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INTRODUCTION
TO THE 
RENAISSANCE  
KEY CONCEPTS: RENAISSANCE, FRESCO, REALISM

MICHELANGELO BUONAROTTI 
Born: March 6, 1475 in Caprese, Italy
Died: February 18, 1564 in Rome, Italy
Famous works: paintings on the ceiling of 
the Sistine Chapel (Rome), David (Florence), 
and The Pieta (Rome)
Style/Period: Renaissance
Mediums: oil, wood, stone, other

A BOU T  T H E  R E N A I S S A N C E
The word “renaissance” means “rebirth.” The Renaissance was an 
explosion of ideas, education, and literacy. Renaissance art is often divided 
to two periods: 

• Early Renaissance (1400-1479) - Artists learned by trying to emulate 
classical artists focusing on symmetry and creating the perfect form. Some 
artists from this era are Giotto, Masaccio, and Donatello. 

• High Renaissance (1475-1525) - A rising interest in perspective and 
space gave the art even more realism. Key artists from this period are: 
Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, and Raphael. 
Realism

In Renaissance art, we see that artists began to paint and sculpt their 
subjects realistically. This is called realism. Renaissance artists used new 
style and techniques that make the subjects and backgrounds look real 
and with more emotions. Some of the new techniques introduced during 
the Renaissance are: perspective, balance and proportion, use of light and 
dark, foreshortening (a way of shortening lines to give the illusion of depth), 
and sfumato (blurring lines between subjects)

COULD THIS BE WHY WE HAVE “BLACKGROUND BLUR” 
AND “PORTRAIT MODE” ON OUR PHONES NOW?

DAVID |  SCULPTURE
GALLERIA DELL’ACCADEMIA, FLORENCE, ITALY

SISTINE CHAPEL CEILING |  FRESCOE
THE VATICAN, ROME

THE PIETA | SCULPTURE
ST. PETERS CHURCH | THE VATICAN, ROME



Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel ceiling from 
1508-1512. What is the Sistine Chapel? How and why did 
Michelangelo paint it? Why is this masterpiece so famous 
today? This educational handout will provide answers to 
some very practical questions in order to help you understand 
this beautiful but complex work of art. 

WHY IS IT CALLED THE SISTINE CHAPEL? 

It is named after Pope Sixtus IV, who ordered the construction 
of the chapel around the year 1477. “Sistine Chapel” simply 
means “the chapel of Sixtus.” Similarly, Michelangelo 
painted another chapel for Pope Paul III, which is called the 
Pauline Chapel. 

WHAT IS THE SISTINE CHAPEL USED FOR?

It is where the College of Cardinals meets to elect a new 
pope. When the pope dies (or retires), cardinals from all 
over the world gather in the Sistine Chapel for the “papal 
conclave,” at which point they discuss, debate, and vote 
for the new pope. Additionally, each year the pope holds 
several masses and other ceremonies in the Sistine Chapel. 
However, on most days the chapel is open to the public. 
Anyone can visit the site as part of their journey through the 
Vatican Museums.
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WHERE IS THE SISTINE CHAPEL? 

It is located next to St. Peter’s Basilica and very close to 
the papal residence. This means that the pope can walk 
from where he lives in the Vatican, directly to the Sistine 
Chapel and St. Peter’s Basilica. The entire Vatican, which 
includes all of these buildings, is located within the city 
of Rome, Italy. 

WHAT WAS ON THE SISTINE CHAPEL CEILING BEFORE 
MICHELANGELO ARRIVED?  

The ceiling featured a painted blue sky with gold stars. 
This was a common subject for ceilings of churches and 
chapels. It allowed church-goers to feel like they were 
looking up to the heavens. 

WHAT IS PAINTED ON THE WALLS OF THE SISTINE CHAPEL?  

Pope Sixtus IV commissioned the best artists of his day 
to paint scenes from the life of Moses on one wall and 
scenes from the life of Christ on the other wall. The series 
of scenes were understood as working in parallel with 
one another. Moses delivered the Ten Commandments 
in the Old Testament, while Christ brought the New 
Commandment – love one another – in the Gospels. 
When Michelangelo began painting the ceiling in 1508, 
he knew he was working among some of the greatest 
artists of the Renaissance. The scenes on the walls had 
been painted by Sandro Botticelli (who also painted 
the Birth of Venus), Pietro Perugino (who trained the 
great Raphael), and Domenico Ghirlandaio (who was 
Michelangelo’s painting teacher).



WASN ’ T  M I CHE LANGELO  A  S CU LPTOR ,  NOT  A  PA I N T ER?

He was both! Michelangelo was also a poet and an architect. 
In fact, he was one of the main architects of St. Peter’s Basilica. 
Prior to the Sistine Chapel ceiling, however, Michelangelo 
was best known as a sculptor. Two of his most famous 
sculptures, the Pietà and the David, were both completed 
prior to beginning work on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. 

WHAT IS THE SUBJECT MATTER OF THE SISTINE CHAPEL CEILING? 
There are nine main scenes and many smaller images and 
figures on the ceiling. The nine primary scenes show major 
events from the Book of Genesis: from God’s Creation of 
the World through Noah and the Flood. These scenes are 
framed by Old Testament Prophets, as well as Sibyls, who 
were pagan oracles from throughout the ancient world. 
Prophets and Sibyls were included because they were all 
believed to have predicted the arrival of Jesus. Ancestors of 
Christ, mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of 
Luke, were included around the edges of the ceiling to show 
Christ’s lineage. In the four corners of the ceiling Michelangelo 
included scenes related to the salvation of the Israelites. The 
most famous of these scenes is David and Goliath. 

B E S I D E S  T H E  C E I L I N G ,  D I D  M I C H E L A N G E L O  P A I N T 

A N Y W H E R E  E L S E  I N  T H E  S I S T I N E  C H A P E L ? 

Yes, Michelangelo painted the Last Judgment on the wall 
above the altar. He worked on it from 1536 to 1541, decades 
after he finished the ceiling. Christ is centrally located in the 
upper part of the wall and he is surrounded by saints. The 
scene occurs at the end of time when Christ has returned to 
judge humankind. The Last Judgment brings Michelangelo’s 
work full circle, as the ceiling shows the Creation and the 
beginning of time. And his style has changed yet again. Instead 
of dividing the wall into many smaller scenes, as he did on the 
ceiling, Michelangelo created one large and continuous area 
where figures twist, spin, and fly through space. 
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HOW DID MICHELANGELO PAINT THE CEILING? 

He used a technique called fresco 
painting, which involves spreading 
plaster on the ceiling and painting 
while the patch of plaster is still wet 
or “fresh.” The term “fresco” literally 
means “fresh” in Italian. Before he laid 
the plaster, Michelangelo made many 
small drawings of his subjects as well 
as full-sized drawings of each image. 
The ceiling is more than 60 feet above 
the floor, and Michelangelo personally 
designed scaffolding that allowed him 
to stand and paint. The scaffold was 
anchored into holes in the walls that 
are located near the windows. These 
holes were re-used to hold scaffolding 
when the ceiling was cleaned between 
1980 and 1994.

D I D  M I C H E L A N G E L O ’ S  S T Y L E  C H A N G E  W H I L E 

H E  WA S  P A I N T I N G  T H E  C E I L I N G ? 

Yes, over the course of the project Michelangelo learned, 
and he adjusted to the circumstances of the chapel. His 
earliest scenes contain many figures and the landscapes 
in the background recede far off into the distance. 
However, halfway through the project he pulled down the 
scaffolding and inspected his work. He saw that much of 
the detail and depth was not visible from the floor. The 
second half of the ceiling uses fewer figures, but they 
are much larger and bolder. His most famous scenes, 
including the Creation of Adam, are from the second half 
of the ceiling. 


