Renaissance Europe I: Foundations and Forms (RS200/RS300)

Week 9: Northern Renaissance Art (Dr Claudia Daniotti)

The term ‘Renaissance’ is traditionally associated with Italy and the flourishing of art and culture that happened there in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. As we have seen in the past weeks, however, this phenomenon was not confined to the Italian peninsula. In particular, we may ask ourselves what happened north of the Alps, in the lands of central and north Europe: did a comparable cultural and artistic revolution take place there in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries?
This week’s lecture discusses notable examples of the artistic production belonging to what is known as ‘the Northern Renaissance’, focusing on fifteenth-century Burgundy (present-day Belgium and northern France) and sixteenth-century Germany and Switzerland. On the one hand, particular attention will be paid to Early Netherlandish artists Jan van Eyck, Claus Sluter, Hans Memling, and Rogier van der Weyden, as well as to the remarkable artworks produced for the Dukes of Burgundy, including illuminated manuscripts, tapestries and luxury objects that are often dismissively (and wrongly!) classified today as ‘decorative art’. On the other hand, we will look at the towering figures of German painters and printmakers Albrecht Dürer and Hans Holbein the Younger – artists who, above all others, were able to grasp and harness the power of the two revolutions that happened in Renaissance Germany: printing and the Reformation. 

Assignment: in the seminar, we will focus on two key elements of Northern Renaissance art that are best represented in the work of Netherlandish painters Hieronymus Bosch (living 1474-1516) and Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525-1569). They are: on the one hand, the fascination with the fantastical (resulting in the depiction of monstrous, hybrid, and strange creatures); on the other, the interest for the everyday life of ordinary people (e.g., peasants, children, beggars) that in the seventeenth century will give rise to the so-called ‘genre painting’.
For this assignment, choose one painting (or drawing or print) by either Bosch or Bruegel that exemplifies the artist’s attention for either (or both) of these elements. Be prepared to discuss your chosen artwork and to give a 5-minute presentation about it in front of the class. Ask yourself: what does this work represent? What is the meaning of this composition? Who was it made for and what message was it meant to convey to its viewers? Finally, how does this work contribute to our understanding of Renaissance art? 
The University Library has many books about Bosch and Bruegel; do remember that a useful keywork when searching the online catalogue is also ‘Early Netherlandish’. In addition, an important point of reference to start from is offered by the collection databases of major international museums where artworks by Bosch and Bruegel are kept (e.g., the Museo Nacional del Prado in Madrid, the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna, the National Gallery of Art in Washington, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, as well as the Albertina in Vienna and the British Museum in London). 


Essential Reading

Charles Harrison, ‘The Printed Picture in the Renaissance’, in Making Renaissance Art, ed. Kim W. Woods (New Haven and London: Yale University Press in association with The Open University, 2007), pp. 211-247 (PDF provided)

Susie Nash, Northern Renaissance Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), Chapter 6 and 7 (pp.  71-99)

Kim W. Woods, ‘Holbein and the Reform of Images’, in Viewing Renaissance Art, eds. Kim W. Woods, Carol M. Richardson and Angeliki Lymberopoulou (New Haven and London: Yale University Press in association with The Open University, 2007), pp. 249-286 (PDF provided)
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Recommended Reading

Maryan W. Ainsworth, ‘The Business of Art: Patrons, Clients, and Art Markets’, in From Van Eyck to Bruegel: Early Netherlandish Painting in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (exhibition catalogue, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), eds. Maryan W. Ainsworth and Keith Christiansen (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), pp. 23-37. PDF available at https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/From_Van_Eyck_to_Bruegel_Early_Netherlandish_Painting_in_The_Metropolitan_Museum_of_Art

Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany (New Haven and London, 1980), esp. Chapter 3, ‘Functions’, pp. 50-93 (PDF provided)

Jane Campbell Hutchinson, Albrecht Dürer: A Biography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990)

Julien Chapuis, ‘Early Netherlandish Painting: Shifting Perspectives’, in From Van Eyck to Bruegel: Early Netherlandish Painting in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (exhibition catalogue, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), eds. Maryan W. Ainsworth and Keith Christiansen (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), pp. 3-21. PDF available at https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/From_Van_Eyck_to_Bruegel_Early_Netherlandish_Painting_in_The_Metropolitan_Museum_of_Art

Jeffrey Chipps Smith, German Sculpture of the Later Renaissance c. 1520-1580: Art in an Age of Uncertainty (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994)

Jeffrey Chipps Smith, The Northern Renaissance (London and New York: Phaidon, 2004)

Dürer’s Journeys: Travels of a Renaissance Artist (exhibition catalogue, London, National Gallery, 2021), eds. Susan Foister and Peter Van Den Brink (London: National Gallery Company, 2021)

Susan Foister, Holbein and England (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004)

Craig Harbison, The Art of the Northern Renaissance (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1995)

Craig Harbison, Jan van Eyck: The Play of Realism (2nd edition, London: Reaktion Book, 2012), Chapter 4: ‘An Italian Courtier’s Story’, pp. 31-50 (on van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait).

Illuminating the Renaissance: The Triumph of Flemish Manuscript Painting in Europe (exhibition catalogue, Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum and London, Royal Academy of Arts, 2003-2004), eds. Thomas Kren and Scot McKendrick (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2003). PDF available at https://www.getty.edu/publications/virtuallibrary/0892367040.html

Susan Frances Jones, Van Eyck to Gossaert: Towards a Northern Renaissance (exhibition catalogue, London, National Gallery, 2011) (London: National Gallery, 2011)

Joseph Leo Koerner, The Reformation of the Image (London: Reaktion, 2004)

Bonnie Noble, Lucas Cranach the Elder: Art and Devotion of the German Reformation (Lanham: University Press of America, 2009)

Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origins and Character, 2 vols. (1st edition, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953)

[bookmark: citation]David H. Price, Albrecht Dürer’s Renaissance: Humanism, Reformation, and the Art of Faith (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003)

Michalski Sergiusz, The Reformation and the Visual Arts: The Protestant Image Question in Western and Eastern Europe (London and New York: Routledge, 1993), Chapter 3: ‘Iconoclasm: Rites of Destruction’, pp. 75-98

Richard J. Walsh, Charles the Bold and Italy (1467-1477): Politics and Personnel (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2005), Chapter 3 ‘Relations with Florence and the Activities of Tommaso Portinari’, pp. 120-153.


