
HIGH (Italian) 
RENAISSANCE

1492‑1527

THE TOP FOUR BREAK-THROUGHS OF THE RENAISSANCE: 
1.  oil paint 
2.  perspective 
3.  chiaroscuro (contrasts of light and dark) 
4.  pyramid (triangular) composition 

 The reason that the HIGH RENAISSANCE is different from the 
EARLY RENAISSANCE… 

 The High Renaissance becomes a fusion of the Early Renaissance 
discoveries like composition, ideal proportions & perspective 
within each artwork of the period. 

 



Leonardo da Vinci (April 15, 1452 

– May 2, 1519) was an Italian 

polymath: architect, anatomist, 

sculptor, engineer, inventor, 

mathematician, musician, and 

painter. He has been described as 

the archetype of the "Renaissance 

man", a man infinitely curious and 

equally inventive.

✤   Rise of humanism- the belief that art, 
science, wisdom, knowledge, and the 
earth itself are to be used to service 
humanity 

✤   Concept of the “polymath” (someone 
who excels at many disciplines) or 
“Renaissance Man”--artists were 
usually painters, architects, sculptors, 
and designers; had interest in religion, 
philosophy, literature, math and the 
sciences 

Society



✤ Looking to the classical past for inspiration– Greek and Roman 
mythology and classical themes gain popularity in art 

✤ The concept of artist as craftsperson shifts to artist as 
professional--for the first time artists took their place among 
the great minds of the age 

✤ Patrons (customers) – provide a steady income for the artists, but 
then artists are subject to demands and restrictions on their 
work 

✤ The portrait is a new subject matter for major painters, a market 
for non‑religious work 

✤  Artists begin to sign their work 

✤  A shift from architecture to painting takes place, stained glass is 
phased out

Innovations: Scientific aspects of art gain popularity : 
dissecting human cadavers to study proportion and anatomy

Art



HIGH RENAISSANCE
PAINTING Definitions 

Words:
“ Atmospheric Perspective”

 “ Chiaroscuro”
 “ Sfumato”



Atmospheric perspective  

A painting technique used to create the illusion of distance in a painting.   

-  Saturated colours are in the foreground, dull colours are in the 
background

Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa uses 
atmospheric  

Perspective to mark a 
distinction between the 

foreground (the portrait) and 
the back ground (the landscape 

recedes into the distance)



Chiaroscuro
A painting style that emphasizes a contrast 

of values. 
-  Chiaroscuro (Italian for 

“lightdark”) is defined as a contrast 
between light and dark. 

-  Careful use of light and shadow 
(shading) makes figures appear full 

and real. 

Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa uses 
chiaroscuro to shade her skin 

tones.  The values produced give 
the painting a sense of 3-
dimensionality and form.



Sfumato  

A painting technique that overlays 
translucent layers of colour to create    

perceptions of depth, volume and form.  

- The blending of colours or tones so 
subtly that there is no perceptible 

transition 

-  Used by Leonardo Da Vinci 

Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa uses the 
sfumato technique throughout 
the painting.  Da vinci applied 

MANY translucent layers of paint 
using a glazing technique in order 
to achieve the smooth blending of 

colours and tones.



Leonardo Da Vinci 
(1452-1519)

• Leonardo was a celebrity during his time 
period who was admired for his handsome 
appearance, intellect and charm  

• Leonardo is a great example of the 
concept of “The Renaissance Man”- he was 
a “jack of all trades” and he constantly 
stressed the intellectual aspects of art 

• He is best known as a great painter - Two 
of his works, the Mona Lisa and The Last 
Supper, occupy unique positions as the 
most famous, most reproduced and most 
parodied portrait and religious painting 
of all time 

• Leonardo had a vivid imagination which is 
best demonstrated in his thousands of 
pages of sketches- depicting anatomical 
drawings, scientific drawings, and 
inventions (he was the first to invent a 
flying machine and to draw the insides of 
the human body) 



Leonardo da Vinci, Madonna of the Rocks,  
1483, oil on panel. 6.5 x 4 feet. Louvre, Paris.

TRIANGULAR COMPOSITION
Organizing a composition in 

the form of a triangle.  
Equal visual weight is given.  

Often the most important 
figure is at the apex.

✤ An example of a religious painting  

✤ Two versions of this painting exist. This 
is the earlier one, painted entirely by 
Leonardo. The other is in the National 
Gallery of London and while it was 
designed and partially painted by the 
artist, portions of it were done by pupils 

✤ Sfumato is used for the dark and smoky 
background 

✤ (Highly detailed!)- He definitely used 
models for his painting and drew from life 
for the plants and rocks 

✤ Triangular composition is used- Each 
figure (Mary, Jesus, St. John, and angel) 
links onto one another through gesture 
or gaze  

✤ Each figure is anatomically correct (mass 
and volume)



✤ Arguably the most famous painting in the 
world…   Few works of art have been 
subject to as much scrutiny, study, 
mythologizing and parody  

✤ It is owned by the French government and 
hangs in the Musée de Louvre in Paris 

✤ Mona a term of respect shortened from 
the Italian phrase for 'my lady'  

✤ Her smile and calm position  
representing a serene unconcern for the 
world around 

✤ Sfumato, is used over the entire portrait  

✤ The painting was one of the first  
portraits to depict the sitter before an 
imaginary landscape -- the landscape is 
uneven  

✤ Within the past century the painting has 
been stolen and recovered, has had acid 
flung at it, and a rock thrown at it.  It is 
now placed behind bullet-proof glass in 
the Louvre

Leonardo da Vinci, Mona 
Lisa, oil on poplar, 
1503-07. (30 x 20 inches) 



The MONA LISA 
continued…

Photo of visitors at the Louvre trying to get a peek of 
the painting

The Mona Lisa has  
earned CULT status  
and is thought to be  

one of the most  

famous  
art works of all time. 





Why is Mona  
SO Famous?

Eye contact with 
viewer

Who is she?  Debate 
over her identity… 

A friend, a 
mistress?

Enigmatic smile- 
Intriguing- tells a 

story/ creates 
mystery 

(Da Vinci hired 
singers, 

musicians, and 
jesters to keep 

her entertained)

Before Mona: 

Paintings were 
frescoes on walls, 

miniatures, or 
panels of 
furniture. 
Subjects- 

Religious, idealized 
people

After Mona: 

Framed easel 
paintings displayed 
on stand or hung 

on a wall 

Subjects- Realistic, 
shaded, regular 
human beings

Anatomically 
correct- Very 

realistic (hands)  

Da Vinci studied 
anatomy

Linear Perspective- 
Background uses 

technique



✤ Period= Dada (Movement 
in Modern Art)     

✤ Duchamp bought a cheap 
reproduction (poster)  

✤ He drew on a mustache 
and a goatee 

✤  He added the rude 
inscription: L.H.O.O.Q.- 
when read out loud in 
French sounds like 
"Elle a chaud cul"  

     (translating to "she has     
     a hot ass"

✤ Period = Pop Art (movement in Modern Art)  
✤ Warhol used silkscreen, a type of print-making 

to reproduce the image over and over on one 
page 

✤ Critique of mass consumption & consumerism 
and the reproducibility of images in the Modern 
world

Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q., 
poster & ink, 1919.

Andy Warhol, Mona Lisa, 
silk screen print, 1963

 Famous Appropriations  
Appropriation= the 

borrowing of ideas from 
another source in order 
to produce a new work 
or create new meaning 

 



Sofonisba Anguissola, Self-Portrait, oil on panel, 1554. 

✤ Sofonisba Anguissola was the first 
successful female painter of the 
Renaissance 

✤ Her aristocrat father made sure that 
Sofonisba’s and her sisters received a 
well-rounded education that included the 
fine arts 

✤ Sofonisba Angussola's social class did not 
allow her to transcend the constraints of 
her gender. Without the possibility of 
studying anatomy, (It was deemed unacceptable 
for a lady to view nudes) or drawing from life, 
she could not undertake the complex 
multi-figure compositions required for 
large-scale religious or history paintings 

✤ Sofonisba's apprenticeship with local 
painters set a precedent for women to be 
accepted as students of art

✤ The main body of work consists of self-portraits and portraits of her 
family 

✤ She painted many self-portraits --Her self-portraits and portraits of 
her family are considered her finest works 

✤ In her  self-portraits, she presents herself as the artist (holding a 
book, instrument, etc), separating herself from the role as the 
object to be painted.



Michelangelo  (1475-1564)
✤ Michelangelo grew up absorbed with 

carving, sculpting, and drawing even 
though his family wanted him to 
have a “respectable profession” 

✤ The Medici prince Lorenzo 
recognized his talent and at age 15 
Michelangelo moved to  the 
Florentine court 

✤ He was deeply religious and believed 
that creativity was divinely inspired 

✤ He felt that sculpting was the most 
God-like of the art forms 

✤ Michelangelo carved his first 
renown sculpture, Pietà (‘Pity’), when 
he was only 23 years old 

✤ Michelangelo dissected human 
corpses in order to accurately 
depict anatomy in his figurative work

Michelangelo, Pietà, marble, 1499. 
St. Peter’s Basilica, Rome, Italy.



Michelangelo, Sistine Ceiling, Vatican, 
Fresco 1508‑1512. 



Michelangelo, Sistine Ceiling, Vatican, 
Fresco 1508‑1512. 



Michelangelo, Sistine Ceiling, Vatican, 1508‑1512. Fresco

✤ In 1508 Michelangelo was 
commissioned by Pope Julius II 
to paint the vault (ceiling) of 
the chapel. It took him until 
1512 (4 years) to complete. 

✤ Scenes are viewed right side 
up as you enter and approach 
the altar, but 
chronologically they are 
reversed. They start with Noah 
and end with the story of 
Creation (from the Christian 
bible).

✤ Michelangelo used bright colors, 
easily visible from the floor. 

✤ The Creation of Adam is the image 
most widely known from the 
ceiling.

http://www.vatican.va/various/cappelle/sistina_vr/index.html



HIGH RENAISSANCE
SCULPTURE 

“Contrapposto”  

✤ A sculptural pose of a human figure standing so 
that his/her shoulders and arms twist off-axis from 
the hips and legs.  

✤ This gives the figure a more relaxed and less stiff 
appearance.



Michelangelo, David, Carrara Marble, height 517 cm, 1504. 

✤ Michelangelo's David differs 
from previous 
representations of the 
subject in that David is 
depicted before his battle 
with Goliath and not after 
the giant's defeat (as he is 
in Donatello's version, 
produced earlier). 

✤ Instead of being shown 
victorious, David looks tense 
and ready for combat. 

✤ His veins bulge out of his 
lowered right hand and the 
twist of his body effectively 
conveys to the viewer the 
feeling that he is in motion.  

✤ The hands and feet of David 
are oversized, the muscles 
and veins are swollen and 
the gangling limbs are not 
at rest.



David, Academia, 
 Florence, Italy.

Pink David Replica, Outside the Uffizi, 
Florence, Italy.



Michelangelo’s 
David continued… 

Comparing Donatello’s and Michelangelo’s David

✤ after slaying Goliath ✤ before slaying GoliathSubject Matter:

Art form:

Period:

Style/  
characteristics:

✤ sculpture

✤ bronze ✤ marble

✤ Early Renaissance ✤ High Renaissance

✤ David= young,  
    arrogant

✤ Relaxed pose,  
(contrapposto) with 
tension in  hands

✤ David= Older, strong, 
masculine

Medium:

✤ sculpture

✤ Relaxed pose,  
(contrapposto)


