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Let’s explore The School of Athens. This painting brings the greatest thinkers of the ancient world together in one location. 
Here we see a grand room that is filled with scientists, mathematicians, and philosophers. Let’s identify some clues and uncover 
some of the hidden symbolism and secret connections in the painting. 

Classical 
sculptures of 
Apollo (the 
god of the sun, 
music, and 
poetry) and 
Athena (the 
goddess of 
war and 
wisdom) are 
symbolically 
placed on the 
side of the 
room that fit 
with their 
ideals.

The room is divided in half– each side is full of 
famous figures from antiquity. On the left we see a 
group who were concerned with the ethereal and 
the theoretical. The group on the right is more 
pragmatic and practical. We know who some of 
these people are because of their body language 
and the items around them. The two men walking 
down the center are Plato (who points to the sky) 
and Aristotle (who gestures to the space in front of 
him). We know for certain who these two figures 
are because each man carries a book he wrote.

Ptolemy – 
mathematician, 
astronomer, and 
geographer. 

Euclid – Greek mathe-
matician, sometimes 
called the “father of 
geometry.” He was mod-
eled after Bramante 
(who was known for his 
geometric architecture 
designs at St. Peter’s 
Basilica).

Heraclitus – Ancient philosopher.
Pythagoras – 
studied laws of 
harmony as they 
related to music 
and math.

Plato wears purple and red– the colors 
of air and fire. These elements have no 
weight and are symbolic of the theoreti-
cal nature of Plato’s ideas. He was 
modeled after Leonardo da Vinci.

Aristotle wears 
blue and brown– the 
colors of water and 
earth. This relates to 
the more tangible 
nature of his ideas.

Raphael – he put 
a self-portrait here!

Zoroaster
– Persian 
prophet and 
philosopher.

DiogenesDiogenes

Apollo Athena

Michelangelo’s Prophet Isaiah Donato Bramante 

He was modeled after 
Michelangelo (notice the 
similarity to Michelangelo’s 
painting of the prophet Isaiah 
on the Sistine Chapel ceiling.
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W H E R E  D O E S  T H I S  P A I N T I N G  L I V E ?

The School of Athens is a fresco that covers the east wall in a room 
called the Stanza della Segnatura at the Vatican Palace in 
Rome. At one time this room was the private study of Pope Julius II 
(who commissioned the artwork), and later the room became a place 
where important documents were signed. This is the first of four rooms 
at the Vatican that are decorated with Raphael’s art. After the comple-
tion of the second room, Pope Julius II passed away, and Pope Leo X 
continued to support the project. Raphael did not live finish the paint-
ings in all four rooms, but his assistants carried his plans to completion.

Raphael did something very unusual in these rooms. He combined 
religious and secular ideas in a way where they were not competing 
with one another, but rather, they complimented each other.

In the Stanza della Segnatura there are four frescoes– 
each one representing a different area of knowledge 
(because this was originally a library). These branches 
of knowledge include...
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The Stanza della Segnatura

Theology 
West wall

Disputation over the 
Most Holy Sacrament

Justice 
South wall
Cardinal and 
Theological Virtues

Philosophy (and science)
East wall

The School of Athens

Poetry (and art) 
North wall
The Parnassus

The ceiling is equally amazing. A person-
ified representation of each  branch of 
knowledge is represented.

Justice

Philosophy

Theology

Poetry

(Click to take 
a virtual tour.

This room is the 
2nd one shown.)
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http://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/stanze-di-raffaello/tour-virtuale.html


L E T ’ S  M E E T  T H E  A R T I S T
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Full name: Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino

Born: April 6, 1483

Died: April 6, 1520

Raphael was born into an artistic family. His father was a celebrated 
artist and poet, and he began to teach Raphael how to paint when he 
was a small child. His childhood was a sad one, though. By the time he 
was 12, he had lost two of his siblings, his mother (in 1491), and his 
father (in 1494). His extended family and his father’s assistants stepped 
in to raise Raphael, and continued his art education.

By the time he was 17, he was considered to be a maestro (or a 
master painter). He was well connected in the art world, and he quickly 
became a famous and highly sought-after artist.

When Pope Julius II saw his work, he dismissed the artists who he had 
working for him and instructed Raphael to paint over their work.

Raphael worked in the same time and place as Leonardo and Michel-
angelo. He studied their art, and used what he learned to make his 
own paintings better. 

Raphael had fine taste, and he appreciated luxury. He wore fancy 
clothes, lived in grand homes, and had lots of friends. At the height of 
his career, he had one of the largest workshops in all of Italy.

In addition to the rooms at the Vatican, he is most well known for his 
painting, ‘The Sistine Madonna.’

Just as quickly as he rose to fame, his legacy was ended too soon. He 
died at a very young age (37 years old) from a fever. The whole town 
mourned the loss of the great painter, and thousands of people paid 
their respects at his funeral and procession.

“When one is painting one does not think.” 
– Raphael

Raphael – The Maestro

Self-portrait of Raphael, 1504-1506.
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H U M A N I S M  I N  R E N A I S S A N C E  A R T

Renaissance art is very different from the art that came before it. There are many 
reasons for this shift in style and subject matter. One important influence was a 
new humanist philosophy that became popular around this time.

In this painting, Raphael shows a diverse group of thinkers and educators coming 
together to share their knowledge, and inspire each other with new discoveries.

The humanist story begins right in the center of the art with Plato and Aristotle. Aristotle was Plato’s student 
first, and then became his friend as they worked on their philosophical ideas together at the Academy in 
Athens. Aristotle had great respect and admiration for Plato, but his philosophical ideas eventually grew to 
be very different from what Plato thought and believed. But here they are shown – walking and talking 
together – remaining friendly despite their ideological differences.

The entire room is filled with scientists, inventors, and thought leaders who did not necessarily agree with 
one another, but continued to have respect for different ideas and alternate points of view. They share a 
common moral and ethical connection that allows them to consider ideas other than their own. As a 
group, the people shown here were in search of wisdom, truth, and beauty– and the journey of discovery 
and contemplation was just as important (if not more important) than the ultimate destination of knowing.

What is Humanism?

How does The School of Athens celebrate humanism?

Humanism is the idea that people are important. Humanists believed that all kinds of people 
were important, and that people with different world views could come together and find harmony 
with each other. They held classical cultures from antiquity (ancient Greek and Roman societies) in 
high regard, and they also had a great respect for the Christian church. Above all, they sought 
wisdom and inspired artists to create works that displayed their own unique style and individuality.
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A  G U I D E  T O  L I N E A R  P E R S P E C T I V E

 5

To do this, he began by defining his vanishing point – which is right between Plato and 
Aristotle. Next he created a horizon line, based on the location of the vanishing point. 
Finally, he used those two markers to line up all of the architecture (on the walls and floor) 
and decor (the Greek meander that covers the arch) in the room. The guidelines he used 
to do this are called converging lines.

This technique gives the room in the painting a feeling of receding back into the distance. 

Raphael used one point perspective to give this painting depth and create the illusion of space.

Horizon Line

Vanishing Point

Converging Lines
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

This week you can make a fresco, just like Raphael! Making a fresco sounds complicated, 
but you can make a simple version at home. When Raphael painted on the Vatican walls, they were 
covered with wet plaster. He used tempera paint to create his art while the plaster was still wet. This 
technique (tempera paint on wet plaster) is what makes his painting a fresco!

Gather your supplies. You can do this a number of 
different ways, but one of the simplest methods uses: 
Plaster of Paris, a measuring cup, disposable mixing 
bowls, disposable mixing utensils, something to contain 
your drying plaster (foam tray, disposable plastic plates 
or a piece of burlap cut to size), and tempera, watercol-
or, or chalk pastels to use on the plaster. 

Plan your art. Remember, you’ll be painting while the 
plaster is wet, so you’ll probably want to have a rough 
idea of what your painting will look like before you begin.

Mix your plaster according to the package directions 
and pour a thick layer into your tray/plate, or onto your 
burlap. You may need to smooth it out. (Be sure to 
throw away the mixing supplies- don’t rinse them in your 
sink!)

Wait until your plaster has set enough to begin painting. 
This may take anywhere from a few minutes to an hour 
depending on the temperature and humidity at your 
house. Now, it’s time to create! Paint or draw 
your art on the semi-wet plaster and then leave it to 
finish drying. Find a place to display your fresco!
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How to make your own fresco
01

02

03

04
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R E V I E W

This month has been full of fascinating discoveries and revelations! We’ve decoded three of the most 
famous paintings from the Italian Renaissance, and we’ve met the masters who painted them. Now, 
let’s review some highlights from our explorations this month.

Primavera tells a story of celebration. 
This painting features imagery from mythol-
ogy, and alludes to Greek and Roman 
culture (which was a recurring theme in the 
Renaissance). This is a painting about 
springtime, love, and hopeful optimism.

It was painted by Botticelli (1445-1510). 

Madonna of the Rocks shows a 
gathering of the Madonna, John the Bap-
tist, the Christ Child, and an Archangel who 
gathered as they fled the Massacre of the 
Innocents.

It was painted by Leonardo (1452-1519). 

The School of Athens brings together 
the greatest thinkers of the ancient world. 
Here we see a grand room that is filled with 
scientists, mathematicians, and philoso-
phers who are gathered to learn and share 
their knowledge.

It was painted by Raphael (1483-1520).

Patrons of the arts (like the Medici’s 
and Pope Julius II) commissioned painters 
to create works of art.

‘Renaissance’ means ‘rebirth’ in 
French. From the 14th century to the 17th 
century, there was a renewed interest in culture 
and thinking. The Italian Renaissance gave us 
sensational beauty (in the forms of art, architec-
ture, and music), and fantastic new thoughts 
and ideas emerged from the many innovative 
philosophers and scientists of the time. 

Hidden meanings can be found in symbolic 
color choices made by the artist, as well as the 
inclusion of objects  (like fruit and animals) that 
have secret second meanings.

Mythology, religion, and humanism 
were popular subjects for paintings during the 
Italian Renaissance.
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T H E  O N E  T H I N G  T H E O R Y

We’re going to practice doing something fun each time we finish a project. It’s 
called “The One Thing Theory.” It’s a good way to finish a project, because we get to think 
about the amazing things we learned during our activities, and choose the ONE THING that we thought 
was the most interesting. What one thing did you think was the most interesting this month? You can 
use this space to write about it...
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A R T I S T  Q U O T E  P R I N T

At the end of each month you’ll receive a printable quote. Print it, trim it out, and tape it up on the fridge,
hang it on the wall in your creative space, or you could even frame it, and start a collection!
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Simplicity is 
the ultimate 

sophistication.

L E O N A R D O  D A  V I N C I
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