8. THE RENAISSANCE

The renaissance was based on the new concepts of the spiritual and intellectual freedom of the individual and the power of the human reason and a break away from the dependence of the supernatural. The early Humanists believed that in ancient times man had been the measure of all things because of his ability to reason. This view contradicted the medieval religious thinking that truth lay in the Bible and the Church and that afterlife was more important than this earthly life. The Humanists, however, were neither atheists nor heretics. They tried to reconcile ancient literature and philosophy with Christian ideas but without compromising either. The clergy tolerated the spread of the new learning and knowledge to a limited extent.

The Renaissance marks a period of conscious revival of Graeco-Roman style and acknowledges antiquity to be the source of stylistic norm and perfection. In the beginning Roman architecture was the inspirational force. Greek architecture was studied seriously only after the 18th century which gave rise to neo-classicism which believed in the superiority of Greek architecture.

Gothic architecture functioned according to an abstract system of proportions. Individual elements of the building had no fixed ratios among themselves or with respect to the overall measurements. All details were designed and executed at the site by the architect. During the renaissance the plans were drawn to measure and could be erected without the architect’s supervision. This was because fixed modules were used and the ratios were simple. Building parts were standardized and could be assembled in a rational, predictable way just like in a Greek temple. The parts were also derived from Classical elements – columns, pilasters, moldings, pediments, niches etc.

The massive polygonal or compound piers, pointed arches, rib vaulting of Gothic churches were transformed into cylindrical columns and supporting round arches. Stones of darker color were used to accentuate patterns of rectangles, circles and segmented arches. The dimensions of the crossing square provided the module for the other dimensions of the building as in the S. Lorenzo. Gothic fluidity and illusion of soaring movement was replaced by stasis (non-fluidity) and equilibrium. A new rationality and clarity was brought in the structure. Although renaissance is thought to have been revived from antiquity, in effect, it derived many of its elements from Romanesque, Gothic (ribbed domes) and Byzantium (pendentive domes over square base instead of the Roman dome over a circular base). 

Bramante’s work in Rome marks the beginning of the High Renaissance style. Emphasis was given to monumentality and the large spatial effects of Imperial Roman architecture. By the 16th century, two main themes had emerged: one tended to remain true to Vitruvian rules (Sangallo, Vignola) while the other brought new innovative ideas, sometimes bordering on eccentricity (Michelangelo, Ligorio, Alessi). The latter were also referred to as “Mannerist”. The Mannerists often broke the Classical rules, although they still accepted the ancient examples.

In the Late Middle Ages, Florence became one of the most highly developed cities in Europe. Its wealth came from manufacturing, trade, banking and an effective government. Through strong legislation, the city maintained tight control over projects affecting the appearance and architectural growth of Florence as they tried to achieve orderly and well-planned environment. Around 1420 the first Renaissance buildings based on science and mathematics and on forms and systems believed to be invented in antiquity began to appear. Architecture based on mathematics required rational planning of dimensions and forms so that they corresponded to each other proportionally and visually. In Florence, Filippo Brunelleschi introduced this kind of scientific rationalism to architecture and was widely regarded as the father of the Renaissance. Until his death he was the most dominating architect of his period. Renaissance was really a period of individual accomplishment rather than a sequence of anonymous monuments.

One of the first works undertaken by Brunelleschi was the incomplete dome of the Florence Cathedral. The design called for a huge eight-sided domical vault of pointed curvature to be built over the eastern end but without exterior buttresses. It was built as per Brunelleschi’s proposal. The dome consisted of a double shell, tapering upwards with a narrow passage in between for maintenance purposes. The shells were reinforced and connected by large stone ribs at each corner of the octagon. Horizontal reinforcements of stone and iron and even of wood were provided. The dome was built without the massive centering normally required for such construction, based on the principle of the self-sustaining horizontal arch as in the Pantheon. It was a daring feat to build the octagon in brick in the concept of the circle-within-octagon.

The earliest monumental expression of the new style is generally considered to be the Ospedale degli Innocenti (Foundling Hospital), a hospital begun in 1419. It had an arcaded portico with cylindrical columns and closed at either ends by accentuated bays. The capitals were stylized Corinthian. Pedimented windows were set above each bay.

Brunellischi was also commissioned to build the church of S. Lorenzo where he used the dimension of the square of the crossing to set the modules for the nave and the side aisles. The dome was built as a hemispherical dome on pendentives surmounting a cube. This principle was copied by later Renaissance architects. The interiors had round arches on cylindrical columns and presented a pattern based on the rectangle, circles and segmented arches.

Brunelleschi’s more matured style is seen in the design of S. Spirito, Florence. The modular system and continuation of the aisle around the crossing and choir is used to attain a more unified space. The square of the crossing is repeated on each side of the transept and the choir while the nave consists of four squares. The module of the side aisles is one-quarter of the main square.

Michelozzo used elegant arches, slender columns and barrel vaults in his reconstruction of the monastic compound of S. Marco into a beautiful library. He is remembered more for the design of palaces for the rich families of Florence. They were cubic, tri-zoned and fortress-like, each level marked by string courses. This was in keeping with the religious and civic laws that emphasized poverty and anti-materialism.  This all changed in the mid-fifteenth century and Michelozzo built the palace of Cosimo de Medici (Palazzo Riccardi) which set the pattern for 15th century Tuscan palace design. Overall the exterior was cubic and stony. The lower level displayed heavy rusticated stone wall, graduating to smooth ashlar on the second floor. Two tiers of windows in Classical modes were provided on the upper floors and the building was topped by a continuous projecting cornice. The interior courtyard, however, was grand with round columns and arches reminding one of Roman houses with their central atriums.

If Brunelleschi, who rose through the guild system and learned through practice, was instrumental in disseminating renaissance architecture in the earlier part of the 15th century, it was Alberti, a distinguished scholar, who furthered its cause in the second half. Leon Battista Alberti was a brilliant theorist who wrote to remind that Classical order used columns to architraves while arches sprang from piers. He built several buildings using mathematical proportions. In the church of S. Maria Novella, Florence (1460-67) he used simple proportional relationship in the façade design. The flat temple façade covering the upper part of the nave forms a square equal to the squares formed on the lower half on either side of the main door which in turn is equal to ¼ the square circumscribing the entire façade. The volutes and scrolls used to hide the aisle roofs on either side of the nave is found copied in many later churches.

Alberti built the church of S. Andrea in Mantua, Italy (1470-72). This building was starkly different from the works of early Renaissance architects which were lighter and more Gothic in ambience. He reverted to the use of dense walls, which were an integral element of Roman architecture, and in the façade he fused temple pediment with deep recessed arch, reminiscent of the Roman Triumphal Arch. The height of the church was equal to its width. The tall recessed arch on pilasters in the center almost reaching up to the pediment was flanked by side bays with three levels of door, niche and rounded window. The pilasters running from the base to the architrave helped to unify the levels of the bays. Inside he did away with system of side aisle, replacing them with chapels. The nave had a coffered barrel vaulted roof supported on piers and the side bays had wide chapels also barrel vaulted which provided buttressing to the central vault. The Roman vault provided a unity to the interior not achieved by his predecessors. His temple, as he used to call the church, carried the spirit and grandeur of Roman architecture more than Brunelleschi’s churches which with their single file of columns and arches appeared clearer and lighter and closer to Greek architecture. Alberti’s church design were to influence later church design as manifested in the Gesu and St. Peter’s.

A true temple façade with the Classical columns supporting the entablature was later constructed by Sangallo as a loggia of Villa Medici. Alberti’s churches had only suggested

such a structure but had used pilasters. Sangallo’s villa came close to the Roman villa than the cube-like fortress houses of the time.

During the 15th century Rome was still a ruined and backward city compared to Florence. This hurt the pride of the Church as it still was the center of Christianity. So when Julius II became Pope (1503-13) he vigorously took up the job of bringing Rome to its former glory, to build new monuments more impressive than the ancient ones. He extended patronage to some of the leading artists including Bramante, Raphael and Michelangelo. These brilliant artists helped bring about the transformation desired by the Pope.

Bramante entered Rome very late in life, at 55. Earlier he was a painter and worked in the court of Ludovico Sforza where he worked with Leonardo da Vinci, the most imaginative Renaissance artist and inventor. Bramante worked on Leonardo’s architectural ideas in a small chapel S. Satiro. Bramante got to work on a large basilican church next to S. Satiro. The large nave and transept were covered with coffered barrel vaults springing from piers. Problems arose with the site so there was little space to build the choir beyond the crossing dome. In the truncated portion he painted an illusion of the nave continuing beyond with the piers, arches, coffered ceiling receding in perspective. Bramante’s work was the most daring illustration of the magic illusion of depth.

After Sforza’s fall to the French armies in 1499, Bramante went to Rome where he encountered ancient monumentalism for the first time. This had a great impact on him and he responded immediately. His first Roman building, the cloister of Sta. Maria della Pace showed his understanding of Roman buildings with the correct sequence of orders (Corinthian over Ionic), trabeation of the upper story, the unadorned sculpturesque power of the lower story derived from the Colosseum and Theater of Marcellus.

His next work was a small temple of S. Pietro to be built over the place where St. Peter was believed to have been martyred. It was built on the Renaissance idea that a memorial monument should be a round domed structure visible from all sides. A round porch with 16 Doric columns supported a correct Doric entablature with balustrades on top. The walls were dense with deep niches in both exterior and interior. This was the first building since antiquity where the cella was completely encircled by a colonnaded porch. The domed drum was a unique new structure.

Bramante also built the Cortile del Belvedore, a vast complex connecting the Vatican to large terraced courtyards, gardens, sculpture courts, theaters etc. This type of large-scale design was to culminate later in the 17th century Lious XIV’s chateau Versailles. His inspiration for the design was the 1st century BC Sanctuary of Fortuna Primigenea at Palestrina, near Rome with its axially controlled complex of stairs and terraces ascending to a large colonnaded niche at the top.

Julius wanted to destroy the 4th century basilica of St. Peter’s and replace it with a huge new church. Bramante designed the new church as a Greek cross with the grave at the center. The huge central dome was to rest on four large piers with arches, braced by surrounding arches, barrel vaults and smaller domes. This design could have created a problem as a large nave for procession and congregation was missing. He died soon after the building was started and it was not completed for another 150 years. But his design influenced church building throughout Europe in the succeeding centuries.

Michelangelo was a consummate painter and sculptor when at age 40 he entered the field of architecture. After constructing a few remarkable buildings, he was asked to reshape the Capitoline Hill into a monumental civic plaza. Michelangelo’s design of the Piazza del Campidoglio is one of the most significant contributions to urban planning. Two buildings already existed on the site: Palazzo del Senatore and Palazzo dei Conservatori. At the center he installed the statue of Markus Aurelius. Along the axis at the back he built a double flight of steps and transformed the façade of Palazzo del Senatore with pilasters and bay windows. A matching building was built across the Conservatori to balance the piazza space. The 3 story height of the building at the back was balanced by the sturdiness and projecting entablatures of the 2 story foreground buildings. A broad flight of steps at the edge of the piazza strengthened the axiality of the space while the balustrade gave it definition. The oval pattern (not circle) of the pavement design around the statue unified the three buildings within the trapezoidal space.

Antonio da Sangallo had become chief architect of St. Peter’s in 1539. He had made major alterations in Bramante’s design. The cross was expanded by adding new spaces beyond the apses. The façade was lengthened by adding a front porch with a pair of multi-tiered towers as tall as the dome. Bramante’s hemispherical dome was separated into two independent colonnades and crowned by a peripteral lantern. A few parts were added to Bramante’s piers before his death in 1546. Thereafter, Michelangelo took charge at the age of 71. He destroyed Sangallo’s additions and cut away his design. The porch, the outer apses and the additional squares at the corners were eliminated. For the front he designed a colonnaded temple front façade.

Jacopo Sansovino built the huge Libreria di S. Marco on the piazza fronting the sea in Venice. He preferred thick piers enriched by applied columns over the piers with pilasters promoted by Bramante. Doric columns were used on the ground level and Ionic on the upper floor. A frieze was provided over the Ionic columns and was crowned by a balustrade below a line of statues. The strong muscularity of the building was a perfect match for the taller but fragile Gothic structure across the piazza.

Andrea Palladio was another famous Renaissance architect from Padua who began his career as a stonemason. He was educated under the patronage of Gion Giorgio Trissino and he followed his patron to Rome. His first big commission was the town hall of Vicenza. Palladio’s work was to build a new shell around an older building. The Palazza della Ragione was a huge two story hall where the Vicenza city council met. The original loggia surrounding the building had collapsed and Palladio was asked to reconstruct this in 1546. The height and width of the bays was determined by the older structure but the elements used on the façade were imported from Rome. Sansovino’s Libreria, fronting a similar plaza, and which was nearing completion, may have inspired some of its design.

Palladio built many villas which in terms of influence remain amongst the most important structures in the entire history of architecture. His style known as Palladianism was very influential in founding 18th century Classical architecture in England and subsequently in America. His buildings were based primarily on proportion, symmetry and the image of the temple façade. The plan was strictly symmetrical with residential rooms arranged around a central reception hall. The temple front provided the perfect façade for his villas. This was because he believed the temple form was actually derived from earlier vernacular architecture of houses. Since the temple was also the house of god, he did not feel it was inconsistent to merge sacred and domestic architecture.

There were many variations in his buildings but the basics did not change. Side bays might be emphasized instead of, more commonly, the center. Piers instead of columns may support a pediment; a porch may be added instead of set within a building. His Villa Rotunda, 1550s, is regarded as one of his major buildings. Rooms are spread symmetrically around a circular hall. Porches with Ionic columns and pediment are placed centrally on all four sides, reached by a long flight of stairs. Being set on the crest of a hill the porches provided commanding views, thus serving a functional purpose. The central hall also had a dome. Until then only religious buildings had domes. He dared to use the temple façade and the dome in domestic architecture, a style which was copied extensively by later architects. He also designed the church S. Giorgio Maggiore, Venice 1556, which was a dignified structure with spacious light-filled interiors. More than any other architect, Palladio symbolized the achievements of the Renaissance mission, which was to discover, revive and interpret antiquity.  

France had a very strong Gothic tradition so the Italian Renaissance did not have much impact earlier. This French indifference changed only after the French invasion of Italy in late 15th and early 16th centuries when they came face to face with Italian architecture and masons. Italian artists and craftsmen were brought to France which eventually led to the use of renaissance style in monumental architecture. In the beginning the French preferred the Renaissance architecture of the north (Milan) with its Gothic forms and rich decorations over the weighty and undecorated forms of Classical architecture.  

