Baroque Art

During the Counter-Reformation (1545–1648), the Catholic Church decided that art could be used to reaffirm Catholic doctrine and counter Protestant influence. In 1653 at the Council of Trent the Church issued the Decree on Sacred Images that led to the commissioning by the Church of many paintings across Europe designed to retell stories from the Bible. Many incredible artists emerged to produce a radically different art that in many cases brought a more direct and realist message to church goers.

Renaissance art often emphasized harmony, perfect proportion and balance due to a revival in interest in Greek and roman art.  The composition often emphasizes stable design, using a pyramid or triangle to unite figures in, for example, paintings of the Madonna with the child Jesus and John the Baptist. Or the composition might be horizontal, as in Andrea del Sarto’s Last Supper.

This all dramatically changes with the Baroque.  Artists like Caravaggio completely change composition, often using a diagonal configuration.  Rubens even used a circle composition in his Last Supper.  This creates a tremendous sense of dynamic movement. Caravaggio also took Leonardo’s chiaroscuro to the extreme, often using one light source to create extremes of light and dark.  This technique created stunning differences in values and spectacular use of edges, thus creating a sense of urgency and immediacy that draws in the viewer.  You can clearly see what the message is.  One need only contrast Caravaggio’s magnificent Madonna di Loreto and its diagonal composition, contrast of light and dark, swirling clothes, feet and hands with Raphael’s (gorgeous) Alba Madonna with its triangular composition, color harmony, balance, etc.

Bernini, the Baroque sculptor created a David full of movement, edges broken by swirling clothes, a diagonal composition that creates numerous shadows, a strained expression on his face as he launches into action.  This is totally different from Michaelangel’s David that is perfect in its proportions, balance and sense of calm harmony.

It turns out that our own Museum of Fine Arts Houston has a number of interesting baroque painters in its collections.  At least three of them were involved in spreading this new way of painting developed by the master, Caravaggio.  They were all in Rome during or just after Caravaggio was there in the first part of the 17th century and were greatly influenced by him. Simon Vouet was a French painter who spent years in Rome and returned to France to become court painter for Louis XIII; he played a lead role in bringing baroque influences to France.  Orazio Gentileschi was also influenced by Caravaggio and later went to England to paint in the court of Charles I.  Hendrick ter Brugghen was in Rome at that time, may even have crossed paths with Gentileschi, and returned home to become a founding member of the Utrecht Caravaggists. He is said to have had an influence on Rembrandt, Rubens, Hals and others.

I highly recommend that Museum goers take a look at Vouet’s St Sebastien (1625), Ter Brugghen’s Supper at Emmaus (1616) and Gentileschi’s Stigmatization of St Francis (1601).

  


 

