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Preface to the First Edition

THE main change in this edition is that the oi'-lginal Italian or Latin of
passages previously given only in English translation has heen included
under Texts and References. Such errors as I am aware of have been
corrected, and among those to whom I am grateful for pointing ·out errors
are Maria Pia and Piergiorgio Dragone, the translators and editors of
the augmented Italian edition (Einaudi, Turin,1978), who scrutinised
references and transcriptions; Michael Bury, who spottcd a bad reading
in the Italian of Giovanni Santi's poem; Martin Kemp, who o~jected to
there being turkeys-as opposed to guinea-fowl-in Mantua well before
the discovery of America; John White, who lioted that the top of Nkcol6
da Tolentino's hat in Plate 49 is properly read as rectangular rather than
polygonal; and Richard WoUhrim, who fonnd no nhmlnarine where I
had ill the old Plate 4, wllich is now replaced. In a li,w cas"s I have
updated bibliographical references.

Preface to the Second Edition

. TillS essay grew out of some lectures given in the history school or the
University or Llln(1l1n. The 1I',;llIr('s WI·...· m('",.1 10 show how Ihl' J!J'lr or
pictures is a proper material of social history. Social fiKts, I argut'd, 1(',,1I
to the development of distinctive visual skills and habits: and these visual
skills and habits become identifiable clemcnts in the painter's stylI'. Wiltl
sOllie complications thesllIllC argument underlies Ihis book. It is tlwrd(lrC
addressed to people with a general historiral ruriosity ahont thl' Rl'naiss
ance rather than to I)eople inlen,sled just in Renaissance I'"inling, who
might well find it insensitive and flighty by turns. This is not a way of
saying I think it vacuous as art history.

The first chapter looks at the structure of the fifteenth-century picture
trade-through contracts, letters and accounts-to find an economic basis
for the cult of pictorial skill. The second chapter explains how the visual
skills evolved in the daily life of a society become a determining part in
the painter's style, and it finds examples of these vernacular visual skills
uniting the pictures and the social, religious and commercial life of the
time. This involves relating the style of pain~ing to experience of such
activities as preaching, dancing and gauging barrels. The third chapter
assembles a basic fifteenth·century equipment for looking at fifteenth
century pictures: it examines and illustrates sixteen concepts used by the
best lay critic ofpainting in the period, Cristoforo Landino, in his descrip
tion of Masaccio, Filippo Lippi, Andrea del Castagno and Fra Angelico.
The book ends by pointing out that social hislory and art history are
continuous, each off~ring necessary insights into the other.
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I. Conditions of trade

I. A FIFTEENTH-CENTURY painting is the deposit of a social
relationship. On one side there was a painler who made the
picture, or at least supervised its making. On the other side there
Wl\!l>sorilebocly else who asked him to make iI, providrcl (hnds fllr
him to~make it ancl,arterhe had made it, reckoJu:d 0.1 using it
in som~ way or other: Both parties worked within institutions anti
conventions-commercial, religious, perceptual, in the widest
sense s~dal-that. Were different from ours and influenced th~
forms of what .they together made.

The man who asked for, paid for, and found a use for the
painting might be called the patron, except that this is a term that
carries many overtones from other and rather different situations.
This second party is an active, determining and not Ilece!\..'\arily
benevolent agent in the transaction of which the painting is the
result: we can fairly call him a client. The better sort offifteenth
century painting was made on a bespoke basis, the client asking
for a manufacture after his own specifications. Ready-made
pictures were limited to such things as run-of-the-mill Madonnas
and marriage chests painted by the less sought after artist,; in
slack periods; the altar-pieces and frescoes that most interest us
were done to order, and the client and the artist commonly
entered into a legal agreement in which the latter committed
himself to delivering what the former, with a greater or lesser
amount of detail, had laid down.

The client paid for the work, then as now, but he allotted his
funds in a fifteenth-century way and this could affect the charac
ter of the paintings. The relationship of which the painting is the
deposit was among other things a commercial relationship, and
some of the economic practices of the period are quite concretely
embodied in the paintings. Money is very important in the history
of art. It acts on painting not only in the matter of a client being
willing to spend money or; a work, but in the details of how he
hands it over. A client like Borso d'Este, the Duke of Ferrara,
who makes a point of paying for his paintings by the square
foot-for the frescoes in the Palazzo Schifanoia Borso's rate was
ten Bolognese lire for the square pede-will tend to get a different



llort or painting rrom a comm~rcially more rdincd man Iikrltlle
Florentine merchant Giovanni de' Bardi who pays the painter
for his materials and his time. Fifteenth-century modes of costing
manufactures, and fifteenth-century differential payments of
masters and journeymen, are both deeply involved in the style, of
the paintings as we see them now : paintings are among other
things fossils of economic life.

And again, pictures were designed for the client's use; ILis not
very profitable to speculate about individual clients' motives in
commissioning pictures: each man's motive1! are mixed and the
mixture isa little different in each case. One active employer of
painters, the Florentine merchant Giovanni Rucellai;noted he
had in his house works by Domenico Veneziano, Filippo Lippi,
Verrocchio, Pollaiuolo, Andrea del Castagrioand PaolotJccel1o
-a.long with those of a number ofgoldsmiths and sculptors-'the
best masters there have been for a long, time notonly in Florence
but in Italy.' His satisfaction about personally owning what is
good is obvious. Elsewhere, speaking now more of his very large
expenditure on building and decorating ehurches and houses,
Rucellai suggests three more motives: these things give him 'the
greatest contentment and the greatest pleasure because they
serve. the glory of God, the honour of thedty, and the com
memoration of myself.' In varying degrees these must have been
powerful motives in. many painting commissions ;an altarpiece
in a church Or a fresGo cycle in a chapel certainly served all three.
And then Rucellai introduces a fifth motive: buying such things
is an outlet for the pleasure and virtue of spending money well,
a pleasure greater than, the admittedly substantial One ofmaking
money. It isa less whimsicalremark than itseems at first. For a
conspicuously wealthy man, particularly someone like Rucellai
who had made money by charging interest, by usury indeed,
spending money on sueh public amenities as churches and works
ofart was a necessary virtue and pleasure, an expected repayment
to socie~y, something between aeharitable donation and the
payment of taxes or church dues. As such gesture1! went, one is
bound to saY,a painting had the advantage of being both
noticeable and cheap: bells, marble paving, hroead<:hangings or
othersllch gifts to a church were more expensive. Finally, there i~

It !!ixthllltllive which RIlCdllli--lllllllll whose t1~Hcl'ipliOll!1 tlrlhill~H
anel whose rer.ord asa huildcr arc not those ofa visually inscmsitivc
persoll- docs lIot /Ilention but which OTIC is ITully to aHtoil}Jl;lt! to
him, an clement oCenjoyment in looking ell good paintings; in
another context he might not have been shy ofspeaking about this.
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The plr.;\llIlteofposl\~llsion,an l1clive pkly, dvk GonsdOllsnrss
of one or another kind, self,commemoration and perhaps self.
advertillcment, the rich man's necessary virtue and pleasllrc of
reparation, a taste for pictures: in fact, the client need not analyse
his own motives much becausc he generally worked through
institutional forms-the altarpiece, the frescoed family chapel,
the Madonna in the bedroom, the cultured wall~furniture in the
study.....-'.which implicitly rationalized his motives for him, usually
in quite flattering ways, and also went far towards briefing the
painter on what was needed. And anyway for oUf,purpose it is
usually enough to know the obvious, that the primary use of the
picture was for looking at: they were. designed for the client and

, people he esteemed to look at, with a view to receiving pleasing
and memorable and even profitable stimulations.

These are all points thisbookwiU return to. For the moment,
the one general point to be insisted on is that in the fifteenth
eentury painting was still too important to be left to the painters.
The picture trade was a quite different thing from, that in our
own late romantic condition, in which painters paint what they
think best and thenlook round for a buyer. We buyourpictures
ready-made now; this need not be a matter of our having more
respect for the artist's individual talent than fifteenth.century
people like Giovanni RuceUai did, so mueh as ofour living in a
different sort of commercial society. The. pattern ofthepicture
trade tends toassilllilate itself tothatofmore substantial manu
factures; post-romantici1!also post-Industrial Revolution, and
most of us now buy our furniture re~dy-made too. Tbefifteenth
century was a period of bespokepil-inting, however, and this book
is about the customer'spartieipationin it.

~.Jn 1457 Filippo Lippi painted a triptych fQrGiovflinnidi
Cosimo·de' Medici; it y.'a,s inte.nded as a.giftto King Alfonso V
of Naplc1!,;.arninorplQyiJlf.4!cdiciqiplomacy.Filippo Lippi
worked in Florence, Giovanni wa1! SOmetimes out·oftbe city,and
Filippo tried to keep in touch by letter:

I tu~vedone. wh",tyoutold me ~m th~f'",intil1g, ",nd."'ppHed myself
scrupulously to each thing. The figure of StM,kh",dis"ow sOIlc;"r
finishing thill, since his armollris to he of silver an<fgold an<fhis 0111("1'
1(1I1'1I1('lIlsloCl, I hllV('ht'l'Il loscdhu'!olmnrIJMltl'ldli:!Ir sliM It!" w""ltI
5pcakwhh Francc!lto(lantal'1~antiahl)t1llhc~olclatJdwhlltyollwant.
nu<' 11I1~te;Jshlllllt'd()('l(;u:dy wlll,t yOIl wi',h. "111111(' dlilkd IIII', "'nkill!:
outthat;l have wrongedyou~

3
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Now,Giovanni, I am altogether your servanthere, and shall be so in
deed. I have had fourteen florins from YON, and'':(fWro€t to 'yolltbat my
expenses would come to thirty florins, and it comcs tothat much because
the picture is rich in its ornament. I beg yOll to arrange with Martelli to
be your agent in this work, and if I need something to speed the work
along,l may go to him and it will be seen to.•..

If you agree ... to give me sixty florins to. include materials, gold,
/!;ilding lind painting, with Bartolomeo acv.ing as 1 suggest, J will for my
part, so as to causc you Icss troublc, havctlJc picturc linishcd t()Inplctcly
by 20 August, with Bartolomeo as my guarantor ... And to keep you
informed, [send a drawing of how thetriplychis made or wood, and
with its height and breadth. ·Out of friendship loyou I do not want to
take more than the labour costs of 100 florins fOl'this: I ask nO more; I
beg you to reply, because I am languishing here and wanttifIeave
Florence when I am finished. If I have presumed too much in writing to
yOll, IllfKive mt. J sholl olwoys. do whnl. yon wont incvc!'y rNlpcrt,
great and small.

Valetc. 20Jllly 1457.
FraFilippo the pailltcr,inJ~lorence.

Untkrncnlh the IeUer Filippo Lippi provided a skelchof the
triptych as planned (plate I ). Lelllo right, he sketched a 51.

I. Filippo Lippi. Sketch oj an All~rpj.ce (1457). 'Florence, Archivio diSlalo (Med.
avo .Pr., VI,no. 258). Pen. .,

4

Berllar;d, anAdoration oCthe Child, and a St. Michael; the frame
of the,altarpiecej'dfhe poiilt about which he is particularly asking
approval, is drawn in a more finished way.

A distinction between 'public' and 'private' does not fit the
functions of fifteenth-century painting very well. Private men's
commissions often had very public rolcs, often in public plaees;
an altarpiece or a fresco cycle in the side-chapel of a church is
not private in any lIscftll lienRC. A morc relevant distindirill is
between commissions controlled by large corporate institutions
like lite offices of cathedral works and cr>mmi,c;siolls l!tntl huH
vidu;ll m.en or small groups of people: collective or communal
undertakings on the one hand,personal initiatives on the other.
The painter wastypicallYl though not invariably, employedand
contrQlled by an individual or small group.i

II i~lmportatltHuHthiR;tIhould have heen so, heeallscil nWllllR
that he' w~s usually exposed to a fairly direct relationship with a
lay.clicnt-a private cili1.cn, or the prior of a cOllfralcrnilyor
monastery, or a prince, ora prince's officer; even in the most
complex cases the painter normally worked for somehody identi
fiable, who had initiated the work, choscn an artist, had an end
in view, and saw the picture through to completion. In this he
diffcred from the sculptor, who often worked ror !:\I"ge communal
enterprises~as Donatello worked so long for the Wool Guild's
administration ofthe Cathedral works in Florence-where lay
control was less personal and probably very much less complete.
The painter was more exposed than the sculptor, though in the
nature of things clients' day-to-day interference is not usually
recorded; Filippo Lippi's letter to Giovanni de' Medici is 'one of
rather few cases where one can clearly senSe the weight of the
client's hand; But in what areas of the art did the client directly
intervene?

There is a class offort'naldocuments recording the bare bones
oCthe relationship from which a painting came, written agree
ments about the main contractual obligations of each pat\y.
Several hundred or these survive, though the greater part refer
to paintings that are noW lost. Some are full-dress contracts
drawn up bya notary, others are less elaborate ricordi, memoranda
to be held by each side: the latter have less notarial rhetoric but
still had some contractual weight. Both tended to the same range
of clauses.

There are no completely typical contracts because there was
no fixed [orm, even within one tOWn. One agreement less un
typical than many was between the Florentine painter, Domenico

5
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Ghirlandaio, and the Prior of the Spedale degli Innocenti ;:tt
Florence; it is the contract for the Adoration oj the Magi ;(1488 )
still at the Spedale (plate 2) : .

2. Domenico Ghirlandaio, Adorntioflwf the Magi (14~R). Flore-ncC', Sp('dalC' dq~lj Innocenti. Panel.
.~

i

l
I

Be it known and manifest to whoever sees or reads this document that,
at the request of the reverend Messer Francesco di Giovanni Tesori,
presently Prior of the Spedale degli Innocenti at Florence, and of
Domenico di Tomaso di Curado [Ghirlandaio], painter, I, Ff~J~er,nardo

diFrances<::o;ofFlorence, Jesuate Bfother, h<lVt:~r~",(lupthO' .Illen,t
with. 'IllY9",nhand~~llgree\1l.em;contr!l<::t(lnd~olUmI~ion " 'altar
papektoi~o.ointbeehur~hoftheabove~aid.Spedll. IiInuo¢en' 1 with
theagreeJrlel'ltsandstiptilations stated below,~~.

That this day 23 October I4:8SJhe~<li~Friln5~<t·I'(m..mits and
entrusts 10 tile said Domenil:;o the)Jaintin~rof a panel which the said
Francesco.has had made aJ:\d h,as provided; the '¥chig{l] panel the said
Dome",icois to m~ke'~ood, thati~.pay forian~ bei$tr:<::olour and paint
the saidpaneLallwith~is own hand init-emanner;ijIown in a drawing
on paper witbJhose figpresand in lhatmallnersh~wn in it,i!1 every
partieularac<::ording to whil't I, Fra lfernarcf9,thinkbest; not.departing
from them~nnerand.compositiondfthe·l111iddrawing;. andlle.lUust
colour the panel at his own elCpense withg99dcoloursand with powdered
~old on su<:hoTllamentg· .~'demandit,with; any'otherexpenseincuned
•on. the sarnepand,and,tbe blmr must beultrl!\1l.11fineof tfle;va.1ne ab<mt
fOllr· florins tb~ounce ; 'and he must have"lllade and deliverecl?omplete
the said Pllnel\VithinthirtYimonths fromtodllY; .and he must receive as

. the ;priceofthe.pll?el~here. de~cribed(\1l.adea~his, th~tj~, the said
J)(lmenil.;o'se~p~J;)sethr()~gh~ut).n 5Ia~fll)rinsjfit $eern~tome, the
ilbovesaidFraBefJ;)a~d9,that. it is •• '¥corthit;; ..llnd lcang(l III ",hoeverI
think best for an 0l?i~i?", qni~val\le!qr w()r~\1l.anship, a~~.iHt~oes n(lt
seem tl;> meworthth¢kstated,price, heshaUreceive .llS;~ufhlessas I,
Fra Bernardo, think. rilJht;iafl~~mtfstwithin Jhe telTnsQfJhe.lIgree
ment paint thepre1elIll'oftlIe sai4 pilnelllSl, FraB~rna.r9~,<t~~~kgood~
and he ·.shallreceivePllyment •.~.. followk~hesaii:l M~er~rancesco

must give the ab9vesaidl)llI'nenico three. large 80rin~ every' month,
starting frolll I Novem,ber 1485 and continuing after asisstated,every
month three large florins,: .... . .. " ','

And if Domenico hllS not delivered the panel within theabovesaid
Period oftime,he will~be liable tOllpe1'!aItyof fift~!in large florins; and
wrrespondingJy if Messer FrllDCeSC(l. does not keep t(l theabovesaid
mllnthly payments he will b~Jiabktoapenaltyof the whole amount,
that is,onccthcpand isftnished hewillhavelPp:iy cQmJ~lclc .andillf.uU
th~balance,oFthe'sum due-

Bot~.parties sign th~ agreelIlent.... ." .. «" . .i";t~,~{'t
'.. l'hisf<lntract l;oqt;:tinsthethree .. main th~lIles'o[.~~~tr:~~ree-
1'1lcnts;;. (i)itspef;ifi~what th""paint~~·is .toJ;l~ipW)iJlthisqi\S~ .~
through his commitment to an agreed' drawing; (ii)it is explicit

6



3, Fra Angeli~o, Ttlhtrtltlcltoftht l.intn-mtlkm (1433). Florence, Musco di S. Marco. Panel.
~.~~'1'~~:~:~:f~,·":·t,~",,d::tr~'~~~-r:

~\

8

about how and when the client is to pay, and when the painter
is to deliver; (iii) it insists on the painter using'$:l,go~<q~~y,;of
colours, specially gold and ultramarine. Details and exactneSs
varied from contract to contract.

Instructions about the subject of a picture do not often go
into great detaiL A few contracts enumerate' theindividunl
figures to, be represented, but the commitment. to a drawing' is
morc u~ual and was clearly m.orterrectivc: words do not lend

,themselves to very clear indication of the sorts of figure wil9ted.
Thecommitrnent was usually a serious one. Fra An.g~m::o's

altarpiece of 1433 for the Linen-maker's .Guild at Florence ~as

of this kind (plate 3);inyiew Q(th~sanctityorhi~HH:thc

matter of price wasexceptionallyentr~stedto his con.~~j(:nce

Igoflorinsor .however much less he,considers<proper';'-:but,
saintliness only trusted so far, he is boundl1o~.todeviate from
his. drawing. Around the drawing there would have qeen?is
<:Jl~sionhctweenthctwo ~idc~. In 1469Pietro CabcttacQr.~~l,I,~ted
to paint frescoes ill the GattamclatachapelpfS. An.tpnioat
Padua,andthcstagc~by which, agree01c~t.\Vould.be reached are
clearly stated in, the contract. The. donor's representative,
Antonfrnncescotlc' Dolfi, i~ to ~tate the subjects to he pa\nted;
Calz:ttawillagree,to these subje<:ts;hewil1produce~ cl.~slgn
(designum ~um.fanlt1si(i seuin~toria) a~Q.give it to Antonfran<;escOj
on. the. basis. of this Ant~nrrancescQ\V.illgiyefurtherinstruftioliS
on the painting and finally decide whethert~efinished.product
is acceptable. Hthere' was',difficlllty> in. de$5ribing the sort ?f
finish wanted j this. cpuld often. be <lone by reference ,toanpther
pitture:Jor example" Neri.di. BitciorFlore~ce underto?k. in
1454 tocolour>and finish an altarpiece in S:TrinitaiaP:erthe
same fashion as thealtarpiete he had madefor'.aGarlo Bep.i1i
in S.,lj'elicita in 1453-

Payment wasusu~lly,in~e. ronn ofcnei~c1usive,slunpaid. ill
instalments,as in Ghirlandai9's case,but sometimes the painter's
expenses were distinguished' from~is labour',A dientmight
pmvide thecostlier;pigmen~ and pay the .painter for his time
and skill: when Filippino Lil?Pi painted theJife of Sf. Th0tila.s in
S.,. Maria sopraMinervaatRome(148B--93}CardinaICaraffa
gave him 2,000dlll::ats Jor.~is perso~alpart and paidJorhis
assistants and theultrarnad~e separately. In ,any case dle two
headings of expenses and of the painter's labour were the basis
(or calculating payment: as Neride Eitei not~d, he.waspaid~for
gold'and for~pplying it and for colours and for my workman
ship.' The sum agreed in a contract was notquite inflexible, and



if a painter found himself making a loss on a contract he could
usually renegotiate l in. t~e event Ghirlandaio, who had under
taken to provide a predella for the Innocenti altarpiece under
the original [15 Rorins, got a supplernentar)' seven Horins lor this.
If the painter and client could not agree on the final sum,
profc::ssional painters could act as arbitrators, but usually matters

'~'.~}t:~;iU"':))\ ""

did'~g~~pme to this point.
Ghi'rl~ridaio'scontract insists 011 the painter using a good

qualityiofcoloursand patticularly of ultramarine; The contracts'
general anxiety about the quality of blue pigment as weIlas·of
gold was reasonable. A~l'gold and silver, ultramarine was the
most expensive and difficult colour the painter used. There were
cheap and dear grades and there were even cheaper substitutes,
generally referred to as German blue. (Ultramarine was made
from powdered lapis lazuli expensively imported from the Lewant;
th~ powder was soaked several times to draw off the colour and
the first yield-a fichviolet blue-was the best and most ex
pensive. German blue was just carbonate of copper; it was less
splendid in its colourand, much more seriously, unstable in use,
particularly in fresco.) To avoid being let down about blues,
clients specified ultramarine; more prudent clients stipulated a
particular grade-ultramarine at one or two or four florins an
ounce. The painters and their public.were alert to all this and the
exotic and dangerous character of ultramarine was a means of
accentthat we, for wnomdark blue is probably no more striking
than scarlet or vermilion, are liable to miss. We can follow w,1I
enough when it is used simply to pick out the principal figure of
Christ or Mary ina biblical scene, but the interesting uses are
more subtle than this. In Sassetta's panel ofSt. Francis Giving his
Cloak to a Poor Sbldler (plflte 4) the gown St. Francis gives away
is all ultramarine gown. In Masaccio's CXI,clIsivdy pigmented
Crucifixion, the vital narrative gesture of St. John's right arm is an
ultramarine gesture. And so Oil. Even lJeyollld this Ihe Wlllracls
point to a sophistication about blue$, a cap<llcity to discriminate

. between one and another, with whi{;h our own culture does 1101

equip us. In 1408 Gherardo Starnil1a contracted to paint in S.
SlcfunoulElIlpoli li'esco~:s,II()W los(, or Ihel.ijcl!/""· I'ill:;/I. 'I'll('
contract is meticulous about blue: tlJellltramarine used forM ary
is to be orthe !Jualilyortwo !Iorins \9 the ounp:,whilc fiJI' thel'i'sl
of the picture ultramarine a~ one,florin to, the 9unce will do.
In:ipq~~allce is registered With a violet tinge.

.Qfcourse, not all artists worked within institutions of this kind;
in particular;· some artists worked lor princes who paid them a

;";:_":~:;:;~':;'" ,', ,"" ••,":"",:, ,.",;',':,,_,'.' :,':": i",,'·',' ,',":: ,':':', ',::',:: " ,":,.;\:;":":'::,:::--'-"::::;":.,'::::'':.:':, :,' '::;r:;·:'::i0·,:·:,~::i\:.;?::,'i~:,:i}~'·:C:f:·:\'~/~r-::::;:;~,;;_~:t):'?':',.,:, ',:
4. SteflillodiGiovnnni, called Sasse!la,' St. FraniisGiuiilg hiSC/onk'tr, a 1'110' Soldier
(1437/44)' London, NalionalGalle'ry, Panel. '
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salary. Mantegna, who worked from "1460 until his death in
150(j Ib.. lla~ GOI\1.ngnMal'(luiscs of Mnt~lllni ~,\~llt~(,l!~rttl~tCtl

cal;e and Lodovico Gonzaga's offer to ~im in Aprili 458 ;isvery
clear: 'I intend to give you fifteen ducats 'monthly as salary, to
provide lodgings where you can live comfortably with your
family, to give you enough grain each year to cover generously
the feeding of six mouths, and also the firewood younekd for
your own use... .' Mantegna, after much hesitation, ac~epted

and in return for his salary not only painted frescoes and panels
for the Gonzagas (plate S), hut filled other rl\nction~ a~wdJ.

Lollovito Gonzag~l to Mantegna, 1469:

I desire that you see to drawing two guinea-fowl from the li(e,p,w eock
lIml Ollt' hrn, :lIld SI'llIllhem to IIlC hrn.. SitWf 1wanl In havr Ihrmlwovrn
hy my lupesters: yOll call have a look at Ihc guillca-Iowl ill thc' ganiclI al
Mantua. .

Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga to LodovicoGonzaga, 1472 :

... I beg you to order Andrea Mantegna . , . to come and stay with me
[at FoJigno). With him I shall entertain myself by showing him my
engraved gems, figures of bronze and other fine antiques; we will study
and discuss them together.

Duke of Milan to Federico Gonzaga, 1480:

I am sending you sornedesigns for pictures which I beg you to have
painted by your Andrea Mantegna, the farnous painter ...

. Federico Gonzaga to Duke of Milan, 1480:

I received the design you sent and urged Andrea Mantegna to turn it
into a finished form. He says it is more a book iIIuminator'sjob than his,
because he is not used to painting little figures. He would do much
better a Madonna orsornething, a foot or a foot and half long, say, if you
are willing . . . .

Lancillotto de Andteasis to Federico G::mzaga, 1483:

I have bargained wit,h the goldsmith Gian Marco CavaUi about making
the bowls and beakers after Andrea Mantegna's design. Gian Marco
asks three lire, tens61di for the bowls and one and a half lire for the
beakers ... I am sending you the design made by Mantegna for the
flask, so that you can judge the shape before it is begun.

In practice Mantegna's position was not quite as tidy as Gonzaga's
offer proposed. His salary was not always' regularly paid; on the
other hand, he was given occasional privileges and gifts of land
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or money, and fees from outside patrons. But Mantegqa'~

position was unusual among the great Quattro~ento painters;
even those who produ~ed paintings for princes were" more
commonly paid for a piece of work than as permanent salaried
retainers. l t was the commercial pra~tice expounded in the
contracts, and seen at its clearest in Florence, that set the tone
of Quattrocento patrgnage""i(';'

To return to the c9ntra~ts, though one can generali#i'~Xlljs far
about them, their det~ils vary a great deal from case tocase; and,
what is more interesting, there are gradual changes of emphasis
in the course of the ~entury. What was very important in l.pO
was sometimes less important in 1490: what I.pohad not specially
concerned itself wit~ sometimes demanded an explicit commit
ment in 1490. Two of these shifts of emphasis-..one towards less
insistence, the other ~owards more-are very important, and one
of the keys to the Q.uattrocento lies in recognizing that they are
associated in an invel,~se relationship. While precious pigments be
come less prominent"il demand for pictorial skill bec;omesmore so.

:: , .,

3. As the century progressed contracts became less eloquent than
before about gold and ultramarine. They are still commonly
mentioned and the grade of ultramarine may even be specified
interrns.(Jfflorins to;the ounce-nobodycoufd want the blue ,to
flalce off their picture-but they are less and less 'the celltreof
a ttelltionand the~9ld is ,increa~ingly, intended," for the frame.
Starnina'sundertakingof 1408aboutdifferentgra~esofblue, for
dHfcrClllparlS of lhepicturcisvcl'y uluehofbis. moment:, there
iSJl()thin~,quitelike~it in the second1:JaJfQfthecentury~This

lesseningp~eoccupa(jonwith, the precious pigmentsisJJuite
consistent with thepitintingsas""e ~ee themng\V.1 ~ seems that
clients\Vere becomirygless an?!:ious lo;~auntsheeropulenceof

m~~eriCJ.I before,t~e~bJic, than tbtfyhadprevigwlly been.
'", Itwollld.,bcfutHe fotTY toaccountforthissorlrifdc;velopmcnt

simply within thehi#oryofart. The dimi~ishil1,groleofgoldin
paintings<isparl,oflgeIicral movemcpthl wellternEuf(~pcat

this ,'" time, towards a ,,kind. of selective ,iithibition ,aboutdisplay,
and this showsitselfirmany other kind~ofbehaviour,too.It was
just a~H:onspicuous inlthe client's clothesJor insta?ce, whi~h Were
abandoniqggilLfai>r1csandgaudy hues forlhe restrained black
of Burgundy. This<J<ls CJ. .. f<lshionwithelusive .nioral.overt!?9fs;
tl1eatmqsphereofthemid-centuryi:lcau&ht very wen ..i~6;~
anecdote .. t()ldabollt}I<ing Alfon50ofN~ptr,:s !:\ythcFlorcmtinc
bookseller Vespasiano da Bisticci: ., .

There Wall a Sienese ambassador at Naples who was, as theSienese tend
tol>e,verygrand. Now Kin~Alfonso usually dressed in black,with just
a buckle in his cap and a gold chain round his neck j he did not use
brocades or silk clothes much. This ambassador however dressed in gold
brocade, very rich, arid wh~n he came to see the King he always wore
this gold brocade. Among his own people the King often made fun of
these brocade clothes. One dliy he said, laughing toone of his gentlemen,
'I thih~;rw~ishoUldchange the colour of that brocade.' So he arranged
to give'Audience one day in a mean little room, summoned all the
ambassadors, and also arranged with some of his own people that in the
throng everyone should jostle against the Sienese ambassador and rub
against his brocade, And or!, the day it was So handled and Tubbed, not
just by the other ambassadors, but by the King himself, that when they
came out of the room no-one could help laughing when they saw the
brocade, because it was crimson now, with the pile all crushed and the
gold fallen off it, just yellow silk left: it looked the ugliest rag in the
world. When he saw him go out of the room with his brocade all ruined
and messed, the King could not stop laughing....

The general shift away from gilt splendour must have had very
comple?!: and discrete. sources indeed-a frightening social
mobility with its problem of dissociating oneself from the flashy
new rich; the acute physical shortage of gold in the fifteenth
century; a classical distaste for sensuous licence now seeping out
from neo-Ciceronian humanism, reinforcing the more accessible
sorts of Christian asceticism; in the case ofdress, obscure technical
reasons for the best qualities of Dutch' cloth being black anyway;
above all, perhaps, the'sheer rhythm of fashionable reaction.
MallY such faclol'SHlust havc coincided herc. And the iuhibition
is not part of a comprehensive shift away from public opulence:
it was selective. Philippe Ie Bon of Burgundy and Alfonso of
Naples were as lushas.ever-if not moreso--in many other
facets of their puhlic lives. Even within the limitation of bl<lck
costume one could be as conspicuously expensive as before,
clltting the finest Netherlnndishfllbrics wnstcfil1Jy on the rross.
The orientation of display shifted-one ~irection inhibited,
anotherdcvclopcd---and displayitsdf went O~I.

The case ofpairiting was similar. As the coispicuousconsump
tion ofgold and ultramarine became less irtlportant in the con
tracts, its plac~ was filleq by references to an squally conspicuous
consumption of something else-skill. To see, how this was so
hoW'§ldll could be' the natural alternative to precious pigment,
and how skill .could be clearly understood as ~conspicuous index
of consurnption--olle. rn~st return to the rnon,cy of painting.

A distinction between the value of preciQus material on ~he



one hand and the value of skilful working of m~terials 011 ,the
other is now rather critical to the argument.'::~t:)i~:~;'~i~J:ill~~n
that is not alien to us, is indeed fully compr'ehensible, th6iigliit
is not usually central to our own thinking about pictures. In the
early Renaissance, however, it was the centre. The dichotomy
between quality of material and quality of llkill WelS the mOllt
consistently and prominently recurring motif in everybody's
discussion of painting and sculpture, and this is true w~ether the

. discussion is ascetic, deploring public enjoyment of works ofart,
or affirmative, as in texts of art theory. At one extreme one finds
the figure of Reason ulling it to condemn the effect on usaf works
of art in Petrarch's dialogue Physic against Fortune: 'it is the
preciousne.r.r, as I suppose, and not the art that pleases yon.'

At the other extreme Alberti uses it in his treatise On painting
to argue for the painter representing even golden objectsnpt'witl!
gold itself but through askillul application or yellow alldwhitc
pigments: ..

There are painters who use much gold in their pictures (plate 6),
because they think it gives them majesty: I do nol praise this. Even if
you were painting Virgil's Dido-with her gold quiver, her golden hair
fastened with a gold clasp, purple dress with a gold girdle, the reins and
all her horse's trappings of gold---even then 1 would not want you to use
any gold, because to represent the glitter of gold with plain colours
brings the crartsmanmore admiration and .praise.

One could multiply,' instances almos~ indefinitely, the most
heterogeneous opinions being united cnly by their dependence
on the same dichotomy between materia/and skill. . .

But intellectual concepts are one thing and crass practice is
something else: the action of one on the other is usually difficult
to demonstrate bec~use it is not likely to be direct or simple.
What gave Petrardi's and Alb.erti's distil)ction its special charge
and geared it imfnediately into the dimension of practical
business was that ihe same distinction. was the whole basis of
costing a picture, ~sindeed any manufacture. One paid for a
picture under theslt same two headings, matter and skill, material
and labour, as Gipvanni d'Agnolo de' Bardi paid Botticelli for
an altarpiece (plate 7) to go in the family chapel at S.Spirito:

Wednesday 3 Augu~t 1485:
Al.lhe chapel at S.Spidto seventy-eight florins fifteen s61di in payment
of seventyclive gold florins in gold, paid to Sandro B'ptticelli On his
reckoning, as follows~two florins for ultramarine, thirty-eight florins for
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gold and preparation of t~e panel, and thirty-five florins for his brush
[Ptl,fllOP~l'"~(lo]." ' p : fi:

,:,':'_::~~~~~'~:4';;~,~;:f:r~:f~~1'~:t' , '"
There Was a neat'and unusual equivalence beLween the values
of the theoretical and ~e practical. On the one hand, ultra
marine, gold for painting with and for the frame, timber for the
panel (material); on the other HotticelIi's brush (lahour andllkill).

4· Th~ri~ere various ways for the discerning- client to switch
his funds Trbm gold Lo 'brush'. For example, behind the figures
in hisp@ure he could specify landscapes instead of gilding:

..,", -', ," . -c' - -,

The painter also undertakes to paint in the empty part of tlte pictures
(plate8)~r more preCisely on the ground behind the fil\'un~s-Iand

scnpcSc ~nthkics [pntst II nie~tJ lind nil olher grounds too where CO!UlIl' is
put: ~cept for th~ frames, to which goldis to be applied.... ,

(Pinturicchio at S. Maria de' Fos.,i, Pertlgilt. r195)

A contract might even itemize what the client had in mind for
his l~nqs!=apes. When Ghirlandaio contracted in 14135 to paint
frescoes' for Giovarini Tornabuoni in the choir of S. Maria

6. Antonio Vivarini. EjJiphany(about tHO). Betlin, Slaatliehe Museen. Pando
o ,;';, ,'. " '" , >.- "._ S~ '" .:,' :" " ,
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NoveUa,at Florence heagreed·toincl\ld~'figuresi buildings,
castles, cities,moun'talns,oills,plainsr rOCks, costuwcs,animab.
birds, and beasts. of every kind.' Su~h a dem",ndensur~9';~J1

expenditurcoflabour, if not skill. ./' .' ...........' ' •
'Fherewas .anotherand . wore sUl'~means()Cb~comlng a~

el{pen~iv.c.purchaser or skill,alreadyg;,lini~gg:oul1~in.the
middle of the centui{y: this was the verygreaf relatIVe difference,
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ihanywanufacture. in the value of the master's and the assis
tants' time within each workshop. We can see that with the
paint~rs this difference was substantial. For instance, in 1447
FraAngelico was in Rome painting frescoes for the new Pope
Nicholas V. His work was paid for not with the comprehensive
figure usual in commissi6ns from private men or small secular
groupS,\:)l,lt on the basis orhis and three assistants' time, materials
being'prbvided. An entry from the Vatican accounts will show
the four men's respective'rates:..
23 May '447"
To Fra Giovanni di Pietro «:if the Dominican Order, painter working on
the chapel of St. Peter, on 23 May, forty-three ducats twenty-seven soldi,
towllrds his alIowance of 200 ducats per annum, for the period 13 March
to the end of May. . . " 43 florins 27 soldi
To Benozzo da Leso, painter of Florence working in the abovesaid
chap~I, on the same day eighteen florins twelve soldi towards his alIow
anee of seven florins tlte month for tlte period 13 March to the end of
May. . . 18 florins 12 soldi

To Giovanni d'Antonio della Checha, painter in the same chapel, on
the same day two ducats, forty-two soldi, towards two and two-fifths

8. Bernardino Pinturicchill. SI.Augllsline and Ihe Child, from the Pala di S. Maria
d~' FQSsi (1495). Perugia,Gall~ria. Panel.



months at one florin the month, for the period up to the end of May ...
. . .. .' ' ....• '2 fl?rimr'42~pldi

To Jacomo d'Antonio da Poli, painter in the samei~If~p.il;,:oti:~~f~{~y,

three norins, his allowance for three months to run lip to the cnd ofMay
at the rate of one florin the month. . . 3 norins

The annual rate for each of the four, keep excluded, would
therefore be:

Fra AIlRrlic:o 200 nOl'ill~

Benozzo Gozzoli 84 Horins }
Giovanni della Checha 12 Aorins 108 nodn!!
Jacomo da Poli 1'2.florins , ,'"

When the team moved to Orvieto later in the year they got the
same rates, except for Giovanni della Checha whose pay do~bled

from one to two florins the month. Clearly miJch money equId be
spent on skill if a disproportionate amount of a Pa.'IlWlg
disproportionate not by our standards but by theirs-were, qone
by the master ora shop in place of his assistants.

It was this that happened. The contract for Piero' della
Francesca's Madonna della Misericordia (plate 9):

[[ June [445· ,
Pietro di Luca, Prior, ... [and seven otherS] in the behalf and name of
the Fraternity and Members of S. Maria dena Misericordia have com
mittedtoPierodi Benedelto,painter, the making and painting of a
panel in the oratory andchurch oCthe said Fraternity, ofthe same form
as the panel which is th~re now, with all the material for it and aU the
costs and expenses of the complete furnishing. a.nd prepara~onon~

painting assembly and.~rection in the said oratory: with thoseittiages
figures and ornainents\tatedand agreed. witQt~e abovesaid Prioran~

advisor or theirsuc~9I:irsin office and withthepther abovesaid officers
of theFraternity;to~gilded with HIlegold and coloured Wci,th fine
colours, and specially;.withultramatine blLc:with this co~ditipn,that

the said Pieroshould,~ bound.to make,goqd a~'yderect.,the said panel
shallde....elop or show"with. the passingoftittie throughfaillireofmatet;ial
or ofPiero himselr'll~'ioalimitoftell years. Forallthistheyhavea.~ree(1
to pay 150 florins;a~·therate oCtive lire fiYesQlditheflori~.Of;,vhi¢lI
they haveunde~takefitogivehimon demand fifty florins now and.the
balance when thep+nel. is finished; And the saidPiero has undertaken
to makepaintdecor~te and assemble the said panel in the same breadth
height and shape as/the woodenpallelthereatpre~ent,and to deliver.it
complete assembled and set in placewithill the next three years; and
thatnu painter. mf!)l /!flit his hfJnd ti)thebl'llsh. (Jthlr than Pieru him.uif

This was a panerpainting.; for large sttl.le fresco c0rrtmissiotls the
demand could be 'softened. When Filippino Lippi contracted in
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9· Piero della, Fratltesta.Madonna "della Misericordia ([445/62). San Sepolcro, Galleria. Panel.
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1487 to paint frescoesin'theStrozzi chapelof S.Maria Novella
he undertook. that therorkshotild be '.,•. aUfrombis own hand,
andpartif:ularly the figures' (tuttI) disuamano,e m4$~imec le.Ag,~,rff<,':'

theclause~ay be a litUe iIIogical,buttheimpIil;:ation is opv19tit'
~thatthefi?ures, mQreimportantand diffi!Oult.thanarchitec
tunl.lbac~grounds,.. shQuld have a relatively largecomp9nentof
[0. LUpl. Sitriorelli.Tke DltctQT~ !If Ike Church ([4~9h 5Qoj,Qrvieto .'. " ,
Cappella(\i ~,~ri2;io. Fr~ .
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Filippino's personal handiwork in them. There is a precise and
realistic clause in. Signorelli's contract of 1499 for frescoes in
Orvieto Cathedral (plate'IO):

The said master Lucais bound and promises to paint [I J all the figures
to be done on the said vaultl.. and [2J especiaJly theJace~ and all the parts
of the figures from the middle ofeach figure upwards, and [3] that no painting
shoul~i~~!Z,,90ne on it without Luca himself being present.... And it is
agreea [4J that all the mixing of colours should be done by the said master
Luca himself. ...

This Was oneinte.rprdatiJn,ofhow Jar a master should personally
interveneinthecarrying~l1tofhisdesigns, on a very large-scale
fresco <undertaking. And in general the intention of the later
cQntractsis dear:thedient will conf~r lustre on his picture not
with g9I~ but withmalitery, the hand of the' master himself.

:aythc:middl~ 'o(thecenturythe .expep.siveness of pictorial
skill~ very well known. When St. Antoninus, Archbishop of
~lorep.ce, discussc:d in his;SummaTheoll)gica the •art. of goldsmi~hs
a.nd t~eitproper Paymentfhe used the painters as an example of
paYment relative tq ip.divi~ualsIHU: 'The goldsmith who endows
his W9rkswith. better .skill should be paid more. As isthec~sein
the jlrtpfpainting, whr:rea great masterwiU demand much more
pay=-t.woor three times more-than an un~kiIIed man for making
th~s~~etypeoffigure.' " . . .' /,

Thefifteenth-centu ry ~lientseems to .h~Yemadehisopu lent
gest\J!~more and more'bybecomingafonspicllOUS buyer of
skill. Not all clients did. sQ:thepatterndescribed hereisa
perceptiJ>le drift in fifteenth.centurycontr¥ts,not a norm with
~hiclithey aU comply. Borso d'Estewas l1Ot the only princely
prirnitiveout of touchwjt.hthedecentco~mercialpractice·of
FloreJlcennd Slltl!lCpo'lerQ. But there. were~notlsh cnHghlf'nC'tl
buy:e~of skill,spurreg· oft by. an increasing}yarticulate sense of
thcnnilltS" individmdity, i9tJ1akclhc.pulllic"nttitutktu .plIi.llel's
very different in 1490 fromwllat ithadbeen'·jn 1410.

}-

5- We h~ye come thisfar\yith the documents:;;rhere were varIous
ways ofdiverting fllnds.from materialtoskifl.~/one might direct
that a panelhavere.presentational rather thati~gilt1:lac.kgrounds;

rn9;r~ fa~icalIy.onecoul~demand.andpay fQrarelatively high
p'r~~q~il()," •. ofthegreat'imastef's"expensivep'~rsonalattention.
For.tlt~ '. pittur~ •. still to make .ahan~some"irnpression .this ex
pensive skill must mauife~titselfc1e~r1y tothe"~ehold~r.lnwhat

. speCific characters it did ihis,what were reeogqized as hallmarks

•. l.



!;/
1~li

" or the skilIed brush, the contracts do not telI us. There is no reason
wilY 1I1t:y Hhollltl, or COII"llt:, .•.......'" •. " ..' .' ,;,.,' -,

And at this poi~t it would be convenie!'t,o;~t!!11;,ttl~fh~ecords
or (lllh\ir rrsponse 10 pninlinl(. ir only Ihrsf were ,icit ~o eli!!
alJlingly thin. '1'h~ t1illiculty is that it is at any timc ccccntric to
set down on paper a verbal response to the complex non-verbal
stimulations paintings are designed to provide: the v~ry fact or

II. Filippino Lippi. The Vision ojSt. Bernard (lboul 1486), F1ore"n~1 !J.~dia. Panel.
'. - ~- .Of -,

.. . " .. ; ; ~

12: Perugino. Thi VfsionojSt.Bernard (about 1494). Munich, Alte Pinakoihek.
Panel.' .

doing.llomust makca man untypicaI. There aresomcftftecnth
century descriptions of th~ quality or painters, but there are very
rew indeedonc<;ansonfidently see as representative of.some.rairly
broad collective view. Some, like Ghiberti's Commentaries, are
ineligible because they are written by men who are reaHyartiSlJ;
some are the work or learned menimitatinl{ the ancient art
criticism or writetslike',the elder Pliny.. Most of. them, because
they limit themselves to!!ayin~ a piet tlrt~· is '~()il(I; or'skilf.tI', :tIT

represenlativ~enou/.{hbut Irom our point of' view unhelpful.
An innocent acmuntor paintings-·thccveryday vCrtlacular

way or talkingab?ut their qualities and differences ha.ppening
to be put down on paper-is obviously something that would
only occur undcrunusualdrculllstanccs. There is oncspccially
Rood example. In abollt 1490 the Duke or Milall lweI it in mind

Rnr.~71r.' lINIVFk::\iTF~i KIITIIPHANESI



to employ some painters at the Certosa di Pavia and his agent in
Florence sent in a memorandum about four painters knd\vn there
-Botticelli (plate 7), Filippino Lippi (plate II), Perugino
(plate 12), Ghirlandaio (plate 2):

Sandro de Botticell~ pictore Excelled"" in tavola et in muro: Ie cose sue
hano aria virile et sono cum optima ragione et integra proportione.
J>hilippino di Frati Philippo optimo: Discipulo del sopra~ift<:>.~t figliolo
delpiu singulare maestro di tempo suoi: Ie sue case hano'ari~piu dolce:
ncm credo habiano tanta arte. EI Perusin~ Maestro singulare: et maxime
in muro: Ie sue Ca&e hano aria angelica, .et molto dolce. Dominica de
Grilandaio bono maestro in tavola et pit! in muro: Ie cosesue hano bona
aria, et e homo expeditivo, et che conduce assai lavaro: Tutti questi pre
dicti maestri hano facto prova di loro ne la capella di papa syxto excepto
chephilippino. Matutti poi allospedaletto del Meo Lauro et la palma e
quasi ambigua.

Sandro Botticelli, an excellent painter both on panel and on wall. His
things have a virile air and are done with the best method and complete
proportion.
Filippino, son of the very good painter Fra Filippo Lippi: a pupil of
the above-mentioned Botticelli and son of the most outstanding master
ofhis time. His things have a sweeter air than Botticelli's; I do not think
they have as much skill.
Perugino, an exceptional master, and particularly on walls. His things
have an angdicni,., and very sweet.
Domenico Ghirlandaio, a good master on panels and even more so on
walls. His things have agood air, and he is an expedilious man and one
who gets through much work.
All these masters have made proof of themselves in the chapel of Pope
Sixtus IV, except Filippino. All of lhem laler also in the Spedalctlo of
Lorenzo iI Magnifico, and the palm of victory is pretty much in doubt.

The chapel of Pope Sixtus IV refers. to the frescoes on the wall of
the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican; the frescoes at Lorenzo dc'
Medici's villa of Spedaletto near Volterra have not survived.

A few obvious. things emerge clearly: that the distinction be
tween fresco and panel painting is sharp; that the painters are
sccn VCI'Y much as individuals in competilion; uud, morc subtly,
that there arc discriminations to he made not only aholl! onr
artist being simply btller than another, but also about one artist
hcing diffrrmt in chnrnctcr from llllothcr. But though the rwort
is obviously a genuine attempt to inform, to c;onvey to Milar. the
differing qualities of each artist,it is curiously baffiing.,I-Iow
much andwhat d:oes the writer actually know about the'painter's
mtthod or ragione?tWhat does man?>, or virile air mean in relation to
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the painting of Botticelli? In what form is proportion perceived in
Botticelli? Is it sOlne vagu~ sense of rightness, or did the writer
have the equipment to distinguish proportional relationships?
What does sweet air mean in the context of Filippino, and how is
it affected by a relative lack of skill? Is Perugino's angelic air
some identifiable religious quality or a matter of general senti
ment ~t~Yv~~n he speaks ofGhiriandaio's good air is this just un
specifi~"'ptlt1se, or. does it refer to some particular stylishness i9
the area of the French ~nd English versions of the phrase,
de-bon-air? Of course, when we look at the paintings we can give
a sense, our sense, to the Milanese agent's remarks, but it is
unlikely that this sense is his. There is a verbal difficulty, the
problem of virile and sweet and air having different nuances for
him than for us, but there is also the difficulty that he saw the
pictures differently from us.

And this is the problem nextin order. Both the painter and his
public, both Botticelli and the Milanese agent, belonged to a
culture very unlike ours, and some areas of their visual activity
had been much conditioned by it. This is something rather
distinct from the matter we have so far been looking at, the
general expectations of piJ,inting involved in the Quattroccnto
painter.client relationship. The first chapter has been concerned
with more or less consciou's responses hy the painter to the con
ditions of the picture trade; and it has not isolated particular
kinds of pictorial interest. The next chapter will have to enter the
deeper water of how Quattrocento people, painters and public,
attended to visual experience in distinctively Quattrocento ways,
and how the quality of this attention became a part of their
pictorial style.
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II. The period'eye
,;{r;f#~'1H":;P;~~~f;.'·

I. AN OBJECT reflects a pattern of light on to lhe eye. The light
enterS the eye through the pupil, is gathered by the lens,and
thrown on the screen at the back of the eye, the retina. On the
retina is. a network ornerveJibres which pass the light through a
system ofcells to several millions of receptors, the cones. The cones
are sens.itive both to light and to colour, and they respond by
carrying information about light and colour to the brain.

It is at this point that human equipment for visual perception
ceases to be uniform, from one man to the next. The brain must
interpret the raw data abopt light and colour that it receives
from the cones and it does this with innate skills and those
developed out of experience. It tries out relevant items from its
stock of patterns, categories, habits of inference and analogy
'round" 'grey', 'smooth','pebble' would be verbalized examples
-and these lend the fantastically complex ocular data a structure
and therefore a meaning. This is done at the cost of a certain
simplification and distortion: the relative aptness of the category
'round' overlays a more complex reality. But each of uS has had
different experience, and so each of us has slightly different
knowledge and skills of interpretation. Everyone, in fact, pro
cesses the data from the eye with different equipment. In practice
these differences are quite small, since most experience is common
to us all: we all recognize our own species and its limbs, judge
distance and elevatiOil, infer and assess movemenl, and many
other things. Yet in some circumstances the otherwise. marginal
differences between one man and another can take on a curious
prominence.

Suppose a man is' shown the configuration in plate 13, a
configuration that cail be apprehended in various ways. One
way would be primarily as a round thing with a pair of elongated
L-shaped projections on each side. Another way would be
primarily as a circular form superimposed on a hrokr.n n~ct

angular limn. There arc many oLher ways of \Jcrcciving iL as well.
That which we tend toward will depend on many things
particularly on the context of the configuration, which is sup
pressed here for the moment-but not least on the interpreting
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13. Santo Brasca. Jtillerario . .. di Gerusalemrrre (Milan, 1481). p. 58 v. Woodcut.

skills one happens to possess, the categories, the model patterns
and the habits of inference and analogy: in short, what we may
call one's cognitive -rryle. Suppose the man ,looking at plate '3 is
well equipped with patterns and concepts ofshape like those in
plate '4 and is practised in using them. (In fact, most of the
people plate ,;\ was oriRinaIly made for were proud of bein~ so
equipped.) Thisl\Illll will be disposed to the scc01,d of the ways
ofperceiving the configuration. He will be less likely to see it just,
as a round thing ,with projections, and more likely to see it
primarily as a circle superimposed on a rectangle: he possesses
these categories and is practised at distinguishing such patterns
in complicated shapes. To this extent he will see plate, 3 differ
ently from u mlln withollt resources of this kind.

Let us now add a con text to plate 13. It occurs in a description
oflile Holy Land printed in Mihm in '4B1 allll it hall the caption:
'Questo e la lorm~ del sancto sepulchro de meser iesu christo.'
(This is the shape of the Holy Sepulchre of Our Lord Jesus
Christ). The context adds two particularly important factors to
the perception of the configuration. First, one now knows that
it has been made ,with the purpose of representing something:
the man looking at it refers to his experience of representational
conventions and is likely to decide that it belongs to the ground
plan convention-lines representing the course walls would follow
on the ground if one were looking vertically down at a structure.
The groundplanis a relatively abstract and analytical cOl'}vention
for representing things, and unless it is within his cultur~ it
is within ours-the man may be puzzled as to how to. interpret
the figure. Second) one has been cued to the fact that prior
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14. Euclid. Elerrrenta geome/ride (Venice, 1482). p. 2 r. Woodcut.

experience of buildings is relevant here, and one wiII make
inferences accordingly. A man used to fifteenth-century Italian
architecture mightwell infer that the circle is a circular building,
with a cupola perhaps; and that the rectangular wings are halls.
But a fifteenth-century Chinese, once he had learned the ground
pJancP9Vel1tion, might infer a circular central court on the
lines anIle new Temple of Heaven at Peking.
. So here are three variable and indeed culturally relative kinds
of thing the mind brings to interpreting the pattern of light
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16. After Leonardo ·da Vinci.
Stereoscopic vision. From Libro di
piUrtrn, Vatican Library; MS. Urh.
lal. 1~7", 1i)1. '.'i:) v. . E

Arezzo (Colour Plate I) as an example. In the first place, under
stClnd;~~g::t:be;t'ic~~,pependson acknowledging a representational
convention, of whIch the central part is that a man is disposing
pigments on a two-dimehsional ground in order to refer to
something that is three-dimensional: one must enter into the
spirit of the game, which is not the groundplan game but some·
thing Boccaccio described very well:

The painter exerts himself tq make any figure he paints-actually just
aJittlecQl()ur applied with skill to a panel-similar in its action to a
figure which is the product of Nature and naturally has that action: so
that iLcan deceive the eyes of the beholder, either partly or completely,
making itself be taken for what it really is nol.

In fact, since our vision is stereoscopic, one is not normally long
deceived by such a picture to the point of completely supposing
it reaL Leonardo da Vinci pointed this out:

It is npt possible for a painting, even if it is done with thc greatest
perfection ·of outline, shadow, light and colour, to appear in the same
relief as the natural model, unless that natural model were looked at
from a great distance and with only one eye.

He adds a drawing (plate 16) to demonstrate why this is so:
A and B are our eyes, C the object seen, E-F space behind it,
D-G the area screened by a painted object, hut in real life seen.
But the convention was that the painter made his flat surface
very suggestive of a three-dimensional world and was given
credit for doing so. Looking at such representations was a
fifteenth-century Italian institution, and involved in the institu
tion were certain expectations; these varied according to the

A

2. All this may seem very distant from the way we lookata
picture, but it is not. Plate 15 is the representation of.a river arid
~t ~east two disti~ct representa~ional cOllventions are' being used
10 It. The mermaIds and the mmiature landscape onthe leflare
represented by lines indicating the contours offorms.and the
point of view is from a slightly upward angle. The co~rseof the
river and the. dynamics of its flow are registered diagrammatically
an~ geom.etncally, and. the point of view is from verticallyaoove.
A Imear npple conventIOn on the water surface mediates between
one style of representation and the other. The first convention is
more immediately related to what we see, where the second is
more abstract and conceptualized-and to us nOw rather un
~amiliar-but they both involve a skill and a willingness to
mterp~et m~rk~ on paper as representations simplifying an aspect
or l"l'nllty Wltlllll ncccpted ruleR: we do lIot .w I\: lree !\!In whiff'
plane surface circumscribed by black lines. Yet the tree is only
a crude version of what one has ill a picture, and the variable
pressures on perception, the cognitive style, also operate on
anyone's perception of a painting.

We will take Piero della Francesca's Annunciation fresco at

15· Bartolo da Sassorcrrato. De j1umi"ib/Lf (Rbme, 1483). p. [8 r. \Y~O(ICUI.'

plate 13 cas~ on the retina : a stock ot patterns, ca~~soricsand
methods of mference; training ina range .0frepF~ejltational

conventions; and experience, drawn from the erivironrnent.in
:-vhat are. plausible ways of visualizing what we ha~~jnsomi>iete
mformatlon about. In practice they do not work seriaUy,astncy
are described here, but together; the process is indescribaply
complex and still obscure in its physiological detaiL
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17. Domcnico Vcncziano. The An/!unciation (about 1445). Cambridge, Fitzwilliam
MU5("um. I'~nd.

Thirdly again, one brings"to the picture a mass of information
and a~s~mptions drawn from general experience. Our own cul
ture is' close enough to the Quattrocento for us to take a lot of the
same things for granted an~ not to have a strong sense of mis
understanding the pictures r we are closer to the Q.uattrocento
mind than to the Byzantiite, for instance. This can make it
difficulr!9r~alizehow much of our comprehension depends on
what W~i:,~r.ll1g to the· picture. To take two contrasting kinds of
such knowledge, if one could remove from one's perception of
Piero della Francesca's Annr:ltIciation both (a) the assumption that
the building units are likely to be rectangular and regular, and
(b) knowledge of the Annu,nciation story, one would havediffi
culty in making it out. For the first, in spite of Piero's rigorous
perspective construction'-ltself a mode of representation the
fifteenth-century Chinese would have had problems with-the
logic of the picture depends heavily on our assumption that the
loggia projects at a rightangle from the back wall: suppress this
assumption and one is thrown into uncertainty about the whole
spatial layout of the scene. ,Perhaps the loggia is shallower than
one thought, its ceiling slopillgdown backwards and its COl'lItr
thrusting out towards the left in an acute angle, then the tiles of
the pavement will be lozenges, not oblongs ... and so on. A
clearer case: remove the assumption of regularity and rect
angularity from the loggia architecture of Domenico Veneziano's
Annunciation {plate 17)-refuse to take for granted either that the
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placing of the picture--church or salone~but one expectation
was constant: the beholder expected skill,as we have seen. Quite
what sort of skill he expected will occupy us presently, but the
point to be noticed now is that a fifteenth-century man looking
at a picture was curiously on his mettle. He was aware that the
good picture embodied skill and he was frequently assured that
it was the part of the cultivated beholder to make disci'ill1inations
about that skill, and sometimes even to do so verballlThe most
popular fiftecntl1-century treatise on education, for example,
Pier Paolo Vergerio's On noble behaviour of 1404, reminded him:
'The beauty and grace of objects, both natural ones and those
made by man's art, are things it is proper for men of distinction
to be able to discuss with each other and appreciate! Looking
at Piero's painting; a man with intellectualself.respect was in no
position to remain quite passive; he was obliged to discriminate.

This brings us to the second point, which is that the picture is
sensitive to the kinds of interpretative skill~patterns, categories,
inferences, analogies-the mind brings to it. A man's capacity to
distingllish it certain kind of form or relationship of forms will
have consequences for the attention with which he addresses a
picture. For instance, if he is skilled in noting proportional
relationships, or if he is practiced in reducing complex forms to
compounds of simple forms, or if he has. a rich set of categories
for different kinds of red and brown, these skills may well lead
him to order his experience of Piera della Francesca's Annuncia
tion dHlcrcntly /1'0111 people without these skills, and much more
sharply than people whose experience has not given them many
sk~lIs relevant to the picture. For it is clear that some perceptual
skills are more relevant to anyone picture than others: a virtuosity
in classifying the ductus of flexing lines~a skill many Germans,
for instance, possessed in this period~r a functional knowledge
of the surface musculature of the human body would not find
much scope on the Annunciation. Much of what we call 'taste' lies
in this, the conformity between discriminations demanded by
a painting and skills of discrimination possessed by the beholder.
We enjoy our own exercise of skill, and we particularly enjoy the
playful exercise of skills which we use in normal life very earnestly.
If a painting· gi~es us opportunity for exercising a valued skill
and rewards our virtuosity with a sense of worthwhile·> insights
about that painting's organization, we tend to enjoy it: it is to
our taste. The negative of this is the man without the sortS of
skill in terms of which the painting is ordeied:a German cal
ligrapher confronted by a Piero della Francesca, perhaps.
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walls of the courtyard meet at right angles or that
shortened rows of columns are spaced at the§~JlI!;)l!t

row seen face on~and the picture space ab~1ip'flY';;te

a shallow little area, .
Regarding knowledge of the story, if one did not know about

the Annunciation it would be difficuit to know quite what was
happening inPiero's painting; asa critic once pointed out, if all
Christian knowledge were lost, a person could well suppose that
both figures, the Angel Gabriel and Mary, were dir~¢~i:#g some
sort of devout attention to the column. This does notiml!an that
Piero was telling his story badly; it means he could 'dep~hd on
the beholder to recognize the Annunciation subject promptly
enough for him to accent, vary and adjust it in rather advanced
ways. In this case, Mary's stance frontal to us serves various
purposes :fir'st, it is a device Piero use~ to induce participation by
the beholder; second, it counters on this occasion the fact that
its position in the chapel at Arezzo causes the beholder to See the
fresco rather from the right; third, it helps to register a Pllrticular
moment in Mary's story, a moment ofreserve towardStheAngei
previous to her final submission to her destiny. For fifteenth
century people differentiated more sharply than us between
successive stages of the Annunciation, and the sort of nuanCe we
now miss in Quattrocento representations of the Annunciation
is one of the things that will have to engage us later;

3. Renaissance people were, as has been said, on their mettle
before a picture, because of an expectation that cultivated people
should be able to make discriminations about the interest of
pictures. These very often took the form ora preoccupation with
the painter's skill, and we have seen. too that this preoccupation
was something firl1l1yanchorcd inccrt~in economic and. intel
lectual conventions and assumptions, Butthe only practicalway
of publicly making discriminations is verbally: the Renaissance
beholder was a man under some pressure to have words that
fitted the interest of the object. The occasion might be one when
actmU enunciation or-words was appropriate, or it might be one
when internal possession of suitable categories assured him ofhis
own competence in relation to the picture. In anyevent, at some
fairly high level of consciousness the Renaissance man was one
who matched concepts withpictorialstyle.

This is one of the thingsthat makes the kind of culturally
relative pressures on perception we have been discussing so very
important for Renaissance perception of pictures. In our own
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culture there is a class of ovt;r-cultivated person who, though he is
not~'<B~i}J;lcr"hlWiJr, has .Iear?cd. quite an extensive range of
spectahzed .categortes of p~ctonal .mterest, a set of words and
concepts specific to· the. quality of paintings: he can talk of
'tactile values', or of 'diversified images'. In the fifteenth century
there were some such people, but they had relatively few special
concepts, if only because th,ere was then such a small literature
of art..Most of the people the painter catered for had half-a
dozen or so suchcategori~s for the quality of pictures--'fore~

shortening" 'ultramarine at two florins an ounce', 'drapery'
perhaps, and a few others }Ve shall be meeting-and then were
thrown b,~~~ on their more general resources.

Like most of us now, his real training in consciously precise
and COO1pl~x visual assessment of objects, 'both natural ones and
those made by m.an's art', was not on paintings but on things
more immediate to his well-being and social survival:

The beauty of the horse is to be recognized above all in its having a body
So broad and long that its members correspond in a regular fashion with
its breadth and length (jJlaten8-lg). The head of the horse should be
proportionately slender, thin and long; The mouth wide and sharply
cut; the nostrils broad and distended. The eyes should not be hollowed
nordeeplyrecessed; the ears should be small and carried like spears; the
neck long and ratherslender towards the head, the jaw quite slender and
thin, the mane sparse and straight. The chest should be broad and
fairly round, the thighs not tapering but rather straight and even, the
croup short and quite flat, the loins round and rather thick, the ribs and
other like parts also thick, the hauilcheslong anti even, the l:rllPlwr lonJ(
and wide.... The horse should be taller before than behind, to the same
degrec a deer is,and shQllld carry its head high, nnd thl' thicknl'!I.~ of it;
neck Should be proportionable with its chest. Anyone who wants to be
a judge of horses; beauty must consider all the parts of the horse dis
cussed above as parts related in proportion to the height and brcadth of
the horse....

But there is a distinction to be made between the general run of
visual skills and a preferred class of skills specially relevant to the
perception of works. of art. The skills we are most aware of are
not the ones we have absorbed like everyone elsc'in inrancy, but
those we have learned formally, with conscious effort: those
which we have been taught. And here in turn there is a cor
relation with skills that can be talked about. Taught skills com
monly have rules and categories, a terminology and stated
standards, which are the medium throll~h which they arc leach
able. These two things-the confidence in a relatively advanced
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19· Arter Leonardo <la Vinci. Di"!.rr.f;orrs ~r aItOTS'. New York, Pierpont Morgan
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members of confratdnitiesor as individuals, princes and their
courtiers, the senior members of religious houses. The peasants
and the urban poor play ~l very small part in the Renaissance
culture that most interests us now, which may be deplorable but
is a fact that must be aCFepted. Yet among the patronizing
classes there were variations, not just the inevitable variation
from rt!~m*!f1,man, but variation by groups. So a certain profession,
for insfance~ leads a man t9 discriminate particularly efficiently
in' ideritifiable areas. Fifteenth-century medicine trained a
physician to observe the re1ations of member to member of the
human body as a means tal'diagnosis, and a doctor was alert and
equipped to notice matters of proportion in painting too. But
while it is clear that among the painter's public there were many

,
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18. I'isancllo. Studi•.• 'ifa //()ru (Cod. Vallar<li 21GB). I'aris, Louvre. 1'1'11 ami chalk.

and valued skill, and the availability of verbal resources associ
ated with them-,--make such skills particularly susceptible to
transfer in situations such as that of a man in front of a picture.

This raises a problem. We have been moving towards a notion
of a Quattrocentocognitive style. By this one would mean the
equipment that the fifteenth-century painter's public brought to
complex visual stimulations like pictures. Oneis talking notaqput
all fifteenth-century people, but about those whose response to
works of art was important to the artist-,--the patronizing classes,
one might say. In effect this means rather a ~mall proportion of
the population: mercantile and professional men, acting as



subgroups with Rpccial visual skills and habits-the painters
themsclvcR were OJ;lC such subgroup--this{',\>,,?c,l~,.>'!V!lVt;!?GtJ:0n-<
cerned with more gencrally accessible stylcsQfdiscritnloaiion.
A Quattrocento man handled affairs, went to church, Ied.a social
life; from all of these activities he acquired. skills relevant to his
observation of paintingi It is true that one man would be stronger
on business skills, another on pious ski21s, another on polite skills;
but every man had something of each of these, whatever the
individual balance, and it is the highest common factqrof skill
in his public that the painter consistently catered for. ,

To sum up: some of the mental equipment a manprd,::rs his
visual experience .with is variable, and much of thi~ variable
equipment is culturally relative, in the sense of being d~termined

by the society which has influenced his experience. Among these
variables are categories with which he classifies his visual stimuli,
the knowledge he will use to supplement what his immediate
vision gives him, and the attitude he will adopt to the kind of
artificial object seen. The beholder must use on the painting such
visual skills as he has, very few of which are normally special to
painting, and he is likely to use those skills his society esteems
highly. The painter responds to this; his public's visual capacity
must be his medium: Whatever his own specialized professional
skills, he is himself a member of the society he works for and
shares its visual experience and habit.

We are concerned here with Quattrocento cognitive style as it
relates to Quattrocento pictorial style. This chapter must now
exempliry the kinds or visual skill a Quattroeento person was
distinctively equipped with, and try to show how these were
relevant to painting;

4. Most fifteenth-century pictures are religious pictures. This is
self-evident, in one sense, but 'religious pictures' refers to more
than just a certain range of subject matter; it means that the
pictures existed to meet institutional endst to help with specific
intellectual and Rpiritual activities. It also mcam that lhe pictures
came within the jurisdiction of a mature body of ecclesiastical
theory ahout imageR. There is no sign of the more academic
elaborations of this theory being active in many people's minds
during the fifteenth century, though they were quite often re
hearsed by the theologians, but a few of the basic principles still
set standards for the pictures much more real for the public mind
than Rome of the artistic theory we make RO much of now.

What was the religious function of religious pictures? In the

Church's view the Purpoise of images was IhrcdiJld. John of
<?en~~:l>4JJ:t;ei$l)~~~~th.centu~yCath(]/ic(]~,sti.lI a standard die
tJOnaryof the period, summanzed them In tlus way:

Know that there were three reasons for the institution of images in
churches. FirSt, for the instruction or simple people, because they are
instructed by 'them as if by books.Second,so that the mystery of the in·
carnatiolplndtheexamples of the Saints may bethe more active in our
memory through being presented daily to our eyes. Third, .. to excite
feelings of devotion, ',these being aroused more effectively by things seen
than by things heard.

In a sermon published in': 1492 the DOlTlihican FraMichele da
Carcan6 gives an orthodoX Q.uattrocento expansion of this:

... imag~s.()ftheVi~gina~d tile Saints Wen: introduced for lhreerca~on~.

First1 on:lI,~~()unt of the ignorance of simPle people, so that those who
are not able to read the scriptures can yet learn by seeing the sacraments
of our salvation and faith in pictures. It is written : 'I have learned that,
inflamed. by unconsidered zeal, you have been destroying the images of
the saints on the grouiJdsthatthey should not he adored. And we prai~J
you wholeheartedlyf6t not allowing them to he adored, hutwehlame
you Jor breaking them ....For it is one thing to adore a painting,
but it is quiteanothet to learn from a painted narrative whallo adorc.
What a book is to those who can read, a picture is to the ignorant
people who look .at it. ··lJeca~se in a picture even the unlearned may
see what exarnpll';theyshoulO follow; in a picture they who know no
letters may yet read.'SLGregory the Great wrote these words to Serenus,
ni~hop of Mar~eilles;$ec(/nd, image~ were introduced on ;l.e-counl of our
emotional sluggishness; so that men who arc nol arous('(/ tn (kn)tinll
when they hear aboutthe histories of the Saints may at lea~t be moverl
when they sec them, as iractually pre~ent, in pictllrc~. For our f('c1ing~

are aroused by things seen more than by things heard. Third, they were
introduced on account of our unreliable memories, , , . Images were
introduced because many people cannot retain in their memories what
they hear, but they do remember if they see images.

Ifyou commute these three reasons for images into instructions
for the heholder, it amottnt~ to lIRing piClttrr~ H~ rr~p(~rlivdy

lucid, vivid and readily accessible stimuli to meditation on the
Bible and tile Jives ofSnink rf yOll cOllvert them inlo a brief ((ll'

the painter, they carry an expectation that the picture should
tell its story in a cleaT way for the simple and in an eye·catching
and memorable way for the forgelful, and with full nscofall
the emotional resources ortlre sense of sight, lite mo~l power/itI
as well a~ the most precise of the senseR.

Of course, the matter could not always be as simple and as



rational as this; there were abuses bQth in people's responses to
pictures and in the way thepietures themselves w~r~;<ma~e"
Idolatry was a stantlingpreoccupation of theology: it wasf~lly
reali~ed that simple people could easily confuse the image of
divinityorsanctity;with divinity or sanctity itself, and wor~hip

it. There were widely reported phenomena, that ten~ed to go
with irrational responses to the im~ges; a story in~,i!:t$~"folen~
tone's Lif~ oj St. Anthony !1fPa4l,lilprinted in 1476: ~~'~'~

Pope Boniface VIn ... hlldtheold and ruinous, Basilica or St. John
La,teran, at Rome rebuilt and redecorated' withmueh care and expensl:;,
and he listed by name which saints wet;tobecdepjctedin ,it. The
painters of the OTtlcr fJLMinor Friars were'preem;ncnl ill IhiSllrl and
therewcre two particularly good masters from this Order. When these
Iwo'hndpninll'(\ np nll,lhl' sl\inl~ I\ln POlll',hnflordl'l'l'l',on lhrifown
initiative theyaddcd in a blank space pictures pl'Sts. Fr"ncis and
Anthony. When the Pope heard ahout this he was angerer! by their
disrespect of his orders. 'I can tolerate the St;1?rancis,' hes~id,'as it is
nowdone. But r, insist on the, St. ,Anthony being removedfOJnpletely,'
l:Iowever all the people sent by the Popeto carry outthiscom!"and
were thrown ,down to the ground, ,fiercely~nockeclaboutanddriven
away bya terrible, resounding,gigantioptrit; When th~iPope heard or
Ihis, he said; 'LettheSt. t\.nthonyalone, then, since weelln see he wants
to stay; in conflictwith him, we can only lose more thahwe Kain.'

But idolatry never became as publicly scandalous and pressing a
problem as it did in Germany; it was an abuse on which theo
logians regularly discoursed, but in' a stereotypeu and rather
unhelpful way. Lay opinion usually felt able to dismiss it as an
abuse of pictures that did not constitute a condemnation of the
institution of images itself; as the humanist Chancellor of
Florence Coluccio Salutati had described it:

I think [an ancient R,oman's] feelings about their religious images were
no different from what we in the rull rectitude ofour raith feel now about
the painted or carved memorials of our Sain~ and Martyrs. For we
perceive these not as' Saints and as Gods but rather as images of God
and the Saints. It may indeed be that the ignorant vulgar think more
and otherwise or them than they should. But one enters into under
standing and knowledge or spiritual things through the medium or
sensible things, and ~p if pagan people made images of Fortune with a
cornucopia and a rueider-as distributing wealth and controllinl?i~um~,n

affairs-they did not" deviate very much rrom the truth. Sci toti; ~tien
our own artists represent Fortu'ne as a queen turning with her hands a
revolving wheel, so long as we apprehend that pictureas'somelhing
made by a man's hand, not something itself divine but a similitude or
divine providence, direction and order-and representing indeed not

its essential character but rather the winding and turning or mundane
affairs-who can reasonably complain?

The abuse was agreed td exist in some measure but did not
stimulate churchmeri to new thoughts or action on the problem.

As for the pictures the~elves'theChurch realized there were
sometimes faults against t~eology and good taste in their con
cepti9!.lt;,~,t;Antonino,Arch.bishopof Florence, sums up the three
main errors :

Painters are to, beblamed'~hen they paint thirigscontrary to our
Faith-when theyrepr~sent~~eTrinityas one person 'with three heads,
a monsteI;or, in thet\.nnllnci!ition,an already formed infant, Jesus, being
SCllt int!. tllC:Virgill'~wom~,.Mif Ihe body hI: tOClkol1 werl'lIf1tol' 111'1'
substance; orwhentheypaj~t theinfantJesuli with a hornbook, even
Iholll:(h hI' nr.verlr.arrlf'dfromhnftn. BllltheY,llrr.ntl1 10 hI' prni~f'!1 r.illlf'r
when they paint apocrypha,!illlatter, like midwives at the Nativity, or
the Virgin Mary tnher ASSl,Imption handing down hn girdle to St.
TholllaS,on account of hisdQubt (platc 20), andsp on. "lso,topailll
curiosities into the stories of~llints and in churches, things that do not
serve to arQ9s,e devQtionbl,ltlaughter and vain thoughts---,mQnkeys,
and d()gschasing hares and s~oni or gratuitously elaborate costumes-
this I thinkunnecessaryand}atn. .

Subjects with hereticalhoplications,apocryphalsubjects, subjects
ohscurcd hy a frivolP11Snnd, indccorP1IstrI'111l\lcnt.Again, nil
three of these faults dide"i~t.Christwas erron~ouslys~own learn
ing to read inmanypa,intings. The apocryphal story of St.
Thomas, and the Virginls girdle, was the Jargcst,sculptllrcd
decoration on S. Antonin~'s oWQ cathedral church at Florence,
the Porta" della Mandorla. ,and appears in numerous paintings.
GentiledllFabriano's At!0r4tionoj the Magi (pJate 2 rhpaintcd for
the Florentine merchantand,hurnanist PatlaStro2:zi in 1423, has
the mOnlleys, d?gs",n~~la:boratecostt1mes,S., Antonin!), COI1

sidered" unnel::essa,ryan~ v",i?~But,alsoagain, ~he complaint is
not new orpartic~larlyp~jtstime;itis just a Quattrocento
version of a stockth¢olQgjan'scompl~int;voiced continually
from St. ,Bernard tot~epouncilofTrcnt.WhenS. Antonino
looked ll.t thepaJntingof,bis~,01e he migh~ well have reit that,
on the ·.wholeithe.<?hur~r:'s"threefunctions 'for, painting were
fulfilled. that rrostpktut~were{I)deari.(2)attractiveand
m~.~~~le" (3) stir:ri~g;egi~trati(jns of the holy stories. If he
had nqt,he was,certamlytheman,tosay so.

So thefir:stquestiO? ••-What was.the reli~ous fUllction of
religiOl,lspaint1n~,~?~anl,be'.' reformulated, or at least replaced
by anew question.: What sort of painting would the religious
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20. Matteo di Giovanni. The Assumption oj Ihe Virgin (1474)' London,
National Gallery. Panel.

21. Gen:lile da Fahriano. Th,. At/om/ion of the Magi (1423).Florenff, UOi7.i.l'alll"1.

public for pictures have found lucid, vividly memorable, and
emotionally moving?

5. The painter was a professional visualizer of the holy stories.
What we now easily forget is that each of his pious public was
liable to be an amateur in the same line, practised in spiritual
exerdses that demanded a high level of visuali1.ation ol~ at least,
the central episodes of the lives of Christ and Mary. To anapt a
theological distinction, the painter's were exterior visualizations,
the public's interior visualizations. The public mind was nota
blank tablet on which the painters' representations ofa story ~r

person could impress themselves; it was an active institution of
interior visualization with"which everypainterhad to get along. tn
this respect the fifteenth-century experienceofa painting was not
the paintingwe see nowso much as a marriage between the painting
and the beholder's previous visualizing activity on the same matter.
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22. Per~gin~. Lamtnt;tloll 4_ tht,f>tad Christ (1495). F1or~nce, Palazzo Pi ttl. Pancl.

changeable types. They ~rovideda basec--:-firmly .concrete ~nd
very' evocative in its patterns of people-onwhlch the pIOUS
beholder could impose hi.$ personal detail, more particular but
less structured than whatlhe painter offered,

It was not only a paiq'ter like Perugino that worked within
conditions of this kind, though his response to them was much
appreciated. A great deal of t?e. quality of the most cen~r~l

expe!:i~<:es .of Quattrocet;lto paIntIng-let us. say, of Masaccl(l s
Trib;;ilUf!1ley (plate 65) or ~eIlini's Transfiguratron (Colour Plate II)
-derivesfrom the same situation. Bellini does not offer the detaIl
of persons and places th~public provided for itself. He com
plements the beholder's interior vision. His persons and places

So it is important before all else to know roughly what sort of
activity this was. One handbook that is usefully explicit is. the
Zardino de Oration, the Garden oj Prayer, written for Y9ung girls
in 1454 and later printed in Venice. The book explainS, the need
for internal representations and their place in the process of
prayer:

The better to impress the story of the Passion on you~ '11i~d, and to
memorise each acti9n of it more easily, it is he1pful.al'ld~§f~~S?ry to fix
the places and people in your mind: a city, for example, \yhich wiIlbe
the city ofJeru~a(em~takingfor this purpose l\ city that is well known
to you. In this city find the principal places in which all the episodes of
the Pllllllinn would h"ve tAken plnce-for inllIAn~e,n pRInce Widl the
supper.room where Christ had the Last Supper with the biseiples,and
the house of Anne, and that of Caiaphas, with the place where Jesus was
taken in the night, and the room where fIe was brought beforeCaiaphas
and mocked and beaten. Also the residence of Pilate where he spoke
with the Jews, andi~ it the room whereJesus was bound to the Column.
AlsothpitepfMoUl\t Calvary,wherehe was put on the Cross; and other
like places. • . . ~ .
And tlu;:n too you must shape in younnind some people. people well
known to you,to represent for you the people involvedil'lthe Passion
the p!Jl'Son of Jesus }-limsclt:,Qf the Virgin, Saint Peter, Saint John the
Evangelist, Saint Mary Magdalen, Anne,Caiaphas,Pilll.te,judas and
the others, every one of whom yOIl will fashion in your mind.
When you have done all this, putting all your .imal{ination into it,
then go into your chamber. Alone and solitary, excluding every external
thou~ht from your mind, start thinkinRof. theheRinninR of the Pnssion,
starting with how Jesus entered Jerusalem on the aSl!. Moving slowly

. from episode \0 episode, meditate on each one, dweIHnl{ on each sinRle
stage and step of the story. And if at any point you feci a sensation of
piety, stop: do not pass on as long as that sweet and devout sentiment
lasts....

This sort of experience, a visualiziIlg meditation on the stories
particularized to the point of perhaps setting them in one's own
city and casting them from one's own acquaintance, is something
most of us now lack. It gave the painter's exterior visualizations
a curious function, .

The. painter could not compete with the particularity of the
private representation. When beholders might approach his
painting with preconceived interior pictures of such detail, each
person's different, the painter did not as a rule try to give detailed
characterizations of people and places: it would havet"been';an
interference with the individual's private visualization if he had.
Painters specially. popular in pious circles, like Perugino (plate
22), painted people who are general, unparticularized, inter-I
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are generalized and yet massively co.ncrete, an~ theya~e mar
shalled in patterns of strong narrative sugg~1l~9fJ.';~_~ of
these qualities, the concrete and the patterned, are ~Ftat the
beholder provided for himself since you cannot provide ~hese

qualities in mental images, as a little introsI;>ection shows~ neither
could corne fully into play before thephyslcal sense ofslgl~t ~as

actually resorted to, The painting is the relic of a coqp~rahon

between Bellini and his public: th,;: fifteenth-centl\r;}',~x.p'er~

ience of the Transfiguration.,was an interaction, bet~:en,t~~;r.amt"
ing, the configuration onthe wall, and ,the. vlsuahzJng~F:tl~1ty of
the public mind---a public mind with dlfferen,! fUI~HQr.~ an?
dispositions from ours. Weemoy the Transfigurqtzon, tbp,i.l?~fnters

partin all this; because we are stimulated by itsimbala~f:e, its
hypertrophy of the weightily concrett1al1d.eloquentl~p~~~ern~~
att!lepermissible expense of the partIcular, ,Whl~b,;Belllm
could count on being contributed by the other side. "Y:;.s~oul~

only deceive ourselves if wethought'~;ecailhavethee~~~pence
ofthe Transfiguration BeUinidesigned,or that it exp~~~~esi~n any
simple way a spirit ora state of minet. The best paJn~ngsof~en
cxprcssthcirculturcnot justdirc<:Vy ,but complcmcntanlYt
hecause it is by complementing it that they are bestdesigl1edtp
serve puntic needs: the public docs npt need what it has already

got. ," '. . ' " ."
What the Zardillo deOratio" descnbes arc pnvatecxcrC1scsw

imaginativeintensityand sharpness. The painter was addressing
people who were publicly.exercisedin thcsamc; mattertoq, ~nd
in· more.formaLand analytical ways. The bestgmde we no\Vhave
to the public exercises is the sermon,~ermons were a ~e9'im

portantpart of the painter's eircumst;;,nces:preacher and picture
were both part of the apparatus of a church, and each took notice
or lhc ollIcl', Thc IHit'cnlh CClIlUl'y W~tS the last fling or lhc
medieval type of popular preacher: tne fifth Lateran Council of
1512-17 took measures to suppress them. It is onc of th: under
lying cultural differences between the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries in Italy. The popular preachers were no do~bt taste~ess

and innnmmatory sometimcs, but they filled thclT teaclung
function irreplaceably; certainly they drilled their congregations
in a set of interpretative skills right at the centre of. the fifteenth
century response to paintings. Fra Roberto CaracClolo da Lecce
(plate 23) is a convenient example: Cosimo de' Medici thoug~t

he dressed too sharply for a priest, and his sense of the dramatic
was strong-during a sermon on the Crusade he stripped off his
habit to reveal, Erasmus noted with distaste, the crusader's

. .. .
'23. rra Roberto Caracciolo. I'rtdi,ht wlghart (Florcnct, 14'11). WOO,kllt.

livery and armour underneath-but his sermons as we havc them
are decorous enough. In the course of the church year, as festival
followed. festival, a preacher like Fra Roberto moved over much
of the painters' subject matter, explaining the mcanillg of events
and reh('arllin~his hearers in the lI('IlSationR ofpirly prnp('rlo (,lleh.
The Natiui~ (Colour Plate 1V) embodies mysteries or (1) humilily,
(2) povcrty, (3) joy, each hcin~ sllhdividr.r1 :wrl rr./hr"d In 1(,,,
material details of the event. The Visitation (plate 38) embodies
(I) benignity, (2) maternity, (3) laudability; be?ignity ~eclares

itself in (a) invention, Mary'll act of lleeking the distant ElIzabeth
out, (b) salutation, (c) conversation-and so 011. Such sermons
were a very thorough emotional categorization of the stories,
closely tied to the physical, and thus also visual, embodiment ofthe
mysteries. Thepreacher and painter were repetiteur to each other.
. To look a little more closely at one sermon, Fra Roberto

preaching on the Annunciation distinguishes three principal
mysteries: (I) the A ngelic Mission, (2) the Angelic Salutation
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. 1)0 far what Fra Roberto has said is mainly preliminary or
marginal to the painter's vlsualdrama of Mary. It is the. third
mystery, the Angelic Col1~UY, that throwscJear light on the
fifteenth-century feeling for:fwhat,onth~ I~vel ofhuman emotion,
happened to her in the crisis the painter had to represent. Fra
Roberto analyses the account of St. Luke (I: 2&.-38) and lays
out a J.fXi9,S!of five successive spiritual and mcntalcondiliolls or
states~Y~ijl?\Jtableto Mar¥';

The thi~dd~ystery of lhe Ar(riunciation is. called Angdic:Colloquy;il
comprises' five Laudable Conditions of theBIes'sed Virgin: .

1. Conlurbatio Disquiet
2. u,~latio Reflection
3, Intin"ogatio InqlJ,ity
4. Hurniliatio Submission
5•. M«riJatio . Merit
The firs[ Inudnble (:ondIlIQ~J8clll1ed Cortl",batl'o ins St•. "like wrlleft,

when the Vir~inheard tlte.J\ngel's saluta~ion~'Hail,IMu(lrt. hi¥hly
,(rl/lmtr/d, tht l.orr/t, rtfit". thtt.; lift"ur/llrllhm/llmnngll'"mm' ----.fh, II'I1,f/rnllh(rr!:.
This~bquiet, as Nicholas of'l(yrawrites, came not Jrom incredulhy t,ut
from wonder, ~inc~shewas.~~edto seeing angels and marveHednot at
the fnet "rthe AIl~el's Ilpp,,',ldonMrtHlchMl\tlhc lof\YlIllrlgtllllll
salutation, in which. the Angd made plain' for .hersu~hgreatand mar
veIlouRthingR, and.l\t whk~;she in her humi1ity,Wl\Ra~toni~h..c1ntlC'
amazed (plate 24:(a)).

lier second laudable condi~.ion is called COlitatio : she cast in her mind
what manner ofSalutation thissMil.!d h«. This shows the prudence ofthe most
HolyVirgin. So then'~ean~,IJ:said unto her, F«ar not, Mary:jor 'hou hast
foundfaulJu,r with God. And, b;f!iild,<~"ou shalt conceiu« in thy!lJOmb, and bring
forth a son, and shall call his rr.aih«jESUS ... (plate:l4(b) ).. ". .,; to

The third laudable condition is called lrr.tmogatio. Thensaitl Mary unto
the 4nge.!, How shall this be, se«i~lknlJwllot 411lan? that is to say~ •.. 'seeing
I have~hefirm resolve, inllpir~.d by God and (;onfir1l!ed by my own will,
never to know a man?~ FranetsMayron sa~ofthis:'Onecouldsaythe
glorious Virgin desiredtobe~ virgin more than to conceive theSon."f
GOclwithout virginitYisil1ce%Mr~nityislal.ldable,whil~.to(;oncelv~i a
so~is?llly hono4~~bl~~be~ll~no~a virtue but the rewardfprvirf\1e; and

.•.. the vir~ue is more?esirabJe tl;\a.n its reward,sincevirtl.le subsumes'1l!eift
whereas reward (lpesnQt" J:or that reason thistn(>des~,pure,chaste,
maidei\ly JoveI' of virginity Jpquired how a virgincouldconceiv~ ."
(plate:;l4(c)). .'. .'.

'.l'~ef'o~rth laudableconditiOniscaUed Humiliatio. What tortguecould
~~~;~$~fi1?e, indeed, what mind couldcpntemplate the movement and
styl~",ltli which she •• seton the ground her holy~nees? Lowering her
heaq ~~espok«:: Be~lJldtMhaTJdmaiaof.the Lord.$he(lid not say •Lady' ;
she did not say 'Queen'. Oh profound humility!oh extraordinary gentle
ness! 'Behold', she said, 'thecslave and servant of my Lord.' And then,
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and (3) the Angelic Colloquy.Ea~h of thdei$discussed under
five mainh~ads.For the Angelic Mjsslon, 1"ra R9bertoexpounds
(a) GongrUltY'7the Angel as the }?roper medium between God
ancl mortal ; (b) Dignity~Gabri~l~b~ing.ofthe highest order of
a.n~e1s ('thep~inters' !icen~e. togiy~angelswingsto signify their
sWlft..pro.gres~ in all thlllgs'lshereno~~);(c~ClaritY'7the An~el
mamfestmg Itself to theco~oreaLvlSlonof Mary; (d) Time--
Friday 25 March, perhaps atsunrist: or.perhapsatmidday (t~ere
arearguments for either), but certainly at the season when the
earth is covering,itself with grasses and flowers after the winter;
(e)~lace-Nazal;eth,meaning 'Flower', )lointing to the symbolic
relatIOn of flowers to Mary. For. the A,ngelk Salu~ati~~,lra
Roberto is~uchc.briefer: the Salutation implies (a) hoi\otir~;ithe
Angelkneehng t(i) Mary,. (b) exemption from the pains of child.
birth, (c) the gi'ling ofgraee, (d) union with God, and (e) the
unique beatitude of Mary, both Virgin and Mother.
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The Annunciation in Florence, 1440'-60,. ,

:.t.tl$C[q,~aster ~f the Barberini Panels. Washington, National
rt; Kress (5\Jllection. Panel.

• - t·

24c.1I1'1,411: Alesso BaldoVinetti4Florc;nce, Uffizi. .1'anel;
,-.: . "'-:-"::"":':'::" '_' "'C"-' .. '., "0' ,:



24d. The Annunciation ,"it Florence. '440-60. Submission: Fra Angelico:;'Fi~r~~ce,
Musco di S. Marco. Fresco.

Iiftin~ h~reyesto hellven, an~.,bringingupher hands with herillrms in
therqtm~racross, she ended~God, the Angels, and the Holy Father$
desireCl:t!(it.untQ rn,accQrdi~gtQtkJ word (plate 24(d)).

Tfiefift~ laudable condition 'lscalled Men/atio ... When she hadsaid
the~e words, the Angeldeparttd from her. Andlhr hounteo\l~ Virgin
at once. ~~~Ohrist,Gocl. incai~ate, in her womb, according with that
wonder(ubcoildition I spoke orin my ninth sermon. So we can justly
SU1)po~' ~ Jhemoment.ihclI. till: Virgin MIlI'Y con(~ci\letl(lh ..i!t(
her SO .• ......•...' ..8\Jeh l~fty:allli~blime contemplation ofthe action and
sw~~tness'()~~iyi~elhjllgsth8t~'ithe pl'l1srnrr III' thr hl~8tirkviRif,",shr

pa~edber()l1d.th~experienc~ip:fevery other created being." And the
b()di1Y8~n~.~ti~ns..·()f the GhilQ;j'lleiog pres~nt in.·her womb rose again
wit~ in~~~rib~bl~S'f~etness.~robably,.in her 'profoun<thumility, she
T1ds~d.ber .ey~sto ..heavenan~then.lowered them towards· her womb
wftlr'f11lmytcRrR,.RRylng,"omctblng like: 'Who nm l,lhnt hnv!' fflll!'rlvr,l
Godlnc~r~ateete. .....'.. ." "
'l'he. hnn,({ltHlfY ",()nQIQguC~()l1lifluelll.tulbl'illgsFn! R"hl~l'In'l;
sermont9i~ dirna,,;. ..:1;,. '. . .' ." .' .•... '. ' ..

1·h."lu~t?r the fivetaulableCondi tiollll,Ntr;t(llill, IhHn~r(1
aft~rtll.~q~partur~of qab~leland .. belongs with representatIOns
ofthe Virgin on her oWt11thetype nowcnIlcd Anmm~if1(f1 (phll<'
SO}jt~~· ot~er '. four~uc~ivelyDisquiet,R~JleGtion, Inquiry
andiSIJUmbsic!O...,..wcre divi~ions within. thesublhncnarrati"cor
M;~TY'~r~Sponse to tb~. J\.g'punciation that. very exaGtlyfit tbe
painted representations, .' M'ost fifteenth-Gentury Annunciations
are identifiably Annunciati&ts ofDisquiet, or ofSubmission, 01'

these being less clearly distiflguished from each other-of Reflec
tion and/or Inquiry. The preachers coached the public in the
painters' repertory, and the painters responded within the
current emotional categori~ation of the event. And though we,
unprompted by Fra Rob~fto, respond to a general sense of
excitement or thoughtfuln~ss or humility in a picture of the
scene, the more explicit categories of the fifteenth century can
sharpen our perception of differences. They remind us, for
instance, that Fra Angelico in his many Annunciations never
really breaks away from the type of Humiliatio, while Botticelli
(plate 2S) has a dangerous affinity with Conturbatio; that a number
of marvellous fourteenth-century ways of registering Cogitatio
and Interrogatio become blurted and decay in the fifteenth century,
in.spite of occasional revival by a painter like Piero della Fran
cescaj' or' that around ISo\:> painters were experimenting par
ti~~llHlywith more complex and restrained types of Conturbatio
th'lW~utit';'of the tradition qsed by BotticeUi; they shared Leon
ardo's distaste for the violeiit mode:
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25, BOllin"lIi. Th, Annrmtillfinrl (abolll 1490). ]':orencc, Uffizi. Pand,

... some days ago I saw the picture of an angel who, in making the
Annnnciniion, ~crmccllo he lryin~ 10 Chll~cMl\ry 0111 ofhcr room, with
movements ~howing the sort of attack one might make on ~ome haied
f~rlf!ltIy: alld Mm'y, llH if deHI)f,~ralf~, HCf~nll!t1 III hf~ I..yill~ III Ihrow IlI:r'~d"

out of the window. Do not fall into errors like these.

Fifteenth-century pictorial development happened within
fifteenth~centuryclasses of emotional experience.

6. The effective unit of the stories was the human figure. The
figure's individual character depended less on its physiognorny~

a private matter largely left for the.beholder. to supply, as we
have seen~thanon the way it moved. But there were exceptions
to this, and particularly the figure of Christ.

The figure of Christ was less open to the personal imagination
than others because the fifteenth century was still lucky eno,;,gh
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:to think it had an eye~witne~s account of his appearance. It was
.in a forged reportJrom a fictitious Lentulus, Governor ofJudea,
'to the~~i:'8~t:t·, f
A man ofaverage or moderate~height,andvery distinguished. He has t

; an impressive appearance,soWatthose who look on him love andfear
him. His hair is the colour of ajTipehazel-nut. It faHsstraight almost to
the level ofhis ears; from there down it curls thickly and is rather more
Imturiant;:;r.ndthis hangs down to hisshoulders.Jn front his hair is
partedintolwO, withthe parting in the centre in the Nazarene manner.
His forehead'iswid,e,smooth and serene, andhis face is without wrinkles
ofllny mj,,~~s.. lt is graced by a slightly reddish tinge, a faint colour; His
ll?seaml mouth are faultless. His beard is thick and like a. youngm~n's
firstJ>eard,of the ~amecoloura~his hair; it is not particularlylongand
is parted in thcrniddle, His aspect is simple and mature, His eyes are
brilliant, •mobile, dear;sple~did. He is terrible whe~ herepreh~nds,
quiet and kindly when headfuonishes. He is quick in his movements but
always keeps his dignity. No one ever saw him laugh, buthehas been
seen toweep;He is broad in the chest and upstanding; his hands and
armS are ~lle; In speech he is serious, sparing and modest. He is the most
beautiful among the childreno( men;

Notrnany pllintings contra,dict this pattern.
The Virgin was less consistent, in spite of the putative portraits

by.St.Luke, and there was an established tradition of dikt1ssion
about her appearanee:There was, (or example, the problem' of

complexion : dark or fair. The Dominican Gabricl R;Jrletta
gives the traditional "view in a sermon ontheVirgin's beauty~

quite a common theme of sermons, though rather symbolically
appmached:

YQuailk:WR~ the Virgilldilrkorfair? Alhertl1~ Ml\gnlls~I\Ys thaI slw
waS not s.imply dark, nor simply red-haired, nor just fair-haired, For
i\'ny {Inc ·f1flhr.~(! r.nlnur~hy itilCU' hrinKs II (~r.l·llIin itlllwrli'Mion Ir, :t

person. This is why oneiSays: 'God save me from a red"haired Lombard',
or· 'God save me· frprD'a iblack-haired .Gennan', or 'from', a fair-,haired
SJ:laniard', or &from a Belgian of whatever colour'. Mary was a blend<.
of complexions, .. partaking of all of them, because a face partaking of all

,Q[ them is, a beautiful one, It. is for this reason medical authorities
declare that a complexion compounded of red and fair is best when a
third.,colour is added: black, And yetthis,saysAlbertus;we mustadrnit:
she was a little on the dark side. There arc three rcMons for thinking
this-firstly by reason of complexion, since Jews tend to be dark and
she was aJewess; secondly by reason of witness, since SI. Luke made the
three pictures of her now at Rome, Loreto and Bologna, and these are
brown-complexioned; thirdly,by reason of affinity. A son commonly
takes after his mother, and vice versa; Christ was dark, therefore....
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This sort of thing still left room for the imagination. As fot the
Saints, though many carried some physical mark as an identI
fying emblem-like St. Paul's baldness-they wen~u~ually open
to the individual taste and the painter's own traditions. .

Still, as the !lUmanist Bartolomeo Fazio poin~ed out, 'painting
a proud man i~ one thin~, painting a mean or an ambitious or a
prodigal onC }s somclhing else.' Many figul'ct~p~xprcss all
ethos independently of any relation with otWIi..,iPgures. We
probably miss very little through not reading fad~~ iill a fifteenth
century way; their complex medical physiognomies were too
academie to be'a viable resource for the painter, and the common
places of popular physiognomies do not change lhat much:

... Ihl' I'yl's nrr Ihe windows of the soul: nhuosl everyone knows whnl
their colour, \\lhat their restlessness, what Iheir sharpness indicates.
Somr.thin~ worth ml;ntionin~, tholl~h, is that pr.oplr. with Ifln~ eyl's l1rr.
,ilalidolls and immoral. And il' the ~hilc (II' the eye is widely (~xtl~lIdl'd

and visible allrollnd, this sfJows shamekssness; if it is concealed, not
\'isihlt~ III nil, thls shnws unrdinhiHty.

26. Andrea Mantegna. Detail ora Bowman, rrom St. Sehustinn (ahout 1475). Paris,
Louvre. Canvas.

27. Bernardino Pinturicchio. Sunefrom tke 04v.fS~ (abolltI509). London, National
Gallery. Fresco.

Leonardo da Vinci, however, distrusted physiognomies as a false
science; he restricted the painter's observation to the marks left
by past passion on the face: '"

It is true Ihat the face shows ~ndications of the nature of men, their
vices and temperaments. The marks which separate theeheeks from the
lips, the nostrils from the nose, and the eye-sockets from the eyes, clearly
show whether men are cheerf"ll and often laugh. Men who have few
such marks are men whoengag~ in thought. Men whose faces are deeply
carved with marks are fierce and irascible and unreasonable. Men who
have.. sttongJy marked lines between their eyebrows are also irascible.

. f>4~.q~.'1'Pf2J!a,ve strongly marke~ horizontal lines on their foreheads are
full of sorrow, whether secret or' admitted.

If a painter makes much of this sort of thing, we will pick it up
anyway (plate 26). '
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We may miss very much more by not sharing these people's
Sense of close rela~ion be~ween mo~e~er;tt~('!h~:!pqd,¥~~!\.t}rn!)ve
mentof the soulandmmd. A pamtmghke llmtuflcctil()s Scene
from the O€{yssey (plate 27) seems to:be using a langull,ge we only
half understand. Is the urgent and well-dressed young mail ib
the foreground expostulating or narrating, with his opell hand
and emphatiC finger ? Is the turbanI;ied man with the raised palm
registering surprise, dismay or per:~aps even sympathy? Is the
half.;figure on the extreme right, with hand on hc:artand.up.
turned glance, indicating apleasantot unpleasapti em~tion?

What is Penelope herselffeeling?;,Collectively Jh.Fsequestions
become the general question: What is the subject oDthis picture?
Does it represent TelemachustellirlgPenelopeof his s~arch for
Odysseus, or does. it show the Suitors surprising PeQ~:Jop.e in her
rUse of unra.velling the shroud she claims to be weaving? We
do not know enough of the language to be sureabo'l;It it.

Physical expression of the mel).taland spiritual is one of
Alberti's main preoccupations inhis treatise on painting:

MoveJllenl~()r the soul arc l'ecoglli~cdil1 rn()vcmel1l~()rlheb()dy ...
There are movements .. of the soul,called .a(fection~grief, joy, Tear,
desire and others. There are movemenlS (If the bcxly:growing, shrinking,
ailing, bettering, l110ving from place to place. We painters, wanting to
show movements of tire mind with rnovemenlS of the body's parts, use
only thernovements from place to place.

It is equally a preoccupation of qll~Jic1mo Elm:!)'s treatise on
dancing:

The virtue of dancing is as an action demonstrative of spiritual move
ment, conforming with the measured and perfect consonances of a
harmony that descends pleasurably through our sense of hearing to the
intellectual parlS of our cordial senses.; there it generates certain sweet
movements which, as if enclosed contrary to their own nature, strive to
escape and make themselves manifest in active movement.

It is much reflected in fifteenth-century judgements of people,
their gravity or levity, aggressiveness or amiability. And Leonardo
again lays great emphasis and spends many pages On its impor
tance for the appreCiation of painting: 'the most important
things in the discussion of painting are the rnovements proper to
the mental condition of each living being.' But though he insists
again and again on the need to distinguish one sort of movement
from another, he naturally finds it difficult to describe in words
the particular movements he means: he planned to describe the
movements of 'anger, pain, sudden fear, weeping, flight, desire,
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cornmand, indifference, soVcitude, and so on', but never actually

di~~~?sgnl:i~?~~lsfJilityabd the standards behind it are elusive
now-not least 'because w~. no longer believe the old pneumatic
physiology through which they were rationalized, One sees them
clearly only in the rather u:ninteresting form of a scale of freedom
of movement proper to different types of people, from the vigour
of young sparks to the restraint of elderly sages: as Alberti says,
philosophers should not behave like fencers. But in gesture
(plate 28), the most conventionalized physical expression of
feeling, and in sorne ways the most useful for reading pictures,
there are a few bearings to be found.

There are no dictionaries to the Renaissance language of
gestures, though there are sources which offer suggestions about
a gesture's meaning: they have little authority and must be used
with tact, but suggestions borne out by consistent use in pictures
do have a useful hypothetical role.. Leonardo suggested two
sources for the painter to draw on (or gestures-orators, and
dumb men. We can halHollow him in this and look at two kinds
or men who recorded . some of thcirgestUl'cs,-preacbcrs, and
monks bound to silence. Only a: few hints come from the latter,
lists of the language ofsigns developed in the Benedictine order
for use duringpeiibds ofsilence. From the several hundred signt
in the lists, half-a-dozenare worth trying on paintings; for
instance:

4!firmntit1ll,' lillyoUl' al'm gcnlly ... so tltlllllw bad of the halld t:1t'('~
the beholder.

Demonstration: a thing one ftas seen maybe noted by opening til(' palm
of the hand in its direction.

Griif:pressing the breast with the palm of the hand.
Shame,' covering the,~yeswith the fingers.

Thus we are .encourage~, forexarnple,. to read Masaccio's
EXIJulsionfiomParadi.re(plate 29) ill It more precise way, asco!nhillillg
in the paired figures lwoinAections of emotion: ids Adam (lumina
tegens digitis)who expresses shame, Eve (palmapremens pectus) only
grief. Any reading of.this kind. depends on context;eveh in the
Benedictine lists a hand on the heart, a smile, and eyes raised to
heaven indicated joy, not grief. And it is possible that Quattro
cento people themselves could mistake the meaning of a 'gesture
or movement. S. Bernardino of Siena complained in one of his
sermons that painters showed St. Joseph in the Nativity resting
his chin on his hand (Colour Plate IV), indicating melancholy; but
Joseph was a cheerful old man, he says, and should be shown so.
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2&.· Fj'orenti~e,midI5thcenturY.'Eight'slutfii.r/:;r ti'lf~riit.
Bdymans.vanBeUlJilJgen. Chalk and wash. '

29. (rightyMasacdo. The EXP11IsionJrom Ppradise (all9Ut 1427). Florence, S, Maria
del Carmine~ Fresco.



Fra Mariano .dag~.n~tzan~a preacher particularly admired
for his ddl,~~:~~\umanist Poliziano-collected his freely
falling tears in cupp~a hands ind threw them at the congrega
tion. Such excesses were unusual enough. to cause the comment
through which we know about them, but a more moderate and
traditional set of histrionic accents was evidently normal. There
is a succinct English list of the conservative minimum in the third
edition of the Mirror of the World, from the 152 0S:

[1] '" whan thou spekest of a solempne mater to stande vp ryghte with
lytelI mevynge of thy body, but poyntynge it with thy fore fynger.
[2] And whan thou spekyst of lUly cruell mater or yrefullcause to bende
thy fyst and shake thyo arme.
[3] And whan thou spekyst ofany hcuenly or godly thyngcs tolokcvp
and pointe towards the skye with thy linger.
[4] And whan thou spekest of any gentilnes, myldeness, or humylyte,
to ley thy handcs vpon thy brcste...
[5] And whan thou spekest of any holy mater or devocyon to holde vp
thy hnndc~.

Oeveloping a list like this in'one's mind, revising and enlarging
it from one's experience of the pictures, is a necessary part of
looking at Renaissance pictures. Handling the same matter as the

30. Vitlore Carpaccio. TIlL DtadChriJtwithSt. Jerome and Job (about 1490), New
York,¥ettopOlitan Museum of Art. Panel.

Though the gesture does .often indicate. melancholy, as at death

beds, it is als~;lJsecl. in thesense,:of.~f#l1b~~l~~,>,.,;,~~;~~~ativity
context would suggest. Of cours,e,lt sometim~s means both
(plate 30). .' .'. •...

A more useful and rather more authoritative source is through
the preachers; skilled visual performers with a codified range of
gesticulation notspecial to Italy.. An Italian preacher could tour
northern Europe successfully preaching even in places like
Brittany and getting his effect largely through gest~re and the
quality of his delivery. Many ltaliansmust. h~vefo\lp)Ye?Latin
sermons by the-sam~ means. There \'y'asblbhcaI aIH~or~ty of a
sort fortbis art of gesture: 'One1nustsuppose th.;itQhnst used
gesture when he said "Destroy this temple" (JohJl II: 19)
puuihghisltandol1 his breast and l~()king t?war~s ~hc temple.'
The preacher was taught to accent hIS texts Ina sImIlar way:

Sometirnesthe preacher should try to ~pe~k with horror alJ4t;xcitement,
l\~ in R:((~PI)Of IIInI, f11ld h~(.pmt rt.f 1;III,cMlrfw1d'" shrtll ;n /1(1I(1;,lt tIlt,.,. tl"
A·ingdomoj'Mtlven. (Matthew 18: 3) . . ',
Sometimes with irony and derision, as in Dost thou still hold fast thine
integri!}'? Uob 2: 9)
Sometimes with an agreeable expression, drawing the hands towards
oneself [attrlU'tio manuum] , as in Come untiL me,all thee. that labour and art
heavy laden, and I will giVty~umt. (Mac:thew II :28)
Sometimes with elation and pride, as in Th9 art c!Jme from afar country
Ullto me, euen from Babylon. (Isaiah 39:3)
Sometimes with disgust andindignati()n, ashyLtt lU make a captain, anrJ
let us return into Efjpt.(NumbeI"S14: 4)
Sometimeswith joy, raising the hands up (eleuatiomanuum], as in Come,
ye blessed oj my Father . •• (Matthew 25:34)

The problem was always, where,to draw the line; Thomas
Waleys's lIlid-rourteentIH:entury. Deinodo col1tponendi Serl1tones
urged:

... let. the preacher be very careful not to throw bis body about with
unrestrained movement-now suddelllyliliing up his head high, now
suddenlyjerking it down, now turning to the, right and now with strange
rapidity to the lert,now stretching:,out.bothhandsasif embracing East
and West,now suddenly knittihg;th~ h~ndstogether, now extending
his arms<immoderately, now suddenly. pulling them.back. I have see~

preachers who behaved very we\finother respects, but who threw
themselves about So much they *medtobe fencing with somebody,
or to be insane enough to throW! themselves and their pulpit to the
ground, were there not people there to restrain them.
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Fra'Angelico.J;ht Corolllll;olloj Iht Firg;II(aoout .f~()-5).F1orence, S. Marco.

preachers,in the sameplaceas.thepreachers, thepairiters let
thepreacllers' §tylized physicalexpressi?ns of feeling enter the
paintings. The process can •be watche4 under way in Fra
Angelico's C(J1'on.ationpjthe Virgin {plate 31). Fra Angelico uses
the.fifth gestunionour Jist tQ11lakesixpreachers--{)rat least six
distinguished.~bers oCthe Or4el"ofPreachers give~Jl1~ssive
cue to our response: when you <speak of 'anyhol~~rri~t~~r or
devotion, hold~pyouhands.1'hegestureswere useful fordiVersi·
fyinga. dutch<pfSaints,asinPenrgino'sfresco i~theJ;istine
C;hapeIofthe Charge to Se. Peter (plate 32}. Tiley were often useful
forinjeding a richer narrative meanillg into a group (plate 12).

(i(i

This was pious gesture. S«;pulargcslurc was nol discontinuous
with it, but had a range of its own, difficult to pin down: l,mlike'
the piow! kind, no one laug\ltil.in hooks, it was morro personal,
and it changed with fashiori:t A convenient exampk, and useful
for rc,uli!lg somc.good p"inft,lgs, is a gesture IIsed in Ihc:scCOIHI
half of the c~ntury to indic1le invitation or welcome. It tan be
studiedj9.,~, ..~podcut of 1493 (plate 33) illustrating a Florentine
edition QfiJ'~{9)jUS de Cessolis? Liber $caccorum, a medieval allegory
of the social ~(jrder as a. chess~board; the Queen's Bishop's Pawn
iSRn illllk(~Cllcrill the Illlcg!,ry, .uHI olle of tllJ'(~ealll'i"ulell hy
which one recogni7.cs him is to be his gesture of.invitation__'hc
ha!lhill I'i~ht hand l'xlC~lIde~lill ,hI' 111:111111'" or a pl'l'SOIl who
invites.' The palm of the hapd is slightly raised and the fingers ~

fire allowed 10 fan sli~hHy downwards.
Prompted by the wOl)clcu~' We canfltld this gesture playing a
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33. Queen~snishop's Pawn (The Innkeeper). From Jacobus de Cessolis. Lihtq di
Ki/l~dr~ d'/If Jtfl('(lri (I'lorencc, 1493/!)4.). Woodcut..
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·...lJ~;ctO.rcha~hc)~liiri~; ••j~;I ..l.io..ml~p..e
1~ftqudfaf()rma.LChcfuunhuom4:)cheha

~:;:Iueuilhtlnano dirittancraa,n()do<iJperf~
l1a¢QchnulLuTe.Ntlla man manca haueua uno paneeco

part in many paintings; even when we already know that the
painting represents an encountcr,knowing thegeslure~elps till
to read it more crisply, because the gesture lends itselft()d~fferent

expressive inflections. In BolticeHi's fresco of A young man received
by the Libera/Arts (plate 34lthe principal figure uSesaslraight~

forward form to welcome the youth. LodQvicoGonza~awelcomell
his son Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga with a version ofseigneuraI
r~traint in Mantegna's Camera dtgli Sposi (plate s). Pinttiriccltio,
always quick with an apt gesture, makes draOlatic play With it
in a group of three temptresses on their way to tempt St. Antony
Abbot (plate 35). AnyheareriofFra· Roberto Caracciolo's or
another preacher's sermon on~t. Antony would know the girls
represented the second of four,.'$tages of assault on him;carnalis
stimulatio, and to the discriminating eye the character ofthe girls
is. already very clear inano"'er-free use of their hands. The
maiden's handbook Decor puellarum, printed in Venice in 1471,



the~lan~ or everyday prnnm~ lire, establishing a distinrt mode or
phys\(;alevents, supra-normal, a distinct grand style.

7- Afigute played its pout inlhe stories by interacting with other
figures, in the groupings and/attitudes the painter used to suggest
re1ations~ips; and actions. The painter was not the only practi
tioner ofJtlli!~art of grollpi~: in particular, thc same sl1hil~('ts

WCI'C oneil rcpf(~selltt'd ill sacred dnuna of 0111: killli 01' :J1Il/thrr,
This is not true or all cilies, In Florl'flcl' there wns n grl'at Oowl'r
illg of religiolls dr;llll:l dlll'illg the lilh'l'lIth I't~III\11"V,I;\I1 ill VI'lIiIT
such presentations were forbidden. Where they did exist they
IllllRt have ellriched Iwoplc;'s ViSllali1-atioll (If Ihl' ('V('1I1S t1ll'y
portrayed, and some relationship to painting was Ilotked at the
time. In 1439 a Russian bishop, in Florence for the Councilor
Floqmce~,saw and described"two plays he attended in churches,
th~4""tln~iQ#pn and the Ascehfion.Hc rcmarkedontlH~similarilY
Qq~is?r that detail with ,paintings;IThc Apostles had bare/eel
a~,l:twer¢; aspneseesin ho1x,images.' ''Yheangel,Gabricl iWal\ a
bea~tifulyouth, dresse?in~~owna!l white as snow, decorated
withg?ld~xact1yasdnes~r heavenl'yallgelsjnpainting~"J;lut
his andother descriptions "l)(thesacred dramas do not teU. us
much~boutwhat 'Ve wanttp ¥now: the way in which one .actor
physically a.ddressedanother. Two things however seem fairly
dear. Theiflrst, nega.tiv¢an¢presumptive,is thatthedescripti9ns
we havepfsacred representations often point to their depending
on speeta.~ular effects whidt havelittle to do with the refined
narrative suggestion of (h~Pl1inter. The plays seen by the
~ussianbishopin,I4:$~.~aq~theirpointwith elaborate mechan~
leal means, actors~u~pl:md~:et~nstrings> great revolvin~discs;
massed sources of ar~ficialli~ltt,peoplegoinifup and down in
wOddendo~ds.Representa~on$ofthe stones in the. streets, Jike
the,~t. John,'sDa,ycdebrati9nsinFlorencedescribed by Matleo !'

Palmieri in 14:54:1 beca.use~ey~ere less verbal and had a
str?ngerelement of. the tahle(lJl!ilJant, seem doser to the painter,
but "eVen they reliedqna.spleridl)uLof numbers:'2oohorsemen
followed the Three ,Kirigsin \1 454.. There were many more modest
shows, of course, but the pa,:inter, using the complex and subtle
grouping of a few figures td sugge!lt a dramatic event,handling
sf,a;M~: "insuch a. way as to' suggest mobile relationships but
not~?,,)c:;tingthe..ract~rHi'5figures being immobiJe,could
haveonlia IimitC?arilount;;iIl.~9mmonwithanypfthis,

In,' thesecondplace,'suc}t fr~gmentary"hints as ope cll.nfind
about the acting of' the plays' suggest that what they hml in
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orthod?xly ,urged 'Whether you are standing, still or walking,
your right hand must always rest upon your left, in front of you,
on the level of your girdle.' Neglecting this rule the middle
temptress, though she is being restrained by a colleague with a
better sense of,timing. is making invitation gestures not with one
ha~? bu~ with two, A more subtle and important case is Botti
celh s Pr.lma1J~ra: here the central figure of Venus (plate 36) is
not beatmg ttrpe t~ the danc,: of the Graces but inviting us with
h~nd a~d gla~~e mto her kmgdom. We miss the point of the
pIcture If we mIstake the gesture.

We also miss something if we lack the sense of a certain
distinction between religious and profane gesture. It was not a
sharp distinetipn: in particular, a primarily religious gesture is
oft,:n used for, a secular subject and carried a corresponding
weIght. In the .a.bsence orany oth~r guide, the preacher's list can
even give a Iit,t1e insight into the mystery of Pintuncchio's Scene
from the ~4Ys~ey'. Similarly, his use of the thoroughl}',s~cular
gesture of mVltatlOn by the temptress in St, Antony and St. Paul is
a profan~acc~,?t:-vith ~ purpose. But generally religious pictures
lean to pIOUS ~stlculatlOn. removing the holy storicii a Iiltle rrom
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common with the picturesrriay have been, paradoxically, what
seem to us anti-dramatic conventions rat:htr,~:tbalwi~~~. For
instance, the plays were introduced by a choric figure, the
JestaiuoLo, often in the character of an angel, who remained on
the stage during the action of the play as a mediator between
the beholder and the events portrayed : similar choric figures,
catching our eyes and pointing to the central action,are often
used by the painters (plate 37). They are even recommended by
Alberti in his Treatise on Painting:'J like there tQbea figure
which admonishes and instructs us about what is h!ll'peoing in
picture... .' The Q!mtlr()r.(~lIlo hl'holder would IH~*t1pr.rr.civcd

such choric figures through his experience of the JestaiuoLo. Or
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again, the plays were. acted by figures whkhdid not normally
. leave the stage between their appearances; instead they sat in
their respective sedie on the stage, rising to speak their lines and
move through their actions. The Florentine play of Abraham and
Hagar has umisuallydear directions for this:

When he has finished the prologue, the Jesiaiuolo goes to his seat. And
Abraham sits in a raised position, and Sarah near him ; and at their
feet on the right is .Isaac, and to the left, rather further away, are
Ishmael and Hagar his mother. And at the end of the stage on the right
there should be an altar, to which Abraham will go to pray; and at the
end of the stage on the left there must be a hill on which is a wood with
a large tree where a spring will appear when the moment comes [for
the episode of Hagar and the angel].

Hagar and Jshmael take no part for the first few minl,ltes: they
wait in their seats, as Abraham will return to his. This convention
too has its counterpart in the logic of many paintings (plate 38).
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knew that his public 'w~S eql.lippedto recognize with little
Pf0ptpting from him that'?ne figure in his paintin~ ~as Chr~st,
anotller John the Baptis~>;and. that John was baptlzmg Chnst.
His.p~.inting wa~.;.~l~~":II)1:J variation on a theme known to the
beholder 11trouglr:()lh'cr~~ctures,as well as private Il\cdit;ltio\1
and pllhlicc?tposition p)"!'prc!'rhcrs. Alol1~ with variolls moth'I's
ot',b: I thiscxdudcdyioleut .1't:giSII'l\ tion "I' the vhviol\!'l. 'I'hl'
paint' ..,.... \lresplay out ~heir roles with restraint.

llut:thfmftnutcd 1l11l(lc~f physkal rdn'tiollship did 11:1,11 011 a
grosser vernacular institutfon of ~r()up and gesture; this does npt
often in trude into pain tin~s b\.l tisocca.sionallydoClllnen lcd 111

a htImblerllledi\lm like woodcut book illustration .. A woodcut
from ahookHke thc NapleS J.ift nndFnbt~s ojAe,mp of r1.fl5 (plalc
39) works with a vigorou~~ vulgar and very eloquent group of
figtIres.Even ·before we have read the text we get a. clear intima
tion from the woodcut of the sort of actionu~derwrY' The
kneeling figure with half.!Slosedhands is apparentlyappe~Iing
to tht, fjgureon the throne. whose raised hanq suggests he.is
jmpressed.The two.figure~standing ()nthe righfaregroupedln
such away as to imply~sociation with each other. T~e one
txtends a hand as if also iii mild appeal; the other, who is surely
grinning, half hooks a th4[nb in the directipn ofthe ship. If.we
check this against the tex~,wefind that, mdted, thekneehng
figure is Aesop, pleading; successfulIy with King Croesus for
tribute brought to him by the Samians, on the right, to be
returned to Samos. . ~ .

The painters version of this suggestiveness wa~ muted, hut even
the most notoriously retic~nt painter in these matters, I'iero della
Francesl;a, relied on the ~eholder's disposition to read relation
ships into groups. In his BfPtism ofChrist there is a group of th~ee
angels on the left (plate/lo) who are used fora deVice which
Piero often exploited. Weibecome aware that one of the figures
is staring in a heavy~liddej:lway either directIyat us or an inch
or two above or beside our heads. This state institutes a relation
ship between \.IS and it, and we become sensitive to this figure
and its role. He is almost ~festaiuolo. The role is always a minor
one. an attendant angel "or a lady"in-waiting; but it will he, !j:

standing in a close relatioQship with other similar figures. Often,
as in the Baptism of Christ; its head wiII be next to other he~ds

h~i9!X;9Jffe~entiatedfrom:,it in type, a~d these are looki~g with
fixed "at"tenllOn at the mQst central pOInt of the narrative, the
baptized Christ or the meetin~ of Solomnnand &JIcha, In this
w~y we are invited to participate in the group of figures assisting
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39· Acsop 'wei Crocsus" From Aesop. Vila retl Fabule (Naples, (485). Woodcllt.
. ~

1

For instance, in Filippo Lippi's Virgin and Child with ~aints the
assisting figures of saints sit awaiting their moment t(f!'Hseand
interpret, much as Prophets did in Florentine plays of the
Annundalion.

In any event, with what one knows of these various spectacles
onri~ ~li" SIJIlW way frolll lIw I~I'Htl't:' "I' II", prllhkm 1'1' 11\1'
quality that interests us in the paintings: which is'~,Il.~\f~,,the de
pictnl stancc of, s~y. two figures townrcls cach oth~f!~e~h be so
riehly evocative of an intellectual or emotional retatibnship
hostility, love, communication-on a level less explicit than
assault, embraces"holding of the ear. or even than truncated
versions 0': these actions. The painter worked with nuances: he
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41. Guglielmo Ebreo. Ttnllnlo tltt baUo (aholltI470)' I'ari~, Ilihliothl'qur Nation"lr,
MS. italien 973, minialure on foL 21 v.

qne fifteenth-century, activity like enough the painters'
gro~jin~\~q~i¥~J!~d~litMinsight into this is dancing: specifically
~tteoas:rai:lQli~a.:(ptate 4'1}, the slow pacing dance that became
popular in Italy during the first half of the century. Several
things make the btzssa danza a helpful paralld, much more so
than the religious spectacles. In the first place it was an articulate
art withits own treatises~the earliest is by Domenico da Piacenz"
evidently written in the 1440's-and its own theoretical termino
logy: like the art of rhetoric, dancing had five Parts-aere,
maniera, misura,misura di terreno, memoria. Secondly, the dancers
were conceived and, recorded as groups of figures in patterns;
unlike the French, the Italians did not use a dance notation but
described the movements of the figures rully, as il" they were being
seen bya spectator. Third, the parallel between dancing and
painting seems toha.vesuggested itself to. fifteenth-century people
too. In. 144~A.ngelo Galli; a poet atUrbino, wrote a sonnet to
the painterPiSaneIlowith a list ofhisqualities:

Arl;misura, Dtrt lind draughtsmanship,
Mrlllirm, )ll'r~rj('l:tivenfl(lll nnllll'1I1 qllJtlily
Heaven miraCulously gave him lhcsegifls.

at the event. We alternate between our own frontal view of the
action and the personal relationship with the angel group, so that
we have a compound experience oCthe event: the clarity of one
kind ofaccess is enriched by the intimacy of the other. The device
works on us more subtly than a hooked thumb or pointing finger
and it also demands more from us: h depends on our disposition
to expect and work for tacit relationships with and within a group
of people, and this effort on our part gives our recognition of the
group's meaning all the more charge. We become active acces
sories to the event. This transmutation or a vernacular social art
of grouping into an art where a pattern of people---'-not gesticu
lating or lunging or grimacing people--£an still stimulate a
strong sense oCsome psychological interplay, is the problem: it
is doubtful if we have the right predispositions to see such refined
innuendo at all spontaneously.

1.0. Pirro ddla Franrc~r". Tht nnpiism ~fChri.,i (drtail). "omlon, Nation,,1 Gallery.
I'a"rl.
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If we, take the terms aere, mmziera and misura in theirAan<;ing
sense, as Domenico da Piacenza ami his pupils define them; they
are very apt criticism of Pisanello (plate 4~). Am, accQrding to
Guglielmo Ebreo, is lairy pre5etlee and elevated movement,
demonstratinR with the fiRurc ... a smooth ;lnd most humane
t'lIIpha!!i!!.' Ahmiul/, according 10 1)011l('1Iil'1I, is 'a IIi0llI'rah'

movement, not too much and not too little, bUI so smooth Ihat
Ihe nglln~ i~ like a gondola olln't! hy Iwo oars thl'oll/otlr the little
waves of a calm sea, these waves rising slowly and falling quickly.'
M,:I/Jrn is rhythm, hili n('xihll~ rhylhm. 'slownr'ss rOlnlwlIsalc'" hy
quickness.' '

We sHW how Alberti's trcillise on paintinp; and Gup;liclmo
Ehreo's treatise 011 dancing shared a preoccupation with physical
movements as a reflex of mental mQvements. The dancing manual
was the more grC!.ndiloquent about it, since this was the whole
point of dancing, at least from an intellectual point of view.
Domenico da Piacenza cites Aristotle in defence of the art. But
as well as principles the treatises offer, in the form of the dances
they describe, n10del figure patterns quite transparently ex-,
pressive of psychological relationshi.ps.' The dances were semi
dramatic. In the dance called Cupido or Desire the men perform
a series of convolutions suggesting that they are tied to and are
at the same time pursuing their partners, whose role is retreat.
In the dance called Jealousy three mel1 and three women permute
partners and each man goes through a stage of standing by him
self, apart from the other figures. In Phoebus two women act as
a mobile foil for an exhibitionist man; and so on.

How the painters' style of grouping \....as cognate with this is
usually clearest not in religious paintings Qut in paintings of the
new classical and mythological subjects. In these the painter was
forced to new invention in ,a fifteenth-century mode, instead of
just refining and ,adapting the traditional religious patterns to the
fiftee!1th-century~,sensibility. Botticelli's Birth. of Venu$, (plate 4-3)
was painted in the I 480s for Lorenzo di pierfrancesco de' Medici
as the Primavera' was some years ellrlier: his cQusin Lorenzo di
Piero de' Medici, i1 Magnifico, had composed a dance Venus,
probably in the j46os: '

Bassa danza called Venus,for three persons, composed by
Lorenzo di Piero di Cosimo de' Medici.

rit'~t they (10 1\ slpw sideslep, and then together ,Ihey· tnOV~ wilh two
pairs or rorwardsteps, beginning with the left root j then ~he middle
dancer turns round and across with two reprises, one on the lert root

, , ~

42.Pisa~&II:;,·Studits oj a Girl. Rouirdam, l\fusellm Boymans-van- BClInin!len. Pen drawing.
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fire
air
water
earth

Red:
nIue:
Green:
Grey;

8. We have been. looking at the painters' representations of
people in terms ofpreciscly that-represented people assesscdnot
by the standards applied to real people but by standards adapted
from expericnce of rcnl peoplc. At Ihe SRllIe limr 'he Pllilltcr.q'
~gu~es and their environment were also colours and shapes, very
mtrlcate ones, and .the fifteenth-century equipment for ullder
standing .them as such wasnot altogether the same as ours.

This is a great deal less clear and probably less important in
the colours than in the shapes. Assembling symbolic series of
colours was a late medieval game still playedin the Renaissance.
St. Antoninus and others expounded a theological code:

Whitl': putity
Red: charity

.Yellow-Rold : diRnity
IIhu:k: humility

Alberti and otherS gave an elemental code:

~rr.angement an?~o~ssur~nce that the story was very widelyor

~~~~ma1l~!~~fgffif~1~~i~~~~e~\~h~isfi~~!t~::;~h: ~~~:u~e~~~~~;
44-45)· It does not matter much if we are not familiar with the
story: the picture can be taken in the spirit of a balta in due, a
dance for two. .

81

There was an astrologicaLcode, and Leonello d'Este, Marquis
of Ferrara, was guided by it in his choice of clothes for the day.
There were otherstooattd"ofcourse, the effect is that they largely
cancel each other oUt. Each could be operative only inside very
narrow limits: one might refer in one's mind to the heraldic code
for. c?ats-of-a.rms, or to thetheologieal code when contemplating
relIgIOUS habIts, and no doubt the astrological code when looking
at Leonello d'Este. But unless reference to a code was prompted
by special circumstantial cues of this kind, it could not be part
of the normal digestion of visual experience. Symbolisms of this
class are not important in painting, even though there are some
times peculiarities consistent with them. There are no secret
codes worth knowing about in ihepainters'colour.

The nearest thing to a code is what we met earlier, a greater

sideways, and the other on the right foot, also across; and during Jhe
time that the middle dancer is carryingout these reJ>rises Jh~oth,er two
go forward with two triplet steps and then givli:' hltlf,i,ttirft'~ft'fibe right
foot in such a way as to face each other.; and then they do two reprises,
one on the left foot and the other on the fight; and then they come
towards each other with a triplet, star~ing from the left foot; then they
do a lively turn all together; then the middle dancer carries towards the
others with two pairs of forward steps; and at the same time the others
make a reverence on the left foot ...

This is about a third of the dance, which develops along the same
lines and is then repeated. The form is always oCthf-. two side
ligUt'cs depclldelll 011 Ilw ccnlmloue. Sex is lIol!lph~illcd. Tlw
similar sense of informed pattern is of course not a matter of the
particular dance having influenced the particular picture: it is
that both the dance and the picture ofVenus were designed for
people with the same habit of seeing artistic groups~ The sensi
bility the dance represents involved a public skill at interpreIing
figure patterns, a general experience of semi-dramati.c arrange
ments that allowed Botticelli and other painters tbassume a
similar public readiness to interpret their own RrouPll. Whrn he
had a new classical subject, with no established tradition lor the

"
!~.-



,i

': i
'I
t

II,I,·'1
It

.1

15. notii~chi: P,,/lq,{ (/lId I"~ CtII/",i(abollt 1185).Florrncr, lHTizi. Pand.
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44. Florentine, about 1465-80. Dancing Couple. Engraving.

sensitivity than ours to the relative splendour of hues and the
medium of emphasis this offered the painter. Hues were not
equal, were not, perceived as equal, and the painter and his
client lived with this fact as well as they, could. When Gherardo
Stamina followeq his instructions to use two florin blue for the,
Virgin :1Od one florin blue for the rest of the picture (p. II)
he was accenting a theological distinction. There are three levels
of adoration: latTin is the ultimate worship due only to the
Trinity; dulia, the reverence for excellence, is what we owe the
Saiflts,Aflgd~ and Fathers j "Y/Jerdulin, a mon: intense fi"'HI (!r
this, is due to the Virgin alone. In.Stamina's frescoes hyperdulza
measured two ndrins the ounce. No doubt the latria due to the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit was e~pressed in gold accents. The
accent offered by a valuable pigment was not something aban
doned by the painters once they and their clientshaq become shy
about flaunting large quantities of such pigments for their own
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This may seernashabby fa..ct to u,s thoughit would be difficult

rationally to~ay quite w?Y--.and.there~~~;,~e~'~~~!~~iFtual
and, even moredearly,plctonaldl~tastefor It atlne·ttffie: the
tension is. a characteristic part of the period. The. distaste ex
pressedil~elfinan argumentfor a riurerelativity of colour.T.he
most eloquent literary statement ca,mein about 1430 [rom the
humanist Lorenzo Valla, exasper~ted by a. foolish heraldic
hicmrehy or colourll thcll'eeenlo lawyer Bartolo dalS~oJhralo

had pompously laid down:

Now let us look at Bartolo's theories of colour.;. th~q)lour gold
[aureus] is the most noble of colours,hes~ys,because lightjs represented
by it; if someone wished to represent the rays (If the ~ul1;:~he most
luminous of bodies, he could not do iLmore properlythM.b~rays·of

gold ; and it iSlIgreed lhlltthere is nothing mnre nohlenlnI!1;~t.8l11

il'by gpld we inel\ll atawnyVulvusj 01' reddish-yellow lruliludR,;yellowish
rcroceuslcolour, who was ever so blind or sottish asto'(;all' the sun
yellowish? R:lillcyour(!yc~.you a.~A Ilarlolo ..• alld sec wbCclberilis
not rather of a silvery white colour [argettteus]. • ....,

WhichcolOlu. docs he,putncxt? ... Blue,. he says; iSllexL,.though
lhe word llC barbarouslyusestodenole 'blue' iUhe elremil1:ltea~urus
rather thansrJ.pphitlus. Air, he says, isrepresented.bythiscolour..Butdoes
not this suggest he is now following thcprderofthe elements? It do~s.

But why did heIeave the moon out .. :?Hyou put the sun. first,. then
you ought to make the moon second, and.Jf yOll call .the onegolc:ien
you should call lhe olher silver and ngxlafler the sun, justa! silver
comes second •after gold .. ;. You ,put· s~pphire·cOlour insec0l'ldplace,
Bartolo, seduced away from the hierarchy of Heavenly B~iesby

.the hierarchy of the. Elements. Of course yOl!.do not thinkit .• right to
take Y0Ucr examples frommetals,' stones,grassesandflowers;theywou Id
have\)een more. appropriate, but you saw th,em as humble· and. abJect
things,yo\l' 0 Bartolo,that areconstitlte ofsunandofa~ralone. F()r,
ifwe arefoUowing the order ofelements, you have mentioned two hut
left two more out; and we,waiting for the gra~d and lofty progression
to continue, fC711et dO\\1n.Ifthe first cOl()uris,of fire and the second of
air; the thirdwiUbe ofwater,:md thef()~rth()fearth;..•. . . ..... .

But let us passon. A little later the man says white is the noblest
colour and black the lowest; and as for theother colours, theYcaregood
to the ext~nt· that, they approach whi!eand ·inferior as they approach
blackness. There are a, ilUrnberofthings to complain about in this.
Does he not remember now what he said about gold ... ? And why do
we die silk purple or white linen red, unless we find red more attractive
than white? For while white is indeed the plainest and purest colour,
it is not invariably the best. . . . .

And what shall I say of black? Indeed I find it is not considered of
inferior excellence to white: the raven and swan are both holy to
ApoIlo ... In my view Ethiopians are more beautiful. than Indians for

the very reason that they are blacker. Why appeal to human authority
when it.is.,m.~d.e.R!!~'Y~fY the heavenly ? ... If the Maker of all things
saw no'i1iffirence~~o"("alue in ;colours, why should we liuIe men do so?
Do we knOW more than God and shame to follow him? In Jesus' name,
even if Bartolo did not consider the stones and Rrasses and flowers ;lncl
so many olherthi;lgs inhisprollllUflCel1lenl 011 drc~s :unlllrnallll'llt, how
can he have overlooked the birds' dress-the cock, peacock, woodpecker,
magpie, pheasant anel allthr. rCAI .... r.ome .lhl'lI. henrkl'fl 10 this man
at odds wilh God and mell; and. let us impose a law 011 our l)avi,l girls,
now spriflg is nearly here, not to presume to weaVe garlands except as
Bartolo pr!;sc;:rlbes.... But enough of this. It is stupid to lay down laws
abou(tlk dignity of colours..

There are many pictorial statements of a similar argument
(Colour Plate II).

Volin's npPclll toJhe Iimitecl, 1I0t to !loy Ilwllil'val, slorlorol'
Nature represented by flowery meadows was a conventional
move: Ihr. ~Clllpl()r Fill1rclc illvokt·tl tltl' !lanle Illl'a<!ows ill s"nw
rather un!l¢lpliJl rerriarb.about which hues go well with which:

Learn froin Nature ilil<llheJine arrangement of nowe" in lhe meatll)w~
and grasses. Any colour goes. well wilh green"-yellow, reel and even
blue. You knowhow well white and black suit each other. Red r1oe~

not go so well with ycllow;ildoes go well wilhbluc,hnl beUcr ~till with
green. White and red are good together.

Alberti's remarks 011 colour harmonics arc less silllpl('-lIIilldnl,
and unrelated to the e1ertIentsymbolism he also perfunctorily
admitted: .

It will be pleasing in a picture if one colour is different from the next.
For instance, ifyou are painting Diana and her band of nymphs, let one
nymph have green drapery, another white, another rose, another yelIow
-different colours for each, and in such a way that light tones are
always next to dark tones. If you have this contrast [of hues and of
tones], the beauty of the colours will be clearer and moregracefuI. And
there exists a certain. affinity of colours, one joined with another pro
ducing a pleasing and worthy effect (Colour Plate I). A rose colour and a
green or blue colour next to each other give beauty and seemliness to each
other. The colour white produces a fresh and graceful effect not only
next to grey and yelIow but next to almost any colour. Dark colours
stand excellently among light ones, and similarly .Iight colours ate welI
if surrounded by dark. Thus will the painter dispose his colours.

Alberti's remarks on colour combination are the most distin
guished one finds, and the difficulty of understanding quite
what he meanS is a warning: words were not the mediurn in
which fifteenth-century men, or anyone else, could register their
colour sense.
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These instructions ,ror gauging a ~arrd arc from a mathe
lTla~ical handbook for lTle,,fchants byPier() deBa Francesca, De
flh~tll'~lIHI tIICCQpjunctio~<~fpainter and mercantile geometry is
very 'muchtothepoint,T~eskills that. Piero or any~aillterused
to analyse theJormshe~~inted.were the same as Plero or any
l'Olllllt(W~ii'lf)m'Slmus('d fqr survl'yillgllUltUlilil's (plal('47)' A"d
the ' .. ec~iQn between;%fl.ll~inRand paintinR Piero h,imsclf
eml ...•. very' 1'('11I'9.;)lIcOIIC sidl', In" llY}lrlhl'llaJnl~'I'S,
the . ..... ... pusitiessP¢opl~,hadgonethrou&h toe. mathemOltlcal
secon~~r~cducatioil oftlilH lay.scho~ls: this .. y.':ts. the ..• ~~~I~lllf·lI'Y
they.kn~'Nand used, On~heother sIde). th~Jlterat~pu?hchad
thcse~aP1~ ~~omettital s~11s to l.ook at picturcs~ltl~: ~t~.as a
medill~illWhi<;h th'ey.wr;;re eqUIpped to make dlscrimmatlons,
and. the painters knew thi~: . . .. . .. )

Aft()t>,,?pusw,a,y f~rtlIe palnter,to Invoke the .•~a1,lg~rs ...respo~~F
WaS· t();ll1~~~.poin teQ/ljse<rf the ,repert()ry ofstg<;~ Q~J.ects\lse~;m
the~a.1,lging exercises)thef~miHarthin~the :~holder would
have ·he~~madeto le~fl'.hJsg«:ometry.·pn-ry;lsterns) <;olumns,
brick .·,tP}V~~I.pave.!:L. floo~ ~n.d, the.. rest. • For. ins.tan~e) alm?st
every .h~nQhook.··used·a·p~\!lllOnasan e~ercise.m·cakul~tmg

surfac~ar~~ih.'Na~a.c9nye~ieptcone)9rcompoundofcyhnder
andeQm:)or ofl;:yHnder and truncated cone)an~Qne~asasked

to workouthow;muGhf:loth~oulcibe ne~dedt0Jtlake the
paviH()Jl' Wllen a.p~in.ter;Jike~ieroused a paviUonin.his. pail1 t
ing (plate 46) he was invi~n~hispu.blicto ~!uge.H was ngt. that
theY'N0uldttyto'mak~calculatlonsabo~tsurface.ar;as .. or
volurne~,pf course, b4tt~;a~. theyw~r;disp()sed tOrecogmze the
pavili(m~rstasa·comp~1,ln~().rcyhnde~ .and .cone);andthen
secondil:rilyas ~ornething"~evlatingfrol1lthes~rlctcybncier and
cone.Theresultwasarnore. sharply .focus~edawareness of the
pavilionas.an individual'l'0lume andsll;ipe.J'here isnotbing
trivialalloutPiero!suse~thi~pullli<;'sskiUherl1iit is away of
meeting the Church's tbin:Lciemandofthepainter) that he should
use the visual sense's special quality of immediacy and f~~ce.

The beholder's precise a'i1d familiar assessment of the paVIlion
mediates between his own position in the everyday and the
mystery of the Virgirt's conception, rather as the three Angels are
mediators in the Baptism ~lCh,ist.

In his public appearances) the painter more normally de
.pc.'l~el:h on his pllblic'~general dispo~ition to gauge. To .thl'
£ommercial man almost anything was reducible to geometrlc~1

figures underlying any s~rface irregul~rities-the pile of gram
reduced to a cone, the barrel to a cyllllder or acompollnd or

86

·It is a special intellectual world.

9' ·In Florence) and'in most other towns one knows about, a boy
inth<: privatc or municipal lay schook~-thc altcmativcs wl'rr
the>~hurch schools, now rather indedine, or one of the few
humanist schools-was educated in twQstages. For abollt four
yrllrslhltnllll'n~rnf six 01' SIWI'llh(' Wflll atn primary 51'11001 or
botteghu?,?,n, where: he learned .reading alld wriling with some
c1f;tnen.aryl)llsilll'~("orre'spnnd('ncean".lInlarial ron~}I!Ii'~' Tlu'n,
forabout lour years from thccage orten or cleven, itidst would
~o on 10 II sC('onelllr)' school, lllC "M(/((I, They \'('acl a rew more
advanced books here) like Aesop and Dante, but the weight of
thetcaching was flOW onmathemntics. A few went nn nncr Ihis
t()allniversity to, become lawyers) but for most middle-class
people themathematicalskiHs of the seconda.ry school were the
climax oftheir inteUectualformatiofl and equipment. Many of
th~iI-.primersandqandbooks survive and ope Can see very clearly
wha,tso~t. Qfthipgthis mathematiq;was;·. it. was a commercial
mathematics adap~ed to the merchant, and both of its principal
skills are deeply in:,olved infifteenth-centurypainting. .

One ofthese is gauging.Jtisan importatlt fact of art history
that'comll1odities •have come regularlyin.standard-sized con
tainersonlysincethenineteenth centun':p~~viouslya container
---{Ile barrel,sack .orbale wall ,. unique, and calculating its
vo1umequkkly and accurately was a condition of business. How
aspcietyga.tigedi.tsbarreIS and surveYed its quantities is im
portantto~nowbecauseit is an index ofits analytical skills and
ha?its.Forinstance) in the fifteenth ce~turyGermany seems to
llave/gauged its. barrelswithcolTlplex }ll'epared rulers and
measur~fromwhich the answers~ouldber~adoff: the job was
often done .by a specialist. An Ita.lian, ·bycontrast, gauged his
barrels with geometry anci 1l:: .

Tftereis>abarrel,e<lch?ritsendsb~ing2br~¢ci in diameter; thc
diamTteratjtsbung')S7lbr~edcllld halfway between bung and end it
is7ibra.ccL The'barrdis2praccilong.WlJatiscitseubic measure? .

This is like a pair ?ftrunc<ltedcones. Sql,lare th~diameter at the ends:
2)(2 ""4. Th~nsquarethemediapdi<lmeter2ix 2i = 4iY. Add
thefJltog(:ther: 8it, MI,lItiply 2X2i~ 4J. Add this to 8M = 13it·
Divide. by 3 = 4ffi... " Nowsquare2! = 2! x 2! = 5f6. Add it to
Ihe square or the· median diameter: 51\ + df = lodo. Muhiply
2i x 2! = 5. Add this to the previous sum: 15m· Divide by 3: 53JOrR'
Add it 10 the first result: 4!H + 5_ = 9HU. Multiply Ihis by pand
then divide by 14 [i.e. multiply by ~]: the final result is 7Hlli. This
is the cubic measure or the barrel.
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I. Piero della 'Francesca. The Annunciation (about 1455). Arezzo, S. Francesco.
Fresco.
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46. pjcro della Francesca. Madonna dtl Parto(about 1460). Montetchi,Cimitero.
Fresco.

truncated cones, the cloak to a circle of stuff allowed to lapse
into a cone of stuff, the brick tower to a compound cubic body
composed of a calculable number of smaller cubic bodies, and
so on. This habit of analysis is very close to the painter's analysis
of appearances (plate 48). Asa man gauged a bale, the painter
surveyed a figure. In both cases thele is a conscious reduction of
irregular masses and voids to combinations of manageable
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47· Gall~rigexer~ises' F'rbI1lFI~i~~ Calan~ri.De. t1rim~i"rif4(FJotenC«:.149i)..
pp. 0 ivv.-O v r. ~

geomt;tric bodies,. J\pairttli" who left tracesofsuchllOal~isin;~i~
painting (plateSQ)Was l~;vhlg cues his publicwas well equipped
to'pick up. .'. > ., .•.•.. .~~.. . '. '. ..d.

l'here are several\VaYli '~C?fseeing Nic~olo da 'Folentino'shatin
lIcceUo's Bqttleoj SiJnRoWtlno (plateA9).Qt1e isasa' round hat
\Vith a ftouncycfown;.anpther· isasa .compound Q(a rillg and
plump squared.,?ffgiscdi~guisedas ahat>'Fhese are not mutttally
exclusive: Lorellzode' Me~id, who had this picture in his bedroom,
would havcsecn bQlltandil.cceptcd it as asoftofscrial gcomelricllI
joke.ltdetnands attentioninitiallyl~yitsexaggeratedsizeant:i
splendour; then in the second stage by the paradox ofthe .pattern
on thisll1ostthree·~Itnenstpllalofhats behaving as ifit weretWQ.
dimensional, spreading itseIf.flatly on the pi~tun:plane without
f~gard f(lr the object',sshape;then. inthe thirt:i stageI by a dawning
~pxi~~~';,~bout the'polygon~ofthe crown. Underlying it is something
rectilirl~~r)certainly; bUt!'jis it hexagonal or four-sided? It isa
problemhat, and as a wayiC?fll1a~ingNiccolo da Tolentino notice.
able the device of paradox and ambiguity is obviOuslyeffcctivc,II. Giovanni Bellini. The Transfiguration (about 1460). Venice, Museo Correr. Panel.
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48. (left) Giovanni Bellini. Tht S. Giobbt Altarpitct (about (480). Venice, Acca
demia. Panel.
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though the geometry is lessprofoundlyfunctionaLinthellaq'ative
than is the casewithPiero'spavilion. Butto construe~hecrown
at all demands not o~lycertain habits of inference--slIchas a
presum,ption thaftheHit)'ou cannot see is a regular contilluation
of thepartyoucan not only this,· but a. factor.ofenfrgyand
interest as well:.lhatis,We will notbother to get this Jar unless we
enjoy t~e exercise insomew3:Y, evenifonlyon theleveI ofexercising
skills we .value highly, Uccello's pictorial style must meet the proper
cognitiveslyle JorJliepiclure to work,

Th~geometricrlconcepts ora gauger and the. dispbsitionto
putthern towotk sharpen a .man'svisual sense ofconcretcirnasS.
Heisli~ely to be aware.atahigherievel of thecharacterof Adam
in Mas~cdo's ExpulsionJrom Paradise (platc29} as a compound of
cylindersor of theJtgyreof Mary in Masaccio'.s Triniry(plate64}
as a massive truncated cone, and so of the 'figure itself. In the
Quattrocento social world· of the painter this constituted a stimulus
to using his available means-in Masaccio's case, the Tuscan con-
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with figures set in twisted~ counterpoised attitudes so that the
edge presented to the picture plane spirals round the body like
iv.y roun~ a column (plat~5I). In many parts of Italy people
seem to have preferred this convention, perhaps because it was
th~.,sort'ofpainting they w~reused to and perhaps because they
liked 'the .mobile impressiQ~ it made. In any event~ Pisanello's
St. George is a gauger's fiel~day in its own way.

...

vention of suggesting a mass by representing the tones of light
and shadow one source of lighting w()ul<i produce on it-in order
to register his volumes clearly, with recognizable skill. A painter
working in another convention co~ld use different means t~ a
similar end. For-instance, Pisanello came from a north Jtahan
tradition that registered a mass less with. tones than with its
characteristic edges. He could respond to the gauging sensibility
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Pacioli retells Onofrio DiQi's story in his Summa de Arithmetit:aof

149't~""."~\,.,',~;;,,,..tl"" ,,' t ", , " "".. . ," ""
Ttle"~lYelf:lW"~meti~al tool of literate Italian commercial

people, inthe Renaissa nceras theRuleor Three, also known as
the Golden Rule alit:! the; Mercltattt's Key. It was lJasicaUy a
very simple thing; Picrod'bHa Francesca explains:

The Rule of Three, says that one has to multiply the thing one wants
to know about by the thing that is dissimilar to it, and one divides the
prPductbY the remaining thing. And the ,number thatcomesfromthis
is of the nature of that which is dissimilar to the first term; and the divisor
is alway~similar to tht\~I,ing which onc want'! lOk..ow ahout. ",',"

For eX~I1l'ple: sevenbracci of cloth areworthninelire;howmudr
will ,l1vr: hnWd h" \\'<11'1111 .

DO itC#J.QIIows,: multiply the quantity youwantto know about by
that q~lI,nti~y,which,sev~" bracciof cloth, are worth~namely}ninc.
fivetimcs::llinc makt~dhrly-Iivc. Divitlchy il{'v(~n amI lire rl:Sllh i~siJl
and three sevenths.

There were dilTcrclltconventions for laying out the four terms
involved:

In the thirteenth century Leonardo Fihonacci h.ad used the rather
Islamic form (a). By the fifteenth century many people prefel'red
the terms in a straightJine; as in (b). In some cQpybookcontexts
the conventioH>grew up in the later Renaissance of connecting
the terms with curved lines, as in (c). Nowadayswewouldre
present the relationships as in (d), but this notation was not
used before the sevenieenthcentury. The curved lines in notation
(c) were not just decoration: they noted the relationships between
the terms, because a series of terms in the Rule of Three is in
geometric proportion. It is in the nature of the form and the
operation that (I) the first term stands to the third term as the

. second stands to the fourth; and also that (2) the first term stands
to the second term as the third stands to the fourth,and also that
(3) if one multiplies the first term by the fourth term the product
will be the same as the product of the second and third terms.
A man noted these relationships as a means of checking his
calculations.

i
i

I

10. In his treatise On CiviL Life the Florentine Matteo Palmieri,
whose description of the St. John~s Dayproc~sip.r~~;have
already met, recommended the study ofgeoWterry%f;;'sf\it(jkning
the minds ofchildren. The banker Giovanni Rucellairemembered
lhis,bul replaced geomelry by nl'ilhmclic: liL t~quipsnlld spurs
on the mind to examine subtle matters.' This arithmetic was the
other wing of the commercial math,ematics central to Quattro
tento culture. And at the centre of their commerci1'-l arithmetic
was the study of proportion.

On 16r>ecember 1486 Luca Pacioli the mathema~cian was in
Pisa, and during the day he called ,.ill at the cloth warehouse of
his friend Giuliano Salviati. A Florentine merr.hant, Onofrio
bini, was, also there, and there WI18 conversation. One of the
things the Florentine, OnOfrio Dini, kept his end up with was
thcfollowingprohlcm:, A mllll wn:tlyinj:( on his death bed and
wished to make his will in as roresight~d a way as he possibly could.
His estate, he reckoned, amounted tgthesum of 600 ducats. The
man'swife Was shortly to give birth to<l, child, and he wished to make
specificprovisionfor both his widow~nd his orphan. He therefore
made this disposition: if the childwasa.girl then it was to receive 200
ducatsonly,.,yhilethemother wouldireceive 400; if, on the other
hand, the child was a boy itwas to h~we 400 ducats and the widow
orily2()0. Sh()rtlyaftel'Wardsthemah died, and in due eourse his
widow's time tame. But she gave birth to twins, and, to make things
morec()mplicated, one of the twins 'l/as a boy and the other a girl.
The problem is: if the proportions between mother, son and
daughter desired by the deceased are,honoured, how many ducats
will ITlother,sonand daughter each r~ceive?

Onofrio Dint probably did< not realize it, but the game of
proportion, he was playing was an oriental game: the same
problemoLthe widow and the twins appears in a medieval
Arabic book. In turn the Arabs hadJearned this kind of problem
and the arithmetic involved in them from India, for they were a
Hindu development of the seventh century or earlier. Along with
much other mathematics they were brought to Italy from Islam
early in the thirteenth century by~eonardo Fibonacci of Pisa.
Italy was fun of problems like that of the widow and the twins
in the fifteenth century. They had an entirely practical function:
underneath the costumes ,of the widow and the twins are three
early capitalists carving up a profit according to their relative
investment in some trading venture. It is the mathematics of
commercial partnership, and it was in this context that Luca
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53· Proportion exercise~:.From Filippo Calandri. Dt arimtlh,ic// (Florence, 1491),
pp. I ii v.-I iii r.

practice in reducing the most diverse sort of information to a
form of geometric proportion: A stands to B as C stands toD.
For our. purp().~e, the important thing i~ thcidelllily of ~kill

brought both to partnership or exchange problems and to the
making and seeing of piCtures. PierodellaFrancesca pad the
same equipment for a barter deal as for the subtle play ofinterVals
in his pictures (Colour Plate I), and it is interesting that it should
be in relation to the commercial rather than the pictorial use that
he expounds it. The commercial man had skills relevant to the
proportionality of Piero's painting, for the small step from the
internal proportions or a partnership to the internal proportions
ofa physical body was naturally taken in the normal course of
commercial exercises. In plate 53 for instance, are two proportion
problems done on a goblet and on a fish. The lid, bowl and foot
of the cup, and the head, ~'ody and tail of the fish are set in pro
,portiofl,-:-;:not in dimensiod. but in the commercially relevant
inatter"ofweight. The operations are cognate with those involved
in studying the proportions ora man's head, as Leonardo des
cribed them in plate 54:

(1F,rcn~tconM,I~no... Capl,. ~'i;";::·'··'.·.·
Ltbbl'CC(I1to d. Flrc;e fan no III Mlfanolll5.c••f f trcllKlcl1rholrOllO CI

L ibra uria ddrlCtodifirCzc fa 10M..Iano once., < fOrclJllu.•r.:drrfmo
fl. '.. '•.... ,.... FcroJoIClF.srt!#in

(l Firen~cconYIl~nadcldalfl!Jato. Ca. "Iodl dli(OdoICl6Ji'cb
MJrchounodmcntodll,lienna fain flrcJl%c loctn l ...di:dra:ol~
ocbl danarttcdici. . . i r,rdlbe in , relf :UOr4
([F' -Z . t'"_" xvri 1 • Perc Iollorli<lo«llloro
. 'Iren_Ceon lara., '-,-dp~. " •. '...«cm'tntratrei ,iii

L,bbreccnto dl Zlar..cll fllauoma fanno In (111: \ •• 4ft flNbbono I,)~.
ze hbbrc.lxxxxll(.Ma!"fh~Ano cJariehto dJ Z ~CIlfI1. . .
(a il) Firen:::conceoclo a-ari~~dlcci ' ;;i· .

fr~:d':::d;t'.~~':;::~.;;-~,;,. l'Ii~;- :r

~~;~z~:~:~t.~;:!':z:rICtodi lUugq~~: .. , ::'..

(fF,ren::econ Ch.arenza. Capi xxix.'.:/"--ror
CilledlC\:idlp.1nno dlchurcnza fanno In Fi 'J" -, r'-0

zc.JcI.~rnt.=o"M~iQuna-uuapalTa dlChial1l IIrcbbontG"ill ~.~l
za f~nno in"rcn::' lJbbrd"xvllJ. Moggto.uno
ualoma ell chiarcn;.a'fa in Fll'en;zclibbrc L" ...".
bre;c.dlfll1,~(arino inchlari'z.J Lb"re.lxx" '

~~M;,~~::t~~~a:~~~~:~:~~. ,
ffal.uentidua. . i . . ,.
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52. Florentine measures in exchange with Ihose or olhcr towns. From Libra di
muc//{//1/{ie tl uS//1/Zt dt /JIIesi (Florence, 1481). Pp. b i \',..,b ii r.

The Rule of Three was how the ~enaissance dealt with prob
lems of proportion. Problems of proportion include: pasturage,
brokerage, discount, tare allowance, the adulteration of com
modities, barter, currency exchange. These were very much more
prominent than they are now. For .instance, exchange proble,:"s
were of an extraordinary complexl\y because each substantial
city had not only its own currency but its own weights and
measures. Plate 52 is a page from a Florentine Libro di mtr
catantit of 1481 and deals with the differential between Florentine
and some other c~ities' measures. Q~attrocento people addressed
this formidable con.fusion with the Rule ofThree, and a good half
of any of their tieatises on arithmetic is given up to it. The
difficulties were not of the form itself, which is simple, but of
reducing a complex problem to the form, with the right terms in
the right places; ,and for problems like compound interest the
form was extended so that, instead'of three initial terms, one
might have manYfmore.

So fifteenth-century people became adept through daily

I,.lbbrcCthtoai Flren::dahnolh \{mcglJ Iibhrc
c.xllll.8lduo (eptimi alfQo..ttdc: Llbbreccnto dl Fi
fell::e fanno in Vlllcgl.lIM'rc.lxxi.~duofcptimi

algrolTo.Llbbra una dol'O fdatodl Vmcgla fa infi
l'en:::eoncc undlC1 danar.xilli. Once od:o danento
fododi \(mcgia fa ,"f,rcn::eonctodo danardied
Braccia quaranta dlpanno dlAren::e fanno mVI'
neg1a brac(latrentilcinqueBe mc::o.$tala tl'C~me,
:Qm tre&trtquartic:hgranodifircu::c fain VI'
negra nala uno_Gagno unol!( ijn tcrzodillina di,
flrcn::Cf.lInVlnCgLl anforellno. M<>ggto !fnodl
uallonia (he IIJ VJDtgJ<t nala dodlcl!pefol mFlren,
::e libbre od-occncmquanta in nouccento.M'glia'
io uno dolio dl VIh(gl~che dOl Imttl quaranta tor,
nil In Flrenzcorcia ucnul!(uPl oclallooclrcapefa
IlmilTodclIoliolft Vlncglil hbbretrrtaohcetre ai,
~!.orrol!(. e.laln,(u,.alib.bre,.xxv.
~F,renzecon Padoua.. Capl. X'UII.

[.Ibbrcccnto dl Flre",:c(anna i PadQua hbbre,c.
):1I11.&duo(cptJllJi.'
[F,rcn'ecanCreman;r. Capl.):xilli.
L'bbrc ccnto dl Mren::c (annoin CrelOona.ccnto
tl'edlci in centoquatl)l'dlCl.Qne dlcci di panno di,
fJrcnze £anna III G;clIlana bra«ra quarint.1.
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54. Leonardo da Vinci. Stud) of Ihe prIJpIJrlilJns of Q head. Windsor, Royal Library,
No. 12601. Pen.
I~

From a to b-that is, from the roots of the hair in front to the top of the
head~shouldbe e~,al t?cd-"-tha,t is, from the>bottoDl .of 1tl,1~,1'I~s,eto
the IIlccting of the 'hps III the nllddle·of thc mouth; Irom the mner
corner of the eye m to the top of the head a is equal to the distance
from m down to the chin s; s, c, f and IJ are eq uidistan t cacho from the
next.
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:tharmonic proportioh m9'5t be handled. More than this, even,
its <:qmpact suggestiveness carried within itself a tendency to
wardS' harmonic' proportion, In plate 55 Leonardo is using the
Rule of Three fora profJlem about weights in a balance, and
comes up with the four 'terms 6 8 9 (12): it is a very simple
sequence that any merchant would be used to. But it is also the
sequence of the Pythagorean harmonic scale~tone, diatessaron,
diapente, and diapason~as it was discussed in fifteenth-century
musical and architectural theory (plate 56). Take four pieces of
strins, of equal consistency, 6, 8, 9 and 12 inches long, and vibrate
them under equal tcnsio~. The interval between 6 and 12 is an
octave; betWeen 6 and 9~.and between 8 and 12 a fifth; between
6 and 8 and bctween 9 and 12 a fourth; bctwecn 8 andg a maj<h
tone. This is the whole basis of western harmony, and the
Renaissance could note it in the form of the Rule of Three:
Pietrq Cannuzio's Rules oj Music's FlowtrS even put this notation
of the harmonic scale at the top of its title page {plate 57),an
invita~ionto the mercanipe eye. In Raphael's SchooloJAthens the
attribute of Pythagoras iS2a tablet with the same motif numbered
VI, VIlI, IX, XILTheftarmonicseries of intervals used by the
musicians and sometimes by architects and painters was accessible
to the skills offered by the,commercial education,

Of course, the danger. here is of over-statement: it .wouldbe
absurd to claim that aU"these commercial people went around
looking for harmonic series in pictures. The point to be made is
less forthright. It is, first, that Quattrocento education laid
ex<;eptional value on certain mathernatical skills, on gauging and
the Rule of Three. Thcscpe~pledid not know more mathematics
tha~we do: most~fthelllknew less than tnostofus.But they
knew '. their .. specializelictrea absolutely, '~sedithliml?9rt~nt
matters. more .often thanYv'edo, played~mesandtoldjok~lJwith
it, bought luxurious books about it, and prided themselves on
their prowess .in it; it •was a relatively much larger part of their

form!,-lintellectuai ~q1JiplIl~nt. In the second place, this special
izationconstitutec;la dis~9sition to address visualelCperience, in
or out of pictures, in special ways: to attend to the structure of
complex forms as combinations of regular .geometrical bodies
and as intervals comprehensible in series. Because they were
practised in manipulating ratios and in analysing the volume or
surface 'of compound bodies, they were sensitive to pictures
carrying the marks of similar processes. Thirdly there is a con
tinuitybetween the mathematical skills used by commercial
people and those used by the painter to produce the pictorial

._~- _._....... _ .... fItr-.:~._--~--_C__~
56. The harmonic scale. From Franchino Garurio. TheQricaMuJiu (Naples, 1480), title page. Woodcut.
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II•• Tltischaptcr has beeq becoming progr(~ssivdy more. secular
in it"~;m~6r~,:\\g,~A~is mliy oe a little deceptive. tndeed, it is
possibl¢ thaL pihofial qu~IiLies which seem Lo us thcologically
neutral-proportion,perspeetive, colour, variety, for example
were not quite this. AniriJponderable is the moral and spiritual
eye (plate 58), apt to interpret various kinds of visual interest
ih moral and spiritllnl tenns. There are two kinds ufpions
Quattrocento literature which give hinL" though no moretllan
hi utf4,nImllt how this miRht enrit'h the pt'rn'llfillllOr paintings.
One in type of book or sermon on the .sensiblequal ity ofparadise,.
and the; other is a textjn which properties ofnormn I visnlll per~

ceptiol~·l1.re explicitly moralized.
Inth¢ first,vision is the most importantorthesenses,andthe

ddigh~~waiting it in heaven arc great Bartholomcw Rimbcp
58, The 'tr!~~a!and spiritllill eyctFrom Peltus Lae'·pirra.l.ib'i> rtf In~(~ffl ,,/drnlf fI
J/Jirilunle (VcllIce, i49~Ji li \lepagc. Woodr:u I.

1°3102

57. The harmonic scale. From Pietro Cannuzio. Reg/lie flOrrim mlLSius (Florence,
1510), title page. Woodcut.

proportionality and lucid solidity that strike us as so remarkable
now. Picro's De nhaco is the token or this continuity. Thc status
of these skills itihis society was an encouragement to the painter
to assert them playfully in his pictures. As we Can see, he did.
It was for conspicuous skill his patron paid him.
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59. PierQ della Francesco!. A :Well-htad. From De prospectioa piTlgmdi, Parma,
Bibliote<:a Palalina, MS. 1576,foI. 20 v.

for instance, and that if one puts a finger in front of a candle
name one sees two fingers-and moralizes them. He calls them
'Thirteen marvellous things about the vision of the eye which
contain spiritual informa(ion.' The eleventh of the marvels is an
example with a bea.ring On the perception of pictures:

The e1e~enth marvel of vision
It is proved by the science of perspective that if one is deprived of direct
rays or Jines of sight, one cannot be sure of the quantity or size of tty:
object one sees; on the oth~t hanel, one can make out its size very well
if one does see it along direct lines of sight. This is clear in the case of
objects seen now through air, now through water T, the size of which is
difficult to judge). Similarly we can recognize a sin and realize its
relative quantity from a mall who looks at sin directly and with the eye
of reason. Adoctor of the church or other learned man looks straight at
sin.... The sinner, however, when he commits sin does not recognize
the exact degree of error ofhis sin, and does not look at it by direct line
of siglltbut rather by an oBlique and broken line of sight ...

;'it~()Uld not be difficult .to modulate this into a moralization of
. the Quattrocento painter~s linear perspective.

The basic principle of the linear perspective they used is in

i6s";\
i';'f~Jt!

tinus's On the Sensible Delights of HeaT/en, printed in Veni<;e in
149~ and a very complete a<;count of these matters, distinguishes
three kinds of improvement on our mortal visual experien<;e: a
greater beauty in the things seen, a greater keenness in the sense
of sight, and an infinite variety of objects for vision. The greater
beauty lies in three particulars: more .intense light, dearer
colour, and better proportion (above all i.n the bodr gf"Qhrist);
the greater keenness of sight includes a superior <;apa'diji'to make
discriminations between one shape or colour and another, and the
ability to penetrate both distance and intervening solids. As
another treatise witlt lite same title,Cclso Mnllci'sO" the Sensible
Delights of Heaven of 1504, summed up: 'Vision will be so keen
that the slightest dillcrences and v,lriatiolls in colour will be dis
cernible,and it will not be impeded by distance or by the inter
position of solid bodies.' The last of these notions is the strangest
to us; Bartholomew Rimbertinus had explained the thinking
behind it:

104

An intervening object does not impede the vision of the blessed ... If
Christ, even though himself in heaven after his Ascension, saw his dear
Mother still on earth and at prayer in her chamber, clearly distance
and the interposition of a wall does not hinder their vision. The same is
true when an objecfs face is turned awa,y from the viewer so that an
opaque body intervenes ... Christ could see the face of his mother when
she was prostrate On the, grollnd ... asifl;1c were looking directly at her
facl;. It isclear thatnhe blessed can see the front of an object from the
bal}k,the face through the back of theheael.

"I'h~lu:are~tmortal experience<;ould cQrne tothJs,perha,ps, was
thr9~gha. stric;l perspective convention .appliedtoa regular
cpnfi~uration,ashappens in Piero dena Francesca'sdrawing of a
well-h'eC!.d'(plate~9J.

Butill,the ~econ<.l. kind of text.SQme aspe~tsof oUr normal
mortalperceptiqnarediscussed.PeterofI,.imoge(l'f oculo
morali etspirituaU(On the Moral and SPiritualEJle)wasafour~eenth

century book which had some vogue,inltalyJate in the fifteenth
century: an I taliantranslation Libra tiel ()cchi() morale waS printed
in 1496; Itsprogr~rnme w.asdear:

" . ',' * . .... . .<'
... many thingsa,reexpoundedin1)oly discourse relating to our vision
and ,our physical eye. From thish isclea.rthata c.onsideraJionoeJ/1e eye
and of such thingsa.sappertain to it is avery useful means of knowing
more ful!yabout the divinewisdorn.

One of the ways the author carries this out is to take a number of
familiar optical curiosities-that a stiCk half in water looks bent,
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61. Fra Angelico. Sis. Peltr and Paul Appear 10 SI. Domi"ic (from the prcdella of the
Coro"alio"oj"lhe Virgin (about 1«oll, Paris, Louvre. Panel.

)07

. modifications of the bask principle necessary if the per~pecti"e

or~JRrt.i,ttillg:i.!l;Hl~,rto socm tcndentious al,d rigid: they pl'c~el1t

themselves to'tJiepainter and not to the beholder, unless the
painting has gone wrong in its perspective and one wants to say
why. Many Quattrocento people were quite used to the idea of
applyinJ( plane ~romctry 10 thr larJ(rr worlel of appcaralil;cs,
because they were taught it for surveying buildings and tracts of
hll1(1. Thf're i~ a lypieal exercise- ill Filippo GI1I11nchi'~ITr;lli~rof
/49' (plate Go). There al'l~ two loweI'll Olhkvd ground. One is
80 feet hiRh, the other go feet hiRh, and the dislance from one
lOWer to thr llcxris IO/)l(~cl. n(~lwccn II)(~ toW(~I'~ is II !lpril1~ of
water in such a position that, if two birds set off one fr6meach
lower and ny ill a straight Ihw III Ilw 11:1I1W slwcd,'they will
arrive at the spring together. One is to work out how far the spring
is from Ihe baRe of raeh lower. The key In Ihr prohlclll ksilllply
that the two hypotenuses or bird-flights are equal, So that the
difference of the stl\lare~ of the two tower heighls----) 70o~·;is the
difference of the squares of the two distances of tower from spring.
The idea of perspective, of imposing a network of calculable
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r~alhlltm.c 10obracda:ctilltr.lqltCn~dllJ(On;.
c una fOI1[~ dacqu.'l ill tanllo~\bo cbe Il1lJtt-:ud~')li

dll~ UC(C~1i uno dici" (cUI111 d 1l11lnl1do d{p~lri nolo
gitigbollo .aU,l dccra f~)I.tr~ Oll.~l m.lclO •Uo rlwcn:
q\hlllto toltont~ r~r4 prcl10 0 Cl.lrClIll3 rorr~ .

t. .. .

60. Surveying exercise. From Filippo Calandri. De arimtthrica (Florence, 1491),
p. 0 viii v.

fact very simple: vision follows straight lines, and parallel lincs
going in any direction appear to meet at infinity in one single
vanishing-point. The great difficulties and complexities of this
convention arise in detail, in practice, in consistency, and iii the
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angles and notional straight lines on a prospect, is not outside
the' grasp of a man able to handle such an exercise in surveying.

Ifone brings these two types of thought together-geometrical
experience enough to sense a conspicuous perspective' construc
tion, and a pious equipment for allegorizing it~ne more shade
in the Quattrocento painters' narrative pcrform~n~; suggests
itself. Passages of perspective virtuosity lose thlfi~igfatuitous

quality and take on a direct dramatic function. Vasari picked
out the foreshortened loggia in the centre of Piero della Fran
cesca's Annunciation at Perugia as 'a beautifully painted row of
columns diminishing in perspective~; it is very noticeable that
many Quattrocento Annunciations, death scenes,and scenes of
the visionary have somethin:g similar (plate 61). HUI, in lerms
of the pious culture we have been looking at, suppose such a
perspective is apPfehended not just as a tour de force but also as a
type of visual metaphor, a device suggestive of, say, the Virgin's
spiritual condition in the last stages of the Annunciation, as we
have seen them in Fra Roberto's ex.position. It is then open to
interpretation first as an analogical emblem of moral certainty
(The Moral and Spiritual Eye) andtheri as an eschatological
glimpse of beatitude (The Sensible Delights l!.f Heaven).

This sort of explanation is too' speculative to have much
historical use in particular cases. The point of noting here the
harmony between the style of pious meditation in these books
and the pictorial: interest-proportionality, variety and clarity
of colour and conforrnation~fsome Quattrocento paintings is
not tointerpret individual works,but to remind us of the eventual
impalpability of the Quattrocento cognitive style. Some Quattro
cento minds brought a moral and spiritual eye of this kind to
these paintings :ihere seems room in many of the paintings to
exercise it (Colour Plate I). It is proper to end this chapter on a
faltering note.

108

III. Pictures;and categories

I. IT may be objected that the Quattrocenio man invoked by
this last chapter is just a church-going business man, with a taste
for dancing. There are both offensive and defensive replies to
this. The one is that, in any case, church-goinK and dam-inK
business men did exist, included as unavoidable a Qualtrocento
figure as Lorem:o de'Medici, and tire a morl' h"I"ncrd and
reprcsentative typc of the Quattrocento man than somc thaI arc
current-'civic humanists', for example. The soft answer is more
complicated. .

The social practices most immediately relevant to the percep
tion of paintings are visu.al practices. A society's visual practices
are, in the nature of things, not all or even mostly represented in
verbal records. The church-going daneinK trader is the aspect of
the public eye that emerged from the sort of sources available for
Chapter II. He is not offered as an ideal type, in any sense, but
he has the elements of~he matter in him-religion, politeness,
affairs. No Quattrocent6 man of the painter-paying classes had
none of these. A prince like Leonello d'Este may have been higher
on politeness and lower on mathematics, but he had some of the
latter; as a matter of fact, some of the princes most active as
patrons of good painting-in particular Lodovico Gonzaga of
Mantua, the employer of Mantegna and Alberti, and Federigo
da Montefeltro, Piero d~lla Francesca's patron at Urbina-were
quite highly trained in mathematics. A financier like Giovanni
Rucellai was good at the Rule of Three and perhaps hardly
danced at all, but he certainly absorbed his society's standards
of decent social movement. For both kinds of man religious
observance was institutional to the point of making the question
of individual belief almost irrelevant.

Still, a great deal of the Quattrocentocognitive style most
relevant to painting is not represented in Chapter II, and it is
tim.e to try a different approach. The reader will remember that
Chapter I ended at anHmpasse, with an inability to read the
Milanese agent'saccouni of four painters working in Florence.
In fact, if one looks back'to the letter (p. 26) some of its problems
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turn out to have clarified themselves a Ii ttle in the light, ()fJhe
materials of Chapt,er II. The viriLe ail' of Bot~i~,~lljj~x~~fmo~e
acceptable now that one has learned to approach ]fottlcelh's
paintings l1S represclltlltions ill a mode cognatc with thc !la,ua
da/lza (p. 78): indeed, it is almost virile aere. Again, one knows
1I0W li'fIllI 1111" I'IWOIIIIII'I' wilh IIII' Hlllc' "I'Thl'l'I' II'. !Ir,) Ihal till'
writer was likely to have quite an immediate sense or what
proportion is, and his remark about Botticelli's illtegra propol·tiolle
is correspondingly likely to renecl a gcnuine sense of interval.
Filippino Lippi's aria piu doLce, his sweeter air, is still relatively
impenetrable, but given the stimulus to look for help, one finds a
poem published by Francesco Lancilottlin 1508, in which a
painter is urged:

Ove bisogna aria dolce, aria flera,
Variare ogni atto, ogni te~ta e figura,
Come fior varia a' prali primavera.

Where a sweet or a proud air is needed,
Vary every attitude, every head and figure,
As spring varies the Rowe':s in the meadows.

So. aria relates to the· character of movement, head and figure;
and doLce contrasts with proud as well as virile~we can translate
it as 'mild" perhaps. Perugino's ariu angeLica has already been a
little clarified by information about such matters as religious
gesture (p.6S). We will add to this the Four Corporeal Gifts of
the Blessed, expounded in many Quattrocen to sermons and
tracts: cLaritas, impassibiLitas, agiLitas, subtiLitas-splendour, in
vulnerability, quickness, keenness.. Ghirlandaio's buona aria
remains a nondescript description ofa slightly characterless artist.

Now the opaqueness or the letter to Milan is partly due to the
writer's uncertainty with his words: he does not have the verbal'
faculty to describe pictorial style very fully or exactly; In spite of
this, once one has broken through his words to a meaning, they
are very much to our purpose. Each of his terms looks two ways:
towards his reaction to the paintings, clearly, but also towards
the latent sources or his standards.. ViriLe, proportion and angelic
refer the paintings to the polite, business-like and religious
systems of discrimination he is drawing on. Ira text of this kind
is penetrable, a text by a verbally more skilled man is likel1 to be
even more so. For this reason it is profitable to read very carefully
a short text by the best of the Quattrocento art critics-as
opposed to art theorists-Cristoforo Landino. It is not the 'inno-
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cent' account of painting we failed to find before: plain men do
nQ~.~rii~~.. ~,,~J:r,ilJ.cjsm .. But Landino, though he is himself more
than";usuaHy;~ltnsltIve and informed about painting and quite
untypically l1rticlllatc, \Vall acldn:llllin~ plain lIl!'n with a view to
being understood by th~m. The text is part or a patriotic intro
c1lll'liOIl 10 hillC'C1II1IIWIII:lI'Y Oil nllllll\ pITlll'II"'c1 10 tIll' ~"ll\TI'II

mcntor Florence in 14B1 amI the standard cditioll or Halite Il'"
fifty years after. We shaH look at sixteen terms Landinomes to
describe four Florentine painters: Some of the termll will he

. specifically pictorial terms, familiar in the painter's workshop:
these will tell us the sort pUhing non-painters could be expected
to know about theart--the pictorial ragionethe Milanese agent
referred to. Othcrllof the terms will be of the type of virile,
propor?i~nand angelic, drawn from more generaldiseourse:these
will t~lIus somethingal:>out the more gen,eral social sources of
Quattrocento standards. And together the sixteen terms will
constitute a compact Quattrocento equipment for looking at
Quattrocento paintings. .

2. But before doing this,it will be helpful to snatch a.glimpse of
what the general history of fifteenth-century painting seemed like
at the time: looking back from the end of the century, who were
the painters that stood out from the rest? ltissurprisingly difficult
to determine. For one thing, whereas fourtcenth-centurypainting
had been seen, at least at Florence, in a very clear pattern
Cimabue, Giotto, and the pupils of Giotto: prophet, saviour, and
apostles of painting-the fifteenth century never produced a
scheme as neat as this. For another, when someone gave a list of
great artists, he naturally slanted it to artists who had worked in
his own city, whether it was Florence or, say,Padua. The most
de~ached and generally informed list occurs in a poem by a
pam tel' who worked in Urbino, Giovanni Santi. He had ,the advan
tage both ofprofessional knowledge and ofa neutral vantage point.

Giovanni Santi, who died in 1494, was the father of Raphael
Sanzio. It is usual to dismiss him as an inconsiderable painter as
well as a bad poet, but this is not quite just. He is not an im
portant artist, but was a very tidy eclectic painter working in an
east Italian school of whieh Melozzo da ForB, whom he much
admired, is the typical exponent. His signed altarpiece at
Montefiorentino is reproduced here (plate 62) as a token of his
professionalism and as a concrete statement of his standards. As
for his poem, it i~ a ve~y long rhymed chronicle-an unpreten.
tious form-in terza rima, narrating the life and campaigns of
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But presently a rhymed Jist is given of other great masters of
paintin!1;:n

ne la cui arte splendida e gentile,
nel secul nostro, tanti chiar son stati,
che ciescun altro'far parer pon vile.

A Brugia fu, fra glialtri piu lodati,
rl ~rall.Jallncsc 'I disrcplII Rngicrn,
cum tanti di cxcel1entia chiar dotati,

IW J" ('IIi arl,' d "ltf}magi~tl'l"Cl
eli colorir, son stati sl excel1enti,
rhe IHI1l supernti mnlte voltI' rI vcm.

Ma in halin, in qUl:sta I:ta presellte,
vi fu d d9~no Gentil da Fnbri'ano,
Giovan da Fiesoi, Ii-ate al bene ardclltc,

et, in medaglie e il\,pictura, el Pisano,
frate Philippo e Fram:esco Pesselli,
Domenico, chiamato el Venetiano,

Massaccio et Andr~in, Paulo Ocelli,
Antonio P. Pier, sl gran designatori,
Pietro dal Borgo; antico piu di quelli,

dui giovin par d'eta'te e par d'amori,
Leonardo da Virlei e '1 Perusino
Pier dal1a Pieve,.,~h'e un divin pictore,

el Ghirlandaia, el giovin Philippino,
Sandro di Botticello, e 'I Cortonese
Luca, deingegnd' e spirto pelegrino.

Hor, lassando di Eiruria el bel paese,
Antonel de Cicilia, huom tanto chiaro,
Giovan Bellin, che sue lode en distese,

Gentil,suo fr<ttre,eCosmo cum lui al paro,
Hercule anrora, e molti che or trapasso,
non lassamlo Melozo, a me sl caro,

che in prospectiva ha steso tanto el passo.

In this splendid, n?ble art ,
So many have ~~en famous in our century,
They make any 'other age seem poor.

At Bruges most prai;ed were
Great Jan van Eyck and his pupil Rogier van del' Weyden
With many others gifted with great excellence.

In the art of painting and lofty mastery
Of colouring they were so excellent,
They many times surpassed reality itself.

In Italy, then, in this present age
There were the worthy Gentile da Fabriano,
Fra' Giovanni Angelico of Fiesole, ardent for good,

~',his employer Federigo cia Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino; the
occasion for the excursus on painting is a visit by Federi!1;o to
Mantua, whe.re he sees the work of Andrea Mantcgna, par
ticularly praised as master of all the parts of painting:

... de tucti i membri de tale arte
lointegro e chiaro corpo lui possede
pit', I"he IllIom ele Italia 0 ele Ie exteflle parte.

62. GillVanni Santi. Th, Vi'Jlin and Child with Sis. C".",ntiru, FranciJ,r:~,pm, and
Ali/OilY, IJlldCOU/I/ OlivlJ PilJllilJ/li (1489). MontdiorcntillO. S.FrallcCllco: I'anel.
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Mantegna
~C.143I'-1506)

Pisanellot'
(1395'-1455/6)

VENICE

VENICE---+ROME

Rogier van der Weyden
(1399/14Dcr-14641

AntonelIo da Messina
(c. 143cr-1479)

Giovanni Bellini .
(r,. 142!.1/ar) 15tlZl.

PADUA.....MANTUA

Gentile daFa/Jriano
(c. 137(},.,1427)

GenfileBellini
(c•. 14:WC"516)

MARCIIF.S

Piei'odella
Francesca

14:10/2cr-1492)

Perugino
(t...1445/5cr-1523)

Melozzo da Forn
(1438:--1494)

Ercole de' Roberti
(Wl8/55-1496)

Cosimo Tina
(co 1425/3cr-1495)

Luca SiRnorclli
(c. 145°-'1523)

NETliERI.ANIlS

Jan van Eyck
(died 1441)

Andrea del Castagno
(1423( ?)--1457)

Leonardo da Vinci
(1452-,.15 19)

Masaccio
(140HI t2c1lC?))

Ghirlandaio
(1449-'1494)

Domenico Venezianci
(died 1461)

FI.ORENCE

Antonio and Piero
Pollaiuolo OMI1RIA

(c,1432'-'98j c. 1441'-'96)

Pesellino
(c: 142,2'-'11-57)

Filipp6 Lip~i
(c. 140&c-1469)

Fra Angelico
(c. 1387-1455)

Filippino Lippi
(1457/8:--150 4)

BouiceJli
(c. 1455-1510)

Paolo Uccello
(1396/7-1475)

"5114

3. Cristoforo Landino (plate 6g) was a Latin scholar and Platoniz
ing philosopher, a champion of the vernacular Italian language
I talian modernized in the light of Latin-and a lecturer in
poetry and rhetoric at Florence university; he was also secretary
for public correspondence to the Signoria of Florence. In short,
his profession was the exact use oflanguage. 'two other things
equipped him to say things about the painters : he was a friend of
Leon Battista Alberti (1404-72), and he was the translator of
Pliny's Nfltllml History (A.D. 77).

Landin~ himself describes Alberti:

Where shall I put Alberti, in what class of learned men shall I set him?
Among the natural scientists, I think. Certainly he was born to investi-

And in medals and painting Pisanello; .
Fra Filippo Lippi a~d Francesco Pesell!no,
Domcllico called Veneziano, . .'

Masaccio, Andrea del Castagno, Paolo Ucccllo,
Anlonio and l'icro l'ollauiuolo,gtl~atdraughlsmcn,
Piero della Francesca, older than thesej

Two young men like in fame and years-'-
Leonardo da Vinci and Pietro Perugino
Of Pieve, a divine painter;

Ghirlandaio and young Filipphio Lippi,
Sandro Bouicelli, and fromCortona
Luca Signorelli of rare talent and spirit.

flIen, going beyond the lovely land of Tuscany, .
There is Antonelto da Messina, a famous man;
Giovanni Bellini, whose praises spread far,

And Gentile his brother;CosimoTura and his rival
Ercole de' Roberti, and many others I omit
Yet not Melozzo da Fornj sqdear to nie

And in perspective so far advariced.

If we reduce all these names to a scheme, we have the table on
p. 115·

Unlike many Florentines, Santi is c.onscious of the fine painting
being produced in Venice and northern Italy: he is also very
alive to the quality of Netherlandish painting, known and bought
at Urbino. But the weight is, as it h.:td to be, with Florence-Ig
out of 25 Italian artists-and it is to Florence also that one must
go for the best criticism. We have already seen four painters from
Santi's list in the Milanese agent's report: Botticelli, Filippino
Lippi, Ghirlandaio, Perugino. We shall now look at Cristoforo
Landino's characterization of four others: Masaccio, Filippo
Lippi, Andrea del Castagno, Fra Angelico.



gate the secrets of nature. What branch of mathematics did he not
know? He was geometrician, arithmetician, astronomer, musician, and
more admirable in perspective than any man for many centuries. His
brilliance in all theSe kinds of learning is shown in the nine books on
archil<:ctllrr. r.xcclll~ntly writtr.n II)' him, whkh "arr. filII of "VI,rykillll.lIf

63· Cristoforo Landino expounding. From Cristoforo Landino. Formulorio di ttllm
" rii oralion; vnlgnr; (Florrncc, '492), frontispiece. W09r1Cllt.

learning and illuminated by ~he utmost eloquence. He wrote on paint
ing; he also wrote on sculpture in a book called Statua. He not only wrote
on these arts but practised th~m with his own hand, and I have in my
own possession highly prized works executed by him with the brush,
with thill:hi~rl, with thr. !(r1\vlir, ami lIy ,.n~linK "f "",tal.

Alberti had written his li"eatise On painting in 1435, the first
surviving European treatise on painting, and it seems to have
circulated particularly among humanists interested in painting
or geometry or good plain prose. Book lis a geometry of per
spective, Book n describes"the goodpainting in three sections
(I) 'Circumscription', or outlining bodies, (2) Composition, (3)
'Reception of light'; or tqnes and hues; Book III discusses the
education and life-style ofthe artist. The treatise's influence was
slow to be felt outside learned circles, but Landino was clearly
impressed by it and in the text we are going to rea.d he played a
part in bringing some of its central concepts to a wider public.

Pliny's Natural History was written in the first century A.D. a.nd
.includes in its Books 34-36 the fullest critical history of classical
art to survive from antiquity; this took both its facts and its
critical language from a tradi tion of art criticism developed in
Greek books now lost. Pliny's method depended very largely on
a tradition of metaphor: he described artists' style with words
that took much of their meaning from their use in non-pictorial,
social or literary, contexts-austere, flowery, hard, grave, severe,
liquid, square and other such oblique terms. Landino's translation
of Plinywas printed in 1473. Faced by Pliny's austerus, floridus,
durus, gravis, severus, liquidils, quadratus he WaS not adve~turous;

he translated them as austero, florido, duro, grave, severo, liquido and
quadro.Now when Landin~o came in 1480 to des<,:ribe the artists
of his own time one could ,expect him to use Pliny's terms. They
are subtle, rich and precise words for describing art; we ourselves
use most of them today, even though most of their metaphorical
quality has withered. But to his great credit Landino did not do
this. He used not Pliny's terms, with their reference to a general
culture very different from that of Florence in 1480, but the
method of Pliny's terms. Like Pliny he used metaphors, whether
of his own coinage or of his own culture, referring aspects of the
pictorial style of his time tathe social or literary style ofhis time
'prompt', 'devout' and 'ornate', for instance. Like Pliny too he
uses terms from the artists' workshop, not so technical as to be
unknown by the general reader, but yet carrying the painter's
own authority-'design', ~perspective' and 'relief, for instance.
These are the two methods of Landino's criticism.
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The l\ecount or the nrtillts occurll in the Prernce to hill com·
melltary ()Illhe Divine Comer!Y, in w~ich he sought ,to refute the
r:h:ugc that Dante wall ;'Inti-Florcntinc :."IH~·r{Mr61ifI1l Dnnlr'!'l
loyalty, and then Florence's excellellce by speaking of the city's
ciistinRnished men'in various ficlcis. The scr:tion on painters flml
sculptors, which comcs alter that on musicians, nllls into lour
parts. The first describes ancient art in ten sentences: this is :arter
Pliny. The second describes Giotto and a lew fourteenth-c;entury
painters: this copies a fourteenth-century critic, Filippo.,YilIani.
The third describes thc Florcntine QuaHrocentop~.i~tFrs; iUs
Landino's own contribution and is the passage we shallr¢ad. The
fourth describes a few sculptors. Cristoforo Landinoon.ty,[asaccio,
Filippo Lippi, Andrea del CastagnoandFra Angelicp,

Fu Masaceio optimo imitatore. dinatura, digran rilievl;J ;lJ~jyersalej

buono componitore et puro sanza ornato;perche solo si de~l~ra,JI'imita
tione del vero, et al rilievo delle figure: fucerto buono. eJipj.Q~pectivo
quanto altrodi. quegli tempi, et di gran faeilita nel far~;'eiiS~hdo.ben
giovane, che mori d'anni ventisei. Fu fra Philippo gratioSo ~t()rnato et
artificioso sopra modo: valse molto nelle. compositioni et vaneta, TIel
colorire, nel rilievo, negli ornamcnti d'ogni sorte, maximeo imitali dal
vero 0 ficti. Andreino fu grande disegnatore et di gran rilievo; amatore
del1edifficulta del1'arte' et di scorei, vivo et prompto molto,etassai
facile nel fare ... Fra Giovanni Angelico etyezoso et divotoet ornato
molto con grandissima faeilita.

Masaceio was a very goOd imitator of nature, with great and compre
hensive rilievo, a goOd &omponitorc and puro, withoutornato, because he
devoted himself only to imitation of the truth and to the rilievo of his
figures. lie was certainly as good and skilled in. perspective as anyone
else at that time, and of greatjacilita in\vorking, being very young, as
he died at the age of 26. Fra Filippo Lippi was gratioso and ornatoand
exceedingly .skilful ; he was very goOd at &ompositioni and at variety; at
rolorir~,riliello, and very much at ornaments of every kind,. whether
imitated after the real or invented. Ancirea"del. Castagno was a great
disegnatore and of great rilievo; he was a lover of the difficulties ofthe. art
and of foreshortenings, lively and very prompto,. and very jacilc in working
... Fra Angelico was ve~~oso, divoto, very ornato,andendowed with the
greatestfatilita.

4·

MASACCIO

Tommaso di Ser Giovanni di Mone Cassai, known as Masaccio,
was born in San Giovanni Val d'Arno in 1401 and was admitted

I
~ f

to the painters' guild at Florence in 14.~~. Between 14~3 Rncl
1429 h!l~itge~hi~.,two surviving masterpieces at Florence,a
n·l'lIf',r~~F;1#~~i:f;tfiir.ti'f't(plnhl(i'I) ill S. Mnl"in Nllv,·lIn (1.1');' ,.!(l)

and the severallrescoes in \he Brancaccichapcl 01' S. Maria del
Carmine (Colo\lf PialI' Tn), mll(~h damn~rd hy fin-in 1771.

During 1426 he also painted a polyptych lor a chapel ill S. Maria
del Carmine at Pisa; this was broken uphy the ei~hteenth century
and parts are ,now ill London (thecelltral panc1)j.Pisa, Naples,
Vienna~nd'Betlin;Latein,1428 Masaccio went to Rome, where
beseems almost immediately to have died.

{a)lmitatore della naturtt~imitator of nature
This and 'imitation of the truth' .(imitatiane del vera),. in spite of
their apparent simplicity,'are varieties of one of the critical
phrases most difficult to weigh in the Renaissance; aStro~g'~r

form was to say a painter 'rivalled or surpassed nature or reality
itselr. Inm~hy ways such phrases were inimical todi~rimina~

tion. They Were the e.asiest clicMofpraiseone could use and theY
set upan'- uflspecifiedrealismas a uniform standard ofquality;
none of which helps active"consideration ofanartisl's particular
strength and character. Nature and reality are different thingS
to different people and unless a. man defines them,as he. rarely
eloes, one is not much wiser.: what nature and which reality? But
the phrase undeniably invokes one of the principal v~luesof
Renaissanceart, and the fact that Masaccio is the one Q.uattto~

cento painter Landino credits with this virtue suggests.ithada
meaning for him. Moreover, Leonardo da Vindwas soon to say
much the Same: 'Tomaso of Florence, called Masaccio,'demon
strated withperfectcskiU that the painters who were arrogantly
taking models other than Nature, mistress ofmasferpaintel"S'
were labouring in vain.' That is to say, one mark of the 'imitator
of nature' is a relative independence from the pattern~booksand
formulas,. the stock. figures and accepted arrangements,which
were a substantiaLpartof the pictorial tradition. This is negative;
e1~ewhere Leonardo offers a positive description of how the'
painter'imitates nature.:

Pai~ting ... compels the mind of the painter to transform itself into the
mind of nature itstlfand to translate betwe.en nature and art, setting out,
with nature, the causes of nllttire's phenomena regulated by nature's
laws-how the likenesses ofobjects adjacent to the eye converge'with
true images to the pupil of the eye; which of objects equal in size appears
larger to that eye; which ofegual colours appears more or less darkfor
more or less bright: which ·of objects equaIly low appears more or less
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>64. Masaccio. The Triniry wilh Ihe Virgin and SI. John (1425). Florence, S. Maria
Novella. Fresco.

Ill. Ma,accio. St. Peltr Di.flrihutin!{AlmJ. Florence. S. Mariadel Carmine. Fre,co.
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IV. Filippo LippLThe Holy Family with Sis. Mary Magdaltn, :jerome and Hilarion (abdutt4SS).
Flnrrllfr, Uffir-i. Pone!.

low; which of objects standing at equal heights will appear more or less
high ~ Why, or two objects standing at different distances Lfrom the eye],
onewilll(j:lp'eaf'~jtlear than the other.

This is all very much to the point; Leonardo i!i talking about
perspective and the light and shadowthrough which we perceive
th:JQrmsofobjects, and it is' for his mastery'o( these-prQ~pecJiva
~~~rifievo-thatLandino goes on to praise Masaccio.Sowe may
~~O>':,that theirnitator of nature .is t~e painierwho turn!Hlway
fromth~.pattern~b()Okswith their Jtf~ady-tnaderormul~.a.nd
so~u~!>!;ts,tolheappear~n~eora.ctualpbjects;an<i that he. reckons
<>": .s~~ijy.i"::g andr~.presenting '.. thes~ appearances particularly
~P-"'9.11gJFJh~ir.perspeetive and their relief-:-an edited 'reality'
imdselc:ctiY~'Qature'.

(~) Rilievp--relieL" '.' .
~asac~io is the J)timee~ponentof rilitv~gran rilievo Ilnitl~r$ale
'and nLievo dell~jigyre,.Jn d~cending. order, itseemsj.he. isJoU<'?r'ed
~Yi~tag~()(granrilievokandFilippo Lippi (V(llsemolto..jnel
t'ilieoQ).Alberti,< ~ho uses rilieuo <to translate the Latin word
1!rominentia,. 'pr9jecuon'jhadexpl~ined that it is the appearance
(If ~··.fol'm m()<ielt~din.theround,attained by the skilfllJ'apd
discreet treatmentofthe' tones on its surface:'... lightandSf-ade
JIlakereal things appear to us in relief(rilevato); whiteaIJ,dblack
rpake paintedthillgsappear thesame. . . .'Th~ term ~.s a
t~chnical. one .()f the ""ol'kshop, and CenninoCennini use~ it
freely in his early Q.uattrocento Book ojtlu Artist:
lIowyoushould giv~your ligures the system of lighting, lightotshl1de,
~ndowing themwhltl1,systern of rilie.lIo: If, when you are drawing or
painting figures in chapels or painting them in other difficult placesj it
happens that youcanflotconttol tlte lighting to your purposejgive~he

tiliellO to your figures, .ordesign according to the arrange.mentof the
windows in these pl~~e~,sinte it is .they '. that must provide. the i lighting
(pl~te 66). Anclsojfollowingthe lighting; whichever side .it iS~lIling
from,apply yourrilitrJo andshadowafterthissytem(CdJour Platelll) .
. .. Andifthe lightpour~frornone windowJarger than. the.oth~sinJhe
pl;lce,always accommodate yourself to this brighter light; and you
Sh~lJ1dsystematically study.and followit,because if you work fails in
tliis;it will have no rilievo and it will turn out to:beasimple thing with
little mastery.

I tis a good account ofon~otthe principal sttengthsofMasaccio's
rilievojand has a hearing on how to look at it; itis a comJllon
place ofthe guidebooks that there is a timeofday,ro~nd U.a.;m.,
when the lighting iSl;omehow tight for Mal;accio'l; rh~!\coc!i in the
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says that Masacciowas n'tither ornate nor bleak. It tllkes its
meaning from its oppositioh to ornato: and what Landino means
by ornato is a problem bett~r left till he uses itin a positive way
for other painters, Filippo Lippi and Fra Angelico. But Landino
is setting Masaccio on a scale of styles~plain rather than florid or
grand~that isessentially.ranctional, in the sense that the style is
a~apt,e. ?J~~$~a'specific purp$.s:~. Quintilian d.escribe.d a pur~ style
wlthoJt~~rnament, clear, d&unct, not lofty (sermo purus et dtlucrdus
et distinctus ceterum minime elatus ornatusque), which people thought
propertoiptellectual argu~nt, though Quintilian himselfthought
a little ornament does argument no harm. In a book Landino did
not know, De vulgari eloquentia (ILvi), Dante himselfhad set a 'sapid
but pure'.(pure sapidus) style against both an ignorant insipidus style
and a primitively rhetC:)ficaJ~style. For Dante the pure style was the
properly austere styie of sdholars and teachers, and had its own
flavour.· Masaccio had his o~n systematic scholarship, ofrilievo and
prospectivo.lt would hardly s~rain the case to see hispictures asargu
ments,as well as models, fot the imitation of nature throughsyste
matic riLievo and prospectivo: this is how Leonardo (p. I (9) saw them.
Of course, puro falls some ~ayshort of proposing that Masaccio's
pictures are scholarly and~ instructive arguments in an austere
mode; it is just consistent with their conspicuously being such.

(d) Facilita-ease
This means something bet~een our 'facility' and 'faculty', but
without the disapproving £onnotation of the first; It was much
used in literary criticism ad(:i,strictly expounded, was the product
of (1) natural taJentand (i) acquirable skills developed through
(3) exercise, though of course it was often used more freely and
loosely than this. The pra,ctised fluency ofJacilita was one of thet
qualities most esteemed by the Renaissance, but it was and is
difficult to pin down. Alberti treats of it under the nalTle of
diligence-with.quickness (diligenza congiunta con prestezza) or
quickness-with-diligence (prestezza di Jare congiun'ta con diligentia)
and orthodoxly finds its source in talent developed by exercise.
It shows itself in a painting that appears complete but not over
finished: its enemies are pentimenti or corrections, an unwillingness
to leave offfrom working on a piece, and the sort of staleness that
can be cured by taking a break. All this is specially related to
fresc(,) rather than panel painting:"""'the Milancse aRcnt'll dilltinct
categories of 'good at (resco' and 'good at panels' (p. 26) have
critical point-and our o~n lack of the experience ofseeinR a
man working fast on the drying plaster makes it difficult to react

-'123,1r' ~\~;,;

Drnncacci chapel, llnd we in turn accommodate ourselves to this.
Highlights and shadows are apprehended as a form only when
one has a firm idea of where the lighting comes from; if we are
deprived of this idea, as we can be in laboratory conditi~nsa~d

occasionally in normal experience too, eVen real complex sohds
are seen as flat surfaces blotched with light and dark pat<;hes~

exactly the opposite illusion from that sought by th~,p;~inters.

Landino's emphasis on the rilievo of Masaccio's freSC(Jeshas re
mained.acQnst~ntpfart criticism, though sometimes in disgllise:
BerllllFd Berensol1'.. 'I never . see them. widlO1,1t the strongest
stimulati()nofmytac;tilecQnsciousness.' But .. I--andino .• has the
a9-v~1I1t~ge oftalkfngabout the pictwcs,inthe paitl ters' terms,
and not about himself.

(9)·.Pur~pure _
~~aia~~a(JTTjato is. almost pleon<l.stk! sin<;epuro nearly means
SIZ1tzaornato; Puro~is one. oLtandinQ'slatinislllsand copies the
literarycri tical·senseo[an .unadorned, Iacoflicstyle :~icero ~ad
sp,()keIl~fPunn an?· clear,9PintilianofpfCTUS!lllddistinct,Pliny
the"t?\)tl~erofpurusandplllip styl~.. It. tUrns ~ negativeidea~
'~tHout.~rIlament'=-into. a·' positiveone.'piainalld clear'=
with an elementdfmoralovertone. tty/as necessary to do this
becauseintheclJssicaland renaissct,ocesystemofcriticism the
()PP?siteof'ornate" could be ~ither vi~tl1oUS like 'plain' Or vicious
li~e'l'Oean ': to say someone Was un-()rnate was not enough. Puro
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66. MallllCcio. TIle Tribule mOllty (detail). Florence, S. Maria dcl Carmine. Fresco.

Brunelleschi: 'The architect Brunelleschi was also very good at
pain, , ~~~<!:..~~~g.~~Je; inp'articular! he understood pe~spective
wel1,~\\f8~ay'fjewa.q ~ther the mventor or the rcdlscoverer
of it... :' One of the people who said this was Landino's friend
Antonio Mnnctti ill the NIt. rif Bnmtllur.hi. On the other hnncl,
we have seen that, in Landifto's view, Albetti was 'more admirable

(e) Prospectivo-perspectivist
A prospectivo is sirnply someone who practices perspective with
distinction. In his Life of Brunelleschi Antonio Manetti, a friend
of Landino's, noted that

properly to the termfacilita. Masaccio's frescoes are what is called
huon fresco or true fresco, painted almost,~ntjreLy,.cw,.f~~J;twet

plaster, a new section of this being put ;~rr~Q>r:Ci"lf~~ionof
painting. In this they differ from ,most Quattrocento frescoes,
which are not truc frcsco at all hut/re.fco .recco, painted more on
dry plaster. Thus Masaccio'sfacilitais measurable in the astonish
ingly sml1l1 number of fresco section& that have left their mark on
the walls of the Brancacci chapel: just '17 fresco sessions for the
Tribute Money (plate 65}constitutel! a sort of faciljta,!:;qncretely
visible in the seams between one session and thene*h Mwell as
in the broad, rich brush strokes that made this sp~il!·possible.
For Vasari, looking back from the middle oCthe sixteenthcerttury,
facilita nel fare was the one quality Quattrocento painting had
most conspicuously lacked. He admired in his own· period 'a
certain freedom' and 'a certain resolute spirit', the opposite of
'a certain hardness' or 'dryness' brought on by 'excessive study'
in the Quattrocento, and he cannot see it in paip.ting before
Leonardo da Vinci. Critical calibrations shift and Vasari's had
been influenced by a new sixteenth-century cult of the huon
fresco: his complaint of 'dryness' is only partly metaphorical.

what the painters nowadays call perspective (prosptttiva) •.. is that part
of the science of Perspective which is in practice the good and systematic
diminution or enlargement, as it appears to men's eyes, of objects that
are respectively remote or close at hand---'-Of buildings, plains, mountains
and landscapes of every kind~andof the figures and other things at
each point, to the size they Seem to be from a distance, corresponding
with their greater or lesser remoteness., '

As Manetti says, pictorial perspective is related to the 'science
of Perspective', an academic field much tilled in the laterrnilidle
ages and which we would call optics. Dante had observed:. 'One
sees sensibly and rationally according toa science thatis called
Perspective, arithmetical and geometrica1.' The mathematics ·of
it were attractive to some painters because they seemed to make
it systematic. Dante again: 'Geometry is lily-white,unspotted by
error and most certain, both in itselfandin its handmaid,whose
name is l'crspcctive.' Who was responsible for the pictorial
adaptation of the optics is not certain, but Landino sUKKests
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Within Landino himself there is a useful crossbearing to start
from, for another artist, the sculptor Dc~iderio da Settignano
(1428-64), is praised for having 'the utmost gratia'. Filippo's
paintings with Desiderio's reliefs is a comprehensible pairing.
At the lowest level,it is clear that both artists produced delicate
and elegant half-length M:adonna~ with sweet faces, gratiose in
either sense of the word. But it is more interesting to see the
compnri:\on on les.q ohviou'~ Rro\1tld: for in!lflhice we r.an !lC'f til('
bands of angels onbesiderio's Tabernacle in S. Lorenzo at
Florcnce (plaleGg) besidc, the yOllng people in Filippo'!! tre!!(~(l

of Salome dancing before Herod-not just Salome herself but the
maidens in attendance on each side of the hall (plate 70). These

6g. Desiderio da Settig·V ~l,:r:;

~.ano.~~~t{~~~~t,(~,~,t;p.;~\:,~~. ': ."~'
IlorclIl.l', It... L"rellzo.·. . ,
Relief in marhle.

Q()NOITUSRICEqO ·SYM PlqrYREFAlvfA. PHH.IPPYS
NVLU l~NOTAMttESTGltATlA MIRA' MANVs

128

Here I lie, Filippo, the glory of painting:
To no one is the wonderful gratia of my hand unknown.

FILIPPO LIPPI

and taught by rules. The definition by Antonio Manetli which
we began with is more inclusive, and infa~t,.~ithi!),'Bf\Vith6Ut
a pavclI1cnl, Quallroccnlo pcrspcq,tivc ai!it~'I)t:~t;:~1~~:611!(:nill

tuitive. Masaccio followed a careful and detailed construction
in hi~ T,.;lli!y(plate 64.), showily but not quitc cOllsistcnllycalcu
lated for the low viewpoint, but he clearly worked mbrefreely
in the Brancacci chapel. We ourselves do not have to draw. a
perspective construction for the Tribute Money (plate 65) to
sense that the vanishing point is behind Christ's head and re
spond to this accent on Christ The picture and our response
would both lack facilita if we did.

Filippo Lippi was an orphan and became a Carmelite wonk in
1421 , aged about fifteen, at the same S. Maria del Carmine in
Florence where Masaccio was presently to paint the Brancacci
Chapel. He is not recorded as a painter until 1430 and i! is not
known by whom he was taught, though a connection with
Masaccio is often argued. He became a client of the Medici
family, who gave him help in a series of personaL difficulties,
including marriage to a nun. A large number of panel paintings
by Filippo Lippi have survived. His largest works outside
Florence were fresco cycles in the cathedrals at Prato (1452-64)
and Spoleto (1466--g), where he died. Botticelli probably and his
own son Filippino certainly were his pupils.

(I) Gratioso____.gracious
The characterization of Filippo Lippi~apainter very different
from Masaccio, begins with a word whichwas constantly veering
between a more objective and .amore .subjec,tive .Sense: (9
possessing grazia and (2) plcasingingenerat.!he 6rst w3,s the
more vernacular andprecise,butt~e§!1c::ondwas attll;ictive to
in tcUcctuaIs like Landillo because th~Lntin wordgMlio.fUs ;was
commtmly usedwith·thismeaning. It;would befoolish l(Je~cipde
either here, though grazia is the notign we sh.alladdresS,ours«:lves '
to.It is the quality heis praised forin the epigraph the humanist
Polizianowrote for him:
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68. Leonardo da Vinci. Pmpeclivi! sturfy for the Adoration 'If the Magi. Florence,
Uffi~i. Pen, rnetalpoint, wash.

registration of complex solid objects, and one result was a great
simplification of the physical ambience the artist cared to tackk,
Therear<: TnC!-ny mOl'e'righttang1cs, many more straight lines and
many more regular solids in Quattrocento paintings than there
are in nature or had been in earlier painting. What the young
painter now had to learn is shown in a contract in which the
Paduangainter Squarcion~undertookin 1467 to teach the son
of anoth~f!,Paduanpainter,{,Uguccione:

the systell10f the floor [i.e. 'paVtment'], well drawn in my manner ; and
to put figures on the said Aoor~hereand there at different points, and to
put objects on it-chairs, benches and houses; and he is to learn how to
do these things on the said floor; and he is to be taught a head of a man
inroreshortening ... ; and he is to be taught the method for a nude
figure, measured, before and behind; and how to put in eyes, nose,
mouth and. ears ina man'sh~ad, measured in their places; and I am
to teach hjm these things as thoroughly as I can and as far as the said
Franeesco has the cap",dty to ,learn them ...

Systematic perspective notitcably and naturally brings systematic
proportion with it: the first enables the painter to sustain the
second. But there is a danger, for us as much as for Squarcione's
pupil, of equating 'perspective' exclusively with systematic linear
perspective constructions, since these are conveniently described

-'1·
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67,PlloloUct;ello. Si"9piaunJm/r~wingfirafiescooj the Nativity. Florence, Soprin
teliden~1I alleGall~rh:.'Sinopia,,

inp~rsp~ctiv<::th~n<l.nyman for many centuries.' In this context
'~~pective'probablyhasits m9re general meaning of 'optics',
but perhaps Brunelleschi Was the inventqr,. Alberti the developer
ande.ll:pounder.l'he basic principles of the Quattrocento painter's
perspectiyew<::re quite simple,as>w<:: have seen. Parallel lines
recedingJrom the, plane of the picture surface appear to meet at
a single point on; the horizon, the vanishing point; lines parallel
with the picture ;plane do not converge, How the painter used
these principles to create a geometrically controlled picture space
is shown in the underdrawing of one of Paolo t}ccello's frescoes
(plate 67). Linesiat right angles to the base of the picture plane
meet at a central vanishing point on the horizon ; at each side
are vanishing po!nts for lines at 45' degrees to the picture plane.
The intersections: of the latter with the fortner also determine the
progressive dimhlution of the chosen unit oflllcasure\llclll as it
recedes. The result is what Alberti called a 'pavement', a regular
receding chessb~rd of notional, and in many pictures, ac;tual,
squares on whicn the painter sets and calculates thesiie, of his
pieces, as Leonardo did in his drawing for a picture of the
Adoration oj the, "fag; (plate 68), Thcprindple wall simple j the
practice raised difficulties in detail, particularly in the proper
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One hegins to see why Filippo Lippi, so endowed with gratia,
has less rilievo than Masacdo Or Castagno: the two qualities are
not fully compatible. Leonardo's recipe, and Desiderio and
Filippo's' common· practice, make up a rough description of
pictorial gratia, but not a definition. It is doubtful whether a
definition is desirable: later, in the sixteenth century, philo
sopher~.~~ theorist~of arl tried very hard to define graZla in
neo-pHit(jiiiC terms, especially its difference from beauty,but the
results were over-elaborate and academic, But one definition
helpful and also proper to Landino in 1480 was that of the neo
classical literary critics, his professional colleagu('s. In their
system gratia was the product of (I) varieta and (2) omato. It is
precisely these two qualities Landino now goes on to attrihute to
Filippo Lippi.

(g) Ornat~rnate

The main difficulty in understanding the Renaissance sense of
the term 'ornate' is that it evokes, for us, an idea so much of
decorative embroidery and applique embellishment; for us it is
the knobs on things. But in the Renaissance this was a small and
questionable part of the omato, which embraced much more.
Here ag~in.neo,~lassical.,~iterary.criticismg~ve the... clearest
formulationsofwhator~ata\yas, and .especially .J3ook .VIIlor
Quintili~nls EducatioTz of an Oratar, For the literarycritks the
first two YirttleSoflal1gll~ge werec1arityand correctness~in

sufficient ho",cvcr in thetl1s~lves. to make a. pliod1Jclion' distil'l'
gtlished.~nd~~ythin~~dditional to clarity and correctness w3.'1
~heorn~~~,;~\.li1'ltiliallst~le1: 'the ornate. i~whatev~risn~or.ethan
)ustdeal""':n(lcorrect~~Mt!,fhofwhat m~kes upanartlst1(: pro
'ductionisol'Oate. Q.lljn~ili~ttliststhe' gener~.lqllalitiesofornate.
nes~~ pi9u~ncy, •f>oJisry,.· r!.chness, liveliness,charm al'l?. finish
<(lctltum!nilidllm,~ot}io~uT.;4il,are,.. illcu"dum, .flccumtr4mlL .. In Ii te-mr)'
thr;ory~l1thjs wasfurttJerlubdividedand analysed.; butit is the
~~ncral notion ()rqj1~flt(l Ll~alsp~~ad•. to,suchothcr .ll(:tivi!icsas
paintiAlJ.. To LandinffFi1i~poLippi'sandFra Angelico,'spai l1t.
il1gswereornato, where M~sacciowaswithoutornato becau~e he
pursued other values. Th~t is to say, FilippoLippj~n'l Fra
;\l'lg~Iic? were piquant,. polished, rich, lively, charming and
~ni~h~cI!.wher{'asMasacdQ sacri!ked .these virttu:.'l fot;. ck~rand
cQfre"9t'iiJ'litalionol'the reat I t is ill1portanLlo rcalizelhat twith~
oUlornato'is .~ very nmchlltronger andl1'lore.interesting[nnar!c
aboutMas~cciothan'notprnate' wouldbetous;Mas~ccio,in
Landino's view, sacrificed ',a great deal. This is aU very general,

seem essential gratia, and Leonardo wrote the recipe for such
figl1res some years later:

The parts of the body should be arranged with gratia, with a viewto the
effect yo,", ~ant. the figure to make. ~f you want it to display elegant
c~arm (ltggladna), you should make It [1] delicate and elongated, [2]
WIthout too much efhibitionof m\.lscles, and '[nT the few muscles you
do PlJrposely show, 'make them soft, that is, with little distinctness and
their shadows .not much tinted, and [31 thelitnbs, specially the arms,
relalCed-that IS to say, [3a] uopart ofthe body in a straight line with
the part next to it.
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72, Nicolas Beatritet. Engraving after Giotto'sNflviulla.

Q.uattrocento usage ornamenti are usually rat~er, closer to OUr
S,ense of ornaments and decorative trappings; Properlyused on
figures or buildings they are a part of ornato, bufonly in modera
,ti()n;Leonardo: 'In narrative, paintings never put so many
ornamenti on your figures and other objects thatthey obscure the
f6nnand attitude of the figures or the essence (essentia) of the
objects.'

133

(h) Varieta-variety
The classic Q.uattrocento account of pictorial variety and the one
hlost familiar to Landino was in Alberti's Treatise on Painting of
14035. Alberti was concerped to refine the notion of variety and
mfferentiate between it and sheer quantity of stuff. He therefore
di~tinguishedbetween two kinds of interest: (I) copiousness
!~opia}" which is a profusion ofmatter, and (2)variela,whith isadiversity oftnatter. A pictme is 'copious' when 'there are
mingled together old men,young men, boys; women, girls; small
children, fowls" ptrppy.dogs,small birds; horses,sheep,buildings,
tracts of country, and so: on'; one is reminded,' of the list in the
Ghirlandaio-Tornabuoni' contract of 1485 (p. 17). All this is
pleasant enough aslol1g as it is appropriate and not confused;

of course, and is bound to remain so: true ornato is too much an
element diffused through 'a pictorial style tobl::,h()la~d like
riliellO or perspective. Butit is noticeable that>wl:i~n;~ht'~tiattro
cento used the term in the context of particular motifs in pictures
it is very often in relation to the attitude or the movement ofa
figure. Alberti, for instance, suggests : 'Let the movements of a
man (as opposed to a boy or young'woman) be ornato with more
firmness, with handsome and skilful attitudes.' And here the
Renaissance was close to classical antiquity. In a famous passage
Quintilian, trying to explain the effect ofornate figures in rhetoric,
uses the simile of a statue; the sti~upright statue with its arms
hanging straight down, lacks gratia and ornatene$S, whereas a
curved, mobile and varied pose has gratia and is the equivalent
ofornate prose. And this perhaps is the best mental image for bur
purpose: the foursquare straight figure (Masaccio) is without
ornato (Colour Plate III), and the flexed, counterpoised one
(Filippo Lippi) is ornato (plate 71). '

Landino also notes that Filippo Lippi was good at 'ornamenti
of every kind, whether imitated from reality or invented.' In

71. Filippo Lippi. Tht Nativity ofSt. Sttplun.P,rato,Cathedral. Fresco.
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AlbcrtitJ'allsfCl'l"cd the w...•.Q... f(land thcmodcllo pllilll.·.jug.'.'.:
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in which our Tuscan painte('~Giotto put eleven disCiples, all moved by
fear'seeing one of their coritpanions walk on the waters, because he
represented each figure with its face and action indicating a disturbed
mind/so' that each had its o~n diverse movements and attitudes.

There are paintings by Filippo Lippi that are both copious and
varied, but it is the pictur'ts that are varied with an economyor
e1einellt~l~at Quattmcen~9 critics most admired: a drawing for
a CruclfixirJn (plate 73) represents very well what Alberti and
Landino meant by variety'offigures. The resonances between the
pictorial value ofvariety and other areas of Quattrocento culture
-with literary critiCism aqo with the experience of the heavenly,
as we have seen (p. 104).:are very powerful.

(i) Compositione---eompositibn
Composition, in the sense of a systematic harmonization of every
element in a picture towards one total desired effect, was invented
by. Alberti in 1435: it isfromhi~ Landino takes the copcept.
Alberti found his model ii;t. ttle classical literary criticism ofthe
humapists, for whomcompositio Was the. way in which a sentence
wasmai;I~up, withahiel'~rchy offourlevel~:

. Senteoc~

.""".' ,-/..... ~~-?~ ...,cr .. Clause ',-"

..i~~~~" '.
Ir.. ~.~.s.:...........",::-"..,,;,..,. .. ,
", :-(:/S:,,- ""' .....
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·4/·············~~';<
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~.•.... "i•••'•.•.·.•"$~.. :::..'. '.'-':::_'-:",~".,,- '-,'~

'M~Member"''''.·/e~.... '....;;.~.~~ ...
" ---,~ ' .....

Plane~l~oe"<:
.~:~ .:-' ,.\',,~,;'~~~"->~~:' < • - ',:'f./:',~~, :,'. ,'_~_

Pictures are composed .o~bodies, which are' comp()s~!f;()fparts,
which are composedofpl~nesurfaces:planes are composed into
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73· Filippo Lippi. Study for a Crucifixion. London, British Museum. Pen drawing.
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but, :lays Alberti, 'I should wish this copioilsness to be ornnta with
a certain varield.' Variety is an absolute value while copiousness
is not and, as Albe'rti expounds it, varkty lies p<1rticularly in two
things: firstly in a diversity and contrast of hues, as we have
alreadyseen(p. 85); secondly and above all, in a diversity and
contrast ofattitud~ in the figures: .

Some will stand uptight and show all their face, with their arms high
and hands spread joyfully, standing on one fdot. Others will have their
face turned away and their arms let fall, their feet together; and thus
each figure will have· its own attitude and curve of the limbs:. some will
sit, others rest on one knee, others lie down. And if it is allowable, let
one figure be nude, and others partIy nude andpartIy draped .. ;

An example of variety is Giotto's mos.aic of the Navicella (plate 72)
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75· Donatello. The AssumjJtionofthe Vitgin(Tomb of Cardinal Rinaldo Brancacci,
about i426). Naples,S. Angelo a Nilo.Rdief in marble.

reliefs have to do with the gracious and restrained Filippo Lippi ?
A great deal, as it turns out, and Landino's perceptive match
making prods'one into attending to a very real underlying
similarity. Both artists composed groups in which varied figures
combine into symmetrlca!groups. satisfying because of the ten
sion between variety and symmetry (plates 74, 75). Both could
gear this to narrative purposes, composing into a rich coherence
a variety of 'movements of body and of mind' (plates 73, 76),
and both sometimes· extended this to very large numbers of
figures. Both constructed uncanny but completely composed
Worlds behind their protagonists, pushing theircompolicd lipacc
deep into the picture, whether the elements are trees and rocks.
as often in Filippo(Colour Plate IV). or architectural fantasies, as
usually in Donatello·· (plate 76). The general dissimilarity of the
artists is therefore an opportunity for us: the principle of order
these two have in common-plate '74 with plate 75. andplatc73
with plate 76; and plate IV with plate 76---cuncluttercd with
accidental or superficial similarities, is compositione evilrieta distilled.
Andoncewelearnto see this quality, we have a finger on one of
the prime bearings bf Quattrocento cognition. f

mColorire---<:olouring
This does not mean 'colouring' in our current sense, .which
refers mainly to hues. In fact, it is an irnpol"lanl negalive or
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members, members into bodies, bodies into pictures, With ~his

notion the Quattn~cento could anal,¥se thei,W~~~·~tR 9£ a,.'picture
very thoroughly, scrutinizing its articulatioli,:iej£di.rig-l~d~"~upcr
Auous, relating formal means to narrative ends. It was also the
imaginative skeleton on which the artistbuiIt up, and the q-itic
judged, varieta. Indeed the two concepts are compleme~tary:

neither the centrifugal varieta nor the centripetal composizion~.is

complete without the other. Composiiione disciplines varie~a:vatieta

nourishes composi?:ione. Landino reaHzed this and pri!-~e,s;filippo

for compositione etvariita, as a pair;' and here. we hay~ .ano~her

cross-bearing for he praises another artist. ~.he sculptor.po,natello,
for the same qualities. Donatello is mirabile in composit,i.Qne etin
varietn. Now this is initially a disconcerting conjunctiqn. What
can the eloquent and energetic figures and groups of Donatello's

74, Filippo Lippi. The Virgin and Child with Saints and Angels (BarbadoriAItarpiece,
about I440J. Paris, Louvre. Panel. '.
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Landino's criticism that he never praises a painter for his colour,
in our sense, as such: for that sort of thing one must go outside
Florence. Giammario Filelfo addresses the Venetian Gentile
Bellini:

Veduta holopra tua col suo cholore,
La venusta col suo sguardo bcncgno,
Ogni suo movimento e nobil segno,
Che ben dimonstri iI tuo gientil valore.

I have seen your work with its colour,
Its comeliness and generous glance,
Its' every movement and noblegesture,
Well showing your lofty merit.

Content with a comely impression, this is a more naive and
passive sensibilitythfln Landino's. By colorire Landino means the
application of pigment. It was sometimes. used in a very gene~al

sense, almost equivalent with 'painting' jaccording to the bIO
grapher Vespasiano da Bisticci, Federigo da Montefeltro,
'because he did not find masters to his taste in Italy who knew
76. Donatdlo. The FeMI of Herod (about 1435). Lillc, Music \-Vicar. ReHcr in
mRt'hl...

;.} .

hO""to coLorire ?n panels wjth oil, sent to Flanders'. Bu t there was
am6f.espedal and interestin~ sense, which is what Landino has
inmill,d, and this is given a definition by Piero clella francesca
in hist~eatise On the painter's perspective: 'By coLorare[sicJwe mean
applyin~colours as they show themselves in objects, lights and
darksaccQrding to how tFe illumination makes them change.'
In ot~r Tds, colorire pattly overlaps whh riLievo and coincides
with tll"," ion ofAlberti's treatise which he calls 'Reception of
light';crg~he painter the phenomenon of an objects' reception
of1i~htpresented itseIfas the art of manipulating black and white,
on the one hand,andred, blue, green and the rest onhe colours,
on the other: tones apdhues. ·ButcoLorire gains its· full sense in
opposition to thenextva!ue Landinqinvokes, not for Filippo'
Lippi but for Andrea del Castagno, disegno.

ANDREA DELCASTASNO

Castagno signed some· fres~Qes inS. Zaccaria at Venice in 1442.
It is not known who his teacher was, nor exactly when he was
born, thouKh '423 is now considered a likely date. By 1114 he
was back in Florcnce. The. main line of his work therealterlics
in a series of frescoes in S. Apollonia (The Last Supper, Crucifixion,
Entombment and Resurrec~ion (plate 77: about .I.H5~50), SS.
Annunzi"ta (St.]uLian; The Triniry with the Virgin, St.]erome and
a Saint (plate 79), the Villa;Carducci at Somano olltside Florel\ce
(a cycle of famous men$ and women, now removed to S.
Apollonia),and the cquestrian portrait of Niccolo .da Tolentino
in the Cathedral, '1,56. Hc~died in 11.57.

).;

(k) Disegnatore-,-exponent ofdesign
The term was associate([;with linear, as opposed to tonal,
rcpresentation of the object Francesco da Duti, a late fourteenth
century commentator on Bante: '(Giotto] was a master of the
brush-'-lhat is, a finished!"painlcr (dipintore)-and also or lhe
pencil (.rti/e)-that is, dis~gnatore with pencil on panels.' This
brings us immediately to::the distinction between disegno and
colorire. Cennino Cennini in his handbook: 'The foundations of
.the art of painting and th<f; starting point for. all these works of
the hand,are disegno andtoLorire.' C{)Lorire (Filippo Lippi) goes
with brush, tones, the rePH:sentation ofsurfaces,riLievo; disegno
(Castagno) goes withpencH, )ines, the representation of edges,
perspective. As it happens we can see Castagno'sdisegno isolated
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(I) Amatore delle difficulta-40ver of difficulties
The performance of diffi.cultthings was valued in itself, as an
exhibition ofskillapd,talent. In Landifio'stime .Lorenzo de'
Medici, for ~nstance, pr~isedthe form of thesonnet'arguingfrorn
i~diHicuhy-sincenobleaccomplishment(flirltihacc?rdingto
thephil()sophers"con~~tsin the .difficult'.]'hisheld •• fotpainting
tOOl' and we. are hereagai~verydose to. t~e.~li~ntS'demand for
cO~$pic:uous. skill :.againtet.publicly rec0grtizedas.a •. successful
.«:>yer~fdiffic41ties-lsone\Vhosl:sidU is. publicly ,percep.tible.
Q,:istagno .is aIso.f4ciie •. nelfare,as.Masaccio .was too, •but theteis
no~ontl'adictiophete'orheactionis'diffi~ile;theagentj"acil~:Jhe
g()Od· pai~terdo~~J~ardthingseasily. This •false paradoxfascin
a~edReJ1aissancecrjticsand'a six~eenth-century writer,/1"9QOvico
1)9lc~; played()J1 i~~o differentiate between•the style.'i/off\.iichd-·
~ngcloandRapha~I.:. fMichel.angelo ". alwayss()ughlrJfffieul~Jrt
hi~ works; while Rra.phael· sought jacilitj--a diflicultthing. to do.'
I~ is .. alingJJjsti~actident one would try to avoid nowadays,
sp~aking of the action. as .difficultor intricate; perhaps, butdfthe
ag~nt as, say, fluetit or adroit. But\Vhatsortofthing were the
clifIicul ties of. the. art, loved so publicly .and successfully by
Castagno? Landin.o's friend Antonio Manetti, in.hisbiqgrap~y
ofBrunelleschitoldoLtllecornpetition of 1401 fortlledpors of
the Baptistry at FlorenCe; Brunelleschi was one of those who

painting, and Alberti was. trapped by the ambiguity of the term
disegng~;·l':i~r());~~na;, Frantesca tried to solve the confusion by
dividing off the perspective aspect of disegno:

Painting contains three principal parts, which we call disegno, measure
ment and colouring, By disegno we mean profiles and contours which
enclose objects. By measurement we mean the profiles and contours put
proportionally in their proper places. By colouring we mean how
colours show themselves on objects, lights and darks as the lighting
~hanges t\Jem. .

The dichotomy between disegno and colorire, lines and tones-a
tendentious simplification of visual experience-has now long
been built very deep into the European visual culture; it gives
us ac:uriously disjunctive, Jekyll-and-Hyde sensibility marking
us offlrom that represented by,say, Chinese painting and criti
cism.';1J was the Renaissance that gave this analytic. habitits
syst~m~Hcformulations,andmade drawing .and painting,lfdges
and sQrf~ces,lines and tones, the 'foundation of the art ofpaint
ing' as it was taught and is observed.

:lh:~

77. Andrea del Castagno.. The R~sumclirm (detail). Florence, S, Apollonia. Sinopia.

pure from his art, since the underdrawing of some of his frescoes
at Sant'Apollonia was uncovered in 1953 beneath the paifited
layer of fresto plaster: the two soldiers in the foregroufid of the
ResurrectiOl1. (plate 77) represent Castagno disegnatore~that is,
drawing lines that define forrnsand. their position in space by
registering precisely the edges theyahd their parts present to the
beholder. One sees why Landino valued him for this quality.
Alberti-who usually called disegno' 'circumscription', a latinizing
word~remarked that 'perhaps it ismo.re useful to practise at
rilieuo than at disegno', which goesstrafigely with his preoccupa
tion with the perspective of outlines. But he was probably think
ing or a kind of north Italian paitltcr who worked mainly'wHh
outlines, depending on the suggestive delicacy of his disegtlfJ and
the local precision of his contours to make the beholder supply
in his own mind' the relief ofsurfaces notrnodelled. by the paintel'
in any detail. Pisanello was a painter ofthiskind (plate 42), and
was aptly praised for his disegno- (not colorire, nor rilievo) by
Angelo Galli in the poem we met earlier (p. 77). In the first half
of the Quattrocento this powerful disegno convention, nimble and
clearly popular, was a real competitor of the Florentine tonal
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submitted a trial relief of Th~ Sacrifice of Isaac (plate 78) and this
had flaunted difficulties. All the judges

were ~tonished at the difJicultieshe had set himsclf~the pose ofAbraham,
the placing of the finger under Isaac's chin, his prompt movement, and
his drapery and manner. and the delicacy of the boy Isaac's body; and
the manner and drap~ry of the Angel. and his action and ~a.~9~seizing
Abraham's hand; an9 the pose and manner and delicaG};fkff~he man
taking a thorn from his foot, and also of the other man leaning over and
drinking. They were astonished at how many difficulties there are in
these figures, and how well they carry out their functions....

78. Filippo Brunelleschi: The Saaifice of Isaac (I.JOI}. FI()rence, BargellooRelief in
bronze, part gil to

Brunelleschi's 'difficulties'jwere, functional exploits of skill, tOllrs
de force that pointed up the narrative by conspicuously avoiding
the stock solutions: Abranam's hand on Isaac's throat and the
Angel's hand on Abraham's wrist are noticed first as strokes of
virtuosity and then'as apcents in the story. Castagno's self
impos~d .9ifficulties too w~re not harren. feats of dexterity but
narra~~~vices of emp~~sis, and. for Landino they lay par
ticularlyinhisscorci ()r fQre,shortenings;

(m), Scorci~foreshortening'
These are the specialarea<of Qastagno's difficulty" In his fresco
of The Triniry adored byt~~¥irgin,St.}eromeand a Saint (plate 79)
the extraordinary foreshortening of the Trinity and the similar
acce~tsiQfskilron the fitce,~iof the three .adoring Jigures <i:rethc
l'I'lainbasisof thenarratiYe. Theyre,place gold accents; their
IQcalized'cbaracter, the noHQn of difficulty orsldllas something
lai?on irlpatches, is a surv~Y<i:r from the gold"emphasisse~sibnity
Ihcskilh£ffiphasis sc,\sibili\y wasl'cplacing. It wall nsyffensivc
t(J the later Renaissance as"gildingitself became to theQ,t1ll-ttro
cento. Scorci are a local application of perspective. Landino said
of Paolo Uccello that he was 'skilful in scorci, because he under
stood perspective well': pei$pective is thus the science, or theory,
scorci the local appearance of its practice. In fact,apil:ture can
be done in thGli~ht()rsY8t~~atic perspective withouthaNing any
foreshorteningsstridcntefiough to. call .. for . comment on '. the
.rcar,;; .M~II<l.cdo'lI Tribu(e. ."Alan':l' (plall' (5)is<lJI !·xHlnple,.A
pktureqan also have Hashyscorci without adhering t~apycarelul

m~thodofperspectiveconstroction:the face ofa sguireattendi~g

to the •• spu~<or the •young' Ma~us in the centre of Gentileda
F~9tian9's4aorationoJ the Mag; (plate 2l) is a trick,. effectquite
c~lTI.l1'Ion in Jategothic painting, learned and .t~ughtfr~m a
pattern model; not from 'a 'method. .But. in.pnlqtiee. the·terrnP
scorciofteflcOVe,F$!wo .kinds,()C,interest.Thefirstisiforeshorte,ning
proper~a.Jong thing vie~e~,from one end so <i:stopreseflta
sh()rtstimulus to the eye;o.:iniihis the exercise of th,e mind, in
ferring the long front thejShort, .. is pleasant. The second is. the
unfamiliar view. Ahtiman\faceseen,from its ownlevel, fuU.,Cace
or in profile; is hardly Ies~;''foreshortened' .thanfa.ces seen from
fl~gv~9t.:gelo",,; but·theseare less familiar.and .• moreeasUydaim
·ouiOatte'ittion.Wenbtice ·thefol'eshortening ofthen()ses.een•• from
above'm<mithan wenotic~theforeshorteningofthe/earona
head seen fuU-face, because we have to make a little moore effort
to recognize it and the achievement is satisfying. Both these kinds

··;;i4'S~~
.>~

9 ..

(

I
;1
f

f

t



of intere&t are. involved in, for instance, the figure of Christ in
~as~~~!}o;~:';~~'!i.~;,;~~rid itts essential to realize that the diffic~lty
IS SOI1'letffttig lftatls to tax the beholder as well as the artIst:
seorci and other such· kinds of interest were considered difficult to
see and understand, the painter's skill making dema~ds on the
beholder's skill. The effort demanded WM what directedatten
tion.I~is a very f~ndamental difference between the Quattro
centoand the sixteenth century that the first realized this while
theseconq, ,with its taste for blandness, did not. In Lodovico
Dolce's Dialogo delia pitturaof 1557 the naive character Fabrini
feeds the cultivated one Aretino by saying: 'I have heard that
scorer' are one of the principal difficulties of the art. So I would
suppose that the painter deserves the more praise the mOre often
he putS them in his work' It is a caricature of the Quattrocento
attitude, and Aretinotortects him. his true, he says" that scorei
cannotbe done withoutgreat skill, and a p~intershouldi1sethem
o~casion~,Hy 'to show, he knows how to.' n\.ltthiss~Ollldpnly>be
goner~rely: 'Seof.ci are uQqerstood by few beholders,and~tlare
pleMant to few; •even to the knowledgeable beholder they are
sometilT\es rnoreirritatingthan pleasing.' From .the Same ,point
ofvicwV;asari cpndemned thescorciin such Quattrocentopaillters
as Castagno, forbeitlg t6Qstudiedand obtrusive, 'as painful to
sec as they werc difficult to execute.'

(n) Prompthprompt

LepoardodaYinciwarned the painter:'.. ;: ifyou wantto please
l?ltople who arenotrnastltI]of painting, your pictures will h~ve
fewscorei, little rilievo"ani:llittle pronto movement.' Landino has
already said that Castagn9was a Joverof diffic;:ulties,and he has
drawn attention to, hisseor,i and.rilievo ;by now. calling him vivo
~p'.rompto he compktfshjs'characterizationof himas the painter's
painter" theartist~p;~~eciated. by people understandingthe~kills
()CthcnrLLan~inori'scribcs the same virtue to two other. artists.
In Hiotto's Na,vietlla (pll;lt~72)each of the Apostles 'bas vivo and
prompto movementS'; Donatellois. 'prompto' and., wi~b,:great
vivaeita both in the arr~llgement andtne placingoflhefigores
(plate 76)., Castagno's David (plate 80) represents, thevivpand
prompto quality of attitude he has incomIJion with. Giottoand
])onatello.lt is>a, stronger diversification of the figure, more
suggestive of particular movements, than .Filippo Lippi's gratia,
but the terms have one very important thing in common. They
both 'involve a·degree O£,conflation, probably less rathcrthan
more consci()us,betweeti two kinds of l1'lovement--depicted

79. Andrea del C~~;agno. The "trinity adored by the Virgin, St. jerome ana J Saint.
Florence, 55. Annunziata. Fresco.

r
i
I



80. Andrea del Castagno. Davitl(about 1450). Washington,. National Gallery of Art.
Tempera on leather.

;;i~,f;,

movement of the painter's "figures, naturally, but also inferred
movement of the painter'~ hand. Leonardo speaks of gratia as
a quality of painted figur'es; Filippo Lippi's epitaph speaks of
the gratia of his hand. Landino refers to the prompto movements
of Giotto'sApostles; Alberti invokes the termfor his discussion of
the sources 'of radii ty, 'diltgence-with-quickness': 'Theintellect
moved~ri.O·warmed by exercise becomes very pronto and quick
in its work; and the hand f~lows speedily when a sure intelIectual
methog&J~,<l9sit.' It is once'!more the Quattrocento sense ofmind
and bo6ykiin the most immediate relationship: as a figure's
movemenldirectly expresses thought and feeling, the movement
of a painter's hand diredly;reAects his mind. When Landino says
that Filippo Lippi 'is' gra(i()so or that Castagno 'is' prompto it is
impossible to exclllde either sense. This amhiRuity is not a
problem, unless one makes it one by demanding a distinction
alien to the Quattrocento itself. On the contrary, the conflation
is the key to the Quattroeento sense of personal style-gratioso
orprompto,aria virile or ari,};' dolce; style or aria is something lying
between' the movement of figures and the movement of brush.

FRA ANGELICO

Fra Giovanni da Fiesole qecame a Dominican friar at Fiesole
in 1407, aged about 20, and'came under the influence ol'Giovanni
Dominici, a great Dominic:a,n teacher whose pupils also included
S..Antonino, later Archbish9P of.Florence. He appears to have
come late to painting. The first recorded commission from him
was'in 1433, the Madonna oJ the Linen Guild (plate 3) now atS.
Marco in Florence. From 1436 he painted. many frescoes in the
convent of S. Marco '(plate 31). From about 1446 until his death
at Rome in 1455 he spent two extended periods painting at the
Vatican: his frescoes in the Chapel of Nicolas V there survive.

(0) Ve.{zoso-blithe
This word is untranslateable. John Florio, in the first Italian
English dictionary (1598and :1611 ), tried hard to find synonyms:

Vec<:.c:OJO, wanton, mignard, 'full of wantonnesse, quaint, blithe; bucke
some; gamesome, nattrin~, nice, coy, squeamish, peart, pleasant,
full of affectation. ).;

"'?::'

This is fair warning of its elusiveness. A vezzo was a caress and,



by extension, a delight; vezzo.so was delightful in a caressing way.
It was not a manlyquality and in somec.()n.teJf~~,~~~)~ot a
virtue at all. Though Boccaccio spoke apprciVirigly;i5f:l1tzzose
donne, vezzosi Janciulli, a veaoso man was an over-delicate and
effete thing, Landino is talking not about a man-----'thoughhis
syntax may seem to say he is-but again about a quality lying
somewhere between .the character of Fra Angelico's skill and the
character of the human figures painted byFra Angelico. Aswith
gratia, there isa cross-reference within Landino'stext to .Desiderio
da Settignano (plate6g), who alsoisveaoso. Perhaps ~blithely

(to take a hint from Florio) charming' is a. rough translation.
But to what formal qualities in Fra AJ}gelkodoes this particularly
refer? Leaving aside the obviously blithe arid charming character
of such figures as the dancing angels in hispictures,itislikely
that the word is saying sori1ething~special1yabout the tonal
values ofhis art. At least, it is in this sort of contextthatAlberti
chose to use' the word. He was anxious that thepaii1t~~should
not over-emphasize the tonal contrast of)ights and darks, par
ticularly lights, by adding much white orblack pigment to his hues:

Much to be blamed is the painter who uses white or black without
much moderation. , . It would be a good thing irwhite and black were
made or pearls. , , because the painters would then be as sparing and
moderate wilh them as they ought, and their works would be more true,
more agreeable, and more ue;:.;:.oso,

There was a physiological basis for this j ina popular treatise of
the Quattrocento Girolamo di Manfredi had explained:

Why our vision is better with green colours than with whites and blacks:
Every extreme weRkens our pefception"whereas the moderlHc and
telllpel'ate strengthens It, since exlrcmcs affccf the orgllll or perception
immoderately. Thus white ha., an expan;;ive effect, while intense bl;,i:k
has an excessively concentrating elfeet. But a moderate colour; like
green, has a temperate effect, not expanding nor concentrating. too
much; and therefore it strengthens our vision.. '

In this special sense, of a style in whil;h strong tonal extremes do
not assault us, vezzoso is dearly a true description ofFra Angelico's
painting (plate24(d»~asalso of Desiderio's shallow and softened
relief sculpture; they avoid the strong contrasts of suchrilievo
painters as Castagno. Vezzoso is blandly as well as blithely
charming.

(p) Devoto-devout
With a word like this the problem is to steer a course between the

LiB
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BI. Fra Angelko.:tile K:'iritif]'ull'il.t(fromtbeArma(:lio degliAtgellli, about '450).
Florence, SS. Annunziatll.Panel.

blankness of our words'd~voted'or'devotit'and over-interprct
tion. What, first ofa.1t;wasdevotion ?Fra Angelico certainly and
Landino probably w{)uld ha~ereferred oneto·the dassic account
by St. Thomas Aquinas: ,devotion is theC(mscious and willed
turning of the mind tOGQd; its llpecial means is meditation ; its
effect is mingled joy at God's goodness and sadness at man's
inadequacy. But how does the deuot() particuladyshow itself in
artistic productions that a~e in any case expositions of religious
matter? Here the late medieval and Renaissance classification
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ofsermon styles is helpful; we have seen that the relation between
preaching and painting was close, and the categories of sermon
are much to the point:

;;t.,-, ~ . <

There are four styles of preaching . .. The first style is more' keenly
exact (subtilis) and is. for men who are wise and expert in the art of
theology. Its function is to search into matters. The second style is more
easily accessible (facilis), and is for people newly introdl.;'ced to theology.
Its function is to trea~ matters thoroug/lly~ The third i~ more{~laborate

(euriosus) and is for th?se who want to make a display. Asit,\~;,..nprofit
able, it should be avoided. The fourth style is more devout (tievotus) and
is like the sermons ofthe saints which are read in church. It is the most
easily \mderstood and is good for edifying and instructing the people....
The fatlters and 110Iy doctors of the Church, St.Augustine and other
saints, kept to this style. They shunned elaboration and told us their
divine inspirations in one coherent discourse. : ..

This is the sort of framework 'from which Landino seems to be
taking his term. So we have a style: contemplative, blending
joy and sadness; unelaborate, certa!nly, and intellectually un
assertive; 'easily understood and good for edifying and instructing
people.' It would be difficult to quarrel with this as a description
of the emotional colour of Fra Angelico (plate 81). But to what
pictorial qualities, particularly, does this correspond? Positively, of
course, to the vezzoso, the ornato, and theJacilita Landino also attri
butes to Fra Angelico; negatively to the absence of difficulta
accented scoTci, sharp rilievo, or very promptimovements-which he
does not attribute t9 him. What is absent from Fra Angelico's paint
ing is seen as something purposefully renounced by him, much as
ornato was purposefully renounced by Masaccio: the term devoto
is of the same order as the term PUTO applied to Masaceio, and
that the one belongs to the classification of Christian preaching,
the other in that Qfdassical rhetoric, is part of Landino's critical
richness and sureness.

Pure, easy, gracious, ornate, varied, prompt, blithe, devout;
relief, perspective, colouring, composition, design, foreshortening;
imitator of Nature, lover of the difficulties. Landino offers a basic
conceptual equipment for addressing' Quattrocento pictorial
quality. His terms have a structure: one is opposed to, or is
allied with, or is subsumed by, or overlaps another:-It would not
be difficult to draw a diagram in which these relationships were
registered, but the diagram would imply a systematic rigidity
which the terms in practice do not and should not have. We can
use them now as a complement and stimulus, and naturally not
as a substitute, for our own concepts; they will give us some
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assurance of not altpgether\Josing sight of what these painters
thought they were doing. Quattrocento intentions happened in
Quattrocento terms, not in:ours. .

Terms'like Landino's have the advantage of embodying in
themselves the unity between the pictures and the society they
emerged' from. Some relate the public experience or pictures to
what craftsmen were thinking about in the workshops: 'per
spectivlf';t.oF,~design'. Others,relate public experience of pictures
toexperie~ce of other sides of Quattrocento life: 'devoutness' or
'Kl'aciou.'lu'css'. And still others point to a force which wasquictly
changing the literate consciousness at this time.

For tIIere is onc arca or metaphor hcrc,. vcry important (hI'

Landino, which was not considered in Chapter II. Categories
like 'pure' or 'ornate' or 'composition' draw on the classical
system ofliterary criticism, a complex and mature categorization
of human activity to which. humanist scholars like Landino gave
a great deal of study. It did not belong in Chapter II because
most churchgoing, dancing ,bankers were not humanist scholars:
it was a skill of the learned.,:But in the course of the Renaissance
some of this vQcahulary for ~rilicizing art and life trickled across
from the scholars and writers to other people. The banker took
to using many ofthesc words and conccpts without any particular
awarem:ss of their classical source. This process was an important
part of the lasting classidntion of .European culture in the
Renaissance, mOl'e important than some superficially more
obvious parts ; experience f was · being re-categorized-through
systems. ofwords dividing itup in new ways-and so re,organized.
One facet of this reorganiz~tion was that the different arts were
brought together by a uniform system of concepts and terms:
ornato, in the sense we noticed, was applicable to painting and
music and manners aswellasliterature. The affinity this lent the
differental'ts was sometimes illusory, but much .affected their
practice. Landino's uSe of 'pure'and 'ornate' and 'composition'
to an audience of plain men is a small part of this great process.

5. This book began by em~hasizing that the forms and styles of
painting respond to socialfircumstances; much ofthe book has
been given up to noting bi~ of social practice or convention that
may sharpen our perception of the pictures. It is symmetrical
and proper to end the book by l'ec.rersing the equation-to suggest
th(i.t the forms and styles of painting may sharpen our perception
of the society. Half the point of the exerdsehas been to imply
that this is. so.

151



r, It would be foolish to overstate the possibilities, but they are
real. They arise. from the fact that the main. materials. ofsocial
history are very restricted in their medium:theyeonsi$~itl~.a:mass
of words and a· few~in the case of tbe Renaissance a very few
numbers. These cover some kinds of activity andexperien~e

repetitively and neglect others. Much of the most important
experience cannot conveniently be encoded into words or num
bers, as we all know, and therefore does not appear in the docu
ments that exist, Besides this, many of the Renaissance words
we must rely on are now almost completely worn out: it is
difficult to close with Machiavelli's words about what was im
portant in the Renaissance because so many other words,com
ment and reformulation, have since got in the way. It is very
difficult to get a notion of what it was to be a person of a certain
kind at a certain time and place.

It is here that pictorial style is helpful. A society develops its
distinctive skills and habits, which have a visual aspect, since. the
ViSllo1:;rwll' i:; the mnio orgl\\l ofexpeticncc, and H1CllC vilmn1
skills and habi ts become part of the medium of the painter:
correspondingly, a pictorial stylegiycsacccss to the visual skills
and habits and, through these, to 'the distinctive social experience.
An old picture is the record ofvisulilactivity.One has to learn
to read it, just as one has to learn to read a· text [rom a different
culture, even when one knows, in a limited sense, the language:
both language and pictorial representation are conventional
activities. And there arC various destructive uses of picttJrcll
which must be avoided.Qne will not approach the paintings on
the philistine level of the illustrated social history, on the look
out for illustrations of 'aRenaissanceme.rchant riding to market'
and so on; nor, for that matter, through facile equations between
'burgess'or'aristocratic' milieux on the one side and 'realist' or
'idealizing'styles on the other. B1Jtapproachcd in the proper
way---'-'that is, for the sake of the argument, in the way followed
in this book~the pictures become-documents as valid as any
charter or parish roll. If we observe that Piero della Francesca
tends toa gauged sort of painting,Fra Angelico toa preached
sort of painting, and Botticelli to a danced sort of painting, we
are observing something not only about· them but about their
society.

These may seem to students of charters and parish rolls a
hopelessly lightweight sort of fact. They are certainly a distinct
kind of fact: what they offer is an ,"sight into what it was like,
intellectually and sensibly, to be a Quattrocento person. Such

insights are necessary if the historical imagination is to be fed,
and thec~js,u.'tl.i~:j~fre the'I~roper complementary to the. verbal.
But thlfla<$.~-,~~o~his is best left to Feo Belead of Florence, to
the first lines of his play Abraham and Isaac, acted in '449:

Lo Occhio si dice. che e la prima porta
Per la quale 10 Intellecto intende e gusta.
La secunda e 10 Audire con voce scolta
Che [ala nostra mente essere robusta.

The Eye is called the first or all the gates
Through,which the Intellect may learn and t-astc.
The Ear is second, with the attentive Word
That arms and nourishes the Mind.
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TeJK;ts and References

I. Borsod'Esle: Fr:wccscdCossa's ICHer ofcomplaiutabollt Burso's
method ofpayment is printed in E. Ruhmer, Francesco del Cossa
(Munich, 1959), p. 48.

Giovannide' Bardi:seep. 16 below.
RuceHai: Giovanni Ructllai ed it suo-?,ibaldone, 'I. 't1 Zibaldone

Quarcsimalc', cd. A. Perosa (London, 1960) PI'. 24 and 121.

~. Filil'J!ol.ippi :IIui Gio¥:lIl11i de' Medid: (;. (;aye, (;mll·g.~illilll'tlilrl
d'ar/is,; dfi secoli Jl'/V, XViXVI, I, (Florence, 1840) PI'. 175-6, and
II. Mendelsohn, PM Filippo LiNi (13erlin, 19(9) pp. 1519 allCI
1135".-6: },

In Ird ll'Hllltn lIIill1pum:'lIti dl'lI" 1:lVllla,l'llIIissillli illplllllO (lolI~lIi

12hosa; elsantomicheleeinlal pcrfezione, che per chelle suearmadure,
sono daricnlo c dtlro C chosilaltn:sllc vcsla,ne fhi chon hartololJwfI
marlello; disse delloro'edi' quello vi bisogniava 10. direbbe chon Ser
francies12ho, e 12hio altutto'fadessi quanto era di vostravolontaje m6lto
mi riprese mostrandoioayere el torto contro divoi. - Ora giovanni io
sonoqlli al tutto esservi schiavo, effaro chon effetto. Iooautoda voi
qualordici fiorini, elio vl,:scrissi vi sarebbe trenta di spesa, e stia I2Osi,
perche bella dornamenti;ipriegovi per dio chomettiate in bartolomeo
martelli, sopra questo lavo'fo 12honducitore, essio oddi"bisogniodalchuna
chosa per rispaccio ddlopera, io vada a luie vedraUa, io liene faro
honore; e olgli detto chelra voi e me lui ne sia mio malcvadore, cUui
dicie essere chontento, e vnollo fare, pure chio vi spacd, eppiu chio vene
scriva.esse vi pare fatdo, 'chio mi sto; perch~ io non nO piu oro,
neddanari perchillemette. 10 vi priegho chio non mi stia;e tre di chio
nonfo nienle, e aspetto cisiate.

Eppiu se vi pare che~,ongni mia spesa, chomee di sopra trentta
fiorini, ched dognie ciaschedu~achosa, finitadi tutto, voimene diate
sessa!ltafiorini larghi di legniame, doro,di mentilura, eddipintura, e
chomedetto barlolomeosia quanto eddetto, per menD impaccio di voi
io laro di tutlo finitapet tulto di venti dagchosto dalla parte mia, e
bartolomeo fia mio mallevadore. essdla spesa non ve, star<) a queUo vi
fia, 'e perche Vol siate bene avisato, vi mando ddisengnio chome fatta
di legniame e daitezza e. larghez~a; e voglio perramoiedi voi non
torvene piu chellavpro di" dento florini; dimandogni altro. Prieghovi
rispondiate, che qui ne !!lUOrO; e vorl" poipartirmi. essio fussi pro-
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sontuoso innavervi scritto, perdonate":lt: effan'> sempre quell phI e quell
meno piacent alia reverenza vostra.valcte addi xx luglib 1457 :

frate filippoqipint!'t-li,JI'i.firenze
'.' :' ,:~. ';'.> ,.~,-'·'ff,~,,,t:iii~'-"'1v;t

Ghirlandaio and the Spedale degliInnocenti: P. Kuppers, Die
TafeLhilder des Domenico Ghirlandajo (Strasbourg, 19 16) pp. 8&-7:

Sia noto e manifesto a qualunque persona che vedra 0 legiera questa
presente scrilla come a preghiera del v,~nerabi1c religioso rncS.~er Fran
cesco di Giovanni Tesori, al presente priore dello spedale degli Inoeenti
di Firenze, e Domenico di Tomaso di Curado dipintore, 10 .frate
Bernardo di Francesco da Firenze, frate ingiesuato, a frate questa scritta
di lIliamano pCI' rl>nvcgna e pallo e a1(ogagione d'una tavolad'altare
a andare nella chiesa del sopradetto spedaleclegli Inoceriti Fon patti e
modi chI' CJui di sotto ~i dira, cioc:

Che oggi questo di XXIII d'ottobre 14-85 eI ~etto lTlesserFrllricesco da
e alluoga al sopradetto Domenico adil?ignere uno piano,'e1 quale c
fnunc;\ "\'uln lIa dclto mcsscl' FrnUCi'.~cli. dqllalc piano ~r.,rc Imouo
ddlu lJulllcnicu, cioe :\ pagal'e, c aa culoril'c e diplgucr~'lkHo piano,
tutto di sua mana in modo come apareuno disegno in cilrtocon quclle
figure e modi chein esso apare, e pill e meno secondo clte,a me frate
Bernardo parra che stia meglio, non uscendo del modo e composizione
di detto disegno; e debbe colorire dett(),piano tutto a sua spese di colori
buonie oro macinato nelliadornamelltidove acadranno, con ogn'altra
spl'sl\!'hr 'Ullrltll pillllO al'nllrssi,C 1'l\i",111'I'OJihhia II l'lINC o!tI'llnllll'illo IIi
pregio di fiorini quatro I'onciaill circa;!,c debba avel' fattoedato lornito
cI lIetto piano dao~~i a trcnta mesipl'o~simia vcnire; c dchha averc
per pregio di detto pianocom'c detto,e tulloa sua spese, cioc di
detto Domenico, fiorini eentoquindici' larghi seame JrateBernardo
soprascritto parra se ne venghino, e possi pigliareparere didetto pregio
olavOl"o da chi lIli paressi, C (Iuando 110 lui pares.~i 51' lie vCIli5si dellh
pregio,n'abbiaavere quel meno che a me frate Bernardo parra; edebba
in dello patto dipignerc la predella didettu piano come parra a fi'a
Bernardo detto; e dctto pagamento debba avere in questo modo, eioe:
ch'eI detto mcsscr Francesco debbn dare al sopradctto Domenico ogni
messefiorini mlarghi, cominciando a di primo di novembre 1485,
seguendo di mana inmano, come edetto,oglii mesefiorini treJarghi ...

E non avendo detto Domenico forl1itodetto piano frallo infrascritto
tempo, abbia ,a cadere in pena di fiOJ:ini xvlarghi; e cosise 'Idetto
messerFrancesco non oservassi ilsopradettopagamento, abbia a cndere
nella sopradeUo pena in tutta la SOl11a, eioc che finito detlo piano, gli
abbia a dare intero pagamento del tutto la soma che restassi.

Pietro Calzetta at Padua: V. Lazzarini, 'Documenti relativi alia
pittura padovana del secolo XV', in Nuovo Archivio Veneto, XV, ii,
1908, p. 82,

Neri di Bicci: G. Poggi, 'Le ricordanze di Neri di Bicci', in IL
Vasari, I, 1927-8,317 and III, 1930,133-4.

Stamina: O. Giglioli, 'Su alcuni affreschi perduti dello Stamina',
in Rivista d~Arte, III, 1905; p. 20. '.

~q~~gtla<,;~~;~the Gonzagas: P, Kristeller, Andrea Mantegna
(Berlin, 1902fpp: 51&-17,526,527,538 and 541:

Nui voressimo, che vedestive ad ogni modo de ritrarne due galine de
India del naturale un maschio et una femina et mandarcele qua relracle,
per che Ie voressimo far mettere suxo la tapezaria nostra: potereti veder
Ie nostre che sono.lic 10 zardino Ii a Mantua.

... prego la S.V. che Ii piacia ordinal', che Andrea Mantegna ... venga
e stia conlinuamente cUm me. Cum Andrea pigliaro spas~o de mostrarli
mie! camaini, efigllfe di bronm ct altre helle cosc anlique: ~()pra Ie
quale studiaremo e conferiremo de compagnia.

... mandiamo Ii el'rti desi~lli de !'I'nlml' CJllali ("TRam" I'll(' vi piacia
liuliretrare per eI vostro D. Andrea Mantegna penton: celebrc.

... ho recevuto c1. ritracto de la pictura che la E. V. me ha mandato,
ct Iiwlo llRlli iu~tlllllill nil I\mln'lI manll'Rua lIIio pif'lfII'f' 10 rilhlf'll all
c1cgante forma, cI quale hie dice che la seria opera pili presto da
miniatore ehe sua perche lui non e assueto pingere figure picolc, anzi
assai meglio faria mia n6slra dona aut qualche altra cosa de longeza de
uno brazo aut uno brazo e mezzo quando piacesseala cel.ne V.III.ma
madona ...

10 ho praticato mcrellto cllm 1o. Marco ordicl' I'" '1111'111' oIl' vl'chif'
C <Ii Ii !Jocali S('Collllr, iI c1isiguo dc Amh'en Mautl'gll:l. E~~o 10. MardllJ
adimanda de Ie ole lire: 3 soldi 10 de la man"lla et c!l'li vali predccti
dllcati uno e IIlf'ZO de la marcha ... lIIando a vostn! cxcd.cia il dcsignll
del fiasco fato per Andrea Mantagna aeio quella possa judicare de la
forma inanti se incomineiano.

For contracts in general: H. Lcm<:r-Lchmkuhl, .(ur Struklur und
Geschichte des FLorentinischen Kun.ftmarktes im 15. ]ahrhundert (Wat
tenschcid, 1936); M .Wackcmagel, Der LehenJl"aum dc.f Kiitl.ftler.f in
derflorentinischen Renaissance (Leipzig, 1938), translated by A. Luchs
as The WorLd oftheFLorenline Renaissance Artist (Princeton, 1981 ),
with recent bibliography; H. Glasser, Artists' Contracts of the Ear(y
Renaissance (New York, 1977). Good selections of material are G.
Gaye, Carteggio inedito d'artisti dei moLi, XIV, XV, XVI, I (Florence,
1840); G. Milanesi, Nuovi documenti per La s/oria dell'arte toscana
(Rome, 1893), and in English, D. Chambers, Patrons and Artis/of in
the ItaLian Renaissance (London, 1970).

f

3. Alfonso V. and the Sienese ambassador: Vespasiano da 8isticci,
Vite di uomini illustri, cd. P. D'Ancona and E. Aeschlimann (Milan,
1951) p. 60: \

Era a Napoli uno ambasciadore sanese\della loro natura, molto
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borioso. La Maesta del re il piu delle volte vestiva di nero, con qualehe
ferrnaglio nel cappello, 0 qualche catena d'oro al collo: i broccati e
vestiti di seta poco gli usava. Questo ambasciadore vcstiva di broecato
d'oro molto ricco,esempre quando veniva al re aveva questo broccato
d'oro. II re pill volle rOil quegli sua domestid sc IIC rideva tli questo
vestire di broceato. Un di, ridendo disse a uno de' sua; per <;crto che io
voglio che noi facciamo che questo broccato muti colore; e per questo
ordin6 una mattina di dare udienza in uno luogo molto mist;;ro; e fece
chiamare tutti gli ambasciadori, e ordina con alcuno de'sql\; che la
mattina in quella calca ognuno si stropicciasseaddoss~ alio' amba
sciadore sanese, e stropiciassino quello broccato.La mattina, non solo
da~1i ambasciadori, rna dalla. Macsta del re era pinto C stropieciato in
t\IlKloqllCllo hl'Ol'GllO, che lISl'l'lIdo dlll'Urtc,ltllll em UOII)() rhepolcssc
tencrele risa, vedcndo quello bro<;cato, ch'era di chermisi, col pelo
alludgIlUI'llll, I: ('aNt,atmw\'(IfU, (: rimash' I" sc(;, J.:hllla, dll' pan'v'l la
cosa piu brutla del mondo. A vederlo la Maesta del rCllscir dalla sala,
rol hrocclltntuttoavvilupplllO cgullsln, non poteva tenere Ie risa . , .

Petrarch.otl skiU'at,dpredousness: perell1ediis u triusq ue·{artu-
nae, I. xli, in PetTa!Ch, Op~Ta omnia (Rasle, 15~ I) p. 4,0,

Alberti on ltledepiction of gold: L.,D. Alberti, Opere vlJlgari, ed.
C. Grayson, I II (Bari, '1973) p. &8:

Truovasi chi adopera molto in sue storie oro,chestimaporga maesta.
Non 10 lodo.E ben<;hedipignesse quellaDidone di Virgilio, a<;ui era
lafaretra d'oro, i<;apclliaurei nodati in oro, e la vestepurpurea cinta
pur d'oro,i freni, al <;avallo e ognicosa d'ofo,non perl'> ivi vorrei punto
adoperassi oro, pera che nei colori imitandoi razii dell'oro sta piu
ammirazione e lode all'artefice.

Giovanni de' Bardi and BotticeIIi: H. P . Horne, SandTo Bollicelli
(London, 1908) P.353 (Document XXV):

Mer<;holidi adilII d'Aghosto. A ch<lppella di Santo Spirito fior.
settarttotto, sol. XVa oro larghi, per fior. 75 d'oro in oro, paghati a
Sandra del Botticello, a lui contanti: chefior. 2 sono per azurro, e fior.
38 per I'oro e mettitura della tavola, e fior. 35 pel suo pennello.

4- Pinturicchio and S. Maria de' Fossi: G. B. Vermiglioli, Bernardino
Pinturicchio(Perugicr, 1837) p. vi (Appendix II):

Anche promette nel vacuo delli quadri 0 vero campi de Ie figure
pegnere paese et aiere et tutti Ii altri campi dove se mette colore excepto
li cornicloni dove se ha aponere loro ...

Ghirlandaio and Giovanni Tornabuoni: C. S.Davies, Ghirlandaio
(London,. 1908) p. 171: ,

figuras hedifitia <;astra, civitates, montes,colles; planities,lapides, vestes,
animalia, aves,beslias quascunque ...

Fra Angelico at Rome:~; Muntz, Ies ATts aLa GOUT des Papes, I
(Paris, 1878),P. 126:

23 mai. A frate Giovanni di Pietro dipintore a la chapdla di S.to
Pi('tro dell'ordill!' di san Oqmenirho adi XXIII di Ma~gill d. Ijllantlltaln',
b. villtisette, sono perla pfovisionc di d. 200l'annoeladi 13 eli Marzo
perinfinoadi ulltimo eli Mag-gio prossimo a vrnire: f. Xl.1Il, ,Ii. XXVII.

Al3clu?zodaLeso dipintbre da Firellze a la sopradetta chapdla adi
dctt#"JP'~itiotto, b. dodi<;iie quali sono per sua provisionc di f.\ill iI
mexcdadi XUI di Marzo si,~o adi ultimo di Maggio prossimo: R. XVIII,

b. XII.-

A Giovanni d'Antonio de la Cherll dipilltore n ladl,tln chnlll'lI11 atli
deHo d.due,LJ. quarallta duc,sollo PCI' la provisiollc tli f. I illllexc, c1adi
XIII diMarzo aeli ulllimodiM'aRgio prossimo: A~u,h.xf.\l .,.

A }irhOlno (I'Alllollio d;ll'oH dipinlorc a\:t delta ('hapdla adi XXI.

di Maggio A. tre, sono perJa sua provisione di 3 mcxee qUllH drhano
fini ..!' n{li ultimo cliMa"u{HI'iprossimo n r. I ill11('l((,: f. III • i •

PierodellaFrancclicaand the Madonnaddla Miserirordia: G.
Mihlllt:si, XI/Old dowmenti fir' fn Jlm'in dell'nrfr (()J('nltn (ROIIII', 11l9:{)

P·9 1 :

MCCCCXLV etc. die XI mensis iunii.
Egregii viri Petrus Luce",benedicti, prior, Papus Simonis de Doctis,

Guasparre, Nicolai Martint, Ambrosius Massi, consiliarii dicti prioris;
Johachinus de Pichis, Julilmus de Doctis, Julianus MatheiCiani, ct
Michelangelus Massi, homines electi ad hec; vice et nomine'Societatis
et hominuJrl Sancte Marieide Miserieordia-dederunt etconcesserunt
Petro benedi<;ti petribenedictipictori ad faciendum et pingendum
vnam tabulam in oratorioet ecclesia dicte Societatis ad foggiam eius
que nunc est, cum toto suolignamine et Qmnibussuis sumptibus et
expensisde toto fornimento~etornamento picture ct positure ct lorature
in dicto oratorio; <;um iIIis tmaginibus et /iguris et ornamentis sicut sibi
expressum fuerit per supr<l~criptos priorem et consilium uelper suos
successores in officio, et per'dktos alios supra clectos: et dcauratam de
fino auro et coloratam de 'finis <;oloribus <;t maxime de azurro ultra
marino: cum hac condictiqne,quod dictus Petrus teneaturad rcap
tandum suis expensis omncm maganeamquam faceret etostendcret
dicta tabula in processu teqi"poris usque ad decem annos propter defec
tum lignaminis vel ipsius Petri.Et propredictis omnibustonstituerunt
sibi de mercede f1orenos CL <ld rationem librar. vet sol. v pro floreno. Dc
qua promiserunt dare nuncad eius petitionem florenos quinquaginta, et
residuum, finita dicta tabul<l. Et dictus Petrus promisit dictam tabulam
facereet pingere et ornareetponere ad latltudinemctaltitudinem et
foggiam prout est ilia que nunc est ibi· de ligno; et dare expletam et
positam et locatam infra tr~sannos proxime futuros; cum suprascriptis
<;ondictionibus, et qualitati\)lJs,colorumetauri finorum: etquod nulllls
alius pictor possit poneremlanum de penello preteripsum pittorem. •
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Filippino Lippi at S. Maria NoveLla: A. Scharf, Filippino Lippi
(Vienna, 1935) p. 88 (Document VIII). . .... '>:"" .

Signorelli at Orvicto: R. Vischcr, Luca Sigllorelii,(LeiI>~ig~ 1879)
PP·346-9: '

Item quod teneatur dictus magister Lucas et sic promisit pingere
manu propria omnes figuras fiendas in dictis vollis, et maxime facies et
omnia membrafigurarum omnium a medio figure supra, etquod non
possit pingi sine c.ius presentia ... Item quod lelleatur 01Tlncs colores
mictendos per ipsummag. Lueam ...

S. Antonino on differential payment of painters: S. Antonino,
Summa TheoLogica Ill, viii. 4, many editions: ..

; .. et plus ei fLe. thegold~milh] dehetur qui mclit!s. 9PCta artis
exereet. Sicut etiam inpictoria arte inlacierido similcmfiguram, multo
plus petet in duplo vel triplo magnus ma~istcr quam ru~lis.

5· The Milanese agent's report on Florentine painters:P. Miiller
Walde, 'Beitragezur Kenntnis des Leonardo da Vinci', in Jahrbuch
deT Kbniglich Preussischen KunslSammlunge/l; XVIII, 18!W p:165, and
often reprinted. .

II

I. The notion of'cognitivestyle' used here adapted H. A. Witkin's
concept (for which, 'A co~nitivc style appt'oaeh to cross-cultural
research', l/ltematio/lOl Joun/af qf PsycholoID', 11, 1967, !233-50) in
the light of the kind of aillhrol'0logicalr.tldings dl-snihcrl in, fiJI'

instance, M. H. Segall, D. T. Campbell and M.J. Hers1covits, The
IIlj/l1r11U qf Glillllte 011 Vi.fIInl Perce/JI;IlI/ (New York, 'goo).

2.Uoccaccio on painting and illusion: Boccaccio, lL Comento alia
Divino Comedia, ed. D. Guerri, I II (Bari, 1918) p. 82 (I nferno X I.
101~5):

Sforzasi il dipintore che la figura dipinta dast, la quale non ealtroche
un poco dicolol'ccon certo artificio postosopra una tavola,siatanto
simile, in quello aHo ch'egli la fa, a quella la quale la natura ha prodotta
e'naturalmehte in quello atto 5i dispone, che' e5sa possa gli occhi de'
riguardanti 0 in parte 0 in tuttoingannare, facendo di s~ credere the
ellasia quello che ella non e...
Leonardo on the limits of illusion: Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise

on Painting, ed. A. P. McMahon (Princeton, 1956) I, 177 and II
155 v:

Impossibil e' che la pitturaimitata con soma perfectione di
lineamenti, ombra lume colore, possa pareredel medesimo rilevo qual
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pare essonaturalc se gia tal naturale in lunga diMalllia 1I0n e' vcdllto
con un sol occhio..

Vergerio on art appreciation: Petri Pauli Vcrgcrii, De ingenuis
moribus et LiberalibuJ studiisadulescentiae etc., ed. 1\.. Gnesotto (Padua,
1918) pp. 122-3·

3· 'The beauty of the horse ... ': Giordano Rullo, Ar/41 de cognoJcere
la naturad'cavael, tr. G.Druni, (Venice, 1493) pp. b. i v.-h. ii r.:

La bel~za del cavallosedie eognoscerin questo modo in prima vo haver
cI c"vallo eI corpo grando & IOllgoill talllo rhe wrcspcJlJda Ie Inc
membreal suogrando &Jongo corpo come se convene ordinatamente.
Ell CilPO del cavallodidmesser gndle seeeo & Iong-o nlllvenij~n((·nJ(·llle.

La boeha granda & lacerata. Le llarisse grande &infiate. )ochi nOli

concavi ne ocnhi. I.e orechie pirolle & porlale amo{(oclc; ';lsl'ido d
collo longo & bcngracile verso cI capo. Le maxillehen grarile & seehe.
I.e crine poche &. plane.. EI pecto grosso&.f)uasi rolonr!o. EI garesse
non aecuto rna quasi dcstesso & dreto. La schena curta & quasi piana.
I lombi rotondi & quasi grossi. Le eostcgrossc& i altri membribovini.
I.e anehe longe & dcstc!!se. La grf)pn IOllga & alllpia . .. .. .

EI cavnllo dich:n;sser pin alto davanti dw da driedo allJU:lntll wnw
cI cervo eI diebaporlare r.I colo h:valo. & la grosse1.addwlo arenle
el pecto. Qui vora ictamenle cognoscere labclcza dclcavalobisogna cI
considera i suprascipti membri eossi ala altezacomealalangeza del
cavallo ordinatamcnte & proportionabilmente convenirli dcIpelo del
cavallo perchedivtrsi h:100 diverse scnlentic ...

4· JohnofGenoa:Joannes O:llhus, en/holteon (VI'nice, rl-j.971 p. V.
v r. (s.v. Imago): '

Itelll scire te volo q\l(l{1 triplex fllit ratio inslilutiollis imagilllllll in
ecelesia. Prima adin.stttlctionem rudium, qui eisqtJasiquibusclam libri!!
cdoceri videnlur, Srtllildllnl incarnalionisll1yslcrimnets.alJl"lorulIJ
exempla magis in memoria 1J0stra essent dumquotidie oculi.~ I\ostris
representantur. Tertia ad exdtandum devotionis affectum, qui ex visis
efficadus excitatur quam ex auditis.

Fra Michele da Camino: Sermones quadragesimalesfratriJ Micholdi.r
d~Merliolano de decem preceptis (Venice, 1492) pp. 48 v.-49 r. (Sel'mo
XX, De adoratione):

... imaginesVirginis et sanctorutn introductc fuerunt tripliei de causa.
Primo propter ruditatem' simplicium, utqui non possunt scripturas
legere in picturis possunt sacramenta nostre salutis et fidei cemere. Ideo
scribitur de conseeratione distinctione 3c, perlatum. Perlatum ad nos
fuerunt quod ineonsiderato zelo succensus sanctorumimagines sub hac
quasi excusatione ne adorari debuissent confregeris: etquia adorari eas
vetuisse omnino laudamus: fregisse vera reprehendimus ... Aliud enim
est picture adorare, aliud per pictam hystoriam quid sit adorandum
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adi~cere. Nam quod lcgentibus scriptura, hoc idiotis prqstat pictura
r('rnrlllihu~: cjllill in ip~a iRllorllnlr~ vich"llt quod scqui <ll'hl':lI1l: in ipsa
legullt qui littcras lIesciuul. Ulldc CI precipucgelltihus pro lectione
pictura est. Verba hee scrihit Gregorius Sirena episcopo m'lrsirieusi.
SecuT/da sunt imagines introduete propter tardilatelll a1fel;ti\{am: ut
homines qui non excitantur ad devotionem, cum aliqua audiunt de
s<toctorum memoria, s<tltem moveantur dum.ca in pil;turis quasi pre
sentia cemunt. Plus enim excitatur affectus noster perl;a:.~u.c,videt,

quam per ('a que audit. Tertin illlroducte ~unt proptn 11I(-i'ilh,'1,' lahi
Iitatem: ... £1 ideoq.uia multi que audiunt tellere non possunt, sed cum
ima~ines videnl recordantur: ideo introd'lrte sunt.

For the quotation Irom St. Gregory, see Gregory, Epistufae, XI.
13 (Patrolog;fI Latinfl; LXXVII, 1128); theletterw;ls written in 78 7
to S"ITIIIlS th" kOIlOdllst UishoJ> of MlIl·sdlks.

The miraculous St. Antony; SiccoPolentone. S(lncli AT/tonii Con-
jeHoris de Padua Vita'rPaclua,147G) p.,41 v.:

Bonifacillsquoquc. ille ipse qui nomilli~ chIS Papaoclavlls fuit ...
llasilit'alll s:IIIl'lilohaHnis in ]ntl'nlllo ,'11111 hl'1Hs linn Vl'lIIsllllt' ,lil'nlalll
exaedificarie.xornarique multa cumcura& sumptu fecit. & quos pingi
in ea ~anetosuominalimdedit. Islam a(irem fratrummiuorurn prae
cipui pictoresacque Warn in arte singlllares duo magistri.erant. hii
depictis. pcrfcrtisqlJ(; uti summo a pOlltilicc i,'ssi craw Qm"ibus ~anclis

vacuo ill loco ymagilles sallelorum Frallcisci& Antonii suo arbitrio
depinxerunt. Id audiens Papa molesIe tullit acque dedigatus per con
lerqptum ad suo~ iubens in hee verbainqIJit. Sancti Franeisci picturam
postea quam facta est aequo animo toUeremus. Sed que iUius sancti
Antonii de Padua est ym.ago poenitus deleatur volo missi aulem qui
pontificisiussa implerentalii acquealii ompes. terribiliquadam a
persona acingenti furia in terramproiecti verberatique aeriter acque
expulsisunt.Papa vero uthec audivit. sinatis inquit Sanctum ilium
Antonium; sicut vult remanerenam ut videmus. perdere potiuscertando
cum eo quam luerari possemus.

Salutati on idolatry: Coluccio Salutati,'De fa to et fortuna',
Vatican Library, MS. Vat. lat. 2928, Cols. 68v.-69 r.; printed in
M. Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators (Oxford, (971) p. 6, n. 21:

Qui [Caedlius Balbus] m.ichi videtur de ~imulaeris suis non aliter .autu
masse quam et nos ipsi de memoriis pictis vel sculptis sanctorum mar
tyrorumque nostrorum. in fidei noslre rectitudine (aciamus. lit he!' 11011

sanetos, non deos, sed dei sanctorUlnqllc simularra sCllliamus. Licet
vulgus .indoctumPlus de ipsis (orle ct aliter quam oporteat opinetur.
Quoniam;iutem Pl;rsen.sibilia ventul'll est in spjritualium ra~iQnem

atque noticiam, si gentilesfinxerunt fortune simulacrum cum copia et
gupernactllo tamqllam opcs trjbuat, el humauarum rerum obtineal
regimcn, non multum a vcro discesserunt. Sic etiam cum nostl'i ligurant
ab effectibus quos videmusfortunam quasi reginam aliquam manibus

/

rotammira vertiginr. provo]ventcm, dllmmodo pieturam illam mallll
factall! nOli divillul11aliquid sentiamus sed divine providenti,' dis
positionis el ordinis similitudinem, non edam eius essentiam sed mun
danarum rerum sinuosa volumina represClllalltcs,quis ratiollahilitcr

.reprehendat?

S. Antonino on the fauJtsofpainters: S. Antonino, Summa'Theo-
logiClhl!Lyiii,4, many eqitions:

Rept&h~itsibilesetiarnsunt cumpingunt ca, quae Will nmlra ';dl'lll,
cum (aciunt Trinitatis imagincm unam Personam cum Irilms eapitibus,
quod tnonslrulIl ('st ill rrnllll IIl1tll .... ; vd ill AIIIIlIlllialiolH' Vir~illis

parvolum puerum Ibrmatum, scilicctJcsum, milli ill ulertlm Virgillis,
quasi non essc! dcsubstantia Vir~inis ej"s corpus assnmplum; vel
parvllhunJcslI1ll mill Inlmill IiUCI'IlI'IIIJ1. r"mlll 111111 r1irlirl'ril a" 1I01lljnl',
Sed nee eliam laudandi ~UJlt, quum apochrypha pillgullt, ut obstclriccs
ill partuVirgillis, Thomac apos!olo dtlRlIlum suum a Virgillr M<lria in
Assuntionc sua propterclupitatiollelll cjus dimissml1, ac hujnslllodi. In
hisloriis ctiam sanrtorumscu in erclesiis pingere CIIriosa, (jllaf 11011

val..III11d dl'volilJll('lIl ",«'i\;\lId\lIl1, ~('(l d~1I1l1 ,'1 vanilatt'lII, III silllias (.,
canes insequenles lepores, ct hujusmodi, vel vanos ornalus vcsli
menlorum, supcrnUlIllI videlur cl V:UIUIII.

The passage has been printed and discussed by C. Gilbert, 'The
Archbishop olllhePainters of Florence, 1450" Art /Jul/eliT/, X Lf,
1959, 75-8 7. ,

The medieval backgrot,md to image theory: S. Ringbom, Icon tQ

Narrative (Abo, 196s)pp.n-39 and H. Belting, Das Bild und sein
Publikum im Mittelalter (Berlin, 1981 ),Ch. III.

5. The Garden of Prayer: ~ardino de Oration (Venice, (494) pp. x.
ii V.- x. iii r. (Cap. XVI. Chome meditare la vita di christo ... ):

La quale historiaacio ehe IU meglio la possi imprimere nella mente,
e piufllcilmente "gniactogeessa tisi reduehaalla memoriati ser~ utile
e bisogno che Ii. fermi ne la mente lochi e persone. Come una cltade,
laquale ~ia la citadede Hjerusalem, pigliando una eitade laquale ti SJe,
bene pratieha. Nella quare citade tu trovi Ii lochi principali neliquali
forono exercitali tutti Ii at;ti dela passione: come e uno palacione1quale
sia e1 cemlculo dove Chriito fece lacena con Ii discipuli. Anchora la
eaSa deAnna e la casa cre Cayfasdove sia iI loco dove fu menato la
noete Miser lesu. Ela slantia dove (umenato dinanti da Cay(as, e lui
deriso e beffato, Anche ilpretorio de Pilato dove Ii parlava fon Ii iudei:
et inesso la stantia>dove fu Iigato Misser lestl alia colonna. Anche e1
locode1 monte de Calvarjo,dove esso (u posto in croce, ealtri simili
10l;hi ...

Anchora e dibisogno cht; ti (ormi ncla mente aleulle persone, Ie fluale
tu habbi pratiche e note,le quale tute represcntino queUe per~one che
prindpalmeniCintfrvcner6 de essa passionI': comce la persona de l'vlissrr
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lesu, della nostra Madonna, Sancto Pietro, Sancto 10anncEvangelista,
Sancta Maria Magdalena, Anna, Cayfas, Pilato~llJdi!'j"Il:~!f~.J!irnili,

liqualitutti formarai nella mente. Cosi adunque havehdo rdrlftitl~tulle
queste cose nela mente, si che quivi sia posta tuttala fantasia, eClltrarai
nel cubiculo tuoe sola e solitaria discaciando Oglii altro pensiero
exteriore. Incominciarai a pensare il principio de essa passione. Incom
inciando come esso Misscr Iesu vene·in Jerusalem sopra lasino. E
morosamente tu transcorrendo ogni aCto pensarai faciando dimora
sopra ogni acto e passo, e se tu sentirai lllcuna divotionc in alcuro passo
ivil! [nllw: r IIl1ll pasRlII'C pill ohm 11\10 1'111' 11111'11 1(lll'lIadokrda I'
divotione ...

I;ra Rol>crto: Robcrtus Caracciolus j SemUl/lc.f de ImulilJlIS .f(~/lClontl/l

(Naples, 14.89) pp. Ixv r.-'Ixvii r. (Nativity),c1ii r.-div r.· (Visi-
tation), cxlicr.-clii r. (Annunciation): .

to tertio misterio da dechiarare eirca la·afiiltmtiatione della madonna
si cltiama angelica confallulnlione: duvcsi cOlllcnCIIO dnqnel;~utl;\hilc
conditione de esSa virgine benedicta. '

La prima si chiama clIntlirhalillnc.
La seconda cogitatione.
La tertiainterrogatione.
1.11 quarla Itnmilill tione.
La quinta IIIcritationc.
La prima laudabile conditione si chiama conturhatione secondo

scrive Luca. Jlavelldoodita la virginc la salntatiOlwtli rangelo si
conturbo: In qualecontllrhatione non fuper alcuna incredulita secondo
scrive Nicolo de Linl: ilia Jll'r lIna ll{ltninuionc: Jlcrho l:hc Idem slliita
videre gli angeli: e perhononsi maravcgIio tanto della apparitionc
quanta de quella alta emagnasalutatione: dove I'angelo cxplicava di
lei tante cosestupende egrande de che lei per lahumilita stava allonita
e stupefacta. .

La seconda laudabilc sua conditiorie sichiama cogitatione che
pensava quale era tale salutatione: dove appare la prudentiadi essa
virgine sacratissima; Allhora Ii dissel'angelo: Non timere 0 Maria perho
che tuhaitrovatagratia appresso adiq: nOll solo per te maper tulla
la humana gencratione. Ecco che eoneeperaincl tuo ventre e parturirai
UIIO figliolo e chiamerai eI suo nome Ies\l ...

La tena laudabile conditione si chiama de interrogatione.Domando
la virgine e dissea l'angelo:Quomodo fiet istud quoniarn virum non
cognosco idest non cognoscerepropono: Come sera questa cosa che io
ho 10 fermo mio propositoda Dio a mi inspirato e poi confirmato per
voto da me non cognoscere mai homo. E in questa parte secondo dice
Francisco de Marone nel suo terzo alia 1111 dis!.: si poteria dire che la
virgine gloriosa desiderava piu essere virgine checoncipere eI figliolo
de dio senza la virginita: perhoche la virginita e del numerodelle cose
laudabile: concipere eI figliolo e dellecose honorevele dove non consiste
virtu malopremio della virtu: E la virtu si deve piu desidcrareclte 10

premio de ~ssa virtu: perche circa la virtu consiste eI merito c non circa
10iP[()lT!i~ 'dodonque quella pudidssima mundissimaeastissima
figliollfa ina virgi'nita comevirgine potesse concipere .. ,

La quartalaudabile conditione si chiama humiliatione. Quale lingua
poteria mai exprimere ne quale intellecto contemplare cOn quale gesto
conquale modo e manera pose in terra Iisoisancti ginochii.e abassando
la testa disse: Eccomi ancilla del signore. Non dissr donna: non dissc
regina: 0 profunda humilita: 0 rnallSuetudine inaudita. Eccomi disse
schiava e serva delrnio signore. Et poi levamlo Ii oechi al ciCIo stringendo
Ie illani rlln Ie )Jr1l7.I'iu .r.rlll'l\ ((.('(~ 11\11%1 Ik~ilkra'll mllrinsiOlH' till tli"
da Ii angeli dalli sallcti padri. Sia facto in mi secondola tua parola.

l,a '(tllinta laurl:lhik conditionr si chi:lma Ilwrilatintw '" E rlklc
quellCl>arolel'angclosi partL E la virginchcniglla 5ubitohchhc Chri~to
dio incarnato nel suo ventre con queHe mirabile conditione dellequale
dissemo nel sermone nono.Dove noipossiamo meritamente cOIHemplare
che in quello puncto:che la virgine Maria concepi Christo I'anima sua
fu Icvata in tanta contcmplatiohc alta c' suhlimc congcslo I' dolcc7.a
delle eose divineche dtra' labcati/ica visionc passo eI modo de 'oglli
altra ereatnra. Edella prc.scntiadrl figliolo rI qllak trnianrl ventre 5i
rernmV:lno anrora licorporri scnlimenli COIl 51111Vilairll'narrahile. lo:
verisimile e chepei' lahumililasua profunda levasse gli occhi alcielo e
poi Ii abassasso al stio ventre con mohe lachrimc ditendo simile parole:
Chi son in la fJllnll' hOCOIIITpuhlvir!'(irll' dill ill lIIi illl'lll'llalO dlisl'In
infinito bene signore dclciclo e della terra eI £Juak stai rinchiuso overo
nascoslflnrl mio pi.'r·.olino vrlll IT •••

LeonardoonviolerH Annunciations: Leonardo da Vinci, Treali.re
on !)aintillg, cd. A. P.McM~holl(Prillc(~lOIl, I !.l56) I, 511 and lJ ,.3:3r.:

... comeio vidia' questi giorni un angelo, chcparcva nel sno anlluntiare
che vole$sicacciarc la nostradonlla della sua camera can movirnenti
ehedimostravano tantad'ingimia quanto farsipotessi aun vilissimo
himico,e la nostra donnapareva che si volesse comedisperata gittarsi
giu duna linestra si che siati a' memoria di no' cadcr in talidiffetti.

6. Lentulus's description of Christ: a Renaissance translation of a
Greek forgery popular in the fifteenth century and printed ip,for
example, Zardino de Oration (Veniee, 1494) p. 1\. iv r ....:v.:

Homo di statmatra gli altri mediocre, cioe mezana emoltospectabile.
E ha una faeiavencrabile, laquale quelli che risguardano.er possono
amar e haver paura: E ha licapellidi colore de una noxclla matma
cioe come de oro, liquali capelli sono piani quasi find aile orechie: da
lorechie ingiuso Sono rici e crespi, ealquanto piu risplendenti Iiquali gli
discorrello giuso per Ie spalle, Edinand soria partiti in due parte
havendo in rnezo el discriminale secondo lusancia ccostume dclinazarri.
La fronte sua epiena e poiitae sercnissima, e tulla la facia sua e sencia
creSpa e ruga e rnacula alCuna: la quale e adornata danna tCll1perata
rossecia, cioe uno puoco coloritll. EI naso c la bocca sua ninlla riprcn-
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sione gli si po dare alia barba copiosa, cioe folta Over spessa: e come
hanno Ii gioveni di prima barba de colore simile alii-capelli, non tropo
longa, rna nel mezo partita in due parte. Esso ha il suo aspecto simplice
e maturo. Li ochi soi ha relucenti varii, chiari, e risplendcntLNeI
riprendere terribile nelle admonitione piacevole ct amabile. AI~egro ma
servlllldn Rt'lllpre 11Igrnviln. F.lflllnlc mni IInll IiI "rlhlll) rid('fl~ ilia
piangcr si. Neta statura del SilO corpo largo ne! pecto e driltO. Le mane
Nllf~ " I" IJr;lda r1r1"etrvnh' II verl"r". N"I MlIlI par!;..',' gl"llllc!'"I' nirp ,.j",.

puco e modestu tm Ii liglioli delli honlilli. .

TIll' Vir~ill's ('olriurin~: Gahrirl de Rar!rlla, S,m"IIIf,f ul,h".rim;,
1 (Venice, 1571) I 73:

.. • Sed quaeris mqdQ. Ulrum fuil nigra aut "Iha? Respomlil AII,er.
supermissus cst. c. 45. Quod non nigra simpliciter neque rubea, neque
alba: quia isti colores dant quandam imperfeclionemin persona.Unde
didsolct: Deus me protegal a Lombardo russo, AlenlallO nigro, Hispallo
albo, Flammineocuiusvis pili. FuitMaria mixtacoloribus, participans
de omnibus, quia ilIa facies est pulchra, quae deomnibuscoloribus
participat. Unde dicunt autores medicinae: quodille color qui esl
compositus exrubeo, et albo, est optimus.cumcommixtionetertii coloris,
scilicetnigri,et hune inquit Alber. concedimus in Mariam fuisse. Fuil
nigra aliquantulum.Et hoc triplici ratione. Primo ratione complexionis,
quia judaei tendUl~t inbrunedinem quandafil, et ipsa fuit Judaea.
Secundo testificationis, quia Lucas qui tres fecit imagines, una Romae,
alia Loreti, alia Bononiae, sunt brunae. Tertioassimilationis: Filius
matri communiter assimilatur, et e converso, sed Christi facies fuit
bruna, igitur, ...

Eyes as the windows of the soul: Galeott~s MaTtius, De homine
(Milan, 1490) p. a. iii v.:

Sed oculorum prognostica longum esset ref~rre. Nam cum fenestrae
sint animorum, quideorum color,quid vero frequensmotus, quid item
acrimonia indicent nemo fere ignorat. Unum tamen non reticendum
est eos maleficos esse pessimisque moribus quibus oculi sunt longi. Si
candida 'pars oculiextenta est aperiturquetota, impudentiam, cum
autem aperitur nec omnino ostenditur,inconstatiam indicat de oculis
hucusque.

Leonardo on physiognomy: Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Paint-
ing, ed. A. P. McMahon (Princeton, 1956) 1,157 and n,109 ~.:

... ver' e' che Ii segni de' volti mostrano in parte la natura de gli
huomini di lor vitij e complessioni, rna net volto Ii segni che separano
Ie guancie da labri, della bocca, elle nari del naso e casse de gli occhi
sono evidenti sonohuominiallegri e spesso ridenti, e quelli che poco Ii
segnanosono huominioperatori della cogita~ione, e quelli ch'anno Ie
parti delvisodigran rilevo e profondita sono huomini bestiali el

. iracondi con pocha, rll~~ionc el qllcllich'lInno .Ie linceil1lcrposlr. inf.....
Ie ciglia fOl'le evideltti sono iracol1dicquelli chehanllo Ie Iineelrasversali
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de la fronte forte Iiniate sono huomini copiosi di lamclltatiolli occulte
0' paJesi.

Alberti on movement: k B. Alberti, Opere volgan', ed. C. Grayson,
III (Bari, (973) p: 74:

IMa lJuesti II\tlvhncllti d'lIIIi Illll Sirll\lllSCOI\O tlai llIovill1rnti tlt'l ('mpo
... 1SOI1Qakllni movimrnli d'animo drui aflcziolle, cnmc ira, !Iolorr,
~IHiHiHi' tilllon', cl.·~il"·ritl I' Milllili. Alld ~llIlIl 1I".dllll'lIli III" 1·"I·pi.
Muovullsi i corpi ill pitl n\ooi, crescendo, disl'rcscendo, inlt'r1uallllosi,
Rnarendo e O111talldosi etl1 hlO~o a hloJ,{o. Ma 1I0i llipillfllri, i quali
voglhllllQ coi lIIovimenti'ddlc mcmbra moslrare imovinll:nli dell'
animo, solo rircriamo di CJ'JeI movimento si fa mutando el 11101';0.

Guglielmo Ebrcoon 'Povement: Trattaio dell'arte del ballo di
Guglielmo Ebreo Pesame, ed, F. Zambrini (Bologna, IR7:~) p. 7:'

La qual virtutcdcl danzare e una azione dimostrativa di fuori di
movimenti spirituaU Ii quali si anno a concordare colle misurate e
perfette consonanzed'cssaermonia, che per 10 nostro audito aile parti
inteUettive trai sensi cordiaU con diletto disciende, dove poi si genera
ciertidolci commovimenti,i quali, come contro a sua natura rinchiusi,
si sforzano quanto possonod'uscire fuon e farsi in alto manifesli.

Leonardo on movement: Treatise on Painting, ed. cit., I, [48~57

and II 48 r.
Monks' gestures: G. van Rijnberk, Le Langagepar signes chez les

moines (Amsterdam, i954l which collates the surviving lists;

Affirmatio: leva manum moderate et move, non inversam, sed ut
exterior superficies sit sursom ...

Demollstrare:extenso ~dlo potcrit res visa notari ., .
Dolor: palma prOfilens pectus dat signifieare dolorem ...

Pudor: lumina quando tego digitis dcsigno pudorem.

Preacher's gestures: Tractatulus solennis de arteet veTO modo pTidicandi
(Slrasbourg, n.d.)p.a. ii r.and v.

Aliquando cum horrore et commorione, ul ibi, Nisi convcrsi fueritis
el cetera.

Aliquando cum yroniaet derisione, ut ibi, Adhuc pcrmanes in sim-
plicitate tua. .

Aliquando cum gratia yultus et manuum altractione, ut ibi, Venite
ad me omnes el cetera.

Aliquando cum quadam e1alione, ul ibi, De terra longinqua vencrunl
ad rile.

. 'Aliquando cum tedioetindignationc, ut ibi, Constitunnllls uobis
ducem et cetera.

Aliq",mdo rlllll ~alldio et manlllllll dcvation!'. lit ihi, V!'nilC 11I'1Il'rlil'ti
et celera,
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Thomas Waleys, 'De modo componendi sermones';reprinted in

T.-rvL Charland, Aries I,raed;candi (Paris, '936)P· ;132;";;J~I;~'2t/;

Valde tamen caveat ne motibusinotd,.natisjactct'c~rpussutiill;nunc
suhilo l'XlolIl'ndo tapul ill altllm, /lllnt suhito rkpriml'ndo, nH1I1': Vl'r
lelldo s,~ ad ,1I:)(lnllll,lIl1l1e SlIhilo ,'lItll lIIirahili edl'dla\(' sc V''''ll'llIlo
ad sillistrum, nlllle ambas manus. siecXIl'mll'lIdo SililulfJuasi POSSl' I
Ni/lllli nl'il'llll'llIlll'dlh"lll'IlIlI'U' "lIl11plt'l'li, IIIIlll' "('rn lillhi,n "liS ill IIlllllII
COIl.iUII~l'lIdo, lIulle cXlclldclldo hrachla uHrll lIIoduliI, IIUIll~ suhilo
rl'lrallf'lIdll. Vidi "lIim aliqlllls qlli qlload alia ill Sl'rlJ1ll11iIHlS S,' halll"h
ani, lamcn ita motihus corporis se jai:tabant quod videl~antllt eUIII
aliqllo duc1lum inisse, sell pOlius lnsallisse, ill tantlllll quod scipsos cum
pulpito in quostabant nisi alii succurissent pracdpitassent.

'MitroI' onhe World',ca. '527,dl. in W, S. Howell, I.o,f.;' and
U"~/I/ric ill E".qll/l/lI'5OtH 7110 (PI'iIlt'('loll, IDs(i) H9~)O.

M,dd"1I1y hea rilll{: J)rrl/r /lIIrl;OI/(III, (VrnicI" '17 f) pp. !i" '.1:

... ci t'osi slam)(, ct :lIIdalldo SClllprc ruin 1:1 111:1110 dell. Irasopra 1:1
sillistra, al mrzodd erllzrr nostro davanli , ..

7. Religious drama: see A. d'Ancona, Origini del teatro italiano, 2nd
r~d., I (Turin,',R!)I) rs[wcially pp. 2211 (Mattr'(J Pahnir'ri Oil till'
1454 St.John's Day pageant), 251(011 the Russian Bishop and the
ASCl'IlSioll play or q:m)an<1 .1.'J:l (ouRslni/wln nml .trdit).

AbralWIl and Hagar: printed in A d'Allcona, SlUre rappresentado1li
dei seroti XIV, XV, e XVI, I (Florence,1872) t-41 and r~~pccially p.
13:

Fil1ila l'alllllll1ziazionc il Icslaillolo vaa sedere. Et AIJraam sta a
sedere in luogo Un poco rilevato e Sarra apptesso a lui et a' piedi loro
da mano destra debbe stare Isac, eda mano sinistra un poco piu discosto
debbe stare Ismael con Agar sua madfl,;"et;'lIIa,fine del palco da man
deslra dcbbe essereun altare, dove Abraam va a fare orazione. et alia
mano sinistra alia fine del palco haa essere uno monic in sui quale sia
uno bosco con uno atbore grande, dove ara apparire unafonte d'acqua
a modo di pozo, quando sarail tempo.

Angelo Galli onPisanello: Vasari, I.e Vile; I, Gentile da Fabriano
ed il Pisanello, ed. A. Venturi (Florence, 1896) pp. 4g-50:

Arte, mesura, aere et dcscgno,
Manera, prospectiva et naturale

Gli ha dato e1 celo per l11irabildono.

Domenico da Piacenza's dancing treatise: 'De arte saltandi et
choreasducendi', Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, MS.it. 972. fols. I

\'.-2 r.
On maniera:

... tenire eI mezo del tuo movimento che non sia ni tropo, ni poco, rna
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cum tanta suavitade che pari una gondola che da dui rimi spint~sia

~~r.~l~etl~:1.!~icclle quando el mare fa quieta segondo sua natura,
~;d~~~;d'~e·Vndiccllecum tardeza et asbassandosse cum prcslcza.

On mi,wfa:
. ~ , Innll'Zll rin'llf'l"mln elllll pn's'l'zn.

Cupid, Phoeblls, Venl/S, .7e(/lolI.~v:allin Trnftnlo dell' artl' Jlel hallo d;
U/I,qfirl/lw."""r'lI 1",II/I'I/Jr, ed. F. Zalllhrilli (UOIO/.(lIl1, 1117:0 PI'. ~7 II,
50-2, 6.')~8, 9!)-7: .

Ilana da1lza, cliiamllia VI'IIUJ, in tTl', cmnf!ostaf!eT LOTtIl<.o di Piel"O di (.'oJimo
de'Medici. .

In prima faccinouna eontenenza, c poi vadino insieme con duo passi
sciempi, cominciandocol pic manco; r poi qucllo dime7.o tomiinrlirtro,
lltlmvCrSf). ('lin dna ripr('lIc, I'UI1" III ~1I1 pit'III;""'lJ, ('o~ipnlnto,1'I

I'allraill sui picritlrl pure attravcrso; et in fJ\lello (emp", e1lr qlirllo f1i
1I1('7,(,. I1lr l'll'lIl' 1'i1'1";';n'./tlialfri I1l1a ,'atHml illlllllll.i 1'1111 {llHqi:l~~i d,,!,pi.
c poi dinllomeza volta ill sui pic ritt", tanlvchesivohillo l'UIIO verso
I'altro;e poifaccino dueriprcse, I'una in sui pic maneO el'altta ill Sill

pic duo; cpoi vcnghino,inconlro l'tlllO ~1I'liltrn (""' IIUlI pmlllrlrioppio,
cominciando col pie maneo; e poi faedno la volta dclgioioso tutti
insieme; poiqnrllodi mr7.O Vl'n~ll ineontrn a~1i altd concino
passi scicmpi; el ill qucl lempo gli altrilaedno ulla rivcrcllza ill Sill pi.,
maneo ...

On aere(p. 1.7):

. .. aierosa prcscllza ct" c1evalo llIovimenlo, colla propria prrsona
mostrando con destreza nel danzare un dolcieet umanissimo rile
vamento.

6. Colour codes: S. Antonino, Summa Theologica, 1. iii. 3; L. B.
Alberti, OperelJolgafi;ed. C. Grayson,III (Bari,L973) pp.22'-4-,
and S. V.EdgertonJr., 'Alberti's colour theory', Journal oj the
Warburgand Courlttuld Institutes, XXXII, 1969, 'log-34-;on Leonello
d'Este's clothes, Angelo Decembrio, De poUlia lilteraria(Basle, 1562)
P·3·

Lorenzo Valla against colour symbolism:'Epistola ad Candidum
Decembrem', in Opera (Basle,1540) pp. 63g-4L, and Baxandall,
Giollo and the Orators (Oxford, 197 I) pp. 114-~I6 and 168-7 I:

Intueamur nunc rationes tuasdecoloribus ... Color aureus est,
inquit, nobilissimus colorum, quod pet eum figuratur Imr.Si quis enim
vellet figurare radios soJis,quod· est corpusmaxime lul11.inosum, non
posset commodius facere quam per radios aureos, constatautem luce
nihil esse nobilius. Animadvertite stuporem hominis, stoliditatcmque
pecudis.Si aureum colorem accipit cum solum, qui ab auro figuratur,
sol quidem non est au reus. Si auteum pro fulvo, rutilo, croceo, quis

169



unquam ita caecus atque ebrius fuit, nisi similis ac par Bartolo, qui
solem croceum dixerit? Sustolle paulisper oculos asim;". , . «:t ",ide an sol
est aureus velargenteus ... Quid postea, quae proximo loco'colorem
poni!? ... Sapphireus, inquit, cst proximus, quem ipse] ut cst barbarus,
et quasi cum foeminis, et non cum viris Iiquatur, a~uru"! vo~at: per
hunc colorem,ait significatur aer. Nonne tibi hic aliquid dicere videtur,
qui ordinem sequitur elementorum? eerte. Sed nesdo quare IUllam
praetennisit, .. , qumn solem primum feceris, IUllam ddmeras l:teere
seculldam, quae et altior acre est,et magissuum quen~amcolorem habet
quam aer, et quum ilium dixeris aureum, 'hane oport<;bi\t,argphteam
nominare et proximam a sole facere, ut argelltumsecundumt:!s'tab auro:
.,. Sapphireum igitur secundo numeras \oeo, dclecti\tus, ut dixi, onlille
elementorum:a metallis enim, a lapidibu$ preeiosis, ab herbiset Aorihus,
lion putasti tibi exempla sumenda: quae si propria magis et aeeomodata
erant, tum humilia tibi et abiecta duxisti, tu qui ex sole talltum es l:tetus
et aere. NamquuITJ+seriemclementorlllnprosequeris, de dunbus dieis,
de- duobus <llteris obmutesds, et nobis expcctantibustalll altulll veller
alldumque proecssum, quodam modo iIIudis.Si prim liS minI' est ig-neus,
sequens aerills, lertius aquaticus crit:quartus tnn'us .,. Pe-rgalllus
adcaetera. Paulo post ait album esse Ilobilissimum colorum; nigrulII
abicctissimum, aliqs vero ita quenquam optimum,ut cst albo ('011

iunctissimus, rursum itaquenquam deterrimum: ut cst lIigredini pro
xim\ls. Hmum quid prinlllm reprehendam? an quod anrd calori~ nOli
IIn'lninit ... ? Aut cur srriea fil;~"lIlurice linA'l'rentur,huHle ta'ididal'
rubricarelltur, nisi rubeus eoloralbo putaretu.r esse vellustior? Nam si
candor cst simplicissimus et purissimus, nonrontiuuo cst prae
slantissimus '" Dc nigro autem quid dicam? quem rum "II,,, ('0111

paraluminvenio, nee minoris praestantiae putalum,undc corvus et
cygnus propter hane ipsam eausam dicuntur Apollinieonsecrati: ., , Et
mea senlcntia Acthiopes Indis pulchriorl's, co ipso quod nigriores SUIll.
Quid ergo aUloritatem homini alrero, quosille aethereus parvifacit?
.. , Quod si rerum condilor nullam in operibus suis putavit eolorum
differentiam, quid nos homunculi faciemus? ali volemus plus deo sapere?
auleum imilari el sequi erubescemus? a bune et sauele Jcsu, si nou
eOA'itavit de lapidibus et herbis, de Aorihus et multis aliisBartolus quum
(\(' \'I'slihus cl npt'I'imentis hol1tinlllll IO(IU('l'etlll', pot('ratn(' ohlivisd <It'
avium, prope dixcrim, veslibus, ut galli, pavonis, pid,picae, phasiani,
el aliorum complurium? .. , Eamus nLlncel homincm audiamus, a
divinis atque humanis rebus dissentientem: et pueUis Ticinensibus, vcr
cnim adventat, legem imponamus, ne serta, nisi quomodo Bartolus
praescribit, texere audeant, ... Nunc iIIud dixissc satisest. Stolidis.~irnum
esse aliquem de digllitate colorum legem introdueere.

Filaretc on hues: Filaretc, Treatise on ArchiteCture, cd.J. R. Spt,nccr
(New Haven, 1965) I, 311 and II, 18'2 r.:

Guarda dalla natura come stanno bene compartiti i fiori ne'campi
e I'erbe. A presso al<verde ogni colore se gli confa: cI giallo e iI rosso, e
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anche I'a~~urro non si disdice. EI bianco appresso al nero tu sai come
si collf<?rmanO; eI rosso CQI giallo non cosi benesi confa, assai si confa
all9 aziurro, rna piu al v<;rde; eI bianco al rosso si confa assai,

Alberti on colour harmonies: Opere volgari, ed. cit., III, p.86:
Sara ivi grazia quandol'unocolore appresso, moho san\ dall'altro
differente; che se dipignerai Diana guidi il coro, sia a questa ninfa panni
verdila quella bianchi, aI\'altra rosati, all'altra croeei, e cosi a ciascuna
diversi~olori, talc chesempre i chiari sieno presso ad altri diversi colori
oscuri,Sara per questa corhparazione ivi la bellezza de' colori pill chiara
e piu leggiadra. E truovasi ccrta amici~ia dc' colori, che I'uno giunto
con l'aItro Ii porgcd,ignit~;e grazia. II colore rosato presso al verde e al
cilestrosi danno insieme oiiore e vista. II colore bianco non solo appresso
il ~e~ericcio e .appres~o ilcroceo, ~a ~u~si presso a tutti post?, ~~r¥e
letlzla. I colon oscun stanno [ra I chlarl non san~a alcuna dlgnlla, e
cosi i .chiari benes'avolgano fra gli oseuri. Cosi adunquc, quanto diss!,
iI pittore disporra slio colon.

Colour theory: J. Gav~l, Colour: A Study qFits POJit;on in tile Art
Theory Of the QuaUro~ and'Cinquecento (Stockholm, 1979), and J. S,
Ackerman, 'On Early Renaissance Color Theory and Practice',
Memdirs of the American Ac!/demy in Rome, XXXV, 1980, 11'--44,

9. Schools: C. Bec,·/..es Marchands ecrivains (Paris-Hague) pp. 383
91; R.Goldthwaite, 'Schools and Teachers of Commercial Arith
metic in Renaissance Florence', The Journal of European Economir
History, I, 1972,418-433; and W, Van Egmond, 'The Oommercial
Revolution and the Beginnings ofWestern Mathematics in Renaiss
ance Florence 130lrI500', Ph.D. thesis, Indiana University, 1976
(University Microfilms, 'Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1977), For an
explanation of the techniques taught, R, Franci and L. T. Rigatelli,
Introdu?;ione all' aritmetica 'mercantile del Medioevo e del Rinas,cimento
(Siena, 1982).

Piero delln FI'lu\C('Sl;n ongaugillg a harl'd: l'icro della "'ran('('5('a,
Trallato d'ahaco, ed.G. Arrighi (Pisa, 1970) p. 233:

Egl'e una boetc (he i s~loi fondi cchlscuno per diamclro2 bracci; et
al cochiume e 2t et tra ifondi e '1 cochiume e 2~, el e lunga 2 bracci.
Domando quanto sera qliadrata.

Questa ede spctie dcpiramide taA'late, periJ lit' eosi. Motltiplica iI
fon1<> in se, ch'e 2; fa 4, phi montiplica 2~ in se fa4~~iogni insieme fa
8~~. Poimontiplicn '2 via2~ r., 4t Rio~lIi COli RJi'! r., 1:ii,j, parli pCI' :i Ill'

. 41U ., d" d 112 h ..• . I' C': I q . .vene 243 eloe ra lei. e 424jC em se montlp Icalo,a 4243:equesto'lIelll
a mente. Tu ai che montiplicato 2~ in se fa. 4~, hora mOllliplica2t in sc
fa sk, giogni insiemi fa 10';'6' et montiplica 2~ via 2~ fa sgiogni ins~mi
fa 151~; partiper 3 ne Nene 5~, cioe la radici de S~lIIl' ehe in se



montiplicalo fa 5~' Giognilo chon quello de soprach'c
9~ il quale montiplica per If e parli per 14, he~¢t).,~:f
r qmlllrala la elkla holtI', .. ·C' '.' •. ,.

10. Ollofrio Dj"i'~ prohkrn: 1.lIl"n Padoli. SIImmn Ifr. nril'"nrlir.n V('lIkr,
1494) p. 158 1'.:

Uno viena morte, e a sua donna gra"idn. 'E fn lestamento'deduc.
600 che si trova in tutto. Di quali la donna facendo maschio,nedie
havere 200. eI fio 400. E facendo femina, la donna ne debahavere 400.
E In lin 200. Aen<lr ehe fed fioet lin, Dhnnndnse ehr III' tOl";l prrllllo,
adb si:ualva la illLCltlionc del Icstalol'C, ."..

Pirro ddlaFraucrsca on the RuleofTIH(lr: TmUalo r!'rtpqcn, cd.
eit" p. 44:

La regoln de Ie Ire I'mI' dici chI' se di-i ITl0111iplica1'1' la cosa,ehel'ol11o
VOll' sapl'n" per quella dIe nOli Csil11iglanlcc;ln.slIntl11a dl~ iii, parlin'
per I'altra; et quello che ne vene cde la natura de qucllQche non c
simi~lanle. el sempre iI parlilorc csimile~; la n~~a dIe I'mm; v(lll' saper".

Exemplo. Bracci? di panno vaglanog Libre, che van\ 5 bracd?
Fa' wsi: monliplka la quanlihi ehe tll',toi sapercper qllella quantitlt

che vale Ii ?braceidipanllo, ch'e 9 Lible, cosi 5 via 9 III 45,padi per
? ne vene 6 Libre e resta 3 Libre: fanne soldi sono 60, parti per? ne
vene 8 soldi e resta 4 soldi; fanne d[e]nari sono 48,parti per ?ne vene
6 denaril Adunqua 5 bracci di panno a quella ragione vaglan06 Libre
8 soldi 6 denari ~. .

Harmonic proportion: for a clear and accessible account of its
visual application, R. Wittkower, Architectural Principles in the Age of
Humanism,3rd. ed. (London, Ig62) especially pp. 103-10.

n. The sensible delights of paradise: Bartholomeus Rimbertinus,
De delieiis sensibilibus paradisi (Venice, t4g8) pp, 15v.-26r.; in par
ticular p. 171'.:

... intersticidium non impedit visum oculorum beatorutn ... Nam si
christus existens in celis post ascensiollem suam videbat matrem suam
dulcissimam: adhuc in terra existentem etin cubiculo orantem, patet
quod nec situs nec paries impedit. "

Item non plusimpedit opacitas interslicii quam inversio rei visibilis
ab ante et retro: ut defacie locuti sumus. Unde Christus pOlerat faciem
matris prostrate in terram intueriet nunc materei\ls bcatissima, quem
libet devotum suum: ac si in [aciem eius de directorespiceret. Et sic
patet quod per dorsum videre potest pecms:et per occiput faciem.

Celsus Maffeus, De sensibilibus delieiis paradist (Verona, 1504-) pp. A
viii v.-B ii 1'., in particular pp, B i v.-Bii 1'.:

El vislIS cril ila awllls ul minimas dillcrenlias COIOI'11ll1 ct variclales
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~i~ce.ruc;r.cp<>terit. Nlllla eliam rlisl:tnlin aliI cOI'I'"rlllll illkrpnsilin erit
.i~~m.c~.,t\lji":';:::.,c .
'ni';lllOral ,Il1l1ilph'iwal ey'~: PI'tt'llll Lm'('pil'ra 1I.I'IIIOviITIISi~l,

/.iber dl! oeu[o morali (Vcni<:c, "1.96) or, in Italiml translation, Uhro
rtt II/cd';;, mornle el .I/Jil'illlalr. (V('lIi("(~, '1Dli), ill W'IIl'ral PI'; i\ vii r.
B vii v., and in particular pp. A iii r. and B vii v.:

Se diligentemente vorr~mo col spiritopensare nella lege del signore,
facilmente cognosceremoche neUi sacri doqui spesso si recitano quelle
cose ehe alia visionc& :occhio matrriale si apnrlmgallo, Dondc I'
innnifeslo rhe III l'flllsidrrlltiOlw til'! orchio & IIi ("wlk rose I"IH'all ('~~O
si apartengano e nssniutilead havere piu pieha nOlitia de lasapienlia
<liviua.

Undecimo mirabile in la visione.
E provato pCI' lnatllrdcr.ta ~r.icntia, ehr s()ttral~li Ii ragi !lvrr lilH~e

11011 si puo r.crliHcar laqunnlitadda rosa dll~ ~i wile, I"a sipuo bl'lI

discernere se si vedll per deritte Lince: come e manifcslo inalcuna ro1;a
laCJllnlc horn scwrlein ncre & hnmill m·qna. 1\imihlH'IIIf'. d IH'IT.. l"
si puo certitudinalmentecomprendere seconrlo cI Krado della propria
qu:mtitaelnctudlodctttnic r1eriltamellte ris~u:trel() 1'1 Pc('caln eonlorehio
della ragionc.Etinqucsto modoalcUllodoctore over qualunquealtto
huomo studioso risguardael peccato, elquale speculando in. ciaschun
peccatola vita, considera & investiga do che si dee cognoscere de Ii
gradi de peccati .. , i Elpeccatore adonquequando commette e1peccato,
non discerne la colpa di esso peccalo ne risguarda quello per dericta
linea ma per obliqua & interrota ...

See alsoA. Parronl:;hi, 'Le Conti di Paolo Uccello, II, 1 "filosofi" "
Studi su la dolce prospettiva (Milan, Ig64)PP. 522'-,26.·

III

I. Lancilotti's poem: Francesco Lancilotti,Trattato dipittura
(Rome, 15(9) p. aiiLr., and in Sc.rittid'Arte del Cinqueeento, ed. Paola
Barocchi, I (Milan-Naples; 1971 ), p. 746.

The four corporeal gifts of the Blessed: the idea of these derived
from St. Augustineand they are expounded in many Quattrocento
books and sermons-.:..-for instance, Matteo Bossi, De veris ae salutaribus
animi gaudiis (Florence, 149I ). .

2. Giovanni Santi: The edition of the Cronaea rimata by H.Holtz
inger (Stuttgart, 1893) has been superseded by Giovanni Santi, !Az
Vita eIe Gestadi Federico di Montefeltro, Duea d'Urbino, ed. L. Michelini
Tocci, 2 vols, (Vatican City, 1985), this tcxt(TT, pr. fifiR and fir~
4-) being used here; See also Lise Bek, 'Giovanni Sanli's "Disputa
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della pittura"-a polemic treatise', AnalectaRomana lnstituti Danici,
V, 1969,75-102.

3. Cristoforo Landino: on Landino in general, see M. Santoro,
'Cristoforo Landino, e il volgare', Giomale storico della letteratura
italiana, CXXXI, 1954, pp. 501-47.

Landinoon Alberti: Comento di Christophoro Landinofiorentino sopra
la comedia di Danthe Alighieri (Florence, 1481Jp. ivr.:

Madove Ill$cio Battista Alberti 0 in che generazione di dotti loripongo?
Dirai tra' fisici. Certo,affermo lui esser nato solo per investigare e'
secreti della natura. Maquale spezie di matematicagli fu incognita?
Lui geometra, lui aritmetico, lui astrologo, lui musico e nellaprospettiva
maraviglioso piu che uomo di molti secoH. Le qualitutte dottrine quanto
ill lui risplendrssinoplallifesto 10 dimostrono novelibri De Architetura
da lui divinissimamente scritti, e'qualiso~orerertid'ogni dottrina e
iUustratidi somma eloquenzia. ScrisseDePicturll! sfrisse De SC\Jlptura,
elquale libro e intitolato Statua. Ne sQ!arnentescrisserna di mana
propria fece, e restano nelle mani nostrt:;commendatissime opere di
pennello, di scalpello, di bulino e di gettodaluifatte. .

Landino's Pliny: C. Plinius Secundus, l/.i;toria naturale, trs. C.
Landino (Rome 1473) and later editions.

Landino on the artists: 'Fiorentiniexcellenti in pictura et sculp
tura',Comento,ed. cit~,p. viii r. See alsoO. Morisani, 'Art Historians
and Art Critics, HI, Cristoforo Landino', Burlingloll Maga<.ine,
XCV, 1953, p. 267, and M. Baxandalh 'Alberti and Cristoforo
Landino: The Practical Criticism of Painting', Accademia Nazion
ale deiLincei, Alli del Convegno lntema?,ionale indettonel VO Centenario
di L. B. Alberti, 1972 (Rome, 1974) pp. I.H""56.

4. (a) imi/alore dellanaillra: Leonardo da Vinci, The Literary Works,
ed. J. P. Richter, I (Oxford, 1939) 372 and Treati.fe On Painting, ed.
A. P. McMahon (princeton, 1956) 1,41 andJl,21-v.-25r.:

La pittura ... costringe la mente del pittore a trll$muttarisinella propria
mente di natura esin interprele infra essn· nalura e l'arte comrlllando
con quellale cause delle sue dimoslrazionieollstreUe dalla SUII legge et
in ehe modo Ie sinlilitudini delli obbietti circonstanti al occhio con
corrino con Ii veri simulacri allapoppilla del occhio, e infra gli obbidti
eguali in grandezza quale si dimostrera maggiore a esso occhio; e infra
Ii colori eguali qual si dimostrera piu 0 men oscuro, 0 piu 0 men chiaro;
einfra Ie cose d'egual bass~za quale sidimostrera pill 0 menbassa et
diquelle che sono poste in altezza eguale qualesi dimostrera piuo men
altaet deIli obbietti eguali pOSh in variedistantieperche si dimo
streranno men noti I'un chel'altro;

For representative classical and renaissance contexts for the phrase
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see Pliny, ,NaturaIHistory"XXXIV,61 (natura ipsa imitanda esse)
and Lorenzo yhiberti, I commentarii, ed. J. v. Schlosser, I (Berlin,
19 12) p. 48 (II. 22): 'mi ingegnai con ogni misura osservare ill esse
[the Gates of Paradise] cercare imitare la natura quanta a me fosse
possibile' .

(b) rilievo: Alberti, Operevolgari, ed. C, Grayson, III (Bari, (973)
pp. 8~84'( ~ .. illume e l',ombrafanno parere Ie cose rilevate, cosi
il bianco 'e'l nero fa· Ie ~ose dipinte parere rilevate ... ); Cennino
Cennini, 11libro dell' arte,4S-g, cd. D. V. Thompson (New Haven,
1932 ) pp. 5-6:

Come tu de' dart la raJ{iont della lllu, chiarosCllro aile IlIefi,!!,,,re. dotal/dole di
ragiont di rilitvo.

Se per ventura t'avvenisse, quado disC!~nassi 0 ritraessi in olppcllc, 0

colorissi in altri IllOghi cOlltrari, The 11011 potessi ,lYerre la Iller dalla
man tua, 0 a tuomodo, seguita di dare eI rilievo aile tue figure, 0

veramente disegno, secondo I'ordine delle finestre che trovi n~' dcui
luoghj, che ti hannoa dare la luee. E cosi, seguitando la luce da qual
mana si sia, da' el tuo rilievo e I'oscuro, secondo la ragione detta .. , E
se la luce prosperasse con.fineslra che fusse maggiored'altrachc fusse
ne' delti luoghi,seguita sempre la piu ~ccellente luce, e voglia con dehito
ragionevole intendeda e seguitarla; perch':, cio Illancando, non sarebbe
luo lavorio con ncssuno rilicvo, c verrebbe cosa scmprice, ~ con poco
maestero.

(c) IIIITO: Cicero, Orator, XVI, 53; QJlinlilian, In.flitlliionr.s oraloriae,
Xl, i, 53; Pliny the Younger, Epistulae, VII, ix, 8.

(d) facilita: Alberti, Opere volgari, ed. cit., III, pp. 100-6; Vasari,
Le vite'de' pili eccellentipitton, scultori ed architettori, Proemio alia parte
terza, ed. G. Milanesi,IV (Florence, (879) g-II; for fresco, see E.
Borsook,The Mural Paintepqf Tuscany, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1980).

(e) prospettiva: Antonio Manetti, Filippo Brunellesco, ed. H. Holtz
in~('r (SlulIgnrt, IRR7) 1>.9:

.. . ~
.... qudlo ch' e dipintori,oggi dicono prospl'l tiva; ... euna parte di
f]uclla sriI'll7.11, rll(' r inl'ff,·tlo Jlorre hl'nl' I' ron ragionl' h· dill1illm~iolli

(., aenesrilllf'l1ti "he appaiol1o agli occhi degli uominiddle rose di fungi
e da presso: casamenti, ptani e montagne e paesi d'ogni ragione e in
ogni luogo, Ie figurl; e I'altre cose, diquella misurache s'aparlienl' a
queUa distanza che Ie si mostrano di lungi ...

Dante, Convivio, II. iii. 6 (sensibilmente e ragionevolmentee veduto
... secondo che per un' art'e che si chiama perspettiva, e arismetrica
e geometria) and II. xiii. 27 (Ia Geometria e bianchissima, in
quanto esanza macula d'errore e certissima per se e per la sua
ancelIa, che si chiamaPerspettiva). Squarcione's contract of 1467
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in V. L01.1,Orini, 'J)oc\llllenli l'c1ativialll\ piHum pncll1Vll~l~ del
secolo XV', in Nuovo Arcllivio Veneto, XV, i, 19o~,29.~~:;dL!i~;,

~5, '·):;1 -·'!~~f',T~~*i~}l;

Ie raxon d'un piano Iineato bensegondo d tnio "modo e 'Ine~e~'jig~re sui
dicto piano una in za I'altra in la in diversi luogi d~1 dlcto planoe
metere masarizie, zoe chariega, bancha, chasa, e darge tntendere queste
chose sui dieto piano e insegnarge intendere una testa d'omo in schu~o

per fi~ura de isolllairia, zoe d'un quadl'l) pcrfcto COil cI solo qlladr~ m

SCOI'7.0 e illsegnarge Ie !'axon de uno COl'po uudo I1\cxurado de dnetlo
edenanzi e met~re ochi, naxo, bocha, rechie in una tcstad'omo
ai so luogi mexuradi e <large intcndere tUle ques(ccosl;.~p;\rIC a
parte, quanto a mi sera posibcle e 'I dicto l'ranzesco sera chapazc a
inparare ...

}t'Ul' Ucccllo's perspective t1l1dcnlrawing, R, Klein, iPq1l,lponius
Gnuricus on Perspective', Art Bullelin, X;f,JJI, 1961, 211-l?; fil~

aCCC5.~ihlc cxplanations of the pcrspcctives'yslcrn see. I), Glollclh
~,\', I Prlll!lf'Clivr'in f:llf,l'r/oprd;n q{ World Art,XI. Nc~ V.~rk, I !l~fi,

especially 203-9 Hilt! B. A. R, Uarlcrll,V. 'llcrspccltve, 111 OxJrl/'(J
C",nllfmi'm In Arl, 1~IL]1. Oshorrw(Oxfilrd, 1!J7~), cllpl~rlllIlY,R.1'2··:t

and 859-60 and lor its origins, M. Kemp, 'SClcnc<:, Non-SCience
and NOllsc~se: The Interpretation of Bruncllcschi's Perspective',
Art llistory, I, 1970, 131-'GI.

(f) gra<.ioso: for Filippo Lippi's epigraph, H. Mendel,sohn, F~a

Filippo Lippi (Berlin, 1909) p. 34; for Leonardo on gra<;lQ, TreatIse
on Pail/lillg, ed. cit., I, 382 and II, 1141'.:

Le membra colcorpo debbono csser acomodate con gratia al pro
posito dell'effetto che tu voi che fac;ia laFigura, et se t,u, voi~are Figura
che dimostri in se leggiadria, debbt fare metl'lbra gentlh e dlstese senza
dimostrationedi tropomuscoIi e que pochi ch'alproposito farai dimo
strare fagli dolci cioe di poca evidentia con ombrenon tinte, et Ie
membra massimamente Ie btaccia,disnodate, cioe chenissun membro
non istia in linea diritta col membro che s'aggiongie Con seco.

For gralia andliterarycriticism, see, for example, Quintilian, Insli
lUliones oraloriae, IX. II I. 3.
(g)ornato: Quintilian, Institutiones oraloriae, VIII. iii. 49 and 61
(Ornatum est, quod perspicuo ac probabili plus est), and XII. ~.

66; Alberti, Opere volgari, ed. cit., III, ~. 78 (~ia nel.!' ~0n,t0 movl
menti'con pili fermezza ornati con belli posan e artlficlOsl); Leon
ardo on ornament; Treatise on Painting,ed. tit., I, 275 and II, 60 v,
(Non fare mai n~lIe ,istorie tanti or~am.enti.alle ~ue figure .e' a!tri
corpi che impedischmo la forma e 1<"tt1tudme dl tal figure e I es
sentia de predetti altri corpi).
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I (!l)~(f"itt?: An~crli, 0/Je,m volgfln, cel.cit, HI, Pl" (In· 71.011 cliver-
sltXl:!fQPJi~~b,,.-.,¢. . .

; ;:."fiii·J'ltil~~gtS:~i~lIo P~rJlliSli Vl'cchi, giovalli, Hlllriulli, don Ill', fallci
uIle, fanciullini, polli,' calelIini, uccellini, cavalli pecore edifici
..' , ; ,proVince, e tutte similicose.

On diversity of attitudes:

Ivi aduuCjue Mieno a1cUl)i rilli C Imllltl'ii", tntla la ran;ia, COli II' luaui
in alto e con Ie dila liete, lCrmi in Sll in pic. Agli altri sia il visoconlrario
e Ie braccia remillse, eoipicdi aggiUllli. E rosi a ri.Mrllllo sia SilO nllo c
f1e~~j~lIe di 11Ielllbra:altri llegga, allrisi posi suun giuo('('hio, allri
giacCiano. ESe cosUvLsialicito, sievia1cuno ignudo,ea1cuni parte nndi
e parte velliiti '"

011 GiI)UO'14 Nm,ia'IIf1:

I.od~~i I? navr.dipi'.lta!lRrm~Il, ill fl'JrIlr r1l1n~lnl lrl~r'all" (iinll"I"'~I'
\IIHI'~:I~ISe('llfIlr tllltl COIlUIIOSSI da pallra vrdcndo \Illodc' slloi cOllll'ag-lli

"pllllsrg-~larc~dprlll'aCCJlla, cite ivi rsprl~S:1r 6a~cUllo (''''IS1l0 Vi~fl I' ~"~ffl

J!"IW'I'(' RUn ('('1'1.0 it"U:'.iU.d':llIilllll 1~1I"Italn, lakdlf~ill daRnlllo l'rallO
~lIoi diversi rnovi mrl it i C ~tari.

(i) ClIIII/Jo.li<;irllle:t\lbel'ti,Opel'e volgari, ed. riL, III, PI'. 6(t-80, and
See M, BaxandaU, Giottoand lhe Orators (Oxfhrd, 1971)PP' nZ9--:l9.

(j) ~olorire: Filclfo on GClltilcBeUini, Bibliolcca Apostolica
Vatlcana,MS. Urb.lat. 804; foJ. 247v.; Vespalliano daBisticci on
Federigo da Montefeltro, Vite di uomini illustri, ed. P.D'Ancona and
R. Aeschlimann (Milan, 1951)p.20g( '" per non trovare maestri
asuo modo in Italia; chesapessinocolorire in tavole ad olio, mand6
infino in Fiandra);Piero della Francesca, Deprospeclivapingll1ldi, ed.
cit., p, 63 (Colorare intendiamo dare i colori commo nelle cosese
dimostrano, chiari etuscuri secondo che ilumi Ii devariano).
(k) disegllo: Francesco da Buti, Commenlosopra La Divina C()mmedia, II
(Pisa, 1860) P,285 ([Giotto] diptllnelfu maeslro; doe fino dipintore,
o di sliLe;cioe. odisegnatore constilo ne Ie taule ... );Cennino
Cennini, IlLibtodell'arte, ed. cit., p. 3 (EI fondamento deH'arte, e

di tutti questi lavoriidi Olano principioeil disegno e 'I colorire);
for Castagno'ssitlbpie, U, Procacqi, Sinopie eqJfreschi (Milan, 1961 )
pp. 67:-8 and Plates 12o-g; Alberti, Opere volgari, ed. cit., HI, p,
100; Plero della Francesca, Deprospectivapingendi, ed. cit., p. 63:

La pictura contiene in se tre parti prineipali, quali diciamo esslre
disegno, commensuratio et colorare. Desegnointendiarnocssere profili
ct contotni che nella cosa Se cOlllrne. Commrnsumtio diciarno ess(n
essi profili et conlorni proportionalmente posti Ilei luoghi loro. Colorare
intendiamo dare icolori commo lleHe cose sr dimostrano, chiari rl
uscuri secondo che i lumi Ii devariano.
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(I) dijJicolta: Lorenzo de' Medici, Opere, ed. A. Simioni,' (Bari,
1939) p. 22 ( ... arguendo daHa difficulta, perche la virtu, secondo
i filosofi, consiste circa la difficile); Lodovico Dolce on Michelangelo
and Raphael, 'Dialogo della pitturaI557', in Traliati d'arte del
Cinquecento, ed. P. Barocchi, I (Bari, 1960) p. 196 ( ... si come
Michelangelo ha ricerco sempre in tutte Ie sue opere la difficulta,
cosi Rafaello, all'incontro, la facilita, parte, Come io dissi, difficile
a conseguire ... ); Antonio Manetti, Filippo Brunelle$cho, ed. cit.,
pp. 14- 15:

stupivano emaravigliavansi delle difficulta ch!egli aveva messo innanzi,
come fu I'attitudinc d'Abram, I'attitudine di quel ditosottod mento,
la sua prontezza, e panni, e 'I modo e la fine di tutto quel corpo del
figJiuolo, e '1 modo e panni di quello Angelo e suoi reggimenti, e come
gli piglia la mano; I'attitudine e 'I modo e la fine diquello chesi trae
10 steeeo del pie, e cosl di quello che beechinatoj e di quanta difficulta
sono quclle figure, e quanto bene elle fanno I'uficio 10ro ...

(m) scorci: Landino on Ueeello, Comento, ed. cit., p. vHir. ( ...
artificioso negli seorci, perche intese bene di prospeetiva);Lodovico
Dolce, op. cit., I, 180-81 (Ho intcso, che gli scorti sono una delle
principali difficulta dell'arte. Onde io crederei, che chi pili spesso
Rli llwl\('ssr in opt'I'a, pi", mrritllssr Illude ..• CHi s('Ol'\i milo intrsi
da poclJi, oude a pochi diletlano, et aneo a gl'intcndcllti aile vollc
piu apportano fastidio, che dilettatione); Vasari, I.e vite, ed.ciL,
IV, 11 ( ... si come erano a loro duri a condurli, cosi erano aspri
a vederli).
(n) pronto: Leonardo, Treatise on Painting, cd. cit., 1,89 and II, 33
v. ( ... setn vorrai piaccre a quelIi che no' son maestri Ie tue pitture
hanno pochi scorci e pocorilevo, 0' movimento pronto ... ); Alberti,
Opere volgari, ed. cit., III, p. 100 (Et I'ingegnio mossoctriscald'llo
per excitatione molto si rende pronto et expedito allavoro et quella
mano seguita velocissimo quale sia da certa ragioned'ingegnio ben
guidata).

(a) ve<:<:oso: Alberti, Opere volgari, ed. cit., IIl,p. 84:
Per questo molto sibiasimi tiaseuno pittore il quale senza moltQ modo
usi bianco 0 nero ... Sarebbe certo utile iI bianco e nero si facesse di
queUe ... perle..... , ch«n.cSare.bbono quanta debbollo avari e massai e
sarebbero lora opera pill al vero dolci evezzose.

[Girolamo di Manfredi,] 'Albertus Magnus', Ellibro chiamato della
vita, costumi, naturadellomo (l':laples, 1478) p. Ixxvii r.:

Perche il nostro yedere e megliore nei colori verdi che nei bianchi e
nei negri.

Ogni obiecto extremodebiIita il sentimento e il megio e temperato
confortaperche Ii extremi movano distemperamente lorgano del sentire
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eo,:"e i1Trop~ ~ianco move disgregando il forte negro move tropo
umendo e pauCificando. Ma il colore megio come e il verde tem

.peratamente move rie tropo desgregando ne tropo uniendo. Impero
'conforta molto iI vedere.

(p) devoto: St. Thomas, Summa Theologica, 2"-2", q. 180, aa. 1 and
7; the four preaching styles in 'Ars predicandi el syrmocinandi'
Biblioteca Nazionale, Florence, MS. MagI. VIII, '412, fol. 18v.: '

Quattuor sUIll genera predicationis : .. Primum genus est subtilius
pro sapie~tibus et expertisin arte: et istud est investigandum. Secundum
est facilius pro noviter introductis in theologia istud est penitus obser-'
vandum. Tertium curiosiu~ pro iIIis qui solum volunt apparcrc. lstud
est tanquam inutile fugiendum. Quanum devotius sieut sunt sermones
sanctorum quae leguntur in ecc1esia. Istud est plurimum tenendum et
est b.onu~ pro populo edjficando et informando ... Quartum genus
pred~~andl s~rva~erulll antiqui patres, et doctores sancti et Augustinus,
et aln sanctl qUI omnem 'curiositatem devitantes in quadam maSSa
nobis divinas inspirationes ediderunt sine divisione vel suhdivisione aut
coneordantia aliquali.

5. FeD Delcari on sight: A. d'Ancona, Sacre ralJpreSenfadon; de; suoli
XIV, XV, e XVI, I (Florence, 1872) 44. .
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Dominici,Fra Giovanni, 147;
Donatello,5, J3~7, 145.
Dotti, Antonfrancesco de', 8.

Fazio, Bartolomeo'58.
Federigoda Monlefeltro, sr.~ Montc"

feltro.
Fibonacci, Leonardo, 94-5.
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