Ghiberti- Gates of Paradise
Lesson Plan by Anna Davis

Introduction (Slides 3-5, 11-15):

The 1401 competition for the Florence Baptistery doors ignited a legendary rivalry between the young
Lorenzo Ghiberti and Filippo Brunelleschi. Winning this prominent commission, Ghiberti spent over two
decades perfecting 28 New Testament panels (the North Doors) before receiving a second commission
for the Old Testament cycle. This later work reflects a master goldsmith at the height of his powers as a
key transitional figure from the earlier Medieval period to a newly-emerging Renaissance style. By
integrating recovered Greco-Roman ideals—such as humanism, idealized anatomy, and the
revolutionary linear perspective—Ghiberti transformed bronze into deep, architectural space. The Old
Testament panels were so transcendent that Michelangelo famously dubbed them the "Gates of
Paradise," marking them as a definitive masterpiece of the Early Italian Renaissance.

Artist Bio:

Born in 1378, Lorenzo Ghiberti was a pivotal figure who bridged the gap between Gothic tradition and
Renaissance innovation. Trained as both a goldsmith and a fresco painter, Ghiberti’s meticulous
craftsmanship secured him the 1401 Baptistery commission.

Beyond the Baptistery, Ghiberti demonstrated his range through monumental bronze statues for
Orsanmichele and his scholarly three-volume treatise, I Commentarii. This autobiography—one of the
first of its kind by an artist—cemented his legacy not just as a craftsman, but as an intellectual. In 1425,
he began his crowning achievement: the ten Old Testament panels of the "Gates of Paradise," a labor
that would occupy the next two decades of his life.

Style and Technique:

In the early 15th century, Florence emerged as the epicenter of the Renaissance, a "rebirth" fueled by
the rediscovery of Classical antiquity. Ghiberti’s career serves as a visual bridge for this evolution: while
his earlier North Doors (1403—1424) reflect the elegant, decorative curves of the International Gothic
style, the Gates of Paradise are firmly rooted in the Early Renaissance.

To conquer the challenge of depicting deep space in bronze, Ghiberti utilized linear perspective and
sophisticated Roman architectural motifs, creating a "window" effect on a flat surface. His figures
abandon Gothic elongation for Classical proportions and idealized beauty, echoing the aesthetic of
ancient Greek sculpture. Furthermore, Ghiberti was a master of the continuous narrative, seamlessly
weaving multiple chronological events into a single, cohesive panel. Technically, these works represent a
pinnacle of the lost-wax casting process; once cast, Ghiberti spent years meticulously "chasing" and
gilding the bronze to achieve a radiant, luminous finish.



Artwork:

The Gates of Paradise consist of ten massive panels depicting Old Testament narratives, framed by an
intricate border of 20 statuettes and 24 portrait busts—including a self-portrait of a balding Ghiberti
himself. Each 31.5" x 31.5" square acts as a deep stage for the narrative. Ghiberti achieves a profound
sense of scale through linear perspective, utilizing complex Roman architectural scenes in some panels,
while in others, receding landscapes of mountains and forests to pull the viewer's eye toward a distant
horizon.

Using a continuous narrative, Ghiberti populates his scenes with a vast "cast" of characters; the Story of
Joseph and The Fall of Jericho alone feature over 100 figures each! He masterfully manipulates the
bronze, transitioning from high relief in the foreground—where figures nearly step off the panel—to
stiacciato, or "flattened" relief, where background crowds are only millimeters thick. These ten panels are
housed within double doors standing 17 feet tall and weighing a staggering three tons, a monumental
marriage of delicate goldsmithing and heavy engineering.

Learning Intentions and Success Criteria (Slide 2):
1. | am developing my visual analysis skills while looking at a work of art.

a. | can describe the content within a work of art.

b. | know vocabulary for content, subject, media, composition, style, narrative, figural
depiction, and linear perspective.

c. | can compare similarities and differences between works of art.

d. | can take time to look deeply at a work of art to interpret the artist’s intent.

2. | am learning some background context about the Italian Renaissance and how Ghiberti’'s Gates
of Paradise was an influential work of sculpture.

a. | can explain some of the basic characteristics of the Italian Renaissance and why
Ghiberti is an important figure in Early Renaissance Sculpture.
b. | can explain how the Gates of Paradise impacted later artists of the Renaissance.

Three Ways to Practice Visual Analysis (Slides 6-10, 16-24):

1. Compare and Contrast the Sacrifice of Isaac reliefs (Slides 6-10): Look closely at these two
different depictions of The Sacrifice of Isaac in slides 8-9. If you had to select one of these panels
for the commission, which one would you choose and why? Here are some things to help
students think through their aesthetic preferences:

a. Which one has stronger emotion? How does the artist communicate emotion?

b. Which one do you think has a better composition? How does each artist fill the shape of
the quatrefoil? Does one seem more cohesive? Does the placement tell a different story?
Which one has better technical craftsmanship in how they depict the figures?

d. It's fun to have this debate first, and then reveal which one ultimately was Ghiberti’s and
won the commission.

2. Track Artistic Traditions in Depictions of David (Slides 16-19): Compare how different artists’
responses to the same Bible hero, David, can show the development of artistic traditions over
time. Renaissance artists often created narrative artwork to describe stories, usually from the
Bible. Look at how Donatello, Michelangelo, and Bernini all depict David, but in very different
ways.

a. Ghiberti and Donatello in the Early Renaissance were highly inspired by Greek and

Roman sculptures of the human body. They brought Classical proportions and idealism

into their own figural sculptures, but instead depicted Bible heroes.
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b. Donatello’s David was daring in that it was the first freestanding nude sculpture that had
been created since Roman times, over 1000 years earlier. This figure also shows the
contrapposto stance (body shift to make a pleasing S-curve) that was popular in Ancient
Greece and Rome. Donatello stands victoriously on top of the head of Goliath.

c. Michelangelo’s David has now grown from a boy into a man, similar to how the
Renaissance has now fully developed from the Early Renaissance into the High
Renaissance. Michelangelo is a master of anatomy and scale, making David into one of
the most ideal and powerful representations of the human figure in art history. This David
is starting down Goliath and he has not yet flung the stone that will end Goliath’s life.

d. Bernini’'s David shows much more emotion and drama. His figure is biting his lip in
concentration as he flings the stone. This captures the dramatic climax of the story.
Bernini still gives his heroic David the idealized body of a grown man, but is much more
emotional and theatrical than the calm of Michelangelo’s David.

Strengthen vocabulary by looking at different versions of The Flood (Slides 20-24):
Juxtapose Michelangelo’s Flood from the Sistine Chapel with Gustave Doré’s engraving of The
Dove Sent Forth from the Ark.

a. These artists are comparing different parts of the narrative timeline, Michelangelo’s taking
place as the waters are starting to rise and people are fleeing in despair to higher ground.
Doré’s engraving shows after the flood waters have receded with the dead bodies being
uncovered and the dove being released as a promise from God to never wreak this
destruction again.

b. Some vocabulary words to reinforce are the following:

i.  Narrative- a work of art that tells a story.
ii. Content- The objects, images, figures, etc. that are contained within the picture.
iii.  Context- The background information behind a work of art including the time,
place, and culture of the artist, the patrons who commission the work of art, and
the history, narrative, or symbols of what is being depicted.
iv.  Figural Depiction- Ways that the figure is represented.
v.  Style- Unique and defining features that reflect the culture, period, or hand of the
artist. What makes it recognizable to a certain time, place, or person?
vi.  Composition- The arrangement of elements are combined into a deliberate
design.
vii.  Linear Perspective- A drawing technique that gives the illusion of depth by having
a horizon line and vanishing point.
vii.  Classicism- References to Ancient Greece and Rome.



Activity #1: Gates of Paradise Detective Matching Game (Slides 24-48)

Materials: One printed copy per pair of students. Digital presentation and copy accessed via the
provided QR code.

Subject Areas: Visual Arts, Social Studies

Duration: 20 minutes

Instructions:

1. Initial Observation: Display the first panel. In pairs, looking for clues like detectives, students will
examine the relief for "context clues"—symbols, gestures, or settings—to match the panel to its
corresponding Bible story.

2. Guided Analysis: Upon a second click of the presentation, a yellow "highlight box" will
appear. Use this to help students zoom in on pivotal details they may have missed.

3. Iterative Thinking: Encourage students to revisit their initial guesses as they uncover new
details. This reflects the process of deep formal analysis.

4. Case Study Discussion: Focus specifically on the Jacob and Esau panel. Lead a class
discussion on how Ghiberti uses continuous narrative to weave an entire timeline into a single
square.

5. Review: Use the answer keys embedded in the presentation to confirm findings and celebrate
successful "detective work."

Standard V.R.3: Interpret an artwork or collection of works, supported by relevant and sufficient
evidence found in the work and its various contexts.

Standard V.R.4: Establish relevant criteria in order to evaluate a work of art or collection of works.

Standard V.CO.2: Describe how knowledge of culture, traditions, and history may influence personal
responses to art.

Standard V.CO.3 (Level 2/3): Compare uses of art in a variety of societal, cultural, and historical
contexts.



Activity #2: 4-panel Comic Strip

Materials: Plain paper and pencil. Additional materials could include markers, crayons, or colored
pencils.

Subject Areas: Visual Arts, Language Arts

Duration: 40 minutes

Instructions:

Narrative Selection: In pairs, students share a short story—either a personal memory or a well-known
fairy tale.
Storyboarding: Students identify the four most critical moments of their story. For each moment, they
must define:

e Characters: Who is essential to this scene?

e Action: What is the "peak" movement?

e Setting: Where is this taking place?
Creation: Have students illustrate their story in each of the four panels.
Refinement: Use markers or color to define details, emphasizing the "protagonist" as they appear
multiple times throughout the single composition.

Extension- the "Ghiberti Challenge": Instead of four separate panels, students must design one

single illustration that contains all four moments. They should consider using Ghiberti’s techniques:
e Place the earliest scene in the background and the most important scene in the foreground.
e Use architectural elements (like walls or trees) to separate different parts of the timeline.

Standard V.CR.2: Shape an artistic investigation of an aspect of present-day life using a contemporary
practice of art or design.

Standard V.R.1: Analyze the components of visual imagery.
Assessment

Standard W (Writing) 3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using
effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.

Standard RL (Reading Literature) 3: Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or
drama propel the action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision



