 
Renaissance Humanism were the development of individuality 
and a critical knowledge of the world by means of science, 
medicine and technology. In philosophy, there was an attempt 
to return to classical concepts such as those of Plato, which led 
to the foundation of a Platonic Academy in Florence by Cosimo 
de’ Medici.
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iconography (Gk. “description of a picture”), the study of subject 
matter and symbolism of images, as opposed to their style.

lunette (Fr. “little moon”), a semicircular space, often a window, 
over doors and windows.

Maestà (It. “majesty”), a representation, popular in �3th and 
�4th century Italy, of the Madonna and Child enthroned and 
surrounded by saints and angels.

narrative, a story with several episodes.

oil painting, painting done with pigments that have been 
bound with oils. It is possible to show very precise gradations 
of colours from almost transparent glazes right through to 
impastos. It was known in classical times and was revived, in the 
�5th century, traditionally by the van Eyck brothers.

orders, a system devised by Vitruvius, the Roman architectural 
historian, to categorise architecture. 

                       Doric          Ionic     Corinthian     Tuscan   Composite
patronage, during the Renaissance, patrons commissioned and 
collected pieces of art.  

perspective (Lat. perspicere, “see clearly”), the method of 
representing a three dimensional object on a flat surface. 
Perspective gives a painting depth. The most important form of 
perspective in the Renaissance was linear perspective, in which 
lines converge on a vanishing point on the horizon, often in the 
middle (centralized perspective) of the composition. 

picture plane, the flat surface on which a picture is painted. 
This vertical plane is imagined as a window pane between the 
viewer and the scene depicted in the picture.

pilaster, a rectangular pier engaged in a wall and projecting 
only slightly away from it. 

polyptych, a painting made up of a number of panels fastened 
together.

portico, a roof supported by columns and usually attached to 
the front of a building.

pouncing, the technique of dusting charcoal through the holes 
in a cartoon onto the plaster below ready to be frescoed.

predella (It. “altar step”), a painting or carving placed beneath 
the main scene or series of panels in an altarpiece.

Quattrocento (It. “four hundred”), the period �400 - �500 in 
Italian art, the time of the Early Renaissance. 

relief (Lat. relevare, “raise”), a composition or design made so 
that all or part projects from a flat surface. The degree of relief is 
indicated in terms such as alto rilievo (high relief, deeply carved 
sculpture almost detached from its support), mezzo rilievo 
(figures seen in the half round) and bas relief (figures projecting 
less than half their true depth from the background).

Renaissance (Fr. “rebirth”), progressive period in the arts 
and intellectual life of southern, western and central Europe, 
originating in Italy and lasting from the �4th or �5th till the 
��th century. The term (rinascità) was coined by Vasari in �550. 
Three periods are distinguished: the Early Renaissance (from 
c. �4�0), the High Renaissance (until c. �5�0/30) and the Late 
Renaissance (or Mannerism, until c. ��00). It was primarily 
established by visual artists, scholars, philosophers and writers 
inspired by Humanism, which aimed for a new image of 
humanity, the world and nature and took antiquity as its model. 

republic, a state ruled by elected representatives.

rustication, large stone blocks, with a deliberately rough 
surface finish.

Sacra Conversazione (It. “holy conversation”), A representation 
of the Virgin and Child surrounded by saints, in dialogue.

sarcophagus, a coffin usually made of stone.

sfumato (It. “evaporated/cleared like mist”), Leonardo used it 
to describe the subtle transitions from one area of colour to 
another. “Light and shade should blend without lines or borders 
in the manner of smoke” compared to chiaroscuro which is 
less subtle. Sfumato took the effect of the surroundings into 
consideration.

sinopia, the preparatory drawing for a fresco, and also the 
reddish brown chalk used for the purpose.

stigmata, the wounds of Christ eg nail holes in hands, feet and 
spear hole in the side. St Francis is said to have had stigmata.

tempera (Lat. temperare, “to mix in due proportion”), the 
method of painting on panel used before oil painting was 
developed. As tempera paints dry very quickly, changes of 
colours can only be shown by adding small lines or dots.

triptych (Gk. “in three parts”), a picture, generally an altarpiece, 
made up of three panels.

trompe l’oeil (Fr. “deceives the eye”), a painting which, by 
means of various illusionist devices, persuades the spectator 
that he is looking at actual objects. Successful trompe l’oeil 
depends on a thorough grasp of realism and perspective. 

vault, a roof based on the structural principle of the arch.

Glossary
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