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Competition to Competition 

In 1401 there was a call to all artists, asking them to prepare a bronze relief depicting the 

Sacrifice of Isaac to be considered to create the new doors for the Florence Baptistry. They 

were each given enough bronze to cast one panel for the doors and explicit instructions 

of what to include. The design had to be quatrefoil, which was common in the medieval 

times, along with depicting Abraham, Isaac, an angel, an altar, a couple servants, and a 

donkey in whichever composition the artist desired. The final contenders were Filippo 

Brunelleschi (Fig. 1) and Lorenzo Ghiberti (Fig. 2). Both their panels showed elicited 

different emotions from the viewer. One was technically superior, having been carved out 

of a single piece of bronze whereas the other had been cast separately and reattached to 

the final piece. Thus, Lorenzo Ghiberti was bestowed the honor of designing the new 

doors of the Baptistry.  

 

Fig. 1 Sacrifice of Isaac, Filippo Brunelleschi, 1401-2, Fig. 2 Sacrifice of Isaac, Lorenzo Ghiberti, 

1401-2 

In 1984 the first Turner Prize was awarded, one of the most prestigious awards for visual 

contemporary art in Britain. Every year there is an independent panel of judges which 

includes gallery directors, curators, critics, and writers. In 2022, the finalists were 
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Veronica Ryan with instillations of larger-than-life fruits (she’s the winner), Ingrid 

Pollard who had also done installations, Heather Phillipson with an outdoor installation 

of whipped cream with a cherry, and Sin Wai Kin with a single channel video of 23 

minutes. These four works were in contention with each other. These works of art were 

all based on a concept, something that can be molded to the imagination of the viewer. 

Since the mediums were different, one could not make a fair argument for technical 

superiority in any of the works. The winner was thus picked based on the subjectivity of 

the art. 

 

Fig. 3 Turner Prize 2022 Finalists 

Tate. “Turner Prize 2022: Tate Liverpool.” Tate, www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-liverpool/turner-

prize-2022. Accessed 2 May 2023. 
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Having been reinvented several times since the renaissance, Art is not what it used to be. 

This has a lot to do with the art market. What people were willing to pay money for and 

how that shaped the kind of art being produced and the type of innovation artists strive 

for. Baxandall explored this relationship found that demand for paintings was largely 

determined by the social and cultural values of that time. Where we once valued skill, 

precision, and detail, we now value concept, ideation, and fluidity. 

 

Renaissance to the modern age 

The Renaissance saw a rebirth of the artistic values of classical antiquity. Artists 

refocused on realism, perspective, and human anatomy. There was an emphasis on 

individualism and religious painting. There was a shift from materials to skills as well as 

rational organization of mathematical space. Florence was the heart of this renaissance 

movement, with the Medici family setting the standard for everyone else to follow. Most 

works during this time were done on commission. Religious paintings were extremely 

popular both as a sign to remind the family of their religious values and the public of the 

family’s standing. Jesus and the Virgin Mary were by far the most painted figures. This 

meant that the differentiating factor between works of art were the skill and labor 

employed in making them; this is what lead to the development of linear or artistic which 

was meant to give the illusion of depth in a two-dimensional space, and aerial perspective 

which was meant to accurately portray things as one moved further away from them. This 

was accompanied by research into human anatomy to increase accuracy in the portrayal 

human figures in art.  
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In 1428, when Masaccio, a great Italian painter of the renaissance painted the fresco “Holy 

Trinity” in Santa Maria Novella, he became the first painter to incorporate Brunelleschi’s 

linear perspective in his art.  

 

Fig. 4 Holy Trinity, Masaccio, 1428 

 

Leonardo da Vinci was heavily invested in mapping out the human body, he had several 

folios dedicated to his research on veins, limbs, and even the brain; he was also central to 

the perfection of aerial perspective. From his writings and his paintings, it is apparent 

that he pioneered this technique. In his painting, Virgin of the Rocks, the detail on the 

distant mountains appears bluer as the distance increases. “The blue of the sky arises 

from the density of the mass of illuminated air interposed between the upper darkness 

and the earth.”1 

 
1Leonardo, Martin. Kemp, and Margaret. Walker. Leonardo on Painting : an Anthology of Writings  / by 
Leonardo Da Vinci with a Selection of Documents Relating to His  Career as an Artist ; Edited by Martin 
Kemp ; Selected and Translated by Martin Kemp and Margaret Walker. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1989. Print. (pg. 81) 
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Fig. 5 Virgin of the Rocks, Leonardo da Vinci 

 

This age was one of precision, the next one came with broad brushstrokes and blending 

details, and even etchings. Rembrandt is often credited with elevating the craft of etching 

into an art. The process of etching involved an engraving made on a copper plate by the 

action of acid which ate into the copper only where the artist had removed the protective 

coating of wax by drawing on it.2 This plate could be used a limited number of times to 

get a good print. Rembrandt’s etchings hold a special place in history as they were not 

only technically brilliant but also because he modified his plates and sold editions of his 

 
2 Rembrandt van Rijn and his artworks (no date) Analysis of 150 Rembrandt Paintings,Etchings & Drawings. 
Available at: https://www.rembrandtpaintings.com/ (Accessed: April 30, 2023). 
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prints, some famous ones include the Hundred Guilder Print (Fig 6), and The 

Entombment (Fig 7). It has been said that Rembrandt’s success can be attributed to his 

ability to navigate the market while maintaining artistic freedom.3 

 

Fig. 6 Christ Healing the Sick (Hundred Guilder Print), Rembrandt, 1648 

 

Fig. 7 The Entombment, First State and Second State, Rembrandt, 1654 

 
3 Alpers, Svetlana. “Freedom, Art, and Money”. A History of the Western Art Market: A Sourcebook of 
Writings on Artists, Dealers, and Markets, edited by Titia Hulst, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2017, pp. 172-176. https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520340770-051  

https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520340770-051
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In the 19th century, we saw a rise in impressionism, where artists broke away from 

academic art tradition to focus on the ephemeral effects of light and color. This brought 

us artists like Claude Money and Pierre-Auguste Renoir who favored abandoned realism 

in favor of capturing the soul of the scene through loose brushwork and vivid hues.  

 

“Impression Sunrise” by Monet depicts a misty sunrise in the French harbor with orange 

and yellow hues contrasting beautifully with the dark vessels. There is little detail in this 

work, but when one looks at all the individual brushstrokes, the painting comes together.  

 

Fig. 8 Impression, Sunrise, Claude Monet, 1872 

 

The 21st century art market is fraught with concepts, with ideas that took shape in one 

person’s consciousness, but were executed by an army of workers. We see Richard Serra, 

who is famous for a large-scale sculpture made specifically for the land they sit on, it is 
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said to be an exploration of the relationship between the viewer, the work, and the site.4 

Serra encourages viewers to move around and inside the sculptures to encounter it from 

various perspectives. “The Matter of Time” is considered his most complete rumination 

of the physicality of space and the nature of sculpture. 

 

 

Fig. 9 The Matter of Time, Richard Serra, 1994-2005 

 

 

 

 

 
4 Richard Serra (2018) Gagosian. Available at: https://gagosian.com/artists/richard-serra/ (Accessed: 
April 30, 2023) 
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Portrait to Selfies: Self-Portraiture through the years 

Self-portraiture or the depiction of oneself in art, has long been a part of history, however, 

it wasn’t until the Renaissance that it became a prominent genre in European art. During 

this period, artists began to view themselves as individuals with unique personalities and 

characteristics and self-portraiture became a way for them to explore these identities. 

Self-portraits are honest and intimate; they are a reflection of the artist’s eyes. How artists 

view and choose to portray themselves has always been an interesting glimpse into their 

minds.  

 

Leonardo da Vinci’s “Self-Portrait in Red Chalk”(Fig. 10), created around 1512, is one of 

the famous early examples. He portrays himself in profile as an old man with a long beard, 

looking off to the side in a contemplative pose.  

 

Fig. 10 Self Portrait in Red Chalk, Leonardo da Vinci, 1512 



 11 

It is in the 17th century Baroque period that we see two separate styles of art emerge; 

design (drawing) which referred to renaissance artists like Raphael, who considered 

drawing to be the most important aspect of the art; and colorito (coloring) which referred 

to paintings that broke into brushstrokes when seen closely but come together 

coherently when seen from a distance. Rembrandt and Rubens were famous for this 

technique.  

 

Self-portrait were a staple in Rembrandt’s oeuvre, all in frontal views of his face, he also 

portrays himself aging through time. He is often dressed in some form of costume which 

reveals a different facet of his complex character. His most famous one is “Self-Portrait 

with Two Circles” (1669) (Fig. 11). In this painting, Rembrandt portrays himself as a 

successful and confident artist, his commanding presence is embellished with a dramatic 

use of light and shadow. It is apparent that this is a collection of lose brushstrokes that 

blend into one another. 

 

Fig. 11 Self Portrait with Two Circles, Rembrandt van Rijn, 1669 
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In the 19th century, artists like Vincent van Gogh and Gustave Courbet created intimate 

and powerful portraits that reflected their innermost emotions. Van Gogh’s “Self-Portrait 

with Bandaged Ear” (1889)(Fig. 12) is a poignant example of this, it depicts Van Gogh 

shortly after he had mutilated his own ear in a fit of madness. The cap he is wearing is a 

testament to the harsh working conditions he had faced in the winter of 1889, but 

ultimately it can be seen as proof of his determination to brave the cold and continue 

painting. 

 

Fig. 12 Self Portrait with Bandaged Ear, Vincent Van Gogh, 1889 



 13 

The background of the painting is also significant, the canvas on an easel which was in 

the early stages of becoming a painting, and a Japanese print which is said to have been 

an important source of inspiration for him.5 

 

The mid to late 20th century saw the rise of abstract expressionism, where artists sought 

to express emotions and ideas through non-representational forms or through 

nontraditional forms. This portrait, Propped (Fig. 13) by artist Jenny Saville launched her 

into the art world. It is a superlative self-portrait, dripping with painterly excess, it shows 

Saville with a sense of vulnerability and nervousness as well as self-destruction as she 

digs her hands into her thighs.6  

 

Fig. 13 Propped, Jenny Saville, 1992 

 
5 Self-portrait with bandaged ear (2022) The Courtauld. Available at: https://courtauld.ac.uk/highlights/self-
portrait-with-bandaged-ear/ (Accessed: April 30, 2023). 
6 Jenny Saville | propped – sothebys.com (no date). Available at: 
https://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2018/history-of-now-collection-david-teiger-
l18623/lot.6.html (Accessed: May 1, 2023). 
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Conclusion 

Art has never been more versatile than it is today. Our definition of art has expanded 

exponentially, we now consider cerebral deftness along with technical skill. In her essay, 

Elizabeth Honig argues that the historical origins of how we value art were linked to ideas 

of virtue and morality in the renaissance and now the focus has shifted towards the 

economic value of art and the ability to reach the audience in a different way.  

 

We’ve always had innovative and revolutionary artists who contributed to remixing and 

reinventing what art meant; be it Brunelleschi, Da Vinci, Rembrandt, and even Damian 

Hirst. We have always valued how art made us feel, now we simply recognize that there 

are many more mediums to evoke that feeling in us. Like it was in the renaissance, art is 

a lifestyle, it has changed so much but at its core it is still the same.  
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