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Introduction
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Defining a ‘great’ artist as opposed to a merely good one is always going to be subjective. But it is not just a matter of personal taste. Nor is it fashion – many artists have basked in the glory of their esteemed reputations during their lives, only to fade into obscurity after their deaths, and some artists are forgotten and rediscovered in later centuries. Which prompts the question: do all great artists withstand the test of time? There are no real rules. So, to select 100 great artists for this book, there needed to be some sort of criteria. However, artists before the Renaissance era were rarely named individually. In later centuries, different societies and technologies changed the purpose of art, which made the selection process even more complex. In the end, the 100 great artists – including painters, sculptors and printmakers from the 13th century to the 1960s – were chosen because they changed art, and their work had implications on subsequent artistic developments. Although many worthy artists have been omitted, those included are among the most exciting, outstanding and enduring.

We can only imagine the shock or revelation that some art provoked as conventions of the day were confronted. Art changed drastically when artists no longer had to rely on the patronage of the state or the Church. In addition, events in history, such as wars and scientific discoveries, have also had a major impact on artistic expression.

Although artistic influences and production should not be compartmentalized, in order to understand the evolution and reasons behind these developments and to explain connections in style or approach, the artists have been grouped chronologically into movements or eras.

Once an artistic tradition has been established, it takes imagination, skill and courage to diversify from accepted customs. Most of the artists in this book have done that, standing out among their contemporaries, either at the time or in hindsight, revealing their insights and creative genius. The role of the artist as ‘genius’ developed during the 14th century, with a status far beyond that of the skilled artisan or craftsman. The essential qualifications of ‘genius’ were individuality and an art that released creative energy and allowed the artist freedom to challenge historical precedents. Although it is no longer relevant to evaluate great art in terms of skill in lifelike representation, great art has always been more concerned with perception or vision than accuracy of depiction.

Every artist featured in this book broke new ground in some way, influencing, inspiring and setting new standards. Even though the art they produced is extremely diverse, the great artists all explore similar, universal themes – concern about the nature of human existence, the problem of mortality, and the social and moral issues inherent in our culture.
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Progressive art can assist people to learn not only about the objective forces at work in the society in which they live, but also about the intensely social character of their interior lives. Ultimately, it can propel people toward social emancipation.

SALVADOR DALÍ



Gothic to Early Renaissance

c.1300–1500

During the Medieval period (5th to 16th centuries), the greatest influence on European art was religion. The Church commissioned the majority of art and it was usually produced by monks. The illuminated manuscripts, simple wall paintings and carvings they produced were characterized by the flat, decorative style of the Byzantine Empire.

Drawing on tradition

From 1150 to about 1500, what became known later as Gothic Art flourished in Europe. The word was originally a term of abuse – it described the elaborate architectural styles, ornate altarpieces, embellished paintings, sculpture, stained glass, illuminated manuscripts and tapestries that focused on Christian beliefs and were based on the decorative Byzantine style. During that time, even religious art began to be produced by lay artists, who learned to follow the accepted conventions of the Byzantine style. Realism was not valued and specific aspects of Christianity were traditionally portrayed. Gradually, however, shifts in theological beliefs and a more human-focused, analytical and intellectual approach to life emerged. As attention moved from the heavens and saints to what was happening on Earth, art began to transform.

The rebirth

Artists worked in the guild system, whereby young artists trained as apprentices in the workshops of masters, learning all the necessary skills and practices. Once fully trained, they became masters with workshops of their own. For years, these rules were rigid, but as theological and humanist ideas spread, some artists moved away from the decorative, flat style of the Byzantine tradition, instead reflecting on the more realistic styles of art from ancient Greece and Rome. For the first time since the classical world, there was a rebirth of interest, not just in art, but also in science, architecture, literature, music and invention. The new ideas slowly spread from Italy to the rest of Europe and centuries later, it became known as the Renaissance or ‘rebirth’. In art, classical artistic principles including harmonious proportion, natural postures and expressions were followed. The main beliefs of the Renaissance were that through studying the learnings and discoveries of the ancient Greeks and Romans, artistic greatness, wisdom and enlightenment would be attained. Figures became more lifelike, depth and volume was depicted and Christianity was portrayed from a more human viewpoint. Emphasis was put on feelings, including vulnerability and suffering, in stories such as the Assumption of Mary, the Virgin and Child, Pietà, and Christ being deposed from the Cross. Whereas earlier artists simply copied from previous works, artists of the Renaissance used real people as models. Three of the most significant artists of the period were Cimabue, Duccio and Giotto, who had been trained in the Byzantine tradition but became intent on representing three dimensions in order to illustrate convincing space and structure. Gradually other artists, such as Donatello, Masaccio and Mantegna, produced art that gives even more of an illusion of reality. The new ideas spread across Italy in several different centres of art, initially in Florence and then in Siena, Rome, Venice, Milan, Urbino and across the rest of Europe. In northern Europe, where the influence of Celtic rather than Byzantine art had dominated, the Renaissance arrived later. There, cultural centres had developed around trade, and merchants filled their homes with paintings to display their prosperity. Artists from the Low Countries and Germany, such as van Eyck, van der Weyden and Grünewald, produced meticulous portraits and religious scenes in oil paints, incorporating new ideals of realism, combined with subtle and detailed religious references and symbols.

History and mythology

Most Renaissance art was still commissioned by the Church, with the greatest artists decorating churches and chapels for Popes and the aristocracy. Other patrons requested portraits, landscapes, scenes of Roman history and mythology. In this way, artists had the excuse to depict nudes, to show dynamism, detail and opulence and to represent nature accurately to surprise and impress viewers. As these Renaissance artists achieved recognition and rose above the status of craftsmen and artisans, they began to compete with each other, which spurred them on to even greater results.



	timeline



	c.1285–86
	Maestà, Cimabue (c.1240–1302)



	1304–06
	Lamentation (The Mourning of Christ), Giotto (1267–1337)



	c.1308–11
	Maestà with Twenty Angels and Nineteen Saints, Duccio (c.1215–1319)



	c.1395
	Creation of the Wilton Diptych



	1408
	David, Donatello (c.1386–1466)



	1420–30
	Portrait of a Lady, Robert Campin (c.1375–1444)



	1420–36
	Dome for the Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence, Filippo Brunelleschi (c.1377–1446)



	1426–28
	Trinity with the Virgin, Saint John the Evangelist and Donors, Masaccio (1401–28)



	1433–34
	Annunciation, Fra Angelico (c.1387–1455)



	1434
	The Arnolfini Portrait, van Eyck (c.1390–1441)



	1435
	Descent from the Cross, van der Weyden (1399–1464)



	c.1438–40
	The Battle of San Romano, Uccello (c.1397–1475)



	1445
	First book printed in Europe, Gutenburg (c.1398–1468)



	1450s
	The Baptism of Christ, Piero della Francesca (c.1415–92)



	c.1485
	The Birth of Venus, Botticelli (1445–1510)



	1490s
	The Virgin and Child, Bellini (c.1430–1516)



	c.1490–1500
	Sacra Conversazione (Madonna and Child with Saints), Mantegna (1430–1506)



	1491
	The visitation, Ghirlandaio (1449–94)



	c.1510
	The Garden of Earthly Delights, Bosch (c.1450–1516)





CIMABUE



c.1240–1302 • GOTHIC, BYZANTINE STYLE
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Madonna in Majesty (Maestà)

1285–6 TEMPERA ON PANEL

385 × 223 CM (151½ × 88 IN)

GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY

Originally on the high altar of the church of Santa Trinità in Florence, this panel still retains Byzantine traditions. Gothic painters reduced figures, faces and objects to repeated flat shapes, but Cimabue has also subtly individualized the facial features and used tone to show drapery and solidity.



Very little is known about the life and works of Cenni di Pepo – nicknamed ‘Cimabue’, meaning ‘bull-headed’ – but he was one of the first Italian artists to begin to discard the formalism of Byzantine art.

It is difficult to appreciate today, when so many changes occur in art, how revolutionary minor adjustments were in the 13th century. An early account of Cimabue’s career suggests that his modifications made him the leading Italian painter of his generation, although its accuracy is uncertain as it was written more than 200 years after his death. His workshop in Florence was acknowledged as the finest, and he also worked in Tuscany, Assisi and Rome, where new religious and political reforms interested him.

Cimabue was one of the first painters to begin the change from the conventions of Byzantine art, but many of the works attributed to him are unsigned, damaged or now credited to Duccio. Only a mosaic of St John in Pisa Cathedral has been confirmed as his, but many of the works attributed to him show his impact on the development of art in this period. Although he largely adhered to Byzantine tradition, Cimabue also incorporated traces of emotion and perspective into his paintings, and rather than depict everything as flat, began to introduce a more lifelike treatment to the traditional subjects.

For centuries, it was assumed that Cimabue was Giotto’s master, but that has now been thrown into doubt and some suggest that they were simply rivals. The confusion may have arisen because of a reference to the artists by Dante in his great narrative poem, The Divine Comedy: ‘Of painters, Cimabue deemed his name unrivalled once; now Giotto is in fashion and has eclipsed his predecessor’s fame.’ Whatever the truth, Cimabue’s move towards greater naturalism clearly inspired Giotto.





Key Works

Madonna and Child Enthroned with Eight Angels and Four Prophets (Maestà) 1280, GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY

Crucifix 1287–8, BASILICA DI SANTA CROCE, FLORENCE, ITALY

Madonna and Child Enthroned with Two Angels c.1300, SANTA MARIA DEI SERVI, BOLOGNA, ITALY

St John the Baptist 1301, OPERA DEL DUOMO, PISA, ITALY







DUCCIO



c.1215–1319 • GOTHIC, BYZANTINE STYLE, SIENESE SCHOOL





[image: ]

Rucellai Madonna

1285 TEMPERA ON WOOD

450 × 290 CM (177 × 114 IN)

GALLERIA DEGLI UFFIZI, FLORENCE, ITALY

In 1285 Duccio was commissioned to paint a large altarpiece now known as the Rucellai Madonna in the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence. Retaining Byzantine traditions of painting the images as decorative symbols, Duccio has also imparted a poetic delicacy and naturalism to the figures.



Probably the greatest painter of Medieval Siena, Duccio di Buoninsegna combined formal Byzantine traditions with realistic elements, which made his art more accessible than that of his predecessors.

With no surviving contemporary accounts or personally written documents, not a great deal is known about Duccio’s life. Through civic records however, we know that he lived in Siena, which at the time was the capital of one of Italy’s northern states and Florence’s major rival. Duccio is first recorded in 1278 and 1279 as working for the commune – a Medieval form of government in northern Italy. In 1285 he was commissioned to paint a large panel for the Florentine church of Santa Maria Novella for the wealthy Rucellai family, which became known as the Rucellai Madonna.

As the principal aim of art was to express strong religious beliefs in a highly decorative and spiritual way, Duccio followed the Byzantine tradition, as all Italian artists did. Figures were intentionally two-dimensional and little attempt was made to represent them or their surroundings realistically. Yet Duccio also introduced something different. At about the same time as Cimabue in Florence, Duccio’s work also began to express the idea of living, three-dimensional figures. Although he continued to paint stylized figures against golden backgrounds, he also subtly introduced an impression of movement. Colour too, was important to him and he created harmonious arrangements, rather than simply using separate colours to define discrete figures. The differences between Duccio’s work and that of his predecessors were astounding at the time, and his work was enthusiastically received because it conveyed warmth and religious feeling in a far more accessible way than the flat, decorative art that everyone was used to.





Key Works

Maestà (front, central panel) 1308–11, MUSEO DELL’OPERA DEL DUOMO, SIENA, ITALY

Maestà 1288–1300, KUNSTMUSEUM, BERN, SWITZERLAND

Madonna and Child c.1300, METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK, US

Triptych, the Virgin and Child with Saints Dominic and Aurea c.1315, NATIONAL GALLERY, LONDON, UK
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