
HUMANISM and the CLASSICAL TRADITION: 
EARLY ITALIAN RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE: 

(Brunelleschi and Alberti) 



 

Filippo Brunelleschi created the transition 

in architecture from the Middle Ages to the 

Renaissance.  According to Vasari, after 

losing the competition of 1401 to Ghiberti, 

Brunelleschi accompanied Donatello to 

Rome to study ancient ruins.  In contrast to 

Donatello, however, Brunelleschi was said 

to have renounced sculpture and to have 

turned his genius to architecture.  By 1417, 

he had returned to Florence. There he 

designed the dome (or cupola) for the 

cathedral and submitted a model of it the 

following year.  



Filippo Brunelleschi. Plan of Santo Spirito 

(Florence) begun c. 1436 

 

Brunelleschi’s mature style is best known 

from his last major commission- namely, 

rebuilding the church of Santo Spirito, 

located to the south of the Arno River.  

Although it was barely started before 

Brunelleschi’s death in 1446, both the plan 

and the existing nave reveal his intentions.  

The plan is a unified Latin cross with a 

symmetrical transept the same size and 

shape as the choir. 

 

The Florentine humanists thought that 

geometric principles could unlock mysteries 

at the heart of the universe and reveal the 

intentions of a God who was, if one only knew 

how to go about it, eminently understandable 

and had created the universe for human 

enjoyment.  



Brunelleschi identified a 

mathematical unit that served to 

determine the dimensions of 

every aspect of Santo Spirito.  

This unit, repeated throughout 

the interior, creates a rhythmic 

harmony.  For example, the nave 

is twice as high as it is wide; the 

arcade and clerestory are of 

equal height, which means that 

the height of the arcade equals 

the nave’s width; and so on. The 

calculated logic of the design 

echoes that of classical buildings, 

such as Roman basilicas.  

Further, the rationality of Santo 

Spirito contrasts sharply with 

the soaring drama and 

spirituality of the vaults and 

nave arcades of Gothic churches. 



The flat surfaces of the masonry are 

covered with stucco and painted 

white, while the supporting elements 

are trim, including the columns, 

arches, and entablature, are made of 

gray stone the Florentines call, 

appropriately, pietra serena.  The 

result is a cool, harmonious, and 

austere alternation of gray and white 

that emphasizes the relationships 

between the parts of the structure.  

This new two-tone system, devised by 

Brunelleschi, would be used to 

decorate the interiors of Florentine 

churches and dwellings into the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  



Filippo Brunelleschi. San Lorenzo  

(Florence), 1418 -1466 

 

In the nave, as at San Lorenzo, 

Corinthian columns with smooth 

shafts support round arches.  Along 

the aisle walls, engaged columns 

between each chapel echo those of 

the nave colonnade, thereby creating 

a stronger plastic unity between 

wall and arcade than in either the 

hospital of San Lorenzo.  The last 

feature was new in its concretization 

of space, reflecting the physical 

experience of the worshiper.  As 

such, it corresponded to the 

Renaissance conception of man in 

nature and his role as “the measure 

of things.” 



Filippo Brunelleschi. Pazzi Chapel (Santa 

Croce, Florence) begun c. 1440 

 

Brunelleschi’s chapter house of Santa Croce 

was commissioned by the powerful Pazzi family 

and is known as the Pazzi Chapel.  

 

The main purpose of the building was 

obviously for the teaching of monks and other 

religious purposes. However, a suspected 

ulterior motive was for the Pazzi family to 

make a mark on the city of Florence Italy, to 

show their wealth and power in Renaissance 

era Italy. The fact that the city was at war with 

a neighboring city at the time and still 

acquired the funds to build this chapel showed 

the importance it had to the Pazzi family and 

the people of Florence. 



The plan and interior 

represent an amplification and 

consolidation of the principles 

announced earlier in 

Brunelleschi’s Sacristy of San 

Lorenzo; it is a rectangular 

structure of three stories, the 

second containing the arches 

and pendentives that support 

the third, a star-vaulted dome 

culminating in a lantern. 

 

The side walls are articulated 

by Corinthian pilasters 

upholding a decorative arch 

and embraced by the barrel 

vault. 



Plan of the Pazzi 

Chapel 



As in Brunelleschi’s other works, the clear-cut decorative details are set 

out in pietra serena against white stucco walls, vaults, and dome.  The only 

color is provided by the stained-glass window over the altar and the glazed 

terra-cotta reliefs in the medallions- predominantly the sky blue of their 

backgrounds- and by the Pazzi coat of arms in the pendentives. 



In architecture, the death of 

Brunelleschi in 1446 brought to 

the fore Leon Battista Alberti 

(1404-1472).  Like Brunelleschi’s, 

Alberti’s career had long been 

delayed, although in other ways 

the two men were very different.   

 

Until he was 40, Alberti seems to 

have been interested in the fine 

arts only as a scholar and 

theorist.  He studied the 

monuments of ancient Rome, 

albeit casually at first, and wrote 

the first Renaissance treatises on 

sculpture and painting.   

 

He also began a third treatise, 

far more exhaustive than the 

others, on architecture- the first 

of its kind since Vitruvius’, on 

which it is modeled. 



The intense interest of the humanists in the 

individual and society is manifested in 

numerous treatises that examine all facets of 

human life.  One such treatise is On the 

Family (1441), written by Leon Battista 

Alberti.  Alberti, the illegitimate son of a 

wealthy Florentine merchant, had studied 

law, mathematics, literature, and philosophy 

at the University of Bologna.  A prolific 

author, Alberti wrote many books and 

pamphlets on widely diverse subjects.  In On 

the Family, Alberti covers many topics, 

including the importance of the family for the 

cultivation of liberty. 

 

For Alberti, as for other humanists, virtu was 

an active rather than a static quality highly 

prized.  It was not a possession that an 

individual can acquire once and for all.  

Instead it was a quality that had to be 

instilled in the individual from birth by 

careful and loving education from parents and 

that had to be maintained throughout adult 

life by constant struggle. 



Leon Battista Alberti. Palazzo 

Rucellai (Florence), c. 1452-70 

 

Alberti began to practice 

architecture as a dilettante, but 

in time he became a professional 

of outstanding ability.  Highly 

educated in classical literature 

and philosophy, he was both a 

humanist and a person of the 

world. The design for the Palazzo 

Rucellai may be Alberti’s critique 

of the slightly earlier Medici 

Palace by Michelozzo.  Again we 

see three stories topped by a 

heavy cornice, but the 

articulation of the façade is more 

strict and classical.   



As with the Medici palace, the Rucellai 

Palace is three stories high, but the 

stories are of equal height.  The character 

of the masonry is also more uniform, 

although the individual blocks are larger 

on the ground-floor wall.   

 

Also accentuating the structural 

foundation of the lower part of the 

building are the diamond pattern at the 

base of the façade, which is derived from 

the opus reticulatum of ancient Roman 

buildings, and the rectangularity of the 

doors and ground-floor windows.   

 

The upper-floor windows, in contrast, are 

more elegant.  They are mullioned and 

have round arches with a circle between 

each arch.  The third and sixth windows 

on the upper floors are slightly higher and 

wider than the others.  Projecting from 

the top, as in the Medici Palace, is a 

crowning cornice. 



It consists of three orders of 

pilasters, separated by wide 

architraves, in imitation of the 

Colosseum. (This is known as 

supercolumniation, placing one 

architectural order above 

another.)   Yet the pilasters are 

so flat that they remain part of 

the wall, and the façade seems to 

be one surface on which the 

artist projects a linear diagram of 

the Colosseum exterior. 

 

His approach to architecture is of 

interest aesthetically in that he 

advocated combining certain 

Classical principles- particularly 

unity and harmony- with 

Renaissance features.  



Citing the fifth-century BC Greek 

historian Thucydides, Alberti 

recommended that patrons build great 

palaces in order to achieve lasting fame.  

Drawing on his experience as the 

illegitimate member of an exiled family, he 

was convinced that an established 

residence would have provided him with a 

sense of security and physical connection 

to his native Florence.   

 

In addition, as part of his interest in the 

Classical revival, Alberti believed that 

ancient buildings should be saved from 

falling into ruin.  One way in which he 

intended to achieve this was by writing 

about them.  Another was to recommend 

that architects assimilate Classical forms 

into contemporary architecture. 



Leon Battista Alberti. Santa Maria Novella (Florence) c. 1458-1470  



Leon Battista Alberti. Santa Maria 

Novella (Florence) c. 1458-1470  

 

Alberti’s second major architectural 

project in Florence was not begun 

until 1458, after he had worked on 

commissions in other cities.  Once 

again, his patron was Giovanni 

Rucellai, whose family chapel was 

located in the fourteenth-century 

Dominican church of Santa Maria 

Novella.   

 

In designing the new façade, Alberti 

had to solve the problem of unifying 

existing Gothic elements into a new, 

harmonious conception.  He did so by 

superimposing a symmetrical two-

story façade composed of regular 

shapes integrated with green and 

white marble surface designs. 



The ground floor is composed of a 

triumphal arch motif at the central 

entrance, flanked by a double arcade 

of round arches.  Below, the arches 

frame spaces containing sarcophagi 

and are surmounted by blind arches.  

Four large engaged Corinthian 

columns on pedestal bases appear to 

support the entablature.   

 

Above the cornice is a mezzanine 

decorated with a row of circles within 

squares.  This appears to support the 

second story, which is derived from 

antique temple fronts.   

 

In contrast to a portico, however, 

Alberti’s wall is solid; the columns 

are transformed into pilaster 

accentuated by alternating green and 

white horizontal bands, evoking the 

corner elements of the Florence 

Baptistery. 



Unifying the upper and lower stories are the large, 

graceful volutes on either side of the temple front.  

They mask the disjunction between the high nave 

and the shorter side aisles of the Gothic structure. 

He noted that any change in the details of his design 

would disrupt the formal harmony of the whole.  In 

accord with the curved arches of the lower story are 

the repeated circles of the upper story.   

 

The circle in the pediment contains a face emitting 

rays that resemble those of Alberti’s winged eye.  

This is probably a reference to the sun disk as 

represented in the zodiac.  Since the astrological 

sign of Leo is the house of the sun at its hottest 

point, it is possible that this unusual feature of 

Alberti’s pediment has personal as well as zodiacal 

significance.  As such, it conflates the Christian 

symbolism of Christ-as-sun with Alberti’s leonine 

identifications. 



Both Alberti and Brunelleschi 

espoused the Hellenic theory that 

the human form mirrored the order 

inherent in the universe.  The 

human microcosm (or “lesser 

world”) was the natural expression 

of the divine macrocosm (or “greater 

world”).   

 

Accordingly, the study of nature 

and the understanding and exercise 

of its underlying harmonies put one 

in touch with the macrocosm.  

Rational architecture, reflecting 

natural laws, would help to 

cultivate rational individuals.   

 

Just as the gentler modes in music 

elicited refined behavior, so 

harmoniously proportioned 

buildings might produce ideal 

citizens. 



City of Mantua 



Leon Battista Alberti. Sant’Andrea 

(Mantua) designed c. 1470  

 

Alberti’s triumph as a church 

architect was his design for Sant’ 

Andrea at Mantua, although it was 

only built after his death, and the 

dome, added in the eighteenth 

century, has nothing to do with his 

intentions. Alberti never abandoned 

his humanist attitude long enough to 

write the word “church”; one always 

reads “temple.” His innovations at 

Sant’ Andrea are, in part, based on 

his criticism of the use of the ancient 

Roman basilican plan for church 

architecture.  



The harmonious appearance 

of the façade is achieved by 

the symmetrical design and 

carefully orchestrated 

proportions-the height equals 

the width.  Its imposing, 

majestic quality derives from 

the combination of two 

Classical architectural 

motifs: the triumphal arch 

and the temple front.  As in 

the former, the central space 

is large, and the whole is 

unified by giant, smooth-

shafted Corinthian pilasters 

resting on podia.  Supporting 

the arch are shorter, fluted 

pilasters that create an 

impression of greater solidity. 



The basilica’s three-aisled plan had been adopted for Early Christian churches by 

changing the axis and focusing on a single apse, and this plan remained standard 

for church design throughout the Middle Ages.  But Alberti maintained that the 

three-aisled plan was unsuited for the worship of “the gods” (never “God”), because 

the columns could conceal the ceremonies at the altar.  So, eleven hundred years of 

Christian architecture were irreverently dismissed. 



Ludovico Gonzaga, marquis of 

Mantua, had commissioned 

Sant’Andrea in order to exhibit to 

pilgrims a relic of Christ’s blood which 

St. Longinus was supposed to have 

brought to Mantua. 

 

For Sant’Andrea, Alberti invented a 

new plan based on the barrel-vaulted 

chambers of the ancient temple 

dedicated to Venus and Rome in the 

city of Rome.  The gigantic barrel 

vault of Sant’Andrea produces a 

unified spatial effect concentrating on 

the high altar. Nothing hides the 

ceremony.  The lateral arches admit 

worshippers not to side aisles but to 

secluded chapels, each crowned with a 

barrel vault at right angles to the 

nave. 



Ruins of the Temple of Venus and Rome 



Alberti scarcely mentioned 

architecture as his prime interest.  

He entered the profession rather late 

in life, but today we know him chiefly 

as an architect.  

 

The genius and creative energy 

required to achieve the new social 

and intellectual status claimed by 

the artist were available in 

abundance.  The Renaissance ideal of 

l’uomo universale (the universal 

man- or what we have, tellingly, 

come to call the Renaissance man or 

woman) here finds it full realization.  

 

Writing of himself in the third 

person, Alberti gives us a most 

revealing insight into the mind of the 

brilliant Renaissance man- his 

universal interests, broad 

capabilities, love of beauty, and hope 

of fame. 



HUMANISM and the CLASSICAL TRADITION: 
EARLY RENAISSANCE ARCHITECTURE: 

(Brunelleschi and Alberti) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 







The exterior façade of Santo Spirito is unfinished. How do you 

think Brunelleschi would have like to have seen the façade 

completed? Create a design to convey your ideas.  



As an artist, Stanford White was a genius (he 

led the American Renaissance as part of the 

architectural firm McKim, Mead & White with 

designs for the Washington Square Arch, the 

New York Herald Building, and other 19th 

century Beaux-Arts structures), but as a 

gentleman, he was rather heinous. The 

(married) White notoriously had a home in the 

Tenderloin District of Manhattan that 

featured several floors, including one with a 

clothing-optional velvet swing, and was 

specially designed to seduce young chorus 

girls, such as 16-year-old Evelyn Nesbit. The 

apartment culminated with a room with a bed 

and ceiling of mirrors, and as Nesbit would go 

on to say, she “entered that room a virgin,” 

but didn’t come out as one. Years later, she 

would marry the unstable and severely 

jealous Harry Kendall Thaw, who, at one 

performance on top of the old Madison Square 

Garden (designed by White) during the finale 

song “I Could Love A Million Girls,” walked up 

to Stanford White and shot him three times in 

the head. 



How do these structures, designed by Stanford White and/or his firm, recall the 

Italian Renaissance? For what reasons do you think White was interested in 

Renaissance architecture? 


