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Contarelli Chapel, San Luigi dei Francest,
Rome 31§
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Rome is the first volume of the new Cambridge se-
ries Artistic Centers of the Italian Renaissance. Five vol-
umes are planned, the others on Venice, Florence,
Naples, and the courts and communes of northern
[taly. Each will cover the period 1300—-1600. Beatrice
Rehl, Senior Editor of Arts and Classics, invited me
to serve as editor, and we planned the series together
in light of what we saw to be the condition of Re-
naissance scholarship at the beginning of the twenty-
first century.

Since the nineteenth century, historians of the
Renaissance have traditionally focused on the spec-
tacular achievements of a group of revolutionary art-
ists who, according to the accepted narrative, revived
the use of classical models, which were inventively
adapted and reconceptualized for contemporary reli-
gious, civic, and humanistic needs. For the formative
period of the fifteenth century, Brunelleschi, Dona-
tello, Massaccio, Ghiberti, and a handful of other art-
ists working in and around Florence are considered
to have led the way out of the Middle Ages; where-
as Leonardo, Michelangelo, Raphael, and Bramante
are usually considered to characterize the aims of
the High Renaissance in central Italy, as were Gior-
gione and Titian in Venice. The narrow focus on the
achievements of a few artists has resulted in a some-
what skewed account of historical events. Only re-
cently have scholars attempted to place their output
in a broader context, including variations in stylistic
trends, patterns of patronage, the larger intentions and
functions of the works, the interaction of the visual
arts in a monument, and regional artistic traditions.
All of these approaches have gained favor in the past
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generation of scholarship, but there has been as yet
no attempt to synthesize this material or to offer a
comprehensive view.

A significant and new challenge in Renaissance
studies, therefore, 1s to understand the coexistence
throughout the early period (1300-1500) of what
initially appears to be contradictory impulses, that is,
the lingering of Gothic tendencies at a time when
classicism and naturalism offered new formal and ex-
pressive possibilities. The production of artists work-
ing outside of Florence in such centers as Milan and
Naples has for too long been misunderstood — in-
deed, deemed to be “deficient” because it does not
look Florentine. Even the scholarship on Florentine
developments of the period does not sufficiently take
into account an entrenched Gothic tradition that can
be felt as late as the final decades of the fifteenth cen-
tury and for which there was obviously strong sup-
port. Nor have the regional differences in patronage
and collecting patterns between the Florentine oligar-
chy and the leaders of such courtly centers as Milan,
Naples, as well as the smaller courts like Mantua — to
say nothing of Rome — been examined critically.

The sixteenth century in central Italy is arguably
the most studied period in the entire history of art,
yet attention has been focused on the first quarter of
the century, principally on the works of Bramante,
Michelangelo, and Raphael. The final decade of the
century, dominated by Caravaggio and Annibale Car-
racci, has been preempted by baroque scholarship.
Looking at the Italian peninsula and the century as
a whole, we are presented with a fascinating array of
adaptations of classical and High Renaissance models.
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Scholars have begun to recognize the importance of
two new features that contributed to the reshaping of
the entire artistic landscape at this time. During this
period the hegemony of the Italian regional states was
challenged by the consolidation of political power
into modern monarchical states. In the artistic sphere,
their autonomy was invaded by the circulation of
prints. Reproductions of the masterpieces of Raphael
and Michelangelo became available everywhere, and
their authority, like that of the emperor, Charles V,
and the French king, Francois I, became impossible
to ignore and difficult to resist. The style of the Ro-
man masters invaded all artistic quarters, just as the
power of Charles V’s empire was felt everywhere.

Classicism was put to many different uses, polit-
ical as well as humanist. The authority of Roman im-
perial iconography and style proved useful to these
courts struggling to present an image of power in the
face of actual French or imperial domination. With-
in the Church, humanists embraced the marriage of
classical and Christian art, while conservatives reject-
ed the “paganization” of religious structures, images,
and ceremonies. Protestant protest against the world-
liness of R enaissance papacy, its ambition to challenge
and surpass ancient Roman grandeur, and its use
of pagan models, fueled the conservative cause, until
finally the Council of Trent (1545—63) laid down
guidelines that would redirect the course of the
Church — and of Renaissance art. A divide between
secular and sacred art was instituted for the first time,
and different criteria began to be applied in the two
spheres. How these radically changed conditions were
handled in each region needs to be studied in system-
atic ways that will permit comparison.

One of the problems with the approach of tra-
ditional art history is that it concerned itself by pref-
erence with the moments of artistic excellence and
neglected those times and places that were regarded
as inferior in aesthetic quality. Recent scholarship has
been much less elitist and more pluralistic, but indi-

vidual studies remain isolated and sometimes diffi-
cult to access. Moreover, the rise and fall of these ar-
tistic centers over the three-hundred-year period of
the Renaissance have yet to be documented and clar-
ified. Even more important, in the fervor to explore
context the object has sometimes become lost. The
present series strives to fill these gaps, to synthesize
this scholarship, but to return the focus to the work
of art.

Thus, in designing the series it seemed obvious
to us that it should be divided by region. A focus on
social history and patronage, which would illuminate
the art by filling in the contextual background, of-
fered an approach that accorded with the recent trend
of scholarship. Unlike such series undertaken in the
past, we would study architecture, sculpture, painting,
and the decorative arts together. The volume on Flo-
rence, where much of the new scholarship has been
focused, would undertake to incorporate it while re-
turning attention to the object. The volume on Ven-
ice, a region increasingly well studied, would address
the entire Veneto, incorporating those neglected por-
tions of the mainland in the ambience of the Serene
Republic.

In addition, we wanted to present a revised and
extended corpus of images, and especially to make
available images of monuments that have not been
properly photographed or published. Toward this end
we were awarded a generous grant by the Kress Foun-
dation. It is our intention, where possible, to present
images of the works in context, rather than in splen-
did (modernist) isolation, either by locating such im-
ages or by commissioning new photography.

The aim of this series is to open the way for fu-
ture studies of early modern art in Italy (in general)
as well as to open up areas — such as Naples and the
northern courts — that have been excluded from the
traditional literature, but that were important centers
and critical to our understanding of the complexities
of early modern Italy.



