Seventeenth-Century Art in Europe

In the church of Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome, the
sixteenth-century Spanish mystic ST. TERESA OF AVILA
(1515-1582, canonized 1622) swoons in ecstasy on a bank of
billowing marble clouds (me. 23-1). A puckish angel tugs
open her robe, aiming a gilded arrow at her breast. Gilded
bronze rays of supernatural light descend, even as actual
light illuminates the figures from a hidden window above.
This dramatic scene, created by Gianlorenzo Bernini (1598-
1680) between 1645 and 1652, represents a famous vision
described with startling physical clarity by Teresa, in which
an angel pierced her body repeatedly with an arrow, trans-
porting her to a state of ecstatic oneness with God, charged
with erotic associations.

The sculpture is an exquisite example of the emotional,
theatrical style perfected by Bernini in response to the reli-
gious and political climate in Rome during the period of
spiritual renewal known as the Counter-Reformation. Many
had seen the Protestant Reformation of the previous century
as an outgrowth of Renaissance Humanism with its empha-
sis on rationality and independent thinking. In response, the
Catholic Church took a reactionary, authoritarian position,
supported by the new Society of Jesus founded by Igna-

tius of Loyola (d. 1556, canonized 1622). In the “spiritual

exercises” (1522-1523) initiated by St. Ignatus, Chnistians
were enjoined to use all their senses to transport themselves
emotionally as they imagined the events on which they were
meditating. They were to feel the burning fires of hell or the
bliss of heaven, the lashing of the whips and the flesh-piercing
crown of thorns. Art became an instrument of propaganda
and also a means of leading the spectator to a reinvigorated
Christian practice and belief.

Of course, the arts had long been used to convince or
inspire, but nowhere more effectively than by the Catho-
lic Church in the seventeenth century. To serve the edu-
cational and evangelical mission of the revitalized and
conservative Church, paintings and sculpture had to depict
events and people accurately and clearly, following guide-
lines established by religious leaders. Throughout Catholic
Europe, painters such as Rubens and Caravaggio created
brilliant religious art under official Church sponsorship.
And although today some viewers find this sculpture of
St. Teresa uncomfortably charged with sexuality, the Church
approved of the depictions of such sensational and super-
natural mystical visions. They helped worshipers achieve the
emotional state of religious ecstasy that was a goal of the

Counter-Reformation.
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“BAROQUE”

The intellectual and political forces set in motion by the Renais-
sance and Reformation of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
intensified during the seventeenth century. Religious wars con-
tinued, although gradually the Protestant forces gained control in
the north, where Spain recognized the independence of the Dutch
Republic in 1648. Catholicism maintained its primacy in southern
Europe, the Holy Roman Empire, and France through the efforts
of an energized papacy. aided by the new Society of Jesus, also
known as the Jesuit Order (map 23-1). At the same time, scien-
tific advances compelled people to question their worldview. Of
great importance was the growing understanding that the Earth
was not the center of the universe. but a planet revolving around
the sun. As rulers” economic strength began to slip away, artists
found patrons in the Church and the secular state, as well as i the
newly confident and prosperous urban middle class. What evolved
was a style that art lnstorians have called “Baroque.” The label may
be related to the ltalian word barocco, a jeweler’s term for an irregu-
larly shaped pearl—something beaunful, fascinatung, and strange.
Baroque art deliberately evokes intense emotional responses
from viewers. Dramatically lit, theatrical compositions often com-
bine several media within a single work as artists highlight their
technical virtuosity. But the seventeenth century also saw its own
version of Classicism, a more moving and dramatic variant of
Renaissance 1deals and principles featuring idealization based on
observation of the material world; balanced (though often asymmet-
rical) compositions; diagonal movement in space; rich, harmonious
colors; and the inclusion of visual references to ancient Greece and
Rome. Many seventeenth-century artists sought lifelike depiction
of their world in portraiture, genre paintings (scenes from every-
day life), still life (paintings of inanimate objects such as food, fruir,
or flowers), and religious scenes enacted by ordinary people in
ordinary settings. Intense emotional involvement, lifelike render-
ings, and Classical references may exist in the same work, and are
all part of the stylistic complexion of the seventeenth century.
The role of viewers also changed. Italian Renaissance paint-
ers and patrons had been fascinated with the visual possibilities of
perspective and treasured 1dealism of form and subject which kept
viewers at a distance, reflecting intellectually on what they were
seeing. Seventeenth-century masters, on the other hand, sought to
engage viewers as participants in the work of art, and often reached
out to incorporate or activate the world beyond the frame into
the nature and meaning of the work itself. In Catholic countries,
representations of hornfying scenes of martyrdom or the passionate
spiritual life of mystics in religious ecstasy sought to inspire viewers
to a reinvigorated faith by making them feel what was going on,
not simply by causing them to think about it. In Protestant coun-
tries, images of communal parades and city views sought to inspire
pride in civic accomplishments. Viewers participated in works of
art like audiences in a theater—vicariously but completely—as the
work of art drew them visually and emotionally into its orbit. The

seventeenth-century French critic Roger de Piles (1635-1709)
described this exchange when he wrote: “True paintng ... call: ¢,
us; and has so powerful an effect, that we cannot help coming near
it, as if it had something to tell us” (Purtfarken. p. 55).

ITALY

Seventeenth-century ltaly remained a divided land 1n spite of ,
common history, language, and geography. The Kingdom of Najles
and Sicily was Spanish; the Papal States crossed the center; Venice
maintained its independence as a republic; and the north remained
divided among small principalities. Churchmen and their familis
remained powerful patrons of the arts, especially as they soughr 1o
use art 1n revitalizing the Roman Catholic Church. The Coun-
cil of Trent (concluded 1563) had set guidelines for Church are
that went against the arcane, worldly, and often lascivious trends
exploited by Mannerism. The clergy’s call for clarity. simplic-
ity, chaste subject matter, and the ability to rouse a very Cathelic
piety in the face of Protestant revolt found a response in the fresh
approaches to subject matter and style offered by a new generation
of artists.

ARCHITECTURE AND SCULPTURE IN ROME

A major goal of the Counter-Reformation was the proper embel-
lishment of churches and their settings. Pope Sixtus V (ponuificate
1585-1590) had begun the renewal in Rome by cutting long,
straight avenues through the city to link the major pilgrimage
churches with one another and with the main gates of Rome.
Sixtus also ordered open spaces—piazzas—to be cleared in front
of major churches, marking each site with an Egyptian obelisk:. In
a practical vein, he also reopened one of the ancient aqueducts to
stabilize the city’s water supply. Unchallengeable power and vast
financial resources were required to carry out such an extensive
plan of urban renewal and to refashion Rome—parts of which had
been the victim of rapacity and neglect since the Middle Ages—
once more into the center of spiritual and worldly power.

The Counter-Reformation popes had great wealth, although
they eventually nearly bankrupted the Church with their build-
ing programs. Sixtus began to renovate the Vatican and its library:
he completed the dome of St. Peter's and buile splendid palaces.
The Renaissance ideal of the central-plan church continued to be
used for the shrines of saints, but Counter-Reformation thinking
called for churches with long, wide naves to accommodate large
congregations assembled to hear inspiring sermons as well #: t©
participate in the Mass. In the sixteenth century, the decoration
of new churches had been relatively austere, but seventeenth- and
cighteenth-century Catholic taste favored opulent and spectacular
visual eftects to heighten the emotional involvement of worshipers.
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MAP 23-1 » SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY EUROPE

Protestantism still dominated northern Europe, while in the south Roman Catholicism remained strong after the
Counter-Reformation. The Habsburg empire was now divided into two parts, under separate rulers.



combined with realistic surface detail that emerges from the
shadows of tenebrism.

SPAIN

When the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V abdicated in 1556,
he left Spain and its American colonies, as well as the Netherlands,
Burgundy, Milan, and the Kingdom of Naples and Sicily to his son
Philip 11 and the Holy Roman Empire (Germany and Austria) to
his brother Ferdinand. Ferdinand and the Habsburg emperors who
succeeded him ruled their territories from Vienna in Austria, but
much of German-speaking Europe remained divided mto small
units in which local rulers decided on the religion of their terri-
tory. Catholicism prevailed in southern and western Germany and
in Austria, while the north was Lutheran.

The Spanish Habsburg kings Philip I (r. 1598-1621), Philip
IV (r. 1621-1665), and Charles Il (r. 1665-1700) reigned over
a weakening empire. After repeated local rebellions, Portugal re-
established its independence in 1640. The Kingdom of Naples
remained in a constant state of unrest. After 80 years of war, the
Protestant northern Netherlands—which had formed the United
Provinces—gained independence in 1648. Amsterdam grew into
one of the wealthiest cities in Europe, and the
Dutch Republic became an increasingly serious
threat to Spanish trade and colonial possessions. The
Catholic southern Netherlands (Flanders) remained
under Spanish and then Austrian Habsburg rule.

What had seemed an endless flow of gold and
silver from the Americas to Spain diminished, as
precious-metal production in Bolivia and Mexico
lessened. Agriculture, industry, and trade at home
also suffered. As they tried to defend the Roman
Catholic Church and their empire on all fronts,
the Spanish kings squandered their resources and
finally went bankrupt in 1692. Nevertheless, despite
the decline of the Habsburgs" Spanish empire,
seventeenth-century writers and artists produced
some of the greatest Spanish literature and art, and
the century is often called the Spanish Golden Age.

PAINTING IN SPAIN’S GOLDEN AGE

The primary nfluence on Spanish painting in the
fifteenth century had been the art of Flanders; in
the sixteenth, 1t had been the art of Florence and
Rome. Seventeenth-century Spanish painting, pro-
foundly influenced by Caravaggio's powerfully dra-
matic art, was charactenized by an ecstanc religiosity

lccp

FLANDERS AND THE
NETHERLANDS

Led by the nobleman Prince William of Orange, the
Netherlands® Protestant northern provinces (presene.
day Holland) rebelled against Spain in 1568 T,
seven provinces joined together as the United Proy..
inces in 1579 and began the long struggle for inde-
pendence, achieved only in the seventeenth cenrypy,.
The king of Spain considered the Dutch Im‘etic-a]
rebels, but finally the Dutch prevailed. In 1648, the
United Provinces joined emissaries from Spain, the
Vatican, the Holy Roman Empire, and France o
equal footing in peace negotiations. The restilting
Peace of Westphalia recogmized the independence of
the northern Netherlands.

FLANDERS

Aftera period of relative autonomy from 1398 10 162]
under Habsburg regents, Flanders, the southern—and
predominantly Catholic—part of the Netherlands,
returned to direct Spanish rule. Catholic churches
were restored and important commissions focused on
sacred art. As Antwerp, the capital city and major ares
center of the southern Netherlands, gradually recov-
ered from the turmoil of the religious wars, artists of
great talent flourished there. Painters like Pecer Paul
Rubens and Anthony van Dyck established inrerna-
tional reputationis that brought them important com-

missions from foreign as well as local patrons.



THE DUTCH REPUBLIC

The House of Orange was not notable for its patronage of the
arts, but patronage improved significantly under Prince Freder-
ick Henry (r. 1625-1647), and Dutch artists found many other
eager patrons among the prosperous middle class in Amsterdam,
Leiden, Haarlem. Delft, and Utrecht. The Hague was the capi-
tal city and the preferred residence of the House of Orange, but
Amsterdam was the true center of power, because of its sea rade
and the enterprise of its merchants, who made the city an nter-
national commercial center. The Dutch delighted in depictions of
themselves and their country—the landscape, cities, and domestic
life—not to mention beautiful and interesting objects to be seent
in still-life paintings and interior scenes. A well-educated people,
the Dutch were also fascinated by history, mythology, the Bible.
new scientific discoveries, commercial expansion abroad, and colo-
nial exploration.

Visitors to the Netherlands in the seventeenth century noted
the popularity of art among merchants and working people. This
taste for art stimulated a free market for paintings that functioned
lile other commodity markets. Artists had to compete to capture
the interest of the public by painting on speculation. Specialists in
particularly popular types of images were most likely to be finan-
cially successful, and what most Dutch patrons wanted were paint-
ings of themselves, their country, their homes, their possessions,
and the life around them—characterized by active trade, bustling
mercantilism, Protestant religiosity, and jarring class distnctions.
The demand for art also gave rise to an active market for the
graphic arts, both for original compositions and for copies of pant-
ings, since one copperplate could produce hundreds of impressions,
and worn-out plates could be reworked and used again.



