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Art and representation: responding | Investigating other artists’ works

The Renaissance and still life painting
The Renaissance started in Italy, in southern Europe – at first in Florence before spreading to Venice and Rome. Artists in northern Europe were also interested in the new ideas of making their art look realistic. The table below shows the differences between them.
	The Renaissance

	
	In southern Europe – Italy:
	In northern Europe – France, the Netherlands and Germany:

	When did it happen?
	· The early Renaissance was in the fifteenth century, centred in Florence.

· The high Renaissance was in the sixteenth century, when the style spread to Venice and the centre of the Christian world, Rome.
	· The Northern Renaissance occurred over time through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

	What did the artists develop?
	Artists in Italy were inspired by the discoveries of ancient Greek and Roman art. They were interested in:

· creating the effect of deep space in their paintings and they invented perspective

· knowing how things worked, so they studied anatomy.
	These artists did not see the rediscovered ancient art. They were more interested in using their eyes to try to copy nature and the way things looked. They discovered:

· how to use the lighter and cooler colours to create distance

· how to recreate surfaces such as those of flowers and fabric in their painting and drawing.

	What did they paint about?
	Italy was Catholic and controlled by the Church of Rome, which was rich and paid artists to decorate the churches. The artists painted mainly religious pictures (and some portraits).
	In northern Europe, church reformation occurred. The new Protestant church objected to religious pictures in its churches. What were the artists to do if the church did not need them? 

Some artists focused on still life paintings showing things like beautiful containers and glassware with fruit. These were regarded as ideal for decorating the dining rooms of wealthy merchants.


It is the Northern Renaissance that has inspired the art of still life painting that is still popular today.

Still life paintings called ‘vanitas’ paintings became popular in the early seventeenth century. They were paintings that had wonderful arrangements of fruit or flowers which were often used symbolically to express other meanings.
	Knowing why artists of this time painted still life paintings helps to explain what an artist’s idea might have been in this work.

He was showing off his talent at recording what he saw. He was hoping to attract someone rich to buy his work which was so detailed. 

Knowing about the time of the artist is called ‘context’ and this is often an important factor in understanding what an artist’s idea was.
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In the past, people would have gone to art galleries to see works of this detail and understand how skilful the artists were. Now, if you can access the internet, galleries will come to you. You will find that you can visit some famous galleries of Europe and America if you go to this website:
www.googleartproject.com 


To see the ‘vanitas’ style of still life, visit the Rijksmuseum on the website and explore the museum by viewing the floor plan and visiting the rooms that have still life paintings in them.

You will find that you can magnify the detail of a painting online to clearly see the brush strokes and work out how the artist could achieve effects, such as representing glass, shiny fabric and metal with paint. 

Complete the following activity.

1.
Choose a traditional still life painting from around this time. 


You could choose one of the very complicated works that you have seen in the Rijksmuseum or you could look at the work of an artist called Jean Baptiste Simeon Chardin, who did simpler still life arrangements such as A Bowl of Plums, c 1728. (His work is easy to access using a search engine online). Ask your teacher for help to find suitable works if you are unsure or unable to access these examples. 

2.
Download, print and paste the image into your visual diary. Identify which principles of design the artist has used by asking the following questions.

· What do I notice first?

· Why do I notice it first? 

· Is there anything leading my eye to it?

· Do I notice anything else?


Make notes of your answers about the work by writing near the image and indicating with arrows which part of the picture you are referring to.  


There is one last question that you might try to answer, but remember there is no ‘right answer’. It is up to you to guess from the clues the artist gives you. 

· What do you think is the artist’s idea in the still life you have chosen? 


Knowing a little about the artist’s context might be helpful. You could ask your teacher for help with this or research the artist’s life and times. 

More

The Northern Renaissance occurred over time from the fifteenth century to the seventeenth century. If you wish to see examples of northern European Renaissance art, you could search online for the following artists’ work. 

· Jan van Eyck (c 1390​–1441)

· Albrecht Durer (1471–1528). See if you can find his wonderful drawing of a hare.

· Hans Holbein (c 1497–1543). You can investigate the detail of a work by Hans Holbein in the National Gallery of London on the <googleartproject.com> site. It is called The Ambassadors. 

To find further examples of these artists’ works, search online by using the artists’ names and follow the links, or go to the Yorck project site.
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