Rome’s Art and Sculpture
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Ancient Art
~ Ancient Rome's art and sculpture, spanning from its

_ origins through the Renaissance and Baroque periods,
& serve as a testament to the city's rich history. Roman
art, in many ways, was an evolution of Greek art, but
~ with a focus on realism and practicality. Unlike the
idealized, perfect human forms of Greek statues, Roman
sculptures often featured realistic portraits of emperors
and citizens, including their flaws and wrinkles. This
shift highlights the Romans' emphasis on power,
individuality, and documentation. They used art to
celebrate military victories, show off their wealth, and
honor their gods. The most famous examples of this
period include the Colosseum, the Pantheon, and
countless marble busts and statues found throughout
the city.

Transition to the Middle Ages
After the fall of the Roman Empire, art in Rome
entered the Medieval period. This era, roughly from
the 5th to the 14th century, saw a major shift in
focus. The goal of art was no longer to celebrate
earthly power or beauty, but to serve the Christian
Church. Artists focused on religious themes, creating
- mosaics, frescoes, and sculptures that told Bible
stories and depicted saints and angels. The style
became less realistic and more symbolic, with figures
often appearing flat and elongated. Think of the
beautiful, glittering mosaics inside churches like the
& Santa Maria Maggiore. These works were meant to

" inspire faith and reverence, and they marked a clear
, departure from the classical style of the Romans.

% Gothic Era

The Gothic period, from the 12th to the 16th century,
emerged as a style that emphasized height, light, and
intricate detail. While it began in France, its influence
reached lItaly and shaped some of Rome's later
medieval art. Gothic architecture is known for its
pointed arches, ribbed vaults, and flying buttresses,

» which allowed for taller, more open structures with

W large stained-glass windows. Though less dominant in
e Rome than in Northern Europe, the city has examples
I of this influence, such as in parts of the Basilica of

| Saint Mary sopra Minerva. The sculptures from this

| era also became more expressive and naturalistic
than those of the earlier Middle Ages, with figures

"8 showing more emotion and movement.
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Practices

The Renaissance ("rebirth"), starting in the 14th century and
peaking in the 15th and 16th, was a pivotal moment in Rome's
artistic history. Artists looked back to the art and ideas of
ancient Greece and Rome for inspiration. This period brought a
renewed interest in humanism, science, and the classical style.
Art became more realistic, using techniques like perspective to
create a sense of three-dimensional space and chiaroscuro
(light and shadow) to give figures a sense of volume.

The Renaissance in Rome is defined by legendary artists like
Michelangelo and Raphael. Michelangelo's masterpieces, such
as the sculptures of David (though this is in Florence, his work
in Rome is immense) and the paintings on the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel, show a deep understanding of human anatomy
and emotion. Raphael's frescoes in the Vatican, like the School
of Athens, celebrate philosophy and learning, bringing classical
figures together in a balanced composition.

Dramatic Flourish of the Baroque

The Baroque period, beginning in the 17th century, was a reaction
to the order and balance of the High Renaissance. It was a time of
drama, emotion, and theatricality. Baroque art is known for its
grandeur, rich detail, and use of dynamic movement. Artists like
Gian Lorenzo Bernini defined the era in Rome. His sculptures,
such as the Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, seem to capture a fleeting,
intensely emotional moment. He wasn't just a sculptor; he was a
master of combining architecture, sculpture, and painting to
create a complete sensory experience.

The Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza Navona is another
famous example of his work, where figures twist and turn with
incredible energy. Baroque painters like Caravaggio used intense
contrasts between light and dark (tenebrism) to create powerful,
dramatic scenes, often with a raw, gritty realism. The Church
used Baroque art and architecture to inspire awe and devotion in
its followers, creating a sense of spectacle and wonder.

Creativity on Display

From the realistic portraits of ancient emperors to the symbolic
art of the Middle Ages, the classical revival of the Renaissance,
and the dramatic flair of the Baroque, Rome’s art and sculpture
tell a continuous story of power, faith, and human creativity. Each
era built upon the last, reflecting the changing values and beliefs
of the people who lived in this remarkable city.
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Reflection Questions

1. Roman sculptures were often very realistic, showing flaws, unlike Greek art's perfect
forms. What does this difference tell you about what was important to the Romans (like
power and showing real people) compared to the ancient Greeks?

2. During the Middle Ages, art in Rome shifted from showing earthly power to serving
the Christian Church, becoming more symbolic. How do you think this change in
purpose affected the look of the art, like the flat and elongated figures in mosaics?

3. The Renaissance was a "rebirth" that looked back to ancient Greek and Roman ideas
for inspiration, bringing back realism and new techniques. Why do you think artists like
Michelangelo and Raphael wanted to return to these older ideas, and what did it add to
their art?

4. The Baroque period brought drama, emotion, and theatricality to art, with artists like
Bernini and Caravaggio creating very powerful and detailed works. How might seeing
art with so much movement and strong feelings affect someone compared to the calmer
art of the Renaissance?

5. Rome's art changed over many centuries, from ancient times through the Baroque.
How does looking at the different styles from each era (like realistic Roman, symbolic
Medieval, balanced Renaissance, and dramatic Baroque) help you understand the
changing beliefs and values of the people in Rome?
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