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Overview

• ‘Standing between darkness and light’ –
Leonardo da Vinci

• Shadows everywhere; but limited 
physical depiction in art? 

• We don’t see/pay attention?

• Linked to ... symbolism of light and dark 
• sun-symbolism and the good

• shadows and evil

• Historical overview: Classical, Byzantine

• Focus on Renaissance

• Legacy and Later examples



Renaissance

• Quattrocento and High Renaissance -
Linked to optics, 3D, perspective, 
and increasing accuracy

1. To depict bodily form and three-
dimensionality

2. Actual cast shadows

3. Scientific – perspective and shadows as 
part of Renaissance science                         
(eg determines spherical earth)

4. Symbolism and mystery: psychological and 
magical; light and shadow; sun and cave 
(Plato)

• Legacy/significance







Bodily form; shadows on face, limbs, drapery: 
Leonardo, study for Madonna of the Rocks

Scientific/optics/actual cast shadows:
Leonardo, study of gradations of shadows (Notebooks)





Historical overview: Early Christian, Byzantine  

Mausoleum of Galla Placidia, Ravenna, 425 AD



Hosios Loukas (narthex) - North wall (Washing the Feet), early 11th century 
(Vasari very critical about Byzantine art – not the real world)



Cimabue 1290-1300Duccio, 1285 Giotto, 1300-05

Link to optics, perspective



Shadows/shading to depict bodily form and 
three-dimensionality 

Master of St Francis Cycle (1296-1304)

Giotto di Bondone, Arena Chapel, 1305-07 



Early landscape - Simone Martini, Condotiere, 1328



Development of landscape, perspective and shaded areas
Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Allegory of Good and Bad Government, Palazzo Pubblico, Siena 1340







Madonna, 1426 (NG)

Expulsion, 1426-27 
(light source?)



Masaccio, The Tribute 
Money, 1426-27

[Masaccio and other artists] proceeding to the 
observation of light and shade, shadows and 
other problems … endeavoured to compose their 
pictures with greater regard for real 
appearances, attempting to make their 
landscapes more realistic (Vasari, p. 93)





Brunelleschi 1413 – experiment with 
peep hole and mirror at Florence 
baptistery  

Links with perspective, optics, 
measurement 

Filippo Brunelleschi 1387-1446 - and Durer 1525 



Quattrocento 
increasingly scientific

Uccello (1397–1475)  
Chalice

Noah’s Ark, Sta Maria 
Novella, 1446-48



Quattrocento – increasingly symbolic

Uccello (1397–1475), St 
George and Dragon, c 1470 

• Dragon emerges from 
dark cave

• Moon? Eclipsed sun?





Quattrocento –

Domenico Veneziano (1410-71) 
St Lucy Altarpiece 1445-47

Unseen source – Sun/symbolic of God



Piero della Francesca, Constantine's Dream [of 
conquering with the help of Christ] c. 1455

Angel as light source - Dramatic dark shadows; 
light from angel illuminates the dramatic scene







Piero della Francesca
Montfeltro altarpiece (Brera 
Madonna), 1472-74

NB 
curve on the conch of the apse



Fra Angelico, Annunciation - Prado 1425-26 
and S Marco Florence, c 1440

The Virgin casts a shadow but the angel does 
not?  Human and spiritual.



Fra Filippo Lippi, 
Annunciation, 1450-53 
(NG)

Leonardo da Vinci, 
Annunciation, 1472-75





Luca Signorelli (1445/50-1523)

Birth of St John the Baptist, 1485-90 
(part of a predella/altarpiece)



Mantegna, Agony in the Garden 1455-56
Giovanni Bellini, Agony in the Garden 1465



Mantegna Mars and 
Venus (‘Parnassus’) 1497





Petro Perugino, St Sebastian
c 1490-1500



Delightful and 
delicate, 
or dramatic? 

NB shadow of 
the shell



• Leonardo: Light is the chaser 
away of darkness (I, 128) 

• Avoided harsh shadows in 
sunlight

• There are no lines in nature
• ‘sfumato’ 
• ‘chiaroscuro’ 
• ‘aerial perspective’





Psychological and magical

Neoplatonism and Plato’s Cave

Jan Saenredam (1565 – 1607), 1604







Michelangelo – from early works to Sun 
symbolism and cosmology



Michelangelo
Last Judgment, 1536-41

Includes both sun symbol (Republic
VI) and Shadowy Cave (Republic VII)



Mannerism and 
Baroque

Caravaggio, Supper 
at Emmaus, 1601



The Romantics
Pre Raphaelite Brotherhood

John William 
Waterhouse, 
I Am Half-Sick of 
Shadows, Said the 
Lady of Shallott, 1915

William 
Holman Hunt, 
The Shadow of 
Death, 1873



The Impressionists and shadows/light

Monet, Haystacks End of Summer, 1891Monet, La Pie (Magpie), 1868/9



William Collins 

Coming Events cast 

their Shadows 

Before Them, 

c 1832

(also known as 

Rustic Civility –

opening the gate for 

a horseman

Kindly or 
menacing?



If an object is placed in front 
of a single light is very close 
to it, you will see that it casts 
a very large shadow on the 
opposite wall, and the 
farther you remove the 
object from the light the 
smaller will the image of the 
shadow become 
(Leonardo I, 196) 

Laura, 1944 – Clifton Webb



Shadows in 
Renaissance 
Painting

1. To depict bodily form and 
three-dimensionality

2. To show actual cast shadows
3. Underlying science –

perspective and shadows; 
optics and astronomy

4. To convey symbolism and 
mystery; psychological and 
magical ideas (light and 
shadow; sun and cave - Plato)

5. Legacy and significance



Self portraits 
– take us back to 
‘Maid of Corinth’


