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Preface

D 0sso Dossi, Court Painter in Renaissance Ferrara—an unprecedented
exhibition of the work of Dosso and his brother Battista—will open in
the Palazzo dei Diamanti in Ferrara, Italy, in September of 1998, and then
travel to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in January of 1999,
and to the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles in April of that same year.
From the very beginning of its planning, a scholarly conference was intended
to accompany and complement the exhibition. To this end John Walsh,
director of the J. Paul Getty Museum, and Salvatore Settis, director of the
Getty Research Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, contacted
Luisa Ciammitti, of the Soprintendenza per i Beni Artistici e Storici di Bolo-
gna, to plan a symposium devoted to Dosso. After many meetings and much
deliberation, four basic points were decided upon: the symposium would
take the form of two separate meetings, at the Getty and in Italy; the two
conference meetings would precede the exhibition, rather than coincide with
it, in order to generate discussion that might inform the exhibition catalog;
the conference would be designed to go beyond a strictly monographic ap-
proach to Dosso’s artistic development by exploring the wider social, intel-
lectual, and historical context in which he lived; and a book drawn from
material presented at the two meetings would be published in the Getty
Research Institute’s “Issues & Debates” series.

This volume is that publication — one which grew out of a two-part inter-
national conference entitled “Dosso Dossi and His Age,” organized by Luisa
Ciammitti with the assistance of Amy Morris. The first meeting took place in
May 1996 at the Getty Research Institute (then in Santa Monica, California)
and the J. Paul Getty Museum in Malibu; the second, almost one year later,
in April 1997, at the Castello del Buonconsiglio in Trent, Italy. Less than half
of the papers presented in California and Trent appear here as essays, how-
ever, the remaining having been committed to publication elsewhere. Several
of the papers, moreover, have been substantially rewritten and refined, two
have been expanded from brief symposium “remarks” into fully developed
essays, and one has been commissioned specifically for this volume. This
book does not, therefore, constitute the “acts” or “proceedings” of the
Dosso conference, but it has been conceived in such a way as to reflect the
breadth and depth of inquiry that marked the two meetings and to stimulate
further discussion and debate about Dosso and his fate.
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The editors of this volume are much indebted to George R. Goldner and
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Introduction

Steven F. Ostrow

mong the more than one hundred extant paintings generally accepted as
the work of Dosso Dossi, only one bears the artist’s signature, his Saint
Jerome in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna (p. 94). Rather than
taking the form of the artist’s name spelled out with letters, however, the sig-
nature appears in the form of a rebus, with a D stuck through by a large
bone, a visual pun on the Italian word for bone (0sso). With its play of ver-
bal and visual elements, Dosso’s only signature is reminiscent of the culture
of emblematics that flourished in sixteenth-century Italy. It was a culture in
which the artist—and the Estense court in Ferrara—was deeply immersed:
Dosso drew upon the emblems in Andrea Alciati’s Emblematum libellus, the
earliest and most important emblem book of the Renaissance, for several of
his paintings, and in 1543 Alciati himself was called to Ferrara by Ercole II
d’Este.! Although unusual, it was not unprecedented for a rebus to appear in
a sixteenth-century Italian painting.2 As an Italian artist’s signature, how-
ever, as Dosso’s only signature on a work, his rebus is both unconventional
and remarkable —at once learned, whimsical, and deeply reflective of the
humanist culture in which it was produced.? And like a true impresa, as
defined by Paolo Giovio, Dosso’s rebus-signature is “not so obscure as to
require a Sybil to interpret it, nor so obvious as to allow every plebeian to
understand it.”4
The qualities of Dosso’s entire oeuvre mirror those of his rebus. His art—
both formally and iconographically —remains elusive and difficult to cate-
gorize, which underscores why he continues to be such a compelling and
endlessly challenging artist to study. Thanks to the wealth of documents that
chronicle his life and career as a court artist, we know a great deal about
Dosso.’ Unfortunately, however, very little of the work he executed for the
court of Ferrara survives, and owing to an almost complete lack of documen-
tation for his extant paintings, many critical questions remain unanswered
about his life and work. What we are certain about can be summarized as
follows: Dosso Dossi was born Giovanni Lutero (or Luteri) in about 1487;
his younger brother Battista was born between about 1490 and 1495. Their
father, Nicolo, came from the Trentino and served as the bursar (spenditore)
at the Ferrarese court of Ercole I d’Este. In 1512 Dosso is recorded as work-
ing in Mantua at the court of the Gonzaga, and by early 1514 he is docu-
mented as being in the service of Alfonso I d’Este in Ferrara—a position in
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which he would remain his entire life. Along with Battista, who is first re-
corded at the Ferrarese court in 1517, Dosso fulfilled all the duties expected
of a court artist: adorning the ducal palaces and villas with frescoes and easel
pictures, painting portraits, and designing theater sets, tapestries, festival dec-
orations, fountains, arms and armor, banners, medals, prints, and majolica.
We know that Dosso traveled on behalf of the duke to Venice in 1516, to
Florence in 1517, to Venice again in 1518, and to Mantua (with Titian) in 1519.
When permitted by Alfonso, he also produced altarpieces and secular works
for the Ferrarese nobility and other patrons, and on two occasions the Dossi
brothers were “lent” by Alfonso to other princely patrons to undertake large
decorative projects. These consisted of frescoes adorning the Villa Imperiale
near Pesaro, which they carried out for Francesco Maria I della Rovere, the
duke of Urbino, in 1530, and, from 1531 to 1532, the decoration of a suite of
rooms in the Castello del Buonconsiglio in Trent, for Cardinal Bernardo Cles,
prince-bishop of that city. Following his return to Ferrara, Dosso resumed his
duties as court painter to Alfonso and, among other activities, from 1532 on
produced a number of altarpieces and votive paintings for Parma, Modena,
and Faenza. In 1534, upon the death of Alfonso, his son Ercole II succeeded
him as duke of Ferrara, and by about 1540, Battista had replaced Dosso as
the leading court artist. In 1541 the two brothers traveled to Venice, and late
that same year, or more probably early the next, Dosso died.

These “facts,” all of them documented, provide an outline of Dosso’s
career as an artist. But so much more remains uncertain. We know little, for
example, about his early years in Mantua, or about what other artists were
doing there at the time. It is also unclear how to reconcile certain inconsis-
tencies among the early sources. Giorgio Vasari, for example, reports that
Dosso was a pupil of Lorenzo Costa in Ferrara; according to Lodovico Dolce,
he studied in Venice; and Girolamo Baruffaldi, his seventeenth-century biog-
rapher, suggests that he spent time in both Venice and Rome. More recently,
the impact on Dosso’s development of Giorgione and Venetian art, of Raphael,
and of northern European painters such as Joachim de Patinir and Albrecht
Altdorfer has been widely debated, as have his contributions to the develop-
ment of landscape and genre painting. The overall chronology of his oeuvre
has yet to be established, and the precise subjects and meanings of many of
his most complex paintings and the relationship between his art and the
larger court culture in Ferrara are subject to continued discussion.

The conference that gave rise to this volume was conceived as a means to
explore these and other issues in the hope of expanding our knowledge of
Dosso’s art within the wider intellectual and historical context in which he
lived. A fortunate coincidence provided exceptional impetus to this effort:
the publication, soon after the conference had been organized, of a new two-
volume monograph on Dosso Dossi by the eminent scholar of northern Italian
painting, Alessandro Ballarin.6 Monumental in size, and rich in critical appa-
ratuses and illustrations, Ballarin’s work examines the art of Dosso in rela-
tion to the broader artistic context of Venetian, Mantuan, and Ferrarese
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painting in the first half of the sixteenth century. In addition to Dosso,
Battista Dossi figures prominently in this study, as do a number of other
painters, among them Giorgione, Boccaccio Boccaccino, Lodovico Mazzo-
lino, Garofalo, and Girolamo da Carpi. At the core of Ballarin’s monograph,
however, is its central feature and most distinguished contribution: a year-
by-year, and, in some instances, month-by-month chronology of Dosso’s
oeuvre, beginning circa 1508-1510 and ending circa 1540. The guiding meth-
odology of this chronology, what governs Ballarin’s approach, is connois-
seurship, the “thinking eye.””

Owing to its scope and its depth of inquiry into the formal aspects of
Dosso’s art, Ballarin’s monograph, not surprisingly, had an immediate and
direct impact on the papers presented at the first meeting of the Dosso con-
ference.® It became, in essence, the touchstone and reference point for all
considerations of Dosso’s artistic development. Regardless of whether or not
they agreed with Ballarin’s conclusions, participants simply had to take into
account his dating for all but the few documented paintings by the artist.
This was especially the case in regard to Dosso’s earliest working years, the
most studied and, also, the most controversial period of his career, especially
with respect to the so-called Longhi group—a number of paintings, primar-
ily religious in subject matter, that were first attributed to Dosso by Roberto
Longhi and dated by him to between 1512 and 1517.° Ballarin’s chronology
also figured prominently in discussions of Giorgione’s and Raphael’s influ-
ence on Dosso’s art, as well as other aspects of his career.

If the appearance of Ballarin’s monograph framed one end of the Dosso
conference, and provided it with an important and provocative stimulus,
the other end of the conference —the meeting in Trent—was framed by an
equally extraordinary event — the publication (in the fall of 1996) by Adriano
Franceschini of documents for the Costabili polyptych, one of Dosso’s most
important altarpieces, which was executed in collaboration with Garofalo
(p. 142).% Originally painted for the high altar of Sant’Andrea in Ferrara
(and now housed in that city’s Pinacoteca Nazionale), this large altarpiece
was, as Vasari first noted, commissioned by Antonio Costabili, a Ferrarese
nobleman and diplomat with close ties to the ducal court and a member of
the Comune of Ferrara. As to its date, it was generally assumed, on the basis
of the maturity of its forms, to have been painted in the early 1530s. Upon
the discovery (by Alessandra Pattanaro in 1989) that the altarpiece was al-
ready in place at the time of Costabili’s death in 1527,! a new dating to
between 1523 and 1524 had been proposed by Ballarin. Franceschini’s publi-
cation, however (which appears in this volume in an expanded form), points
to a very different conclusion: the documents he found prove that work on
the painting was under way by July 1513.

The discovery that work on one of Dosso’s major paintings had already
commenced as early as 1513 (an entire decade earlier than any modern
scholar had proposed) suggests the need to rethink the entire chronology of
Dosso’s oeuvre and, also, Garofalo’s career. In light of the Raphaelesque
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qualities of the Costabili polyptych, and of Vasari’s statement (in his life of
Garofalo) that it was finished within Raphael’s lifetime, it also raises other
pivotal issues pertaining to Dosso’s development, among them whether he
had visited Rome in about 1512, prior to the execution of the altarpiece, per-
haps in the company of Garofalo.22 For this very reason, the “Franceschini
documents,” as they came to be called, dominated much of the discussion at
the second meeting of the Dosso conference. Given the open-ended nature of
the documents (they say nothing about when the altarpiece was completed or
about what, exactly, Dosso and Garofalo painted in 1513), opinions varied
greatly as to how to interpret them, and considerable debate focused on the
matter of how to reconcile stylistic and documentary evidence in reconstruct-
ing the chronology of Dosso’s works.13

The two events that framed the Dosso conference and helped to shape
this volume —the publication of Ballarin’s monograph just before the first
meeting and of Franceschini’s documents just prior to the second; the former
prbviding a connoisseurship-based chronology of the artist’s oeuvre, the lat-
ter archival evidence that suggests a radically earlier inception for one of the
artist’s most important altarpieces—reveal much about the state of Dosso
scholarship and what might be generally referred to as “Dosso’s fate.” They
tell us that Dosso Dossi, an artist who served one of Renaissance Italy’s rich-
est and most illustrious courts, who was renowned during his lifetime, and
whose works were admired and collected long after his death, continues to
challenge our ability to circumscribe his life and his work and that further
study of his art is much needed. Indeed, despite the publication of five Dosso
monographs (including Ballarin’s) over the course of this century,* funda-
mental questions about his art remain to be answered. The most pressing
among them concern his stylistic development and chronology, which, as
Felton Gibbons wrote thirty years ago, “confront the historian with problems
of the utmost difficulty.” This situation certainly explains the monumental
effort made by Ballarin to construct a comprehensive chronological sequence
of Dosso’s works. It also underscores why the discovery of documents per-
taining to a surviving painting has the power to create such an upheaval
within Dosso studies, forcing us to radically revise our assumptions about his
artistic development and to embark once more upon the process of recon-
structing his chronology.

The essays in this volume reflect this scholarly necessity by taking up a
variety of subjects, including the artist’s contemporaries in Mantua and
Venice, his contributions to the development of new genres of painting, ques-
tions of style and chronology, his collaboration with his brother Battista, the
court culture of Mantua and Ferrara in which he lived and worked, his visual
and literary sources, his painting technique, and the collecting of his work.
No less varied are the approaches brought to bear in the essays that follow,
encompassing close visual analysis and connoisseurship, technical and con-
servational methods, musicology, hermeneutics, textual analysis, architec-

tural archaeology, and costume studies.
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Part I of this book, titled “Problems in Interpretation,” brings together
five essays that elucidate artistic practices and iconographic innovations
among Dosso and his contemporaries from a variety of different perspectives.
Giovanni Romano takes as his subject Antonio Allegri, better known as
Correggio (ca. 1489-1534), focusing on a critical moment in the artist’s early
career when he began to move away from the style of Mantegna toward a
Leonardesque pictorial mode. Analyzing a small number of key works from
this period, Romano raises the larger question of artistic choices, contrasting
Correggio’s artistic development with that of Dosso during the same years.

Very different kinds of interpretative problems confront Alessandro Nova
in his essay on two late and no longer extant works by Giorgione —the first
reflected in Marcantonio Raimondi’s enigmatic engraving of the Dream, the
second known only from a brief description by Marcantonio Michiel. With
regard to the former, Nova’s concern is to read the bizarre night scene in
terms of the sixteenth-century humanist culture for which it was produced.
As to the latter, Nova’s challenge is to reconstruct Giorgione’s lost painting
Inferno with Aeneas and Anchises and to interpret its iconography —a “nocte”
with the fall of Troy —in light of its probable patron’s classical interests and
political ties to the Republic.

Michel Hochmann turns his attention to the origins and development of a
new type of imagery, namely, “comic paintings,” genre scenes with half-length
figures. After establishing Giorgione’s pivotal role in the invention of this
new genre —especially in the last phase of his career —the author analyzes its
evolution in the works of Dosso and other artists. He discusses the influence
of Leonardo and northern European paintings and draws important parallels
between “comic paintings” and theater, providing new insights into this
“low” genre in relation to poetics (both ancient and contemporary) and as
an intentional reaction against, or an alternative to, “high” classical art.

In contrast to Hochmann, who analyzes the development and meaning of
a new genre, Luisa Ciammitti analyzes a well-established type of painting:
the mythology. Taking as her primary focus Dosso’s puzzling Mythological
Scene in the J. Paul Getty Museum, Ciammitti reconstructs its original appear-
ance and offers a novel interpretation of its subject and sources. She then
expands her field of inquiry to a few other of Dosso’s mythological works,
analyzing the artist’s particular ways of constructing narrative images. What
emerges is a different way of reading Dosso’s art, as well as a more lucid
understanding of his sources.

Vincenzo Gheroldi’s essay is concerned with interpreting the distinctive
painting techniques and style employed by Dosso and Battista in the frescoes
in the Camera delle Cariatidi in the Villa Imperiale at Pesaro. Through close
visual scrutiny and technical analysis of the paintings, the author identifies in
them the appearance of a peculiar feature — painting in wet lime (@ calce)—
aimed at a style characterized by a sketchiness and great fluency of brush-
work. Noting that this style was also practiced by contemporary artists
working in the eastern Po valley, and that it was especially appreciated by
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certain “perceptive” patrons, Gheroldi reads the style and technique of the
Pesaro frescoes as a response to specific aesthetic and cultural tastes.

In part II of this volume, seven essays are united under the title “Dosso’s
Career: Chronology, Sources, and Style.” First among them is Adriano
Franceschini’s presentation of the documents for the Costabili polyptych, a
slightly expanded version of his publication discussed above. The documen-
tation is incomplete: it records three payments to Dosso and Garofalo be-
tween July and November 1513, and an additional payment for pigments
purchased by the artists in Venice, but it does not include a final payment for
the completed work. At the very least, however, the documents clearly prove
that the artists received several payments in a row for work already under
way (“che depinzono” —that they are painting —the first payment states) in
the second half of 1513.

Andrea De Marchi redirects our attention to the Mantuan context of
Dosso’s early years by analyzing the art of Lorenzo Leonbruno, court painter
to the Gonzaga between 1506 and 1524. He contrasts Dosso’s early accep-
tance of the “maniera moderna” with Leonbruno’s resistance to it, and pur-
sues this comparison through the duration of both artists’ careers, emphasizing
Dosso’s continual development and Leonbruno’s more-or-less ongoing con-
servatism. Although several new attributions to Leonbruno suggest that he
was occasionally capable of producing works closer to the spirit of Dosso,
the distance between the two painters only increased as time went by, as evi-
denced by their different reactions to Giulio Romano in Mantua in the 1520s.

The Longhi group—those paintings on which the entire Dosso chronol-
ogy has been based—lies at the core of Jane Bridgeman’s essay on costumes
in painting and related problems of dating. Resting her argument upon the
simple but inarguable premise that the appearance of dress and hair styles
in paintings can never precede their appearance in the real world, she ana-
lyzes, in terms of male and female costume and coiffures, four of the seven
paintings that Longhi had attributed to Dosso and had dated to before about
1515. What emerges from her study, if not a precise chronology, is never-
theless a surprising and highly controversial revisionist view of their proba-
ble dates.

Peter Humfrey directs our attention to Dosso as a painter of landscapes,
focusing on two specific “moments” in the artist’s career: one early, from
about 1513 to about 1515, and largely Titianesque in style; one later, about
1528, characterized by a very different, more panoramic and Patinir-like
style. By means of visual comparisons, Humfrey constructs and dates a cor-
pus of Dosso’s early and later landscapes and provides the means to distin-
guish his works from those of Battista’s. What results from the whole of
Humfrey’s essay is a more refined view of Dosso as a painter of landscapes.

Andrea Bayer’s essay on the role of prints in Dosso’s art demonstrates
that prints provided a constant source of inspiration to Dosso and that ref-
erences to the work of numerous printmakers appear in his paintings. In
analyzing his borrowings from engravings and woodcuts — for compositional
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and specific iconographical sources —and in illuminating the extent to which
he altered and obscured his models, Bayer reveals Dosso to have been an
artist who distinguished himself from his contemporaries in his use of prints,
in being always more freely interpretive and much quicker to assimilate a
variety of sources.

Craig Hugh Smyth’s essay explores two fundamental issues pertaining to
the frescoes in the Villa Imperiale at Pesaro: the identification of the Dossi
brothers’ contributions to the scheme and their precise dating. Concerning
the latter, through a close reading of Vasari’s account of when the frescoes
were painted, and a reconsideration of a number of documents, Smyth estab-
lishes a specific window of time when Dosso and Battista could have carried
out the work. Concerning the former, the author rejects Vasari’s account of
what the Dossi painted in the villa and identifies their frescoes in the Camera
delle Cariatidi and the Camera dei Semibusti. So identified and dated, a new
and rare “guidepost” in the Dosso chronology is established.

Mauro Lucco provides the final contribution to this section with an essay
exploring the difficult matter of the Dosso bottega and the ascendance of
Battista in the 1530s. By means of what he terms a “process of elimination,”
and through probing visual analyses of a number of paintings that have long
posed problems of attribution (to Dosso, Battista, or both), he provides a
vivid —if speculative — picture of their individual artistic personalities. Lucco
then groups together, for the first time, a small number of Dossesque paint-
ings that have defied attribution, and, in proposing they were painted by
Sebastiano Filippi, a little-known artist in the ambito dossesco, he offers a
suggestive addition to our knowledge about the Dossi’s workshop.

Part III of this book, titled “Court Culture in the Age of Dosso,” expands
our field of inquiry to the wider social, intellectual, and historical context in
which Dosso lived. In the first of the three essays that constitute this section
William Prizer offers a richly documented historical overview of music and
its patronage at the courts of Mantua and Ferrara in the sixteenth century,
with particular emphasis placed on the central roles played in Mantua by
Isabella d’Este and her husband, Francesco Gonzaga, and in Ferrara by
Ercole I d’Este, his son Alfonso I, Alfonso’s two brothers, and his wife,
Lucrezia Borgia. Special attention is also given to the most innovative musi-
cians and composers they employed, new and traditional types of music per-
formed at court, and the exchanges between Mantua and Ferrara.

We move from the world of music to that of literature in Luca D’Ascia’s
essay —a probing discussion exploring the impact of Leon Battista Alberti
and the Lucianic revival on literary culture in Renaissance Ferrara, a revival
with moral, political, and artistic implications. By means of a close analysis
of the writings of Pandolfo Collenuccio, a jurist from Pesaro, and of Celio
Calcagnini, a poet, philosopher, mathematician, humanist advisor to Antonio
Costabili, and ducal servant, he demonstrates the diversity of the “genere
lucianesco” and, at the same time, presents a vivid picture of Ferrarese
humanism at the court of Alfonso L.
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Franco Bacchelli concludes part III with a sweeping essay on science,
cosmology, and religion in sixteenth-century Ferrara. Among the protagonists
of his discussion are the Ferrarese humanist Lilio Gregorio Giraldi, Pico della
Mirandola, and, most especially, Calcagnini and the philosopher and physi-
cian Antonio Musa Brasavola. Bacchelli gives close scrutiny to the influence
of Protestantism in Ferrara and analyzes in great detail both the various
responses to Reform ideas by the leading humanists at court and the political
implications of Ferrara’s flirtation with Protestantism. The result is a more
complete view of the context in which Dosso’s career in the Este court was
spent than we previously possessed.

The final part of this volume comprises three essays that explore different
aspects of the collecting of Dosso. In the first essay Jadranka Bentini provides
for the first time the precise location and sequence of camerini in the ducal
apartments as modified by Alfonso L, offering thereby the original context of
some of Dosso’s most important Ferrarese paintings.

What happened to Dosso’s works once the Este court was transferred
from Ferrara to Modena in 1598? Albano Biondi’s essay takes up this matter,
focusing on Francesco I d’Este’s exploitation of a series of paintings by Dosso
and Battista in January 1637. To celebrate the election of Ferdinand III as
Holy Roman Emperor, the duke installed the works in the great courtyard of
his palace, which was transformed into a grand ceremonial “theater.” In
showing the extent to which the paintings of the Dossi were invested with an
unprecedented political role, Biondi makes clear that their appeal continued
well into the seventeenth century.

The enduring appeal of Dosso is the subject of the final essay in this
volume, in which Burton Fredericksen offers a broad look at the collecting
of Dosso’s work from the late sixteenth century onward. The acquisition of
Dosso’s work by such collectors as Scipione Borghese, Carlo Emmanuele Pio
di Savoia, Charles I of England, and Archduke Leopold Wilhelm is carefully
traced. Most illuminating, perhaps, is what Fredericksen tells us about the
ebb and flow of taste for Ferrarese painting, the degree to which a clear defi-
nition of Dosso’s style fluctuated over time, and, ultimately, how little we
actually know about the provenance of so many of his paintings.

In the foregoing précis I have endeavored to convey the range and depth of
inquiry that characterizes the eighteen essays in this volume. As readers of
the essays will discover, much progress has been made toward understanding
the art of Dosso Dossi and the cultural context in which he worked. The
essays by Romano and De Marchi have alerted us to the need to consider
the various artistic paths open to painters in Mantua in the early sixteenth
century and to balance our assessment of Dosso’s career against those of
his contemporaries. Ciammitti, Hochmann, and Humfrey have contributed
much to our knowledge of Dosso’s contributions to mythological, genre, and
landscape painting, while Bayer has enriched our view of the extent to and
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ways in which the artist used prints as sources for his paintings. The essay by
Gheroldi has underscored the interdependence of style and technique in
Dosso’s frescoes and has shown that the particular style of the Pesaro fres-
coes bore specific cultural meanings. Nova’s essay has provided us with new
readings of two lost works by Giorgione that left a lasting impression on
Dosso, and Lucco’s contribution has gone far in separating Dosso’s artistic
personality from that of Battista.

Many of the authors have reminded us of the ongoing challenge of estab-
lishing Dosso’s chronology. Franceschini has presented controversial new
documents for one of his most important altarpieces, Smyth has endeavored
to date the Pesaro frescoes more precisely than has ever been done before,
and Bridgeman has challenged widely accepted notions about Dosso’s early
work by introducing costume analysis to the enterprise. Prizer, D’Ascia, and
Bacchelli have documented and analyzed the larger court culture in which
Dosso worked, making us more aware of patterns of patronage, the religious
climate, and the development of new styles in music and literature in Mantua
and Ferrara during the first half of the sixteenth century. And, finally, Ben-
tini’s essay has clarified the vexing problem of the original location of the
camerini, which contained some of Dosso’s most important works produced
for the Este court, while Biondi and Fredericksen have provided us with a
sense of the steady appeal and continued collection of Dosso’s paintings.

It is thus the shared hope of the three editors that readers of this volume
will come away with a more profound knowledge of Dosso Dossi and his
age. But it is also our hope that readers will recognize that these essays can
only begin to address the myriad questions—both of a documentary and
hermeneutic nature —that pose challenges to the Dosso scholar. The con-
ference devoted to Dosso yielded much new information and many new
insights, and the essays it engendered serve as a testament to the creative
approaches that the study of this important but elusive painter demands.
With all that we have learned, however, the enigma of Dosso that his rebus-
signature embodies remains, perhaps unsurprisingly, largely intact; we have
much to look forward to with respect to future Dosso studies. Continued
research on his patrons and public, the iconography of his paintings, his
artistic development, and the chronology of his oeuvre, will certainly pro-
vide new ways to look at his art, as will the discovery of additional archival
material and further consideration of the meaning and implications of the
Costabili documents. If the present volume helps to foster awareness of the
richness and complexity of Dosso’s art, the Dosso Dossi exhibition, the cata-
log that will accompany it, and the conference sponsored by the Istituto di
Studi Rinascimentali of Ferrara, which will be held in conjunction with the
exhibition’s closing, will no doubt heighten that appreciation and contribute
further to our understanding of one of Renaissance Italy’s most intriguing
painters.
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Notes

1. On the rebus, see Jean Céard and Jean-Claude Margolin, Rébus de la Renais-
sance: Des images qui parlent (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1986); Lina Bolzoni, La
stanza della memoria: Modelli letterari e iconografici nell’eta della stampa (Turin:
Einaudi, 1995), 90-95. On Dosso’s use of emblems, see, among others, Luisa Ciam-
mitti’s essay in this volume, and Felton Gibbons, Dosso and Battista Dossi: Court
Painters at Ferrara (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1968), 7-8, 111, 218, 226.

2. For example, Lorenzo Lotto, Dosso’s slightly older contemporary, incorporated
a rebus (as Ciammitti notes in her essay in this volume) into his portrait of Lucina
Brembati (Bergamo, Accademia Carrara) of circa 1520. It is a play on the sitter’s name,
with the letters CI inscribed on a moon at the upper left corner of the painting. When
read with the Italian (and Latin) word for moon— luna — the rebus spells out lu-ci-na.
On this work and other instances of Lotto’s use of the rebus, see most recently Peter
Humfrey, Lorenzo Lotto (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1997), 45-46, 66-69, 105, 110.

3. Although uncommon in Italy, in the north of Europe, from the fifteenth century
on, artists frequently signed their work with a rebus. This was especially true among
printmakers, but painters and illuminators also employed rebus-signatures, among
them Matthijs Bril (the letter M superimposed on a pair of spectacles) and Joris Hoef-
nagel (the letter G superimposed on a horseshoe nail). I am grateful to Nicola Court-
right and Lee Hendrix for discussing this matter with me.

4. Paolo Giovio, Dialogo dell’imprese militari et amorose (Rome: Antonio Barre,
1555; Lyons: G. Rovillio, 1574), 12: “non sia oscura, di sorte, c’habbia mistero della
Sibilla per interprete a volerla intendere; né tanto chiara, ch’ogni plebeo I'intenda.” As
Bolzoni (see note 1), 94, notes, Giovio nevertheless disapproved of the rebus, deeming
it a childish and overly simple thing.

5. See the “Digest of Documents” in Gibbons (see note 1), 275-91; and Ales-
sandra Pattanaro, ed., “Regesto della pittura a Ferrara (1497-1548),” in Alessandro
Ballarin, Dosso Dossi: La pittura a Ferrara negli anni del Ducato di Alfonso I, 2 vols.
(Cittadella: Bertoncello Artigrafiche, 1994-1995), 1: 109-79.

6. See the previous note for the full citation. Volume 2 of Ballarin’s work consists
exclusively of 815 captioned black-and-white illustrations. It was published before vol-
ume 1, which comprises a number of essays, an extensive catalog (for the two Dossi
and selected other painters), 204 color plates, 244 additional black-and-white illustra-
tions, a regesto of documents (mentioned in note 5), bibliography, and index.

7. 1 borrow this phrase from the title of an essay by Hal Opperman, “The
Thinking Eye, the Mind That Sees: The Art Historian as Connoisseur,” Artibus et bis-
toriae, no. 21 (1990): 9-13, in which Opperman argues for the centrality of connois-
seurship to the art-historical process.

8. Ballarin spoke at the first meeting of the conference, presenting an overview —
drawn from his monograph — of his chronology of Dosso’s work.

9. Roberto Longhi, “Un problema di Cinquecento ferrarese (Dosso giovine)”
(1927), in idem, Saggi e ricerche, 1925-1928, 2 vols. (Florence: Sansoni, 1967), 1:
306-11.

10. Adriano Franceschini, “Dosso Dossi, Benvenuto da Garofalo e il polittico
Costabili di Ferrara,” Paragone, nos. 543-545 (1995): 110-15. Although dated 1995,

10



Introduction

the journal volume was not published until fall 1996, after the first meeting of the
conference.

11. Alessandra Pattanaro, “Il testamento di Antonio Costabili: Per il polittico di
Dosso e Garofalo gia in Sant’Andrea a Ferrara,” Arte veneta 43 (1989-1990): 130-42.

12. On this matter, see the article by Peter Humfrey and Mauro Lucco, “Dosso
Dossi in 1513: A Reassessment of the Artist’s Early Works and Influences,” Apollo 147
(1998): 22-30, in which the authors also discuss—in light of the documents discov-
ered by Franceschini (see note 10) —the question of whether Dosso may have painted,
or at least influenced, the landscape in Raphael’s Madonna di Foligno.

Had Dosso visited Rome in 1512, he may well have met Paolo Giovio, who was
then in the papal capital serving as physician to Julius II. Giovio’s famous description
of Dosso’s landscapes (on which, see Peter Humfrey’s essay in this volume) might then
be understood as having been based on direct and early contact with his paintings.

13. On this issue, see Alessandro Nova, review of Dosso Dossi: La pittura a
Ferrara negli anni del Ducato di Alfonso I, by Alessandro Ballarin, Burlington Maga-
zine 139 (1997): 125-26.

14. Walter Curt Zwanziger, Dosso Dossi (Leipzig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1911);
Henriette Mendelsohn, Das Werk der Dossi (Munich: Georg Miiller & Eugen Reutsch,
1914); Amalia Mezzetti, Il Dosso e Battista ferraresi (Milan: Silvana, 1965); Gibbons

(see note 1); and Ballarin (see note 5).
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Fig. 1. Andrea Mantegna
The Introduction of the Cult of Cybele at Rome (detail)
London, The National Gallery



Correggio in Mantua and
San Benedetto Po

Giovanni Romano

In memory of Laura Levi Petrazzini

According to the parish records of the city of Correggio, in January
of 1511 “Antonius de Alegris” served as godfather at the baptism of
Antonio Vigarini. This is the first known document to mention the artist and,
based on what we know of the practices of the time, we may deduce that he
had already distinguished himself in the city, most likely with his first works
as a painter.! As far as we know, Correggio began his career in Mantua and,
if we are to gauge more accurately the extent to which the early work of
Dosso Dossi (who seems to have already been present as a painter in Mantua
in 1512) departed from local traditions, it is important to establish the dates
and level of quality of Correggio’s own early output.?

If we accept that Correggio was born before 1490 and followed the
normal course of development for a painter of his time, we must allow that
there is nothing that would exclude an apprenticeship with Andrea Man-
tegna. Correggio would have entered into the master’s workshop at around
age fourteen and would have spent at least three and perhaps four years
there. Assuming this to have been the case, the young Correggio might well
have been a firsthand witness to the work of Mantegna, ranging from the
Minerva Expelling the Vices from the Garden of Virtue (1502, Paris, Musée
du Louvre), painted for Isabella d’Este’s studiolo, to the Introduction of the
Cult of Cybele at Rome (fig. 1), commissioned by the Corner family. The
only surprising thing about such a hypothesis is that a young man with great
artistic talent, born on the right bank of the Po River, would have turned to
Mantua and to Mantegna’s sponsorship—as did painters from Verona and
their colleagues born on the shores of Lake Garda—rather than head for
Parma (which later became the city that Correggio favored), where Francesco
Marmitta offered brighter prospects.? In those years the pictorial traditions
of Correggio’s home territory were represented by two types of art: on the
one hand, the frescoes of Lombard-Emilian inspiration in the Palazzo dei
Principi in Correggio (1508) and, on the other hand, Mantegna’s moving
Christ the Redeemer (1493, Correggio, Congregazione di Carita). If Correg-
gio had to make a choice between these two traditions, however symboli-
cally, he could only have chosen to go to Mantua.*

A new piece of evidence has recently increased our understanding of this
delicate moment in the history of Mantuan painting. According to notarial
records, Francesco Mantegna, the master painter’s son, appears to have
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received from “Antonio de Alegris de Corigio pictori,” on a day perhaps pre-
ceding 29 (or 28) January 1512, a loan of ten ducats and an advance of six
lire for certain expenses; this was repaid before 26 November 1512.5 This
amply confirms Correggio’s personal authority and economic autonomy in
1511, which had seemed likely on the basis of his having been named a god-
father in January of that year. The evidence also verifies his ties to the profli-
gate painter-son of Mantegna and strengthens the hypothesis that Correggio
participated in the work on the frescoes in Mantegna’s chapel in the church
of Sant’Andrea in Mantua and on the tondi in the church atrium. (This at-
tribution has a long history that begins with the writings of Donesmondi
toward the beginning of the seventeenth century.) Given the subtle chrono-
logical and stylistic distinctions that need to be made to evaluate this possi-
bility, it is easy to foresee that consensus among specialists will not be easily
attained. Nevertheless, it is my hope that a general agreement can be reached
at least on the interpretation of the documents and in terms of reading the
images themselves.

The fresco decoration in Mantegna’s funerary chapel was conceived by
the painter himself, but no definite documents concerning the work can be
found for the period between 1506 and 21 October 1516, when the decora-
tion of the chapel was completed with the installation of the bronze bust of
the painter. Scholars and amateurs of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
cite documents that concern the work and are now lost, but perhaps it is bet-
ter not to count too heavily on these and instead squeeze the maximum
amount out of the available undisputed facts. In 1504 the walls were still
rough and unworked, and upon Mantegna’s death in 1506 two paintings on
canvas were ready to be installed in the chapel. According to the artist’s will,
the installation of these paintings was supposed to be completed within a
year of Mantegna’s death, that is to say, by 13 September 1507 (by this date
Correggio would have been roughly twenty years old or slightly less, and he
would have been on the threshold of an independent career as a painter in
his own right).¢

Recent criticism has tended to view the canvases that were prepared for
the chapel and are still in situ (the Families of Christ and Saint John the
Baptist and the Baptism of Christ) as having been executed in the two years
prior to Mantegna’s death. However, when they are compared to the refined
Introduction of the Cult of Cybele at Rome, one becomes somewhat wary of
such an enthusiastic conclusion.” This is not to suggest that I would attribute
to Mantegna only those works done entirely by his own hand; after all, we
are still not very well informed about the way in which works were carried
out in Mantegna’s studio. (Fifteenth-century workshops functioned in a vari-
ety of ways, and, in this regard, Giorgio Vasari’s remark about Giovan-
francesco Caroto’s contributions to Mantegna’s works, starting with, for
example, the Trivulzio altarpiece for the church of Santa Maria in Organo in
Verona, has yet to be confirmed). The fact remains that the two canvases
were the last ones to be executed under the master’s control, and it would
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seem absurd to assume his indifference to their place within the larger scheme
of frescoes in the chapel. Mantegna would never have exposed his finished
works to the risks of a space still to be frescoed, and his death must have
brought to a rapid conclusion at least that part of the decoration that had
already been undertaken.

The double inscription of 1516 that appears in the chapel on the left wall
and above Mantegna’s bust concerns only the decorations below the pen-
dentives, which are, stylistically speaking, more painstakingly detailed than
the figures of the Evangelists in the pendentives. It could be said that the
decorations were executed in the style of someone imbued with the work of
Mantegna before his trip to Rome, and the biographical profile of his son
Francesco, known from documents dating as far back as 1488, when he was
already an adult and acting in his father’s name, fits quite well with these
gaunt images. Furthermore, Francesco’s problems with the law, such as his
struggles with his father’s other heirs and his eventual exile from Mantua,
together with his capricious distaste for the painter’s profession, would sug-
gest a series of delays before the chapel was completed. Logically, then, its
decoration must have been carried out in two phases: the first of these, from
about 1504 to 1507 or slightly later, includes the years in which the youthful
Correggio may have participated in the work on the chapel; the second and
final phase must have dragged on until 1516, when Francesco alone must
have been involved in the work.

The confirmation—or, even, the evaluation —of these claims, however, is
not easy to achieve because of the disastrous condition of the four Evan-
gelists. In fact, recent restoration —done out of a desire for completeness —
has obscured through in-painting what little remained of the original (and
extraordinarily vivid) fresco surface.® Present-day scholars can now read
these images only with effort if they lack clear memories of, or precise notes
on, their state prior to preservation.

Despite the condition of these frescoes, it can be said that the idea of
breaking through the surface of the four pendentives illusionistically, so that
the chapel appears open to the sky, in a space in which Mantegna feared that
little light would enter, was a new and brilliant idea. No less impressive are
the four Evangelists, who lean on slender balconies and who appear to be
hanging out into real space from a Paradise roof garden. The Evangelists,
although physically imposing, occupy the available space with ease and do
not impend upon the viewer. Saint Mark and Saint John seriously and quietly
engage in reflection, while Saint Matthew is distracted by his angel’s call.
Saint Luke casts a glance below, almost as if he were portraying the Virgin
and Child, drawing his inspiration from her appearance in Mantegna’s altar-
piece (an observation that supports the chronological contiguity between
the frescoes and the canvases in the chapel). There is not much to say about
the chromatic quality of these works, given their current condition. We
can glimpse, however, a refined shifting of colors in Saint Luke’s turban (a
chromatic choice that seems related to The Deposition and the Holy Family,
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formerly in the atrium of Sant’Andrea and now in the Museo Diocesano,
Mantua). The relationship between the head of Saint Mark and that of Saint
Jerome in the Mystic Marriage of Saint Catherine, an early masterpiece by
Correggio (ca. 1510, Detroit, Detroit Institute of Arts) which was originally
in Mantua, has previously been pointed out by critics. This increases the
temptation to consider the four Evangelists in the chapel as the work of Cor-
reggio, for they are at once solemn and humanly approachable in a way that
Mantegna’s individuals never are. Caution is warranted nevertheless because
it is difficult to discern in these frescoes the Leonardesque and Giorgionesque
elements found in the Detroit altarpiece. We should take account here, how-
ever, of a small chronological gap. It is a fact that Correggio, in order to be
novel, relied upon a model available in Mantegna’s workshop for the Detroit
altarpiece (which, it is important to remember, was painted well before
1516). Thus it follows that the Evangelists in the funerary chapel were con-
ceived prior to 1516.°

The critical fortune of the frescoed tondi formerly in the atrium of
Sant’Andrea to a large extent parallels that of the frescoes in Mantegna’s
chapel: we know (from as highly a reputable source as Luigi Lanzi) that doc-
uments concerning the Sant’Andrea tondi have been lost and that this group
of works is not homogeneous and poses significant difficulties for any analy-
sis.10 It is widely accepted that the tondo of Christ in Glory belongs directly
to Mantegna’s circle, even if it is not an autograph work. In fact, the fresco
reveals the hand of an artist who humbles even the master’s most heroic
inventions (the basic idea can be traced to the drawing of Christ between
Saint Andrew and Longinus, 1470s, now in the Staatliche Graphische Samm-
lung, Munich, or to the engraving derived from it, also executed in the 1470s
and now in the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris).!! The possibility of Correg-
gio’s involvement has been taken into account only for The Deposition and
the Holy Family.

Enduring problems with reading the surviving visual evidence has had a
negative impact on the conservation of the tondi. Anyone able to remember
clearly the way in which they appeared at the Mantegna exhibition held
in Mantua in 1961, or even later, cannot avoid a sense of unease when
first seeing them in their current state (figs. 2 and 3). In what had been the
best-preserved parts, what once appeared as a precious but shadowy image
glimmering through a fragmented surface now is a peremptory and rigidly
defined form. Elsewhere, we see a kind of nebulous blur that obscures any
distinction between the worn original and its watered-down simulation. Such
faith in the miraculous powers of pictorial integration is astonishing, and art
historians would do well to be guided by old photographs —two very beauti-
ful examples of which, taken from old large-format glass negatives, can be
found in the Gabinetto Fotografico Nazionale (figs. 4 and 5).2 The current
condition of the tondi is even more lamentable because the two of them,
but especially the Holy Family, were an indispensable stylistic—and, in an
indirect way, chronological — point of reference for any attempt to establish
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an order to Correggio’s early independent works. Until very recently it still
seemed possible to compare the Holy Family in Mantua with the Nativity
with Saint Elizabeth (ca. 1512) in the Pinacoteca di Brera in Milan, in terms
of both the similarity of emotions and the obvious distance that divides
them. The Milan painting was badly damaged long ago. The Mantuan work
offered a better view of the plush chromatic delicacy of the painter, which
was most refined in the phosphorescent shroud of the dead Christ and the
Virgin’s headdress; the headdress is a silvery blue lavender that connects
Correggio to Mantegna alone. The Holy Family and the Mystic Marriage of
Saint Catherine now in Detroit once shared an even closer similarity. I have
already discussed the latter in regard to the head of Saint Jerome, which was
derived from a drawing that also served as the model for the head of Saint
Mark in the Mantegna chapel.’® The difference between them is found only
in the imposing size of the figures in the fresco, an element lacking in the
Mystic Marriage, but one that appears with a different sort of brutality in the
tondo of The Deposition.

To speak of “brutality” today is perhaps insufficient, given that the
restoration, which has reintegrated the fresco and the very rare sinopia, has
transformed what was an expression of the highest and most intense dra-
matic power into something painfully shallow (fig. 6). From the sinopia we
may discover, even more so than from the fresco itself, the source of the
work’s sudden surge of psychic and emotional energy. Mary, on the left (later
altered), appears in the heavy garb of a nun; she seems of northern inspira-
tion and was probably taken from one of the many images of a sorrowful
Mary produced by Albrecht Diirer. A closer look at this might give us a
firmer grasp on the chronology of the work, which cannot be later than
1510-1511."* The idea of a deposition in the sepulcher, with Christ’s stiff
corpse not yet in its tomb and its eyes wide open (the recent restoration exag-
gerates the painter’s intentions), is far from the adolescent poetics that we
expect to find in Correggio’s work. It is precisely this dramatic masterpiece,
following soon after Mantegna’s death, that helps us to develop a less elegiac
idea of the power of Correggio’s genius. Fortunately we still have the extra-
ordinary cartoon with a female head now in the Pierpont Morgan Library in
New York to confirm the intensity and quality of this moment in Correggio’s
career. Who else could have evoked an image of such great pain, so remi-
niscent of Ercole de’ Roberti, and modeled it upon one of the dancing muses
in Isabella d’Este’s studiolo?®s These efforts to fix the quality and particular
tone of Correggio’s latent energy and his creative relationship with Man-
tegna’s innovations are of help in uncovering the last part of Correggio’s
early career, and they assist us in approaching the new attribution that I will
propose below.

Correggio’s altarpiece for the church of San Francesco in Mantua (now in
the Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemildegalerie Alte Meister, in Dresden)
was commissioned on 30 August 1514, executed during the winter of 1514-
1515, and completed by 4 April 1515. Despite the Mantegnesque derivation
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Fig. 2. Correggio
Holy Family (prior to the most recent restoration)
Mantua, Museo Diocesano
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Fig. 3. Correggio
The Deposition (prior to the most recent restoration)
Mantua, Museo Diocesano
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Fig. 4. Correggio
Holy Family (at the moment of its uncovering at Sant’Andrea in Mantua)
Mantua, Museo Diocesano
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Fig. 5. Correggio
The Deposition (at the moment of its uncovering at Sant’Andrea in Mantua)
Mantua, Museo Diocesano
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Fig. 6. Correggio
The Deposition (sinopia prior to the most recent restoration)
Mantua, Museo Diocesano
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of the painting, Correggio appears open here to a broad range of other influ-
ences, as much from Emilia (and not only Lorenzo Costa and Francesco
Francia) as from Leonardo (for which reason a quick trip to Milan around
this time has been hypothesized by some).’6 The Dresden altarpiece marks
the end of a phase in the history of Mantuan painting. The influence of
Mantegna had been pushed to its limits, and the painting testifies to a pre-
cipitous updating to the modern manner by a painter intent on holding on to
a market for himself.?7 It also marks the emergence, almost immediately
thereafter, of new artists in the shadow of Correggio himself. This occurs
with extreme rapidity at precisely the moment in which we would have
expected a series of gradual steps in this direction.8

On 8 September 1514, immediately after signing the contract for the
Dresden altarpiece, Correggio entered into an agreement with the Bene-
dictine monastery at Polirone to paint the shutters of the organ and to deco-
rate the baluster of the organ itself.? It is surprising that he would choose to
commit himself to two rather large projects within a few days’ time, and it is
also surprising that he would ultimately succeed in completing them without
delay (at least this is the case for the Dresden altarpiece). Hence there arises a
special curiosity about the lost shutters, which I address, at least partially, in
the following paragraphs.

A private collection in Turin has for many decades conserved a large
unstudied canvas whose dimensions are appropriate for an organ shutter
(fig. 7). It probably depicts the first part of the procession, headed by David,
returning the Holy Ark to Jerusalem (Samuel 2:6).20 Powerfully Mantegnesque
in conception (it takes its inspiration from the master’s Triumphs of Caesar,
now in the collection of Queen Elizabeth II), Correggio could well have been
responsible for the execution of this work, which seems to conform to one of
the two paintings at San Benedetto Po described by Lanzi:

it is believed that Carlo [del Mantegna] took part in the work on the [ducal] palace
and the aforementioned chapel [Mantegna’s chapel in Sant’Andrea] and in others
that are ascribed to Mantegna’s circle, including two stories of the Ark in the
monastery of Saint Benedict in Mantua, where the manner of Andrea is somewhat

broadened, even though the forms are less beautiful.2!

Lanzi’s remarks seem to correspond fully to the imposing foreground of the
Turin painting, although he saw it when less damaged than it is today and
without the widespread retouching added during an old restoration of the
work. The attempt to recompose the surface of the painting, which has been
corroded by craquelure and by the loss of colors, has had less effect on the
faces in the middle ground, and on the basis of these we may guess about the
condition of the least well preserved areas of the work (David’s beard, the
vegetation in the center, the face of the ox in the shadow, the feet of the
young priest on the right). We also need to take into account the particularly
rough grain of the canvas, as well as the methods likely employed to execute
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. A

Fig. 7. Correggio
Triumph of David
Turin, private collection
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the work. Since the shutters of the organ were furnishings to be seen from a
distance, the artist did not apply with particular care the Leonardesque sfu-
mato found in the Dresden altarpiece, which is, moreover, painted on wood.2?

If we refrain from an overly sadistic closeup viewing of the work and
instead look at the scene in its entirety, we see that the painting is sustained
by its contradictory ambition, which is quite fascinating in its own right. The
head of a crowded procession comes onto the scene obliquely, with the calm
and deliberate gait suited to a sacred ceremony; even the ox at the center,
looking attentively at the spectator, seems to be included in the solemnity.
We have already mentioned the artist’s reliance on Mantegna’s Triumphs, but
in comparing them, this procession quickly shows itself to be of more modest
dimensions. There are only five figures, accompanied by two oxen, and the
furnishings entirely lack the ornate and mysterious preciousness favored by
the patriarch of Mantuan painting. The banner is little more than a “bed-
spread” (although it is the rose color of wine), and the numerous musical
instruments seem suited for a country fair, even if they appear carefully cared
for (the horn in the middle of the painting shines with silver and blue reflec-
tions). Moreover, the turban of the priest, with its half-moon, and his breast-
plate of solid gold, with large pieces of colored glass, are little different in
their surprising naiveté from the way in which the ancient world of the Bible
was portrayed in the parish theaters of earlier times. In the background,
Jerusalem seems to be straight out of the scenographic excesses typically
found in any Christmas créche. When we look a little more closely, however,
we can see the light-engulfing shadow of a still, cloudy sunset descending on
the tall palaces and domes (fig. 8). Humidity seems to settle on the walls and
soften them, releasing sugary vapors, as if the cardboard buildings were
ready —through some magic—to transform themselves into palaces of crys-
tal and glowing coals such as those that were, in these same years, blinding
the viewers of Dosso’s new landscapes. I know of no more explicit and mean-
ingful pictorial farewell to the seductive archaeological apparatus of late
humanism than this example of the new sixteenth-century painting. This
painting offers the means with which to measure the distance and evaluate
the mental impatience that lies between Correggio’s slow development, open
to the experiments of others but cautious about completely appropriating
them for himself (indeed, he remained reticent to the point of dissimulation),
and Dosso’s lightning-quick embrace of the Venetian artistic avant-garde, of
which he boldly made himself a chief figure and banner carrier.23

Despite these numerous clues, the attribution of this painting to Correg-
gio might nevertheless seem overly hasty when it is considered in relation to
the Dresden altarpiece. Let us try to keep in mind, however, not only the
obvious technical gap between the two but also their different states of con-
servation and the radically divergent prestige of the two works in terms of
their intended function. Let us also endeavor to take into account our own
visual habits and our own hidden preference for avant-garde works. A re-
reading of the eighteenth-century sources, which belong to a period prior to
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Fig. 8. Correggio
Triumph of David (detail)
Turin, private collection

the collapse of the technical skills taught in academies, may perhaps be able
to lead us to a more balanced judgment. Lanzi already knew how to appre-
ciate Correggio’s shifting style in early works that are chronologically close
to one another: “I hold to be true that which I once heard, namely that Cor-
reggio tried out many manners before settling on the one for which he is
known.’24 A few years earlier, Carlo Giuseppe Ratti had —on the basis of
Raffaello Mengs’s remarks —evaluated the Dresden altarpiece in ways quite
different from those in which we judge it today, but which are well suited to
the painting of the Triumph of David:

This work, although a bit stiff, and circumscribed by overly sharp contours, is
nonetheless soft and of a very sweet mixture of colors; and the general tone of the
colors (as far as can be ascertained) is in keeping with Mantegna’s style and da
Vinci’s as well, especially the Virgin’s head, which seems to be by Leonardo’s hand,
above all in the cheeks and in the sweetly smiling mouth. The folds rather clearly
seem to be Mantegna’s doing, especially in the way in which the limbs are too
tightly wrapped with them; but these are rather less dry and much more grandiose.

The composition, moreover, is utterly grandiose.2’
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Fig. 9. Correggio
Triumph of David (detail)
Turin, private collection

Lanzi goes on to say that it is undeniable that, although damaged, the San
Benedetto painting now in Turin displays “that grace and mirth...a certain
rainbow of colors” that belong to Correggio alone.2¢ Nowhere else can there
be found the blue, blending into purple, of David’s clothing (fig. 9}, which
seems to rework —in an inverse way, and by softening it— the sybil’s clothing
in the Mantegna painting (ca. 1485) now in the Cincinnati Art Museum.
(Another debt to the master is found in the slow wavering of the clothes in
the foreground, although here it is translated in musical terms.) Contrary to
our expectations, the ox (fortunately well preserved) in the center of the
painting is perhaps the detail of the painting most typical of Correggio’s
style. This is due to the dense, soft hair on his exquisite tobacco-brown
hide and to the light that, starting from his head in the foreground, falls
lazily along his neck, which is gracefully bridled with a magnificent blood-
red strap.

Critics have correctly insisted on the relationship between the Dresden
altarpiece and Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (ca. 1513), which went to the
Gemaildegalerie Alte Meister in Dresden from the Benedictine convent in Pia-
cenza,?’ and I, too, wish to mention that masterpiece, without provocative
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intentions, but in comparison with the probable organ shutter from San
Benedetto Po. Correggio, in bringing to completion with calculated simplic-
ity his composition of an ancient “triumph,” could only have felt comforted
by Raphael’s Virgin, who appears behind the open curtains of a modest
proscenium. After being dumbfounded by the natural grace of the clothes
and countenances, he would have also admired with particular approval
Raphael’s sublime idea of stripping the Virgin and Child of all ornament
and capturing them in the more relaxed moment of strolling among the
clouds. The two angelic half-figures behave nearly irreverently in the same
way: they are idly drying themselves along the edge of a canal, waiting for a
slightly more exciting sight to come along. For Correggio, the revelation of
Raphael’s intrinsic nobility, free of excessive ornamentation, cut forever the
umbilical cord linking him to Mantegna and accelerated his backward assim-
ilation both of Leonardo’s work in Milan and of the work of Giorgione and
his followers (although in the underhanded way that I mentioned earlier).
At this point Correggio’s road was well marked toward such experimental
works as the Four Saints (ca. 1513-1514) now in New York at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, the Adoration of the Three Kings (1516-1517) in
Milan at the Pinacoteca di Brera, the lost Albinea Virgin (1517-1519), and,
ultimately, the amusing and heavenly decorations in the Camera di San Paolo
(1519-1520) in Parma.28

Postscript
After I presented my paper at the Getty Research Institute on 9 May 1996,
Adriano Franceschini published several documents in his essay “Dosso
Dossi, Benvenuto da Garofalo e il polittico Costabili di Ferrara” that relate
indirectly to the problems I discussed then.2? It concerns a payment of 210
lire (taken from credit owed to Antonio Costabili by the city of Ferrara) to
the painters Dosso and Garofalo for the large altarpiece once located on the
high altar of Sant’Andrea and now in the Pinacoteca Nazionale in Ferrara.
The payment was made in four installments during the period from 11 July
1513 to 21 November 1513. From the payment made on August 6 for colors
bought by Dosso and Garofalo in Venice, we know that their work was just
beginning during this period. It would be difficult to underestimate the sig-
nificance of the archival material: the evidence shows that Dosso’s youthful
sojourn at court in Mantua was very brief; that Dosso was already docu-
mented as visiting Venice in the summer of 1513; and that guild custom
made the association with Garofalo in Ferrara necessary given that Dosso
was a foreigner and still not a salaried member of the Este court and that he
therefore needed the guarantee of an authoritative local painter in order to
work publicly.

Compared to the 100 scudi (excluding carpentry expenses) promised on
30 August 1514 to Correggio for the altarpiece now in Dresden (which is sig-
nificantly smaller in dimension than the Costabili altarpiece), the 210 lire fer-
raresi seem a modest sum and, unfortunately, there is nothing more about
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successive payments. However, it is certain that at least by December 14
Dosso was lodging in the castle (“alogia in castelo”), and he immediately
began to receive commissions for work from Alfonso I. How much time was
he given to carry out the Costabili altarpiece? I do not want to enter into
stylistic debates but, clearly, any solution must be equally valid for both
artists; they cannot be treated in isolation. By this I mean to say that any dis-
ruption in Dosso’s chronology — of which there had been no indication until
now—would include a parallel upheaval in Garofalo’s chronology, which
had also been fairly steady.

Notes

1. This record, found in the registry of births of the parish of Correggio, refers to
a date between 17 and 22 January 1511: Cecil Gould, The Paintings of Correggio
(London: Faber, 1976), 188 (“Antonius Vigarini...compater Antonius de Alegris,
commater Angelica uxor magistri Bernardini de Bononia” [Antonio Vigarini. .. godfa-
ther Antonio de Alegris, godmother Angelica, wife of the magistrate Bernardino of
Bologna] —this Bolognese connection could be significant). The document assumes
importance in establishing Correggio’s date of birth: contrary to modern practice, in
those days a godfather who was too young and lacking in prestige was not particularly
well regarded. That no juvenile judge was present at the signing of the contract for the
San Francesco altarpiece on 30 August 1514 also points in the direction of a birth date
sometime just prior to 1490 (idem, 175). Still worthwhile are the observations made
by Alessandro Luzio, La galleria dei Gonzaga venduta all’Inghilterra nel 1627-28:
Documenti degli archivi di Mantova e Londra (Milan: L. E. Cogliati, 1913), 112. As
for the father’s consent, for this contract and other, similar contracts, it should be
noted that emancipation for sons who had come of age was not legally obligatory and
was avoided normally. The remarks found in Thomas Kuehn, Emancipation in Late
Medieval Florence (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1982), likely hold true
for northern Italy as well.

2. Carlo Giovannini, “Nuovi documenti sul Dosso,” Prospettiva, no. 68 (1992):
57-60. Dosso was from Quistello, which is located on the south bank of the Po
River and only thirty-odd kilometers (about eighteen miles) northeast of Correggio;
Quistello is very close to the town of San Benedetto Po in Mantuan territory. The
problem of Dosso’s early career in Mantua revolves around the possible relationship
between the payment made on 11 April 1512 for a large painting destined for the
Palazzo di San Sebastiano and the Bathers of Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome. It is doubt-
ful that such a large sum (more than 30 ducats) would have been paid to a painter
who, although promising, was still young. Moreover, the Rome painting is not of such
an extraordinarily large size as to warrant this sum. See Alessandro Ballarin, Dosso
Dossi: La pittura a Ferrara negli anni del Ducato di Alfonso 1, 2 vols. (Cittadella:
Bertoncello Artigrafiche, 1994-1995), 1: 28-30, 295-96 (entry no. 333 by Vittoria
Romani). The other payments made in 1512 (Adolfo Venturi says 1507; see his article
cited below) to Matteo del Costa and/or Lorenzo Leonbruno for a painting, also

destined for the Palazzo di San Sebastiano, representing a concert of vocal music by
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the nine Muses and Apollo in the presence of Francesco Gonzaga, remain an open
question because of problems with the documents. This painting contained eleven
figures and was quite large, measuring approximately 3 x 2.4 meters. We may extrap-
olate what it looked from a painting in the Prince of Liechtenstein’s collection: Metro-
politan Museum of Art, Liechtenstein, the Princely Collections, exh. cat. (New York:
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985), 199-202 (entry no. 127 by Keith Christiansen).
Work on the Palazzo di San Sebastiano was carried out under the guidance of Lo-
renzo Costa, but there are doubts concerning the accuracy and even the authenticity
of the copies of the original documents that have been lost. See Adolfo Venturi,
“Lorenzo Costa,” Archivio storico dell’arte 1 (1888): 253; Carlo Gamba, “Lorenzo
Leombruno,” Rassegna d’arte 6 (1906): 66; Clifford M. Brown, “The ‘Camera del
Mapamondo et del Caiero’ in the Palazzo di San Sebastiano in Mantua,” Journal of
Jewish Art 10 (1984): 32-46, esp. 33 n. 2; Alessandro Conti, “Sfortuna di Lorenzo
Leonbruno,” Prospettiva, no. 77 (1995): 39. See, now, Clifford M. Brown with Anna
Maria Lorenzoni, “The Palazzo di San Sebastiano (1506~1512) and the Art Patron-
age of Francesco II Gonzaga, Fourth Marquis of Mantua,” Gazette des beaux-arts,
ser. 6, 129 (1997): 131-80, which appeared just as this essay was going to press.
If in fact it is a case of forgery, it is a very skillful one. The well-known letter of 22
November 1519 from Gerolamo da Sestola to Isabella d’Este would seem to show that
Dosso had established himself quickly in Mantua: “Maestro Doso” is mentioned
without any credentials, as if a well-known figure, while Titian (who is not called
“maestro”) needs to be introduced as a “bon pitore” (good painter). See Luzio (see
note 1), 218. An allusion to the elusive relationship between Dosso and Correggio can
be found in Carlo Volpe, “Dosso: Segnalazioni e proposte per il suo primo itinerario,”
Paragone, no. 293 (1974): 22.

3. I refer the reader to the essay by Andrea Bacchi and Andrea De Marchi, “La
Pala di San Quintino,” in Francesco Marmitta (Turin: Umberto Allemandi, 1995),
253-88, for information on Marmitta’s return to Parma, his fascinating altarpiece for
the San Quintino convent, and the pictorial situation of the city in the decade around
the beginning of the sixteenth century. Marmitta’s drawings of small Virgins, now in
the British Museum in London, prefigure the enchantment and the warmth of many of
Correggio’s Virgins. The appreciation shown for Marmitta’s work by Correggio’s cir-
cle extended beyond his own lifetime, as can be seen from Parmigianino’s early por-
trait in the National Gallery in London (inv. no. 6441). The collector depicted in the
painting displays the precious book of hours known as the Uffiziolo Durazzo, now in
Genoa: Silvana Pettenati, “La biblioteca di Domenico della Rovere,” in Giovanni
Romano, ed., Domenico della Rovere e il Duomo nuovo di Torino: Rinascimento a
Roma e in Piemonte (Turin: Cassa di Risparmio di Torino, 1990), 105-6.

4. There are good photographs of the frescoes and the wooden ceiling (in a style
close to Cesariano and Araldi) in the Palazzo dei Principi in Correggio in Giuseppe
Adani, Franca Manenti Valli, and Alberto Ghidini, II Palazzo dei Principi in Correggio
(Cinisello Balsamo: A. Pizzi, [ca. 1975]), 14, 26-27, 46—47. See also Massimo Piron-
dini, ed., La pittura del Cinquecento a Reggio Emilia (Milan: Federico Motta/Credito
Emiliano, 1985), 17. More recently, the 1508 decoration has been considered, un-

accountably, to be Mantuan in origin, close in style to Costa (one thinks of the
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Lombard-Emilian artisans of Albi). See Massimo Pirondini, “La pittura a Reggio
Emilia nel Cinquecento,” in Giuliano Briganti, ed., La pittura in Italia: 1] Cinquecento,
2 vols. (Milan: Electa, 1988), 248. See entry for Mantegna’s Christ the Redeemer in
Jane Martineau, ed., Andrea Mantegna, exh. cat. (London: Thames & Hudson, 1992),
231 (entry no. 54 by Keith Christiansen).

5. Rodolfo Signorini, “Un inedito su Francesco Mantegna e il Correggio,” Qua-
derni di Palazzo Te, new ser., no. 3 (1996): 79-80, reads the document—which is
somewhat ambiguous—in a completely different way. According to Signorini’s read-
ing, Francesco Mantegna loaned and advanced money to Correggio for expenses.
From the published transcription, however, it seems evident to me that Correggio, in
the document dated 26 November 1512, belongs to the group of creditors of Man-
tegna’s son. It is apparent, from the few known documents, that Francesco Mantegna
found himself in economic difficulty in the years following the death of his father, his
half-brother Andrea, and his brother Ludovico (R. W. Lightbown, Mantegna [Milan:
A. Mondadori, 1986], 278-80). This most recently discovered document does nothing
to change my position; if anything, there emerges in it Francesco’s pressing need to sell
real estate to appease his creditors, including Correggio.

6. The basic documentation is still to be found in Paul Kristeller, Andrea Man-
tegna, trans. S. Arthur Strong (London: Longmans, Green, 1901). Various scholars,
basing their work on these documents, have studied the Mantegna-Correggio connec-
tion: Gould (see note 1), 30, 283, is less than convinced by the evidence, and Light-
bown (see note 5), 280-83, 300 n. 39, expresses a number of doubts. See also Paolo
Piva, Correggio giovane e I'affresco ritrovato di San Benedetto in Polirone (Turin:
Umberto Allemandi, 1958), 154-58. In the latter, however, the argument is fatally
weakened by an absurd conception of Antonio Allegri’s style. Piva contends that
works such as the doubtful and damaged Los Angeles Virgin, the rough fresco that
was taken to Modena from San Quirino di Correggio, and the frescoed wall in San
Benedetto Po (which was painted by Gerolamo Bonsignori) are all by Correggio. They
would have had to have been produced, along with all the painter’s known works of
the same period, within the space of a few years. Whatever limited success the last of
these attributions has enjoyed represents, at its very worst, the crisis of methodological
presumption into which our discipline has entered. Additional bibliography could be
cited, although it would not be particularly useful to do so; noteworthy, however, is
the article by Giovanni Agosti, “Su Mantegna, 4. (A Mantova, nel Cinquecento),”
Prospettiva, no. 77 (1995): 70, 82 n. 114, where he proposes that Francesco Man-
tegna, whose work is mentioned in a 1506 document, must have worked on com-
pleting the fresco at the center of the Camera degli Sposi in the Palazzo Ducale in
Mantua. There are good reasons to accept this hypothesis, for it allows us to grasp the
predominant style in Mantegna’s workshop immediately after his death. Agosti notes
“un sentore costesco” (a Costa-like hint) in this fresco, but it would seem that the
smile of the woman combing her hair is also already reminiscent of Leonardo; this is
no small point to consider in trying to trace Correggio’s early career. See also the
dossier assembled in Giuse Pastore, ed., La Cappella del Mantegna in Sant’Andrea a
Mantova (Mantua: Casa del Mantegna, 1986), for information on the condition of the

frescoes in the Mantegna chapel and their most recent restoration. Unfortunately, the
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pendentives of the four Evangelists were not documented during the course of the
cleaning and appear (in restored condition) on pages 68-69 in a format the size of a
postage stamp.

7. For the altar frontal with The Families of Christ and Saint John the Baptist, see
Martineau (see note 4), 253-54 (entry no. 64 by Keith Christiansen). See also Andrea
Rothe, “Mantegna’s Paintings in Distemper,” in Martineau (see note 4), 85, where he
remarks on the techniques that link this work to the Baptism that hangs in the same
chapel. On the Baptism itself, see Keith Christiansen, “Mantegna’s Legacy,” in Studi di
storia dell’arte in onore di Mina Gregori (Milan: Silvana, 1994), 79-86.

8. See also the old Anderson photographs, previously used by Adolfo Venturi in
his La pittura del Quattrocento, vol. 7 of idem, Storia dell’arte italiana, 11 vols. in 25
(Milan: U. Hoepli, 1901-1940), pt. 3, 253-54.

9. Giuse Pastore, “Gli affreschi,” in Pastore (see note 6), 78, notes that John
Shearman is willing to accept the attribution to Correggio for the years 1506-1507
and at least for Saint Mark and Saint Matthew. From a conversation in Santa Monica,
California, I understand that Shearman has far fewer hesitations than I do regarding
the attribution of the Evangelists in Sant’Andrea to the hand of Correggio.

10. See Luigi Lanzi’s important remarks, originally published in 1809, in his Storia
pittorica della Italia dal risorgimento delle belle arti fin presso al fine del XVIII secolo,
ed. Martino Cappucci, 3 vols. (Florence: Sansoni, 1968-1974), 2: 226. For more
recent contributions I refer the reader to note 6. I would, however, add here David A.
Brown, The Young Correggio and His Leonardesque Sources (New York: Garland,
1981), 19, 117 n. 2, which contains further bibliography. The fate of the works up until
1961 can be followed by consulting the entries in Giovanni Paccagnini, ed., Andrea
Mantegna, 2nd ed., exh. cat. (Venice: N. Pozza, 1961), 53-59. Here can be found
remarks of considerable interest on the technique employed, although the interpreta-

tions are doubtful indeed:

La tecnica indica un lavoro rapidissimo che non appare neppure a buon fresco,
e che ha piuttosto Paspetto di una tempera grassa o di un olio, condotto con
brevi superfici che si sovrappongono con larghe sbavature ai bordi, preparate
sbrigativamente con un sottile strato di calce disteso sulle parti del disegno che,
volta per volta, il pittore intendeva dipingere (The technique used indicates
extremely fast work that does not even seem to be true fresco, and that has rather
the appearance of a greasy tempera or oil paint. The artist employed shallow sur-
faces superimposed with broad smudges along the edges, prepared hastily with a
thin layer of lime spread on the parts of the drawing that, little by little, he planned
to paint).

Although this would appear to be a rather slow technique, not a fast one, the descrip-
tion places The Deposition in the same line of experimentation as Leonardo’s Last
Supper. As for the Holy Family, Paccagnini sees it as a partial intervention by Cor-
reggio in an earlier work, which is doubtless the case for The Deposition. His claim,
however, has been recently contradicted by a direct viewing of what is left of the
work in situ —there is still quite a lot of it, even if we do not count the sinopia under-

neath it. See Marcello Castrichini and Leonilde Dominici, “Indagine sul tondo di
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destra nell’atrio della basilica di S. Andrea dove si trovava Daffresco strappato nel
1961 ‘Sacra famiglia e San Giovannino,” in Storia e arte religiosa a Mantova: Basilica
Concattedrale di Sant’Andrea. L'atrio meridionale: Indagini, saggi e restauri dell’ap-
parato decorativo, exh. cat. (Mantua: Casa del Mantegna, 1991), 165-66. Castrichini
and Dominici’s quite plausible remarks are printed —in an unplanned act of provo-
cation —facing a technical study of the detached (?!) fresco which tries to show that
precisely the contrary is true. Here, as elsewhere, Correggio has been rather unlucky
with his restorers, and it seems worthwhile to note that incidents such as this one cast
a dark shadow on the abundant “technical and scientific” studies of restoration.
Alessandro Conti, in Marina Romiti Conti, ed., Manuale di restauro (Turin: Einaudi,
1996), 275, expresses doubts about the restoration in Mantua.

In the most complex cases, a public discussion of planned restoration projects—
well in advance of their undertaking—is greatly to be desired. Mauro Pellicioli’s
restoration work for the Camera degli Sposi in 1938, in consultation with Roberto
Longhi, could be taken as an exemplary instance of this approach. See Antonio Pao-
lucci, “Una inedita relazione di Roberto Longhi sul restauro di Mauro Pellicioli alla
Camera degli Sposi del Mantegna,” Paragone, nos. 419-421-423 (1985): 331-34.
Unfortunately, Longhi’s remarks on the two tondi from the atrium of Sant’Andrea
were not included in this publication.

11. See Martineau (see note 4), 211 (entry no. 44 by David Ekserdjian), 213-17
(entry nos. 45-47 by David Landau).

12. Negatives C8445 (Holy Family) and C8446 (The Deposition), Istituto per il
Catalogo e la Documentazione, Rome. These photographs were made immediately
after the rediscovery of the tondi and published in Guglielmo Pacchioni, “Scoperta
di affreschi giovanili del Correggio in S. Andrea di Mantova,” Bollettino d’arte 10
(1916): 147-64, and in Adolfo Venturi, “Note sul Correggio,” L'arte 18 (1915): 405-26.
The remarks from 1914-1915 regarding the preservation of the chromatic film in the
two tondi are of particular interest to us today, as are Pacchioni’s remarks on the
colors. Neither of the two scholars noticed in the Holy Family any work by others,

“and they had the opportunity to study it under optimal conditions.

13. Brown (see note 10), 35-38, 170-75 (entry no. 2), gives an approximate date
of 1512, which could perhaps be moved backward a bit. His technical remarks on the
emergence of the dark underlayers correspond to what can be seen today in the
Nativity with Saint Elizabeth in the Pinacoteca di Brera (inv. no. 788). Brown insists
that Giorgione mediates between Correggio and Leonardo; and thanks to a compari-
son with Giorgione’s Three Philosophers (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), the
Detroit Mystic Marriage of Saint Catherine found a place in the monumental photo-
graphic dossier that accompanies Ballarin (see note 2), 2: figs. 326-28, who gives circa
1510 as a plausible date for the Detroit altarpiece. I have not viewed the Correggio
hanging in Detroit, but, judging from the small panel representing the same subject in
Washington (National Gallery of Art, Kress Collection, inv. no. 194), which I have
viewed and which is not chronologically remote from the former, I feel justified in
claiming that Correggio explored, in the years following what seems to have been his
apprenticeship with Mantegna, more than just Venetian art. The husked gold of the
highlights, right up to the edge of the steps, the cherubs of the throne, and Saint
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Catherine’s shawl suggest a Lombard tone, while the diffuse shadows give off a warm
and subtle frisson, as if Leonardo had been studied through the Milanese filter of
Bernardo Zenale, Bramantino, and Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio.

14. Correggio’s interest in Albrecht Diirer has been noted many times; see, for
instance, Cecil Gould, “A Probable Adaptation by Correggio of Diirer’s Iconography,”
Burlington Magazine 90 (1948): 286—89. The same engraving that Gould considers
as a model for Christ Taking Leave from His Mother, at the National Gallery in
London (inv. no. 4255), may have suggested the female figure on the left of the
Mantuan tondo. See A. E. Popham, Correggio’s Drawings (London: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1957), 17, 19; in the latter passage, Popham identifies a citation from Diirer in
the Detroit Mystic Marriage of Saint Catherine, which is chronologically not far from
the Sant’Andrea tondi.

15. Popham (see note 14), 13, 78, 149; his hesitation in putting forward Correg-
gio’s name for the first time is less understandable in Mario Di Giampaolo and Andrea
Muzzi, eds., Correggio: I disegni, 2nd ed. (Turin: Umberto Allemandi, 1989), unpagi-
nated (entry no. 1), after forty years of studying the subject and developing a less
univocal concept of Correggio’s poetry. Some doubts also arise in Diane DeGrazia,
ed., Correggio e il suo lascito: Disegni del Cinquecento emiliano, exh. cat. (Parma:
Artegrafica Silva, 1984), 77-78. In the comparison photographs, the Deposition
tondo, prior to the most recent restoration, is called a “sinopia.” The recent claim for
Dosso’s authorship is a surprising one; see Andrea De Marchi, “Sugli esordi veneti di
Dosso Dossi,” Arte veneta 40 (1986): 28 n. 27.

16. Gould (see note 1), 174-76. I am convinced that, for his first altarpiece
as an independent painter, Correggio would not have settled for aping Mantegna’s
Madonna della Vittoria altarpiece or the rather routine ideas of Costa and Francia.
Francia’s Mantuan Annunciation, now in the Brera museum (inv. no. 448) but origi-
nally from the Capilupi chapel in the church of San Francesco, is not particularly
innovative. Costa’s nonreligious painting for Isabella d’Este’s studiolo, on the other
hand, might have seemed exciting for its unusually successful chromatic scheme. The
document recording the work’s commissioning leads us to believe that the altarpiece
now in Dresden was executed in the town of Correggio, very close to Modena (where
Bianchi Ferrari’s altarpieces could be seen) and not far from Parma, with its altarpieces
by Marmitta and Giovanni Battista Cima da Conegliano. Correggio might have been
seduced above all by Marmitta’s formal choices, but we should also take into consid-
eration a certain formal freedom in details such as those found in the Annunciation
(the broach on Saint Quentin’s breast) or the Flight into Egypt (at the base of the
throne). These were painted with blurred contours of the sort employed by Correggio
in his altarpiece, both in the oval with Moses and the base with stories of the Passion.
See Brown (see note 10) for an authoritative discussion of Correggio’s relationship to
Leonardo’s circle in Milan and its diaspora after 1499. One painting of excellent qual-
ity in the style of Leonardo, which has thus far remained marginal to the debate,
seems to resemble Correggio’s style in certain of its details: I am referring to the
Madonna of the Scales in the Musée du Louvre (inv. no. 785), in which Saint Anne’s
head is clearly derived from Mantegna’s late models (see the Holy Family paintings in
Dresden and in the Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, and the altar frontal for the
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funerary chapel in Sant’Andrea). The other figures, in particular Saint Michael, seem
to me related to the early Correggio in ways that I am unable to define. It is difficult to
trace the work prior to its passing into the collection of Louis XIV (who obtained it
from Jabach), but a careful review of Mantuan inventories might prove fruitful. W. R.
Valentiner, “The Madonna of the Scales,” Gazette des beaux-arts, ser. 6, 49 (1957):
129-48, resolutely attributes this work to Leonardo, thus confirming its quality. As
far as is known today, the painting is not linked in any way to Cesare da Sesto.

17. This updating deserves a separate investigation, starting with Antonio da
Pavia’s surprising about-face visible in the altarpiece now found in the Pinacoteca di
Brera (cat. no. 194, dated 1514) but originally from Santo Stefano di Novellara, about
ten kilometers (six miles) from the town of Correggio. The painting exhibits a certain
fascinating gloominess along the lines of Francesco Bonsignori’s work, but certain
parts of it are indirectly Leonardesque and reminiscent of Caroto’s art. A drawing that
Andrea Muzzi recently noted as attributed to Correggio—an attribution that spread
by word of mouth at the opening of the show in Modena entitled Disegno: Les dessins
italiens du Musée de Rennes, 27 May-29 July 1990 —may be better understood in
connection with the Brera painting. This drawing, Face of the Redeemer, or Face of
Saint John the Baptist, appears in the exhibition catalog (Rennes: Le Musée, 1990),
30, as the work of Marco d’Oggiono. For the moment the attribution to Correggio
remains a bit risky, although it is supported by comparisons with the Youthful Christ
in the National Gallery of Art, Washington (inv. no. 1620), formerly in the Kress col-
lection. See Mario di Giampaolo and Andrea Muzzi, Correggio: Catalogo completo
dei dipinti (Florence: Cantini, 1993), 6. A shift similar to that of Antonio da Pavia can
be seen in the early works of Zenone Veronese, beginning with the 1512 triptych in
Cavriana, a town well to the north of the Po River and very near to Lake Garda but
still in the diocese of Mantua. Zenone’s involvement would seem to mean that Caroto
takes precedence over Correggio as the point of origin of the crisis. There are, how-
ever, no up-to-date studies of Caroto’s work. For new information about Antonio da
Pavia and Caroto in Mantua, see Agosti (see note 6), 65, 66, 79 n. 73, 80 n. 86. For
Zenone, see Federico Zeri, “Note su quadri italiani all’estero,” Bollettino d’arte, ser.
4, 36 (1949): 26-30, reprinted in idem, Giorno per giorno nella pittura, vol. 4, Scritti
sull’arte italiana del Cinquecento (Turin: Umberto Allemandi, 1994), 91-92; and
Alessandro Ballarin, “Una ‘Madonna del velo’ di Zenone Veronese,” Prospettiva, nos.
53-56 (1988-1989): 367-71. Finally, see also Isabella Marelli, Zenone Veronese: Un
pittore del Cinquecento sul lago di Garda (Desenzano sul Garda: Lions Club, 1994).

18. Leonbruno has attracted relatively little attention. His crucial painting Judg-
ment of Midas (Berlin, Staatliche Museen) displays a scalene composition reminiscent
of Dosso’s work. For the artist’s personality and its contradictions, see Conti (see note
2), 36-50; we must keep in mind, however, that Conti died before he was able to re-
vise his text and eliminate a few incongruities in it. Paolo Venturoli, “Lorenzo Costa,”
Storia dell’arte 1-2 (1969): 161-68, makes some interesting remarks about Leon-
bruno. A good deal of work has been done on the now-famous painting of Saint Helen
and Four Saints in the collection of the Banca Popolare di Modena; this painting most
likely came from the parish of Ostiglia on the north bank of the Po River. Longhi
attributed this work to the early Correggio in his “Le fasi del Correggio giovane e
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P’esigenza del suo viaggio romano,” Paragone, no. 101 (1958): 41, now in idem,
Cinquecento classico e Cinquecento manieristico, 1951-1970 (Florence: Sansoni,
1976), 101. Longhi’s article, full of welcome polemics concerning Correggio’s journey
to Rome, was less successful in treating the Mantua connection and has prompted
more than one misunderstanding. See Renato Berzaghi, “Tre dipinti e un nome per il
‘Maestro Orombelli;” in Paolo Piva and Egidio Del Canto, eds., Dal Correggio a
Giulio Romano: La committenza di Gregorio Cortese (Mantua: Casa del Mantegna,
1989), 171-92, for the status of current research on the subject, and the new contri-
butions of Conti (see note 2) and Agosti (see note 6). We should mention two other
significant studies of the problem. Carlo Volpe, “Il naturalismo di Giorgione e la tra-
dizione critica: I rapporti con I’Emilia e con Raffaello,” in Giorgione: Atti del con-
vegno internazionale di studio per il 5° centenario della nascita (Castelfranco Veneto:
Comitato per le Celebrazioni Giorgionesche, 1979), 223-24, fig. 178, attributes to
Correggio another early masterpiece of the mysterious Maestro Orombelli, alias
Giovan Francesco Tura. Massimo Ferretti, “Ai margini di Dosso (tre altari in san
Pietro a Modena),” Ricerche di storia dell’arte, no. 17 (1982): 72 n. 20, establishes the
chronology of Correggio’s first success and points out the rapid response of the
Master of Celano Pelumi. On the latter, see also Daniele Benati, Francesco Bianchi
Ferrari e la pittura a Modena fra *400 e 500 (Modena: Artiole, 1990), 134-38.

19. Emilio Menegazzo, “Contributo alla biografia di Teofilo Folengo (1512-
1520),” Italia medioevale e umanistica 2 (1959): 383-84; and idem, “Marginalia su
Raffaello, il Correggio e la Congregazione benedettina-cassinese,” Italia medioevale e
umanistica 3 (1960): 329-30. The seemingly endless (despite the good intentions of
many critics) tragicomedy regarding the attribution to Correggio of the frescoed
wall around Gerolamo Bonsignori’s Last Supper was born from the contract for
the Polirone organ. I have no illusions about this, and I am waiting for someone
to attribute the painting that was recently on the market at Sotheby’s in New York
to Correggio as well (16 May 1996, no. 15: canvas, 88.9 x 95.3 cm, attributed to
Girolamo da Treviso). This work, entitled Adoration of the Shepherds, is obviously by
Gerolamo Bonsignori; indeed, it is his masterpiece. It is closely linked with the figura-
tive part of the Polirone wall, and Andrea De Marchi has independently reached the
same conclusion. The inscription near the bottom of the painting, “Partus et integritas
discordes tempore longo / Virginis in gremio federa pacis habent” (Childbearing and
chastity, which are at variance with each other, hold the covenants of peace in the
bosom of the Virgin after a long time), can be traced to Jacopo Sannazzaro and could
furnish a chronological link: the text of De partu Virginis was begun in 1504 and com-
pleted in 1513 but was not published until 1526 (with a dedication to Pope Clement
VII). Another work has been attributed to Gerolamo Bonsignori by Alessandro Conti,
“Osservazioni e appunti sulla ‘Vita’ di Leonardo di Giorgio Vasari,” in Kunst des
Cinquecento in der Toskana (Munich: Bruckmann, 1992), 27.

20. Oil on canvas, 260 x 153.5 cm; the central scene is surrounded by a grey band
that runs along three edges (not the top) and ends in two (not easily explainable)
brown rectangles. No one in the family that currently owns the picture is able to recall
when and how the work was acquired by their grandparents.

21. Lanzi (see note 10), 2: 190: “Credesi che Carlo [del Mantegna] avesse parte
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ne’ lavori del palazzo [ducale] e della cappella riferita di sopra [quella del Mantegna
in Sant’Andrea] e in altri che si ascrivono a mantegnesi; fra’ quali son due istorie
dell’Arca del monistero di San Benedetto, di Mantova, ove si rivede la maniera di
Andrea ampliata alquanto, ancorché di forme men belle.”

22. A comparison of the Dresden altarpiece with the Turin painting leads us to
think that Correggio, taking advantage of the varying amounts of time required for his
two commissions, worked hastily on the organ shutters while awaiting the preparation
of the wood for the altarpiece, work that had not been completed by 4 October 1514
(Gould [see note 1], 175).

23. If Correggio’s date of birth is 1487, as seems likely, then Dosso’s must be very
shortly thereafter (1489-1490). The opposing artistic itineraries taken by these two
masters, who were almost the same age and came from the same region, offer a good
example of the openness of the situation for painters in the Po valley in the first decade
of the sixteenth century. This area was, stylistically speaking, in upheaval in these
years in which—however briefly —every painter was free to choose whatever career
best accorded with his own preferences. Ariosto’s famous 1536 octave provides double-
edged proof of this phenomenon.

24. Lanzi (see note 10), 2: 230: “Ho per vero cio che udii un tempo, avere il
Correggio tentate piti e pitt maniere prima di fissarsi in quella che lo distingue.”

25. Carlo Giuseppe Ratti, Notizie storiche sincere intorno la vita e le opere del
celebre Antonio Allegri da Correggio (Finale: G. de’ Rossi, 1781), 93:

Quest’opera, benche’ un po’ dura, e da troppo marcati contorni circoscritta, ella
é cio non pertanto morbida, e d’'un impasto di colori molto soave; ed il tuono
generale delle tinte (per quanto s’assicura) tien dello stile del Mantegna, e del
Vinci, in particolare la testa della Vergine, che par di mano del Lionardo, princi-
palmente nelle gote, e nel dolce sorriso della bocca. Nelle pieghe assai chiaro si
scopre il fare del Mantegna, soprattutto nel fasciar troppo severamente con esse le
membra; sono perd queste assai meno secche, e molto piu’ grandiose. La compo-

sizione poi & assolutamente grandiosa.

Milizia’s polemics concerning Ratti’s plagiarism of Mengs’s critical ideas about Cor-
reggio are well known. See Roberto Longhi, Il Correggio e la Camera di San Paolo a
Parma (Genoa: Siglaeffe, 1956), 12, now in idem, 1976 (see note 18), 33-34, on
Mengs’s valuable work on Correggio.

26. Lanzi (see note 10), 2: 230: “quella grazia e ilarita...una certa iride di colori.”

27. John Shearman, “Raphael’s Clouds and Correggio’s,” in Micaela Sambucco
Hamoud and Maria Letizia Strocchi, eds., Studi su Raffaello: Atti del congresso inter-
nagzionale di studi, 2 vols. (Urbino: QuattroVenti, 1987), 1: 657-68; and idem, Arte e
spettatore nel Rinascimento italiano (Milan: Jaka, 1995), 104.

28. Iam of the opinion that Melchiorre Fassi’s first will, dated 16 December 1517,
takes for granted the existence of a family altar in the church of Santa Maria della
Misericordia: “in utilitate ipsius altaris situati in ecclesia dicti hospitalis” (in the use of
the altar itself situated in the church of the said house). The altarpiece on this altar,
which had probably only recently been completed, was supposed to display the four

saints to whom Fassi was particularly devoted (Saint Leonard, Saint Martha, Saint
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Peter, and Saint Mary Magdalen, who appear in the painting now in the Metro-
politan Museum in New York, inv. no. 12.211). At that date it would have been
unthinkable to have had an altarpiece made for the church of San Quirino, which was
still under construction. Various scholars put forward the correct date of the New
York altarpiece immediately after Gould’s monograph (see note 1) appeared; see John
Shearman’s review of this work, “Correggio and the Connoisseurs,” Times Literary
Supplement, 18 March 1977: 302. This review is fundamental —from a methodologi-
cal perspective as well —yet it has not been translated into Italian. See also David A.
Brown, “A New Book on Correggio,” Burlington Magazine 119 (1977): 860-61. In
this brief review of Gould’s book, Brown also insists that the two Mantuan tondi
and the fragmentary cartoon in New York belong to Correggio. After the Four Saints
for Melchiorre comes the Brera Adoration of the Magi (cat. no. 427). The narrow
window of time available for the production of the Albinea altarpiece and the Camera
di San Paolo does not permit a later dating. See, for the relevant documents, Gould
(see note 1), 176-80. There is a link between the idea of a dense, engulfing natural
vegetation in the New York Four Saints and Costa’s second painting for Isabella
d’Este’s studiolo.

I wish here to pay homage to two masters who guided my steps in approaching
Correggio’s poetic grandeur. Although parts of his arguments are no longer defensible
and have been revised by others, Longhi’s opinions on Correggio—from the early
essays to the late work on the Camera di San Paolo and the journey to Rome —remain
central for that part of art history concerned not only with attributions (always rea-
sonable ones, we hope) but also with poetic individuals, each with his or her own spe-
cific human values to distinguish and place in a hierarchy that is moral but not
moralistic (a danger that Correggio’s work had to face). For the latter aspect of our
discipline, which has lately been somewhat neglected for unworthy reasons, I refer the
reader to the discussion of Correggio in Giuliano Briganti, “La natura lombarda, le
idee romane, i demoni etruschi e ’antico, nella pittura emiliana del Cinquecento e del
Seicento,” in Nell’eta di Correggio e dei Carracci: Pittura in Emilia dei secoli XVI e
XVII, exh. cat. (Bologna: Nuova Alfa, 1986), xviii—xxii.

29. Adriano Franceschini, “Dosso Dossi, Benvenuto da Garofalo e il polittico
Costabili di Ferrara,” Paragone, nos. 543-545 (1995): 110-15 (the issue appeared after
September 1996). Further discussion of the issues raised in this postscript can be found
in the new and important contribution by Rodolfo Signorini, “New Findings about
Andrea Mantegna: His Son Ludovico’s Post-mortem Inventory (1510),” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 59 (1996): 103-18.
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Giorgione’s Inferno with Aeneas

and Anchises for Taddeo Contarini
Alessandro Nova

S ome of the most recent publications on Giorgione have punctiliously
as well as convincingly reexamined his still controversial catalog and
chronology.! This philological enterprise, however, seems to have been more
concerned with organizing in a plausible chronological sequence the surviv-
ing paintings of the artist than with reconstructing and dating Giorgione’s
lost works and designs. The study of the copies after Giorgione has always
been pursued, of course, but an analysis limited to the surviving visual mate-
rial inevitably distorts our view of the historical picture. It must be conceded
that we will probably never know what some lost works by Giorgione really
looked like; this does not mean, however, that we have to ignore the rights
and responsibilities of elaborating reasonable hypotheses about this no longer
extant imagery.

The purpose of this paper is to reopen the debate surrounding two Gior-
gionesque works —works that have been neglected in the most recent philo-
logical overviews — because they help us visualize some of the most pressing
issues that absorbed Giorgione’s energies during the last three years of his life:
the so-called Dream, once known as the Dream of Raphael, engraved by Mar-
cantonio Raimondi (fig. 1),2 and the Inferno with Aeneas and Anchises, a can-
vas seen by Marcantonio Michiel in the house of Taddeo Contarini in 1525.3

The fate of the Dream is very curious indeed. The attribution of the engrav-
ing’s design to Giorgione is, as is well known, highly controversial. The
majority of those who have tried to unravel its meaning have more or less
tacitly agreed that it was designed by Giorgione or, at least, that it clearly
reflects some of his most characteristic themes and motives. The best and
most comprehensive philological reconstructions of Giorgione’s career, how-
ever, have ignored this image, despite the fact that the view expressed by
Johann David Passavant more than a century ago has been upheld correctly
by Christian Hornig in his monograph on Giorgione’s late works, Gian-
vittorio Dillon in the catalog of the Savoldo exhibition, Nicholas Penny in his
essay on the depiction of night in Venetian painting, and Konrad Oberhuber
in his entry for the catalog of the Venetian exhibition of 1993 in Paris.* There
is little in Marcantonio’s previous works to prepare us for such a revolution-
ary image, and although we cannot prove that the print reproduces a lost
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Fig. 1. Marcantonio Raimondi
The Dream
Vienna, Graphische Sammlung Albertina

painting by Giorgione (which is unlikely), it is a Venetian product pro-
foundly influenced by, if not based on, Giorgione’s designs.’ It is possible
that Marcantonio borrowed some elements of the background from other
prints and that he rearranged some details of the composition according to
his own artistic inclinations, and it is also possible that in so doing he created
some puzzling iconographic aggregations that have tenaciously resisted inter-
pretation. As we shall see, however, the most important parts of this mys-
terious engraving form a coherent design that was intended for a specific
purpose. Before analyzing its formal structure, however, it is worth reviewing
briefly the traditional as well as the most recent iconographic interpretations
of this image, which continues to haunt our imagination.

Many if not most of the interpretations of early art historians incorpo-
rated Virgilian themes.® It is likely that this trend was consciously as well as
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unconsciously influenced by Michiel’s Notizia d’opere di disegno, and more
specifically by his reference to a canvas depicting the story of Aeneas and
Anchises in the collection of Taddeo Contarini.” It should be noted, however,
that no element of this composition identifies the burning city as Troy.

Another line of inquiry emerged from the wide-ranging research of Eu-
genio Battisti for his L'antirinascimento. The author did not discuss Marcan-
tonio’s engraving, but he did examine Battista Dosso’s allegory in Dresden
(Night, or Dream, 1544, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemaldegalerie Alte
Meister), a painting that is often, albeit misleadingly, related to the Dream in
the context of the early modern interest in magic.? This hermetic interpre-
tation has prevailéd in the most recent literature on the engraving, includ-
ing not only Francesco Gandolfo’s essay “Mistica, Ermetismo e Sogno nel
Cinquecento,”® which developed the alchemic reading of the Dream sug-
gested by Maurizio Calvesi, but also in the German reception of the problem.
Heike Frosien-Leinz has discussed the print in the context of Agrippa von
Nettesheim’s De occulta philosophia,'® and Horst Bredekamp has underlined
the profane aspect of early modern dreams in his contribution to the exhibi-
tion catalog Zauber der Medusa."' More recently Louise Milne has uncon-
vincingly suggested that the female nudes of Marcantonio’s engraving seem
to represent the human soul.2

The most plausible iconographic interpretation to date has been sug-
gested in a short article by Guy de Tervarent.’® He thinks that the key to the
secret of Marcantonio’s engraving is a verse by Statius, inaccurately tran-
scribed by an absent-minded amanuensis. The text of the Thebaid available
to early sixteenth-century artists would have read: “Vague dreams with innu-
merable faces are seen all around, the truthful ones mingled with untruthful
ones and rivers with flames.”1* As to the fantastic creatures on the shore, de
Tervarent pointed out a passage in A True Story by Lucian: “For as far as
dreams go, these vary from one another, by their nature as well as by their
appearance. Some bring before us figures which are beautiful and well pro-
portioned, while others are small and ugly.”" There are undoubtedly numer-
ous affinities between these literary texts and Marcantonio’s image, but they
fail to explain all the elements of the puzzle. Moreover, it should be noted
that in his edition of the Thebaid, Aldo Manuzio had already replaced the
incorrect words “flumina flammis” with “tristia blandis.”

Someone in the future may discover a more plausible literary source,
but the great appeal of this engraving resides precisely in its intentional
ambiguities. I wish to avoid any possible misunderstanding, however —one
cannot retreat into the comfortable corner of the nonsubject. There is no
question that this work is a virtuoso performance: as David Landau has
pointed out, “the richness of texture of this early impression might indicate
that it was intended as a demonstration of Marcantonio’s mastery of line
engraving to rival Giulio Campagnola’s stipple-engraving.”1 It is unlikely,
however, that Marcantonio was only interested in showing off his technical
ability.
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One crucial question has never been asked: For whom was such an image
produced? That is, what kind of public would have bought or commissioned
this engraving by Marcantonio, if it was ever on sale? One can safely assume
that the ideal client for such a work would have been a humanist who would
have enriched the abundant imagery offered by the engraving with his own
personal and erudite associations. The name of Hieronymus Bosch has often
been correctly mentioned in connection with the monsters on the shore, but
the two animals on the far right seem even more related to the bizarre ink-
wells and oil lamps that decorated the studioli of the time (fig. 2).

To come to the center of my argument, it is possible that this engraving
was intentionally produced to challenge the technical as well as the icono-
graphical knowledge of a learned viewer in order to create discussion and
entertainment. The obvious ambiguities of the work seem to have been cre-
ated deliberately, so that debate would ensue.l” Some elements are immedi-
ately recognizable, others are difficult to identify, but the engraving is above
all replete with polysemous elements such as fire, night, water, and ships. The
enormous potential of this imagery for endless associations makes it difficult
to propose a specific title for the work, but this does not mean that there is
no subject. The alternative is not between subject and nonsubject, but be-
tween a closed, definite meaning and an open, flexible one. Let us pursue the
most seductive element of the composition: the fire in the right background.

In his Trattato dell’arte della pittura, scoltura, et architettura, Giovanni
Paolo Lomazzo discussed several themes that could be used as a pretext for
representing a great fire. In chapter 7 of book 4 Lomazzo lists among his
favorite themes the fire of Sodom and Gomorrah and the fall of Troy,
two recurrent narratives in the pyrotechnic culture of the sixteenth century.!8
Chapters 24 and 37 of book 6 are also relevant. Chapter 24 deals with
the subjects that should be painted “in luochi di fuoco e patiboli” (in
places of fire and torment).”® The number of suitable myths and biblical
stories recorded by Lomazzo is amazing, but none can explain what we see
in Marcantonio’s engraving.

More to our purpose is perhaps the following passage from chapter 37, in
which Lomazzo insists upon the effects of varieta in battle compositions:

In such scenes of conflict and ruin, it adds great grace to show the city walls being
knocked down, women crying aloud as they run with outstretched arms, and other
women fleeing, as well as some men being bound, while others are killed and still
others are stripped. Moreover, as at Troy and Carthage, the city is put to the torch
and houses and palaces are destroyed, as has happened so many times to poor
Rome, and many other cities of Italy as well, at the hands of barbarians. Filled
with fear, some flee, just as Venus’s son fled burning Troy with his aged father
Anchises on his shoulders and his little son’s hand in his. Some pass children down
from balconies, others lower themselves down ropes, while still others leap; and
one could, if one wished, count an infinite number of similar scenes of ruin and

acts of desperation.20
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Fig. 2. Northern Italian (Padua?)
Inkwell in the Form of a Toad
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum

None of the numerous narratives and compositions described by Lomazzo
can be identified as the subject of Marcantonio’s print, but this quotation
reveals how these dramatic, indeed “fiery,” episodes were greatly admired
for their powerful narrative potential. Moreover, Lomazzo’s list reveals the
broad number of selections that were available by the end of the sixteenth
century for an artist who wanted to paint such a work.

It may well be that the search for an accurate literary source is a futile
enterprise and that a specific text will never clarify all the elements of the
iconographic puzzle. Some elements of the composition seem to be meaning-
ful: the gigantic ferryman steering the boat in the center of the landscape
has been often identified with Charon, who is indeed a recurrent figure in
sixteenth-century nightmares, as the autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini and
the treatise on dreams by Girolamo Cardano show.2! But if he really is
Charon, who then is steering the ship that glides over the calm water of the
river-lagoon? As I have already suggested, it is possible that such ambiguities
are intentional.22 One thing, however, is evident. The entire image is built
around logically structured oppositions: the beautiful and the ugly in the
foreground, the burning fortress on the right and the town beaten by the
rain in the left background, the animated fortress and the deserted city, the
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Fig. 3. Leonardo da Vinci
Masquerader Seated on a Horse
Windsor, Royal Library

flaming fire and the calm water. These are deliberate contrasts, which we
can connect with a source that has not yet been discussed in this context:
Leonardo’s treatise on painting,.

The two women in the foreground could be interpreted as an illustration
of Leonardo’s critique of sculpture in his celebrated passage on the Paragone:

The art of painting [instead] embraces and contains within itself all visible
things. ... The painter shows to you different distances and...the rains, behind
which can be discerned the cloudy mountains and valleys...; also the rivers of
greater and lesser transparency...; also the polished pebbles of various hues,
deposited on the washed sand of the river’s bed.... Aerial perspective is absent
from the sculptors’ work. They cannot depict transparent bodies, nor can they

represent luminous sources, nor reflected rays, ... nor dreary weather.23
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The remarkable affinities in tone and mood between text and image
become even more persuasive when one considers that the most obvious
theme of the engraving is the contrast between beauty and ugliness and, as
Landau has noted, that this is “the first depiction of a dream in an Italian
print and the first attempt to engrave a night scene.”2* Leonardo’s interest
in night scenes, dreams, and prophecies is well documented. One of his cele-
brated prophecies is dedicated to dreaming: “Men will seem to see new
destructions in the sky....They will see the greatest splendour in the midst
of darkness. O! marvel of the human race! What frenzy has led you thus!
You will speak with animals of every species and they with you in human
speech.”25

It is superfluous to quote Leonardo’s famous passage in which the artist
provides instructions on how to represent a night scene, but one cannot help
quoting his words on the painter as the lord of all things: “If the painter
wishes to see beauties that would enrapture him, he is master of their pro-
duction, and if he wishes to see monstrous things which might terrify or
which would be buffoonish and laughable or truly pitiable, he is their lord
and god.”26

The terrifying yet laughable metamorphic creatures on the shore of
Marcantonio’s Dream have always triggered a comparison with the grylli
and adynata, or “impossibilities,” to use the rhetorical term, created by
Hieronymus Bosch. But we should not forget that Leonardo also designed
similar freaks for the entertainment of his patrons, as shown by the drawing
titled Masquerader Seated on a Horse (fig. 3).27

This monster with the head of an elephant who is playing its trunk as if it
were a trumpet is actually an actor seated on horseback who wears a humor-
ous costume. The drawing was once believed to be related to the masquer-
ades organized by Galeazzo da Sanseverino in his Milanese palace in 1491,
when Leonardo designed the costumes of certain omini salvatici. The most
recent studies, however, date it to around 1508, which, by pure coincidence,
is also the date of Marcantonio’s engraving. In any case, this drawing and
the masquerade remind us how the demonic and comic were intimately con-
nected in the late medieval and early modern periods. Leonardo’s instruc-
tions about how to make imaginary animals and monstrosities as well as
Vasari’s anecdotes about his early head of Medusa and about his later ab-
struse experiments or jokes in the garden of the Belvedere are both terrifying
and humorous.28

These developments parallel those in the theater, as Milne notes: “By the
second half of the fifteenth century, ‘domestic’ scenes in Hell, involving
much comic banter between many...devils and increasingly elaborate spe-
cial effects, had become the rule rather than the exception.”?® Similar specta-
cles were particularly popular during the carnival season, and a city like
Venice could not but excel in the production of elaborate entertainments.
Marino Sanudo’s diaries are an inestimable source for our purposes. In 1515
a farce performed in the courtyard of Ca’ Pesaro “opened with a scene of a
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flaming Hell peopled by actors in blackface.”30 Five years later “the Com-
pagnia degli Immortali sponsored an evening festa in front of Ca’ Foscari in
which actors... pantomimed the fall of Troy. The pageant ended with a devil
emerging from a ball of fire, which ultimately consumed the set.”3!

These Venetian theatrical performances convey the medley of sacred and
profane, of waning mystery plays and emerging classical aspirations, that
must have characterized these pantomimes. To a large extent, the Hellmouth
as a visual device had been demystified by the later Middle Ages, but the
same portentous effects could be achieved by staging a debased and possibly
disrespectful version of the classical drama.

Giorgione’s lost Inferno did not fit into this scenario; it could not have been
an “illustration” of a similar event. It is against this background, however,
that we should place Giorgione’s canvas: it embodied, so to speak, the other
side of the same phenomenon, the revival of classical themes in Renaissance
Venice.

We should ask first what Giorgione’s canvas represented. In theory he
could also have painted the meeting of Aeneas and Anchises in the Under-
world. His canvas could have reproduced two passages of book 6 of the
Aeneid, with the flaming Phlegethon on one side and the meeting in the
Elysian Fields—the subject of Dosso’s Aeneas in the Elysian Fields in the
National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa —on the other side. Michiel’s words,
however (“la tela ... de linferno cun Enea et Anchise”), recall those he
used to describe a painting by Bosch that he saw in the palace of Cardinal
Grimani in 1521: “La tela de linferno cun la gran diversita de monstri” (the
painting of the Inferno with a large assortment of monsters).32 The most
impressive element of Giorgione’s composition, therefore, must have been
the fire. Thus it is more likely that his Inferno depicted the fall of Troy, as has
been often suggested, even if its design was influenced by the hellish Flemish
imagery available in Venice.

Next we should ask what the picture looked like. According to Nicholas
Penny, “some idea...can probably be best obtained from a painting by
Savoldo...in which semitransparent demons assault a recumbent [figure]
at sunset.” At the right side a nude man carries on his shoulders the body
of another man, whose head has assumed the features of a bird’s skull in
order to give a visible shape to a hallucination (fig. 4).33 As is well known,
these two figures are a reversed copy of the so-called Aeneas-Anchises
group frescoed by Raphael in the Vatican’s Stanza dell’Incendio and there-
fore cannot be a faithful record of Giorgione’s heroes. The subject, however,
requires that a younger man carry the body of an older man on his shoulders.
If we imagine, moreover, that a similar group, possibly derived from one
of those antique cameos or coins that a passionate collector of antiquities
like Taddeo Contarini certainly possessed,3* was set in a landscape domi-
nated by the flames of a Boschian Inferno (fig. 5), like the one seen by
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Fig. 4. Giovanni Girolamo Savoldo
Temptation of Saint Anthony
Moscow, Gosudarstvennyj Muzej A. S. Pushkina

Michiel in the Grimani collection, we can mentally, even if inaccurately, re-
construct Giorgione’s lost canvas.

It is indeed puzzling that such an important work should have disappeared
without trace, because it can be argued that Giorgione’s Inferno was a very
big picture. The reliable Michiel speaks of a “tela grande a oglio” (a large oil
painting).35 In the same collection, moreover, he saw among other things
another big canvas painted in tempera by Girolamo Romanino and a small
female portrait (“el quadretto™) by Giovanni Bellini.3é In other words, Michiel
was very accurate in recording the sizes of the paintings he saw. Yet when he
lists the so-called Three Philosophers (p. 203) in the same house he makes no
comment on its size.3” The fragmentary canvas in Vienna measures 1.23 by
1.44 meters.® The Inferno was probably bigger, certainly not smaller, than
the Three Philosophers, and this means that the group of Aeneas and Anchises
could have easily been eighty centimeters to one meter high, if not more.
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Fig. 5. Hieronymus Bosch
The Inferno
Venice, Palazzo Ducale
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As far as I know, an almost life-size representation of the myth was un-
precedented in Venice. (At this date I can only think of Girolamo Genga’s
fresco for the palace of Pandolfo Petrucci in Siena).?* We should therefore ask
why Giorgione selected this subject and who commissioned this large canvas.

As far as the latter question is concerned, two well-known, indeed cele-
brated, documents help us formulate the hypothesis that Taddeo Contarini
himself commissioned the canvas. From a letter of Isabella d’Este to Taddeo
Albano, her agent in Venice, dated 25 October 1510, we know that the mar-
chesa wanted to purchase “a very beautiful and unusual ‘nocte’” that had
been painted by Giorgione and was apparently left in his studio after his
death.*0 Albano replied on 8 November 1510 that such a painting did not
exist in the artist’s estate; moreover, both the Nocte owned by a certain
Victorio Becharo and the Nocte owned by Taddeo Contarini were not on
sale for any price because they had commissioned these paintings for their
own enjoyment.*! From these texts we learn three important facts: first, even
if we do not know whether the term nocte referred to a specific iconography
or to a genre, Isabella and Taddeo understood each other when they used it
because they knew what this term meant; second, in November 1510 Taddeo
Contarini owned a Nocte by Giorgione; third, Giorgione’s patrons did not
intend to sell their paintings because they wanted to enjoy them.

Fifteen years later, in 1525, Michiel visited Contarini’s collection and
listed in his notebook three paintings by Giorgione: the so-called Three
Philosophbers, The Birth of Paris, which is known through a copy by David
Teniers, and the Inferno with Aeneas and Anchises. As we have seen, this
canvas probably depicted the fall of Troy and was a night scene. It is there-
fore reasonable to suggest that the Nocte recorded by Taddeo Albano and
the Inferno seen by Michiel were in fact the same picture. Indeed, this is
the simplest solution, because if this were not so, one should assume that
Contarini originally owned four and not three paintings by Giorgione and
that Taddeo sold his Nocte between 1510 and 1525. Such a scenario has been
implicitly suggested by some art historians who have identified the so-called
Allendale Nativity (Adoration of the Shepherds, Washington, National Gal-
lery of Art) and its unfinished replica in Vienna (Adoration of the Shepherds,
Kunsthistorisches Museum), with the two “nocti” mentioned by Taddeo
Albano.*? This hypothesis has been accepted by many scholars.®3 As early as
1949, however, Hans Tietze and Erika Tietze-Conrat pointed out that at the
beginning of the sixteenth century the term nocte could not have been used
to describe a nativity.** Two more observations should be made. First, Gior-
gione’s adorations do not take place at night. Second, if the Nocte was really
a nativity or an adoration of the shepherds, namely the painting now in
Vienna, Contarini should have sold it before 1525, before Michiel’s visit to
his collection. As we have seen, however, Contarini did not want to sell his
Nocte to Isabella d’Este for any price. All in all, therefore, it is more reason-
able to assume that the Nocte mentioned by Albano depicted the fall of Troy
that Michiel saw fifteen years later in the same palace.
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One possible objection to this reconstruction of the events is difficult to
answer: we do not know of other sources from the early sixteenth century in
which a time of the day (dawn, morning, afternoon, evening, sunset, night) is
used to indicate the subject of a painting. Yet the impression is that Isabella
d’Este, who was interested in collecting Flemish art,*S and her agent used the
term nocte to refer to a genre more than to a specific iconographic subject.
Between the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries,
artists were keen on experimenting with the representation of atmospheric
effects, and these interests were reflected in the writings of the time: not only
in Leonardo’s treatise on painting but also in Erasmus’s De recta Latini
Graecique sermonis pronuntiatione (1533), a dialogue that praises Albrecht
Diirer’s outstanding talent in reproducing what cannot be reproduced —that
is, fire, rays of light, thunder, and lightning.6 This was a topos based on
Pliny the Elder and later repeated by Vasari in his life of Raphael, but this
does not mean that these artists were not actually interested in these themes.
This imagery was later “institutionalized” by Vasari, who was fond of night
scenes,*’ yet the representation of atmospheric effects and in particular of
night scenes was already a central issue at the turn of the century: indeed,
this was one of the greatest achievements of the maniera moderna, which in
this respect was deeply influenced by the Netherlandish paintings imported
into Venice at the end of the fifteenth century.*8

To conclude this part of the investigation, it is likely that the Nocte men-
tioned by Taddeo Albano in his letter to Isabella d’Este, dated 8 November
1510, and the lost Inferno seen by Michiel in 1525 were the same picture.
It is therefore almost certain that Taddeo Contarini himself commissioned
the canvas.

It would be superfluous to repeat all the important information on Taddeo
Contarini gathered by Salvatore Settis in his book on Giorgione’s Tempest.*
Let us only mention that Contarini possessed an outstanding classical cul-
ture. There is perhaps no further need to explain why a man of his wide-
ranging classical interests would have liked to see on the walls of his palace
the story of Aeneas and Anchises, but the hypothesis that such an unusual
commission was related to unusual historical circumstances is too tempting
to resist.

The theme of Aeneas’s flight from Troy with his father on his shoulders
conveys the message of filial piety in the moment of danger, when the institu-
tions and the country itself are collapsing, a moral that is depicted in Andrea
Alciati’s later Emblematum libellus (fig. 6). The motto of emblem 195 recites
“Pietas filiorum in parentes,” but the text of the epigram also stresses the
notion of “patria.”50 I am aware of the fact that the desire to connect the
myth with the political realities of the Venetian republic and the military rout
of Agnadello is based on no solid documentary evidence.5! Skepticism over
such direct political and contextual interpretations of works of art has grown
louder in recent years’2 —imagine what can happen when the picture itself is
lost or destroyed. Yet such a dramatic painting, a night illuminated by the
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BMBLEMATVM LIBELLVS, 73

Fig. 6. “Pietas filiorum in parentes”
From Andrea Alciati, Emblematum libellus, emblem 73
(Paris: Christian Wechel, 1534)

burning Troy, a true Inferno, would have been a perfect metaphor for the
collapsing Venetian state and would have well embodied the anxiety, sense of
loss, and bewilderment that agitated Venetian society. It must be admitted
that this interpretation is hard to defend: the late medieval tradition of the
myth stresses its moral and private connotations, and there can be no doubt
—as I have already suggested —that the painting had a very personal mean-
ing for Taddeo Contarini. When I refer to the “political” implications of this
commission, therefore, I do not intend to suggest that Giorgione’s painting
was an illustration or the direct reflection of a specific event, but that the
unusual historical circumstances and the dark mood of those tragic days
stimulated, almost subliminally, the recovery of the myth on a monumental
scale. After May 1509 Venice’s situation was so precarious that the troops of
the League of Cambrai occupied Padua. This was not the appropriate time to
commission a big canvas. By the following year, however, the situation had
substantially improved.

The years between 1509 and 1511 are crucial for the history of Venetian
altarpiece painting: Basaiti, Carpaccio, Buonconsiglio, Bellini, and Titian
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executed several altarpieces that, although intended as a petition for protec-
tion from the plague, also simultaneously celebrated the end of the worst of
the political threats.53 By a stretch of the imagination we could interpret the
Inferno as a sort of secular ex-voto. If this were true, the lost canvas would
belong to the last phase of Giorgione’s career, a period characterized by the
classical turn of his work from 1508.54 The bodies of the two possibly semi-
naked figures were, then, possibly similar to the ignudi on the facade of the
Fondaco dei Tedeschi.

There is at least one more clue that can be used to argue that the Inferno
was a very late painting by Giorgione. As we have seen, Taddeo Albano
wrote to Isabella d’Este that the Nocte owned by Becharo and the Nocte
owned by Contarini were not for sale at any price. There was an important
difference between these two pictures, however (which, incidentally, did not
necessarily depict the same iconographic subject): the Becharo Nocte was
a better finished painting, whereas the Contarini Nocte was “non...molto
perfecta.” Albano’s words might indicate that the big canvas was left un-
finished because of the painter’s sudden death. Indeed, it is unlikely that
a demanding collector like Taddeo Contarini would have acquired an unfin-
ished painting, if he did not have to succumb to exceptional circumstances.
The letter of Isabella’s agent was written only a few days after Giorgione’s
death: we must therefore assume that the painting entered Contarini’s collec-
tion in the short time between the artist’s death and the letter. If Taddeo
Contarini had personally commissioned the work, as I have argued, such a
scenario is plausible.’’

The Dream engraved by Marcantonio and the Inferno are two very impor-
tant works that help us reconstruct the last chapter of Giorgione’s career
between 1508 and 1510. If the Three Philosophers is not a late work and
if we accept the proposal that what we see now in the Venus in the Staat-
liche Kunstsammlungen, Gemildegalerie Alte Meister, in Dresden (ca. 1510)
was painted mostly by Titian, as Alessandro Ballarin and Mauro Lucco
have suggested,¢ then it is necessary to write a new profile of Giorgione’s
last works, a profile that must also take into account his lost or damaged
compositions.

Giorgione’s increasingly public role and his success is beyond dispute.
This is proved not only by the frescoes on the facade of the Fondaco but
also by his documented painting for the audience chamber of the Palazzo
Ducale. The Dream engraved by Marcantonio Raimondi and the Inferno
document a more private but equally important aspect of Giorgione’s late
phase: his love of night scenes, special light effects, and spellbinding, violent
fires. His treatment of these themes, which were rooted in Leonardo’s theo-
retical writings, was even more influential than his public works and had an
enormous impact on western painting in the following decades and cen-
turies, including the work of Dosso Dossi.
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Leonardo was a constant point of reference for Giorgione, as the Three
Ages of Man (Florence, Palazzo Pitti) and the so-called Marcello (Vienna,
Kunsthistorisches Museum) show.57 Here I have argued that this fascination
endured until the very end of Giorgione’s life. The flight of Aeneas and
Anchises from the burning Troy demanded that Giorgione not only paint a
great fire in the night, a quintessentially Leonardesque subject, but also por-
tray the contrast between an older and a younger face. It is unlikely that in
this lost painting Giorgione imitated the grotesque and idealized features
of Leonardo’s heads, which he had paraphrased five years earlier in the
Marcello. The fragmentary surviving evidence confirms, however, that in his
last works Giorgione continued to investigate themes and issues that had
long concerned Leonardo.
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Genre Scenes by

Dosso and Giorgione
Michel Hochmann

S ince Roberto Longhi,! art historians have constantly returned to the ques-
tion of the relationship between sixteenth-century Venetian and Lombard
painting, on the one hand, and Caravaggio’s art, on the other. There is
another domain in which the same question could rightly be posed, namely,
the numerous paintings with half-length figures found in the oeuvres of
Dosso Dossi and a great number of northern Italian and Flemish painters.
Moreover, in recent years several studies have attempted to define the ori-
gins of this type of painting, emphasizing the fundamental role played by
Giorgione and Dosso in the creation of the new genre —for these depictions
of half-length figures do constitute a genre, or at least the beginning of the
genre painting. I would like to examine these origins once again, turning first
to a painting known as Good Fortune, found today in the Museo e Gallerie
Nazionali di Capodimonte in Naples but acquired from the collection of
Fulvio Orsini, where it was attributed to Giorgione. Such an attribution is,
naturally, an implausible one, but the painting nevertheless allows us to
reflect upon not only the development of the last phase of Giorgione’s style
but also Dosso’s debt to him. I will also discuss the appearance and the suc-
cess of these genre scenes, as well as the standing that they enjoyed until the
seventeenth century.

Giorgione’s Mature Style

The fact that I have spoken of the existence of genre painting from the begin-
ning of the sixteenth century may at first seem surprising. It has often been
remarked, however, that in this period a particular group of works displayed
a certain number of mutually shared and very characteristic traits. There are,
first of all, compositions with half-length figures that explore the expression
of the passions almost to the point of caricature (this is the birth of what
might be called the comic painting); these paintings possess, for the most
part, an anecdotal content. Dosso executed such works throughout his
career, from the Buffoon in the Galleria Estense (fig. 1) or the Nymph and
Satyr in the Palazzo Pitti (fig. 2), both of which are unquestionably early
works,? to the Bambocciata in the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence.? The
rhomboids in Modena (fig. 3), the painting of the young man with a bas-
ket of flowers, known as the Laughing Youth, in the Fondazione Roberto
Longhi, Florence, and the Poet and Muse in the National Gallery in London
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi
Buffoon
Modena, Galleria Estense
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Fig. 2. Dosso Dossi
Nymph and Satyr
Florence, Palazzo Pitti

Genre Scenes by Dosso and Giorgione

are fragments of the decoration that Dosso composed entirely in this new
genre for the duke of Ferrara’s palace. It has been shown that the latter two
works are remnants of the great tondo that decorated the ceiling of the room
called the Camera del Poggiolo.* This indicates the popularity that these
subjects enjoyed with the greatest patrons of the period.

This quick definition remains deliberately vague. A large number of paint-
ings do fit more or less into this category, and others that do not belong, at
least a priori, to genre painting could also be included here. There are, for
instance, religious paintings: half-length figures first became frequent in this
domain, for the reasons established by Sixten Ringbom.’ Looking at Dosso’s
work, Saint Jobn the Baptist in the Palazzo Pitti and Saint William in the
Royal Gallery, Hampton Court, are half-length figures, and their pained
expressions testify to concerns comparable to those found in the rhomboids
in the Galleria Estense.6 Some portraits or paintings of the heads of imagi-
nary figures, such as Dosso’s Dido in the Galleria Doria-Pamphili in Rome,
could also be connected to this group,” within which several subgroupings
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Fig. 3. Dosso Dossi
Rhomboid (Bacchus with two youths)
Modena, Galleria Estense
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may be distinguished: concerts, scénes galantes, clowns and comic scenes,
and so on. Thus the notion of genre must be rather elastic, and we must first
concern ourselves with the origins of these forms and their exploration of the
passions.

It is often said that Giorgione played a determining role in the develop-
ment of this genre. Some of his works, such as the Three Ages of Man in the
Palazzo Pitti, are—from this point of view —authentic archetypes. As are
many of his paintings, these works stand at the beginning of a tradition that
traverses all of modern painting. Even if the Florence painting is the only
one that the majority of art historians accept as being in Giorgione’s own
hand, several works by the painter’s circle or by his contemporaries show
that this new formula was just as successful as were the pastoral scenes.
Obvious examples are Titian’s Concert in the Palazzo Pitti and the Double
Portrait in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, sometimes identified
with the portrait of Giovanni Borgherini and his tutor.® Although the cut of
the figures as well as the somber background that reappear in all the paint-
ings by his followers can already be seen in these works, there are none of the
pained or laughing faces that are found in Dosso’s art. On the contrary, the
Concert or the Three Ages displays the sort of expressive suspense that is
generally considered characteristic of Giorgione’s style. Yet a break quite
likely occurred in the last years of his career.

Unfortunately, here rather little is known about Giorgione’s evolution in
his very last years, apart from the consequences of his work, most notably its
effect on Dosso. This is also the view that the seventeenth-century critics had
of Giorgione’s art, as witnessed in Pietro della Vecchia’s pastiches, in which
the exploration of expression and a taste for the genre scene predominate.
Was not this view a deformed one, and should it not be called into question
through what we know today of the master’s authentic works? They all
show, with differing shades of nuance, the same sort of reserve represented in
the Three Ages. Those paintings tending toward a greater expressive violence
are of debatable—and often debated — authenticity. This is obviously the
case for the two heads of the Singers in the Galleria Borghese, which some
still insist on attributing to Giorgione. These paintings illustrate my point
extremely well, and they demonstrate in point of fact everything that the
seventeenth century owed to Giorgione, as Longhi notes: “Caravaggio and
Veldzquez would have kept their distance or would have taken off their hats
(Caravaggio his beret, Veldzquez his sombrero) to this passionate artist,
which ... helps...us better to understand, a century later, upon which ele-
ments of Giorgione’s style the renewers of painting were to call.”®

Such highly evident relationships with the painters mentioned by Longhi
ought to lead us to consider these works as belonging instead —in my opin-
ion—to the category of seventeenth-century pastiches.’® One may have the
same doubts in regard to the Singers (also called Samson), found today in a
private collection in Milan, which Longhi also attributed to the mature
Giorgione. Alessandro Ballarin exhibited this painting in Paris in 1993, on
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the occasion of the great retrospective entitled Le siécle de Titien, under
Giorgione’s name. I find this attribution debatable, despite the work’s un-
deniable qualities, including the virtuosity of the artist’s rendering of the
clothes of the central figure, the fringes of the sleeve, and the red and yellow
bands of the vest. The expression and the execution of the faces, however,
are rather crude. But this painting is surely a sixteenth-century work. More-
over, Ballarin plausibly proposed to identify it with the mention made in the
inventories of Gabriele Vendramin and Nicolas Régnier, which indicates that
the work should not be considered a pastiche like the Singers in the Galleria
Borghese. If Samson is not in Giorgione’s own hand, it nevertheless reflects —
in spite of its awkwardness and the crudity of certain details—an aspect of
his late work. Mauro Lucco, who so clearly revealed all that the youthful
Dosso owed to paintings of this nature, has quite rightly emphasized this
very point.l1

Several of the works in the collection of Andrea Vendramin that were
attributed by him to Giorgione also appear to belong to this same expres-
sive current. Unfortunately, most of these are known only through the draw-
ings in the catalog. Ballarin has recently identified one of these artworks
as a seventeenth-century copy of an original work by Giorgione.22 Other
paintings and drawings seem to be connected with greater certainty to the
works of the master. The self-portrait in the Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum
in Brunswick is one example; another is the drawing of Federico Zuccaro
(Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Kupferstichkabinett), which —as Ballarin has cor-
rectly argued — must be a copy of one of the works by Giorgione that Giorgio
Vasari saw in the Grimani collection.® The style of the drawing of Zuccaro
is very close to that of the Milan Singers or to Dosso’s works, primarily in
terms of the figure’s pose, which in some ways became a characteristic trait
of a good many paintings in this genre. The head is thrust backward and
turned toward the side (like Dosso’s Dido); the mouth is half-open so that
the teeth can be glimpsed. Finally, the Old Woman in the Gallerie dell’Acca-
demia in Venice strikes me as being one of the works most incontrovertibly
by Giorgione that can serve to document his final phase. The psychological
climate of his work has changed completely: a kind of violence has sup-
planted the inner meditation that characterizes works that we know today
to be in Giorgione’s hand. I think, as does Ballarin, that the vision of Gior-
gione’s style that the Tempest (Venice, Gallerie dell’Accademia) or the Three
Philosophers (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum) offers us cannot stand for
his full oeuvre. A profound evolution must have taken place in the very last
years of his life. It is from Giorgione’s late phase that many of Dosso’s,
Girolamo Romanino’s, and Giovanni Cariani’s respective works take their
inspiration. One example is Cariani’s Concert (today in a private collection
in Lugano), a work that Rodolfo Pallucchini and Francesco Rossi have dated
as belonging to the period between 1518 and 1520.1* The seventeenth cen-
tury’s vision of Giorgione was not, then, completely false, and it did not
depend solely upon Pietro della Vecchia’s pastiches.
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Fig. 4. Giuseppe Caletti
Good Fortune

Naples, Museo e Gallerie Nazionali di Capodimonte
Here attributed to an anonymous Giorgionesque painter

I would like to turn now to a work (fig. 4) that raises as many questions
as the majority of those discussed above, but that also allows us to develop a
new evaluation of the mature Giorgione’s influence and of the context in
which Dosso’s genre scenes were executed. The painting’s provenance is,
moreover, an exciting one, for it once belonged to the collection of Fulvio
Orsini; it was described in 1600 as “due teste d’una vecchia et un giovine di
mano del giorgione” (two heads, by Giorgione, of an old woman and a
young man). The painting reappeared later, together with many other works
from the Orsini collection, in the 1644 inventory of the Palazzo Farnese.
Here it had a more precise description— “un quadro in tela con cornice di
noce, dentro é depinto il ritratto d’'una Donna di tempo che fa carezze ad un
giovane” (a painting on canvas with a walnut frame: in the painting there is
a portrait of an old woman caressing a young man)—but no attribution.’
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Fig. 5. Jacob Hoefnagel (after Leonardo da Vinci)
Old Woman with Young Man
Vienna, Graphische Sammilung Albertina

Orsini’s view of Giorgione at the end of the sixteenth century was the view
that would become standard in the century following. Orsini had, it seems,
a passion for this painter, for he recommended that Cardinal Alessandro
Farnese purchase a Christ Bearing the Cross, which Orsini attributed to
Giorgione and which perhaps was a copy of the painting with the same
title in the church of San Rocco.! The attribution of the Capodimonte paint-
ing to Giorgione is evidently absurd: the work instead recalls Pietro della
Vecchia’s pastiches. The authors of the recent catalog of the Museo e Gallerie
Nazionali di Capodimonte must have thought the same thing, for they have
attributed Good Fortune to Giuseppe Caletti, another imitator (and perhaps
forger) of Giorgione and Dosso.”” The presence of this work in the Orsini
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collection naturally excludes such a hypothesis, since Caletti was only two
years old in 1600.

The Good Fortune certainly seems to have been repainted quite a bit, and
it is currently in poor condition despite a recent cleaning. The old woman’s
face is especially crude, and her eyelids are emphasized by a red line. The
young man’s face, although of better quality, has components that are less
satisfactory, such as the chin and the mouth, which also seem to have suf-
fered deterioration. Nevertheless, the reflected light on the young man’s
clothing and the fringes of the old woman’s shirt are reminiscent of Dosso’s
flamboyant palette, as well as of the Concert, now in a private collection in
Milan. Could this be an imitation dating from the end of the sixteenth cen-
tury? We have no examples of forgeries of Giorgione’s works in this period,
although we cannot exclude the possibility that it could be the work of a very
late imitator like Niccold Frangipane.1® If this is not the case, the painting
must date from the early decades of the sixteenth century. This is what the
costumes worn by the figures in the painting would indicate, since the red
hat and shirt collar without lace are found only in works dating from the
late 1510s or the 1520s. On the other hand, the style of the work is likewise
reminiscent of the Pastoral Concert (Paris, Musée du Louvre) or the Portrait
of a Young Man (New York, Frick Collection), despite its weaknesses, which
are perhaps due to considerable repainting. We are quite far from the quality
of these masterpieces in the case at hand. If, however, this work does indeed
date from this period, it bears eloquent witness to the consequences brought
on by Giorgione’s late style.

Good Fortune would represent, in effect, one of the first appearances of a
theme that would later become widely popular, namely, the fortune-teller.
The woman in the painting is presenting three cards to the young man, in
which he must read his destiny. Unfortunately we see only the backs of the
cards and can neither say what they predict nor define exactly the young
man’s reaction. All the same, however, this work goes beyond the Concerts
and other genre paintings by Giorgione and his circle. A real narrative—a
comedy-like scene—is working in the picture. If the character types that
appear in this work are less broadly drawn than those in the Milan Concert,
the dramatic relationship between the figures is more marked. The contrast
between the old woman and the young man is part of a well-established
literary and figurative tradition that is most notable in works from northern
Europe.?” Leonardo da Vinci himself took up this theme in a drawing, of
which we have a copy by Jacob Hoefnagel (fig. 5) and an engraving by
Wenzel Hollar, and explained its attraction in his Trattato della pittura, in
which he recommended that contrasting figures be placed side by side, such
as an ugly figure next to a lovely one, a young one next to a old one, and so
on.20 It is precisely its narrative content that constitutes the most original
aspect of this work: this fortune-teller, if indeed Good Fortune belongs to the
beginning of the sixteenth century, was evidently at the origin of a significant
tradition, and it illuminates Zuccaro’s famous statement about Caravaggio’s
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art: “What is all the fuss about? I do not see anything here other than the
thought of Giorgione”?! Its presence in the Orsini collection could, more-
over, lead us to wonder if Caravaggio himself did not know it and if it was
not one of his sources of inspiration.

Comic Painting

In these works are to be found the first elements of what might be called
comic painting. The expression of the passions is strongly accented. Behind
this development is, quite naturally, all the influence that Leonardo’s studies
of physiognomy must have had. The Italians and the Flemish were fascinated
by these studies. The Milan Concert has been studied in comparison to
Leonardo’s famous drawing in the Royal Collection at Windsor Castle, the
group of Five Grotesque Heads. Here are already to be found nearly all the
elements of the new genre, and the group is already treated as half-length
figures. It was widely known, and it was imitated very early on by Quinten
Massys, another important innovator in the history of the genre scene with
half-length figures. He was inspired by Leonardo’s drawing to paint the
heads of some of the executioners in the Martyrdom of Saint John in the
altarpiece now in the Koninklijk Museum in Antwerp (dated between 1508
and 1511).22 Imitations of the figure in the background, who opens his mouth
wide and throws his head back, are to be found in several anonymous paint-
ings that were undoubtedly executed in Lombardy in the sixteenth century.
These paintings are also inscribed in the tradition of the comic painting.23 It
is therefore not at all improbable that Giorgione and his circle might also
have known the Windsor drawing.

On the other hand, the composition with half-length figures derives from
an evolutionary process that affected religious painting over the course of the
entire fifteenth century and in which Venice played a leading role. Mantegna
and Giovanni Bellini were among the first creators of religious scenes with
half-length figures.2* This type of visual organization was clearly conceived as
a means of drawing spectators into the painted scene and allowing them to
experience the emotions expressed by the figures. In Venice, as in Flanders, this
new format was therefore incorporated into all experimentation in the expres-
sion of the passions. Leonardo’s ideas must have been very influential from
this point of view as well, as is shown especially by the Christ Bearing the
Cross by Giorgione (or Titian) in the church of San Rocco (or the Christ among
the Doctors that Albrecht Diirer perhaps painted in Venice).2* The San Rocco
work, like Diirer’s, displays the desire to accentuate the dramatic character of
the scene while setting Christ’s suffering beauty in violent contrast to the
ugliness of his executioners. This contrast is, moreover, reinforced in other
versions of the same theme, such as Cariani’s Christ and Saint Veronica, now
in the Pinacoteca Tosio Martinengo in Brescia.?6 Once again, the passage
from works such as these to the comic paintings must have been an easy one.
The spectator’s sympathy for Christ’s suffering could thus be transformed
into empathy with the emotions expressed by the figures’ laughter.

72



Genre Scenes by Dosso and Giorgione

Fig. 6. Niccold Frangipane
Four Laughing Figures with a Cat
Angers, Musée des Beaux-Arts

At the end of the sixteenth century, Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo consecrated
this genre by giving it its first definition when, in his Trattato dell’arte della
pittura, scoltura, et architettura, he mentioned those paintings that make us
laugh: “Among all the parts that we look for in order to compose well a his-
tory of happy or comic things, the first and foremost is seeing the cause for
which happiness, laughter or cackling occur...; for example, in a love story,
joking, teasing, and other games of love, and, in a funny story, certain things
that by their nature cause all those watching to laugh.”?” Lomazzo insists,
that is to say, on the narrative content. There must be a story because, if
there were none, “if one were to see someone having fun and laughing with-
out a motive, that would certainly be insanity worthy of a beating.”28 One of
the essential resources of the comic is, precisely, caricature (fig. 6). The comic
needs “to show happy faces, turned upward, or to the side, or in another
manner, which gaze at each other and laugh, breaking their jaws [with laugh-
ter] and showing their teeth in throwing open their mouths indecently in a
new and different act of laughter, flaring their nostrils and hiding their eyes
in their heads.”2® He too refers to the role played by Leonardo in the creation
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of the comic painting: Leonardo “took delight in drawing old men and
deformed peasant men and women laughing.”3? Bert Meijer also refers in this
regard to the chapter that Gabriele Paleotti devotes in his treatise to “ridicu-
lous paintings.”3! Even though he does not offer a true definition of what
he means by this term, his reflections— like Lomazzo’s —are clear testimony
to the fact that this genre was fully consecrated as such by the end of the
century.

As Meijer clearly indicates, the genre painting and the comic painting
are not to be confused with each other. But, although these works do not all
share the same taste for satire, the figures in some of the paintings that have
been mentioned here appear to represent actors or clowns. This is clearly the
case of Dosso’s Buffoon. According to Ballarin, this painting must date to
the period 1508-1510, and the laughing face it portrays is thus one of the
first appearances in Dosso’s work of this characteristic trait. In the 1650
inventory of the Villa Borghese collection, the figure in the large tondo in the
Camera del Poggiolo is called a “portrait of Gonella.”32 Unfortunately, noth-
ing is known about the overall program for the cycle painted in the apart-
ment in the Via Coperta, and I have not been successful in attempting to
discover it. The titles usually given to these rhomboids are purely conven-
tional. From 1530 on, paintings with clowns or “Bergamasque figures”
appear in Venetian inventories.33

In the case of the painting in the Orsini collection, its relationship with
comedy is perhaps even more evident: the theme of the odd couple was
frequently employed in the theater of the period and, to remain with the
example of Venice, Tommaso Mezzo’s Fabella Epirota (first published in
1483) tells the story of the love of the old woman Panfila for the youth
Clitifon.3* Let us not forget, finally, that in Pliny’s description of what could
be called ancient genre painting, he speaks of a certain Calates who painted
comic subjects in miniature and of an Antiphilus who painted a ridiculously
dressed figure.3s Eugenio Battisti has pointed out in his study of Renaissance
genre painting that there was a “coincidence between the ‘comic’ and genre
painting,”’3¢ and Jean Adhémar has shown the influence that comic actors
and scenes from comedies exercised on the genre painting in France in the
sixteenth century.3”

We know, moreover, that Ferrara and Venice played a central role in the
development of Renaissance comedy. The complete works of Plautus and
Terence were staged at the court of Ercole I starting in 1486.38 In Venice,
Cherea presented translations of Terence and (above all) Plautus precisely in
the 1507-1508 period.3® So great was his success that the Council of Ten was
put out of sorts and published a decree on 29 December 1508 that banned all
theatrical performances. At this same time the momarie had become extraor-
dinarily popular and appeared at the majority of great patrician feasts and
celebrations.*® Obviously genre paintings did not always represent scenes or
characters taken from the comedies, but the polemics during these years
between comic authors (in poetry as well as theater) and Pietro Bembo, who
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was in the process of codifying his linguistic and literary rules, perhaps find
their equivalent in the opposition of these first genre paintings to the first
great classical works by Titian or Giorgione. In the comedies, dialect was
used in a multiplicity of ways, before Bembo’s Prose vigorously condemned
its use. In Pastoral (1517-1518), the first of Ruzzante’s plays, the Paduan
dialect used by peasants is set in opposition to the Tuscan spoken by shep-
herds, who imitate the arcadian taste of Jacopo Sannazaro or of Bembo’s
own Gli Asolani.*! This clash escalated in Betia (1524-1526), in which whole
passages from Gli Asolani are parodied and ridiculed and Bembo himself be-
comes the object of mockery.*2

In his recent book on Romanino, Alessandro Nova has explored the ori-
gins of what he terms the anticlassical and heterodox style of this painter. He
notes, in particular, that Romanino’s Resurrection in Capriolo is a sort of
parody of Titian’s Averoldi altarpiece.#> Nova has carefully compared this
painter’s development to the debates between the humanists concerning the
questione della lingua, or debate over the vernacular, in Italy. Bembo, he
remarks, probably was greatly influential in the artistic milieu, and scholars
have long sought to link Giorgione’s work to the atmosphere of Gli Asolani.
However, Nova recognizes (as I have) that dialect literature was extremely
vital in Padua during this period.** It thus seems to him that Romanino’s
development might run parallel to the work of Teofilo Folengo, the greatest
macaronic poet. According to Nova, both artists sought to call into question
the certitudes of the classical canon which, in northern Italy, was incarnated
by Bembo and by Titian.*s While not all of Nova’s hypotheses regarding the
relationship between Folengo and Romanino need to be taken into account
here, the path that he takes is invaluable for understanding the cultural cli-
mate in which genre painting appeared. In fact, it may be that genre painting
was a sort of reaction against the high classicism that Titian and Giorgione
had begun to develop in the early years of the sixteenth century, as well as a
figurative equivalent of the satire found in the theater and in dialect poetry.

The notion of genre appears at the same time as does the hierarchical
classification of the different subjects to be treated by painters. Aristotle,
in the Poetics, illustrated the superiority of tragedy to comedy through a
comparison between painters like Polygnotus, who painted men as better
than they are, and Pauson, who painted them as worse.*¢ A few years after
Giorgione’s death, Aristotle’s translator Giovanni Giorgio Trissino took up
this idea, replacing Polygnotus and Pauson with contemporary Italian paint-
ers: “Vinci imitated the best, Montagna the worst, and Titian as they are.”4”
Even if Trissino’s examples seem somewhat surprising, they show that the
idea of a classification of genres in painting had reappeared in the sixteenth
century. Montagna was evidently not chosen here for his talent as a cari-
caturist or comic painter, like Pauson, but rather because he belonged to
the first phase of the Renaissance; his art must have seemed less perfect to
Trissino than Titian’s or Leonardo’s. Still more revealing, however, is the
opposition between Titian and Leonardo, which is situated at the origin of

75



Hochmann

the commonplaces in art theory concerning Tuscan idealism and Venetian
naturalism. The models supplied by poetics and rhetoric are thus essential
for understanding the concepts and practices of amateurs as well as artists.

Although the “rediscovery” of the Poetics occurred some decades after
Giorgione’s death, the birth of a codification of literary language and, in a
parallel fashion, the birth of classical painting must have encouraged reflec-
tion —and, sometimes, polemics —about comedy and comic painting. It is
in this context that the genre painting was able to be reborn after having
disappeared during the Middle Ages.*® Paintings with half-length figures
are the most exemplary instance of this development, inasmuch as these
works favor comic scenes over mythological and historical subjects, as in the
case of the Capodimonte painting. They may also parody fables, as does one
of the rhomboids in the Galleria Estense. It is no longer only the form or the
style that are opposed to the grand style of classical painting, for a new the-
matics appears here, one whose echoes are to be found far into the seven-
teenth century.

This opposition between the two styles must have been clearly visible at
the time. Dosso’s rhomboids, for instance, were placed in the Via Coperta
apartment near the Bacchanals, in which Titian brought his own notion of
mythological narrative to its most perfect expression. Although the bound-
ary between the genres was not defined in a precise way (and would it ever
be?), several of Dosso’s religious paintings, as well as his portraits and even
a work such as Romanino’s Salome (Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Gemailde-
galerie), could easily be linked —in terms of their visual organization and the
treatment of figures—to the corpus that I have analyzed here. A new path
had been discovered, and we should keep in mind that what really defines a
genre is its growth over time and the stature of those who contribute, little by
little, to its codification.

If Giorgione had not contributed to its origin, however, it is unlikely
that this type of painting would have become so widespread. After having
established —together with Titian—the foundations of classical painting in
Venice, Giorgione explored a completely new direction for painting. Through
his participation in the creation of the genre painting, the last phase of his
career, he opened up an alternative to classicism for the artists of northern
Italy. This was to have immense consequences and was to become one of the
most profound sources of inspiration for an entire branch of European paint-
ing in the century that followed.
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Dosso as a Storyteller: Reflections
on His Mythological Paintings

Luisa Ciammitti

0ss0 never saw, as we see it today, the painting known as the Myzho-

logical Scene that was once in the Northampton collection and is now
in the J. Paul Getty Museum. The present composition does not in fact corre-
spond to the painter’s final conception of the work. Rather, it is the result of
an unfortunate restoration that, around 1850, brought back into view the
cloaked woman on the left (fig. 1). X-ray photography reveals that this
female figure, which was perhaps conceived by Dosso for a theme in which
music was to play a central role, originally played a viola da gamba; she held
a bow in her right hand and directed her inspired gaze toward her left hand,
which held the instrument and fingered the strings (fig. 2). On the tree
behind her hung some objects that are now difficult to identify.! On her
right, the small figure of a man, who perhaps held a musical instrument,
moved off through the landscape with a woman whose dress seems deco-
rated with a long train. Dosso probably never even finished the viola da
gamba, whose size seems incompatible not only with the sleeping nude but
also with the old woman, who would have been too close to the instrument.2

As can be seen in X-ray photographs of other paintings by Dosso, the
painter often changed his mind in the course of his work. On the basis of the
recent restoration of the painting, it is possible to define two successive phases
in Dosso’s work on the Mythological Scene. First, after having painted the
woman with the viola da gamba, Dosso replaced her with a field at the edge
of a lake and, perhaps at the same time, eliminated the figures in the landscape
and the objects hung on the tree. Second, he then painted the old woman and
the nude sleeping on a bed of flowers near some books of music, and he also
added the figure of Pan; last of all, he added the amphora on the grass.?

All the details in the painting were subjected to modification and revision
by Dosso, including the position of the old woman’s head and hands, a laurel
wreath that was added to and then removed from the nude’s hair, and the
position of the syrinx in Pan’s hands. Moreover, Dosso reworked the trees
more than once, altering their nature and tangling their branches together.
What at first seems to have been a laurel tree, or in any case a tree with long,
pointed leaves, displayed at one point small flowers that looked like orange
flowers or lemon flowers; it was subsequently transformed into a citron tree
intertwined with an apple tree. Finally, the putti—whose figures were origi-
nally fully painted —were covered partially by clouds.
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi
Mythological Scene
Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum
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Fig. 2. Dosso Dossi

Mythological Scene (computer reconstruction with changes
evident in X-ray marked in white)

Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Paintings
Conservation Department
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Fig. 3. Dosso Dossi

Mythological Scene (computer reconstruction with cloaked
woman removed and background reconstructed)

Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Paintings
Conservation Department
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The composition that Dosso submitted to his patron was, then, totally
different and much more harmonious than the one we see today. It was orga-
nized in terms of two triangular wedges, one of which contained the figures
and the other of which contained the landscape (fig. 3).# In the lower right-
hand section the three figures were stretched out along a slightly arching
diagonal line indicated by the gestures of Pan’s hands and those of the old
woman and in the elongated body of the sleeping nude. In the other half
of the painting, the light in the expanse of landscape counterbalanced the
colored mass of the figures.

Two sorts of interpretations of the painting that we see today have here-
tofore been offered by scholars. Some have sought to justify the presence of
the woman on the left, but without knowing that she originally held a viola
da gamba that had been painted over; others have chosen to ignore her alto-
gether. Some have seen her as Artemis coming to the aid of Echo or as Lyda,
one of the nymphs loved by Pan. Some have even seen her as Pandora, the
bringer of evil into the world: Evil is personified by the lecherous Pan, who
threatens Innocence, lying naked and asleep; the old woman raises her hands
in an attempt to protect Innocence.5 In general, scholars have focused almost
exclusively on the old woman and the sleeping nude. But all interpretations
that include the woman on the left are necessarily wrong, since she is the
result of a mistaken nineteenth-century restoration.

The enigmatic figure of the old woman in front of a tree heavy with fruit
has attracted comparisons with the myths of Vertumnus and Pomona or
Jupiter and Antiope. The former involves Pan only marginally as one of
Pomona’s many suitors (and she is not asleep in the myth); in the latter Pan
does not appear at all. Felton Gibbons has rightly noted that Pan is the only
character in the painting who can be identified with certainty, thanks to
his syrinx. Because of this, and because of the explicit allusions to music,
Gibbons interprets the painting’s subject as the satyr’s unhappy love for
Echo; here the passion for music that might have united them instead tragi-
cally separated them. According to this interpretation, the old woman would
be Mother Earth trying to protect the nymph from Love’s arrows.6

Gibbons also briefly considered alternative hypotheses and wondered if
the bed of flowers on which the nude young woman lies sleeping, together
with the fruit trees behind her, might not allude to a similar episode involving
the nymph Nicaia told by Nonnus of Panopolis in his Dionysiaca, which pre-
sumably dates from the fifth century.” Gibbons rejected this possibility on the
grounds that it merely contains the generic ornaments of an amorous en-
counter. [ wish here to propose anew the myth of Nicaia as the subject of the
painting, because one can show that the bed of flowers and the fruit trees,
apart from their undeniably decorative appearance, are such conspicuous ele-
ments in the general economy of this painting that their role in relation to the
content of the tale must be a significant one. I maintain that in recognizing
its subject as the myth of Nicaia one can provide a more exhaustive explana-
tion of every element in the painting than Gibbons was able to offer.
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In the course of this essay, I will concentrate exclusively on the final three-
figure composition that Dosso submitted to his patrons. In this way I will
attempt to generate a new interpretation of the subject of the work, namely
an old woman with one breast bared who gestures with her hands, a young
woman asleep on a bed of flowers, and, last of all, Pan with his pipes.
Although this scene is recondite, there is a way to explain all its elements.
Putti, fruit trees, an overturned amphora, musical notes, a river, a city in the
background —all of these features play important roles in this painting,
which has thus far frustrated every attempt at interpretation.

If the words which a writer uses have in them a little, I will not say difficulty, but
subtlety that is hidden, and thus are not so familiar as the words that are com-
monly used in speaking, they do give a certain greater authority to the writing and
cause the reader to proceed with more restraint and concentration, to reflect more,
and to enjoy the talent and doctrine of the writer; and, by judiciously exerting him-

self a little, he tastes that pleasure which is had when we achieve difficult things.

Thus did Baldassare Castiglione, in his Il libro del cortegiano, emphasize the
special complicity that binds together and extols the skillful writer and the
refined reader and that distinguishes them from commoners. In fact, he
added that “if the ignorance of the one who reads is so great that he cannot
overcome these difficulties, that is no fault of the writer”® In endorsing the
writer’s “subtlety that is hidden” for the benefit of those who truly know
how to read, Castiglione made a point that was equally of concern to those
patrons who, in wishing to commission a painting with a rare and erudite
subject, either sought or had others seek the subject in rare texts.®

The myth of Nicaia is extremely rare: only Nonnus was to recount it,
drawing on a text by Memnon of Heraclea, who had dealt with it briefly.10 In
his Dionysiaca, Nonnus devoted nearly two cantos to the myth, namely the
fifteenth and sixteenth cantos (the fourteenth, devoted to the triumph of
Dionysus over the Indians, is a preparation to the episode of Nicaia).

A proposal to connect the myth of Nicaia to the central scene of Lorenzo
Costa’s Myth of Comus was advanced on the occasion of the outstanding
exhibition of 1975 at the Musée du Louvre concerning Isabella d’Este’s stu-
diolo (whose curator was Sylvie Béguin). In this painting a young woman is
asleep in Dionysus’s arms, the latter figure being clearly identifiable by the
grape leaves encircling his brow and his little horns (fig. 4). This hypothesis
was later developed by John Schloder, but in both cases Costa’s familiarity
with the Dionysiaca was simply taken for granted.!! The Dionysiaca, how-
ever, was published only in 1569 and, during the 1510-1515 period to which
Costa’s painting belongs, its circulation was confined to a single manu-
script.12 Its history is worth recounting briefly.

The manuscript tradition of the Dionysiaca is composed of two branches,
one of which mentions the author’s name and the other of which omits it.
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Fig. 4. Lorenzo Costa
Myth of Comus
Paris, Musée du Louvre

This first group is today represented only by the “Papirus Berolinensis 10567,
which probably dates from the seventh century and is composed of only five
fragmentary leaves, as well as by the “Vaticanus Latinus 5250” codex, in
which there appear excerpta of notes taken by Ciriaco D’Ancona from a
(now lost) manuscript that he read in the Lavra monastery on Mount Athos.
All the other manuscripts belong to the “anonymous” tradition that begins
with the manuscript “Mediceo-Laurentianus XXXII, 16,” which is today in
the holdings of the Biblioteca Laurenziana in Florence. Transcriptions began
appearing only in the sixteenth century.13

The manuscript in the Biblioteca Laurenziana is a paper codex, dated
1280, that contains a miscellany of texts. In an owner’s note, Francesco
Filelfo states that he bought it in Constantinople in 1423 from his own
mother-in-law, the wife of Giovanni Crisolora.* The codex ended up in
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s library after Filelfo’s death. Angelo Poliziano studied it
there and, through one of his typical insights, was able to identify the author
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as Nonnus of Panopolis on the basis of a reference by the sixth-century
Byzantine historian Agathias of Myrina. His attribution of the Dionysiaca
to Nonnus appeared in the Miscellanea Prima of 1489, and in 1508-1510,
Fabio Vigili, in his inventory of Greek manuscripts in Italy, was able to list
the Dionysiaca as a work by Nonnus. In the meantime the codex had been
taken to Rome by Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici, the future Pope Leo X.1

In those same years, the Greek Janus Lascaris pressed Aldus Manutius to
devote himself to the printing of unpublished Greek texts.’6 The Venetian
printer accepted enthusiastically the project of publishing the Dionysiaca and
spoke of it as an imminent project in his dedicatory letter to the Rbetores
graeci, addressed to Lascaris himself, dated November 1508.17 By April 1507
some twenty cantos of the Dionysiaca had been transcribed, as we learn in a
letter from Scipione Forteguerri (nicknamed Carteromachus) to Aldus Manu-
tius. In the letter Forteguerri explained that after stopping in Bologna with
his friend Piero Candido, who was an erudite humanist Camaldolese friar, he
traveled with him to Rome. Forteguerri added, “Even our Don Piero has
become a courtier and lives in Rome and has brought Nonnus with him and
writes steadily and has already written twenty books.”%¥ In March 1508 the
transcription was clearly complete: Forteguerri complained that he had not
been able to check for any eventual “mistakes...in several passages.” He
noted that the only revision permitted by Candido was to check “the sum of
the books, and they are all there,” and he also remarked on the “way in
which he kept the same number of lines that were in the original”1?

The start of the war with Venice in December 1508, following the forma-
tion of the League of Cambrai, evidently interrupted the publishing of the
work. Lascaris nonetheless traveled to the court of Mantua in February
1509, leading us to suppose that he may have had something to do with the
insertion of the myth of Nicaia into the already complicated project of the
Myth of Comus for Isabella. It should be recalled here that Janus Lascaris’s
family, which came from the Rhyndacus region (where Nonnus sets the
episode in which the nymph is seduced by Dionysus), had set four of its
members as emperors on the throne of Nicaia.20

It is more difficult to determine who might have suggested this theme to
Dosso toward the end of the 1520s.2! In this same period, Lascaris is known
to have revised a Greek text belonging to Isabella d’Este which Federico
Gonzaga had recommended to Giulio Romano for the frescoes in the Sala di
Troia in the Palazzo Te, namely the commentaries on the Iliad written by
Eustathius, the archbishop of Thessalonica, in the twelfth century.?? It would
certainly be of great help to know the provenance of the Getty painting, but
unfortunately there is not the slightest clue. If Dosso’s patrons were from the
Ferrara area, it would be conceivable to think that Alfonso I, having finally
abandoned his plans to have Raphael paint a depiction of Bacchus’s triumph
in India, fell back on the next episode in Nonnus’s poem, namely the defeat
of Nicaia.23 Even the duke’s reiterated requests to Raphael between 1513
and 1517 for a rendering of Bacchus’s triumph in India could perhaps be
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explained by the interest in the Dionysiaca and the presence in Rome, in
those same years, of the Biblioteca Laurenziana codex. As is well known,
Raphael abandoned the project when he learned that the drawing that he
had sent to the duke had been executed by Pellegrino da San Daniele.24

The nymph Nicaia was a follower of Artemis and, as such, was sworn to vir-
ginity. In a fit of rage, she killed the shepherd Hymnos who had fallen in love
with her and followed her wherever she went.25 Eros was angered by the vio-
lence of this gesture and decided to revenge himself upon the nymph. He thus
arranged for Dionysus to fall in love with her. The god started his lengthy
pursuit of the nymph almost immediately after his triumph over the Indians,
whom he had conquered by transforming the transparent waters of the river
into sweet wine. Dionysus sought in vain to convince Nicaia to marry him.
He implored this lovely being, with her delicate cheeks like rose petals, to
marry him as he followed her through the forest, saying several times that
she had stolen her beauty from the flowers, in particular the rose, the anem-
one, the lily, and the iris. He invited her to lay down beside him on a bed of
roses and hyacinths, but she continued to flee from him and to despise his
entreaties. Only if he succeeded in marrying Artemis or Athena, she told him,
could he have her as well. Finally she warned him not to lay a hand on her
arrows or her bow, or she would see to it that he met the same fate as the
shepherd Hymnos: she would wound the untouchable Dionysus.

Suddenly, the old woman Melia —daughter of Oceanus, born from the
drops of blood from the castrated Uranus — began to mock Dionysus from an
ancient ash tree, contrasting his stupid pleading with the nymph to the inge-
nious stratagems of his father Jupiter, who always knew how to overcome
the resistance of the young girls with whom he fell in love. Having said this,
Melia disappeared once again into the ash tree. Thirsty from the long chase,
Nicaia stopped at a spring to drink. When she lifted her head, her eyes saw
double from fatigue and she fell fast asleep. Out of compassion for Hymnos,
Eros showed Dionysus where she lay, while Nemesis laughed at the scene.
Noiselessly, the god —who had changed the water into wine — tiptoed toward
her and then away again, possessing her without having been seen or heard.
To please Dionysus, the Earth released a sweet scent of vines and grape leaves.

In the forest, the notes of the wedding song rang out. Hymnos’s voice in
the wind sarcastically compared the eternal sleep into which Nicaia had
plunged him with the sleep that had led to the loss of her virginity. Pan him-
self, the lord of music, played the wedding song on his pipes, while he hid his
envy in the depths of his heart and lamented the nymph’s forced union with
the god. One of the satyrs, gone mad with love, began to tease him, suggest-
ing that he give up his flocks and become a gardener instead, so that he
might plant a vineyard that would finally gain him a marriage of love. With
a sigh, Pan recalled his loves that had fled and thought of Syrinx, who, weep-
ing an unrequested melody, had just accompanied the forced union of nymph
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and god. With bitterness, he then expressed his envy of Dionysus, who
always used wine as a trick when he was in trouble, for wine was an aid in
love and helped to bring about marriages.

The unhappy nymph awoke to the sound of the Hymenaea, and, after
giving birth to her daughter Telete, she committed suicide by hanging herself.
Telete was consecrated at her father’s orgiastic festivals. In order to celebrate
this triumph and his triumph over the Indians whom he had conquered with
the same trick, Dionysus built a city called Nicaia on the shores of the lake.

In the Myth of Comus, Lorenzo Costa chose a very specific detail from
Nonnus’s text to represent the culminating moment of the tale. The drunken
young woman lies near a pergola, on which vines and grape leaves grow:
Earth (as was mentioned above) had filled the air with their fragrance in
order to please Dionysus at the moment of his union with the nymph. Dio-
nysus, “unseen and unheard,” is seated behind her. In the Mythological Scene,
Dosso depicted the bed of flowers —anemones, roses, irises, and lilies—on
which the god invited Nicaia to couple with him, the flowers from which the
nymph had stolen her tender beauty.26 Nicaia lies in a drunken sleep. Instead
of painting Dionysus, who is invisible, Dosso painted an overturned amphora.

Whereas Costa simply inserted the episode of Nicaia into a mix of ele-
ments taken from various texts, Dosso stuck to a single text. Another element
of agreement with Nonnus’s text is the figure of Pan, who seems to clutch at
his syrinx almost with a grimace of pain: he had blown on his reeds and
taken part in the wedding song despite his envy. More generic but still signif-
icant elements include the books containing the music that awakened Nicaia,
the distant city on the shores of the lake, and the small cupids who carried
out Eros’s plan for revenge, which was seconded by all the other gods.

There are, however, features of the painting that do not seem to fit fully
with the story, namely the old woman and the trees behind her. Nonnus
described an old woman, Melia, who emerged from an old ash tree, but no
such trees can be seen. Dosso painted at least two types of trees with unusual
botanical precision. Judging from the fruit hanging from their boughs, the
painting displays an apple tree and a citron tree, so tightly interwoven with
each other as to seem a single tree.

The Greek term for ash tree is peAia, written with the € and, as we have
already noted, this is also the name of the old woman in Nonnus’s text; ulti-
mately she is the embodiment of the tree. The Greek terms for apple and cit-
ron, respectively, are unAéat and unAéo undikri, both with the n. Melia and
meléa are undoubtedly two different words, but it may be supposed that who-
ever explained the content of the tale to Dosso made an effort to preserve the
identity between the name of the old woman who had come out of the tree
and the tree itself. The fruit hanging behind Melia represents her attributes.2”

Let us now consider the gesture of her hands, which are directed toward
the sleeping young nymph. Until now this gesture has been interpreted as
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a protective one. It is, instead, a gesture of grief, and this explains the pained
expression on the old woman’s face. This gesture is proleptic, for it antici-
pates Nicaia’s fate —she is destined to kill herself after the birth of her
daughter Telete.

A similar hand gesture is often found in reliefs of funeral scenes. For
example, on the sarcophagus decorated with the story of Creusa (fig. 5),
Medea’s children offer Creusa the garment that will set her body on fire as
soon as she puts it on, killing her in the most excruciating pain. Two men and
an old woman, perhaps a wet-nurse, look on. The latter has bared one breast
and displays a sorrowful look that seems to foresee the tragedy to come; she
stands across from Creusa and is raising her hands. The male figure behind
the old woman is perhaps a personification of death, as the upside-down
flame that he holds in his hands would suggest, and thus he reinforces the
proleptic value of the old woman’s gesture. On another sarcophagus display-
ing the myth of Creusa (fig. 6), a scantily clad old woman stands behind
a young woman on whose shoulders her hands almost rest.28 Wet-nurses
and mothers lamenting tragic deaths are often shown bare-breasted on sar-
cophagi and in funeral reliefs; in general, scantily clad women — whether
young or old —play the role of mourners in scenes like this.2? In Dosso’s
painting, the funereal nature of the scene is proleptically expressed by sleep,
which presages the imminent death of the nymph, and by the clothing and
gesture of the old woman.

Who knows what Dosso and Titian said to each other when together they
paid a visit to Isabella d’Este’s collection in Mantua in 1519230 It is certainly
hard to imagine two artists with more divergent approaches to the painting
of ancient myths. In his Bacchus and Ariadne (London, National Gallery),
for instance, Titian includes a liberal helping of details taken from a number
of different texts and concentrates his narrative on the climax, in which
Dionysus leaps from the chariot (a gesture that Catullus captured in a single
verb, desilit).3! Dosso’s painting, on the contrary, does not correspond to any
specific moment in Nonnus’s text. The painting itself is a mosaic of different
motifs. The reclining nymph was a topos that had been revived by Jan Goritz
and Angelo Colocci’s literary circle (which included Lascaris himself). The
figure of Pan seems to have been adapted from two engravings, Marco Dente’s
Pan and His Syrinx and Giulio Campagnola’s The Young Shephberd. The old
woman Melia, as was said above, seems to derive from ancient sarcophagi.3?
The figures do not seem fully integrated; the link between them remains elu-
sive. But this may well be one of the general characteristics of Dosso, who
often employs a “nonnarrative” strategy. For Dosso, a painter of parerga, the
parergon of the bed of flowers contained the distinctive element of the narra-
tive itself.33 The amphora, which represents the absent god, and the fruit,
which allude to the name of the old woman, constitute other salient moments

of the narrative.
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Fig. 5. Sarcophagus depicting the story of Creusa (detail) Fig. 6. Ernst Eichler

Mantua, Palazzo Ducale Drawing of sacrophagus fragment depicting the story of
Creusa. From Carl Roberts, Mythologische Cyklen
(Rome: “L'Erma” di Bretschneider, 1968)
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Fig. 7. Dosso Dossi
Saint Jerome (detail)
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum

This idea of narrating a story through objects recalls the fad for figural
rebuses, hieroglyphics, riddles, and emblems, which was widespread in court
society and even beyond it. Dosso himself was certainly deeply interested in
such matters, as his signature on the Vienna Saint Jerome shows (fig. 7). In
this painting, the letter D is crossed by a bone (0sso in Italian); echoing Saint
Jerome’s ascetic meditations, Dosso alludes to human vanity while revealing
his name.3* The only other signature by Dosso (as deciphered by Giovanni
Morelli) is the inscription “ONTO D” on the pharmacist’s jar in his painting
Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian, now in Rome at the Galleria Borghese,
which was done for the Sant’Anna hospital in Ferrara.3’ It expresses the
spirit of “witty games,” as Castiglione called them, in which all competed to
discover who was hiding “allegorically...beneath several veils.”3¢ Signifi-
cantly, Dosso is one of only a few painters to play a role in Sigismondo
Fanti’s Triompho di Fortuna, a lavish book based on a parlor game with
astrological implications, published in Venice in 1527 (fig. 8).37
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Fig. 9. Francesco Xanto Avelli
From Sigismondo Fanti, Triompho di Fortuna, carta 34 Story of Hero and Leander
(Venice: Agostin da Portese, 1527) Modena, Galleria Estense

The pharmacist’s jar in Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian serves to remind
us that Dosso, as is known from documents, was also active in the art of
majolica. In fact, his way of composing his subjects recalls the modus
operandi of the istoriato majolica painters, who used gestures from more
than one source, mainly engravings.38 Single figures could then be composed
and recomposed in different ways, a technique of scissors-and-paste pastiche
that enabled the artist to use the same gesture for even diametrically opposed
meanings. Such was the method of Francesco Xanto Avelli, one of the most
talented majolica artists. In his plate representing the story of Hero and
Leander, the gesture of the old woman mourning over the body of the dead
Leander closely resembles the gesture used by Dosso for Melia (fig. 9).3°

In the Galleria Borghese’s so-called Story of Callisto (fig. 10), we find two
of the figures employed by Dosso in the Getty painting, namely the old
woman and the sleeping nude. The two paintings also have in common the
same relationship between landscape and figures; this similarity, however,
which scholars have long recognized, is strictly formal and does not cor-
respond to content. The subject of the painting in the Galleria Borghese
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Fig. 10. Dosso Dossi
Story of Callisto
Rome, Galleria Borghese

Fig. 11. Garofalo
Mythological Allegory
Whereabouts unknown
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Gyges, Candaules, and Rhodope
Rome, Galleria Borghese
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remains, for the time being, obscure, but it seems connected to another paint-
ing (whose current location is unknown) that appeared on the art market in
1933 and was at that time attributed to Garofalo (fig. 11).40 In this painting
the composition is reversed, as if a print had mediated between the two
works. The old woman turns in alarm toward the woman who is lifting the
lid of the amphora, as if she wants to protect the sleeping figure from immi-
nent danger. In spite of the dramatic emphasis placed on the old woman’s
gesture in the work attributed to Garofalo, the two paintings seem to allude
to the same subject. This subject currently eludes us, but it is certainly not the
story of Nicaia.

From the beginning of his career, Dosso had to reckon with the problems
inherent in synthesizing the plot of a narrative. An early work titled Gyges,
Candaules, and Rhodope, with its three small figures clumsily aligned like
actors on a stage, is a case in point (fig. 12). Dosso did not try to cast the
dramatic crescendo of Herodotus’s tale into bold relief, nor did he attempt
to create a spatial backdrop that could suggest the emotional content of the
plot and the succession of its events.#! Instead he abbreviated the plot, em-
ploying only the old man’s gesture in pointing out the woman to the youth as
a means of unifying the characters in the scene. Rather than narrate, Dosso
limited himself to hinting at the role of each of the characters through the
depiction of their respective attributes: the king wears a crown, the youth is
indeed young-looking, the woman is half-naked. Dosso thus managed to
characterize the respective protagonists of this profane scene, just as he
would have done if they were saints to be identified through the instruments
of their martyrdom.

The relationship between painting and text is more complex in the case of
Jupiter, Mercury, and Virtue (fig. 13). Julius von Schlosser#? linked this work
to Leon Battista Alberti’s “Virtus,” one of the Intercenales, which is presented
as a work by Lucian, namely a dialogue between Virtue and Mercury. Virtue
explains that, while waiting for Jupiter to receive her (and she has already
been waiting for a month), she has tried to complain to all the other gods
who have passed that way. The other gods, however, have put her off with
the most absurd excuses: there is the flowering of the gourds to attend to,
or the birth of butterflies to watch over, to ensure that the new generations
are born with well-painted wings. The gourds have already all flowered,
however, and the butterflies are all already flying about and spreading their
magnificent wings. Only Virtue is left alone, forgotten by god and man alike,
after having been mistreated by Fortune, who cast her down into the mud and
then stripped her of her clothes while she was strolling in the Elysian Fields
in the company of learned men. Virtue has therefore decided to ask Mercury
to intercede on her behalf with Jupiter. However, once Mercury hears the tale
of her misfortunes, he tells her only that her case is a most difficult one, for it
is well known that even Jupiter depends upon favors from Fortune. Mercury
therefore counsels Virtue to hide herself, if she is truly wise, amid the vulgar
and plebeian gods, until Fortune’s hatred for her has weakened.*3
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Dosso’s approach here is unquestionably very different from his paratac-
tic presentation of the scene in Gyges, Candaules, and Rhodope. The charac-
ters, although unquestionably more lively than those in Dosso’s very early
paintings, are still lined up side by side, as if they were playing cards laid
down on the table to tell a story. Some variations in regard to the text are
worthy of notice. J. H. Whitfield has pointed out Dosso’s transformation of
the gods caught up in their useless tasks into the single figure of Jupiter, the
great creator. The figure of Virtue is even more surprising. In Alberti’s text
she describes herself as filthy and dressed in rags; in Dosso’s painting she is
an elegant woman who graciously speaks with Mercury. Dosso thus chose to
ignore, or at least not to employ, one of the crucial points of the narrative,
namely the very reason for Virtue’s request for an audience with Jupiter.

Virtue appears with torn garments in an illustration for the dialogue
published in the Venice edition of 1525 by the Ferrarese publisher Nicolo di
Aristotile, called Zoppino (fig. 14).#* The image is quite crude. Just as Dosso
did in his Gyges, Candaules, and Rhodope, the illustrator here simply lined
up the characters, employing the figure of Fortune—balancing between the
sphere at her feet and the sail pushing her —to evoke the earlier stage of the
narrative. He concentrated on the fate of Virtue, summarizing the dialogue in
Mercury’s gesture, which appears as a sort of expulsion from Paradise, hus-
tling the tattered figure of Virtue out of Jupiter’s realm. Dosso takes the dia-
logue literally: if you are wise, Mercury tells Virtue, you will keep silent.*s

Behind Mercury’s gesture one can detect a written source: Marsilio Ficino’s
In Mercurium Trismegistum, especially chapter 13, titled “Mercurii... de
impositione silentii,” which inspired the Ferrarese scholar Celio Calcagnini,
who allegedly interpreted the figure as an image of Harpocrates, the Egyp-
tian god.*¢ Dosso was presumably also familiar with Andrea Alciati’s Emble-
matum libellus, first published in 1531, but circulating in Italy by 1521. In the
emblem “In silentium,” the sage, his finger raised to his lips, urges the fool to
transform himself into Haprocrates.#” Virtue’s crowns of flowers are also
possibly inspired by another Alciati emblem, “Anteros sive Amor Virtutis.”48

Dosso returned to Alberti’s “Virtus” once again, supplying a much more
faithful interpretation of the text. One of the monochrome frescoes in the Sala
del Camin Nero in Trent (works that so far have defied interpretation) shows
Mercury in the act of stopping on the threshold of a room from which butter-
flies are flying away. With him is a young woman who, with an animated ges-
ture, seems to be asking to speak (fig. 15). Virtue is not dressed in rags, but
she is half-naked, covered only by a length of cloth draped over her shoulders.
The butterflies are flying out the open doorway, their wings having been care-
fully painted by Jupiter. In the aforementioned passage, Virtue exclaimed dis-
consolately that the gourds have all flowered and that the butterflies are flying
away. A group of old men observe the scene from a position behind Virtue:
they are clearly the learned men of antiquity with whom she was strolling in
the Elysian Fields when she was first assaulted by Fortune. We immediately
notice that Dosso gave Virtue the same eloquent and imploring gesture that
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Fig. 13. Dosso Dossi Fig. 14. “Virtus”
Jupiter, Mercury, and Virtue (or Virgo) From Lucian, / dilettevoli dialoghi, 23r
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum (Venice: Nicold di Aristotile detto Zoppino, 1525)
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Fig. 15. Dosso Dossi Fig. 16. Dosso Dossi
Jupiter, Mercury, and Virtue Triumph of Virtue
Trent, Castello del Buonconsiglio, Sala del Camin Nero Trent, Castello del Buonconsiglio, Sala del Camin Nero
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Fig. 17. Dosso Dossi
Allegory of Fortune
Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum
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Ars naturam adiuuans.
EMBLEMA 1IC.

Fig. 18. ‘“Ars naturam adiuvans”
From Andrea Alciati, Emblemata, emblem 99
(Padua: Peter Paul Tozzi, 1621)
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he employed in the Vienna painting, but in reverse. Mercury seems to be in
a hurry, and his gesture resembles that which appears in the print in the Zop-
pino edition. In the text, Mercury claims that he has left the room because he
received a letter from Virtue, but that he must soon return to Jupiter.

Alberti’s “Virtus” was a suitable text for emphasizing in monochrome the
themes of an entire room devoted to the celebration of the cardinal virtues —
Justice, Temperance, Prudence, and Fortitude —who are frescoed in the cor-
ners of the vaults —as well as the liberal arts as embodied by leading practi-
tioners of them. Bernardo Cles had wished to devote the Sala delle Udienza
to Fortune, and she appears there among famous men as the personification
of Occasio. He had wished nonetheless to celebrate those virtues that light
the fires of culture in the Sala del Camin Nero, which was to be used for less
solemn occasions.*

The interpretation of the subject of the first monochrome helps us to deci-
pher the other one, which appears to be a scene of triumph. Indeed, here we
are shown the triumph of Virtue, in clear opposition to her humiliation when
the gods indifferently left her standing on the threshold of Olympus. Virtue,
crowned, confers the same honor on the old learned man prostrate at her feet
(fig. 16). Also present are an astrologer — perhaps Beroso-Atlas, who appears
on the facing wall —and Pan with his syrinx, who appears elsewhere as well.
This second monochrome does not appear to depend upon a written text,
but is the moralizing conclusion of the previous scene. In depicting Virtue in
the act of putting a crown on the sage’s head, however, Dosso might have
recalled the four crowns representing the cardinal virtues, which adorned
“Anteros, sive Amor Virtutis” in Alciati’s emblem.

In conclusion, I would like to point out that the relationship between
Dosso and Alciati, as we have thus far defined it, seems to be reversed in the
Allegory of Fortune (fig. 17). The emblem “Ars naturam adiuvans” changes
in the 1621 edition: Mercury raising his staff is clearly derived from the
young man in Dosso’s painting who clutches lottery tickets in his upraised
hand, and the figure of Fortune-Abundance closely mirrors Dosso’s Fortune,
who is seated on a transparent sphere (fig. 18).50 This is the only known
trace of the reception of this painting by Dosso, about whose provenance
we — once again —know nothing.

Notes

1. Andrea Rothe, who supervised the restoration of the painting when it entered
the J. Paul Getty Museum collection, interprets these objects as a sword and a coat of
mail. In numerous compositions with a sleeping nude near a tree, the objects hanging
in the tree are a bow and a quiver. See, for example, illustrations in Millard Meiss,
“Sleep in Venice: Ancient Myths and Renaissance Proclivities” (1966), in idem, The
Painter’s Choice: Problems in the Interpretation of Renaissance Art (New York:
Harper & Row, 1976), 212-239, esp. figs. 234 (Paris Bordon, Venus and Cupid), 239
(Pomedelli, engraving of Quiet), 237 (Titian, The Pardo Venus). A quiver and finger
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cymbals appear in Bonasone’s engraving Pan and Pomona, described by Malvasia, for
which I refer the reader to Stefania Massari, Giulio Bonasone, 2 vols., exh. cat.
(Rome: Quasar, 1973), 1: 94-95 (entry no. 121). For the report on the restoration of
Dosso’s painting, see Alessandro Ballarin, Dosso Dossi: La pittura a Ferrara negli anni
del Ducato di Alfonso I, 2 vols. (Cittadella: Bertoncello Artigrafiche, 1994-1995), 1:
102, 348 (entry no. 453).

2. Ultraviolet rays do not show the instrument’s acoustic chamber. According to
Andrea Rothe, that part of the instrument probably was damaged in the restoration
carried out circa 1850 by Raffaello Pinti, who had arranged for the sale of the painting
to the Marquess of Northampton. I wish to thank Andrea Rothe for generously pro-
viding me with copious photographic records and for discussing with me all of the
restoration work he supervised.

3. The length of time separating the phases cannot be determined precisely, but it
is certain that the woman with the viola da gamba was not in the final composition.

4. By completing the cupid now cut off on the upper left, it can be shown that the
painting was twenty or even thirty centimeters wider, which makes the composition
perfectly divisible along a diagonal line with the three characters on one side and the
landscape on the other.

5. Felton Gibbons, Dosso and Battista Dossi: Court Painters at Ferrara (Princeton:
Princeton Univ. Press, 1968), 86-89, 170 (entry no. 11), suggests that the figure on the
left is Artemis coming to protect Echo from the attentions of Pan, or the Lyda who
appears in a fragment from Moschus (“Pan loved his neighbour Echo; Echo loved a frisk-
ing Satyr; and Satyr, he was head over ears for Lydg; see The Greek Bucolic Poets, trans.
J. M. Edmonds, rev. ed. [Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1928], 459-60). Amalia
Mezzetti, Il Dosso e Battista ferraresi (Milan: Silvana, 1965), 45-46, 76 (entry no. 25),
with some doubts refers to the hypothesis that the subject is the myth of Pandora,
which had been suggested verbally to Henriette Mendelsohn by R. Foster. On the con-
flicting opinions about the subject of the painting, see—in addition to the aforemen-
tioned works — Ballarin (see note 1), 1: 348 (entry no. 453). The hypothesis that the
subject is an allegory on the theme of Pan and his syrinx deriving from Leone Ebreo’s
Dialoghi d’amore is unfounded; see Augusto Gentili, Da Tiziano a Tiziano: Mito e alle-
goria nella cultura veneziana del Cinquecento (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1980), 78-81, 207-8.

6. Gibbons (see note 5), 86-89.

7. Gibbons (see note 5), 88.

8. Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. Charles S. Singleton
(Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor/Doubleday, 1959), bk. 1, chap. 30, 49; and, idem, I libro

del cortegiano, novamente rivisto (Venice: Giouanni Paduano, 1538), 27-28:

ché se le parole che usa il scrittore, portan seco un poco, non dird di difficulta, ma
d’acutezza recondita, e non cosi nota come quelle che si dicono parlando ordinari-
amente, danno una certa maggior autoritd alla scrittura, e fanno che il lettore va
pith ritenuto e sopra di sé, e meglio considera, e si diletta dello ingegno e della dot-
trina di chi scrive; e col bon giudicio affaticandosi un poco, gusta quel piacere, che
s’ha nel conseguir le cose difficili. E se la ignoranzia di chi legge é tanta, che non

possa superar quelle difficulta, non ¢é la colpa dello scrittore.
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9. On the “soggetto nascosto” (hidden subject), see Salvatore Settis, La “Tem-
pesta” interpretata: Giorgione, i committenti, il soggetto (Turin: Einaudi, 1978), esp.
121-52; and, idem, Giorgione’s Tempest: Interpreting the Hidden Subject, trans. Ellen
Bianchini (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1990), esp. 126-159.

10. This is Memnon of Heraclea Pontica, the historiographer who was perhaps
Plutarch’s contemporary; see Nonnus of Panopolis, Les dionysiaques, vol. 6, Chants
XIV-XVII, ed. and trans. Bernard Gerlaud (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1994), 50.

11. Sylvie Béguin, ed., Le Studiolo d’Isabelle d’Este, exh. cat. (Paris: Editions des
Musées Nationaux, 1975), 44—46 (entry no. 128 by John Schloder). The hypothesis,
which is briefly treated in the catalog, is considered at greater length in John Schloder,
“Les Costa du Studiolo d’Isabelle d’Este: Sources iconographiques,” Revue du Louvre
25 (1975): 230-33; and has recently been discussed by Sylvia Ferino-Pagden, Isabella
d’Este, “La prima donna del mondo”: Fiirstin und Mdzenatin der Renaissance, exh.
cat. (Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum, 1994), 235-39 (entry no. 86).

12. Nonnus of Panopolis, Nonni Panopolitae Dionysiaca, nunc primum in lucem
edita, ex bibliotheca Ioannis Sambuci Pannonii. Cum lectionibus et conjecturis
Gerarti Falkenburgii Noviomagi, et indice copioso (Antwerp: Ex officina Christophori
Plantini, 1569). Giovanni Romano, “Verso la maniera moderna: Da Mantegna a
Raffaello,” in Storia dell’arte italiana, 12 vols. (Turin: Einaudi, 1979-1983), 6: 31,
dates the Myth of Comus at 1511 “solo con qualche margine di incertezza” (with
some slight room for doubt).

13. On the Berlin papyrus, see Wilhelm Schubart and Ulrich von Wilamowitz-
Moellendorff, “Nonnos, Dionysiaka 14, 15, 16, Papyrus 10567, in idem, Berliner
Klassikertexte, vol. S, Griechische Dichterfragmente, pt. 1, Epische und elegische
Fragmente (Berlin: Weidmann, 1907), 94-106. Francis Vian dates the papyrus, with
some doubts, to the sixth century; see Nonnus of Panopolis, Les dionysiaques, vol. 1,
Chants I-I1, ed. and trans. Francis Vian (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1976), Ixi-Ixx, esp.
Ixi. On all the extant manuscript codices, see Vian’s comments in idem, Ixi-Ixv.

14. Alexander Turyn, Dated Greek Manuscripts of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Centuries in the Libraries of Italy, 2 vols. (Urbana: Univ. of lllinois Press, 1972), 1:
36-39, supplies a rich bibliography concerning the history of the manuscript and the
studies devoted to it.

15. Nonnus of Panopolis, Nonni Panopolitani Dionysiaca, vol. 2, Libros [-XXIV,
ed. Arthur Ludwich (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1909), vi-viii, esp. 159-228. On the his-
tory of the Medici library, see E. B. Fryde, Humanism and Renaissance Historiog-
raphy (London: Hambledon, 1983), 160-214, esp. 179-82. The Medici library was
stored in the San Marco convent in Florence from 1494 to 1508, when Cardinal
Giovanni de’ Medici reacquired the part belonging to the family and took it with him
to Rome. Clement VII brought it back to Florence in 1523. On Politian’s method, see
Anthony Grafton, “On the Scholarship of Politian and Its Context” (1977), in idem,
Defenders of the Text: The Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of Science, 1450-1800
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1991), 47-75. Marie-Hyacinthe Laurent provides a
great deal of information on the interesting case of Fabio Vigili in Fabio Vigili et les
bibliothéques de Bologne au début du XVI¢ siécle, d’aprés le MS. Barb. Lat. 3185, ed.
M. H. Laurent (Rome: Citta del Vaticano, 1943), viii—xx.
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16. Pierre de Nolhac, Les correspondants d’Alde Manuce (1887-1888; reprint,
Turin: Bottega d’Erasmo, 1961), 24-26 (letter no. 24), written from Blois in 1501. In
this letter, Lascaris complains that Aldus is no longer publishing Greek works and is
more interested in Latin and vernacular texts.

17. Emile Legrand, Bibliographie hellénique des XVe et XVIe siécles, 4 vols.
(1885-1906; reprint, Paris: G. P. Maisonneuve & Larose, 1962), 1: 83-85. On
Lascaris as a poet, see Janus Lascaris, Epigrammi greci, ed. Anna Meschini (Padua:
Liviana, 1976).

18. Nolhac (see note 16), 44 (letter no. 37): “Don Piero nostro ancor lui é fatto
cortigiano et vivit Romae, et ha portato seco el Nonno et scrive continuamente et di
gia ha scritto venti libri.” On Piero Candido, see the entry by Paolo Orvieto in Dizio-
nario biografico degli italiani (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1960- ),
17: 785-86.

19. Nolhac (see note 16), 45 (letter no. 38): “scorrettioni...in qualche dittioni”;
“la somma de libri e sono tutti”; “modo [che] lui ha tenuto di far tante righe quante
erano nello exemplare.” This information on the method employed by Candido sug-
gests that his transcription may be what is now known as the “Palatino Heidel-
bergensis gr. 85” described in 1909 by Ludwich; see Nonnus (see note 15), xi:
“optimum apographon Laurentiani, cuius vel etiam dispositionem versuum et cor-
recturas fere semper fidelissime repraesentavit” (the best copy of the Laurentian
[manuscript], whose arrangement of verses and whose corrections it almost always
exhibited). I will attempt to verify this as soon as possible. On the history of the
“Palatino Heidelbergensis” manuscript, which was given along with a group of codices
to Heidelberg by Pius VII after 1815, see Friedrich Wilken, Geschichte der Bildung,
Beraubung und Vernichtung der alten heidelbergischen Biichersammlungen (Heidel-
berg: A. Oswald, 1817), 291-303.

20. Pierre Chuvin, Mythologie et géographie dionysiaques: Recherches sur I'ceuvre
de Nonnos de Panopolis (Clermont-Ferrand: ADOSA, 1991), 148-54. Some further
remarks on Janus Lascaris are in order. He fled Constantinople at age eight, along
with his father. He later studied in Venice with Bessarione and in Padua with Demetrio
Calcondila. In 1494 he edited, together with Bartolomeo Ciai, the inventory of the
Medici’s books, and on that occasion he perhaps personally annotated Nonnus’s text
in a number of places. He served as the French ambassador to Venice during the
period of the League of Cambrai, and remained in the service of Louis XII until Pope
Leo X summoned him to Rome soon after elected to the papacy. Leo X wanted him to
establish the Greek school at the Palazzo del Quirinale. Pietro Bembo and Marco
Musuro were also—at Lascaris’s suggestion —asked to take part in this same project.
Lascaris died in 1534. A lengthy and excellent biography on Lascaris appears in
Legrand (see note 17), 1: cxxxi—clxii. See also Vittorio Fanelli, “Il ginnasio greco di
Leone X a Roma,” Studi romani 9 (1961): 390-93. On Lascaris’s hand, see Turyn (see
note 14), 36. See also Vian’s comments on the various revisions of the Biblioteca
Laurenziana codex in Nonnus (see note 13), 202ff.

21. A similar case happens for the Allegory of Music (Florence, Museo del
Fondazione Horne), which dates to the mid-1520s: Dosso employs the notes of

Josquin Desprez, the famous maestro di capella in Ferrara who died in 1504. See H.
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Colin Slim, “Dosso Dossi’s Allegory at Florence about Music,” Journal of the American
Musicological Society 43 (1990): 43-98 (and the corrections published in the summer
1990 issue), in which Slim identifies the two canons and the music of Josquin Desprez.

22. On this subject, see Bette L. Talvacchia, “Homer, Greek Heroes and Hellen-
ism in Giulio Romano’s Hall of Troy,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Insti-
tutes 51 (1988): 235-42. The pope, obviously on Lascaris’s recommendation, asked
Federico to loan him the text. On the provenance of the painting now in the J. Paul
Getty Museum, see the essay by Burton Fredericksen in this volume.

23. The close ties between the theme of Nicaia and the Triumph of Bacchus in
India suggest that the ]. Paul Getty Museum’s painting might be identified with the
Bacchanal that was taken, along with four other paintings, from Alfonso’s camerino
by the papal legate Pietro Aldobrandini in January 1598. Some months later, Annibale
Roncaglia, Cesare d’Este’s agent, recorded its disappearance and noted that it used to
be hung next to Titian’s Worship of Venus in Alfonso’s camerino. The theme of the
celebration of love and wine clearly connects it to the other paintings. There are, how-
ever, at least two problems with this identification. The first is the problem of size:
even if we take into account the later cutting down of the canvas (at least along the left
side), Dosso’s painting was smaller than the others, presumably measuring 163.8 x
145.4 cm (Bellini, Feast of the Gods, 170 x 188 c¢m; Titian, Worship of Venus, 175 x
175 cm; Titian, The Andrians, 175 x 193 cm; Titian, Bacchus and Ariadne, 175 x 190
cm). A more serious problem is posed by the fact that this painting (as Dosso com-
pleted it) had only three figures in it, while the others are crowded compositions. For
the time being, then, we must reject this hypothesis. On the issues related to the
arrangement of the paintings in Alfonso’s camerino, see the recent work by Grazia
Agostini and Anna Stanzani, “Pittori veneti e commissioni estensi a Ferrara,” in
Jadranka Bentini, Sergio Marinelli, and Angelo Mazza, eds., La pittura veneta negli
stati estensi (Verona: Artioli, 1996), 21-56, and bibliography.

24. On the backdating of the project for the Triumph of Bacchus in India and
Raphael’s commission, see John Shearman, “Alfonso d’Este’s Camerino,” in “Il se ren-
dit en Italie”: Etudes offertes a André Chastel (Rome: Edizioni dell’Elefante, 1987),
209-29, esp. 210-14. Shearman focuses on the animals in Raphael’s drawing and
notes that these could certainly have been derived from ancient sarcophagi and reliefs,
for they did not often appear in literary texts. It is worth noting here that serpents and
elephants play an important role in the triumph of Bacchus narrated by Nonnus in
Dionysiaca 15.119-68. See Nonnus (see note 10), 47.

25. Memnon completely omits the episode of Hymnos’s love for Nicaia. Nonnus
instead fails to mention Sangarius, the father of the nymph, while naming Cybil as
one of those who turned against Nicaia after she killed the shepherd. See Nonnus (see
note 10), 50.

26. On the comparison of female beauty to flowers, along with other metaphors
used repeatedly by Nonnus, see Daria Gigli Piccardi, Metafora e poetica in Nonno
di Panopoli (Florence: Universita degli Studi di Firenze, Dipartimento di Scienze
dell’Antichita “Giorgio Pasquali,” 1985), 63-69.
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi and workshop

Head of a caryatid on the west wall (photographed
with diffused light)

Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi

Fig. 2. Dosso Dossi and workshop

Head of a caryatid on the west wall (photographed
with strong raking light)

Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi



Painting A Calce and
Sprezzatura in the 1530s:
A Technical Context for Dosso

Vincenzo Gheroldi

his essay examines the experiments in wall painting a calce (with wet

lime) carried out by Dosso’s workshop. Focusing on the paintings in the
Camera delle Cariatidi in the Villa Imperiale in Pesaro, its aim is to explain
the practices of Dosso and Battista Dossi in light of the technical traditions
and technical experiments with wet lime painting among artists in the east-
ern Po valley during the 1530s. I will begin with some observations on the
procedures employed by Dosso and his circle, then attempt to reconstruct the
cultural context that led to the development of these procedures. I will show
how the adoption of a particular painting technique could be shaped by
complex cultural values. In particular, I will describe the link between exper-
iments in painting a calce and the taste for sprezzatura (nonchalance, or
ease) found in the eastern Po valley during the years in which Dosso and his
associates were active there.

A comparison may be useful in defining the principal theme of this study.
The subject in question is a detail of the head of one of the plant-shaped fig-
ures in the Camera delle Cariatidi.® This detail was photographed first in soft
light (fig. 1) and then in strong raking light (fig. 2), in order to bring out
some of the characteristics of the plastering and, especially, in order to show
the direction of the brushstrokes and the thickness of the mixture of colors in
the various coats of paint. This is clearly a work in which wet lime painting
is predominant. A macrophotograph of another face, taken in strong raking
light, serves to reveal immediately the distinctive ways in which the flesh
tones were executed (fig. 3): the artist began with a more fluid application of
paint and subsequently mixed increasingly dense color with wet lime directly
onto the surface of the plaster, dragging his brushstrokes and leaving thick
lumps in the paint.

The few examples of wall paintings from the 1530s that have survived
in Ferrara—from Girolamo da Carpi’s work of 1530 in San Francesco to
Garofalo’s and Girolamo da Carpi’s tondi of about 1535 in San Giorgio—
reveal a technique that cannot be compared in any way to either the thick
layering of paint or the brushwork that is found in the paintings by the Dossi
in Pesaro and Trent. In the works of Girolamo da Carpi and Garofalo, for
example, the paint is normally absorbed by the intonaco and highlighted
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Fig. 3. Dosso Dossi and workshop

Mouth and chin of a caryatid on the west wall
(photographed with strong raking light)
Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi
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with whitewash. Garofalo tended to modulate his rather liquid mixtures of
paint, whereas Girolamo da Carpi preferred uniform coats of paint which he
then highlighted with highly diluted touch-ups, applied in slender sinuous
strokes. Both artists produced paintings with smooth and regular surfaces,
which, as can be seen in Garofalo’s Saint Catherine and Girolamo da Carpi’s
Redeemer (both of which come from San Giorgio), display a considerable
uniformity when removed from the wall by means of a strappo (pulled away)
technique.

Judging from these examples, Ferrara is not the most suitable context for
discussing the Dossi’s wall paintings. We must therefore look elsewhere. But
before beginning this search, it is necessary to enrich our view of painting
a calce as practiced by Dosso and his associates, inasmuch as the generic def-
inition of painting a calce is inadequate for the complex sets of practices that
distinguished individual approaches to the use of this bonding agent in the
eastern Po valley during the 1530s.

These practices may be reconstructed only by direct study of the wall paint-
ings themselves. In fact, the available written sources usually have only a
normative or rhetorical value, and for this reason the technical literature of
the sixteenth century contains nothing of any specific interest on practices
connected to the technique of painting a calce. The few available sixteenth-
century remarks on the topic tend in fact to present this technique as a short
cut of fresco painting, employed when depicting highlights, or as a low-level
technique suitable primarily for the creation of decorative works. Only a
brief remark by Giovanni Battista Armenini on the practice of mixing some
pigments with a bit of quicklime (bianco di calce) and applying them to a
preexisting coat of almost dry plaster provides an interesting perspective for
the study of the practices of sixteenth-century painters in the Po valley. These
painters applied colors containing whitewash or slaked lime both when
working on drying plaster (which could absorb very little and could there-
fore allow only a surface carbonation), and when working on plaster that
had been given a preliminary whitening with lime (scialbatura).

This brings into focus a set of practices that is incompatible with any
overly schematic distinction between painting a fresco and painting a calce.?
And although Armenini’s remark dates from the 1580s and thus is rather late
in regard to the chronological limits of this study, it is nevertheless worth ob-
serving that the technical problems mentioned by this late sixteenth-century
writer are nonetheless very close to those that we seek to analyze in the tech-
nique of Dosso and his associates. An examination of the material sources in
fact allows us to see how Armenini’s comment on the use of mixing pigments
with lime and subsequently applying them on nearly dry plaster in no way
refers to a technical innovation of his time. Rather, it describes a far older
practice, one that had been resumed on specific occasions in the eastern part
of the Po valley during the late 1520s and the 1530s. The practice of wall
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painting in Dosso’s workshop, which developed precisely in this geographical
and chronological context, can thus easily be included as a part of this trend,
in which new attention was paid to the technical possibilities offered by
painting a calce.

The reconstruction of the working organization at Pesaro immediately brings
us face-to-face with a distribution of intonaci that is typical of a context in
which painting a calce played an important role. The intonaci do not follow
the outlines of the figures, but are instead applied in sections following the
architectural elements in this order: ceiling, spandrel, lunette, wall. On the
walls, the large layers to the left are almost always cut vertically, while to the
right they are brought virtually to the edge of the caryatids.* Some areas of
the plaster display signs of remodeling: the small rectangles of plaster over
the caryatids (fig. 4) —superimposed over the plaster of the spandrel but set
beneath the plaster on the wall—covered areas where protruding corbels had
been removed. They were removed, most likely, because their presence inter-
rupted the continuity of the illusion created by the figures in the wall paint-
ings, which the Dossi obviously planned for the room only after it had
already been laid out. The stratigraphic sequence of the edges of the intonaci,
together with the placement and filling in of the openings in the walls, lead
me to believe that the holes where the corbels were inserted were subse-
quently used for the props that supported the scaffolding necessary for paint-
ing the ceiling. When strong raking light is cast on the left-hand portion of
the plaster on the wall to the left of the entryway, the uneven surfaces that
are visible in the Dossi’s work seem to correspond to the preexisting open-
ings in the wall that had been filled in.

This last supposition could be verified through a thermographic examina-
tion of the wall, but the study of the plaster in strong raking light and the
reconstruction of the positioning of the holes for the scaffolding allow us to
define the chronological sequence of the work (fig. 5; see also p. 242). The
first phase, realized with the use of scaffolding, proceeded from the ceiling to
the spandrels to the lunettes; subsequently, in a second phase, in which only
a small freestanding scaffold (perhaps two meters in width) was employed,
the walls were painted. The vertical and rather irregular pieces of the plaster
on the walls and the figurative continuity between the walls, lunettes, and
spandrels, however, were hardly suited to the fresco technique. Once dry, the
frescoes would have shown the inevitable dissimilarities caused by the differ-
ent applications of paint absorbed by the various sections of the plaster.
(This occurred, for example, in the water painted on the left area of the west
wall of the Sala di Psiche in the Palazzo Te in Mantua.) The wall painters of
this period either hid these variations with slight retouching or with system-
atic retouching with tempera a secco, or they overcame it by making ample
use of painting a calce, first on a nearly dry intonaco, in part already fres-
coed, and then on a fully dry intonaco.
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Fig. 4. Dosso Dossi and workshop

Upper part of the head of a caryatid on the west wall
(photographed with strong raking light)

Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi

Fig. 5. Graphic reconstruction

Chronological sequence of the layering of the plaster
on a section of the north wall

Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi
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Fig. 6. Dosso Dossi and workshop Fig. 7. Dosso Dossi and workshop

Putto on the west wall (photographed with Lunette on the east wall (photographed with diffused light)
strong raking light) Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi

Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi Here attributed to Battista Dossi
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The Dossi’s workshop used this latter approach, as can be seen in the
bonding of the sky to the lunette representing a putto with bow and quiver
(fig. 6). The sky is superimposed precisely in the area of connection between
the plaster of the lunette and that of the wall beneath it. The execution of the
lunette belonged to the first phase of the work, which was carried out with
scaffolding, whereas the wall was done with the free-standing scaffold at a
later point. The sky, which was painted a calce and superimposed upon both,
was therefore done starting from the wall, when the lunette was already dry.
This simple deduction helps us reconstruct with greater precision the order in
which the artists and their assistants worked. All of the surfaces were treated
in the same way as the one described above, and therefore the process bears
witness to the practice of Dosso’s workshop. What had already been painted
on fresh or drying plaster was retouched with ample and elaborate applica-
tions of wet lime paint. The recognition of this practice is fundamental for
our technical reconstruction, but we must not overlook the fact that such an
organization of the work site could call into question efforts to distinguish
the work of Dosso from that of Battista Dossi, inasmuch as the superim-
posed applications of paint could point to a tightly interwoven—and hence
inextricable —collaboration between the two. A layer painted by Battista, in
other words, could have been entirely repainted a calce by Dosso himself, or
vice versa. Either of the two artists, moreover, could have intervened later to
refine the work. Prior to the retouching, however, the work was divided
according to the individual sections of the lunettes, and here we can note dif-
ferences between slightly granular surfaces of paintings executed with a very
diluted mixture of colors, on the one hand, and plaster surfaces trowelled
smooth and painted more vigorously with abundant thick mixtures of wet
lime, on the other. A comparison between the two putti over the door in the
back wall and the two putti to the right of the door in the entry wall reveals
this difference. The putti in the lunettes executed with the rougher plaster
and a more limited use of the a calce technique are associated with the style
of Battista Dossi between the end of the 1520s and the first three or four
years of the 1530s (fig. 7). They are reminiscent of, for example, the Christ
Child in the Flight from Egypt in the Niedersichisches Landesmuseum in
Hannover, or the Christ Child in the Virgin Enthroned with Saint Jerome
and Saint Jobn the Baptist, now in Ferrara in the Pinacoteca Nazionale. To
Dosso, then, could be attributed the work executed with a more lively use
of the a calce technique on the smoother plaster surfaces, which constitutes
the largest part of the wall painting in the Pesaro villa. If, as I have hypothe-
sized, there was scaffolding set up at the height where the corbels had been
removed in order to paint the vault, the spandrels, and the lunettes, then we
may imagine that the two painters worked at the same time on the scaffold-
ing. Once the ceiling scaffolding had been dismantled, the holes in the walls
filled in, and the walls painted with the help of a freestanding scaffold, how-
ever, then all of the frescoes were retouched and made homogeneous a calce
chiefly by Dosso himself.*
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The study of the surfaces, moreover, allows us to reconstruct a series of
special techniques for the use of the wet lime. Under strong raking light, the
lunettes with thicker paint display the arched traces of having been flattened
and smoothed with a trowel. This operation was performed to make the
plaster denser and therefore less absorbent, but it also served to break the
veil of surface carbonation and to draw the limewater back to the surface of
the plaster. An examination of the depth of penetration of the colors into the
plaster allows us to measure the binding between colors and plaster: it takes
place at the surface level. Therefore this technique was normally used to pro-
duce paintings that were not fully absorbed by the plaster and were therefore
chromatically more intense.

A lacuna in the area near the toes of the putto permits us to observe in
strong raking light a stratification of layers of painting a calce that look like
a peeling-off of superimposed films (fig. 8). We can see that, in this case,
painting a calce was executed with brushstrokes that were then repeated
when the surface was dry (that is, in an a secco technique). In this case too
the application of paint on the lunette was superimposed over the bonding of
the intonaco that separated the lunette from the wall beneath it. This there-
fore confirms that not only was the sky painted a calce over the dry plaster in
order to link the two sections of the plaster, but that even the detail of the
putto was executed in the same phase, when the portion of the wall below
had already been painted.

With a movable scaffold it would have been easy to return to the already
painted parts of the work to add the final linking, mask over the bondings
between the sections of plaster with painting a calce, and execute parts of
the figures. A study in strong raking light of the places where plaster has
fallen or where there are abrasions confirms in every instance this procedure.
In the area of the sky, for instance, many places can be seen in which the base
layer of smaltino (enamel-like blue paint) has been exposed, over which were
superimposed several layers of color bonded with whitewash.6 The long
brushstrokes in these fields of smaltino bonded with whitewash can easily be
followed in strong raking light as they lead beneath the areas of landscape.
Raised surfaces are visible in various other areas of the work, evidencing the
directions and superimpositions of broad vertical brushstrokes and long hor-
izontal applications of smaltino bonded with whitewash that form the back-
ground for further a calce applications. The same procedure of painting
a calce may be seen in the execution of the clouds in the lunettes of the
“Volto avanti la chapela” in the Castello del Buonconsiglio of Trent, where,
exactly as in the Villa Imperiale in Pesaro, we find the same broad and rapid
brushstrokes of smaltino, with the mixed pigments of the colored clouds
superimposed over them. This allows us to recognize immediately that the
technical approach of the Dossi was based upon a desire to display the
brushstrokes and mixes of pigments that were brought into bold relief by a
repeated application of painting a calce.

In those damaged parts of the Pesaro paintings in which it is possible to
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Fig. 8. Dosso Dossi and workshop
Foot of a putto on the west wall (detail of fig. 6)
Pesaro, Villa Imperiale, Camera delle Cariatidi

observe closely with a magnifier a cross section of the painted plaster, it is
clear that the first, more liquid coats of paint always penetrated only slightly
into the plaster. Subsequent layers of brushstrokes a calce always appear over
them in filmlike layers. The frescoes in Trent also contain some useful clues
for assessing the interest of Dosso’s workshop for working with plaster that
was not very absorbent and for painting @ calce on smooth plaster. By look-
ing in strong raking light at the lunette with the figure of Minerva in the
“Volto avanti la chapela,” we can detect the presence of whitewash under the
layers of painted surface, recognizable by the raised edges of several long hor-
izontal strokes executed with a brush approximately four centimeters in diam-
eter. The lunette displaying Apollodorus in the Sala del Camin Nero was done
instead on whitewash in a more regular fashion: an examination of the sur-
face in strong raking light shows that the flesh tones were executed upon a
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Fig. 9. Altobello Melone Fig. 10. Parmigianino
Saint Damian (detail) Madonna and Child with Saint Margaret, Saint Peter, Saint
Whereabouts unknown Jerome, and an Angel

Bologna, Pinacoteca Nazionale
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rather thick base of lime. In this room the holes produced by the pressure of
the handrest on the fresh intonaco are extremely shallow, which indicates that
this instrument—used to support the hand holding the brush—did not sink
into fresh plaster but rested on an already drying and compacted plaster.

The amount of attention paid by Dosso’s workshop to the technique of
painting a calce on drying plaster would seem therefore to have been moti-
vated by an interest in the fluency of brushstrokes and the display of colors.
It would have been impossible to produce these effects through the tradi-
tional fresco technique, but the use of drying plaster and the addition of a
little lime to the pigments made it possible to achieve lively colored applica-
tions of paint and the superimposition of veils of liquid hues, while leaving
visible the thick mixtures of pigment and the artists’ brushstrokes.

The majority of the details in the Pesaro cycle that I have examined are lo-
cated approximately two meters above the floor. This means that they were
easily visible and that the thick applications a calce —intensely and repeated-
ly applied, with their evident brushwork and colored mixtures of pigment —
were deliberate and were meant to be seen by the viewer as a specific trait
characterizing the quality of the painting. The development of this mode of
painting by the Dossi thus depended upon choices and ideas that were con-
cerned with much more than simply the instrumental use of a technique.

A taste for this kind of painting existed in the 1530s. Its free style of exe-
cution and its thick mixtures of colors were very likely disturbing to the more
conservative members of the public, but more discerning viewers admired
these traits and interpreted them as a form of cultural renewal. Indeed, there
are remarks dating from the late 1530s and the early 1540s that tend to asso-
ciate a free or even sketchlike execution with the expression of an individual
personality reacting against the hypocrisy of “diligence.” Pietro Aretino, for
example, polemically attacked the carefully constructed writing of classiciz-
ing literary circles and referred to very sketchy paintings in order to justify
his own “antidiligent” approach to literature: “I attempt,” he wrote in a let-
ter to Bernardo Valdura, “to depict the natures of others with the same live-
liness with which the admirable Titian portrays this or that face; since good
painters greatly appreciate a group of sketched figures, I let my things be
printed as they are, and do not try at all to craft carefully my words.””

The characteristic techniques that we have seen in the paintings by the
Dossi belong therefore to a particular cultural orientation of which their con-
temporaries were well aware. The most interesting evidence of this is fur-
nished by a series of paintings that belong to the second half of the 1520s
and the early 1530s, in which incomplete and sketchy execution was deliber-
ately displayed in the most visible areas. In Altobello Melone’s Saint Damian,
for example, the figure in a large yellow robe is sketched with broad brush-
strokes (fig. 9); Melone dated the painting in December 1529.8 In the same
year Parmigianino submitted his Madonna and Child with Saint Margaret,
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Saint Peter, Saint Jerome, and an Angel (fig. 10), a large-scale painting that
was intended to serve as an altarpiece and was completely done in the style
of a sketch. Another painting by Parmigianino from the same Bolognese
period, the Adoration of the Magi in San Domenico a Taggia, is also charac-
terized by a very free style of execution. Roberto Longhi dated this work as
belonging to the painter’s Bolognese period® on the basis of Giorgio Vasari’s
remark (found only in the 1550 edition of the Lives) about the “smail, color-
ful, and sketchlike paintings” done by Parmigianino in that city.?0 It is a
description that may also be applied to the artist’s Virgin and Child (fig. 11),
now in the Courtauld Gallery in London, whose style is also sketchy. Two or
three years earlier, however, Girolamo Romanino had painted the panels for
the organ loft in the parish church of Asola with a radically sketchlike tech-
nique in which the bare wood support remains visible, and at the same time
he intentionally left several areas of his frescoes in the spandrels and the
lunettes in the choir of San Francesco in Brescia in a sketchlike state with the
intonaco exposed and long brushstrokes evident.

The value attributed to this type of painting is attested to by the fact
that Parmigianino’s “sketched” paintings attracted widespread approbation
and, as a consequence, a market. Vasari himself stated that he had purchased
a painting by Parmigianino that had been done in this “sketched” style, writ-
ing that the artist “sketched the painting of another Virgin, which was sold
in Bologna to Giorgio Vasari from Arezzo.”!! The decisive proof of this inter-
est for painting marked by sprezzatura is found in the fact that it was reserved
for the most visible parts of paintings. Romanino’s Resurrection (ca. 1526)
in Capriolo, for example, displays a free style of execution, consisting
of long oily brushstrokes, that is mostly used in the soldier’s large sleeve
(fig. 12), which is located at the center of the painting in the foreground. The
Scenes from the Passion (1534) in Santa Maria della Neve in Pisogne were
painted by Romanino with rapid strokes, colors mixed with lime, and with
portions of the plaster left visible, all of which were at the height of the view-
ers’ eyes. His approach was largely sketchlike and was counterposed to that
of the more finished works in the other parts of the cycle that were higher
on the walls.2

These cases define a context that allows us to understand the technique
used for the Dossi’s Pesaro paintings as expressing a cultural choice; it was
not a chance event or the product of personal whimsy. From the names of the
artists mentioned above, it is clear that, toward the end of the 1520s in a spe-
cific geographical region, there was a clearly defined group of painters who
very consciously adopted this technique of “sketched” painting. Significantly
enough, the artists who tended to employ it were those who some fifteen
years earlier had begun to work in an anticlassical vein. Lorenzo Lotto,
Altobello Melone, Girolamo Romanino, and Amico Aspertini represent the
leading figures in this “antidiligent™ group of artists from the eastern Po val-
ley. Gianfrancesco Bembo should also be added to this group, for he, in the
very same years, chose to adhere to this same style in his predellas known as
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Fig. 11. Parmigianino Fig. 12. Girolamo Romanino
The Virgin and Child Resurrection (detail)
London, The Courtauld Gallery Capriolo, Chiesa Parrocchiale
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the Stories of Saint Stephen (now in the Pinacoteca Carrara in Bergamo).3
Whereas Boccaccino employed highly meticulous outlining in his wall paint-
ings of 1514 and 1515, Gianfrancesco Bembo began to employ the “noncha-
lant” style by 1516; Romanino used lively sketching everywhere in his work
of 1519; Pordenone added the finishing touches to his work in Cremona with
a loose brush in 1520. This technique may already have been present in the
latter’s Mantuan paintings from 1519, which happen to have been done
when Romanino and Dosso were also both present in Mantua.!

Between 1515 and 1517 Dosso was already tending toward displaying
thick mixtures of paint that were then touched up with quick strokes of the
brush (as can be seen in small- and medium-sized works such as the Standard
Bearer in the Allentown Art Museum, the Rest on the Flight into Egypt in
the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence, and the Virgin and Child with a Bishop
Saint and a Donor Presented by an Angel in the Szépmiivészeti Miizeum in
Budapest). He seems to have been one of the pathbreaking figures of this
trend. There are also sections of larger paintings executed with this technique
in this period, as, for example, in the right-hand part of the Adoration of the
Magi in the National Gallery in London.

We can measure the novelty of this “antidiligent” trend against the suc-
cess in Ferrara, between 1510 and 1515, of more traditional, highly finished,
“diligent” paintings. Lodovico Mazzolino produced works whose surfaces
were smooth and show no traces of brushwork, such as the Nativity in the
Pinacoteca Nazionale in Ferrara, or his Saint Anthony and his Saint Mary
Magdalen in the Staatliche Museen, Gemaldegalerie, in Berlin; the Master of
the Assumption of Mary Magdalen, whose Assumption of Mary Magdalen is
now in the Pinacoteca Nazionale, worked in a slow technique; Ortolano
used subtly fused colors in his paintings Saint Nicholas and Saint Sebastian
in the Pinacoteca Capitolina in Rome and in his Nativity, which formerly
belonged to the Loeser collection in Florence; and Garofalo painted in a
highly controlled style, evident in his Adoration of the Magi in the Staat-
liche Museen, Gemildegalerie, in Berlin. Although there are clear individual
differences, the execution of these works describes with great precision the
stylistic unity of the “diligent” painters of Ferrara and thus indicates the pre-
dominate taste in this context around the year 1515. It is interesting to com-
pare all this with the cultural components that emerged from the freer style
of painting that Dosso was already employing around 1512. A small work
like the Virgin with Child and Saints (43.5 x 35 cm), now in the Glasgow Art
Gallery and Museum, allows us to see very well the first “antidiligent” hints
in Dosso’s work, and to see how he produced them by emphasizing and dis-
torting the typical practices of Venetian painting.

Was Venice then the starting point for the “antidiligent” painting of
the eastern Po valley? It would seem so, especially considering the fact that
in these very same years Altobello Melone, Girolamo Romanino, Lorenzo
Lotto, Amico Aspertini, and Dosso himself passed through Venice.’s If
Dosso’s Glasgow Virgin can be dated to approximately 1512, then we have a
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preliminary basis for thinking about the development of the “antidiligent”
direction of his art, which would lead to the crucial period between 1516
and 1517.1 Around 1519 to 1520 his work passed through another crucial
phase, which was likely linked to the appearance in Bologna of the streaked,
thick, and tormented brushwork of Amico Aspertini in works such as the
Marsili Pieta of 1519 in San Petronio in Bologna and, slightly after 1520, his
Holy Family and Saints (now in Saint Nicholas des Champs in Paris) and
Madonna and Child with Saint Helena and Saint Francis (fig. 13). These
approaches to painting did not go unnoticed by seventeenth-century writers.
Malvasia, for instance, remarked on Aspertini’s particular technique of paint-
ing in a “sfregazzi” (scrawllike) manner, while Francesco Paglia saw in
Romanino’s brushwork the choice of a technique that “sprezza la diligenza™
(disdains diligence).?”

In spite of the spread of this phenomenon over the following fifteen years
(with its high point reached around 1528-1529, when these “antidiligent”
techniques tended to be identified with “sketched” painting), several hints
point to a reluctance to accept a similar style of painting during the 1530s
and 1540s. The polemical edge with which Aretino defended his “antidili-
gent” position could be taken as evidence of this. Above all, however, we
ought to consider the resistance posed by the Dossi’s patrons of the cycle in
the Villa Imperiale and recorded by Vasari. Vasari surely did not possess any
firsthand information about this, but his remarks probably were derived
from a well-informed source such as Bartolomeo Genga, the son of Girolamo
Genga and a friend of Vasari’s. For this reason Vasari’s remarks possess an
element of truth—in spite of the obvious reach he made in order to trans-
form a mere episode into a moral example —concerning the very real diffi-
culties that the Dossi’s patrons had in accepting these wall paintings.

Furthermore, it is important to observe that Vasari’s criticism of these
wall paintings was expressed in a more emphatic version in the second edi-
tion of the Lives, in which, perhaps not by chance, Vasari took the rejection
of the Pesaro cycle as an occasion for treating the theme of the need to
control one’s own artistic inclinations through study and diligence, without,
however, falling into affectation.’® Significantly enough, in the second edi-
tion of the Lives, Vasari eliminated from his biography of Parmigianino his
remarks concerning the painter’s sketchlike works.

These are clues to the shift in attitude toward painterly sprezzatura in the
second half of the sixteenth century. As far as the patrons of the Dossi’s
works are concerned —including their possible surprise when confronted
with the artists’ “antidiligent” mode of painting—it is worth noting that,
just a few years before the Dossi’s arrival in Pesaro, Raffaellino dal Colle had
carried out, on the other side of the entrance in the Camera delle Cariatidi, a
painting that was executed in the very controlled technique against which the
Dossi were reacting.
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Fig. 13. Amico Aspertini
Madonna and Child with Saint Helena and Saint Francis
Cardiff, National Museum of Wales
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There are also, however, clues about the resistance around 1530 to the
“antidiligent” style that can be found within the paintings themselves. It is
possible, in fact, to trace several artists’ wavering, even within a single work,
between the use of the new technique and the use of older procedures. This
is evidenced, for example, in the final touches applied by Romanino to wall
paintings in Trent precisely during the period in which the Dosso workshop
was active in the city. In the Loggia del Buonconsiglio, the head of the musi-
cian playing the lute in the lunette known as the Concert with String Instru-
ments displays the kind of flaking typical of paintings made with whitewash
over drying plaster. The final touches for the flesh tones were executed with
the tip of the brush, chiefly with extremely short and highly fluid red dashes.
This was a typical technique for finishing wall paintings that had been fash-
ionable some ten years earlier, and it stands in sharp contrast to the practice
of painters toward the beginning of the 1530s, who used long strokes of a
soft brush for a fluid application of finishing touches that followed the flow
of the volumes of the fleshy figures. This technique was frequently applied to
paintings in Trent, as can be seen in the lunette with the Flute Concert and in
the flesh tones of Lucretia and Virginia in the lunettes. Along with this
approach another sort of finishing was employed, which involved quicker
long strokes and, at times, required the use of a wider and looser brush, as
in the head of the figure above the lunettes displaying Cleopatra and the
Graces. This practice was clearly derived from Pordenone’s method of finish-

ing wall paintings.?

Interest in the “antidiligent” approach favored a return to the particular
chromatic liveliness achieved by painting on drying plaster and by employing
thick mixtures of pigments and the kind of brushstrokes used in painting
a calce. It was therefore natural for “antidiligent” practices and experiments
in painting a calce to come together in the eastern Po valley region during the
mid-1520s and the early 1530s.

The details of the Dossi’s work that we have observed allow us to make
some remarks about this experimental phase involving the use of painting
a calce. In the Camera delle Cariatidi in Pesaro, for instance, there are no
cracks in the plaster of the sort caused by drying, but the plaster has widely
fragmented into sharp angular lines that do not follow the underlying brick
structure. These breaks in the plaster are chiefly to be found in the Dossi’s
plasterings on the entry wall, and they are not present in the lunettes. Nor
are there any fractures on the other side of the entrance on the same wall,
which a few years earlier had been plastered over for Raffaellino dal Colle’s
paintings. Surely these breaks, and the consequent separation of the plaster
from the wall at these points, are due to the elastic vibration of the wall,
which is only eleven centimeters thick, as well as to the rigidity of the Dossi’s
intonaco. The lack of cracks from the drying process seems to indicate that
the plaster did not contain too much lime and that it dried rather slowly.
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When taken together, these elements suggest that an additive was mixed
into the plaster. Most likely this was milk, which slows the drying of plaster
and creates a certain hardness in dry plaster. Casein also has this same effect,
but whereas plaster becomes more absorbent when casein is added to it,
adding milk to the plaster markedly lowers the ability of the plaster to ab-
sorb the paint, owing to the increased fat content of the mixture. The result
is a livelier look with more visible brushstrokes, as in the work of the Dossi.
There exist numerous sixteenth-century documents concerning the use of
milk as an additive,?® and the practice of adding it to the plaster mix con-
tinued until the early twentieth century.?!

The use of these types of plaster can be connected to the implementation
of pictorial practices more complex than simple fresco painting. In the case
of painting a calce, it is even possible that the wet lime was mixed with the
same additive used in treating the intonaco. The absence of cracks even in
the thicker whites applied a calce in the Pesaro cycle certainly suggests the
use of a perfectly slaked lime, but it also suggests that some sort of protein-
based substance may have been added to the mixture.

Over and beyond the possibility of mixing substances such as milk, glue, or
eggs into the lime, I should also mention that there was a tendency to create
polymaterial substances for wall paintings in which the a calce technique
was used extensively. The Sala di Psiche in the Palazzo Te in Mantua, which
Dosso himself surely knew, was executed with ample use of paint added to
the wet lime and applied over the drying plaster. This was, however, a tech-
nique favored by Giulio Romano’s collaborators, whereas the artist himself
employed thinner applications of paint finished with fluid strokes analogous
to those of Raphael’s workshop. The area that Vasari attributed to Giulio—
“Bacchus, Silenus, and the two cherubs being nursed by a she-goat”22—is in
fact different from areas executed by his collaborators, who worked from
Giulio’s cartoons (in some cases the artist himself retouched the paintings
by his collaborators). The Sala di Psiche displays, in the ribbed vaulting and
the ceiling panels, thick oily layers of paint, while the walls —which were
largely done with the various techniques of painting a calce—not only pos-
sess the opacity typical of the wet lime procedure but also have been finished
in a number of places with tempera and oil paint. In more than one case, the
reds were finished with layers of lacquer mixed with an oily bonding agent
(identified as a saponific substance). The shimmering draperies of the figure
stretched out on Apollo’s left were executed with ochre yellow a calce, but
the figure’s violet shadows were subsequently finished with cinnabar, whose
bonding agent also shows traces of saponific substances.?? There are highly
visible brownish-violet shifts in the highlighting of some of the draperies,
which would indicate the use of lead white (obviously not applied a calce).
There were, moreover, black glazings done with oily tempera that radically
deepened the leaves of the pergola, painted a calce.
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This approach is analogous to the one commonly used in painting on can-
vas or wood, in which foliage painted with verdigris was then shaded with
dark brushstrokes.2* These additions in oil, which were surely done at the
very end of the work, together with the corrections done in whitewash and
the retouchings with limewater, were therefore the retouchings described by
Vasari as follows: “the work was then almost entirely retouched by Giulio,
so that it is as if it had been wholly done by him.”25 For the sixteenth-century
mentality, retouching painting a calce with oil paint was not a mere expedi-
ent, but an intervention that could determine in a decisive manner the iden-
tity of the author of the work.

Keeping in mind this perception of the practice of retouching wall paint-
ings with oil paint, let us return to the Dossi’s work in Pesaro and Trent, for
in both cycles there are traces of oil-based paint over the a calce layers. Many
of these traces obviously should be attributed to subsequent restorations of
the works. Let us not forget, however, that (for instance) the frieze that com-
pletes the cycle of paintings by the Dossi in the “Volto avanti la chapela” in
Trent, and which has been interpreted as the base of lost stucco work,26 was
in fact painted with oil paint or greasy tempera. Its very smooth surface
(absolutely unsuited for supporting stucco) is flush with the surrounding
stucco cornices and could not therefore lend itself to holding a stucco work.
It displays some traces of penetration by colors that, when viewed under
ultraviolet light, reveal the fluorescence typical of oily substances. Doubtless
the applications of gilding in the paintings were adapted to the figures repre-
sented through retouching with oil paint or with colored varnish. The prob-
lem therefore is to determine whether these retouchings were also done
within the paintings themselves, and whether the removal of these oil-based
retouchings would allow us to separate with certainty the original retouchings
from later ones, which may have been done with the same bonding agents.
The fine threading in the thickest black shadows in both the Trent and
Pesaro paintings certainly could not have been realized with a thick but
whitening bonding agent such as lime. The fact that Giulio Romano retouched
the details of his work in the Palazzo Te with oil-based lacquer ought to lead
us at least to consider the hypothesis that some details in the red draped
cloths and the shimmering violet colors in the cycle in the Sala del Camin
Nero and the “Volto avanti la chapela” might have been completed with a
similar finishing technique.

The ample use of cinnabar in these two rooms would in any event indi-
cate that complex retouching techniques were employed there. As is well
known, cinnabar darkens quickly on the surface?” and cannot be applied
and retouched a calce except through the use of complicated and rather
unreliable preliminary treatments.28 When applied on a wall, then, cinnabar
must be protected with a veiling of oil paint or varnish, and in late-medieval
painting it was sometimes covered with a final layer of lacquer bonded with
oil or with an oleoresin-based varnish.2? For this reason the various applica-
tions of cinnabar in Trent, which have been whitewashed and unwhitened,
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are visible with brown surfaces. This is due both to the cinnabar’s having
come into contact with the lime used in the whitewashing process and to
the removal of the protective veiling which occurred during the work of
unwhitening the painting, which once again exposed the cinnabar to the air.
In the lunette in the vestibule with the figure of Ceres, the cloth swirling
behind the figure has this appearance, and the original surface can still be
seen in the parts protected by the fragments of the threads of gilded high-
lighting. All of the gray halos that are visible around the cinnabar in the
vestibule and (especially) in the Sala del Camin Nero indicate the penetra-
tion of an oily substance through capillarity. These traces might therefore
point to the use of a bonding agent containing oil, but more likely they
should be interpreted as the residue of a protective retouching with oil paint,
oily varnish, or a thin oil-based lacquer similar to the ones used by Serafino
dei Serafini over the cinnabar in the details in the Gonzaga chapel in San
Francesco in Mantua.

Furthermore, some greens show browning that is similar to that charac-
teristic of verdigris, copper resinate, or copper acetate, whether applied to
canvas or wood. In Pesaro, for example, the caryatid with the green dress on
the wall to the right of the entryway displays slight traces of such a color
change. It is important to note here that the stratigraphic position of these
fragments testifies to their belonging to the original painting, inasmuch as
they are found not only under the most recent restoration using tratteggio
(hatching), but are covered by the retouchings done by Giuseppe Gennari in
1880. The written documents do not mention the use of verdigris in wall
paintings, but the material documents, which should be the preferred source
of information for the type of research being carried out here, demonstrate
that it was customary to add final touches in verdigris to those wall paintings
that had been executed a calce with green and yellow earth colors. This is
clear from the leaves painted by Giovanni Pietro da Cemmo in 1493 in
Bienno, which were found under an old coat of whitewash and display the
absorption of altered copper resinate.3°

These facts concerning the finishing of wall paintings with oil or varnish
gain in importance when they are set in the context of the Dossi’s preference
for complicated chromatic development in more famous works on canvas
and wood. The influence of Venetian painting, along with the emergence of
a taste for sprezzatura in the eastern Po valley, are the two ingredients of the
development of this particular technique. Both the former and the latter
allow us to grasp the ways in which the practices connected to painting
a calce were the result of an intersection between a taste for complex color
schemes and an interest in the “antidiligent” freedom of the brushstroke.
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Notes

1. For the bibliography on the Camera delle Cariatidi in the Villa Imperiale in
Pesaro, see Alessandro Ballarin, Dosso Dossi: La pittura a Ferrara negli anni del
Ducato di Alfonso I, 2 vols. (Cittadella: Bertoncello Artigrafiche, 1994-1995), 1: 350
(entry no. 458). Ballarin dates this room to about 1530. For more on the dating, see
the essay by Craig Hugh Smyth in this volume. Any reference to Dosso as the sole
author of this work must be discussed in terms of the technical data, which allow us to
see the division of labor between Dosso and Battista Dossi and thus to conclude that
Dosso made the greater contribution, even in the phase of retouching the work. For
the Trent frescoes, see the bibliography in Ezio Chini, “Dosso Dossi al Castello del
Buonconsiglio: L’Atrio € la Sala Grande del Magno Palazzo dopo il restauro del 1990,
in Laura Dal Pra, ed., Un museo nel Castello del Buonconsiglio: Acquisizioni, con-
tributi, restauri, exh. cat. (Trent: Castello del Buonconsiglio, 1995), 201-38. I would
append to Chini’s bibliography the recent article by Stefano Tumidei, “Dosso (e Bat-
tista) al Buonconsiglio,” in Enrico Castelnuovo, ed., Il Castello del Buonconsiglio, vol.
2, Dimora dei Principi Vescovi di Trento: Persone e tempi di una storia (Trent: Temi,
1996), 131-57.

2. See, for Armenini’s remarks on painting a calce, and (more specifically) on
the practices mentioned in the text, Giovanni Battista Armenini, De’ veri precetti della
pittura (Ravenna: F. Tebaldini, 1586), bk. 2, chap. 8, 107-8 (on lime white and its
mixing with other pigments), 114 (the use of drying plaster to paint “mentre che la
calcina si mostra fermissima” [while the plaster is extremely firm] and painting on
whitewash).

3. The lack of a firm distinction between fresco and painting a calce in the early
sources, which is due to a practice in which one method presupposed the other, is
rightly noted by Alessandro Conti, “Affresco, pittura a calce, pittura a secco,” in Regina
Poso and Lucio Galante, eds., Tra metodo e ricerca: Contributi di storia dell’arte
(Galatina: Congedo, 1991), 159-77. On lime white and painting a calce, see Ruther-
ford J. Gettens, Elisabeth West Fitzhugh, and Robert L. Feller, “Calcium Carbonate
Whites,” Studies in Conservation 19 (1974): 157-84; Edgar Denninger, “What Is
‘Bianco di San Giovanni’ of Cennino Cennini?” Studies in Conservation 19 (1974):
185-87; Bruno Zanardi, Luca Arcangeli, and Lorenzo Appolonia, “‘Della natura del
bianco sangiovanni’: Un pigmento e la lettura delle fonti,” Ricerche di storia dell’arte,
no. 24 (1984): 62-74; Andreina Costanzi Cobau, “La pittura a calce: Osservazioni,”
in Guido Biscontin, ed., L’intonaco: Storia, cultura e tecnologia (Padua: Libreria
Progetto, 1985), 123-31.

4. This figurative typology is well suited for scaffold painting. See, for example,
the Camera delle Cariatidi in the Belriguardo residence, located near Voghenza, which
can be dated circa 1537, in which a horizontal scaffold platform cut the figures in half.
The cracks in the plaster of the Belriguardo Camera delle Cariatidi indicate shrinkage
during the drying process, which suggests excessive lime in the mixture. On this room,
see Vittorio Sgarbi, “Testimonianze inedite del raffaellismo in Emilia: Garofalo, Gero-
lamo da Carpi e Battista Dossi a Belriguardo,” in Micaela Sambucco Hamoud and
Maria Letizia Strocchi, eds., Studi su Raffaello, 2 vols. (Urbino: QuattroVenti, 1987),
1: 595-601.
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5. Recent studies waver between attributing the work to Dosso alone— for
example, S. J. Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 1500 to 1600, rev. ed. (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin, 1975), 320-21; Le siécle de Titien: L’dge d’or de la peinture a
Venise, 2nd ed., exh. cat. (Paris: Editions de la Réunion des Musées Nationaux, 1993),
474 (entry no. 81 by Alessandro Ballarin); and Ballarin (see note 1), 1: 350 (entry no.
458)—and seeing Dosso’s contribution as more substantial than that of Battista— for
example, Paolo Dal Poggetto, “Il cantiere della Villa Imperiale,” in Maria Grazia
Ciardi Dupré dal Poggetto and Paolo Dal Poggetto, eds., Urbino e le Marche prima e
dopo Raffaello, exh. cat. (Florence: Salani, 1983), 381-97. Still others regard the work
as the result of a full-fledged collaboration between the artists. See Amalia Mezzetti, I/
Dosso e Battista ferraresi (Milan: Silvana, 1965), 32-35; Bernard Berenson, Italian
Pictures of the Renaissance: A List of the Principal Artists and Their Works, with an
Index of Places: Central Italian and North Italian Schools, rev. ed., 3 vols. (London:
Phaidon, 1968), 1: 113; and Felton Gibbons, Dosso and Battista Dossi: Court Painters
at Ferrara (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1968), 76-85.

6. Smaltino is easily identifiable under a 30-power microscope; it displays a gran-
ular structure of ground particles with sharp, angular fissures and is translucent. On
this artificial blue pigment (created from powdered glass colored with cobalt oxide),
see Bruno Miihlethaler and Jean Thissen, “Smalt,” Studies in Conservation 14 (1969):
47-61. On the use of smaltino in wall paintings in the 1520s and 1530s, see Vincenzo
Gheroldi, “Finiture murali di Paolo da Caylina il Giovane: Tre note tecniche sull’Ado-
razione di Cristo eucaristico del Coro delle Monache di Santa Giulia a Brescia,”
Museo bresciano 5 (1995): 47-62, esp. 61 n. 21.

7. Pietro Aretino, Lettere sull’arte, ed. Ettore Camesasca, 3 vols. (Milan: Edizioni
del Milione, 1957-1960), 1: 108: “E per cio io mi sforzo di ritrarre le nature altrui con
la vivacita con che il mirabile Tiziano ritrae questo e quel volto, e perché i buoni pit-
tori apprezzano molto un bel groppo di figure abozzate, lascio stampare le mie cose
cosi fatte, né mi curo punto di miniar parole.” See also Aretino’s letter to Paolo
Manuzio from Venice, dated 9 December 1537 (1: 100-101). Giorgio Vasari’s Le
vite de’ pin eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori, ed. Gaetano Milanesi, 9 vols.
(Florence: Sansoni, 1906), includes various passages on the practice of painting in
sketches (a bozze), which was presented as a Venetian tradition. About Andrea Schia-
vone, Vasari writes, “[una figura] é fatta con una certa pratica, che s’usa a Vinezia, di
macchie ovvero bozze, senza esser finita punto” ([a figure] is made with a certain
practice that is used in Venice, employing blotches or rather sketches without being
retouched at all) (4: 596). He also notes that Titian’s late works are “condotte di colpi,
tirate via di grosso e con macchie, di maniera che da presso non si possono vedere”
(executed in bold strokes, very quickly and sketchily and with blotches, in such a man-
ner that they cannot be viewed from up close) (7: 452), and remarks of Tintoretto that
“Ha costui alcuna volta lasciato le bozze per finite, tanto a fatica sgrossate, che si veg-
giono i colpi de’ pennegli fatti dal caso e dalla fierezza” (he sometimes left sketches as
finished works, after having toiled at stripping them down, so that the brushstrokes
are seen as random and proud) (6: 587). In these descriptions, the traces of the artist’s
tools are the most visible features in their sketched works. Vasari links these to his

favorable remarks about the signs left by the sculptor’s chisel on the surface of a
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roughly worked piece of sculpture: “[gli scultori] vanno per tutto con gentilezza
gradinando la figura con la proporzione de’ muscoli e delle pieghe, e la tratteggiano di
maniera per la virti delle tacche o denti predetti, che la pietra mostra grazia mirabile”
([sculptors] gently work with a gradine [toothed chisel] on their figures with the pro-
portions of muscles and folds, and with the aforesaid tool rough out the work so that
the stone displays admirable grace); cited in Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ pin eccellenti
architetti, pittori, et scultori italiani: Da Cimabue insino a’ tempi nostri: Nell’ edizione
per i tipi di Lorenzo Torrentino, Firenze 1550, ed. Luciano Bellosi and Aldo Rossi
(Turin: Einaudi, 1986), 47. This treatment is recognized in Michelangelo’s Madonna
for the Medici Chapel, “rimasta abozzata e gradinata, nella imperfezione della bozza,
la perfezione dell’opera” (left roughed out and gradined, so that the perfection of the
work is found in the imperfection of the rough sketch) (7: 195). See, on these remarks
by Vasari, Paola Barocchi, “Finito e non-finito nella critica vasariana,” Arte antica e
moderna, no. 3 (1958): 221-35. See, on the relationship between Vasari’s appreciation
of chiseling and the taste for the “rustic,” Luciano Bellosi, “Linguaggio della critica
d’arte,” in Giovanni Previtali, ed., Enciclopedia Feltrinelli— Arte (Milan: Feltrinelli,
1971), 2.1: 292-93. Painting in the sprezzante style was seen not only as a reaction to
the meticulous “diligent” approach but as proof of the painter’s facility and as evi-
dence of his individuality. Let us not forget that the term sprezzatura was used for the
first time by Baldassare Castiglione in his Il libro del cortegiano (written between 1508
and 1518, but first published in Venice in 1527), bk. 1, chap. 26, to define a way of
behaving in social interactions that aimed at avoiding affectation, which was thought
to make all one’s gestures appear false and impersonal.

8. Altobello Melone’s Saint Damian (oil on wood, 154.5 x 53 cm, sold at Sothe-
by’s in London on 5 July 1989) bears the inscriptions: “S. DAMIANVS” (below the fig-
ure) and “ANO SANITIS 1529 / DIE 20 DECB 152[9]” (on a painted cartouche). For
the attribution, see Sotheby’s, Old Master Paintings, London, Wednesday, Sth July
1989, lot 61. A good photographic reproduction may be found in Mina Gregori, ed.,
Pittura a Cremona dal Romanico al Settecento (Milan: Cassa di Risparmio delle
Provincie Lombarde, 1990), pl. 70; see also, in the same volume, the entry for this
plate by Francesco Frangi on page 264.

9. Roberto Longhi, “Un nuovo Parmigianino,” Paragone, no. 99 (1958): 33-36;
and idem, “Linizio dell’abbozzo autonomo,” Paragone, no. 195 (1966): 25-29.

10. Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ pint eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori: Nelle
redazioni del 1550 e 1568: Testo, ed. Rosanna Bettari and Paola Barocchi, 6 vols.
(Florence: Sansoni, 1966-1971; Studio per Edizioni Scelte, 1976-1987), 4: 541:
“quadri piccoli coloriti e bozzati.” It should be noted that Vasari eliminated the
remarks about Parmigianino’s sketchy style that appear in the 1550 edition when he
rewrote his life of the painter for the second edition, published in 1568.

11. Vasari (see note 9), 4: 541: “abbozzo il quadro d’un’altra Madonna, il quale
in Bologna fu venduto a Giorgio Vasari aretino.”

12. On Romanino’s sprezzatura, see Vincenzo Gheroldi, “Una ricerca sui livelli
del finito,” in Romanino in Sant’ Antonio a Breno (Breno: Commune di Breno, 1992),
77-105; and idem, “Romanino: Un percorso ravvicinato,” Franciacorta Magazine 13
(1992): 15-43.
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13. For Gianfrancesco Bembo’s predellas, see I Campi: Cultura artistica cre-
monese del Cinquecento (Milan: Electa, 1985), 104-5 (entry no. 1.9.2 by Mina
Gregori), which brings into focus his relationship with Lotto and Aspertini. For a par-
allel with Grammorseo, see Giovanni Romano, Casalesi del Cinquecento: L’avvento
del manierismo in una citta padana (Turin: Einaudi, 1970), 33-34.

14. Contacts between Dosso and Pordenone could have occurred not only in
Venice but in Mantua as well. Dosso was in Mantua in 1519 —according to docu-
ments, he accompanied Titian on a visit to the collection of Isabella d’Este; see
Alessandro Luzio, La galleria dei Gonzaga venduta all’Inghilterra nel 1627-28:
Documenti degli archivi di Mantova e Londra (Milan: L. E. Cogliati, 1913), 218 —
while Pordenone was executing a cycle of exterior wall paintings for Paride da
Ceresara’s villa after having taken over the commission from Romanino (who must
also have been present in Mantua during 1519). The importance of these wall paint-
ings is confirmed by the fact that they are cited as a qualitative model for imitation in
the contract between Pordenone and the administrators of the Duomo di Cremona
dated 20 August 1520 in which Pordenone was awarded his commission; see I Campi
(see note 13), 112 (biography of Pordenone by Caterina Furlan). The fragment of
fresco with the head of Diana (Mantua, collection of the Banca Agricola Mantovana)
has been identified variously as a fragment by Pordenone from this cycle (Mina Gre-
gori, ed., Pittura a Mantova dal Romanico al Settecento [Milan: Cassa di Risparmio
della Provincie Lombardo, 1989], 229 [entry by Chiara Tellini Perina]) or as a work
by Gerolamo da Treviso (Marco Tanzi, “Gli esordi di Bernardino Campi e gli affreschi
di Pizzighettone,” in Alberto Fontanini, Vincenzo Gheroldi, and Marco Tanzi, Ber-
nardino Campi a Pizzighettone: La crocefissione in San Bassiano e il suo restauro
[Pizzighettone: San Bassiano, 1991], 8). Gerolamo da Treviso worked as a collabora-
tor of Giulio Romano’s on the Sala dei Venti in the Palazzo Te in Mantua; see Vin-
cenzo Mancini, “Un insospettato collaboratore di Giulio Romano a Palazzo del Te:
Gerolamo da Treviso,” Paragone, no. 453 (1987): 3-21.

15. Aspertini and Dosso could have met not only in Bologna but in Venice, where
Aspertini was present in 1515 and (especially) in 1518, the same period in which
Dosso was there; see Marzia Faietti and Daniela Scaglietti Kelescian, Amico Asper-
tini (Modena: Artioli, 1995), 42, 57. On Dosso’s continued presence in Venice be-
tween 1515 and 1519, see Andrea De Marchi, “Sugli esordi veneti di Dosso Dossi,”
Arte veneta 40 (1986): 22. Altobello Melone was educated as an artist in this setting,
in which Romanino was also present; see Francesco Frangi, “Sulle tracce di Alto-
bello giovane,” Arte cristiana 76 (1988): 392. On the relationship between Romanino
and Melone, see Alessandro Ballarin, “Corso di lezioni sulla giovinezza del pittore
bresciano: La Salomé del Romanino” (University of Ferrara, 1970-1971, lecture
notes).

16. The technical context that I have outlined here for the Dossi’s “antidiligent”
approach corresponds to the description of the artistic scene in the eastern Po valley

around 1517 provided by Ballarin (see note 1), 1: 64:

[Dosso, sul 1517, é al centro] di quella breve ma intensa stagione di diversioni

eccentriche condotte sul corpo del classicismo romano e lagunare, di moti di fronda
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propriamente anticlassici, che attraversa la pianura padana, dalla Cremona di
Bembo e di Altobello alla Brescia di Romanino e di Moretto, alla Bergamo di Lotto,
al Friuli di Pordenone, alla Padova di Domenico Campagnola, alla Bologna di
Aspertini ([Dosso, around 1517, was at the center] of that brief but intense period
of eccentric experiments carried out on the body of Roman and Venetian classi-
cism; an anticlassical revolt spread across the Po valley from Bembo and Altobello
in Cremona to Romanino and Moretto in Brescia, from Lotto in Bergamo to Por-

denone in Friuli, from Domenico Campagnola in Padua to Aspertini in Bologna).

17. For Aspertini’s works of this sort, as discussed by Malvasia, see Daniele
Benati, “Reintegrazione della Pieta Marsili di Amico Aspertini,” in Mario Fanti and
Deanna Lenzi, eds., Una basilica per una citta: Sei secoli in San Petronio (Bologna:
Istituto per la Storia della Chiesa di Bologna, 1994), 297-306. See also Gheroldi,
“Romanino” (see note 12), esp. 21-24, which discusses Paglia’s interest in Romanino’s
sprezzatura.

18. The passage concerning the Dossi’s works in Pesaro is found in different ver-
sions in the 1550 and 1568 editions of the Lives. In the second edition, Vasari no longer
considers Dosso and Battista Dossi individually, shunting them to the margins along
with other painters, and he strengthens his negative opinion of the Pesaro cycle. See
Vasari (see note 9), 4: 422:

[1550 edition]: Condussero a fine una delle dette stanze della Imperiale, la quale fu
poi gittata in terra per non piacere al Duca, e rifatta dagli altri maestri che erano
quivi (They brought to completion one of the aforementioned rooms in the Villa
Imperiale, which was later torn down because it did not please the Duke, and was
redone by other artists who were found there).

[1568 edition]: Scopertasi dunque I'opera dei Dossi, ella fu di maniera ridicola
che si partirono con vergogna da quel signore; il quale fu forzato a buttar in terra
tutto quello che avevano lavorato e farlo da altri ridipignere con il disegno del
Genga (Once the Dossi’s work was shown, it was of such a ridiculous manner
that they parted with shame from the Duke, who was compelled to destroy every-
thing that had been done and to have it all repainted by others, following Genga’s

drawings).
In the second edition, Vasari wrote that the Dossi’s error was

dal troppo volere sforzare I'ingegno; essendo che nell’andar di passo e come porge
la natura, senza mancar pero di studio e diligenza, pare che sia miglior modo che il
voler cavar le cose quasi per forza dell’ingegno dove non sono: onde é vero che
anco nell’altre arti, e massimamente negli scritti, troppo bene si conosce affet-
tazione, e per dir cosi, il troppo studio in ogni cosa (that they desired too greatly
to employ their intellect to the full; for it seems better to proceed step by step with
nature, without, however, lacking in studiousness and diligence, than to want to
wrest things [from nature] almost by a force of the intellect, where they are not to
be found. Thus it is true, that in the other arts as well —especially in writing—

affectation is all too familiar a defect, as is too much study in anything).
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19. The details mentioned here are visible in some of the photographs in Ezio
Chini, Il Romanino a Trento: Gli affreschi nella Loggia del Buonconsiglio (Milan:
Electa, 1988), 31 (photo 23), 27 (photo 17), 41 (photo 41), 81 (photo 92).

20. On adding milk, eggs, glue, and oil to the binding agent for plaster, see
Gettens et al. (see note 3), 157-84. A table with the additives for plasters used from
antiquity to 1850 appears in Ferruccio Micocci and Giorgio Pulcini, Gli intonaci:
Materiali, tipologie, tecniche di posatura e finitura, degrado e recupero (Rome: NIS,
1992), 28. Unfortunately, Micocci and Pulcini only sporadically document the sources
they consulted.

21. See my Tradizione e innovazione: Due seminari sui comportamenti tecnici dei
decoratori fra storia, industria e artigianato senza tempo (Milan: Studio Miky Degni,
1997), for a discussion of the continued use of additives such as milk and casein in
plaster.

22. Vasari (see note 7), 5: 539: “il Bacco, il Sileno, ed i due putti che poppano la
capra.”

23. On the ceiling of the Sala di Psiche, see also Giuseppe Basile, “Il restauro della
volta della Sala di Psiche,” Quaderni di Palazzo Te, no. 8 (1988): 49—67. On the use of
oil paints in the Sala di Psiche, see Fabio Talarico and Giuseppina Vigliano, “Contri-
buto alla conoscenza della tecnica di esecuzione ed allo stato di conservazione dei dip-
inti murali della Sala di Psiche,” Bollettino d’arte, spec. issue, L’Istituto centrale del
restauro per Palazzo Te (Rome: Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, 1994), 75-84.
The retouching of the walls with lacquer, and the presence of saponific substances,
cannot be attributed solely to the need to protect and touch up the work (Talarico and
Vigliano, 79). Sample 19 displays traces of lacquer taken from the red fabric on the
woman carrying the game to the left of the Banguet on the south wall (an organic
microchemical analysis reveals traces of proteins and the presence of saponific sub-
stances). Sample 22 contains malachite (probably a chemically altered version of azu-
rite) and cinnabar (i.e., red mercuric sulfide), while sample 23 contains ochre yellow,
and sample 22 contains traces of substances that could be used for soap.

24. On this usage, see Alessandro Conti, Manuale di restauro (Turin: Einaudi,
1996), 191-97; see also Lorenzo Lazzarini et al., eds., Giorgione: La Pala di Castel-
franco Veneto (Milan: Electa, 1978), 51 (sample N).

25. Vasari (see note 7), 5: 539: “l’opera fu poi quasi tutta ritocca da Giulio, onde
& come fusse tutta stata fatta da lui.”

26. Chini (see note 1), 209, considers them “schizzi per una decorazione mai rea-
lizzata, forse a stucco” (sketches for an unrealized decorative scheme, perhaps in
stucco).

27. Cinnabar, whether artificial or natural, tends to blacken, especially if not pro-
tected by an oily final coat or if used without a great deal of binding agent. This chemi-
cal alteration is fairly frequent in unprotected wall paintings. Cennini (chap. 40) notes,
“piu sostiene in tavola che in muro; peré che per lunghezza di tempo, stando all’ aria,
vien nero quando é lavorato e messo in muro” (it stands up better on panel than on the
wall; because, in the course of time, from exposure to the air, it turns black when it is
used and laid on the wall); see Cennino Cennini, I! libro dell’arte, ed. and trans. Daniel
V. Thompson Jr., 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1932-1933), 1: 24, 2: 24.
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28. One of these practices is discussed in Andrea Pozzo, “Breve instruttione per
dipingere a fresco,” in idem, Prospettiva de’ pittori e architetti (Rome: J. J. Komarek,
1700), pt. 2, sec. 14, “Cinnabar”:

Questo colore é il pin vivace di tutti; [e] ¢ affatto contrario alla calce, particolar-
mente quando ¢é esposto all’aria; quando perd la pittura sta al coperto, io I'ho
spesso adoperato in molti panneggiamenti; avendolo perd prima purgato col
secreto, che ora dird. Prendasi cinabro puro in polvere, e postolo in una scodella di
majolica vi s’infonde sopra que I'acqua che bolle, quando in essa si disfa la calce
viva, ma sia I'acqua quanto pin chiara si puo, poi si getti 'acqua, e pin volte allo
stesso modo vi si rifonda della nuova: in questa maniera il Cinabro s’imbeve della
qualita della calce, né le perde gia mai (This color is liveliest of all, and is com-
pletely unsuited to use on plaster, especially when it is exposed to air; when the
painting is covered, however, I have often used it in cloth, first having purged it
with a secret that I shall now reveal to you. Take pure cinnabar in powdered form,
place it in a ceramic bowl and mix it with some boiling water. When the quicklime
has dissolved in the water, but the water is as clear as possible, then throw out the
water and repeat this same procedure a number of times. In this way the cinnabar

absorbs the quality of the plaster and never loses it).

On this problem, see Gheroldi (see note 6), 51-56, esp. 56.

29. I verified the veiling of thick cinnabar with oil-based lacquer in the wall paint-
ings by Serafino dei Serafini in the Gonzaga Chapel in San Francesco in Mantua. In
this case, the original lacquer coat was protected by the superimposition of details
in tin and gilded tin. Visible around the lacquer-coated areas are grey halos, which are
typical indications of the penetration and diffusion through capillarity of oil into the
plaster or into the surrounding painting a calce.

30. I discuss this detail in my Esibizioni polimateriche di Giovanni Pietro da
Cemmo: Per la ricostruzione dell’aspetto originario dei dipinti murali di Santa Maria
Annunciata a Bienno (Brescia: in press). Mirella Simonetti has informed me that she
found verdigris in the finishing of the foliage of the Montefiore wall paintings by

Jacopo Avanzi.
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi and Garofolo
Costabili altarpiece
Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale




Dosso Dossi, Benvenuto
da Garofalo, and the Costabili
Polyptych in Ferrara

Adriano Franceschini

he large polyptych (fig. 1) formerly on the high altar in the chapel of

Antonio Costabili in the church of Sant’Andrea in Ferrara (and now in
the Pinacoteca Nazionale, Ferrara) is considered one of the masterpieces of
the northern Italian Renaissance. Over the years it has been variously attrib-
uted to Dosso, to Dosso and Garofalo (in collaboration or in succession),
and to Dosso and Garofalo with additions by Girolamo da Carpi.! As for
the date of its execution, Vasari claimed that the polyptych was commis-
sioned from Garofalo by Costabili, who was, according to him, a judge of
the Dodici Savi of the municipality of Ferrara during the third and fourth
decades of the sixteenth century. Based on this claim, nearly all historians
and art critics have argued that the altarpiece must be dated to about 1530,
supporting this date with philological evidence and stylistic comparisons
with other works by the same artists during the period from 1530 to 1531,
along with a few works dating from the years 1523, 1525, and 1527. Some
have even fixed the date of Dosso’s contribution to the altarpiece as 1531,
during a period in which Garofalo was suffering from blindness (or worse).
Only Longhi, in analyzing Titian’s Saint George of 1511 (Venice, Collezione
Vittorio Cini), noted that this could have been a source for the figure of Saint
George in the Ferrara polyptych. He was on the right track, but he went no
further than this observation. All Dosso scholars have, in any event, agreed
that the altarpiece displays the work of the fully mature Dosso.

Likewise, the many scholars of the work of Garofalo have maintained the
same position, although the most recent, Anna Maria Fioravanti Baraldi, has
prudently remarked that rather than affirm that Girolamo da Carpi partici-
pated in the painting of the altarpiece, as might seem possible on the basis of
its stylistic similarity to his Bologna paintings from the years 1524 to 1525, it
would be more appropriate to discern the influence of Dosso in those very
same paintings. This marked a new direction in studies of the polyptych,
although it was limited to the figure of Girolamo da Carpi.

There are no archival documents regarding the work. Documents pertain-
ing to the two painters collected in Modena by Adolfo Venturi and Maria
Grazia Antonelli Trenti allow us to confirm Dosso’s presence in Ferrara
starting in June 1514. As for Ferrara, the documents on Dosso and Garofalo
first mentioned by Luigi Napoleone Cittadella are still valid today, but no
one has ever thought to try to track down those documents that eluded the
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grasp of that great scholar. The key to the problem, however, is to be found
precisely in the documents that he did not see, starting with those that per-
tain to the place of origin of the painter Giovanni Luteri, the son of Nicolo
da Trento, who is known to us as Dosso Dossi. Dosso has been variously
thought to be Ferrarese, Mantuan, or from the Trentino. He, in turn, referred
to himself as coming from Mirandola, but here at least the disagreement is
more a matter of terminology than anything else.

Having been asked to elucidate this point, in order to eliminate any doubt
that it might be a matter of a different person, I have therefore carried out
research on the subject in the Archivio Notarile Antico in Mirandola, taking
the surname “Luteri” and the name “Nicola da Trento” as the focus of my
investigation. Although neither systematic nor exhaustive, my study has
ascertained that during the last quarter of the fifteenth century in Mirandola
and its surrounding district there were numerous individuals named Luteri,
with someone named Nicolo in at least three branches of the family, distin-
guished by different fathers. The first of these, identified as “Nicolaus filius
quondam Togni de Luteriis,” in 1475 declared to have purchased a house in
the Borgo di Vigona (called Borgofranco) in Mirandola.2 He appears again,
and is more clearly identified, in a notarial document dated 18 August 1481,
when he gave his son-in-law his daughter’s dowry: “Nicolaus filius quondam
Antonii de Lucteriis, alias dicto Bazino, de villa Vigone districtus Miran-
dulae, habitator in dicta terra Mirandulae.”3 He had no connection with
Trent, however, and seems to have been too old to have been the painter’s
father, who was still alive in 1532. The second of these was Nicolo, son of
the late Iacobo Luteri, who, along with his brothers Giovanni and Iacobo,
signed a contract to rent lands in Verzola, in the district of Mirandola, on 16
September 1482.4 The three brothers had been regularly meeting with one
another and would continue to do so, but this particular Nicolo was already
dead by 5 January 1503, and left a sole male heir named Pietro.’ He cannot
therefore have been the father of the painters Dosso and Battista. The third
of these relatives was identified as “Nicolao filio quondam Alberti Luterii
de Trento,” a resident in Tramuschio di Mirandola, a town on the border
between Mirandola and the Mantuan districts of Quistello and Revere.6
He was present in Tramuschio (which was part of three districts, including
Mirandola) on 15 January 1485, for the reading of the will of Stefano Smereri.
The presence of this branch of the family (Luteri di Trento) is confirmed by a
document dated 13 November 1487, concerning the renting of land found
“in villa Tramuschii” in the Mirandola district; one of the neighbors of this
property was a certain “Luterius de Trento.””

It is most likely that this latter individual was the father of Dosso dalla
Mirandola, although further research into the matter would be desirable. I
would add here that near Roncole in the territory of Mirandola (and not far
from Tramuschio) we find mention of a place called “la via del Dosso” in
14798 and 1489,° as well as a “villa Dossi districtus Mirandulae” in 1480.10
These are details to keep in mind, independent of the known (if rather later)
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links between the Luteri and the town of Dosso di Quistello, a place also sit-
uated not far from Tramuschio.

Taking for granted that Dosso lived in the Mirandola area at least during
his childhood and early youth, we ought to consider the fact that Mirandola
was a cultural and artistic center of some note that was not without local
painters who may have influenced Dosso and Battista Luteri as youths.!! It is
plausible to assume that Dosso lived in Ferrara in his youth and that part of
his training took place in that city, before he matured as an artist elsewhere,
but there are no documents connecting him to the city before 1513. On 11
July of that year, records show that Dosso, an already experienced painter,
was engaged with Garofalo in painting the polyptych for the high altar of
the church of Sant’Andrea, which had been commissioned by Antonio Cos-
tabili, who at that time was already serving as a judge of the Dodici Savi
in the municipal administration of Ferrara. It is recorded in the municipal
ledger for expenses and payments that on this date in 1513 a first installment
charged against Costabili’s salary as a judge was paid to Dosso “da Miran-
dola” and Garofalo for the “tavola” (altarpiece) upon which they were
already at work.2

Even earlier the two painters had gone together to Venice to purchase the
colors for the “tavola” upon which they were about to begin work. At that
time they might in fact have seen Titian’s Saint George. The funds were
drawn from Costabili’s salary only on 6 August 1513 and transferred to
bankers who had advanced the money needed by the two painters after hav-
ing arrived in Venice: the payment amounted to the sum of 120 lire.!3 Other
collective payments to Dosso and Garofalo for the work in the course of
its execution were made on 15 November!* and 21 November.S In these
records, which cover at least six months of labor, no other painter is men-
tioned alongside Dosso and Garofalo; in particular, there is no mention of
Girolamo da Carpi, who was in 1513 quite young and inexperienced. It has
in any case never been absolutely certain that the latter should be identified
as the “Girolamo” mentioned as Garofalo’s apprentice in 1520.16

The payments specifically refer to the early phase of the work. The largest
one was for the purchase of colors in Venice, to which the two painters had
traveled together precisely for this purpose. The colors were fine and costly
and were rarely to be found for sale in Ferrara, especially after the recent
war. They were paid for in advance by Costabili, a patron who never dis-
bursed funds without sufficient assurance that the work would be completed
within the period of time called for in the contract. The other three payments
fall perfectly within the norm for distributing the sum due to the artists in
several installments during the course of work. With the final payment the
completed work was to be delivered; the final phase of the project, in which
the gilding was added, did not involve the two painters.

Each one of the final three installments was in the amount of 30 lire, but
it is unthinkable that there could have been a mistake in their recording,
either in terms of their all being for the same sum or for the proximity of
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the dates of the payments (which were in any case a week apart). The munic-
ipal ledger, or Zornale, was cross-referenced with other city records (the
Memoriale, the Libro Mastro, and so on) which used double-entry book-
keeping and would have exposed such an error. The entry for each install-
ment makes reference to chapter 44 of the Libro Mastro, which contained
the records of what was earned by and paid to Costabili.

The period of time in which the work occurred must have been contem-
poraneous with these records (to judge from the phrase “che depinzono,”
[that they are painting]), and thus work on the altarpiece must have been in
progress during the dates 11 July, 15 November, and 21 November 1513,
with the intent being to continue after this last date, but certainly not to
delay the completion of the work for a further seventeen years.

The phrase “che fano, on dano prenzipio a fare” (that they are doing; or
starting to do) is found in the document relating to the acquisition of the col-
ors for the altarpiece, and it indicates that the preparatory phase of the work
was underway. It is dated 6 August 1513, but it refers to purchases previously
made when Dosso and Garofalo were preparing to paint the altarpiece with
those colors. The transfer of funds from one banker to another between
Venice and Ferrara delayed the recording of the charges against Costabili’s
account, although the work was already underway.

The woodwork was carried out by carpenters and wood-carvers, with
whom Costabili dealt separately. Documentation of their contribution has
not been found thus far. For the forms and carving of the decoration, such
artisans normally relied upon drawings supplied by the painters. They worked
ahead of the painters; thus we may assume that the wooden support struc-
ture of the polyptych was set up at the site by at least the beginning of 1513,
and that Dosso and Garofalo (or at least one of the two) already had a clear
idea of the dimensions, form, and content of the work, as agreed upon with
Costabili and in accordance with the requirements of the site for which the
work was destined.

We do not know how much an altarpiece of this kind cost in Ferrara
at the time. There are contracts and expense accounts for polyptychs that
are closely related to the work under consideration, and some of these
have been previously published. On 24 January 1494, Clara Clavel signed
contracts for a large altarpiece (560 x 240 cm) with the wood-carver Ber-
nardino da Venezia for 58 lire marchesane and with the painter Ercole de’
Roberti for 100 ducats (about 300 lire), gilding excluded. Perhaps it was
never finished, but delays in the completion of the work led to a large num-
ber of documents that have survived in the archives (this did not occur in the
case of the Costabili polyptych, for which there is no trace of any disagree-
ment with the painters). The dimensions were less than half those of the
Costabili polyptych.

In 1517 Garofalo was paid 80 lire, 12 soldi for the ancona for the high altar
of the church of San Guglielmo (198 x 208 cm; now in the National Gallery
in London), but not without litigation. He finally reached an agreement
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through the intercession of Antonio Costabili. The wood-carver Giovanni da
Carpi was paid 30 lire for the cost of wood and his labor.

In the same months of 1513-1514, during which the work on the
Sant’Andrea altarpiece was being executed, Niccolo Pisano painted an altar-
piece (now in the Pinacoteca di Brera in Milan) for the Confraternita della
Morte (a work that was transferred onto canvas in the nineteenth century).
Niccolo Pisano requested 50 ducats for his work (about 157 lire) and received
40 (about 124 lire); he wrote off the other 10 ducats as his gift “amore Dei”
{for the love of God). The wood-carver, Stefano da Modena, received 46 lire
for the cost of wood and his labor. Bernardino Fiorini and Toneto received
38 ducats for the gilding (about 117 lire, 16 soldi). The total cost for the
ancona, which measured 225 x 175 ¢cm and was crowned by a lunette (now
lost), amounted to 315 lire, 6 soldi. From these figures the proportional cost
of the Costabili altarpiece can be easily established.

Concerning the painters’ fees, it should be kept in mind that the best-
paid painters in Ferrara in 1509 were Niccold Pisano and Domenico Panetti
(10 soldi per day), followed by Ettore Bonacossi, Tommaso da Carpi, and
Garofalo (9 soldi per day). In 1510, Giovanni Maria Aventi and Pietro della
Mirandola (but from Trent) received 10 soldi per day, followed by Giovanni
Antonio dall’Argento, Tommaso da Carpi, and Cesare da Casale, who were
paid 9 soldi per day. Pellegrino da Udine and Michele Costa earned more
than the others, for they were given monthly stipends by the Estense family.

All this leads me to think that the 120 lire spent just for the colors for the
Costabili altarpiece represent an adequate sum for such a large-scale work
that was to be executed so quickly. The 90 lire paid in installments to the
painters were no doubt only a small portion of their total fees, which must
have been stipulated to be no less than 9 soldi per day, even though they so
welcomed the opportunity to produce a magnum opus for Costabili. A mas-
ter painter would have needed two hundred working days to earn 90 lire;
thus Dosso and Garofalo both must have had to work hard from the very
outset to complete the painting, even if we take into account the work con-
tributed by their assistants and apprentices (who were undoubtedly part of
the team), which must have consisted of at least the same number of working
days if the painting was finished by the middle of March. Dosso, Garofalo,
and Costabili were not inclined to waste time.1”

The loss of the municipal registers for the year 1514 and the following
years prevents us from knowing either how long Costabili continued to serve
as a judge for the Dodici Savi (it is certain he was once again serving in this
capacity in 1522) or whether the city continued to pay Dosso and Garofalo
on his behalf; the work, however, must have been completed quickly. In the
spring of 1514, Dosso was already working for the Estense court and was
living in the castle. On March 14 he was given “robe da letto e da tavola”
(things for bed and table),!® and in early June he undertook work on three
paintings for Alfonso 1.1 Garofalo, although still working intensively on the
Costabili altarpiece, signed a contract for the Virgin on Her Throne for the
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Celletta di Argenta in October 1513, and by the end of 1514 he had also
completed the Virgin of the Clouds for the chapel of the Immaculate Con-
ception in the church of Santo Spirito in Ferrara.2® The Sant’Andrea altar-
piece was clearly behind both painters at this point.

The documentation presented here thus demands a complete revision of
the authoritative, but merely inductive, scholarship concerning the Costabili
polyptych, and requires new perspectives on the problem of the artistic devel-
opment and output of the young Dosso Dossi.
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10. A.S.M. (see note 2), notary Giovanni Natali, packet 41, c. 25, act dated 4 May
1480.

11. Without getting into the problems of the history of Mirandola, I would like to
mention the painters I found named in the notarial acts issued between 1465 and 1505
(they may be looked up under the date given): 21 October 1474: Bernardino, son of
the late “Magistri loannis de Revero pictoris” (notary Bernardino Marini, packet 25);
2 June 1487: witnessing the change in the holding of a piece of land are “Santo filio
quondam Magistri loannis de Revere, pictore; Francisco filio Petri de Ferrariis, pictore,”
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1499: “Petro filio Magistri Urbani de Pictoribus, de dicta terra Mirandule” is listed as
a witness (packet 27); 6 December 1499: “Serafino filio quondam Ioannis Antonii de
Pictoribus” is named as a witness (packet 27); 7 January, 11 March, and 21 December
1503: “Laurentio filio quondam Magistri Bartholomei dicti Rositi pictoris, de Mutina,
pictore habitatore in dicta terra Mirandule” is mentioned as a witness (packet 29).

I would like to note that Girolamo Baruffaldi, who always played with the true
and the false, claimed that a certain Lorenzo was Dosso’s master (and this might be
true); he felt, however, that this was a reference to Lorenzo Costa, which remains to
be confirmed. See Girolamo Baruffaldi, Vite de’ pittori e scultori ferraresi, 2 vols.
(1844-1846; reprint, Bologna: Arnaldo Forni, 1971), 1: 250-51.

12. Archivio di Stato di Ferrara (A.S.E), Archivio Storico Comunale di Ferrara,

Serie Finanziaria, sixteenth century, envelope 55, 1513 Zornale, c. 188:

Al Magnifico Messer Antonio di Costabili lire trenta de marchesani per compto de
suo salario, et per Sua Magnificientia a Dosso da la Mirandola et Benvegnudo da
Garofalo picturi contanti a buon compto de una tavola che depinzono alo altare
grande de la chiesia de Santo Andrea in Ferrara, quale fa fare il prefato Magnifico
Messer Antonio.... L. XXX (To the magnificent Messer Antonio di Costabili 30
lire marchesane for his salary, and by His Magnificence [30 lire] in cash on
account to the painters Dosso della Mirandola and Benvenuto da Garofalo in
payment for an altarpiece that they are painting for the high altar of the church
of Sant’Andrea in Ferrara, commissioned by the aforesaid magnificent Messer
Antonio.... L[ire] XXX).

The marchesano is a silver coin issued by the Este of Ferrara. In October 1513 the
gold ducat was worth 62 lire marchesane.
13. A.S.E (see note 12), c. 194:

Al Magnifico Messer Antonio di Costabili lire centovinte marchesane per compto
de suo salario, et per Sua Magnificientia a Piero d’Albertin e compagni banchieri
in Ferrara contanti per tanti che loro anno fato pagare in Venezia per le mane de li

Sarazini al Doso dala Mirandola et Benvegnit da Garofalo depinturi per compto
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de la tavola de I’altaro grande de Santo Andrea che fano, on dano prenzipio a fare,
per comprare coluri in Venezia. ... L. CXX (To the magnificent Messer Antonio di
Costabili 120 lire marchesane for his salary, and by His Magnificence [120 lire] in
cash to Piero d’Albertin and his fellow bankers in Ferrara for what they have had
paid through the Sarazini in Venice to the painters Dosso della Mirandola
and Benvenuto da Garofalo on account for the altarpiece for the high altar in
Sant’Andrea which they are doing, or are starting to do, in order to purchase col-
ors in Venice.... L[ire] CXX).

14. AS.E (see note 12), c. 207:

Al Magnifico Messer Antonio di Costabili lire trenta de marchesani per compto de
suo salario, et per Sua Magnificientia et di sua volunta et commissione al Dosso da
la Mirandola et a Benvegnudo da Garofalo picturi contanti per compto de loro
mercede de depingere la tavola on sia anchona de lo altaro grande de la chiesia de
Santo Andrea, la quale fa depingere per mane de li dicti il prefato Magnifico
Messer Antonio. ... L. XXX (To the magnificent Messer Antonio di Costabili 30
lire marchesane for his salary, and by His Magnificence upon his express wish and
commission [30 lire] in cash to the painters Dosso della Mirandola and Benvenuto
da Garofalo on account [and] in recompense for painting the altarpiece or ancona
for the high altar of the church of Sant’Andrea in Ferrara, which the aforesaid
magnificent Messer Antonio is having painted. ... L[ire] XXX).

15. A.S.E (see note 12}, c. 208:

Al Magnifico Messer Antonio di Costabili lire trenta de marchesani per compto de
suo salario, et per Sua Magnificientia al Dosso da la Mirandola et a Benvegnudo
da Garofalo picturi contanti per compto de la mercede sua de depingere la
anchona de lo altaro grande de la chiesia de Santo Andrea che fa fare Sua Magni-
ficienta.... L. XXX (To the magnificent Messer Antonio di Costabili 30 lire
marchesane for his salary, and by His Magnificence and his express wish [30 lire]
in cash to the painters Dosso della Mirandola and Benvenuto da Garofalo on
account for painting the ancona for the high altar of the church of Sant’Andrea in
Ferrara, which the aforesaid magnificent Messer Antonio is having painted....
L[ire] XXX).

16. It is in fact believed that Girolamo da Carpi was born in Ferrara in 1503.

When the polyptych was painted in 1513, he was barely ten years old, but in 1520,

at age seventeen, he was certainly old enough to have been an apprentice. Thus, Giro-

lamo might indeed have been Garofalo’s apprentice, but not at the time of the painting

of the Costabili altarpiece.

17. For all the documentation cited here, published and unpublished, see my

Artisti a Ferrara in etd umanistica e rinascimentale: Testimonianze archivistiche, pt. 2,
vol. 2, Dal 1493 al 1516 (Ferrara: Gabriele Corbo, 1997), with its photographic repro-
ductions of the four entries regarding Dosso and Benvenuto {doc. 1013 u, z, bb, cc).

18. Archivio di Stato di Modena (A.S.M.), Archivio Estense, Camera Ducale:

Guardaroba 129, c. 75, “Ordinario de drapamenti,” 14 March 1514:
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A Maistro Dosso depintore che alogia in castelo le infrascritte robe da leto et da

tavola, de comision de Messer Girolimo Ziliolo:
Lenzoli da leto de teli 4 'uno, dui

Lenzoli da cariola de teli 3 'uno, dui

Coltra una da leto azura verde

Coltra una da cariola azura biancha

Sparaviero uno da leto grosso fornito

Tamarazi dui da leto azuri, de lana, novi

Mantile de renso
Tovaia una da famia
Truchabuchi

lenzoli 2, n. 391646
lenzoli 2, n. 598213
coltra 1, n. 159
coltra 1, n. 27
sparav. 1

tam. 2

mantile 1

tovaia 1
truchabuchi 1

(To Master Dosso the painter, who is living in the castle, the things for bed and

table listed below, commissioned by Messer Girolimo Ziliolo:

Two bedsheets, each 4 cloth lengths

Two trundle-bed bedsheets, each 3 cloth lengths
One bedcover, blue [and] green

One trundle-bed bedcover, blue [and] white
One bedcanopy, large, furnished

Two bedmattresses, blue, wool, new

Towel of Rheims linen
Tablecloth
Cloth cover

2 sheets, n. 391646
2 sheets, n. 598213
1 cover, n. 159

1 cover, n. 27

1 canopy

2 mattresses

1 towel

1 tablecloth

1 cloth cover).

19. A.S.M. (see note 18), Munizioni e fabbriche 55, c. 106v, registration of credit

on 3 June 1514 in order to issue payment “A Mafie de Ranexe per doe ase mezane per

lo telaro dali tapidi et per li telari tri dati a Mistro Doso dipintore, zoé una ase per fa-

brica.... L. 0.16.0” (To Mafie de Ranexe for two medium-sized lengths of wood for

the supports for the panels and for the three supports given to Master Dosso the

painter, that is to say, one length for each work.... L[ire] 0.16.0).

20. Fioravanti Baraldi (see note 1), 11; Alessandra Pattanaro, ed., “Regesto della
pittura a Ferrara (1497-1548),” in Ballarin (see note 1), 1: 128-29.



Dosso versus Leonbruno
Andrea De Marchi

ntil recently it had always seemed entirely accidental that the first docu-
ment to mention Dosso, dated 11 April 1512, should have come from
Mantua. The references to his early days in Venice had long been known to
be quite accurate, after all, and it was recognized that from the first he was
profoundly rooted in the culture of Ferrara, where he was so close to Garo-
falo. We only know of the payment made to Dosso of thirty ducats and
ninety-two lire for “quadrum ... magnum cum undecim figuris humanis” (a
large painting with eleven human figures), intended for the Camera Supe-
riore del Sole in the new palace of San Sebastiano built for Francesco II,
through a nineteenth-century transcription.! Its reliability has recently been
confirmed, however, by the discovery of various documents closely linking
Dosso’s life to the city of Mantua.
Giovanni Francesco di Nicolo di Alberto di Costantino Luteri came from
a family from Trent, but grew up in a remote village in the southern reaches
of the duchy of Mantua, Dosso Scaffa (now known as San Giovanni del
Dosso), located in the triangle of territory between Mirandola, Quistello,
and Revere.2 Dosso’s father Nicolo lived there until his death in 1536, man-
aging his landholdings at Villa Pentida and Poggio Rusco, which gradually
grew in size (thanks most likely to his son’s success). Dosso is mentioned in
Ferrara for the first time in a document dated July 1513, where he under-
took to work alongside Garofalo on the Costabili altarpiece for the church
of Sant’Andrea; his own contribution to it would, however, come much
later.3 He was, significantly enough, referred to in the document as “Dosso
da la Mirandola,” whereas in 1518 another document —the contract for the
San Sebastiano altarpiece in the cathedral of Modena (completed in 1522)—
described him as being “de Mantua, nunc vero habitator inclitae civitatis
Ferrariae” (from Mantua, but now truly an inhabitant of the celebrated city
of Ferrara).* Dosso had been received at the court of Alfonso I, and it is in
fact known that he was living in the castle from 15 March 1514 on.5 The
year before, when he and Garofalo had received payments from Antonio
Costabili in Ferrara, he was described in a document (dated 30 August 1513)
as “civis et habitator Mantuae in contra Cornu” (citizen and inhabitant of
Mantua in the district of Cornu).6
Dosso started his career, then, in Mantua. Yet this is of little help in un-
derstanding his training, and it does not seem that Mantua was particularly
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generous to him during that long and difficult interval between Andrea
Mantegna’s death (1506) and Giulio Romano’s arrival in the city (1524)
under the aging Lorenzo Costa’s ambiguous auspices.” It would be risky to
attempt, as a historical novelist might, to find the reason for such seeming
ostracism, or in any event a lack of initial momentum, in Dosso’s career at
the court of Isabella and Francesco II. Nonetheless, it may be instructive to
compare the earliest work of Dosso with the work of Lorenzo Leonbruno,
a painter favored by the Gonzagas, who seemed to be a rising star at this
same time. Leonbruno was the adopted son of Giovanni Luca de’ Liombeni
of Mantua, who was a court painter. He was likely born between 1477 and
1479,8 some ten years before Dosso, whose birth must have occurred some-
time around or just prior to 1490.° Leonbruno had already been taken under
Isabella’s wing by 1504, when he was sent to Florence, where she warmly
recommended him to the care of Perugino as a young man “prono et incli-
nato a qualche virtu et maxime a questa dela pictura la quale sopra modo
apreciamo” (prone and inclined to some virtues, especially that of painting,
which we so greatly appreciate).l® Later, in 1512, we find him working by
Dosso’s side in the Palazzo di San Sebastiano under Costa’s general supervi-
sion; there he decorated the oratory, two rooms, a camerino, the loggia, and
many other places, and painted a large canvas with “nove muse che chantino,
Apolo che sona, cum lo illustrissimo Signor nostro che ascolta” (nine muses
singing, Apollo playing, and our most illustrious Lord listening to them).!!

If Dosso’s early career in the 1510s has been the subject of much debate,
it is no less difficult to reconstruct the entire course of Leonbruno’s career. It
is certain that he decorated the Camera Grande (later called the sala della
Scalcheria, the steward’s apartment) in Isabella’s apartment in the Corte
Vecchia, where she lived as a widow; the decorations, which still exist, were
reported in a document dated 1522.22 He executed, moreover, four signed
paintings, none of which seem to belong to the early phase of his career.3
The most imposing of these is the Judgment of Midas (fig. 1) now in Berlin.14
It has been dated to sometime around 1510, but if this were the case it
would figure as decisive for the development of the young Correggio because
of the softness of the flesh tones and, even more important, for its airy ren-
dering of the landscape, which seems to be evaporating among swirling leafy
branches.’ It is currently impossible to determine clearly what Leonbruno’s
style might have been in the first decade of the sixteenth century.’® We ought
therefore to turn our attention to the painting most likely to have been exe-
cuted before any of the others, although certainly its date must be fixed
sometime well along in the second decade of the century: Leonbruno’s Alle-
gory with Mercury and a Nude (fig. 2), now in Florence.?”

Leonbruno’s intention must have been to paint a work in the style of
Giorgione, but in the Allegory there are clear sympathetic references to the
young Correggio’s art as well: without the latter, the damp bluish haze into
which the distant woods seem to dissolve would be unthinkable. Leonbruno
also owed a debt in this painting to the Ferrarese school, as witnessed in the
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Fig. 1. Lorenzo Leonbruno Fig. 2. Lorenzo Leonbruno
Judgment of Midas Allegory with Mercury and a Nude
Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Gemaldegalerie Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi
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intense colors of the clothes, such as the dense yellow that seemingly changes
into a reddish orange, which can be traced to the work of Lodovico Mazzo-
lino or Dosso. These overtures were, however, disguised by his recourse to
two figures drawn from Mantegnesque prototypes. His Mercury was derived
from the engraving Virtus deserta (ca. 1500-1505) by Giovanni Antonio da
Brescia, and the nude was derived from the monochrome Allegory of Mantua
(ca. 1500) that came from Mantegna’s workshop, or perhaps, even more
precisely, from the Metamorphosis of the Nymph Amymone (ca. 1500) en-
graved by Girolamo Mocetto.!® In Leonbriuno’s Allegory the new meanings
of modern painting were filtered through a precious and educated sensibility,
signaling a reassuring continuity with the splendors of the past. This stood in
inevitable contrast with the scandalous naturalness of the young nude figures,
who have just emerged from the water and are stretched out on the grass,
found in Dosso’s Bathers (p. 232), which can be identified as the painting
commissioned by Francesco II for the Palazzo di San Sebastiano in 1512.%
In Dosso’s Bathers, there is no trace of the gold that, as imperceptible as a
filigree, appears in endless details in Leonbruno’s painting,2® which range
from Mercury’s armor, to the fluttering cloth, to the leaves and even the bark
on the tree trunk. This meticulous attention to detail, when compared to the
pictorial informality favored by Dosso, must have been particularly appeal-
ing to Isabella, who in 1505 complained that Perugino’s painting for her stu-
diolo was not “finito cum magior diligentia” (finished with greater diligence)
when compared to Mantegna’s paintings, “che sono summamente netti”
(which are supremely precise).?! It is not surprising, then, that Leonbruno was
favored by Isabella in the years to come, while Dosso had to follow another
path that was to lead him far from Mantua. Dosso would return there to
work only at the end of the 1520s, at that point as a famous artist highly
praised in Paolo Giovio’s Elogia doctorum virorum ad avorum memoria. By
then Isabella’s tastes—for she was a woman of the world—had probably
changed in response to the radically different circumstances of the new era.
The subtle dialectic that set Leonbruno against the younger Dosso mir-
rored the crisis that had beset the entire system of values upon which the
courtly world had been based in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth cen-
turies. This world was at that time profoundly threatened by the discovery of
a new sentimental reality in literature and in art, as Giovanni Romano has
so convincingly shown.22 We can grasp the antiheroic stance and modern
sentiments with which Dosso approached religious themes as well by adding
a new painting to the corpus of the young artist. This painting is the Martyr-
dom of Saint Sebastian (fig. 3), which I have unfortunately seen only in a
poor photographic reproduction (apparently by a certain Henri Bron from
Montpellier). It is clearly related to Salome before Herod (fig. 4) in its
setting, which resembles a little papier-maché theater, and in its small figures
of staggering guards who are seemingly printed in soft silhouettes. It also
seems linked to the Virgin and Child with Saints (ca. 1515) now in the
Glasgow Art Gallery and Museum, because of the softened profiles in the
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Fig. 3. Dosso Dossi
Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian
Whereabouts unknown
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Fig. 4. Dosso Dossi
Salome before Herod
Milan, private collection
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shadows and its Saint John the Baptist, who leans forward like Saint James
in the foreground on the right side of the painting. Saint Sebastian’s naked
body seems already reminiscent of Titian’s art, but the pose is quiet and
relaxed rather than heroic, like the bathers in the Castel Sant’Angelo paint-
ing or the figures in Gyges, Candaules, and Rhodope (p. 96), now in the
Galleria Borghese. An angel floats down from on high with the palm and
crown, and God the Father blesses the adolescent martyr: his sharp shadow
is imprinted on the clouds, only to dissolve, while behind them we barely
glimpse abstract buildings almost resembling those of the Metafisica school
of painting. The height of the action eludes the spectator and becomes indef-
inite in this seemingly suspended atmosphere; this represents an intelligent,
emotionally more exposed and melancholy response to the moving poesie
that the most daring young painters—Titian and Sebastiano del Piombo—
were painting in Venice in the wake of Giorgione. The more ordinary tone of
this painting, especially in the surrounding small figures, seems to converse
from a distance with certain details in the young Correggio’s work, such as
the young men seated, collapsing with exhaustion, between a resting horse
and a dog curled up at their feet in the background of the Adoration of the
Magi (ca. 1515, Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera). Their point of intersection could
only have been Mantua.

The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian is clearly linked with the group of
works centered around the Philadelphia Holy Family and Donors (p. 178)
and the altarpiece for the church of Santa Maria in Vado (Ferrara, Arcivesco-
vado). Several scholars, however, reject both the attribution of the entire
group to the young Dosso and its early dating.23 Until now no one has, how-
ever, been able to develop a more plausible (or less controversial) explana-
tion of these works. Their early dates, however, are confirmed by the style
of Calzolaretto’s altarpiece for the church of San Francesco (Ferrara, Pina-
coteca Nazionale), which is quite distinct from his Arivieri altarpiece of 1522
(Ferrara, Arcivescovado). On the contrary, the San Francisco altarpiece clear-
ly depends upon the controversial works of the early Dosso and therefore
cannot be dated beyond the last years of the second decade of the sixteenth
century.2* Moreover, any attempt to call into question this reconstruction
would have to explain in other terms and with other works the first steps in
the painter’s career during a period of radical change for virtually all of the
most advanced painters in the eastern Po valley. Unlike Minerva, Dosso was
not born from the head of Jupiter, already in possession of the perfectly
formed language of the Costabili altarpiece!

This is certainly not the place to discuss in a satisfactory manner the con-
clusions drawn by Adriano Franceschini in this regard.2® According to him,
the altarpiece must have been completed shortly after the payments made to
Dosso in July through November of 1513. But this would call into question
not so much Roberto Longhi’s reconstruction of Dosso’s early years as the
whole history of northern Italian painting in the early sixteenth century.
Dosso’s informality of execution was quite deliberate, of course; it was a
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gesture of sprezzatura (nonchalance) and not a sign of haste. This, however,
related him to the new visual sensibility that in the early part of the 1520s
linked Girolamo Romanino, Dosso, and Parmigianino, and whose precur-
sor was Amico Aspertini. Ten years earlier these would have been forward-
looking efforts not yet isolated from the eccentric experimentation that later
took place in the central part of the Po valley, and they would have anticipated
even the freedom of means that Titian achieved only later, in the Assumption
of the Virgin (ca. 1516-1518) in the church of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari,
Venice. Given all the complex and controversial ramifications of this prob-
lem, the ease with which many scholars have ascribed the whole execution of
the Costabili altarpiece to the year 1513, without allowing for a realistic
amount of time necessary for the completion of a commission of this kind, is
very surprising. Yet this was probably the most imposing altarpiece to have
been painted in Ferrara in the course of the entire sixteenth century, and we
know that Dosso spent four years— between the signing of the contract and
the delivery of the painting —to complete the much smaller altarpiece for the
cathedral of Modena, as has been well documented.

The 1513 advance payments for the Costabili altarpiece ought neverthe-
less to lead us to reconsider seriously other problems raised by this work.
Garofalo was the first to work on the picture, and Dosso followed later, and
their contributions interfered with one another in a way that is inconsistent
with any division of roles that would have been agreed upon in advance. It is
surprising that this has not been noticed before by scholars. I am convinced
that the structure of the drawing, as well as a broad area of the whole central
composition, may be attributed to Garofalo, including the figures of Saint
John (which pays homage to ideas like those of Vittore Carpaccio’s altarpiece
for the church of San Giobbe, The Presentation in the Temple, dated 1510
and now in the Gallerie dell’Accademia in Venice) and Saint Jerome, whose
chiastic stance is typical of Garofalo’s style but quite alien to Dosso’s explo-
sive vitalism (which can be seen clearly in the altarpiece for the cathedral of
Modena, the work that stands closest to the Costabili altarpiece in pictorial
terms). If we look carefully at the regular and pyramidal grouping of the
Virgin and Child in the Costabili painting (see fig. 5), its drawing does not
seem to result from the creative deviations used by Dosso in his construction
of human figures. Dosso transformed the work with his pictorial treatment
of the surfaces. If we were to strip it of the paint that he added, it would seem
reminiscent of Romanino’s “architectural” approach, which can be found in
the Virgin and Child with Saints (ca. 1512) in the church of San Pietro in
Tavernola Bergamasca and the Last Supper painted for the church of Santa
Giustina in Padua (1513-1514, now in the Musei Civici in Padua). The per-
spectival construction of the throne presents a contradiction between the
view from above of the throne’s base and the view from below, looking
upward at the seat. This contradiction is found as well in, for example,
Giorgione’s Castelfranco altarpiece from about 1500 (Castelfranco Veneto,
Duomo), but had been overcome by Garofalo, who preferred a coherent
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Fig. 5. Garofalo and Dosso Dossi Fig. 6. Garofalo and Dosso Dossi
Costabili altarpiece (central panel) Costabili altarpiece (detail of Saint Sebastian)
Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale

view from below. This more classical approach was also less difficult for the
viewer, and Garofalo began to employ it with the Trotti altarpiece of 1517
(Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale). Garofalo also contributed, exclusively in his
own hand, the broad swaths of cloth around the angels in the upper part of
the work and Saint John’s pink and carmine cloak; these may instantly be
recognized as one with the figure of Saint Jerome in the Suxena altarpiece,
dated December 1514 (Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale), which forms the basis
of Garofalo’s own turn toward Dosso’s style. In short, we should probably
revise the chronology of Garofalo’s contribution to the work and assign to it
a date between 1514 and 1515.

The imposition of work in Dosso’s hand over the parts already sketched
out by Garofalo signals what must have been a traumatic interruption in the
painting of the altarpiece, which was only resumed some time later. The rea-
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sons for this are unknown, but light might be shed on the matter by looking
at the political ups and downs of Antonio Costabili. In 1513 he was judge for
the Dodici Savi in Ferrara, and he once again served in this capacity in 1522
(the advance payments to Dosso and Garofalo were charged against his
salary while employed as a judge). A careful analysis of Dosso’s contribu-
tions to the Costabili altarpiece still needs to be done; he certainly executed
the shadows made of bitume that have been discussed by Vincenzo Gheroldi,
for Garofalo experimented with this medium only in the 1530s and only to a
degree. The veiled flesh tones painted over Garofalo’s delicately nuanced
work may be glimpsed through the fine craquelure, as can be seen quite
clearly, for instance, in the figure of Saint Sebastian (fig. 6). Another proof of
this technique of superimposition may be found in Saint Andrew’s robe, in
which the violently orange and Dossesque tones correct a more delicate mal-
low coloring. The only components that are entirely in Dosso’s own hand are
the panels representing Saint Augustine and Saint George. Dosso repainted
the face and backside of Saint Ambrose, whereas the steps and the saint’s
garb were done by Garofalo. The Costabili altarpiece was not, in short, an
organic collaboration between the two artists: Dosso completed and trans-
formed an unfinished work by Garofalo.

In 1522 Leonbruno created his elegant grotesques for the vault of the
Camera Grande (fig. 7), with their fine white and gold stucco work and
refined citations from antiquity. In that same year Dosso completed his stun-
ning altarpiece for the cathedral of Modena: it possessed a vital tension that
derived from a simultaneous explosion of color and light effects, as if Dosso
sought to challenge Titian himself while at the same time pushing to an
extreme Raphael’s most daring innovations in the Madonna di Foligno (ca.
1512, Vatican, Pinacoteca Vaticana) and the Vatican’s Stanza d’Eliodoro
(1511-1514). The paths that the two artists had taken could not have been
more different. Only the year before, Leonbruno had been sent by the new
marquis of Mantua, Federico Il, “vedere quelle cose antiche et moderne
belle di Roma” (to see those lovely ancient and modern things in Rome)
and to update his own cultural perspective. The letter that Baldassare Casti-
glione sent back with him to Mantua, however, expressed some perplexity:
“per haver piena notitia delle cose di Roma bisognerebbe starvi molto pin”
(to come to know fully the things of Rome, one ought to stay there much
longer).26 Some details in Leonbruno’s stuccoes and grotesques from 1522
were unthinkable without the Vatican loggias, but their overall arrangement
remained traditional, as can be seen in their homogenous and carefully
delimited color fields, which seem indifferent to Raphael’s provocative and
decorative illusionistic effects. He instead paid homage to Mantegna, in the
illusionistic tondo at the center of the vault and in the sculptural busts set
against gilded mosaics. This was the crowning touch of Leonbruno’s sense of
nostalgia, expressing the mental reservations of an artist who was still linked
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Mantua, Palazzo Ducale, Camera Grande

Fig. 7. Lorenzo Leonbruno

Ceiling
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to the premature classicism of an earlier period but who was torn between
timid naturalistic gestures and a by now overly detailed antiquarianism.2”

Because of his ambiguity, Leonbruno serves as a paradigm of the artistic
atmosphere in Mantua, where Mantegna’s unmatched artistic mastery had
had a hypnotic effect. Now, in spite of —or perhaps thanks to—Isabella,
Mantuan art was relegated to the sidelines, and interest focused on the
more lively developments that were taking place in other cities of the cen-
tral part of the northern Italian plain, such as Ferrara and Cremona. Never-
theless, rebellious groups in Mantua, as well as elsewhere, sympathized with
the experiments being made by young painters such as Correggio and Dosso.
Their work was interpreted in the light of a larger and multiform artistic
movement centering on the eccentrics, such as Gian Francesco Tura;28 the
latter, indeed, was to remain linked to this movement for the rest of his
career. Despite the fact that Leonbruno was part of the official coterie of the
court in Mantua, he experienced some ups and downs, so that it is rather dif-
ficult to establish a coherent sense of his activity there. He did not, however,
fail to be affected by Dosso’s work, if only to a degree and in a strangely
delayed way.

In 1957 a painting, titled Saint Jobhn the Baptist (fig. 8) and attributed to
Girolamo da Carpi, was donated to the parish of San Paolo della Croce in
the town of Port’Ercole on the Argentario peninsula in southern Tuscany.??
The bottom part of the painting is very Dossesque, and Alessandro Bagnoli
has pointed out to me that this painting could be related to Dosso’s work. I
think that it is among the paintings most clearly comparable to the Berlin
Judgment of Midas. The figure’s pose —unstable and slipping—is similar, as
is the broad sweep of red cloth, which falls to earth with its hem dragging
on the ground, as does the cloth on Tmolus’s legs. The two paintings also
represent light in a similar way, at once delicate and shifting. The idea of a
figure emerging against the half-light of a mossy ruin, which in turn con-
trasts with the bright light in the distance, is reminiscent of Leonardo but is
filtered through Correggio’s style. The movement of the figure’s legs, as if
they were coming apart and collapsing, is a trait common to Leonbruno’s
works; for instance, it is found in the huntress-nymph who is seated with
two female companions and faces a pair of hunting dogs in a lunette in the
Camera Grande and in the painting of the youth with a dog in another
lunette of the same cycle (fig. 9). It can also be seen in the figure of Suspicion
in the Calumny of Apelles (1524-1525), now in the Pinacoteca di Brera. In
this latter work, in which Leonbruno laments his misfortune after the arrival
of Giulio Romano in Mantua in 1524 — “bec [sic] si in adversa quid in pros-
pera Lionbrunus pinxiset [sic| fortuna” (if Leonbruno painted these things in
adverse fortune, what would he have painted in good fortune)30— his imita-
tion of Mantegna’s final stylistic phase is programmatic. Perhaps this was
due to his dependence on an older prototype,3! or to a polemical intent in re-
calling the continuity between his own work and the glorious figurative tra-
dition that Mantua had known and, now, had definitively been abandoned.
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Quite a different softness of the senses, seemingly incompatible with such
a work, emanates from the Port’Ercole Baptist and the Judgment of Midas.
In this case the common point of reference seems, reassuringly enough, to be
Lorenzo Costa, who was a significant figure in Mantua until his death in
1535. Costa represented the continuity of the transition that historiography
terms antico-moderno, and he was respected and employed by Federico 11
himself.32 The intensity with which Leonbruno alludes to Costa’s work would
seem to suggest, first of all, that the painting predates his trip to Rome in
1521 and the partial shift that ensued in his work. Confirmation of this may
be found by comparing the painting with Costa’s altarpiece of 1518 for the
Pio chapel in the church of San Niccold in Carpi, which represents Saint
Catherine, Saint Anthony of Padua, and Saint Ursula (now in the Fonda-
zione Severi in Carpi).33 I think it preferable, however, to opt for a more chal-
lenging interpretation resulting from a later dating of the work.34 Leonbruno’s
return to Costa’s work would thus be the result of a consciously reactionary
stance in regard to the upheaval caused by Giulio’s arrival in Mantua.

The Nativity (fig. 10) in the National Museum of Western Art in Tokyo,
signed by Leonbruno, displays a different approach, and it should be con-
sidered one of Leonbruno’s earliest known works.3’ The youthful works
of Garofalo are often mentioned as somehow parallel to Leonbruno’s paint-
ing, but this is a rather generic claim and does not suffice to explain the
unusual contamination evident in the Nativity: the painting makes reference
to Mantegna’s art in its vague residues of his graphic style (the group of the
Virgin nursing the Child), to Costa’s Myth of Comus (p. 88) in the rustle of
the fluttering robe of the adoring angel, and to Correggio’s fuzzy shadows in,
especially, the figure of Saint Joseph; it even makes a nod toward Lorenzo
Lotto’s works in Bergamo in the group of shepherds and the angel beyond
the fence.3¢ Over the whole scene there is a splendid sense of atmospheric
clarity, executed with the meticulous care worthy of a Flemish painter. All
this leads me to conjecture that the painting’s date must not be prior to
1515. Once again this picture displays a delicately enamelled touch that
would have appealed to Isabella’s capricious taste. As Keith Christiansen has
pointed out, she had Leonbruno modernize the background of Parnassus
(Paris, Musée du Louvre) with a Flemish-style landscape comparable to the
one visible in the Tokyo painting.3”

On the other hand, it is precisely the pictorially informal and cluttered
landscape in the Port’Ercole Saint John the Baptist that suggests a later dat-
ing. By this I mean to suggest that in this work Leonbruno went beyond the
lunettes in the Camera Grande, where the backgrounds are tersely luminous
and articulated by trees seemingly as light as fans, and thus this painting falls
somewhere between Costa’s style and the Venetian manner of painting. The
stormy sky, with its threatening clouds and patches of sudden brightness,
refers specifically to Dosso’s work. I would prefer, however, to see the Saint
John the Baptist as referring in particular to the youthful Dosso, who
painted the stupendous harbor scene in the background of the Philadelphia
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Fig. 8. Lorenzo Leonbruno
Saint John the Baptist
Port’'Ercole, San Paolo della Croce

Fig. 9. Lorenzo Leonbruno
Nymph Fishing and a Youth Hunting
Mantua, Palazzo Ducale, Camera Grande

Fig. 10. Lorenzo Leonbruno
Nativity
Tokyo, The National Museum of Western Art
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Fig. 11. Lorenzo Leonbruno Fig. 12. Lorenzo Leonbruno (?)
Saint Jerome Madonna and Child in Glory with the Archangel Michael,
Mantua, private collection Saint John the Evangelist, Saint Francis, and Saint Longinus

Mantua, Palazzo Ducale
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Holy Family, rather than to the mature Dosso. If we look carefully at the fres-
coes in the Camera Grande, the flowing robes contain traces of the nerv-
ousness, “a punta come ali di drago” (pointed like dragon’s wings),3¢ which
was typical of Mantegna’s final phase (for example, Minerva Expelling the
Vices from the Garden of Virtue, ca. 1499-1502, Paris, Musée du Louvre)
and which in The Judgment of Midas and Saint John the Baptist is reabsorbed
by softer and more continuous curves. In particular, we can see this in Leon-
bruno’s huntress-nymphs and in the chimney painting representing Venus,
Love, and Vulcan, which reads well when set side-by-side with Leonbruno’s
signed Saint Jerome (fig. 11), an intense study that shows the influences of
Correggio, Costa, and Lotto.3’

We can find confirmation of this chronological hypothesis —which I none-
theless am putting forward with all due caution while awaiting the discovery
of more decisive proof —if we assign three Mantuan paintings to the final
phase of Leonbruno’s artistic career (he was still active as a painter in 1533,
as we know from the documents). The unstable poses and the clothing in
Costa’s style, although more swollen and woolly, together with the full fleshi-
ness of the figures in the Judgment of Midas and Saint John the Baptist, all
seem to point to a link with the altarpiece in the Palazzo Ducale, Madonna
and Child in Glory with the Archangel Michael, Saint John the Evangelist,
Saint Francis, and Saint Longinus (fig. 12). This work has traditionally been
attributed to Francia,*® and the idea of attributing it to Leonbruno instead
was suggested to me by Andrea Bacchi. Here too the landscape is animated
by trees waving their fronds which shine with frothy light, and this signals
the same superficial influence of Dosso’s work. This makes it easier to see
Leonbruno’s connection to another altarpiece, namely the Madonna and
Child Enthroned with Saint Lawrence, Saint Peter, and Saint Louis of Toulouse
(fig. 13),1 which was commissioned in 1531 by Benedetta Gonzaga for an as
yet unknown altar. Alessandro Conti has attributed this altarpiece, as well
as the former work, to the very last phase of Costa’s career,*? and Andrea
Ugolini has attributed it to Leonbruno.** The group of figures with the
Virgin seems similar to the group in the Palazzo Ducale altarpiece, both in
the arrangement of the figures and the structure of the clothing, and the
landscape has become an even more sulfurous yellow.

Usually this altarpiece is attributed to Lorenzo Costa’s son, Ippolito, dur-
ing the first part of his career. Ippolito Costa is known to us in an entirely
different and decidedly mannerist vein, as can be seen in his Saint Agatha,
painted in 1552 for the cathedral of Mantua. Even if the altarpiece were to
prove to be the work of one of Leonbruno’s close followers, rather than by
his own hand, the date of 1531 would remain important and constitute a
point of chronological centrality for the works by Leonbruno under discus-
sion here. The matter remains open to debate. To the discussion should be
added consideration of the lovely altarpiece (sorely in need of restoration) on
the first altar on the left in the church of Sant’Apollonia in Mantua, Saint
Peter, Saint Anthony of Padua, and Saint Paul (fig. 14).4* The landscape in
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the background was redone in the late sixteenth century, and the angels bear-
ing the emblem of Christ were added at around the same time in order to
transform Saint Anthony of Padua into Saint Bernardino of Siena. In spite
of its poor condition, the wavy, quick silhouettes of the figures, the way in
which the clothing hangs from them, and the barest hint of emphatic ges-
ture — like a timid memory of Rome! —all recall the Judgment of Midas
tondo and the Saint John the Baptist, although in a diminished context.

Like a strange chiastic game, Leonbruno’s decline as an artist intersected
with the “Mantuan” Dosso Dossi’s steady and inexorable ascent. Dosso left
the hothouse atmosphere of Isabella’s court — his work was probably met ini-
tially with incomprehension in Mantua —but he continued to visit the area,
if for no other reason than to deal with his father’s business affairs.#* Finally,
Dosso was recalled to the court of the Gonzaga. Isabella was interested in a
view of Ferrara executed by Dosso, which she had wished to have copied in
1523.46 Dosso’s presence at court is confirmed by the Mantuan provenance
of the so-called Holy Family with Rooster (ca. 1525), now in the Royal
Collection at Hampton Court,*” and the Allegory of Fortune (p. 101) at the
J. Paul Getty Museum.*8 Isabella’s tastes had evolved since Dosso’s early
years in Mantua, and she had become an advocate of the modern manner.
In 1525 Costa, then in Mantua, paid an unexpected and moving homage to
Dosso and his Saint Sebastian (Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera) in painting the
Saint Sylvester altarpiece now found in the church of Sant’Andrea.* In the
second half of the 1520s Dosso was working for Mantuan patrons, but he
was not the painter that they had known earlier. Alessandro Ballarin has
rightly described Dosso’s new look in the following terms:

forms arise from the artificial movements [...] which, in the context of his previ-
ous experience as a painter, appear beautiful through their being grounded above
all in concerns for decorum. The figures are subjected to a process of refinement in
this sense; the very heads of the figures, which once had seemed wild and fright-
ened by their own inner visions and by the violence of their own feelings, are now
idealized according to the canons of classical aesthetics. They thus attain a generic

sort of beauty and express a register of conventional sentiments.5?

In spite of, or perhaps thanks to, this decisive change, Dosso (who was
Titian’s friend, as by now even Leonbruno, faced with Giulio Romano’s
extraordinary power in Mantua, wished to appear to be)’! became a very
free interpreter of the modern manner. Unlike Leonbruno —who, thanks to
the ambiguities of Isabella’s somewhat archaic ideals, had once cast a long
shadow over Dosso’s early career in Mantua —Dosso knew how to keep up
with the times.
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Fig. 13. Ippolito Costa Fig. 14. Lorenzo Leonbruno
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saint Lawrence, Saint Peter, Saint Anthony of Padua, and Saint Paul
Saint Peter, and Saint Louis of Toulouse Mantua, Sant’Apollonia

Milan, Museo Poldi Pezzoli
Here attributed to Lorenzo Leonbruno
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Notes
An expanded version of this essay is forthcoming in Bollettino d’arte.
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Dates, Dress, and Dosso:
Some Problems of Chronology

Jane Bridgeman

In the first three decades of the sixteenth century many rapid changes in the
style of clothing in Italy were recorded in the visual arts and discussed in
contemporary literature. These changes were regarded as unusual and were
ascribed to various causes, not least the influx of foreigners and the chronic
state of war that afflicted northern Italy between the League of Cambrai in
1508 and the Congress of Bologna in 1530.

Foreign influences in dress, and the changing design of Italian clothes,
were discussed by contemporary authors, notably the writer and diplomat
Baldassare Castiglione in Il libro del cortegiano! and the historian Benedetto
Varchi in his Storia fiorentina. Varchi emphasized the contrast between the
clothes worn by himself and his contemporaries and those that they had
worn only a few years before: “And there is no doubt that between 1512 and
today [1527] men’s dress, like women’s, has become a good deal brighter and
more elegant. Men no longer wear, as they used to, ample overtunics that
have a bodice and sleeves so wide that they hang down beyond the knees, or
hats three times bigger than those worn now with brims tucked upright, or
pumps [slipperlike footwear] awkwardly made with low backs.”2

These alterations in the appearance of clothing happened throughout
Italy, although, as Castiglione observed, regional characteristics were pre-
served.? Parallel changes in style are seen in armor (of which many examples
survive), and these too are clearly depicted in the many contemporary repre-
sentations of warrior saints, particularly George, who were quite naturally
the subjects of popular devotion in wartime.*

The speed of change during this period makes it relatively easy to analyze
dress in visual sources, in contrast to other centuries in which the process of
change was so slow that different strategies for interpreting the evidence
must be sought. The extant written evidence from the early sixteenth century
furthermore corroborates the chronology of stylistic change in dress and
clarifies many aspects of contemporary iconography in the visual arts.

Very distinct differences in shape and style developed within only forty
years, from 1490 to 1530, but were most noticeable between 1506 and 1518
and again during the years 1524 to 1530 —that is, during the time that Dosso
Dossi was active as a painter. The record of these changes and their geo-
graphical, social, and historical contexts have to be taken into account when
studying the depiction of dress in undated paintings.S At the beginning of the
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sixteenth century, in what is today Emilia and Lombardy, it is safe to assume
that clothing had a reasonable similarity of style that would naturally be
illustrated in paintings associated with Ferrara and the other cities of the Po
valley. In fact, the attire of the rulers and their courtiers at Ferrara, Mantua,
and Milan was very much the same, partly because of close personal ties
between the Este, the Gonzaga, and the Sforza. When in November 1515
Francis I of France requested that Isabella d’Este send him a doll dressed like
the ladies of Mantua, Isabella was happy to oblige. She warned him, how-
ever, that the doll would probably be a disappointment: “we will have the
doll made with the clothes and hairstyle that we wear, although Your Majesty
will not see anything new, because what we wear is also worn in Milan by
the Milanese ladies.”¢

From about 1505 onward, and especially between 1510 and 1530, when
Dosso was painting, there were noticeable alterations in the shape of male
and female clothing and in hair arrangements.” Men’s hair was long and
shoulder length around 1506, but by 1530 it was cut very short above the
ears. Women’s hair, which lay over the shoulders in a net or was braided in a
long plait falling down the back between about 1506 and 1510, was by 1530
pinned up and often covered by a decorative cap. The shape of sleeves also
changed. In the first decade of the century women’s gowns had very big tri-
angular or baglike sleeves, embellished with hanging ribbons and ties, that
completely hid the shape of the arms. By 1530, sleeves, although having a
small globular puff at the shoulder, were narrow and straight, with ruffles
showing beneath the cuff at the wrist.

Over seventy years ago Roberto Longhi suggested that a group of seven
paintings, all previously of uncertain or disputed authorship, were early works
by Dosso Dossi and dateable on stylistic grounds to before about 1515.8 In
four of these works it is possible to identify significant features of contempo-
rary attire: the Philadelphia Holy Family and Donors (fig. 1), the Naples Holy
Family with Saint Jobn the Baptist, Saint Barbara, and a Donor (fig. 2), the
Rome Virgin and Child with Saint John the Baptist, Saint Jerome, Saint Paul,
and Donor (fig. 3), and Salome before Herod (p. 157). The secular civilian
dress portrayed in these paintings will be discussed here, and I will show that
none of them displays features commonly found before about 1515.

Of the four paintings ascribed to Dosso by Longhi as having been painted
before 1515, and with which this essay is concerned, the most useful from
the point of view of dress is the Philadelphia Holy Family. Longhi generally
relied upon stylistic criteria for dating and rarely referred to other method-
ologies, but, in this instance, he rather surprisingly stated that the dress of
the kneeling donors “in truth, is more appropriate for 1515 than 1530.”° His
opinion of both the date and the authorship of the Holy Family conflicted
with that of Bernard Berenson, who thought the work was painted in about
1530 and was attributable not to Dosso but to a Bergamasque painter in the
circle of Lorenzo Lotto (although he originally cataloged it as “Venetian
about 15307).10
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi
Holy Family and Donors
Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art



Dates, Dress, and Dosso

Fig. 2. Dosso Dossi

Holy Family with Saint John the Baptist, Saint Barbara,
and a Donor

Naples, Museo e Gallerie Nazionali di Capodimonte
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Fig. 3. Dosso Dossi

Virgin and Child with Saint John the Baptist, Saint Jerome,
Saint Paul, and Donor

Rome, Pinacoteca Capitolina
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It is certainly difficult to recognize the donor’s attire in the Holy Family
as typical of male dress in Italy in 1515. Gowns with elbow-length sleeves,
a shirt with a high ruffled collar, a beard, and short hair revealing the ears
and neck are not a combination of elements found in male dress at that time.
Boccaccio Boccaccino’s fresco Meeting at the Golden Gate of 1514-1515
(fig. 4) includes typical examples of male dress worn in northern Italy at the
end of the first decade of the sixteenth century. Men are shown wearing
square (not round) hats with flat crowns and wide brims tied or turned up
and hair cut in a pageboy or bobbed style that covers the ears.!! The fresco
cycle of 1510-1511 in the Scuola del Santo at Padua illustrating the Miracles
of Saint Anthony — for example, Titian’s Miracle of the Talking Babe (fig. 5)
and Francesco Vecellio’s Miracle of the Usurer’s Heart (fig. 6) —includes
examples of contemporary male attire, including striped and checked saioni
(overtunics), robe or veste (gowns), and hats and shoes of design almost
identical to those illustrated by Boccaccino.

Other representations are seen in Giovanni Buonconsiglio’s Saint Cather-
ine with Saint Bernardino and the Archangel Gabriel with Tobit, 1513, in the
cathedral of Montagnana, and in two silver panels of a reliquary chest by Gio-
vanni Antonio Leli da Foligno, the court silversmith and jeweler at Ferrara.
In the Buonconsiglio painting, Tobit, shown as a small boy with long hair
holding the hand of the Archangel Gabriel, wears a saione of the same sort as
the young Ercole d’Este in the first silver panel (fig. 7). In the second panel
(fig. 8), Alfonso d’Este, who kneels before Saint Maurelius, also wears a
saione. He is bearded and has shoulder-length hair. His dress and hairstyle
are like those worn by the members of the papal guard in Raphael’s Mass
at Bolsena of 1512-1514 in the Vatican’s Stanza d’Eliodoro, and by Saint
Faustinus and Saint Giovitas on the organ shutters painted by Moretto da
Brescia and Floriano Ferramola in 1518 for the church of Santa Maria in Val-
vendra, Lovere.2

Romanino’s Ecce Homo fresco in the cathedral of Cremona, completed in
1519, portrays civilians in dress of a similar style (fig. 9). The most promi-
nent figure, in the left foreground, wears a loosely fitting sleeveless gown of
black damask over a red sajone that has a low square-cut neck, straight
sleeves, and a pleated knee-length skirt. The saione (which was worn over a
doublet, shirt, and hose) is ornamented with white bands around the hem
and neck, and the open sleeves have cuffs edged with brown. The shirt, seen
above the neck of the saione, does not have a high collar. This man has grey
hair, which hides his ears and rests on his shoulders, and he wears a hat with
an upturned brim tied across the forehead. These clothes are similar to those
recorded in the frescoes at the Scuola del Santo, which were painted nine
years earlier: the black slip-on shoes worn by the man depicted by Romanino
are, for example, identical to those worn by the father in Titian’s Miracle of
the Talking Babe.3

The shoes of the donor in the Philadelphia Holy Family also look later
than 1515. Shoes with rounded toes were still worn in 1515, but square toes
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Fig. 4. Boccaccio Boccaccino Fig. 6. Francesco Vecellio
Meeting at the Golden Gate (detail) Miracle of the Usurer's Heart
Cremona, Duomo Padua, Scuola del Santo
Fig. 5. Titian

Miracle of the Talking Babe
Padua, Scuola del Santo
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Fig. 7. Giovanni Antonio Leli da Foligno

Lucrezia Borgia, Duchess of Ferrara, Presenting Her Son
Ercole d'Este to Saint Maurelius (detail)

Ferrara, San Giorgio

Fig. 8. Giovanni Antonio Leli da Foligno
Duke Alfonso | d'Este Kneeling before Saint Maurelius
Ferrara, San Giorgio

Fig. 9. Gerolamo Romanino
Ecce Homo
Cremona, Duomo
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Fig. 10. Moretto da Brescia, also called Fig. 11. Gerolamo Giovenone

Alessandro Bonvicino The Virgin and Child with Saint Francis and Saint
Portrait of an Unknown Gentleman Bonaventure and Two Kneeling Donors

London, National Gallery London, National Gallery
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were more common; the older style of shoes with rounded toes were also
usually fastened by laces over the instep or at the top of the foot. Two very
clearly depicted examples of this type of shoe are seen in Boccaccino’s Meeting
at the Golden Gate.™ The donor’s very short hair and high, pleated collar-
band are equally unusual for 1515. At that date a few soldiers wore shirts
with an embroidered collarband and ruffled edge; these shirts were worn
with a sciuffiotto (bonnet), under which the hair was concealed. An example
is seen in the Portrait of a Condottiere, attributed to Dosso (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, Fogg Art Museum) and probably painted about 1515.15 These
shirts were introduced into Italy by German soldiers. In April 1516 the young
Federigo Gonzaga, then in Lyons in the entourage of Francis I of France,
wrote to his mother, Isabella d’Este, with a request for such shirts, “because
here people wear shirts in the German style, with high collarbands, and bon-
nets.... I pray Your Excellency be pleased to have some made for me, with
the collar and sleeves worked like those belonging to Signor Luigi Gonzaga,
who can show them [to you] there, and to send them to me, so that I too may
dress like everyone else.”16

Shirts with a low neck and long hair that concealed the ears were worn by
many men until the late 1520s. In the Philadelphia painting, the donor’s col-
lar (at least 6 mm high) and shirt, seen beneath an open doublet, thus suggest
a date after 1525. By then it was the custom sometimes to leave the doublet
(and the short tunic or jerkin worn over it) unbuttoned to show off the shirt,
as depicted in Moretto’s full-length Portrait of an Unknown Gentleman, which
was painted in 1526 (fig. 10). Moretto’s subject wears a shirt with an embroi-
dered collarband as well as wrist ruffles. The same style is seen in Titian’s
Portrait of a Man with a Glove, about 1520-1522 (Paris, Musée du Louvre)
and Bernardino Licinio’s Portrait of Stefano Nani, 1528 (London, National
Gallery), although Nani wears a low-necked shirt and has ear-length hair.

No less difficult to reconcile with any depictions that date from about
1515 is the donor’s hair. Even soldiers did not wear their hair like this then.
In Dosso and Garofalo’s Costabili altarpiece (p. 142), for example, Saint
George’s hair, although short for 1513, nevertheless hides the ears.!” The hair
of civilians, until at least 1524, was (unless they were elderly or balding) cut
in a pageboy that covered both the ears and the neck. In the late twenties it
was shorter. Comparisons with male hairstyles and dress from about 1520 —
for example, those worn by the two kneeling donors in Gerolamo Gio-
venone’s Virgin and Child with Saint Francis and Saint Bonaventure and
Two Kneeling Donors of 1520 (fig. 11), by the husband in Lotto’s Double
Portrait of about 1523-1524 (St. Petersburg, Hermitage), and by various men
in Lotto’s Vesting of Saint Bridget of 1524 (fig. 12) — demonstrate that 1520
is an unlikely date for the portrait of the donor in the Philadelphia painting.
By the late 1520s men’s hair was shorter. Titian’s Federico Gonzaga (Madrid,
Museo del Prado) of about 1523-1524 depicts clothing, hair, and beard much
like that of Saint Nazarus in Giulio Campi’s Madonna and Child with Saint
Nazarus and Saint Celsus of 1527 (fig. 13). The head of the donor, however,
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Fig. 12. Lorenzo Lotto
Vesting of Saint Bridget
Trescore, Villa Suardi, Oratorio Suardi

more closely resembles male heads in Callisto Piazza’s Saint John the Baptist
Preaching, 1530 (fig. 14), in Romanino’s frescoes in the Castello del Buon-
consiglio, Trent, 1530-1532, or in Gaudenzio Ferrari’s various Scenes from
the Life of the Virgin, 1532-1534, at San Cristoforo, Vercelli.

The donatrix in the Philadelphia Holy Family kneels in profile facing
her husband. Her hair is parted in the center and covers the ears, but it is
scarcely visible under an orange-brown turbanlike head covering. Her gown,
perhaps a heavy grey silk, is ornamented with a geometric arrangement of
orange stripes. Its square neckline has a serrated or tabbed edge filled by an
opaque partlet of white linen embellished with faint, broad horizontal bands
of yellow embroidery. It completely covers the shoulders and has a V-shaped
neck opening. The sleeves of the gown are bulbous between shoulder and
elbow but straight from elbow to wrist. The cuffs, which partly cover the
hand, have a serrated edge to match the neckline.

What is depicted here does not look like other examples of gowns worn
in the first decades of the sixteenth century, which had a low square neckline
(above which the frilled edge of a linen smock was displayed), a short bodice
with a high waistline, very full skirts, and enormous sleeves that completely
concealed the shape of the arms from shoulder to wrist. These features are
seen in the silver panel by Leli that depicts Lucrezia Borgia and her son
Ercole d’Este. They are also found in the frescoes painted between about 1506
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Fig. 13. Giulio Campi Fig. 14. Callisto Piazza da Lodi
Madonna and Child with Saint Nazarus and Saint Celsus Saint John the Baptist Preaching (detail)
Cremona, Sant’Abbondio Lodi, Incoronata
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Fig. 15. Girolamo Tessari Fig. 16. Girolamo Romanino
Miracle of the Glass Mass of Saint Gregory (or Miracle of the Holy Sacrament)
Padua, Scuola del Santo Brescia, San Giovanni Evangelista
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and 1512 by Ferramola for the Casa Borgondio della Corte (Palazzo Calini)
in Brescia, notably the Meeting of the Bride and Bridegroom (Brescia, Pinaco-
teca Civica Tosio Martinengo), and in frescoes painted between about 1510
and 1511 in the Scuola del Santo, Padua.

In Leli’s panel, the duchess of Ferrara and two of her ladies are shown
with their hair in a long plait (coazzone) hanging down the back; this was a
Spanish style popular in Lombardy and Emilia.’8 Another contemporary
style seen here shows the hair resting on the shoulders and enclosed by a light
net that was kept in place by a cord around the head.?” An alternative worn
between about 1508 and 1520 was a snood worn on the back of the head,
such as that depicted by Giovanni Bellini in the Young Woman with a Mirror,
1515 (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum) and in Titian’s “La Schiavona,”
from about 1511-1515 (London, National Gallery). These styles are seen too
in Lotto’s predella panel of 1508, A Saint Preaching, for the Recanati altar-
piece (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum), in Girolamo Tessari’s Miracle of
the Glass of 1511 (fig. 15), and in Romanino’s Mass of Saint Gregory of
1521-1524 (fig. 16). In Parma and Milan, versions of this style are seen in
Francesco di Bosio Zaganelli’s portrait Domicilla Gambara Pallavicini, com-
missioned in 1518 (Parma, Santissima Annunziata), and the portrait of Giulia
Trivulzio by Paolo Morando (Il Cavazzola), signed and dated 1519 (Milan,
Biblioteca Trivulziana).

The head covering and hair arrangement of the donatrix in the Phila-
delphia Holy Family do not resemble any of those in the above-mentioned
works of art. Her hair is not braided in a plait hanging down the back nor
does it lie on the shoulders contained by some form of covering, as is usual in
contemporary representations of women in northern Italy from about 1508
to 1519. Examples of a balzo (turbanlike headdress) are found in Ferrarese
art from about 1519 —for instance, on the far left-hand side of Garofalo’s
Massacre of the Innocents (1519, Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale), and they
are worn by Saint Agatha and Saint Apollonia in Michele Coltellini’s E#n-
throned Madonna and Child with the Young Baptist, Two Donors, and
Saints (1512 or 1513, Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale). Another is seen imme-
diately behind Joseph in the background of Boccaccino’s Circumcision of
1518, in Cremona. These stiffened cylinders or rolls worn on the back of
the head were sometimes ornamented with ribbons or a circular medallion in
the center. They may have been worn slightly earlier, but are certainly rare
before about 1515 in secular representations.2 On the other hand, more
ornamented versions of this head covering are recorded in Lotto’s Double
Portrait of about 1523-1524 (St. Petersburg, Hermitage), in Romanino’s
Virgin Appearing to Augustus of 1524-1525 in the cathedral of Asolo, in
Bernardino Licinio’s Family Group of 1524 (Hampton Court, Royal Collec-
tion), and in Callisto Piazza’s Visitation of 1525 in the church of Santa Maria
in Calchera, Brescia.

The geometric patterning on the donatrix’s gown suggests a date in the
mid-1520s. Nonfigurative decoration was popular at this time. Contrasting
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areas of checkered and striped color can be seen on male and female gar-
ments in Romanino’s Mass of Saint Gregory, and a woman in a gown orna-
mented with stripes (combined with stylized petals) is seen standing behind
Saint Sigismund in Bernardino Luini’s Saint Sigismund of Burgundy Offers
the Church to Saint Maurice of 1522-1524 (Milan, San Maurizio). But a
later dating seems even more likely because of the shape of the donatrix’s
sleeves. By the mid-1520s some gowns had elbow-length sleeves showing off
the white linen smock below the elbow. Excellent representations of this sort
of sleeve are seen in Luini’s Ippolita Sforza with Saint Scolastica, Saint Agnes,
and Saint Catherine of Alexandria, which dates to 15221524 (fig. 17), and
in Lotto’s Torture of Saint Barbara, 1524 (Trescore, Oratorio Suardi), where
in the left background a line of women are dressed in gowns with the same
style of sleeves. An alternative was a sleeve bulbous above the elbow and nar-
row from elbow to wrist, as seen in Licinio’s Family Group of 1524. After
1525 and certainly by 1530, this upper sleeve had shrunk to an onion-shaped
mass of fabric between shoulder and elbow. This is seen quite clearly in
Romanino’s lunette Tarquin and Lucretia (Trent, Castello del Buonconsiglio)
of 1531-1532 and in Lotto’s Lady as Lucretia (London, National Gallery) of
about the same date.

To be dateable to about 1515, the donatrix in the Philadelphia Holy
Family would have to resemble in her dress and hair arrangement the Fer-
rarese ladies accompanying Lucrezia Borgia in 1512-1514 (see fig. 7) or at
least share some similarities with the female dress shown in the frescoes of
the Scuola del Santo in Padua. This is clearly not the case. As it is highly
unlikely that any painter could anticipate styles in dress by some fifteen
years, the combination of hairstyles and clothing worn by the two kneeling
donors in the Philadelphia Holy Family suggests that it was painted in the
very late 1520s or in the 1530s.

Longhi thought the Naples Holy Family to have been painted by Dosso in
about 1510, although both the profile portrait of the donor in the right back-
ground between Saint Joseph and the Virgin and Child and the head of Saint
Barbara suggest a date in the following decade.?! The donor’s hair is con-
cealed in a sciuffiotto, revealing his left ear and the back of his neck. His shirt
collar is embroidered with gold. As previously noted, the ensemble of high
collarband and bonnet was mentioned as a new style by Federico Gonzaga
in April 1516. It would not have been worn by Italians in 1510. By 1527, as
Varchi noted, it was usual to wear a shirt with ruffles at the wrist and neck.22
Moreover, in the first decade of the century, most men wore their hair long
and were clean-shaven, since “anyone who wore long hair and did not shave
his beard was held [to be] a ruffian and criminal.”23 The Scuola del Santo
frescoes in Padua, of 1510-1511, show mostly clean-shaven men, except,
significantly, for the protagonists in the Miracle of the Talking Babe, the
Jealous Husband Murdering His Wife, and the Miracle of the Glass. Fuller or
bushy beards seen after about 1514 were chiefly worn by soldiers, although
they were beginning to be usual also for civilians. Boccaccino depicts two
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Fig. 17. Bernardino Luini

Ippolita Sforza with Saint Scolastica, Saint Agnes, and
Saint Catherine of Alexandria (detail)

Milan, San Maurizio al Monasterio Maggiore
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bearded horsemen in the extreme left background of the Marriage of the
Virgin of 1514-1518 in the cathedral of Cremona. By the 1520s beards were
more common.?* The donor on the left in Giovenone’s Virgin and Child,
1520, has a long beard, as does the kneeling man on the right in Romanino’s
Mass of Saint Gregory, 1521-1524.

The development of headwear is an important indicator of date in the
first half of the sixteenth century. From about 1495 through about 1506,
men’s hats evolved from the small, brimless berets seen in paintings by
Domenico Ghirlandaio and Vittore Carpaccio into what might be termed
“proper” hats with crowns and brims. Good examples dating from about
1506 are seen in Andrea Solario’s Giovanni Cristoforo Longoni (1505, Lon-
don, National Gallery) and the better-known Agnolo Doni (1506, Florence,
Palazzo Pitti) by Raphael. About 1510, men’s hats developed wide brims that
had a gap over the forehead and were often tied or pinned up with tassels,
bows, and badges. Some were worn at an angle, whereas others sat square
on the head. Various examples are depicted in Boccaccino’s Marriage of the
Virgin, 1514-1518, and Meeting at the Golden Gate, 1515. Large hats with
wide circular serrated brims tended to be worn by soldiers, as shown in
Ferramola and Moretto’s organ shutters depicting Saint Faustinus and Saint
Giovitus of 1518, and they are seen in Romanino’s Christ before Caiaphas
and Ecce Homo, both in the cathedral of Cremona and both of 1519. Some-
times these were worn over sciuffiotti.

Bonnets are depicted by Luca Signorelli in his Apocalypse and Sermon
and Deeds of the Antichrist, 1501-1504, in the cathedral of Orvieto. Later
examples are worn by the kneeling soldier opening the chest in Vecellio’s
Miracle of the Usurer’s Heart of about 1511 and by one of the papal guard in
Raphael’s Mass at Bolsena of 1512-1514. Those worn in the 1520s were
more structured and larger than those of the first decade, as depicted in
Romanino’s Christ before Caiaphas, 1519, and his Mass of Saint Gregory,
1521-1524. In the latter, the kneeling, bearded man on the right, who is
dressed in a blue-and-gold-checkered saione, wears a bonnet very similar to
that worn by the donor in the background of the Naples Holy Family. In
Moretto’s exactly contemporary lunette fresco depicting the Last Supper, in
the same Brescian chapel, two more bearded men wearing bonnets can be
seen at the extreme left and right. The man on the left, seen in profile as he
places a carafe of wine in front of the drowsy Saint John, makes a good com-
parison with the donor in the Naples painting.

Saint Barbara, standing between the Baptist and the Virgin, wears a red
gown with a square neck above which the white linen of her smock is seen.
Her blond hair is parted in the center and pulled back behind the ears into
a blue snood embellished with gold embroidery. As mentioned above, this
hair covering is depicted in Tessari’s Miracle of the Glass of 1511 and in Bel-
lini’s Young Woman with a Mirror of 1515. As it was the convention to por-
tray female saints (other than Saint Catherine of Alexandria) in clothing that
was contemporary but not startlingly stylish, it has to be assumed that Saint

192



Dates, Dress, and Dosso

Barbara is shown wearing conservative, but not outmoded, dress of about
1511 to 1515, although a version of the hair covering seen here may have come
into use between about 1504 and 1508.2% A dating previous to 1515, however,
conflicts with the dating evidence offered by the donor’s shirt. As Romanino’s
Mass of Saint Gregory shows, the snood was worn into the 1520s—one is
worn by the woman in a blue-and-white-quartered gown kneeling just in
front of the bearded man on the right; it thus seems reasonable to suggest
that the Naples Holy Family may be dated to about 1519-1526.

In Dosso’s Virgin and Child in Rome, the only secular dress to be seen is
worn by the woman in profile who stands with her arms crossed over her
breast. Her brownish gown has elbow-length sleeves. Its neckline is not com-
pletely visible, but the smock with its ruffled neckline can be seen covering
the shoulders. Its sleeves are visible from elbow to wrist, and both the edge
of the neckband and the cuffs (also ruffled) are embroidered in gold. The
woman’s hair, pulled back tightly behind the ears, is covered by a cylindrical
roll with a decorative medallion in the center. These features do not suggest a
date before 1510. The style of gown displaying the smock at the neck and
arms is typical of the mid-1520s, as exemplified by Luini’s Ippolita Sforza. In
contrast, the cylindrical headdress, although reminiscent of those seen in
Romanino’s Mass of Saint Gregory, much more closely resembles the head-
dress worn by the donatrix holding a child in an Annunciation by Vicenzo
Pagano da Monterubbiano, which is signed and dated 1532 (Urbino, Gal-
leria Nazionale delle Marche). Another head covering with about the same
height above the crown, although of a slightly different design, is seen in
Romanino’s Two Women Fighting over Cupid of 1531-1532 (Trent, Castello
del Buonconsiglio). The dress is certainly of a later date than Longhi sug-
gested for this painting.26

In 1940 Roberto Longhi attributed the Salome before Herod to Dosso,
associating it stylistically with the three paintings in Naples, Rome, and
Philadelphia, as well as with the Virgin with Child and Saints in the Glasgow
Art Gallery and Museum.?” He suggested that it had been painted in about
1511. From what has already been noted about dress between 1510 and
1530, it should be clear that neither the male nor the female clothing in this
painting is of the first decade of the sixteenth century. The hair of the men
(excluding Herod and a counselor) is far too short for 1511, and the head
coverings of the women look closer to those of 1530.

The clothing and appearance of the executioner, the man in armor, and
Salome, all in the foreground, are significant. The attire of the executioner,
who is sheathing his sword, should be compared with that of the soldiers
seen on the left in Titian’s Miracle of the Talking Babe, with that of the
pikeman standing in front of the horseman in Boccaccino’s Meeting at the
Golden Gate or soldiers depicted in Lotto’s Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1516, in
the Pinacoteca dell’Accademia Carrara, Bergamo. All are dressed in doublet,
codpiece, and hose. Boccaccino’s pikeman has decorative slashing around
the knees of his hose, and his codpiece and sword belt compare well with
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those seen in Titian’s fresco. The pikeman’s grey doublet has a low neck dis-
playing the shirt; the sleeves are large and puffy above the elbow and wide
but straight in the lower arm and have open cuffs. It looks very like the green
doublet worn by the man with gold-and-red-striped hose on the left in the
Miracle of the Talking Babe. Even allowing for a disparity in the quality of
Titian’s fresco and the much less competent (and smaller) Salome, one must
question the powers of observation of Salome’s artist. The sleeves of the exe-
cutioner’s doublet are the wrong shape for a date between 1511 and 1520,
and the painting lacks the contemporary details usual in the depiction of an
unfastened doublet, such as a few eyelet holes, laces, or buttons. For a date
of circa 1510, this man’s hair is also far too short—his neck and ears are
clearly visible.?8 In addition, his weapon is atypical of blades used for decap-
itation in the sixteenth century—a two-handed sword or a falchion, exam-
ples of which are seen in Pordenone’s Bebeading of Saint Paul (1525-1526,
Treviso, San Paolo) and Piazza’s Beheading of the Baptist (1526, Venice,
Gallerie dell’Accademia).

The soldier in armor at the extreme left carries a commander’s baton in
his right hand. He has short hair (his ears are visible), is bearded, and wears
a round brimless hat with a high crown. The comments I have made earlier
about hairstyles and beards of about 1510 are relevant here, but, more perti-
nently, the rounded breastplate he wears was not in use in 1511, and the
armor shows other features that suggest the artist is recording armor dating
after 1525 rather than before 1510.2°

Salome is seen in profile to the right carrying a platter with the head of
the Baptist, which she offers to Herod. She wears a golden yellow gown with
a square neckline and a knee-length hem. It is worn over a dark green under-
gown that has a decorative horizontal gold line and wide gold band running
around the ankle-length hem. The bodice of the undergown can be seen at
the shoulders above the neckline of the gold gown. The neckline of the
smock with its slightly frilled edge rising above a band of embroidery is also
visible, and its sleeves are seen hanging out in festoons below the elbow.
Salome’s hair is parted in the center and pulled behind the ears. She wears a
roll headdress of dark red fabric that stands up approximately ten centime-
ters above the crown of the head; it is diagonally ornamented with ribbon.
She has an earring in her left ear.

Traditionally Salome was nearly always portrayed in recognizably “exotic”
or “foreign” garments. Here her dress is somewhat fanciful: the gown’s skirts
have been shortened to display the undergown. The only visible sleeve, how-
ever, does not relate to shapes usual from about 1511 to 1520, even as a
point of departure for a theatrical interpretation of exotic clothes. The sleeve
has wide cuffs and is elbow length, showing off an extraordinary amount of
fabric in the smock sleeve. Similar, although not so exaggerated, smock
sleeves are found in paintings dating from about 1480 to 1507. For instance,
in Ferramola’s Birth of Adonis (ca. 1506-1512, Brescia, Pinacoteca Civica
Tosio Martinengo), the woman taking Adonis from the myrtle has a gown
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with similar but narrower sleeves and a turbanlike roll worn over a veil, but
these elements are not exaggerated and are consonant with her gown; this is
not true of Salome’s attire, especially her gown and headdress, which are
more reminiscent of the 1530s. Salome’s earring may also suggest a date after
1515. Italian women did not pierce their ears in the early sixteenth century,
this practice becoming common only from about 1525 onward (probably
because ears were no longer hidden by shoulder-length hair or by a head
covering).30 It was known, however, that Moorish women wore earrings,
and perhaps Salome is thus shown to give her a more “foreign,” Middle East-
ern appearance.

Of the other figures in this work, the woman standing at the table ap-
pears to be dressed in a style more typical of 1530 than 1510. Her hair is
pulled back behind the ears and covered by a roll headdress worn on the
back of the head, and the neckline of her gown looks considerably later as
well. The attire of the young man seated at Herod’s right has features dating
from the first decade of the century, such as the doublet with a low neck and
wide bodice, but the sleeves are the wrong shape for that period, as is evident
from a comparison with the above-mentioned works by Boccaccino and
Titian. The most striking evidence for a later dating is the young man’s very
short, cropped hair, which was not worn in Italy before 1510. The male and
female dress in the Salome presents little convincing evidence that it could
have been painted between 1510 and 1515. Some of the discrepancies noted
may perhaps be due to paint loss or repainting, but based on the evidence
available at present, this work should be dated well after 1524 and possibly
in the 1530s.

This paper was completed before Adriano Franceschini’s discovery of
documentary evidence that shows that the Costabili altarpiece was painted
between 1513 and 1514. His work reinforces the argument that there is a
need for further investigation to resolve the contradictions between the hith-
erto perceived evolution of Dosso’s painting style and the dating evidence
offered by a study of dress and armor. Such an investigation should combine
the skills of various disciplines—of archivists and painting conservators as
well as historians of art, dress, and armor.

Notes

1. Baldassare Castiglione, Il libro del cortegiano (1516), ed. Ettore Bonora (Milan:
Mursia, 1972), bk. 2, chap. 26, 132.

2. Benedetto Varchi, Storia fiorentina (1538), ed. Lelio Arbib, 3 vols. (Florence:
Societa Editrice delle Storie del Nardi e del Varchi, 1838-1841), 2: bk. 9, 113-14: “E
non é dubbio che il vestir cosi degli uomini, come delle donne dal dodici in qua s’e
forte ripulito e fatto leggiadro, non si portando pin come allora si faceva, né saioni
con pettini e colle maniche larghe, i quali davano per gin che a mezza gamba, né
berrette che erano per tre delle presenti, colle pieghe rimboccate all’insi, né scarpette

goffamente fatte con calcagnini di dietro” (translation mine).
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3. See, for instance, Castiglione (see note 1), bk. 2, chap. 27, 133-34; idem, The
Book of the Courtier, trans. Charles S. Singleton (New York: Anchor/Doubleday,
1959), 122:

Pur qual ¢ di noi che, vedendo passeggiar un gentilomo con una robba adosso
quartata di diversi colori, 0 vero con tante stringhette e fettuzze annodate e fregi
traversati, non lo tenesse per pazzo o per buffone? — Né pazzo né buffone — disse
messer Pietro Bembo, sarebbe costui tenuto da chi fosse qualche tempo vivuto
nella Lombardia perché cosi vanno tutti (“Yet who of us, on seeing a gentleman
pass by dressed in a habit quartered in varied colors, or with an array of strings
and ribbons in bows and cross-lacings, does not take him to be a fool or a buf-
foon?” “Such a one would be taken neither for a fool,” said messer Pietro Bembo,
“nor for a buffoon by anyone who had lived for any time in Lombardy, for there

they all go about like that”).

4. Saint Maurelius and Saint George were the patron saints of Ferrara. Saint
George was also the patron of soldiers, knights, armorers, and archers.

5. In the context of sixteenth-century Italy, terms such as provincial or local are
confusing, unless a relationship between center and periphery is quite obvious. It is
appropriate for dress associated with, but found at a distance from, large, clearly
defined urban centers with rural hinterlands common in centralized kingdoms such as
France, Spain, and England.

6. Alessandro Luzio and Rodolfo Renier, “Il lusso di Isabella d’Este marchesa di
Mantova,” Nuova Antologia, ser. 4, 63 (1896): 466 (emphasis mine): “faremo fare la
puva [pupattola] con tutti li acconciamenti di dosso et testa che portamo nui, anchora
che Sua Maesta non vedera cosa alcuna nova, perché quelli che portamo nui si usano
anche li in Milano da le gentildonne milanese” (translation mine). It was common
practice at this time for rulers to exchange small dolls dressed in the styles worn at
each other’s courts. It was the easiest means of satisfying curiosity about the clothes
worn by their peers in foreign countries.

7. For a brief overview of changes at the turn of the century, see Grazietta Butazzi,
“Elementi ‘italiani’ nella moda sullo scorcio tra il XV e il XVI secolo,” in Chiara Buss,
Marina Molinelli, and Grazietta Butazzi, eds., Tessuti serici italiani, 1450-1530, exh.
cat. (Milan: Electa, 1983), 56-63.

8. The seven paintings are Holy Family and Donors, Philadelphia, Johnson
Collection, Museum of Art (fig. 1); Holy Family with Saint Jobn the Baptist, Saint
Barbara, and a Donor, Naples, Museo e Gallerie Nazionale di Capodimonte (fig. 2);
Virgin and Child with Saint Jobn the Baptist, Saint Jerome, Saint Paul, and Donor,
Rome, Pinacoteca Capitolina (fig. 3); Virgin with Child and Saints, Glasgow, Glas-
gow Art Gallery and Museum (see Felton Gibbons, Dosso and Battista Dossi: Court
Painters at Ferrara [Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1968), fig. 10); Salome before
Herod, Milan, private collection (p. 157); The Bathers, Rome, Museo Nazionale di
Castel Sant’Angelo (p. 232); and The Bacchanal, London, National Gallery (see Gib-
bons, fig. 19). Roberto Longhi, “Un problema di Cinquecento ferrarese (Dosso gio-
vine)” (1927), in idem, Saggi e ricerche, 1925-1928, 2 vols. (Florence: Sansoni, 1967),
1: 309-11; and Roberto Longhi, Officina ferrarese, 1934: Seguita dagli ampliamenti,
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1940, e dai nuovi ampliamenti, 1940-55 (Florence: Sansoni, 1956), 80-83, 157-59.
For the most recent bibliography, see Alessandro Ballarin, Dosso Dossi: La pittura a
Ferrara negli anni del Ducato di Alfonso I, 2 vols. (Cittadella: Bertoncello Artigra-
fiche, 1994-1995).

9. Longhi, 1956 (see note 7), 82: “in verita, conviene pin al *15 che al °30.” In
1927, Longhi disagreed with both Berenson’s attribution and dating: “S’intende che la
data proposta dal Berenson é certamente troppo inoltrata e non sorretta da alcuna
prova decisiva, né di costume né di stile; tutto cio che abbiam detto collima anzi a ret-
tificarla non oltre il secondo decennio del Cinquecento” (The date proposed by
Berenson is certainly too late, and is unsupported by any decisive evidence of costume
or style. Rather, everything that we have said instead tallies with an adjusted dating no
later than the second decade of the sixteenth century); Longhi, 1967 (see note 7), 1:
309-10 (translation mine).

10. Bernhard [sic] Berenson, [talian Paintings, vol. 1 of John G. Johnson Col-
lection, Philadelphia, Catalogue of a Collection of Paintings and Some Art Objects, 3
vols. (Philadelphia: John G. Johnson, 1913-1914), 122-23 (entry no. 197). Berenson
noted that this work recalled Lotto, but “the picture as a whole is somehow too seri-
ous, at once too monumental and compact for Lotto. The folds of the draperies are far
too functional and too linear for him. The ears are not his shape; the hands of the
Donoress [sic] are far too long; the infant Baptist is too Raphaelesque; and, in general
the modelling is too firm and the painting too solid.”

11. Titian’s The Sick Man of 1514 (Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi), although show-
ing the sitter in Venetian dress, shows hair of similar length and a beard.

12. Three engraved silver panels were commissioned immediately after the battle
of Ravenna (1512) by Alfonso I from the court silversmith and jeweler Giovanni
Antonio Leli da Foligno. Probably intended as a votive gift to the patron saint of
Ferrara, they were inserted into the sides of a bronze casket holding the relics of Saint
Maurelius in 1514. See Jadranka Bentini, ed., Signore cortese e umanissimo: Viaggio
intorno a Ludovico Ariosto, exh. cat. (Venice: Marsilio, 1994), 216. The influence of
military styles on civilian dress at this date is discussed by Grazietta Butazzi, “Le
pompe et superflue vesti di huomini et donne,” in Alessandro Bonvicino, il Moretto,
exh. cat. (Bologna: Nuova Alfa, 1988), 253-57.

13. Possibly the “scarpette goffamente fatte con calcagnini di dietro” (pumps
awkwardly made with low backs), mentioned by Varchi (see note 2), 2: bk. 9, 114.

14. The square toe remained popular until about 1540. It is possible that there has
been some loss of detail from the shoes, although this is not specifically noted in the
Philadelphia Museum of Art Conservation Department Examination and Treatment
Report of March 1992, which notes paint losses in the lower left arm of the kneeling
male donor and overall abrasion of paint layers. I am grateful to Professor Peter
Humfrey for forwarding this report to me. A puzzling feature is the distinctive fold
in the hose along the donor’s left leg, which seems to be fastened at two places by
buckles. This is not a feature of sixteenth-century hose and suggests intervention at
some point in the eighteenth century when gaiters were developed as leg coverings.
Another problem is the end of the dagger or belt hanging below the donor’s left arm.
A dagger was always worn on the right and the longer sword on the left, both attached
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to a belt around the waist of the tunic beneath the gown. If this is a belt, it is inexplic-
able since the gown was never belted. Possibly these are later additions, although there
is nothing in the 1992 examination report to suggest this.

15. My dating. See Gibbons (see note 7), fig. 78. This German shirt is illustrated
in Albrecht Altdorfer’s Lovers in a Field of Grain of 1508 (Basel, Offentliche Kunst-
sammlung) and in works by other contemporary German artists.

16. Raffaele Tamalio, Federico Gonzaga alla corte di Francesco I di Francia nel
carteggio privato con Mantova (1515-1517) (Paris: Champion, 1994), 241: “perché
qua si usa portar camise alla tedescha col colaro alto portando il scuffiotto [sic]....
prego Vostra Excellentia sia contenta farmine far qualcuna lavorata il colaro et
maniche come sono quelle dil Signor Loys da Gonzaga che la si potra far monstrar, et
mandarmele, acioché possa anch’io usar quel che si usa dali altri” (translation mine).

17. For the date of the Costabili altarpiece, see Adriano Franceschini, “Dosso
Dossi, Benvenuto da Garofalo e il polittico Costabili di Ferrara,” Paragone, nos.
543-545 (1995): 110-15, and his contribution to this volume. For an alternative dat-
ing of Dosso’s contribution to this work, see Andrea De Marchi’s essay in this volume.

18. This style was worn by Beatrice d’Este, duchess of Milan, as portrayed in 1494
by an anonymous painter in the Pala Sforzesca (Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera), and by
Elizabetta Gonzaga, duchess of Urbino, in the medal by Adriano Fiorentino from
about 1495 (Washington, National Gallery of Art, Kress Collection).

19. Other examples are seen in Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing of Isabella d’Este,
circa 1499-1500 (Paris, Musée du Louvre); Giancristoforo Romano’s portrait of
Lucrezia Borgia (reverse Medal of Alfonso I d’Este, of 1502, Modena, Medagliere
Estense); Lorenzo Costa’s Allegory, of 1505-1506, painted for Isabella d’Este (Paris,
Musée du Louvre); and Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio’s Portrait of a Lady (Milan,
Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Castello Sforzesca), possibly painted circa 1506-1507.

20. In Ferramola’s Birth of Adonis (1506-1512, Brescia, Pinacoteca Civica Tosio
Martinengo), the woman taking Adonis from the myrtle wears a turbanlike roll over a
veil, but the subject suggests the use of theatrical or fantastic dress, rather than every-
day garments.

21. This painting is recorded as originating from the Palazzo Farnese. Until the
nineteenth century it was attributed to Perugino, and then subsequently to Titian,
Bellini, and, when Longhi was writing in 1927, to Cariani. He noted that it was “un’-
opera orrendamente guasta dai ridipinti” (a work horribly damaged by repainting).
See Longhi, 1967 (see note 7), 1: 309; and Longhi, 1956 (see note 7), 82.

22. Varchi (see note 2), 2: bk. 9, 116: “colla camicia, la quale oggi usano incres-
pata da capo e dalle mani” (with the shirt, which is worn today ruffled at the neck and
wrists).

23. Varchi (see note 2), 2: bk. 9, 113: “chi portava i capelli e non si radeva la
barba, era tenuto sgherro, e persona di mal affare” (translation mine).

24. Varchi (see note 2), 2: bk. 9, 113: “oggi [1538] di cento, novantacinque sono
zucconi e portano la barba” (today [1538] out of one hundred men, ninety-five are
close-cropped/shorn and wear a beard).

25. Early examples are worn by Saint Catherine in Andrea Previtali’s Virgin and
Child with Saints (1504, London, National Gallery) and by Saint Giustina and the
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donatrix in the Madonna and Child with Saint Giustina and Saint Barbara (ca.
1508-1510, Rome, Galleria Borghese) attributed to Palma Vecchio. Examples more
like that worn by Saint Barbara in the Naples Holy Family are worn by the two female
saints in Cariani’s Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints (undated, Venice, Gallerie
dell’Accademia).

26. Longhi, 1956 (see note 7), 82: “Qui é una freschezza prativa di toni; una
spositura cromatica tutta sotto il pensiero di Giorgione e di Tiziano giovanissimo”
(Here is a meadow freshness of tone; and a display of color entirely influenced by the
concepts of Giorgione and the very young Titian) (translation mine). Berenson attrib-
uted this work to Girolamo da Carpi and then to an unknown Brescian artist. It
originated, unattributed, from the collection of Cardinal Emmanuele Pio of Savoy
(1578-1641).

27. Longhi, 1956 (see note 7), 157. At that time it was in the Lazzaroni collection,
Rome. Its previous provenance is unknown.

28. Compare for example the long shoulder-length hair and low-necked doublets
worn by soldiers and young men in Pinturicchio’s frescoes from 1505-1507, which
depict scenes from the life of Pius II (Siena, Libreria Piccolomini).

29. The multiple lames of the tasset were an innovation of the second decade. The
artist does not seem to have had great familiarity with armor: the arm lames here are
too accentuated, there are no points on the couter (elbow defence), and no rivets are
portrayed on the lames. I am indebted to Karen Watts, Senior Curator of Armour, The
Royal Armouries London and Leeds, for this information. We shall shortly be pub-
lishing a study of the representation of armor in works attributed to Dosso.

30. E Stefani, ed., I diarii di Marino Sanudo (Venice, 1883; reprint, Bologna,
1970), vol. 40, col. 425, 6 Dec. 1525.
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Fig. 1. Dosso Dossi and Garofalo
Costabili altarpiece (detail)
Ferrara, Pinacoteca Nazionale



Two Moments in Dosso’s

Career as a Landscape Painter
Peter Humfrey

A s has often been pointed out, Dosso’s genius as a landscape painter was
already recognized by his contemporaries Paolo Giovio and Giorgio
Vasari.! It is true that by emphasizing his proficiency in an aspect of art that
both writers regarded as relatively unimportant, both were implicitly —and
to our eyes unjustifiably — denigrating Dosso’s abilities as a painter of human
figures. Further, Giovio modeled his comments so closely on those made by
Pliny the Elder about the Augustan landscape painter Studius that one won-
ders how carefully he had looked at Dosso’s work. Thus Giovio’s words —
“jagged rocks, green groves, the firm banks of traversing rivers, the flourish-
ing work of the countryside, the gay and hard toil of the peasants, and also
the far distant prospects of land and sea, fleets, fowling, [and] hunting”2—
are in many ways more evocative of Flemish painters such as Joachim de
Patinir than of Dosso, whose background figures tend to be idly sitting or
conversing, or mysteriously ambiguous in their actions, but never employed
in seasonal toil or field sports. Yet, on balance, Giovio’s choice of Dosso to
represent a modern Studius was not an unreasonable one, since landscape
painting does indeed constitute a major and highly original aspect of Dosso’s
artistic achievement. As is evident from a masterpiece of his early maturity,
the Melissa (or The Enchantress Circe) in the Galleria Borghese (p. 235),
Dosso succeeded in creating his own, immediately recognizable morphology
of landscape, characterized by dense, suddenly illuminated thickets —what
Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo perceptively called “receding woods illuminated
from within by rays of sunlight.”3 Furthermore, Dosso typically invests his
landscape backgrounds, as here, with a mood of poetic enchantment so pow-
erful and so pervasive that it frequently verges on becoming the true subject
of the picture.

A comprehensive discussion of Dosso’s character and development as a
landscape painter is beyond the scope of this essay, which will focus instead
on two particular moments, both of which have been illuminated by impor-
tant recent archival discoveries. The first concerns Dosso’s early career,
before about 1515, during which he created the kind of fecund, thickly
wooded landscape still seen in the Melissa (which I would date to about
1515-1516).# Crucial to an understanding of this early phase is the discovery
by Adriano Franceschini that the Costabili altarpiece in Ferrara (p. 142), tra-
ditionally thought to date from the 1530s and previously never dated before
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about 1523, was in fact largely executed a whole decade earlier, by Dosso and
Garofalo together, within the year 1513.5 The second embraces Dosso’s career
after about 1528, during which he regularly worked in collaboration with his
younger brother Battista, albeit according to procedures that remain to be
satisfactorily clarified. Relevant for this phase (although unfortunately only
moderately relevant for the present purpose, since the work in question was
destroyed in 1945) is the discovery by Claudia Cremonini that the Immac-
ulate Conception altarpiece for the cathedral of Modena (formerly Dresden,
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemildegalerie Alte Meister) was commis-
sioned in January 1527¢ and was probably executed soon afterward —a few
years earlier, in other words, than the previously accepted date of 1532.

The new date of 1513 for the Costabili altarpiece throws into disarray all
previous reconstructions of Dosso’s early career.” In particular, it means that
the group of works first attributed by Roberto Longhi to the young Dosso,
including the Holy Family and Donors in the Philadelphia Museum of Art
(p. 178) and the Bathers in the Museo Nazionale di Castel Sant’Angelo
(p. 232), now has to be eliminated from the painter’s oeuvre.® (For many ex-
ternal reasons, these pictures cannot be dated much before 1513, and in fact
they probably date from considerably later; if later, they can no longer be
plausibly fitted into Dosso’s chronology.) Yet surprising as the 1513 date may
seem at first, there is no stylistic argument against it, and the already maturely
Dossesque landscape in the main panel (fig. 1) is perfectly comprehensible in
terms of existing Venetian models by both Giorgione and Titian. The pic-
turesquely irregular grouping of rustic buildings on a hilltop, accompanied
by lush vegetation, is obviously generically Giorgionesque, and relevant pro-
totypes can be found in such works as Giorgione’s altarpiece in the cathedral
of Castelfranco and the Adoration of the Shepherds (Washington, National
Gallery of Art), as well as in landscape drawings such as the Tiwvo Men on the
Edge of a Wood (Paris, Musée du Louvre), traditionally attributed to Giulio
Campagnola, but recently given by Konrad Oberhuber to Giorgione.?

Yet, as is clear from these examples or by the background of the Three
Philosophers (fig. 2), Giorgione’s treatment of landscape is characterized by
a delicacy of touch and minutely stippled highlights in the foliage that differ
from Dosso’s much broader treatment. Dosso seems to owe more to very
contemporary works by Titian such as the Noli me tangere (fig. 3), which
is usually and convincingly dated to 1511-1512.% Titian provides a model
not just for the rustic hilltop buildings, but also for the dynamic upward
sweep of Dosso’s road, for his thrusting bushes and tree trunks, and for his
drastically abbreviated human figures. Dosso’s foreground plants are also
very close to those of the Noli me tangere and of other early works by Titian
such as the Christ and the Adulteress (Glasgow, Glasgow Art Gallery and
Museum). At the same time, it may be observed that Dosso has already gone
somewhat further than Titian in the misty disintegration of form in the mid-
dle ground and in a freedom of brushwork that leaves thick blobs of impasto
in the highlights.
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Fig. 2. Giorgione Fig. 3. Titian
The Three Philosophers Noli me tangere
London, The National Gallery

Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum
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If Dosso painted like this in 1513, which of his landscapes may be judged
to have preceded his arrival in Ferrara? As plausibly suggested by Alessandro
Ballarin, a strong candidate for one of his earliest works, painted in Venice
in Giorgione’s lifetime, is the Buffoon (p. 64).1! Dosso’s deep indebtedness
here to the example of Giorgione as a landscape painter is particularly evi-
dent from the comparison, already made by Ballarin, with the Three Philoso-
phers—for instance, in the silhouetting of the dark tree trunks against a
luminous sky; in the picturesque buildings with Gothic spires, similarly
nestling in a thickly wooded valley; and in the creation of recession by means
of a gentle superimposition of planes, and without as yet the dynamic thrust
of the early work of Titian or of the Costabili altarpiece. Unfortunately the
surface of Dosso’s Buffoon is severely abraded, so the full extent of his debt
to Giorgione here cannot be properly assessed; but again, as in the Three
Philosopbers, the background foliage is likely to have been evoked with little
points of light.

Another candidate for a date previous to 1513, one that arguably forms
a stylistic bridge between the landscape of the Buffoon and that of the Cos-
tabili altarpiece, is the Circe and Her Lovers in a Landscape in the National
Gallery of Art, Washington (p. 235). It has been assigned widely differing
dates in Dosso’s career, partly, no doubt, because until very recently this
picture had been covered in extensive overpaint. Before Longhi published
his attributions, it was always seen as a very early work because of its mani-
fest Giorgionism; thereafter, it was generally placed immediately after the
putative early group, between about 1515 and 1520; more recently, Amalia
Mezzetti’s idea that it is a late work, because of the complication of the pose
and the quality of disegno in the figure, has won some support.2 But as
pointed out long ago by Tancred Borenius,? Circe’s pose is based on that of
Giulio Campagnola’s Young Shepherd engraving of about 1509; moreover,
Dosso must also have known a drawing after Leonardo’s lost Standing Leda
of about 1506. X-rays have now shown extensive pentimenti in a once much
slimmer figure, suggesting that it may have been reworked at a later date,
perhaps in the 1520s. In any case, Dosso’s extensive and rather literal use
of graphic sources—not just those of Giulio and Leonardo, but also obvi-
ously of Albrecht Diirer’s engraving of the stag and the greyhound in Sainz
Eustace (ca. 1501, p. 235)—lend the picture a strongly additive character,
implying an early and not yet fully mature work.* Indeed, there is little
sign as yet of the vigorous Titianism of the Costabili landscape, and although
the gracefully curving tree trunks still closely resemble those of Giorgione’s
Three Philosophers, the gentle serpentine progression from foreground, to
middle ground, to background remains comparable to that of the Sunser
Landscape (ca. 1503-1505, London, National Gallery). With the elimina-
tion of the Castel Sant’Angelo Bathers as a candidate for the documented
Mantuan commission of 1512, the Circe—as already suggested by Peter
Dreyer6 —may be seen as providing the closest point of stylistic reference for
the lost work.
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Fig. 4. Dosso Dossi

Parma, Galleria Nazionale

Two Moments in Dosso’s Career as a Landscape Painter

Fig. 5. Dosso Dossi
Madonna and Child in a Landscape (La Zingarella) Travelers in a Wood

Besangon, Musée des Beaux-Arts et d’Archéologie

Contemporary with or slightly later than the Costabili altarpiece is, to my
mind, a group of works dated by Ballarin to a few years later (about 1515-
1516): Madonna and Child in a Landscape (La Zingarella) (fig. 4), Three Ages
of Man (p. 236), Travelers in a Wood (fig. 5), and Rest on the Flight into
Egypt (Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi).!7 In all of these, the treatment of the
elements of landscape show the post-Giorgionesque freedom of handling al-
ready seen in the altarpiece, but perhaps even more important, they continue
the development toward autonomous landscape painting, already initiated
by Giorgione in such works as the Tempest (ca. 1505-1506, Venice, Gallerie
dell’Accademia) and the Sunset Landscape. The subjects —or indeed, in some
cases, nonsubjects —seem to have been chosen for the opportunities they pre-
sent for an enveloping landscape, and any devotional or moralizing intention
appears quite secondary. In the aptly nicknamed Zingarella, for example,
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Fig. 6. Albrecht Altdorfer
Saint Christopher Seated by a River Bank
Washington, National Gallery of Art

which appears to be the earliest of the group, the Madonna and Child seem
not to have come out from their house into the countryside, as they do in
similar works by Raphael, Garofalo, and even Titian, but seem to resemble
inhabitants of the woods and meadows, no less than Giorgione’s “gypsy” in
the Tempest. In comparison with traditional devotional images, they are
rather small in relation to the field, which is also unusually vertical in its pro-
portions, as if to accommodate the tall, luxuriant, swaying trees. In this
respect, Dosso may again have been inspired by German prints, but this time
less literally, and perhaps less by Diirer than by Albrecht Altdorfer. A wood-
cut such as the Saint Christopher Seated by a River Bank of about 1512, for
example (fig. 6),18 shows similarly vertical proportions and a composition
also consisting of tall trees in the foreground, extending beyond the confines
of the field at the upper edge, and of a distant vista on the left.

Dosso’s energetic treatment of his trees and bushes in the Zingarella, and
his bold use of impasto, is very close to that of the Costabili altarpiece and also
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of the New York Three Ages of Man. Neither of the two smaller works shows
the carefully graduated recession of the Circe, and in the Three Ages there is an
abrupt jump from the screen of plumed trees and bushes in the middle ground
to the distant blue of the horizon. The remarkable conceptual novelty of the
latter picture is that, perhaps even more than in Giorgione, the subject of the
picture has now moved from the figures to the landscape itself. It is not im-
possible that the three groups of figures were chosen to refer to the three ages
of man —childhood, maturity, and old age—yet this is surely no bittersweet
allegory on the passage of time and the inevitability of death. The figures are
considerably smaller relative to the field than are those in Titian’s much more
assertive allegory (loaned by the Duke of Sutherland to the National Gallery of
Scotland, Edinburgh), and although Erika Tietze-Conrat was probably incor-
rect to suppose Dosso’s picture to be a fragment of a larger composition,’ her
mistake usefully reveals the extent to which the figures appear more as aspects
of, or as incidents in, the landscape than as the principal bearers of the pic-
ture’s meaning. As early as about 1514, therefore, Dosso was painting a type
of work that Paolo Giovio, on the basis of Pliny, was later to call a parergon:
that is to say, a relaxing and diverting complement to proper or serious pic-
tures, one in which the viewer could take simple pleasure in contemplating
the countryside, with its green groves, its riverbanks, and its rustic inhabi-
tants.2 This then raises the question as to how far Dosso, his literary col-
leagues at court, and his patron— presumably in this case Duke Alfonso—
might already have been aware of Pliny’s concept of the parergon and of his
account of the landscapes of Studius. Although this question cannot be an-
swered with any certainty, it is worth recalling that it was only about three
years earlier, in 1511, that Isabella d’Este’s court humanist Mario Equicola
had devised a program of six subjects for Alfonso’s camerino, two or three of
which were based on Philostratus’s descriptions of paintings that had existed
in classical antiquity.?! In other words, the Three Ages may have been painted
in the same conscious spirit of classical re-creation of Titian’s later Bacchanals.
Certainly this vision of a sylvan arcadia, with its luxuriantly uncultivated
vegetation and its uninhibited rustic lovers, would have been intended to
provide the duke with the same pleasant relief from the formality of court
life as did his real delizie, or country retreats. The same is true of the Besan-
con Travelers, the landscape of which remains close to that of the Costabili
altarpiece, and which, even more than the Three Ages, has moved in the
direction of pure genre and pure landscape.?? Although the canvas presum-
ably originally formed part of some larger decorative ensemble, it is difficult
to imagine that its former companion pieces helped provide any more defi-
nite information about the identity of these figures. Moreover, although the
picture was perhaps conceived as a sort of secular “Flight into Egypt,” with
its landscape inspired by the dense primeval forest of Diirer’s Flight into
Egypt (fig. 7), a woodcut from the Life of the Virgin, Dosso’s figures were
probably always intended to be no more than what they seem: anonymous
travelers, the natural inhabitants of a delightfully mysterious parergon.
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Fig. 7. Albrecht Diirer Fig. 8. Dosso Dossi
The Flight into Egypt Mythological Scene (detail)
Washington, National Gallery of Art Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum

208



Two Moments in Dosso’s Career as a Landscape Painter

In his parerga, Dosso may be said to have created a highly original blend
of the iconographical and compositional freedom of German Renaissance
prints and the chromatic richness and pictorial expressiveness of the Venetian
maniera moderna. Perhaps it was only in the sophisticated culture of a court
that their nonutilitarian purpose of refreshing the mind and delighting the
senses could be fully appreciated. Dosso seems, however, not to have pursued
the type further after about 1520 (at least, in the form of small-scale easel
pictures),23 although he did continue to use throughout the 1520s a style of
landscape very similar to the one he had created in the phase around 1513.
For example, in the Jupiter, Mercury, and Virtue of the earlier 1520s (p. 99),
which is now in Vienna,?* the figures dominate the picture field, and the
landscape is reduced to a distant backdrop; yet the form and handling of the
trees, bushes, and buildings do not differ significantly from those of the
Costabili altarpiece of a decade earlier. Perhaps the only discernible novelty
is the particular effect of placing bright yellow dabs of foliage against a
dark sky, one that appears to derive from the right background of Titian’s
Bacchanal of the Andrians (Madrid, Museo del Prado), which was delivered
to Ferrara in early 1524 (or 1523?).25 But by the end of the third decade, in
an iconographically comparable picture such as the J. Paul Getty Museum’s
Mythological Scene (p. 84), Dosso can be seen to have developed a different
type of landscape (fig. 8). The terrain is no longer presented as seen from a
normative viewpoint, sloping gently uphill, but rather as seen from a high
viewpoint, sloping downhill toward sea level. A broad panorama is thereby
created, comprising a shimmering view of a maritime city, with towers,
spires, and gables rising up from its center, and lower buildings huddling
around the inlets that form the port. Although the light is fractured and poet-
ically suggestive, as always in Dosso, the foliage on the trees in the middle
ground is treated more minutely than in the earlier works, with finer brush-
strokes, in a way that complements the now much sharper and more precise
rendering of the details in the foreground. The Getty Mythological Scene is
not, of course, dated, and like most of Dosso’s works it has been variously
assigned by different critics to most stages of his career. Among the many
reasons for agreeing with the dating to the late 1520s proposed by Ballarin
is that of the treatment of the landscape.2¢ Here a new point of reference is
provided by the previously mentioned discovery by Claudia Cremonini of
the contract dated 1527 for the Immaculate Conception with Saint Berna-
dino, Saint Jerome, Saint Gregory, Saint Ambrose, and Saint Augustine for
the cathedral of Modena (fig. 9). The destruction of this picture in Dresden in
1945 and our necessary dependence on a prewar photograph unfortunately
make detailed comparisons difficult, but it may be noted that here, too, the
landscape consisted of a panoramic view of a seaport, with its towers and
roofs seen from above, as if from the top of a long descending slope.

This kind of panoramic landscape did not appear in Dosso’s previous
work —although we do already seem to be looking down from above on the
background of the Della Sale altarpiece (Rome, Galleria Nazionale di Palazzo
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Barberini), a picture that is more likely to have been painted in 1526 than in
1527, the date always assigned to it on the basis of an inscription, recorded
by Girolamo Baruffaldi,2” above its altar. Two separate sources of inspiration
may be suggested for Dosso’s new approach. The first, which has already
been emphasized by Ballarin and others with respect to the figure style of
the Immaculate Conception and the Mythological Scene, is that of Giulio
Romano. Thus, in the banquet scene in the Sala di Psiche at the Palazzo Te
(ca. 1526-1528), the foreground plateau dips away to a distant bay flanked
by steep hills, as in the Immaculate Conception; similarly, the Sala dei Giganti
includes glimpses of a distant seascape, with a port jutting into the water at
the edge of descending mountains, as in the Mythological Scene. Perhaps
Dosso was no less responsive here to the world landscapes of Patinir and his
school, which are known to have been much in demand in the courts of both
Ferrara and Mantua.?8 The effect of these on Battista is particularly evident
if one compares, for example, his Flight into Egypt (fig. 10) to a representa-
tion of the same subject attributed to Patinir’s follower, the Master of the
Female Half-Lengths (fig. 11) (a picture of a known Italian provenance),?’
with its farmhouses with pointed gables in the right middle ground, its exag-
geratedly steep, jagged mountains, and its distant port and seascape. Battista’s
picture is dated by Ballarin to about 1527-1530, the very moment we are
considering,3® and although in this case I feel his dating is somewhat too
early, another of Battista’s panoramic landscapes, the Battle of Orlando
and Rodomonte (Hartford, Wadsworth Atheneum),3! does indeed appear
to be close in date to Dosso’s Immaculate Conception, thereby confirming a
knowledge of and interest in Patinir on the part of both brothers by the later
1520s. As recently emphasized by Stefano Tumidei, Dosso’s development to-
ward increasingly extensive landscapes would then have been further stimu-
lated by his experiences as a fresco painter in Pesaro and Trent in 1530-
1532.32 Thus at Pesaro, the illusionistic scheme devised by Girolamo Genga
stimulated the representation of rolling plains, extending from the fore-
ground to the distant background, and at Trent, the various fables depicted
in the lunettes of the Stua della Famea are similarly unified by being placed in
extensive panoramas that are bounded by a continuous distant horizon and
are unobscured by the trees and dense thickets previously characteristic of
Dosso. Paradoxically, in no other landscape does this painter so vividly evoke
the watery expanses and misty atmosphere of the Po valley and, in particular,
of the Po delta near Ferrara.

A comparison between the generically similar landscapes of Dosso’s Myth-
ological Scene and Battista’s Flight into Egypt may usefully serve as a basis
for distinguishing between the landscape backgrounds of the works produced
by the brothers in the 1530s, a period in which regular close collaboration
between them often makes specific attributions hazardous. Characteristic of
Battista, in addition to the jagged rocks, are the greater number of more pre-
cisely represented buildings and, especially, the treatment of recession in
terms of parallel stata, or coulisses. Dosso, by contrast, unites middle ground
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Fig. 9. Dosso Dossi

Immaculate Conception with Saint Bernadino, Saint Jerome, Saint Gregory, Saint Ambrose,
and Saint Augustine

Destroyed (formerly Dresden, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister)
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Fig. 10. Dosso Dossi and Battista Dossi Fig. 11. Master of the Female Half-Lengths
The Flight into Egypt The Flight into Egypt
Coral Gables, Lowe Art Museum Raleigh, North Carolina Museum of Art

Here attributed to Battista Dossi
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to background by dynamic snaking rhythms, as in the sweeping curve of the
coastline, which endows the landscape with a vitality lacking in Battista’s
more additive formula. For this reason, I believe that Battista was probably
chiefly responsible for the landscape backgrounds of a number of pictures
datable to the late 1520s or early 1530s, which have traditionally been asso-
ciated with Dosso alone. The Story of Callisto (p. 96), the Borghese variant
of the Getty picture, for example,33 shows a mistily evocative but much quieter
type of landscape, with recession created by parallel horizontals, balanced
against the verticals of buildings and steep crags. Very similar is the back-
ground of the Hercules and the Pygmies (Graz, Landesmuseum Johanneum),
a picture that is usually and reasonably dated soon after the accession of
Ercole IT in 1534,34 and which may be seen as a later development by Battista
of the same type. Here, too, the cityscape and nearby crags, now more
detailed, are composed according to a vertical-horizontal grid, unanimated
by sweeping curves or diagonals.

This is not to say that the figure of Hercules, and indeed the basic concep-
tion of the picture, may not be by Dosso; in other pictures of the mid-1530s
the brothers may not only have worked in collaboration, but may have
divided their separate tasks differently. In the Saint Michael and the Devil,
for example (fig. 12), documented to the years 1533-1534,3% Battista was
probably responsible for the group of apostles at the left, for the glory above,
and for the group of buildings on the right, but I would give to Dosso not
only the magnificent foreground figures but also the resplendent verdant
landscape (in conception, even if not in every detail of the execution). It is
true that this broad panorama, with its distant cities and lake and its rolling
plain leading back to a chain of high mountains, is by now very different
from the earlier type of landscape that we associate most readily with Dosso.
Although the details are now rendered in much sharper focus than in the
Getty painting, the rhythmical structure of the landscape remains similar and
is quite different from the compositional habits of Battista. In the pendant
altarpiece to the Saint Michael, the exactly contemporary Nativity (p. 268) in
Modena, the distribution of work was evidently different, and I would accept
Lancillotti’s information that the picture —including the foreground figures —
is essentially by Battista.3¢ Yet, the landscape background, with its antiquar-
ian, Giuliesque vision of Bethlehem,3” is much more like that of the Saint
Michael than of the Graz Hercules, and, again, I would attribute at least the
design to Dosso. It may seem paradoxical that in the Hercules Dosso should
execute the figure and Battista the landscape, while in the Nativity the reverse
should be the case, but I believe that the visual evidence points this way. The
rhythmic energy of the landscapes of the two pendant altarpieces may then
be seen to reach a climax in the Dresden Archangel Michael (p. 264) of
1540,38 with its swirls of infernal vapor mingling with the huge banks of
cloud and the sudden glimpse of a mountain chain very similar to that of the
Parma Saint Michael. By now, Dosso has created a type of landscape back-
ground almost unrecognizably different from that of the Jupiter, Mercury,
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Fig. 12. Dosso Dossi and Battista Dossi

Saint Michael and the Devil; on High, the Assumption of
the Virgin

Parma, Galleria Nazionale
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and Virtue and other works of his middle career. Yet one only has to look at
the background of the Dresden Allegory of Justice (p. 267), painted by
Battista two years after Dosso’s death3® but remaining essentially similar to
the landscapes of a decade or more earlier, to see that such a development
was beyond the capacity of the younger brother. Ever since the publication of
Vasari’s tale that Dosso gave up painting at the end of his life to live on a
pension granted by Alfonso 1,40 the 1530s have been seen as a period of
decline in his art; in the present context, it probably has to be admitted that
his later landscapes lack the peculiar magic of the earlier ones, from the
Zingarella to the Getty Mythological Scene. At the same time, it should also
now be clear that contrary to what Vasari suggested, Dosso’s extraordinary
powers as a landscape painter continued to evolve until his death in 1542.
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Dosso Dossi and the Role of

Prints in North Italy
Andrea Bayer

he subject of this essay was broached at the round table of the first sym-

posium devoted to Dosso Dossi and his Age. An examination of the role
of prints in Dosso’s art, previously unstudied, promised to be of considerable
potential interest, especially as prints had demonstrably served an important
function for neighboring artists with connections to Dosso. It therefore
seemed pertinent to determine whether they might not have had similar reso-
nance for him and his contemporaries in Ferrara. My inquiry unfolded along
two lines: the identification of Dosso’s employment of prints as composi-
tional and, possibly, iconographic sources, followed by closer analysis of the
uses to which they were put. For reasons that will become clear, I concen-
trated on prints after central Italian artists, with side glances at those by
northern Italian and German artists.

It has long been recognized that northern Italian painters of the sixteenth
century were often inspired by prints. However, as Cecil Gould once said
about the impact of Albrecht Diirer’s prints on Italian art, “Like the Com-
mon Law of England it has never been codified, and it is not difficult to see
why,” given the ubiquitousness of the influence.! Therefore only recently has
the true extent of the influence of prints begun to be defined and its purposes
investigated. This realization has grown concurrently with our knowledge of
the strength of print collections in the region by the first half of the sixteenth
century and of the availability of prints to artists.

The former can be demonstrated with a good deal of contemporary
evidence in which prints are listed in collections alongside other objects, such
as antiquities. For example, the inventory of the collection of Francesco
Baiardo (the brother of Elena Baiardo), who died in Parma in 1561, lists sixty-
three items in three “camerine,” including seventeen prints by Marcantonio
Raimondi and Diirer.?2 Gabriele Vendramin’s spectacular collection in the
Palazzo Vendramin a San Fosca was inventoried about a decade following
his death in 1552. He too owned many prints, a number of which have been
identified: they included engravings and woodcuts by Diirer, prints by Do-
menico Campagnola, and other prints after Raphael and Perino del Vaga. The
collection of the Benavides family in Padua, most of it put together by Marco
Benavides, who died in 1582, was rich in prints. A seventeenth-century
inventory lists prints by Lucas van Leyden, Diirer, Andrea Mantegna, Marcan-
tonio, Caraglio, and others.> The Paduan historian Bernardino Scardeone
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noted in his biography of Mantegna, published in 1560, that he owned nine
diverse prints by the artist.# Coinciding with Dosso’s years of activity, Mar-
cantonio Michiel’s notes of collections from the 1520s include several refer-
ences that must be to prints: to works by Jacopo de’Barbari and Diirer in the
collection of Cardinal Grimani in 1521, and the mention of a “book of prints
by several hands

5

in Antonio Foscarini’s house in 1530.5

We are also increasingly aware of the pervasive presence of prints in
artists’ studios. Baiardo most likely obtained his print collection directly
from Parmigianino, either as surety for the Steccata frescoes or after the
artist’s death.6 Enea Vico proclaimed their importance for other artists in his
application for a printmaker’s privilege in 1546, in which he states that his
engravings are “for the benefit and use of all the painters and sculptors.”
According to Lodovico Dolce, “Raphael himself kept Diirer’s engravings
pinned up in his studio”; we are not surprised then to remember that the
artist also turned to Mantegna’s engravings for the Entombment now in
Rome in the Galleria Borghese.” Lorenzo Lotto bought prints in Venice in
1542 (unfortunately we do not know which), on the eve of his departure for
Treviso as part of the artistic materials he would need for work in a new
location.® Through Carlo Cesare Malvasia we know that several Bolognese
artists were collectors of prints. Denys Calvaert used them as teaching aids
(something Vasari recommends too, especially for poor draftsmen), likewise
tacking them up on the walls, while Bartolomeo Passerotti, followed by his
son Tiburzio, owned “all the most famous prints.”®

This latter assertion is intriguing because it implies an ongoing creation
of a canon of “famous prints.” Scardeone, not surprisingly given his bias
toward Mantegna, stressed that his prints were held in the highest esteem;
the ubiquitousness of prints by Diirer and Marcantonio in the collections
noted above also speaks for their special status. In the passage on Calvaert,
Malvasia has a long aside in which he lists the carte famose that appeared in
the artist’s studio: the great Germans; the printmakers working after Raphael;
Parmigianino’s etchings and Ugo da Carpi’s chiaroscuro woodcuts. Recently,
Michael Bury has gone into this issue, analyzing the frequency with which
specific printmakers appear in various writings by mid-century. Although a
certain number of names appear sporadically, the core group is clear: Man-
tegna, Diirer, Lucas van Leyden, Marcantonio, Agostino Veneziano, Jacopo
de’Barbari, and Caraglio.’® Knowledge of this emerging canon is of great
assistance in seeking out print sources in paintings and in understanding why
certain prints have been singled out by artists.

In northern Italy in the first half of the sixteenth century it seems to have
been crucial to many an artist’s working method to have a carefully selected
group of engravings “pinned up in [the] studio.” In the paintings of Moretto
da Brescia we can follow the myriad ways in which he made use of them,
especially of engravings after Raphael. Although Moretto most probably
made the journey to Rome at least once rather early in his career, his most
lasting source of information about Raphael and central Italian art was
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through the works of Marcantonio and his school. The tale of how Moretto
became known as “Il Raffaello Bresciano” is a fascinating one, studied in its
nineteenth-century incarnation by Bruno Passamani; it dates back in its ori-
gins to Vasari, who commented favorably on the Raphaelesque quality of
Moretto’s work.!! Of significance in the present context is the degree to
which Moretto actually relied on prints after Raphael and others in the
invenzione of his own paintings.2

The following two examples will suffice to document the numerous
instances of quotations from print sources that are so close to the original
that some degree of audience recognition may have been expected. In these
cases, even if the subject matter is altered, the original intention of the figures
or composition is taken over. In his organ shutters depicting the fall of Simon
Magus (fig. 1), Moretto adapts the figures of the bystanders crowded under
a portico found in Marcantonio’s print titled Martyrdom of Saint Cecilia
(fig. 2),13 which itself is based on a drawing in Dresden likely to be by
Raphael and related to the decoration of the chapel of the papal villa at
Magliana. Although the torso of the foremost figure is somewhat rotated
and some other modifications made, Moretto has captured the atmosphere
of astonishment, generated by the figure pressing himself against the column,
that already figured largely in the engraving’s impact. The other example is
limited to a single figure, the beautiful sleeping Elijah, which is a detail from
Moretto’s decoration of the Chapel of the Sacrament in San Giovanni Evan-
gelista, Brescia. The figure type and pose are based on those of the river god
Peneus being consoled for the loss of his daughter, Daphne, in an engraving
by the anonymous Master of the Die after a drawing by Baldassare Peruzzi,
Neighboring River Gods Consoling Peneus on the Loss of His Daughter,'*
which, in turn, derives from an ancient relief. In these cases, and many oth-
ers, imitation and emulation combine, and Moretto presents himself as flow-
ing along with the dominant current emanating from Rome.

In other examples, however, Moretto disregards the original intent of his
print source, with results that could almost be considered subversive. Two
examples are based on Marcantonio’s Judgment of Paris (fig. 3), that most
quoted of all prints.S In Moretto’s Gathering of Manna, also from San
Giovanni Evangelista, the sharply cropped figure to the far right is either an
imaginative adaptation of the river god at the left of the triad to the right of
the print, or reverses another small engraving, Seated Nude, which isolates
that figure, supplying him with an urn.' The two river gods also provide the
basis of figures of servants in Moretto’s Sacrifice of Isaac, painted for the
Chapel of the Sacrament in the cathedral in Brescia (fig. 4).

In both these cases Marcantonio’s figures have been completely trans-
formed: the two nude gods with leaves in their hair and carefully articulated
anatomies are now rough peasants with bundles and donkeys. The aspects of
the composition that would have seemed essential to Raphael —the recre-
ation of the antique, ideal human proportions, even the importance of dis-
egno—have been ignored by Moretto, as they do not suit his purposes. The
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Fig. 1. Moretto da Brescia, also called Alessandro Fig. 3. Marcantonio Raimondi
Bonvicino Judgment of Paris
Fall of Simon Magus New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Brescia, Seminario Diocesano

Fig. 2. Marcantonio Raimondi (after Raphael)
Martyrdom of Saint Cecilia
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Fig. 4. Moretto da Brescia, also called
Alessandro Bonvicino

Sacrifice of Isaac

Brescia, Duomo Nuovo
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Fig. 5. Battista Dossi Fig. 6. Marcantonio Raimondi (after Raphael)
Venus and Cupid Reconciliation of Minerva and Cupid (or Peace)
Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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engravings have been used as a visual template for a group that was then
drawn from life, probably from models in the studio, and little altered subse-
quently. The two characters in the Sacrifice of Isaac continue to look remark-
ably like contadini from the Brescian countryside; more startling still is the
sensation, in the Gathering of Manna, of gazing at a blond, grimacing studio
model rather than an idealized river god.

Keith Christiansen has shown that Caravaggio too was in the habit of
moving from prints through study of a studio model to painting. One case
is Caravaggio’s Bacchino Malato (ca. 1593-1594, Rome, Galleria Borghese),
which looks back to the same small engraving of the youth with an urn after
Marcantonio. Simone Peterzano too studied a figure from life in this precise
pose and then used it in his frescoes at Garegnano.?” Taken together, this evi-
dence suggests that the practice of frequently drawing on print sources was
another link in that thick chain binding the “Precedenti” to Caravaggio, as
first defined by Roberto Longhi.’® These artists seem to have turned from
prints to the study of the model, and it is this additional step that can so dis-
tance the final painting from its source. As nicely put by Valerio Terraroli in
regard to Moretto, the artist is “play[ing] within the classical lexicon, seen
anew in the light of the ‘natural.”!? Nevertheless, the engraved source remains
embedded in the picture; it is the evidence for the artist’s interest in Raphael,
however interpreted or, indeed, manipulated. In the discussion above I mea-
sured the proximity or distance between Moretto’s image and the engraving,
but this assessment assumes that the viewer has recognized the source.
Indeed, it assumes that the painter has dipped quite naturally into the visual
encyclopedia that prints offered him, both for individual figures and more
complex compositional elements. He then has put them to use in various and
even contradictory ways.

It is not surprising to find that in Ferrara, artists like Battista Dossi and
Garofalo were equally attentive to engravings after central Italian art. Given
their documented early and direct exposure to Raphael’s art, and subsequent
long years of working in northern Italy, prints after Raphael figure naturally
in their repertories. In their choices and uses of engravings Vasari would have
recognized the Battista who worked alongside Raphael, or the Garofalo who
promised Raphael that he would return to Rome and was prevented from
doing so only by the force of circumstances.2’ The painting that probably
shows Venus and Cupid (fig. 5), attributed by Henriette Mendelsohn and Fel-
ton Gibbons to Battista, is quite openly indebted to the print by Marcantonio
after Raphael that is traditionally titled Peace (fig. 6).2! The painter’s adher-
ence to the general composition is self-evident, but Battista also maintains
the statuesque figure type and the flowing classical drapery—indeed, all of
the aspects of the print that were recognizably part of a classicizing aesthetic.

Garofalo’s study of the works of Raphael and derivations from them is a
complex subject, but he approached print sources in a similarly partisan
manner. For example, the Minerva in Neptune and Minerva (fig. 7), dated
November 1512 —about the date of Garofalo’s trip to Rome discussed by
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Vasari?2—may not be a strict derivation from the famous Lucretia (fig. 8) by
Marcantonio after a lost original by Raphael,23 but her stance, especially
from the waist down, is directly indebted to it and certainly informed by the
same concerns (both may be based ultimately on an antique sculpture dis-
covered in Rome around 1500). The figure’s balance and contrapposto, the
position of the feet, the bunching of the drapery at the hips and under the
breasts, and even the description of the sandals point to the connection be-
tween the two.

Even when Garofalo’s principal source is elsewhere, as in his Pagan
Sacrifice of 1526 (London, National Gallery), which is based on an illus-
tration from Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,>* he has re-
invented the figures so that they have less to do with those of the Venetian
woodcut than with others of recognizably Roman inspiration. The young
woman holding the overturned torch at the left, for example, has been re-
thought in a manner close to Marcantonio’s Venus of 1512.25 In his interpre-
tation of this print, or of a figure very close to it, Garofalo captures the twist
of the body and shoulder, the folds of the belly, the stiff supporting left leg,
and the cast of the head. Each figure from the woodcut has been similarly
rethought; the result gives a somewhat piecemeal character to the painting as
a whole. While Moretto may have transcribed his Roman print sources more
literally, Garofalo instead pointedly exploited them for their intrinsic stylistic
character. As Fritz Saxl once said about this painting, Garofalo attempted to
achieve “a general pagan sacredness, a general dignified behaviour, a general
beauty of plastic form” and, in doing so, “[he] reshapes the early humanistic
Venetian original.”26 Surely numerous instances like these could be found by
a search through Garofalo’s work; Alessandro Ballarin, for example, has
pointed out his adaptation of Marcantonio’s Madonna of the Long Thigh,
which may be an illustration of the Ferrarese artist’s intense interest in Giulio
Romano after 1524.27

Having wandered across northern Italy from Milan on east, we finally
arrive at Dosso’s studio. Like Battista and Garofalo, Dosso’s understanding
of Roman art was based on firsthand knowledge; indeed, one of the most
interesting implications of the new documentation on the Costabili altarpiece
(p. 142), showing it to have been underway in 1513,28 is that Dosso and
Garofalo were probably both in Rome before it was begun. Vasari says as
much about Garofalo, although he garbles the date, while numerous details
of the altarpiece suggest an acquaintance with the current work of Raphael
on the part of both artists. The subtlety with which Dosso was able to keep
his sense of the Roman scene alive in his own later work in Ferrara is strik-
ing, and prints were one means of his doing so. They seem to have provided
a starting point toward a more personalized imagery, or to have functioned
as an aide-mémoire of a work studied in the original. Yet it is considerably
less easy to glean print sources from his paintings than from any of those of
the artists discussed above, and when they are readily identifiable they are
apt to be for incidental motifs. I would suggest here that in his way of

226



Dosso Dossi and the Role of Prints in North ltaly

Fig. 7. Garofalo Fig. 8. Marcantonio Raimondi (after Raphael)
Neptune and Minerva Lucretia
Dresden, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts

Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister
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Fig. 9. Marcantonio Raimondi
Muse
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Fig. 10. Dosso Dossi
Saint Jerome
Whereabouts unknown

228

Fig. 11. Agostino Veneziano, also called Agostino Musi
Saint Matthew
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art



Dosso Dossi and the Role of Prints in North ltaly

working with and from prints, Dosso exhibits the very complete and indi-
vidual assimilation of central Italian art that is an important aspect of the
sure-handed combination of various stylistic veins that is at the core of his
painting’s poetry. (David A. Brown has made a similar point about assimila-
tion when contrasting Correggio’s and the young Parmigianino’s use of print
sources, noting that “the younger artist [at Fontanellato] failed to fully
assimilate them, so that they are easier to identify.”2°)

The most transparent of the print derivations is Dosso’s transformation
of Marcantonio’s Muse (fig. 9),3° which is based on ancient prototypes, into
a pensive Saint Jerome in a painting published by Longhi whose present loca-
tion is unknown (fig. 10).3! The figure’s position is unchanged save for the
arms, which are crossed more acutely, so that the elbow rests directly on the
wooden support and the saint’s chin on his knuckles. As it seems likely that
this sharply observed rethinking of the pose was done from a model, it is
interesting that the Muse is an image that Moretto worked from also for a
Saint Peter (ca. 1550, Brescia, private collection) and more loosely for the
Eritrean Sybil (ca. 1530) now in the Escorial in Madrid. From photographs,
the Saint Jerome appears to be an early work (Ballarin has said about 1516),
and the saint is shown set against the dense foliage, flecked with light, so
characteristic of paintings of this period. Indeed, the concern with light is
remarkable, as it picks out the crucifix and the folds of drapery tied across
the saint’s torso and spilling over the plinth. In this way Dosso brings to-
gether a figure directly based on a work by Marcantonio and a landscape and
illumination of very differently oriented inspiration.

However, an even more typical pattern can be observed in the conception
of the splendid figure of Jupiter in the Jupiter, Mercury, and Virtue in Vienna,
generally dated about 1524 (p. 99). The position of this bearded figure —legs
decisively crossed, left arm pulled across the waist, neck muscles bulging, the
tug of the drapery under the thigh—has been compared to that of Raphael’s
frescoed Jupiter in the spandrel known as Cupid and Jupiter in the Villa
Farnesina in Rome, a work commissioned by Agostino Chigi. As the date of
the work by Raphael and his school in the Loggia di Psiche is about 1518,
this comparison presupposes that Dosso made a trip to Rome sometime late
in that decade or early in the next, which may very well be true.

Two engravings may have served as intermediaries for the artist some
years later in Ferrara. One is Marcantonio’s reproduction of the spandrel
itself, sufficiently well known at the time to be singled out by Vasari, al-
though incorrectly identified as a Ganymede.3? The other is Agostino Vene-
ziano’s Saint Matthew (fig. 11),33 one of the Four Evangelists (after the
design of Giulio Romano?) also dated 1518, and itself a reinterpretation of
the Jupiter. The introduction of this second engraving into the discussion is
key because Dosso looked to it for certain inflections not found in the work
for Chigi. Arm and leg have been brought closer together; Jupiter’s hand
holding the palette is stretched out in much the same way as Matthew’s hand
holding the pen; and the twist of the head, while not identical, thrusts back
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rather than forward. Dosso goes his own way entirely in dropping the exag-
gerated foreshortening of Jupiter’s dangling right foot, an effect needed for
the di sotto in su position of the original. More significant, he also changes
Jupiter from Raphael’s heroic, wavy-haired and muscle-bound god to a more
lyrical personality. Although recognizably tied to its Roman prototypes,
Dosso’s Jupiter has been recast in the artist’s own terms and set seamlessly
within his own poetic conception. We witness Dosso moving from an origi-
nal observation of a work in Rome, renewed and refined by a study of prints
and perhaps restudied from a posed model, to a figure of extraordinary
inventiveness. .

A second instance is suggestive 