
McMullen Museum of  Art, Boston College
September 2–December 7, 2025

Daley Family Gallery



Medieval | Renaissance: A Dialogue on Early Italian Painting

The closing centuries of  the Middle Ages in Europe witnessed profound transformations in the art of  painting. New materials and techniques gave way 
to an expanded repertoire of  formats and artistic styles. Patronage and workshop practices evolved in tandem with culture-wide reassessments of  the 
merit of  authorship, while the criteria for value and authenticity in representation were redefined. These paradigm-shifting developments ramified into 
the academic study of  art during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, creating a line of  distinction between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance that 
has proven difficult to redraw. Early Italian painting is an arena where the distinction is challenged and blurred.

This exhibition seeks to foreground this dialectic in the craft and conceptualization of  painting in Italy with selected works from the 
more-than-century-old Frascione Collection in Florence. Curated by John Lansdowne and Stephanie C. Leone—professors of  art history and specialists 
in the Medieval and Renaissance periods, respectively—the exhibition stages a dialogue between the two scholars, identified on object labels by their 
initials. Several paintings feature dual labels to highlight contrasting interpretive approaches. Overall, the exhibition encourages reflection on how the 
distinction between “Medieval” and “Renaissance” continues to shape our understanding of  Western painting.

Organized by the McMullen Museum, Medieval | Renaissance has been underwritten by Boston College with major support from the Patrons of  the 
McMullen Museum.







Umbra or Marche
Croce dipinta, late 13th century
Oil on panel
The Frascione Collection





Perspective of  a Renaissance Art Historian 

For what is it that enlightens men’s minds the way that an education in and knowledge of  literature and the liberal arts do?
Cassandra Fedele, Oration in Praise of  Letters, ca. 1487

Renaissance humanist, scholar, and writer Cassandra Fedele celebrates the uplifting power of  the humanities. This curriculum was a defining feature of  
the Italian Renaissance, pursued by men and some women of  diverse social status. Art theorists used ideas from humanism to raise the status of  the 
visual arts, which had been considered manual work in the Medieval period. Leon Battista Alberti, Giorgio Vasari, and others argued that painters, 
sculptors, and architects were not only craftsmen but also intellectuals because their work drew upon geometry, arithmetic, rhetoric, literature, and other 
humanistic subjects. Renaissance artists used this knowledge to create images and buildings that could teach and inspire.

This relationship between the visual arts and human intellect raises questions for Renaissance art historians. How did artists study classical antiquity, and 
emulate the principles of  ancient art, such as verisimilitude, the imitation of  nature? How did artists assert a sense of  selfhood? How did artists 
distinguish their art through an individual, often inimitable, style? 

In the Lives of  the Artists (1568), Vasari argued that Italian art from about 1300 to 1550 comprised a series of  great artists (over two hundred men and a 
handful of  women), building on and surpassing their predecessors through their knowledge of  ancient art and their individuality. Echoing this view, art 
historian Bernard Berenson wrote in 1896: “Florentine painting was pre-eminently an art formed by great personalities.” 

This narrative of  genius and invention offers a useful starting point for understanding Renaissance art. But not all artists or works of  art fit into this 
hegemonic model. Instead, this period on the Italian peninsula encompasses diverse formats, subjects, and styles, many based on Medieval traditions 
and local preferences. Art was valued not only for novelty but also continuity. To interpret art as evidence of  the past, we must look beyond 
periodization to the specific circumstances of  how art was made, where it was displayed, and what purposes it fulfilled.

Stephanie C. Leone



Perspective of  a Medieval Art Historian

The figures of  the saints were depicted just as they originally were—in appearance, and in condition, and in style.
Giordano da Pisa, Feast of  the Epiphany at Santa Maria Novella, 1305/6
 
These words, read from the pulpit by a prominent theologian at the Dominican church in Florence, prompt questions at the heart of  art historical 
inquiry: What gives art value? What is it that makes an image real? For centuries after antiquity, authenticity or “truth” in visual representation was measured 
by the degree of  its connection to distant prototypes. In the later Middle Ages, this age-old metric was in flux. Medieval commentators’ obsessions with 
the origins of  objects and elusive artistic sources signal a fundamental reconfiguration of  the criteria for verisimilitude in art—art’s perception of  
realness. Driving this value-shift was a culture-wide pursuit of  verifiable proof.

The emergence of  the artist, so essential to the story of  the Renaissance, can be understood as an evolution in the meaning of  authorship. In a culture 
that privileged tangible evidence, authorship offered testimony, and painters came to be seen as eyewitnesses. Credence in the evidentiary potential of  
images taken “from life” concretized in tandem with trends toward naturalism in art. This new parameter also morphed into a demand for increasingly 
idiosyncratic individual renditions of  nature, supplied by identifiable master-painters, who, for virtually the first time in Italy in over a millennium, began 
attaching their names to their handiwork. “Who made it” has since become the ultimate indicator of  value in works of  art.

Medieval art history is mostly freed from the modern preoccupation with individual artists, encouraging scholars to focus on the theoretical 
underpinnings of  art-making and art’s anthropological function. Early Italian painting thus presents a wonderful dilemma, one complicated by later 
biographers and connoisseurs, whose narratives tend to overstate the cultural value afforded to early artists in their own time. Although set squarely 
within the age of  the artist, the paintings on view reflect a moment when authorship and innovation signified not creative genius but above all a 
traceable source.

John Lansdowne



Art History and Classification

Giorgio Vasari (1511–74), in his Lives of  the Artists, was the first to organize the history of  Italian painting into successive periods. He described a golden 
age of  classical antiquity, when art was perfected; a “dark age” where the principles of  antiquity were lost; and a gradual rebirth of  art beginning around 
1300 and culminating in the mid-sixteenth century—when Vasari was writing.

In the nineteenth century, historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818–97) gave a name—Renaissance—to the period of  rebirth in Vasari’s framework and solidified 
the division between the Middle Ages and what followed. This binary periodization was adopted by foundational art historians such as Bernard 
Berenson—a scholar, dealer, and collector—who applied it with great influence to the study of  Italian painting. Much early inquiry was grounded in 
connoisseurship, which prioritized attribution and the organization of  artworks into periods and regional schools. 

As art history has matured since the Second World War, scholars have questioned the validity of  periodization and, specifically, the boundaries of  the 
Italian Renaissance. Meanwhile, the academic fields of  Medieval art and Renaissance art were swiftly developing into divergent spheres of  study, with 
distinct cultures and interpretive approaches. By the time Boston College established its Art History Program in 1970, “Medieval” and “Renaissance” 
were already formalized institutional categories, each with its own journals, sponsors, and professional opportunities.

Italian painting of  the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries falls in a liminal space considered part of  both the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. As a 
result, works and artists from this transitional period are studied—even claimed—by both fields. Early Italian painting is the domain where the 
distinction between the two epochs was first articulated. Nowhere is the contrast in interpretation more pronounced.





The Madonna and Child and the Legend of  St. Luke 
 
Devotional images of  the Madonna and Child proliferate in the history of  Christian art. Their ubiquity owes much to Medieval legends about portraits 
of  the Virgin Mary and infant Christ painted “from life” by St. Luke the Evangelist.

The story of  St. Luke’s alleged eyewitness depictions established conventions for representing the Madonna and Child that were repeated ad infinitum. 
For many centuries, the credibility of  a contemporary image of  this subject was often measured by its supposed likeness to ancient 
prototypes—considered “image-relics”—made in the venerable style of  icons from the Christian East.

During the Renaissance, changing views about the valence of  authorship opened new possibilities for how to portray the Madonna and Child. Styles 
increasingly reflected the period’s trends toward naturalism, though the time-honored format and composition were preserved. Authoritative 
representation, once reserved for sacred actors, was now ascribed to living painters, heirs to St. Luke, the patron saint of  painting.



Altarpieces

An altarpiece is a work of  art—typically a painting or ensemble of  panels—positioned above and behind an altar. Primarily a feature of  Western 
Christianity, image-bearing structures developed as a way to display special devotional images, many imported from the Greek East. Indeed, while 
altarpieces first appeared in the eleventh century, the practice accelerated after the Sack of  Constantinople in 1204, which brought a surge of  Byzantine 
icons into the West. The centuries that followed witnessed the proliferation of  altarpieces, fitted with new images and commissioned on spec.
 
Many altarpieces took the form of  polyptychs, multiple panels fused into one structure, created in collaboration between painters and carpenters. The 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries oversaw the production of  massive altarpieces with elaborate architectural frameworks designed to hold panels of  
varying sizes and geometric shapes. With the Renaissance introduction of  the unified rectilinear picture, artists used altarpieces as opportunities to 
experiment with new possibilities of  representing co-extensive space, recognizable settings, figural interaction, and the simulation of  natural light. But 
local traditions remained, with polyptychs and Medieval characteristics enduring well into the fifteenth century, as seen in the Master of  the Ligurian 
Polyptych in this exhibition.
 
In today’s museums, paintings designed for altarpieces often exist in fragmentary form, stripped from their original settings, and separated from other 
paintings with which they were once displayed. Over time, polyptychs were dismantled to accommodate changing spaces, and, in recent centuries, 
scavenged by dealers for a growing market in Early Italian painting. Individual panels were easier to handle and more suitable for modern interiors. 
Many were reframed and cut down into rectangles—the uncompromising pictorial format of  postmedieval art.

Simone Martini, Polyptych of  Santa Caterina (Pisa Polyptych), 1319, Museo Nazionale di San Matteo, Pisa



Master of  Barberino 
Enthroned Madonna and Child with Bishop-Saint and 
Saint Michael the Archangel, ca. 1365
Tempera and gold on panel
The Frascione Collection







Domestic Art

During the Renaissance, the quantity and variety of  domestic art increased exponentially, in part fueled by economic prosperity in Central Italy and the 
growth of  cities. Life’s significant milestones, such as marriage and childbirth, were celebrated with a flourishing material culture. Marriage was an 
opportunity for families to create social and economic alliances, and childbirth was essential for ensuring prosperity and lineage. Homes were filled with 
objects that were at once utilitarian, pleasing to the eye, and edifying. Artists responded in creative ways, inventing new forms and decorative 
conventions. 
 
Childbirth carried great risks for the mother and child, including high mortality rates. To encourage an auspicious outcome, births were commemorated 
with various objects, most notably painted wooden birth salvers or trays (descchi da parto) used to carry refreshments to a mother after childbirth. 
Inventories and paintings of  interiors reveal a white cloth placed over the decorative surface for protection. Their format and subject related to their 
function and intended messages. 







Artistic Production

The guild system was fundamental to the organization of  artistic labor in the urban centers of  late Medieval Italy. Guilds, or arti, governed quality 
standards, regulated training practices, and certified practitioners. This structure ensured a degree of  conformity and continuity with local artistic 
conventions, thus fostering distinctive civic styles.
 
Artistic training and production took place in the workshop, or bottega, each built around a master-artist—maestro or magister. Making paintings was 
collaborative, with assistants and apprentices all contributing to commissions on behalf  of  the workshop, under the master’s name. Indeed, when names 
of  master-painters first began appearing on works, they served to promote and validate the workshop brand.
 
Within this system of  collective labor, master-painters eventually gained renown as standalone artists, their reputations cultivated by elite patrons and 
influential friends. This growing emphasis on individual artistic identity, still embedded in the cooperative structures of  the guild and the bottega, 
anticipated the redefinition of  the artist from a skilled craftsperson to a creative intellectual. The establishment of  artist academies in the mid-sixteenth 
century—the time of  Vasari—would formalize this shift.













Religious Pictures in the Home

In the fifteenth century, the production of  domestic art was the bread and butter of  many workshops. Clergy encouraged families to have pictures of  
the Virgin Mary, Christ Child, and saints for use in religious instruction and moral guidance. Artists varied the format, from the typical rectangle to 
round (tondo), especially for the Madonna and Child and the Holy Family. The media ranged from tempera paint to sculptures of  marble, terracotta, or 
stucco. In the sixteenth century, oil became the preferred painting technique. Italian families also collected more ephemeral religious images, like 
drawings and prints, as well as icons imported from the colonies of  Italian maritime republics in the Eastern Mediterranean.







Workshop of  Domenico Ghirlandaio (1448–94)
Madonna and Child, late 15th century 
Tempera on panel
The Frascione Collection





Giovanni Bellini (ca. 1431–1516)
Portrait of  Gabriele Veneto (Gabriele della Volta), ca. 1498–99
Oil on panel
The Frascione Collection








