
MAVARINE DU-MARIE 

OU ID: M2515473 

 

 

 - 1 - 

 

 

“Explore the viewing and connection of Renaissance relationships in Art.” 

 

 

 

CONTENTS 

 

 

 

Introduction   page 2 

 

 

The meaning of the Tempest painting. page 3 

 

 

The function of the Tempest painting.  page 11 

 

 

Summary of the Tempest painting.  page 17 

 

 

Conclusion  page 19 

 

 

References  page 20 

 

 

Bibliography  page 20 

 

 

Appendices  page 21 

 



MAVARINE DU-MARIE 

OU ID: M2515473 

 

 

 - 2 - 

 

 

“Explore the viewing and connection of Renaissance relationships in Art.” 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 In this essay, I would like to explore the Renaissance art of the 

Tempest c.1505, by Giorgione da Castelfranco (1477-1510), to discuss 

the painting in terms of its meaning and to converse about its function 

on the theme of relationships that connects the viewing of Renaissance 

art in relation to the social world. 

 

 The choice of this artefact is very deliberate due in part to its title the 

Tempest, which means a disturbance, therein lending itself to be 

reconsidered because of its emotive connotation and the painting’s 

depiction of deeper social issues.   

 

 It is also hoped that at the end of this cultural discourse the Tempest 

painting would have revealed its value in terms of seeing relationships via 

this academic approach after it had been critically viewed giving a sense 

of its meaning and a stronger sense of its purpose subsequent to being 

critically appraised. 
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THE MEANING OF THE TEMPEST PAINTING 

 

 So to begin, the Tempest painting was painted in c.1505, oil on 

canvas, and has the dimensions of 82 cm × 73 cm, and is located at the 

Gallerie dell'Accademia, in Venice, (see Appendix One). It contains within 

its features meaningful aspects, as it depicts two people at the forefront 

of the painting, one male on the left and one female on the right hand 

side, both are aged within their twenties, that is the age of virile youth, 

where anything is possible. 

 

 The female is sideways on to the viewer, in a typical half-seated and 

half-kneeling position called the ‘Doidalsas pose’, and with her legs in 

this arrangement meant that she could rise quickly if needs be. The bush 

hides much of her modesty, and such a depiction of a nude in paintings 

during this time was symbolic of the virtue of ‘charity’, she is also feeding 

an infant child which is symbolic of ‘motherhood’ without any coyness, 

thus assured in her position of being a woman. And all in all, shows her 

feminine nature, as she gazes directly, yet steadily, towards to the 

spectator of the painting.  

 

 Whilst the male stands in a full frontal stance in the painting, fully 

clothed, in his red jacket teamed fashionably with a white shirt, as well 

as, being richly patterned with red and gold brocade breeches and period 

tights of differing colours; red for the right leg and gold for the left. 

However, with his right leg (from his viewpoint) coming forward, as if 

ready to take the next step, or to challenge anyone and if he is also 
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confronted by anyone, is symbolic of the virtue of ‘valence’ due to the 

boldness, even with his wooden staff for protection to affirm his mastery 

and his position of being a man.  And it cannot be missed by the viewer 

that his phallic area is well endowed as to clearly show that his is very 

masculine nature, with his gaze averted from the viewer of the painting. 

 

 Which leads me to the point of saying that, it not just the symbolism 

that can be read into the painting, but also Giorgione has expressed the 

elements, for example, that which are man-made, like the bridge and 

buildings, and that which is nature’s creation, such as the dirt earth and 

horticulture, plus also the element of transcendence, which is the water 

and clouds in the painting. That I believe, takes the viewer, regarding the 

latter element, into a different kind of connection with the Tempest 

painting, as I will discuss below. 

  

 Firstly, this transcendence example can be symbolised from the calm 

narrow brook which is in the forefront of the picture, and placed right 

before the spectator line of sight, this is where we should start, Giorgione 

is saying, with nothing before us, so we are calm. However, as we follow 

the path of the water into a small area given to a tiny bare earth mound 

the very centre of the painting, there are ripples made on its edges and 

the suggestion here is that there is a fast running tide, as the eye of the 

viewer has a natural tendency to rest their gaze there quickly, Giorgione 

anticipates where we’d go next with our line of vision. 
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 Secondly, as the viewer now follows the sensuous serpentine 

formation of the path, as well as, echoing the wide river that dominate 

central position within the painting, yet the river still parallels in a 

straight course, the buildings to the rights, it adaptable to changes, as 

Giorgione knows that as human being we are capable of doing. For there 

is no time to dwell before the viewer is then visually drawn towards the 

bridge which has its reflection of a dark shadow cast into the water, as it 

seems to say, that as humans we still know nothing of ourselves, so we 

must pause here before continuing with our journey through life, which 

parallels the slowing down the water’s journey towards the distance, as it 

disappears from view, and so our eyes drift upwards, in a shift extreme 

movement, we raise up our head and eyes, as does the river meeting the 

sky, as we become impatient to know what is next to experience, we’ve 

grown restless as a spectator, and Giorgione knows of youth’s impetuous 

nature. 

 

 And this is echoed by the weather climate, which scientifically, is the 

fact that as water evaporates from the rivers and oceans, it rises, and due 

to the cold environment of the atmosphere above, it condenses, forming 

water droplets, eventually becoming to heavy and so falling back to earth 

as rain, so this thunderstorm in this painting of the Tempest depicts, I 

believe, this turbulent extreme of emotion of asking ourselves the viewer 

the philosophically: “why am I here?” as this its representative of the 

stream being symbolic of the Spirit or to put it in another way, the Soul 

without a physical form, but yet still exists within man and woman, so 
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placed either side of the brook that runs between them, for we aren’t 

proportioned to a lot of Soul but plenty of Spirit, Giorgione seems to be 

saying, which is just enough to nourish and propel us through life spent 

embodied.      

 

 Next we can see, the architectural structures on the male’s left, just a 

little behind him, “…which is above all and unmistakably characterized by 

the two broken columns and their stylobate. This centrally placed 

structure, both by its size and by its conspicuous bright white colour, 

serves several purposes in arriving at an understanding of the painting. 

These two columns together with the section of an ancient wall, upon 

which the shapes of an Ionic capital, arches, and medallions are visible, 

operate as generic markers: such classical architecture in the middle of a 

rustic scene suggests that we are in Arcadia…”  (Schier, 2008, p.481), 

meaning its architectural fragments could have been associated with the 

ancient classical text of Virgil, with Lucretius’s rejection of divine 

intervention and the transience of nature and human endeavours, that 

can be interpreted as the symbolism of ‘fortitude’, because undoubtedly 

there is within the painting a strongly held view that binds all the features 

together and that accounts for their positions being so dispersed. 

 

 And this dispersal also features with the architectural structures, 

which “…is immediately evident that the town shown in the upper part of 

the painting is not a Roman city [but are in fact] contemporary 

architecture in biblical and mythological towns [which is] familiar from 
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other Italian Renaissance paintings…” (Schier, 2008, p.490). However, the 

church with its dome symbolises ‘religious order’, even though it way in 

the distant landscape, it still manages to act as a central meeting point 

on the vertically plane of the painting.  And also its as if the church is 

attempting to conjoin with the two broken columns, that I’ve already 

mentioned symbolised the ‘ancient classical past’ as the Church foregoes 

being in line with the bridge that lays horizontal and well before it, 

because that would have linked the church to the modern town, but is 

painted instead to show that it raises above it all, so it could be said to 

mean that not all is well in society. 

 

 For the buildings also act as a architectonic pattern within the picture, 

for when starting from the large tree behind the female, we have a 

building, then that very same tree appears on the other side, to curtain 

off another building, followed by a totally different tree, formed in a 

clump of a tight mass, which is proceeded by another building, that has 

in front of it a very open branched columnar tree, then the church dome, 

with trees to the forefront of it, and another distant building, before the 

viewer is brought back forthrightly to the tree on the right-hand of the 

painting, with finishes off this architectonic patterning. Which I believe, 

encapsulates the nature of the painting exceedingly well, that is, even 

though man has been civilised, to a certain degree, to live among each 

other, this changes when living among nature, and this feature of the 

painting could mean that man still has yet been tamed. And this is 



MAVARINE DU-MARIE 

OU ID: M2515473 

 

 

 - 8 - 

because it operates on two extremes: the rough to the smooth and from 

annoyance to calmness.   

 

 And the man-made features within the painting of the buildings at 

one glance it can be seen from whatever path the eyesight leads from, 

there is the rough with the smooth. For example, if one leads from the 

right with the two broken columns and the stylobate of the two broken 

columns with its chipped brickwork, along with this ruined building with 

the decorative Iconic façade that once stood for youthful beauty, which 

now has cracks that runs up the surface wall. Both these ruined features 

in the Tempest painting, can signify that natural destruction when things 

are left to their own devices without mans interference, although it will be 

sometime before it is relinquished completely to nature. 

 

 As perhaps “…the simplest observation we can make is that in the 

sixteen century there appears to be an increased self-consciousness 

about the fashioning of human identity as a manipulable, artful process.  

Such self-consciousness had been wide-spread among the elite in the 

classical world, but Christianity brought a growing suspicion of man's 

power to shape identity: "Hands of yourself," Augustine declared. "Try to 

build up yourself, and you build a ruin".  This view was not the only one 

available in succeeding centuries, but it was influential, and a powerful 

alternative began to be fully articulated only in the early modern 

period…” (Greenblatt, 1980, p.2)  So although it is no longer completely 

relevant to modern life Giorgione states, it still holds it with an affection, 
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as if to say, here once I stood and I’m still standing, see how I’ve become 

through the experience of Time, its very meaning could be interpreted as 

the autonomy in self-fashioning. For here the ruined building still stands 

before us in the painting, stubbornly at the forefront, holding court to 

our vision, as if it were an outside reflection of a bygone era left to its 

own devices in the present time, we would still acknowledge its value. 

 

 As even the man-made footpath that has been constructed, with it 

smooth surface too, so to avoids disturbance from being trod from under 

foot, as it is no roughened ground and no obstacle lays in its way, and so 

leads us to worship instead the grand dome of a building made new, 

which towers in the distance, with equally the same stature as those 

buildings that are nearest in our vision, like announcing an arrival, and 

entering into a changed environment, where everything is big and 

powerful. And these features seem to account for announcing all that the 

Renaissance Man has made possible, he is in control even though the 

architecture is still relevantly young, as those on the right hand side of 

the painting, it stands equal to that of the past that was erected by 

another, that of an Classical Male, that is situated on the left hand side, 

and what links these two historical men together is the bridge in-

between them, as this feature accounts for the symbolism of 

‘immortality’, as I will discuss below.             

 

 As this symbolism of immortality, is that of Nature herself expressed, 

who embarks periodically on a circle of growth and decay along with 
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Time. As this time around, the decay in the foreground on the right hand 

side right below the sight vision, is the erosion of the earth into the 

brook, which also mirrors that of the stylobate, but herein the difference, 

one is a old decay and the latter a new decay, such is the twisted concept 

before us in the picture, it warps our thinking, that we are verily unsettled 

by its meaning, that is, all things turn to ashes, that give rise to Time 

being the master of immortality. 

 

 And with Nature we are confronted with this sense of expression of 

old and new, with on the right hand side of the painting of the Tempest is 

a mound with smoothed to a near perfection of newly laid lawn, and on 

the left hand side is nature wild and free to pollinate as she so pleases, 

with such tall grasses and sprigs of newly planted trees from the seeds 

that dropped from the mature trees, for most telling is the trees and 

overgrown plants that take up any position they so chose, that seems to 

symbolise a sense of purpose that wants the viewer to relate to Nature, as 

naked as she can be on the bare earth or cloaked with green grass, for 

like Time the painting says, Nature is everywhere, among the living and 

among the dead, but she can not be constrained to others rules — be 

they made by Man or God (see Appendix Two), so one is pre-warned.      
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THE FUNCTION OF THE TEMPEST PAINTING 

 

 Therein, I believe that the Tempest painting functioned with the 

purpose of being heuristic, that is in helping to learn about our 

relationships that we have, not only with ourselves, but also with others 

and the things that surround us in the social, cultural and political 

environment. 

 

 And this is particularly evident with the approach that Giorgione took 

with the compositional structure of the painting, knowing that the 

spectator from the outset will engage with the painting on a superficial 

level, that initially it would only be critically viewed, that is “….they will be 

concerned with the intentionality. They will begin with aspects of 

invention and design that express the artist's responses to the assumed 

presence of the spectator.  These reactions develop in a way that can be 

presented schematically in three stages: from awareness and 

acknowledgment, to the spectator's entering into the artist's subject and 

completing its plot, and finally from that kind of involvement to its 

exploitation, the artist assuming, now, the complicity of the spectator in 

the very functioning of the work of art..." (Shearman, 1992, p.17.)  And I 

think that this functionality assists the spectator when viewing the 

painting of the Tempest, to be objective, first and foremost, in the 

interpretation that could be found on many levels with the painting. 

 

 So, if we accept that the function of the Tempest painting was to 

engage the spectator’s thoughts of the social world, it is also important 
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to ascertain where and how the spectator was to be positioned when 

viewing the painting. Therein, I believe, the painting of the Tempest was 

located in a private gallery, or connecting passageway, opposite a window 

that had a seat within the alcove, because the painting required a mood 

to be set for it to have a purpose.  And that aim, I think, was for the 

viewer to have a place to escape for a time; to dwell upon the duty of 

commitment within the private intimacy of their own minds, and not to 

see the ‘family’ solely as a vehicle for social engineering. 

 

 For example, as stated with regards to Renaissance period in Venice, 

“…[the] government’s means of achieving it was to install solemn 

procedures formalizing men’s assumption of their private and public 

roles as nobles and to impose status requirements for their wives and 

mothers and regulations for their families’ marriages.  Thus, from around 

1400 the political social structure of the regime was fashioned and, over 

time, elaborated in terms of vital passages and personal experiences of 

women and men.  Gender identity — what it meant to be a male or a 

female noble — became the basic material in the fabric of the patrician 

regime and patrician society.  Then, in the first decades of the sixteenth 

century, gender gave practical focus to the ideological statements then 

emerging as part of the regime’s self-consciousness in the midst of 

crisis…” (Choinacki, 2000, p.8) so due to its didactic nature of the 

Tempest painting, it was not a picture to be seen standing for a few 

minutes, but to be dwelt upon repeatedly, for those elements within the 

composition would affect our being, thereat, the Tempest painting 
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conveys an implied understanding of our moods, as well as, our emotions 

as a spectator.  

 

 Thus, leaving the Tempest painting to act as guidance through which 

to understand the social world, be whatever path is chosen to be 

followed, as in opposites attract as it demonstrates a “…point about 

Renaissance style: the invention of the work of art may sometimes be 

predicated upon the full engagement of the spectator in front of it, and 

upon his willingness to read it realistically in behavioural or narrative 

terms.  If we approach it with less than half engagement, the case shows, 

we may even mistake the subject.  But while we must, I believe, project 

our most attentive sympathy into the artist's invention, to read what is 

placed as if momentarily in front of our eyes, the work of art does not as 

yet engage us. In grammatical or philosophical terms we could say that it 

is intransitive..." (Shearman, J., 1992, pp.26-27) meaning that it 

alternates rapidly between what we know that we see before us in terms 

of the grammatical nature of the painting, which a viewer may be quick to 

discern, as to what we think we know of the narrative in terms of its 

philosophical nature in view of the social world in what we seek to find, 

however, we are given no absolutes in the painting, that is, its out of the 

hands of the spectator, as left to chance that we might stubble upon its 

content (see Appendix Three)  through interpretation when everything 

else has been accounted for.  
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 For even though they differ in gender and physical form, and are from 

different social worlds, the lack of closeness between the figures in their 

display of affection is straightforward to terms of what an ideal could be 

in another social world outside of our own, as it doesn’t deal with the act 

of passion, but the act of commitment that is conveyed in the Tempest 

painting, as we see the separation of emotional states between male and 

female subjects which is evident from the facial expressions of the 

figures for as stated “….[r]ecurring figures in recent studies of Venetian 

culture are the collage, the montage or, in another variant, the 

palimpsest.  In all these cases, however, the intention is clear: the figure 

is meant to bring out the layering of Venetian culture, of Venice as a 

place of marked juxtapositions…” (Wood, 2007, p. 214) and it so that the 

Tempest it is clearly being translated to the viewer, as to the layering of a 

social aspects within its features and particularly so between the figures. 

 

 As I now return to consider why Giorgione felt moved to paint the 

Tempest as he did so, from a sociological art perspective.  I believed he 

did so, in realization of what was happening in his environment, and to 

acknowledge what relationships between couples during the Renaissance 

period were about, which were complex due to “…[m]asculinity and 

femininity take on different meanings in the face of altered economic and 

cultural dynamics and when individual women and men confront the 

varied and ceaselessly changing circumstances of their lives.  The family 

by its nature undergoes its cycle of development, marked by constantly 

evolving relations among its members [and] in these circumstances 
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patriarchy itself was protean and adaptive, a contingent product of 

changing structures and the varied and unpredictable responses to them 

by women and men constructing their identities in changing contexts...” 

(Choinacki, 2000, p.7.) Thus it is this dynamic concept that gives the 

Tempest painting its value with regards to its content; of what it depicts 

in terms of Art which embodies the sociological aspect regarding 

relationships. And this exploration can lead to evaluating the Tempest 

painting in how it manages to initiate an ‘awareness of others’ in such a 

profound way, with regards to having a connection to the social world by 

the means of its purpose as artwork.  

 

 And to be more explicit in regards to the connection between the 

Tempest painting and the social world, I would say that it represented a 

‘rite of passage’ to a specific group of spectators, that of the adult youth, 

for it was well known during the Renaissance period that “… the effects of 

changing family circumstances and the maturing of a teenage bride (as 

well as, often, her still young husband) in the years after the wedding, 

gave husbands and wives ample opportunity to mold collaborative and 

loving relationships, or to sink into a marriage marked by alienation and 

hostility [as at] gender ground zero, the association between one woman 

and one man, the effects of male privilege were uncertain, susceptible to 

the vagaries of material and emotional circumstance and, in marriage, the 

uncharitable mystery of sexual and parental intimacy.  Gender relation in 

practice made uncertain the force of the structures of gender…” 

(Choinacki, 2000, p.17), and when viewing the Tempest painting this 
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interpretation can be plausible, as to what Giorgione depicts with such 

sensitivity to the spectator in light of his own experience. And that is why 

I believe, the Tempest painting belongs to the didactic genre, but also to 

invoke a meaningful experience, as well as, functioning to engage the 

viewer in a more philosophical stance when looking at the painting. 

 

 For which I also think, the Tempest painting is very much a socio-

political painting, meaning it functions in terms of studying the power 

struggle between genders, the characteristics of people in terms of what 

their values and beliefs were, and the social structure of society that held 

the mechanisms of enforcement, as stated by Duits “…Renaissance art is 

not a neutral matter of stylistic taste on the part of a patron, artists or 

society, but an aspect of material production in which values were 

invested; uncovering the viewing habits of fifteenth [century] patrons and 

viewers necessarily entails uncovering some values whether they be of a 

religious, cultural, social or political nature. Viewing Renaissance art also 

demands an understanding of the social ‘rules’ by which art was 

constrained and which were occasionally defied…” (Wood, 2007, p.13) 

which would inevitably lead to a discourse either by oneself in the privacy 

of ones own mind, when viewing the Tempest of what the terms were in 

the social world, or act, like the Tempest painting does, as to remind the 

viewer the conditions of what the social world expects from its citizens ― 

whether they liked it or not (see Appendix Four) the message was clear. 
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SUMMARY OF THE TEMPEST PAINTING 

 

 To summaries, the Tempest painting did support my line of 

questioning, in terms of the being meaningful, and lending itself open to 

an exploration of what the function was for this type of Renaissance art, 

in terms of the relationships between individuals, in relation to things 

happening around them, and their reaction to it, as to understand the 

social world.  

 

 As it was evident that the theme of relationships, can engage the 

spectator in an evocative way, as the Tempest painting by Giorgione 

takes relationships onto a different level but still connects us with the 

social world by invoking a response from a viewer, who can engage with 

the painting in an emotional manner and in an emotive way too, though 

without the bonding of an intense relationship that would displease the 

viewer because the Tempest painting is an appeasement.  

 

 Thereat, what I was surprised by in exploring the Tempest painting at 

end of this essay, was the meaning and function reaching a similar 

viewpoint of acquiescence, as I had not set out on the theme 

relationships or looking at the painting with any preconceived ideas 

regarding Renaissance Art on this issue of the social world.   

 

 Thus it was fascinating to find that the Tempest painting held within 

its content the ideology of conformity being an harmonious ideal, that 

translated into a meaningful approach to accept social norms from the 
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outlook of a persons individuality; being their character traits, and 

coupled with the idea of unity with another person, not of the same 

gender, was insightful.  As well as the Tempest painting having the 

context of social convention being an accepted constraint between 

genders, which entails a process by which to function in society via its 

traditions and jurisdictions, wasn’t what I expected to find in exploring 

this subject and artefact, and so found it interesting to follow that line of 

thought to its natural conclusion, for I wasn’t about to fight it!  

 

 For what I had expected from this exploration was some sort of 

disparity between the meaning and function at the end, considering the 

very nature of the Tempest painting was to be so unsettling to the 

spectator as the Tempest already contained within its features such 

oppositional factors in the composition.  And it is from this perspective 

that made the painting tempestuous in appraising it overall, as one never 

knew where the investigation might lead.  So the painting begins and 

ends with the spectator’s interpretation, whether it is right or wrong, 

although I never expected to end up with such a rebellious conclusion of 

the Tempest, in both the meaning and the function of it.  And perhaps 

this is what Giorgione expected after all, that being, it should feel as it 

should ─ mind blowing ─ as it knocks out any notion of complicacy 

regarding the social world right out of the water, literally, it moves our 

spirits to act so righteously towards one another in a cohesive formation 

in society at large, which can be unnerving for anyone still young facing 

such a responsibility. 
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CONCLUSION  

 

 In short, when looking at the Tempest, there is recognition of the 

adaptive quality which is highly emotive and meaningful, which can lead 

to an awareness of cultural changes happening in the private sphere, as 

well as, the public domain as we progress through life. Thereat, the 

Tempest painting being so transitive in its function connects us, an 

individual viewer, to its sociological perspective, then as we exit back into 

the social world, we gain a wider concept of understanding about 

relationships, and will re-enter once more into the art world on the bases 

of reflection as an engaged spectator that isn’t quite done with the 

Tempest painting, even after it has been reconsidered most thoroughly 

and thoughtfully as to be esoteric.  
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APPENDIX ONE:  

ILLUSTRATION OF PAINTING 

 

 

 

 

 

Giorgione, The Tempest, c.1505, oil on canvas, 82 cm × 73 cm, 

830 x730mm, (Venice, Gallerie dell'Accademia) 

Website reproduction source: Grove Art Online  
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APPENDIX TWO:  

DOCUMENTARY MATERIAL 

 

Extract taken from: Renaissance Art Reconsidered: An Anthology of Primary Sources 

Edited by Carol M. Richardson et al., published by Blackwell Publishing in association with 

the Open University, copyright 2008, ISBN: 978-1-4051-4641-8, pp.311-314. 

 

 

 

3.2.3 ——————————————————————————————— 

 

Fra Girolamo Savonarola warns  

Florentines against the dangers of the 

new type of painting 

 

The Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452-98) was made prior of the convent of 

San Marco in Florence in 1491 and enjoyed the patronage of Lorenzo de’ Medici. After 

the expulsion of the Medici family from Florence in 1494, he exercised great influence 

over the composition of the new republican government, and his sermons, which were 

attended by thousands, railed against political corruption, materialism and superficiality, 

which he believed were the bane of modern society.  He prophesied that after a time of 

social purgation, Florence would be the centre of a renewed Christianity.  He was burnt at 

the stake for heresy in the Piazza della Signoria in 1498. Savonarola was very aware of 

the potential power of imagery, both as an aid to religious devotion and a possible 

distraction from a pious life.  He touched on a nerve with his denunciation of new types 

of imagery, learning and music, which he argued could be ungodly, giving the external 

appearance of piety without corresponding to any inner spiritually.  The following 

extracts come from a number of his sermons given in Florence between 1494 and 1497. 

[JB] 

 

Sources: Girolamo Savonarola (1969), Prediche sopra I Salmi, ed V. Romano (Rome: Angelo Belardetti), 

vol. 1, sermon XII, 19 May 1494, p.189. Savonarola, Prediche Italiane ai Fiorentini III/I, ed. R. 

Palmarocchi (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1933), sermon XVIII, 5 March 1496, selection from pp.388-91 (a 

section is translated in C. Gilbert (ed.), Italian Prediche sopra Ezechiele, ed. R. Ridolfi (Rome: A. 

Berladetti, 1955), vol. 1, sermon XXVII, given 3

rd

 Sunday in Lent, 1497, pp.357-8; vol.2, sermon XXXII, 4 

March 1487, pp.51-2 and 184; vol.2, sermon XXXII delivered on 4 March 1497, pp.48-63; vol.2, sermon 

XXXIX, delivered on 11 March 1497.  Translated from the Italian by Dario Tessicini and Jill Burke.  

Copyright © The Open University 2007. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Sermon XII 

 

By contemplating only the appearance of things, the ancients sinned and became slaves 

of their senses.  These earthly objects can be considered in two ways.  Firstly, as images 

representing Him who created them, and this means to meditate on earthly things as 
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images of God, as you do with the Crucifix and the cross, which represent God and draw 

man to the contemplation of God.  The other way is to consider them as a representation 

of the craft that is within them, as when you say: ‘The man who made this image was a 

good master’, that is, when you only consider the craftsmanship.  Therefore, I want to 

give you some good advice: ‘Flee those things made with artifice, as if they were riches’.  

Look at the figures they nowadays make for churches, which are done with such 

craftsmanship and are so ornate and elaborate, that they obscure the light of God and true 

contemplation, and people do not consider God, but only the craft within the image.  

Polyphony and organ music have the same effect. Nevertheless, you must give yourself 

to simplicity, and not to such crafted things, and you must refrain firm in the 

contemplation of God only. 

 

Sermon XVIII 

 

In effect, there is no longer any respect for divine worship, and if people do good works 

outwardly, it is done for the sake of their own honour, and everybody builds chapels with 

their coats of arms on them.  What does this mean?  If I said you, ‘Give me ten ducats to 

give to a poor man’, you wouldn’t do it.  Yet if I say to you, ‘Spend 100 ducats on a 

chapel here in San Marco’, you would do it so that you could put your arms on it, and 

you would do it for your honour, not in honour of God.  However, when He sees this, He 

says: Though ye offer me burnt offerings and your meat offerings, I will not accept them; 

neither will I regard the peace offerings of your fat beasts.

1 

I will not look upon your 

vows and your fasts, and though the celebrations do not require abstinence, it is not, 

however, ordained that you should eat.  Go and behold your feast of Saint John … 

however you have reduced it to fireworks, men on stilts and a thousand other wanton 

acts.  But God says: ‘I will not look upon your celebrations’ [ …] 

 

Look at the habits of Florence, at how Florentine women marry off their daughters.  They 

show them around and dress them up as if they were nymphs, and first, they taken them 

to Santa Liperata [the Duomo].  These are your idols and you have placed them in my 

temple. 

 

The images of your gods are the pictures and likenesses you have had painted in 

churches.  And so young men go around saying about this man or women, ‘she is Mary 

Magdalen, and this other one is Saint John’, because you have had painted in your 

churches figures in the likeness of this or that woman.  This is very ill-done, and in 

contempt of God’s property.  You painters, you do wrong; if you knew the scandal that 

follows, and what I know, you wouldn’t want to paint like this.  You put all kinds of 

vanities in churches.  Do you really believe that the Virgin Mary went around dressed in 

the way you have painted her?  I tell you she was dressed as a poor woman, with 

simplicity, and so covered that you could barely see her face; likewise, Saint Elizabeth 

was dressed simply too. 

 

You would do great good erasing those figures, since they are so dishonestly painted.  

You make the Virgin Mary appear as though she was dressed as a whore.  And this is 

because religion is now corrupt and no one cares about anything anymore but his own 

honour.  Look anywhere in the convents: you will find them full of the arms of those who 

have built them. I look up over that door thinking I will find a crucifix, and instead there 

is a coat of arms.  I move on, lift my head and there is another coat of arms.  Everything 
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is full of arms.  I wear a vestment, I think there is a crucifix painted on it, and instead 

there are more arms.  And do you know why they put the arms on the back of the 

vestment? So that when the priest stands at the altar the arms can be seen by the whole 

congregation. 

 

1

 This is a quote from the Old Testament book of Amos 5:22. Savonarola quoted the original in Latin, as he 

did with all passages from the Bible. 

 

 

Sermon XXVII 

 

Children and women respond like plants do, with their bodies, and through physical 

stimulation.  Paintings in churches are their books, and we should provide for them better 

than the pagans did.  The Egyptians did not allow indecent figures to be painted.  The 

first thing we should do is remove the dishonest figures, and the crude scenes that make 

people laugh shall not be painted.  And in churches no one should paint unless they are 

good masters who paint honest things.  If they paint the Virgin, she has to be painted with 

all decency, as she really was. 

 

Sermon XXXII 

 

Call a painter over here for a little while.  Come forward, painter. Do you know how to 

paint a bunch of grapes?  First, I want it made by a woodcarver; or, that it shall be 

painted, and made by a sculptor.  Would you know how to paint the grapes with colours 

that make them seem real?  Painters, especially the good ones, have certain colours with 

give lustre and make things seem alive.  Now, take a woodcarver and have him carve a 

bunch of grapes and make them resemble real grapes and then [get] a painter to paint 

them with the same colour a natural grape has.  Then put it in a vineyard and wait for a 

bird to come.  Where do you think the bird will go?  It will go to the real grapes and not 

the painted ones, because even the most perfect art cannot perfectly imitate nature in 

everything.  There is a certain liveliness, a certain something, in nature that art cannot 

express. 

 

Sermon XXXIX 

 

A funerary monument is the embodiment of the sinner [ … ]  These great masters have 

those beautiful tombs made, and they want to rot amongst marble and silk.  Since they are 

going to Hell, they at least want to say here in their tombs sculpted and painted with 

figures of the Virgin and saints – and their sepulchre shall remain their home for all 

eternity.

2

  This is why a man who has a beautiful body but a soul dead through sin is 

called ‘caught in a monument’.  But the Saviour has said: Woe unto you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres!

3

  These tombs, painted with 

figures are the ceremonies of the Church.  Many feast themselves on these figures and 

these ceremonies and they are caught in the monument, that is the arms of sin.  

 

2

 From Psalm 48, line 12. 

3 

This is a quote from Matthew 23:27.  The verse continues, ‘which indeed appear beautiful outward, but 

are within full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness’. 
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APPENDIX THREE:  

DOCUMENTARY MATERIAL 

 

Extract taken from: Renaissance Art Reconsidered: An Anthology of Primary Sources 

Edited by Carol M. Richardson et al., published by Blackwell Publishing in association with 

the Open University, copyright 2008, ISBN: 978-1-4051-4641-8, pp.259-260. 

 

 

 

2.6.14 ——————————————————————————————— 

 

From Francesco Sansovino, Dialogue 

on All the Notable Things which are in Venice 

 

This is an extract from Francesco Sansovino’s (1521-83) first guidebook to the city of 

Venice and its art (Dialogo di tutte le cose notabili che sono in Venetia), originally 

published in 1556, Sansovino published a second book, Della Venetia città nobilissima et 

singolare, in 13 volumes in 1581.  With subsequent additions by sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century authors, this became the standard work on Venice on which virtually 

all subsequent accounts drew.  In his imaginary dialogue with a visitor to Venice in this 

extract, Sansovino singles out the Bellinis for praise from other fifteenth-century artists.  

He traces their fame especially to their work on the Grand Council chamber and Gentile’s 

commission by the Turkish Sultan. [PW] 

 

Source: D. Chambers and B. Pullan with J. Fletcher (eds) (1992), Venice: A Documentary History (Oxford: 

Blackwell), pp.391-3.  Reprinted by permission of Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

FOREIGNER Certainly, signor, the paintings in this room [Hall of the Great Council] 

have given me much food for thought, because the variety of styles and 

their beauty and gracefulness, one finds most satisfying here. 

 

VENETIAN Do you take pleasure in painting perhaps? 

 

FOREIGNER A little.  I also like sculpture and architecture a lot, but I don’t know 

much about them. 

 

VENETIAN Have you seen what is going on in this city in the three professions that 

you mentioned? 

 

FOREIGNER No, I haven’t seen much of what I wanted to see, but I have heard tell of 

wonders. 

 

VENETIAN Sir, you will also be satisfied on this count, now that I see you are 

interested in the subject.  I will make it clear to you, but I want us to 
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begin with painting, because it was introduced earlier to this city than 

either sculpture or architecture. 

 

FOREIGNER As you please. 

 

VENETIAN We have had painting for a long time, as is proved by the portraits of the 

Doges which are in the lunettes of the ceiling in the Great Council Hall, 

and Gian Bellini and Gentile are no less alive in our memories. 

 

FOREIGNER I have heard tell of them. 

 

VENETIAN In their time they were much esteemed, so much so that the Great Turk 

asked our government for one of them, who went and accomplished 

what the Turk wanted, and returned here much honoured and rewarded.  

There style was very careful and almost like miniature painting … Have 

you noticed that in Venice there are more paintings than in all the rest of 

Italy? 

 

FOREIGNER It is right and proper that you, being the richest men in Italy, should also 

have more beautiful things than the others, because craftsman go where 

the money flows and where the people are soft-living and well fed. 
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APPENDIX FOUR:  

DOCUMENTARY MATERIAL 

 

Extract taken from: Renaissance Art Reconsidered: Volume 3, Viewing Renaissance Art 

by Kim W. Woods, M. Richardson and Angeliki Lymberopoulou, published by Yale 

University Press in association with the Open University, copyright 2007, ISBN: 978-0-300-

12343-2, pp.24-25. 

 

 

1   —————————————————————————————————  

 

Catch-phrases or concepts 

 

This extract is taken from Chapter 1: Art, Class and Wealth, which introduces the topic of 

the spectator of Renaissance Art and what they saw or anticipated to see from the 

artwork. And in the section written by Rembrandt Duits, he outlines a discourse on what 

was found meaningful and intellectual enough in artworks to be invested in by patrons, 

who choose such complex content in their commissioned artwork, as to cultivate the 

social status of aesthetic hierarchy, particularly when viewed by a spectator, so as to 

demonstrate their social superiority.  

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

[…] To describe the collective arts of the Renaissance as part of the material culture of 

the period provides a neutral umbrella term and indicts that works of art had social 

functions as well as aesthetic properties. 

 

The phrase ‘self-fashioning’ is the least venerable of the three cited at the beginning of 

the section.  It has its roots in sociology, specifically the theory that identity is not merely 

a combination of accidental character traits, but a construct crafted by individuals in 

interaction with the rules and patterns of the society in which they live. The idea of ‘self-

fashioning was first introduced into Renaissance studies by historians of literature 

attempting to analyse the various images authors gave of themselves through their written 

works.  In the context of art history, the expression has come to be applied to patrons 

rather than to artists in a way that deviates from its original meaning.  It has become 

shorthand for patrons using art for, (or that matter, material culture) to project an identity 

to the outside world, almost as a work of art in its own right.  The implicit danger of this 

approach is that one single aspect of Renaissance art – patronage – is promoted to its 

guiding principle.  None the less, works of art carried social messages about the people 

who bought or commissioned them, and these messages formed part of how art was 

viewed. […]  

 

 

 


