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Renaissance art of angels

Renaissance art flourishes with innovative representations of angels, emphasizing divine elegance, otherworldly charm, and spiritual authority. Amongst these masterpieces, seven paintings stand out for their striking depictions of celestial beings in a range of emotive expressions. One such iconic piece is Raphael's 'The Disputation of the Sacrament,’
created between 1509-1510, which brings together earthly and heavenly figures in a captivating scene. At its center lies Christ, bathed in radiant light, surrounded by notable biblical characters including Peter, Adam, and King David. Cherub Playing Lute (1521) by Rosso Fiorentino, part of the Uffizi Gallery’s Tribuna collection since June 29, 1605,
showcases an oil-on-panel masterpiece. Initially signed as “Rubeus Florentinus” and dated 1521, the painting underwent various attributions throughout history before being reaffirmed with its original artist, Rosso Fiorentino. The Fall of the Rebel Angels (1562) by Pieter Bruegel the Elder vividly depicts the banishment of Lucifer and his fallen
angelic companions from heaven. Bruegel’s composition draws inspiration from Revelation 12 and features grotesque, hybrid beings reminiscent of Hieronymus Bosch's works. Tobias and the Angel, a Florentine Renaissance painting by Filippino Lippi (1475-1480), captures a scene from the biblical narrative of Tobias and Raphael. The artwork follows
Tobias on his journey to collect a debt accompanied by the disguised archangel Raphael, as they walk arm in arm through a scenic landscape. The Martinengo Altarpiece (1513-1516) by Lorenzo Lotto is an esteemed Italian High Renaissance painting that forms part of a notable altarpiece. The painting is located in the church of Santi Bartolomeo e
Stefano in Bergamo, Italy. It depicts a Holy Conversation between the Virgin Mary, Child Jesus, and various saints. The central dome features Mark and John the Evangelists, while two angels gaze down from a balustrade. Two other angels hover above Mary, holding her crown. In the foreground, child angels add a distinctive touch. In popular
culture, angels are often portrayed as heroes or villains with their own personalities and wills. However, these depictions differ significantly from those found in scripture. According to scriptural accounts, angels were God's messengers, pure spirits who acted on God's behalf. They could appear in various forms or have no form at all. In Jewish and
Christian art, angels were initially depicted in multiple forms until the Middle Ages, when they were mostly portrayed as human-like figures with wings. As the Renaissance began, images of angels reflected the era's humanistic values. While religion still played a central role, many works of art featured secular subjects, such as angels. Renaissance
scholars believed that angels and archangels fascinated people due to their rational spiritual nature, allowing them to mediate between heaven and earth. Italian Renaissance paintings often depicted angels with unique personalities, particularly those mentioned by name in the Bible, like Gabriel. The Annunciation scene in Italian Renaissance art is
where divine power meets human vulnerability, resulting in transformation. Meredith Gill highlights Sandro Botticelli's Cestello Annunciation (1489), where Gabriel conveys empathy with Mary through his "ardent, genuflecting form." Alesso Baldovinetti's Annunciation (1447) features a purposefully optimistic Gabriel with "starstruck naivety" and
arms crossed in a smile. This humanized depiction of the angel is also seen in Guido DiPietro's fresco at San Marco, where Gabriel bows to Mary while they share a blush-worthy gaze. The use of vibrant colors by Fra Angelico adds to the scene's realism and the angel's human-like affect. Raphael, considered the most humane of all archangels, was
another popular subject for Renaissance painters. He appears in the Book of Tobit, where he takes on a human disguise as Tobias' companion and mentor. Raphael heals Tobit's blindness and helps exorcise the demon Asmodeus, solidifying his role as a protector. Filippino Lippi's Tobias and the Angel (c. 1475-1480) and Titian's The Archangel Raphael
and Tobias (c. 1512-1514) showcase Raphael walking hand-in-hand with Tobias, reflecting their bond. Raphael is often depicted looking down at Tobias with affection and concern, while Tobias smiles up at him in paintings like Titian's work. In contrast, depictions of the archangel Michael are intertwined with the Christian understanding of Satan as a
fallen angel. Michael is mentioned in the Book of Daniel and the New Testament's Book of Revelation, where he leads the army of Heaven. Raphael's Saint Michael Vanquishing Satan (1518) contrasts Michael's youthful face with the horned, animalistic Satan lying at his feet. The Fall of the Rebel Angels (1562) by Pieter Bruegel the Elder portrays
Michael and loyal angels in human form, while rebel angels fall as beasts, reflecting Christian theology on demons being fallen angels. Despite this, Milton's Paradise Lost introduces Satan as Lucifer, the most beautiful angel, who rejects his role as subservient to God and humanity, leading to a war in heaven. Throughout the narrative, Lucifer/Satan
displays human-like characteristics, making him potentially the Renaissance angel with the most human personality. The concept of angels has been a subject of fascination for centuries, with various works of literature, art, and media exploring their mythology and significance. Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials series, TV shows like Supernatural
and Lucifer, and films such as Constantine and Legion have revisited Satan/Lucifer's rebellion and fall, often depicting angels with distinct humanlike personalities. In contrast, films like Wings of Desire and It's a Wonderful Life feature original angelic characters, showcasing humanity's enduring fascination with these creatures. The Renaissance saw
artists like Michelangelo, Raphael, and others incorporating depictions of angels into their works, which have become iconic in human history. Caravaggio's paintings, particularly St. Francis of Assisi in Ecstasy (1595), exemplify the high level of contrast between light and dark often seen in his work. The painting features a highly realistic depiction of
Saint Francis, with an angel cradling him as he experiences the phenomenon of Stigmata. The six-winged seraphim angel is said to represent the angelic realm's description from the Old Testament writings. These works demonstrate humanity's fascination with angels, which has become a defining aspect of our culture. Michelangelo's masterpiece
"Testament" depicts a pivotal moment when Christ revealed himself to Saul and his companions on their way to Damascus, around 1542-1545. The painting features numerous angelic figures, but they are invisible to the men due to their intense focus on Christ's divine presence. This work is considered one of the most renowned religious paintings for
its vivid depiction of the event. In contrast, William-Adolphe Bouguereau's "A Soul Brought to Heaven" from 1878 showcases a woman being escorted by two angels towards a distant light, which can be assumed as heaven. The woman remains oblivious to her angelic companions' presence, while they gaze at the winged silhouette in the distance.
Raphael's iconic work "The Sistine Madonna" features a Madonna cradling Jesus and surrounded by divine figures, including cherubs with innocent expressions gazing upwards towards Mary and baby Jesus. Similarly, Petrus Christus' "The Annunciation" from 1450 portrays the Virgin Mary meeting Angel Gabriel at a church door, where she is
informed that she will bear the child who would be the Messiah. These paintings demonstrate the various ways in which artists have depicted angels throughout history, often incorporating intricate details and symbolism to convey their divine presence. The subject of angels in art has been depicted by various renowned artists throughout history,
with some pieces standing out more than others. One such example is Rembrandt Van Rijn's "Jacob Wrestling with the Angel," created in 1659, which showcases the angel's divine power in a calm and gentle manner, unlike the intense battle often portrayed. In contrast, William-Adolphe Bouguereau's "Song of the Angels" from 1881 features a more
classical style, imitating Renaissance-era depictions of angels and the Virgin Mary holding a sleeping Jesus. Interestingly, most paintings focus on Jesus as an adult, but there are exceptions, such as Bartolome Esteban Murillo's work "The Annunciation of the Lord," which showcases numerous angelic beings. Joseph Mallord William Turner's "The
Angel Standing in the Sun" from 1846 is another notable example, depicting a fiery and vengeful scene inspired by Bible teachings. Lastly, Peter Paul Rubens' 1614 masterpiece features an allegorical scene of good triumphing over evil, with a Christian figure sitting atop his adversaries, joined by angelic beings on either side. This painting holds
multiple symbolic meanings, according to art critics and historians, representing Christ's victory over Satan and evil spirits. Murillo's painting from 1660 features cherubim figures floating above the Virgin Mary, signifying innocence in Christian belief during that era. A white dove descends towards Mary as Angel Gabriel announces her pregnancy
with Jesus Christ, the Savior of Mankind. This work is renowned for its depiction of angels in a childlike manner, making it one of the most famous representations featuring these spiritual beings. The term 'angel' originates from Old English and French roots, meaning "Messenger of God". In Medieval art, angels are often depicted as messengers,
such as in Fra Filippo Lippi's 'The Annunciation' (1450-1453). The 'angel' term describes their role rather than their nature, as St. Augustine clarified: "'Angel’ is the name of their office, not of their nature." These beings were also believed to carry souls to Paradise during the Middle Ages. Early Christians borrowed concepts of angels from Judaism
and Ancient Egypt, where some gods were associated with wings. In 'The Coronation of the Virgin; The Trinity; The Virgin and Child with Donors; The Crucifixion; The Twelve Apostles' (1374) by Barnaba da Modena, five angels play musical instruments celebrating the coronation. Not all angels are depicted as gentle beings; some are fearsome and
others wear bright clothes or play music. During the Renaissance, artists occasionally showed angels with colored wings, like in Lorenzo Monaco's 'The Coronation of the Virgin' (1407). The Putti, small male children often seen in Renaissance art, were confused with Cherubim, which have four faces representing different species: ox, man, lion, and
eagle. In the Classical world, Putti were winged infants. Putti, once revived in the Quattrocento by artists like Donatello, took on a new form as angelic beings. The confusion surrounding these depictions was further complicated by paintings such as Carlo Crivelli's "The Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels" (1470-1475), which actually feature
angels, not Cherubs or Putti. Medieval theologians categorized angels into distinct hierarchies, with variations suggested by writers like Dante and theologians like Thomas Aquinas. In Fra Angelico's "Christ Glorified in the Court of Heaven" (1423-1424), we see the First Sphere of the Angelic Hierarchy, comprising Seraphim, Cherubim, and Thrones.
They were keepers of God's justice. The Second Sphere included Dominions, Virtues, and Powers, with Dominions being extremely beautiful and taskmasters to other angels. The Third Sphere was comprised of Principalities, Archangels, and Angels. Principalities oversaw other angels, serving as educators and guardians. Archangels were Messengers
and warriors of God, recognized by the Catholic Church as Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael. In Eastern Orthodox tradition, a fourth Archangel, Uriel, is also recognized. In this context, angels played a crucial role in human affairs, often acting as messengers. In Domenichino's "Landscape with Tobias laying hold of the Fish" (1610-1613), Archangel
Raphael instructs Tobias to catch the fish that attacked him in the river Tigris, using it to cure his father's blindness.
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