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Jacob Burckhardt argued that one of the defining characteristics of Italian Renaissance culture, and of the individual whose emergence famously defined the period for Burckhardt, was a commitment to beauty.  For Burckhardt, this translated into a sense of artistic purpose visible in the self-conscious attempts of men and women to render even the most ordinary aspects of life beautiful.  In the last two decades, the emergence of new material and methodologies has enabled scholars to re-examine Burckhardt’s influential work and the place of beauty in Renaissance art.  The papers collected in this volume provide a useful introduction to the forms this re-examination might take.

As the editors make clear, many of these papers owe a debt to Elizabeth Cropper’s work on Petrarchism and the cult of female beauty, and her introduction to the volume is one of its highlights.  Tracing a critical history of beauty from Burckhardt and his pupil Heinrich Wölfflin back to Dolce, Firenzuola, Poliziano and Petrarch, Cropper demonstrates that the traditional critical concern with the representation of beauty, especially female beauty, has been lost in more recent historical inquiries.  Alison Cole draws on Cropper’s attention to literary representations of beauty, arguing that Botticelli’s portrayal of a paradise on earth in his Primavera is shaped by the conventions of vernacular love poetry, specifically the poems of Lorenzo de’ Medici. 

Cole’s essay describes a tension between naturalistic and aesthetic notions of beauty; papers by David Hemsoll and Andrew Morral also use this tension as a way of understanding the representation of beauty in Renaissance art.  Holmes looks at the way in which the ideal of imitating nature, an ideal expressed in Ficino’s neo-platonism, came to predominate over the notion that art should concern itself with metaphysical (and literary) concepts such as beauty.  Morral, looking to the Northern Renaissance, argues that as an aesthetic of naturalism developed in the period, the socially-conditioned concept of beauty became increasingly released from metaphysical association.

Several of the papers look to contemporary writings to establish a critical vocabulary for a discussion of beauty. Jane Bridgeman points to the importance of convenevolezza, appropriateness, in Italian Renaissance discussions of dress.  Sharon Fermor reads Vasari to argue that the term leggiadrìa, and not bellezza, conveys the idea of beauty in movement.  Georgia Clarke defines the concept of bellezza in an architectural context as good workmanship and skill. 

As the authors make clear, these terms are socially constructed, and the social and political uses of beauty in the Renaissance also emerge in some of these papers.  Paul Hills studies the production of Venetian glass to show how it may have contributed to a refinement in its consumers’ sensibility. In his essay on Bocchi’s Le Bellezze della città di Fiorenze, Thomas Frangenburg reads Bocchi’s encomuim in the context of political rivalry with other states, especially Ferrara.  Rupert Shepherd’s discussion of the architecture of the court of Ercole I d’Este shows the political uses of architectural magnificence.

With its diverse approaches and lavish illustrations, this volume provides a useful introduction to the concept of beauty in the Renaissance.  It would have been been interesting, however, to have extended the geographical scope of the papers beyond the Alps, since with the exception of Andrew Morral’s contribution, the papers here deal exclusively with the Italian Renaissance.
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