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A n c i e n t  A r t
A n c i e n t  R o m e ' s  a r t  a n d  s c u l p t u r e ,  s p a n n i n g  f r o m  i t s
o r i g i n s  t h r o u g h  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e  a n d  B a r o q u e  p e r i o d s ,
s e r v e  a s  a  t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e  c i t y ' s  r i c h  h i s t o r y .  R o m a n
a r t ,  i n  m a n y  w a y s ,  w a s  a n  e v o l u t i o n  o f  G r e e k  a r t ,  b u t
w i t h  a  f o c u s  o n  r e a l i s m  a n d  p r a c t i c a l i t y .  U n l i k e  t h e
i d e a l i z e d ,  p e r f e c t  h u m a n  f o r m s  o f  G r e e k  s t a t u e s ,  R o m a n
s c u l p t u r e s  o f t e n  f e a t u r e d  r e a l i s t i c  p o r t r a i t s  o f  e m p e r o r s
a n d  c i t i z e n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e i r  f l a w s  a n d  w r i n k l e s .  T h i s
s h i f t  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  R o m a n s '  e m p h a s i s  o n  p o w e r ,
i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  a n d  d o c u m e n t a t i o n .  T h e y  u s e d  a r t  t o
c e l e b r a t e  m i l i t a r y  v i c t o r i e s ,  s h o w  o f f  t h e i r  w e a l t h ,  a n d
h o n o r  t h e i r  g o d s .  T h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  e x a m p l e s  o f  t h i s
p e r i o d  i n c l u d e  t h e  C o l o s s e u m ,  t h e  P a n t h e o n ,  a n d
c o u n t l e s s  m a r b l e  b u s t s  a n d  s t a t u e s  f o u n d  t h r o u g h o u t
t h e  c i t y .

T r a n s i t i o n  t o  t h e  M i d d l e  A g e s
A f t e r  t h e  f a l l  o f  t h e  R o m a n  E m p i r e ,  a r t  i n  R o m e
e n t e r e d  t h e  M e d i e v a l  p e r i o d .  T h i s  e r a ,  r o u g h l y  f r o m
t h e  5 t h  t o  t h e  1 4 t h  c e n t u r y ,  s a w  a  m a j o r  s h i f t  i n
f o c u s .  T h e  g o a l  o f  a r t  w a s  n o  l o n g e r  t o  c e l e b r a t e
e a r t h l y  p o w e r  o r  b e a u t y ,  b u t  t o  s e r v e  t h e  C h r i s t i a n
C h u r c h .  A r t i s t s  f o c u s e d  o n  r e l i g i o u s  t h e m e s ,  c r e a t i n g
m o s a i c s ,  f r e s c o e s ,  a n d  s c u l p t u r e s  t h a t  t o l d  B i b l e
s t o r i e s  a n d  d e p i c t e d  s a i n t s  a n d  a n g e l s .  T h e  s t y l e
b e c a m e  l e s s  r e a l i s t i c  a n d  m o r e  s y m b o l i c ,  w i t h  f i g u r e s
o f t e n  a p p e a r i n g  f l a t  a n d  e l o n g a t e d .  T h i n k  o f  t h e
b e a u t i f u l ,  g l i t t e r i n g  m o s a i c s  i n s i d e  c h u r c h e s  l i k e  t h e
S a n t a  M a r i a  M a g g i o r e .  T h e s e  w o r k s  w e r e  m e a n t  t o
i n s p i r e  f a i t h  a n d  r e v e r e n c e ,  a n d  t h e y  m a r k e d  a  c l e a r
d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  s t y l e  o f  t h e  R o m a n s .

G o t h i c  E r a
T h e  G o t h i c  p e r i o d ,  f r o m  t h e  1 2 t h  t o  t h e  1 6 t h  c e n t u r y ,
e m e r g e d  a s  a  s t y l e  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e d  h e i g h t ,  l i g h t ,  a n d
i n t r i c a t e  d e t a i l .  W h i l e  i t  b e g a n  i n  F r a n c e ,  i t s  i n f l u e n c e
r e a c h e d  I t a l y  a n d  s h a p e d  s o m e  o f  R o m e ' s  l a t e r
m e d i e v a l  a r t .  G o t h i c  a r c h i t e c t u r e  i s  k n o w n  f o r  i t s
p o i n t e d  a r c h e s ,  r i b b e d  v a u l t s ,  a n d  f l y i n g  b u t t r e s s e s ,
w h i c h  a l l o w e d  f o r  t a l l e r ,  m o r e  o p e n  s t r u c t u r e s  w i t h
l a r g e  s t a i n e d - g l a s s  w i n d o w s .  T h o u g h  l e s s  d o m i n a n t  i n
R o m e  t h a n  i n  N o r t h e r n  E u r o p e ,  t h e  c i t y  h a s  e x a m p l e s
o f  t h i s  i n f l u e n c e ,  s u c h  a s  i n  p a r t s  o f  t h e  B a s i l i c a  o f
S a i n t  M a r y  s o p r a  M i n e r v a .  T h e  s c u l p t u r e s  f r o m  t h i s
e r a  a l s o  b e c a m e  m o r e  e x p r e s s i v e  a n d  n a t u r a l i s t i c
t h a n  t h o s e  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  M i d d l e  A g e s ,  w i t h  f i g u r e s
s h o w i n g  m o r e  e m o t i o n  a n d  m o v e m e n t .
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P r a c t i c e s
T h e  R e n a i s s a n c e  ( " r e b i r t h " ) ,  s t a r t i n g  i n  t h e  1 4 t h  c e n t u r y  a n d
p e a k i n g  i n  t h e  1 5 t h  a n d  1 6 t h ,  w a s  a  p i v o t a l  m o m e n t  i n  R o m e ' s
a r t i s t i c  h i s t o r y .  A r t i s t s  l o o k e d  b a c k  t o  t h e  a r t  a n d  i d e a s  o f
a n c i e n t  G r e e c e  a n d  R o m e  f o r  i n s p i r a t i o n .  T h i s  p e r i o d  b r o u g h t  a
r e n e w e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  h u m a n i s m ,  s c i e n c e ,  a n d  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  s t y l e .
A r t  b e c a m e  m o r e  r e a l i s t i c ,  u s i n g  t e c h n i q u e s  l i k e  p e r s p e c t i v e  t o
c r e a t e  a  s e n s e  o f  t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l  s p a c e  a n d  c h i a r o s c u r o
( l i g h t  a n d  s h a d o w )  t o  g i v e  f i g u r e s  a  s e n s e  o f  v o l u m e .

T h e  R e n a i s s a n c e  i n  R o m e  i s  d e f i n e d  b y  l e g e n d a r y  a r t i s t s  l i k e
M i c h e l a n g e l o  a n d  R a p h a e l .  M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s  m a s t e r p i e c e s ,  s u c h
a s  t h e  s c u l p t u r e s  o f  D a v i d  ( t h o u g h  t h i s  i s  i n  F l o r e n c e ,  h i s  w o r k
i n  R o m e  i s  i m m e n s e )  a n d  t h e  p a i n t i n g s  o n  t h e  c e i l i n g  o f  t h e
S i s t i n e  C h a p e l ,  s h o w  a  d e e p  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h u m a n  a n a t o m y
a n d  e m o t i o n .  R a p h a e l ' s  f r e s c o e s  i n  t h e  V a t i c a n ,  l i k e  t h e  S c h o o l
o f  A t h e n s ,  c e l e b r a t e  p h i l o s o p h y  a n d  l e a r n i n g ,  b r i n g i n g  c l a s s i c a l
f i g u r e s  t o g e t h e r  i n  a  b a l a n c e d  c o m p o s i t i o n .  

D r a m a t i c  F l o u r i s h  o f  t h e  B a r o q u e
T h e  B a r o q u e  p e r i o d ,  b e g i n n i n g  i n  t h e  1 7 t h  c e n t u r y ,  w a s  a  r e a c t i o n
t o  t h e  o r d e r  a n d  b a l a n c e  o f  t h e  H i g h  R e n a i s s a n c e .  I t  w a s  a  t i m e  o f
d r a m a ,  e m o t i o n ,  a n d  t h e a t r i c a l i t y .  B a r o q u e  a r t  i s  k n o w n  f o r  i t s
g r a n d e u r ,  r i c h  d e t a i l ,  a n d  u s e  o f  d y n a m i c  m o v e m e n t .  A r t i s t s  l i k e
G i a n  L o r e n z o  B e r n i n i  d e f i n e d  t h e  e r a  i n  R o m e .  H i s  s c u l p t u r e s ,
s u c h  a s  t h e  E c s t a s y  o f  S a i n t  T e r e s a ,  s e e m  t o  c a p t u r e  a  f l e e t i n g ,
i n t e n s e l y  e m o t i o n a l  m o m e n t .  H e  w a s n ' t  j u s t  a  s c u l p t o r ;  h e  w a s  a
m a s t e r  o f  c o m b i n i n g  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  s c u l p t u r e ,  a n d  p a i n t i n g  t o
c r e a t e  a  c o m p l e t e  s e n s o r y  e x p e r i e n c e .  

T h e  F o u n t a i n  o f  t h e  F o u r  R i v e r s  i n  P i a z z a  N a v o n a  i s  a n o t h e r
f a m o u s  e x a m p l e  o f  h i s  w o r k ,  w h e r e  f i g u r e s  t w i s t  a n d  t u r n  w i t h
i n c r e d i b l e  e n e r g y .  B a r o q u e  p a i n t e r s  l i k e  C a r a v a g g i o  u s e d  i n t e n s e
c o n t r a s t s  b e t w e e n  l i g h t  a n d  d a r k  ( t e n e b r i s m )  t o  c r e a t e  p o w e r f u l ,
d r a m a t i c  s c e n e s ,  o f t e n  w i t h  a  r a w ,  g r i t t y  r e a l i s m .  T h e  C h u r c h
u s e d  B a r o q u e  a r t  a n d  a r c h i t e c t u r e  t o  i n s p i r e  a w e  a n d  d e v o t i o n  i n
i t s  f o l l o w e r s ,  c r e a t i n g  a  s e n s e  o f  s p e c t a c l e  a n d  w o n d e r .

C r e a t i v i t y  o n  D i s p l a y
F r o m  t h e  r e a l i s t i c  p o r t r a i t s  o f  a n c i e n t  e m p e r o r s  t o  t h e  s y m b o l i c
a r t  o f  t h e  M i d d l e  A g e s ,  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  r e v i v a l  o f  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,
a n d  t h e  d r a m a t i c  f l a i r  o f  t h e  B a r o q u e ,  R o m e ’ s  a r t  a n d  s c u l p t u r e
t e l l  a  c o n t i n u o u s  s t o r y  o f  p o w e r ,  f a i t h ,  a n d  h u m a n  c r e a t i v i t y .  E a c h
e r a  b u i l t  u p o n  t h e  l a s t ,  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  c h a n g i n g  v a l u e s  a n d  b e l i e f s
o f  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  l i v e d  i n  t h i s  r e m a r k a b l e  c i t y .
.
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T o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  v i s i t  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  a t  w w w . t h o m a s - i n s t i t u t e . c o m .

C o p y r i g h t  ©  2 0 2 5  b y  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  P r e s s .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .

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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