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2 PARTICULAR JUDGMENT OR LAST JUDGMENT?

Particular Judgment or Last Judgment?: A Reassessment of Maso di Banco’s
Fresco over the Large Tomb in the Bardi di Vernio Chapel in Santa Croce in
Florence

Virginia Brilliant

In the 1330s, Maso di Banco executed the majority of the decorations of the Bardi di Vernio Chapel
in the Franciscan church of Santa Croce in Florence, including the remarkable judgment scene above
the larger of the chapels two tombs. Undocumented, however, are the date and terms of the com-
mission, the date of the work’s execution, the precise identity of the chapel’s Bardi patron, and that
of the individual commemorated by the large tomb.' What is known is that various members of the
wealthy and powerful Florentine Bardi family—bankers whose clients included the papal Curia, the
English monarchy, and the Angevin rulers of Naples'—possessed rights of patronage to four chapels
in Santa Croce, including this one, by 1335." In the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries in
Italy, private funerary chapels built and decorated at the behest and in commemoration of laymen
became increasingly common features in mendicant churches. Yet the large tomb in the Bardi di
Vernio Chapel was quite unusual.* Such monuments were only very infrequently built into the walls
of private chapels, and were moreover not common fixtures inside churches in general in this period.

Also highly unusual is the fresco—ostensibly commemorating the interred—which is the
tomb’s visual focal point. In it a male figure, henceforth called the “Bardi Man,” rises up into the
frescoed space as if from the marble sarcophagus embellished with sculpred reliefs (ﬁg. 1). He wears
a white cap and a short grayish-brown tunic. Although it is unclear whether he stands or kneels, he
is poised in the fresco’s immediate foreground in the wide, V-shaped, concave opening formed by a
gap between two rocky peaks that constitute the fresco’s foreground landscape. He is nearly, but not
quite, situated at the composition’s center: his body is rooted in the lefi-hand side of the pictorial
space but his hands and forearms, joined in prayer, are located precisely upon the fresco’s central
vertical axis.

‘The Bardi Man responds to the call issued by two trumpeting angels included in a larger group
of six, the others holding instruments of the Passion. The angels surround a figure of Christ, enclosed
in a mandorla and hovering in a deep blue twilight sky. The Bardi Man gazes upwards towards this
divine apparition. Christ’s expression is utterly inscrutable. Wounds in his hands, feet, and bare torso
are visible and both of his arms extend ourwards and downwards from his body, his right palm open
to the viewer, his left p;iim rurned inwards.

A bare, smooth, ground level rock surface stretches berween the Bardi Man and the landscape
in the fresco’s background, marked predominanty by a range of barren and craggy rocks. To the
left-hand side of the range’s most prominent, centrally placed peak, is a green hill marked by several
trees. Exactly opposite this grove, to the peak’s right-hand side, is a small, barren hill, distinguished
from the landscape’s other features by its dark, almost black, color. In this background range of
landscape features, the entirety of the area to the left-hand side of the cleft in the central rock is
painted in lighter tones than that to the cleft’s right-hand side, a very distinctly darker arca.

An ornately embellished white marble baldachin circumscribes the fresco forming a niche. Full-
length frescoed figures of a prophet and a saintappear in this niche’s left- and right-hand embrasures,
respectively. The propher looks and gestures towards the viewer, while the saint’s gesture and gaze
reference the fresco. Both hold scrolls lamentably damaged to the point of illegibility. Two winged
figures appear above in the ornamental band under the baldachin’s canopy. In frescoed areas flanking
the baldachin’s gable, two half-length Old Testament prophets protrude from fictive oculi.
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Fig. 1. Maso di Banco, Tomb for the Bardi Family, ca. 1330s. Bardi di Vernio Chapel, Santa Croce, Florence.
Photo: Virginia Brilliant)
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Both hold scrolls, that on the right-hand side stating: EXTERMINATI SUNT ET AD INFERNOS
DESCENDERUNT (from Baruch 3:19, meaning: “They have vanished, gone down to Hell”). That
on the left-hand side states: O MORS QUAM AMARA EST MEMORIA TUA (from Ecclesiasticus
41:1, meaning: “O Death, how bitter it is to remember you”).

This extraordinary sepulchral ensemble has been the subject of intense debate owing to the
dual eschatology espoused in Christian belief and doctrine. For, from the New Testament, medieval
Christianity inherited a fundamental eschatological belief: at the end of time, Christ will judge the
living and the dead and allocate each to Heaven or Hell for all eternity (Marthew 25 and Revelation
20). Scripture, however, also bequeathed medieval Christianity another important eschatological
idea, that of a judgment rendered upon each individual soul at the moment of deach (Luke 16:19-
31 and Luke 23:43). Called the “individual,” “immediate,” or “particular” judgment by modern
scholars, this concept proved a persistent element of medieval Christian eschatological belief. Many
scholars have asserted that the fresco depicts an individual participating in the Last Judgment of all
humanity at the end of time. Others have argued that it represents the “particular judgment,” or,
more precisely, the judgment of the individual soul post-mortem.

Vasari quite simply described the fresco as “a judgment.” Only in the nineteenth century was
the fresco explicitly called a “Last Judgment.”® Modern scholars who have favored viewing the work
as a personalized Last Judgment include Richard Offner, David Wilkins, Jane Long, Jérome Bascher,
and Michele Bacci.” Eve Borsook was the first to suggest that the work was concerned with the post-
mortem experience.® Helen Ronan and Janos Végh accepted this hypothesis, both further asserting
that the work depicts the particular judgment.” In a book celebrating the restoration of the chapel in
the 1990s, Cristina Acidini Luchinat and Enrica Neri Lusanna further argued for this latter view."
A response to this book by Roberto Bartalini in 2000 turned the tide once again.!" This problem,
however, has not yet been conclusively or convincingly resolved. The present paper aims to reassess
these arguments and to advance a new hypothesis regarding the judgment portrayed in the fresco,
arguing that both may be its subject, or at issue in it, simultaneously.

On the whole, Maso’s spare scene bears little resemblance to the crowded and animated Last
Judgmentimages made in fourteenth-century ltaly. Consider, for example, the frescoesin the Scrovegni
Chapel in Padua (Giotto, ca. 1300-1305, fig. 2), the Strozzi Chapel in Santa Maria Novella in Flor-
ence (Nardo di Cione, ca. 1357), and the Camposanto in Pisa (Buffalmacco, ca. 1330s). Nonethe-
less, scholars who have understood Maso’s fresco as a personalized Last Judgment have based their
claims chiefly upon the appearance in the work of iconographical elements commonly associated
with contemporary representations of the Last Judgment. The most conspicuous relevant feature is
the figure of Christ, which is in fact consonant with some of those deployed in fourteenth-century
Ttalian Last Judgment scenes.'”

Christ'sappearance in representations of the post-mortem judgment could be visually equivalent
to his aspect in Last Judgment imagery; a strand of medieval theology allows for this. Writing in
the 1130s, Peter Abelard deployed the word iudicinm, a term previously used to describe the events
that will occur at the end of time, to clucidate the character of the action God performs upon the
soul in the moment of death; in his writings the particular judgmentand the Last Judgment become
semantically one and the same."” Robert of Melun, considering Paul’s discussion of Christ’s Second
Coming in the Epistles, wrote of a double coming, or adventus, of Christ.'" Robert diverged from the
Pauline tradition that pairs the Second Coming of Christ at the Last Judgment with the Incarnation,
asserting that while the Second Coming occurs when Christ comes to judge all humanity ac the end
of time, in keeping with traditional views, Christ’s first adventus is not the Incarnation, burt rather
occurs in the moment of each individual’s death when Christ comes to judge the soul. Robert’s un-
derstanding of the adventus duplex in terms of a iudicium duplex creates a correlative link berween
the two events of judgment and also stipulates that Christ plays central and analogous roles in both




RutGERS ART REVIEW 24 (2008) 5

Fig. 2. Giotto, Last Judgement,
ca. 1300-1305. Scrovegni Chapel,
Padua. (Photo: ALINARI Archives,

Florence)

instances. Theologians including Richard of St. Victor and Thomas Aquinas also made recourse to
such analogies." Additionally, these ideas made a more popular impact. In exempla widely circulated
in medieval Europe, including ltaly in the fourteenth century, the judgment of the soul post-mortem
is enacted by a figure of Christ described in a manner consistent with contemporary Last Judgment
imagery." If such sources suggest that the two judgments could be viewed as parallel events differ-
ing only in timing and object, and further assign equivalent roles to Christ in the instances of both
judgments, then it is possible to propose that in the realms of visual imagery, the judging Christ
involved in the particular judgment could be represented in iconographically analogous terms to
those of contemporary Last Judgment imagery.

A few other works also propose similar visual scenarios in which single individuals appear before
a figure of Christ whose guise is consonant with his appearance at the Last Judgment: a fresco in
the Duomo of Atri in the Abruzzo region (ca. 1350)," a fresco in the Casa Minerbi in Ferrara (ca.
1370-1380)," and, later, the tomb of Bishop Giovanni de Coca in the Cappella di San Raimondo
in Santa Maria sopra Minerva in Rome (fresco by Melozzo da Forli, ca. 1477)." A multivalent
interpretation may likewise usefully apply to them.

Another iconographical element of the fresco consistent with Last Judgment imagery is the
presence of trumpeting angels beside Christ. This pictorial element is derived from Matthew 24:31,
which states that: “he shall send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather
together his elect from the four winds, from one end of Heaven to the other.” Trumpeting angels
may be found in many important Last Judgment scenes created in fourteenth-cencury lealy, includ-
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Fig. 3. Biagio di Goro Ghezzo, Psychostasis, 1368. San Michele, Paganico. (Photo: Virginia Brilliant)

ing the fresco in the Scrovegni Chapel. Trumpeting angels may also, however, be associated with
the particular judgment. In exempla in circulation in the fourteenth century in Europe, the souls
of the dying often heard themselves called from their bodies unto the realms of the otherworld by
trumpeting angels.” Such angels also may have been included both in texts and in this image to
evoke and represent the particular judgment by means of iconographical resonance with Last Judg-
ment imagery, as discussed above in relation to Christ.

The foreground landscape has also encouraged scholars to view the scene as a depiction of the
Last _]udgmcm. There, a craggy and barren set of rocks which form a V—sh;lpcd concave dip and
assume the appearance of a desolate valley. Scholars have remarked upon the parity between this
topographical feature and the idea of the Valley of Josophat, the place where scriprure suggeses chat
the resurrection of the flesh will occur. Representations of the Valley of Josophart are included in
most contemporary depictions of the Last Judgment. Perhaps the configuration of the rocks in the
foreground of Maso’s fresco is even more strongly suggestive of a valley than those more Hat Valleys
of Josophat included in contemporary Last Judgment images. It is consequently possible to view the
fresco’s foreground landscape features as a depiction of the Valley of Josophat, and thus the entire
fresco as an image of the Last Judgment that takes place in that valley.

Yet the frescoed valley might also arguably be linked to the particular judgment. In light of
the parallel nature of the two judgments discussed above, it might be hypothesized that if the Last
Judgment ook place in the Valley of Josophar, the particular judgment might be viewed as occur-
ring in the same location. Indeed, in the exempla discussed above in relation to the fgure of the
judging Christ, the soul is brought ro the Valley of Josophat to undergo the judgment.’! So even if
the frescoed valley is viewed as a depiction of the Valley of Josophat, the judgment occurring in that
valley need not necessarily be understood as the Last Judgment.

It may also be possible to view the frescoed valley as an image of the Valley of Death thar fea-
tures in Psalm 22(23), as Borsook suggested.* This Psalm was included in the Office of the Dead,
the set of prayers recited at the deathbed, throughout funerals, by the laity in private, and daily in
funerary chapels such as the one housing the tomb at issue here.”* These prayers aimed to case the
dying through their last moments of life, aid the soul in the moment of the post-mortem judgment,
alleviate any consequential purgatorial suffering allotted to that soul in that judgment, and help to
ensure the soul’s eventual achievement of reward in Heaven.* When the Ofhce of the Dead was
recited in the Bardi di Vernio Chapel, the supplicant viewers might readily have connected the Valley
of Death mentioned in their prayers with the image of the frescoed valley. The pictured judgment
may have thus been understood as the one that occurs immediately post-mortem, death being the
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moment in which one passes though this particular valley.

The image of the Bardi Man standing in the concave dip in the rocks is also reminiscent of
several pictorial devices that play roles in contemporary representations of the soul’s post-mortem
experience. For one, it resembles the personifications of the good and bad qualities of souls that sit
in cup-shaped recepracles suspended from the balance held by the Archangel Michael in numerous
medieval Italian images in which the particular judgment is envisaged in terms of a pyschostasis, or
a weighing of souls in a balance (fig. 3). It also calls to mind many fourteenth-century Iralian images
in which figurations of souls stand or kneel in swags of cloth, cloud bursts, or curved mandorlas
supported on either side by angels bearing these souls to Heaven following the particular judgment
(fig. 4). There is also a resemblance to visualizations of the bosom of Abraham—a realm sometimes
thought in the Middle Ages to contain the souls of the blessed prior to the Last Judgment —in which
figures of the patriarch hold cloths filled with souls (fig. 5). For the fourteenth-century viewer conver-
sant in these pictorial types, this shape resonates strongly with iconographical conceits representing
a variety of experiences possibly available to the soul post-mortem, encouraging us, as it may have
done such a viewer, to associate the foreground landscape with the post-mortem experience and by
extension the frescoed judgment with the particular judgment.

One final element of the fresco’s iconography that has been linked to the Last Judgment is the
appearance of the Bardi Man. Some scholars have claimed that the Bardi Man represents a single
individual facing the Last Judgment or, more intriguingly, personifies all male members of the Bardi
family.”® The latter, cumulative presence would seem to demand thar the fresco be understood as an
image of the Last Judgment during which all mankind is judged collectively. However, even if the
Bardi Man represents all Bardi men, it is nonetheless possible to view the fresco as a depiction of
the particular judgment that all of these men would undergo post-mortem, the image compressing
the judgments of all of these men into a single scene.

Fig. 4. Simone Martini, Death of St. Martin of Tours, Fig. 5. Bosom of Abraham, ca. 1211-1299. Reims,
ca. 1317-1320. St. Martin Chapel, San Francesco, Carhedral. (Photo: ALINARI Archives, Florence)
Lower Church, Assisi. (Photo: ALINARI Archives,

Florence)
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Notably, the appearance of the Bardi Man has been identified most closely by modern scholars
with the particular judgment. During the course of the recent restoration of the fresco, it was dis-
covered that the Bardi Man was initially frescoed in the nude and that his clothes were added a secco
shortly thereafter.® Neri Lusanna asserts that this change was implemented in order to clarify the
fresco’s iconographical themes and intensify its power as a representation of the particular judgment.
She maintains that while bodies rising from tombs at the Last Judgment must be shown nude, souls
are invariably clothed. This argument is sound. The soul was in this period generally understood as
a person’s essence, an entity that included their gender and peculiarities of appearance, dress, and
facial characteristics and expressions. Hence in the visual arts the soul typically assumed a paradoxi-
cally somatomorphic presence. It is therefore possible, following Neri Lusanna’s line of argument,
to view the clothed Bardi Man as a figuration of a soul, one that has drifted upwards from the body
resting in the sarcophagus post-mortem in order to face its particular judgment.

Simultaneously, though, individuals could appear clothed in contemporary representations of
the Last Judgment. In some contemporary representations of the event, such as the Scrovegni Chapel
fresco, diminutive naked figures without so much as an indication of gender rise from their tombs,
while the saved and the damned proceeding towards or residing in Heaven and Hell are larger in
size and possess distinctive facial and bodily features as well as clothing. In these works, the body
is represented as a generic entity while the soul is shown to be an individual’s unique essence, and
the latter is discretely infused into the former when these two parts of the individual are reunited in
the midst of the Last Judgment. In other Last Judgment images made in the fourteenth century in
ltaly, such as the fresco in the Camposanto, figures emerge from their tombs to face the judgment
fully clothed, full-sized, and differentiated in terms of gender as well as facial and bodily features
and expressions. In such works the reunion of the body and the soul implicitly occurs before or just
as the body rises from the tomb. Therefore, the Bardi Man’s clothes do not help in determining
whether the scene depicts a particular judgement or the Last Judgement, but instead, when parsed
through comparisons with other contemporary judgement images, allows for both possibilities.

One further and final element of the fresco’s iconography has not, however, been considered
atall in the scholarly literature related to the work: the background landscape. Flanking the rocky
crag, which is the highest point and exact center of the range of peaks in the fresco’s background,
are two patches of landscape set further into that background. To the left-hand side, situated directly
beneath Christ’s salvation-granting right hand, is a patch of fertile green land marked by several
trees in full bloom. To the right-hand side, beneath Christ’s damning left hand, is a small barren hill
painted in a shade of brownish-grey, which renders it noticeably darker than any of the fresco’s other
topographical features. There is a clear general dichotomy between the background landscape’s left-
and right-hand sides, divided by the cleft in the central peak of the background rock range: the left
seems to be a place of light, painted in pale shades of beige and brown, while the right is obscured
in darkness, painted in deep shades of brown and black. Given their conspicuous differentiation,
it is possible that these two small patches of landscape, and, more broadly, the left- and right-hand
sides of the background situated beneath Christ’s saving and damning hands, respectively, possess
symbolic values.

The brownish-grey hill may refer to Hell, often conceived in Iralian visual culture as a gloomily
dark, vaguely amorphous realm in which the souls of the damned are tortured, which sometimes
even assumes the form of a hill. The Limbo of the Pacriarchs, Hell's uppermost region, was more
frequently depicted in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries than Hell proper as it was the site of
Christ’'s Harrowing of Hell and was thus included in many of the Passion cycles that were produced
in abundance in this period (fig. 6). In these works, limbo is invariably described as a cave burrowed
into a desolate rocky hill, its dark interior reaches visible behind the patriarchs Christ rescues and
the demons guarding the realm. Furthermore, the scroll held by the Old Testament prophet situated
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Fig. 6. Andrea di Bonaiuti, Harrowing of Hell, ca. 1367-1369. Spanish Chapel, Santa Maria Novella, Flor-
ence. (Photo: ALINARI Archives, Florence)

in the oculus poised directly above the right-hand side of the fresco, and thus above the small dark
hill, states: “They have vanished, gone down to hell,” providing additional encouragement to view
this topographical feature as such.

If the dark hill refers to Hell, then the garden opposite it may constitute an allusion to Heaven,
its actual opposite. It was thought in the Middle Ages that a garden flourished just beyond Heaven’s
gates acting as an antechamber to it. In the visual arts this theme stems from Byzantine tradition in
which heaven is invariably described as a two-fold realm, one part inhabited by God, the saints, and
angels, and in another, souls find repose in Abraham’s bosom as per the story of Lazarus told in the
Gospel of Luke. Byzantine artists conflated the idea of Abraham’s bosom with Persian conceptions
of pairidaeza, an otherworldly realm of rest and refreshment, a garden marked by palm trees, the
convergence of the Four Rivers, and a Fountain of Life. In such images — for example the ca. 1315-
1321 fresco in the parecclesion of the church of the Monastery of the Chora in Istanbul — Abraham
holds a cloth filled with souls and sits in a garden below and separate from the celestial spheres
inhabited by Christ and the angelic and saintly hierarchies, his ‘bosom’ thus forming a heavenly
realm distinct from Heaven proper.”’

This model did enjoy some popularity in the West, but, by about the thirteenth century JAbra-
ham’s bosom disappeared almost entirely from theological and subsequently from artistic conceptions
of the afterlife. In spite of this development, the idea of a paradisiacal garden just beyond Heaven’s
gates proved tenacious and achieved a wide proliferation in medieval European visual culture. It
was integrated, for example, into ecclesiastical architecture.” The church, the carthly model of the
Heavenly Jerusalem, was reached by passing through a garden. In early Christian basilicas, this area
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was called an asrium or, indeed, a paradise. In the twelfth-century in France, it evolved into the
parvis, the semantically telling space before a cathedral across which the faithful walked before enter-
ing elaborately decorated portals signifying Heaven'’s gates. In monastic complexes and mendicant
convents, these gardens assumed the form of cloisters adjacent to the monastery church. This idea
also achieved expression in the visual arts, the motif of a garden beyond Heaven's gates appearing in
several fourteenth-century and early fifteenth-century images, such as Fra Angelico’s ca. 1431 Last
Juegment panel for San Marco in Florence (fig. 7).

‘This at least partially Edenic conception of Heaven must have had great appeal throughout the
Middle Ages. The predominantly agrarian society might well have identified with Adam and Eve,
cast out of Eden into a harsh world, forced to till the soil.*” The reverse of the Fall and the return of
mankind to Eden, the typological precursor of the renewed earth discussed in Revelation 21-22, might
have been tremendously attractive to medieval peasants and also monks for monastic life following
Benedict's rule of ora and labora revolved around farming the often undesirable land of monasteries
situated in obscure and distant places.” While city-based friars did not endure the hardships of rural
life, the dirty and hectic urban experience might also have prompted a yearning for the peaceful
tranquility of a beautiful garden. At the time of the Black Death, when concern with the beyond
was almost certainly endemic and a desire for the release from the squalor of plague-ridden Iralian
cities into the serene beaury of fragrant and fertile nature plausible, mendicant preachers deployed
exempla in their sermons which promised that the blessed dead would reside in a beautiful garden.”
In the light of these ideological and iconographical trends, it seems plausible to view the frescoed
garden as representative of the heavenly antechamber just beyond Heaven's gates.

‘The dichotomy between light and dark on the fresco’s left- and right-hand sides, respectively,
further supports the notion that these two areas signify heavenly and hellish realms. Light metaphys-
ics played an important role in medieval conceptions of Heaven. Thomas Aquinas, for example,
believed that everything in Heaven shone with supernatural splendour, the light emanating from
God. While he admitted that no seriptural precedent absolutely supports this assertion, the light

Fig. 7. Fra Angelico, Last Judgement, ca. 1431. Musco di San Marco, Florence. (Photo: ALINARI Archives,
Florence)
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symbolism of the New Testament, for example, Jesus’ statement in Matthew 13:43 that “then shall
the just shine as the sun in the kingdom of their Father,” allows heaven to be considered a place
of light, God the source of this illumination.” In fourteenth-century Italy Dante’s Divine Comedy
famously touted heaven’s luminosity, describing God as the brilliant point at its centre with nine
circles of illuminated angels spinning around him.* Ideas concerning light metaphysics are likewise
manifest in the visual arts. This is in evidence in the pinnacle panel of Giotto’s ca. 1327 altarpiece for
the Baroncelli Chapel in Santa Croce in Florence.* In this panel, angels holding picces of smoked
glass approach a figure of God the Father. Further angels shield their eyes with their arms, indicating
that God is too luminous ro be viewed directly. Their glass-holding counterparts act as mediarors
between the light emanating from God and its implied recipients, Heaven’s inhabitants, represented
by the saints pictured in the main panels of the altarpiece below.” Just as Heaven is a place of divine
light, so Hell, a realm forsaken by God and populated by those whom God has forsaken, is a place
of darkness. Given the proximity of the Bardi di Vernio and Baroncelli chapels in Santa Croce, it is
not difficult to imagine Maso’s awareness of Giotto’s important work in the latter and to postulate
his assimilation of its pictorial theology into his own depiction of a heavenly realm.

If the fresco’s two patches of landscape represent a heavenly antechamber and Hell, then perhaps
the barren rocky peak of the immediate background, situated in between them, may be understood
as a depiction of Purgatory. Purgatory is typically described in images made of it in this period as a
desolate rocky region, often in the shape of a hill or a mountain, sometimes comprised of or contain-
ing several areas or receptacles (fig. 8).* Flanked by heavenly and the hellish realms, there is indeed
little else thar the frescoed peak could be.

With an image of Purgatory at its center it can easily be hypothesized that the fresco depicts
the particular judgment, rather than the Last Judgment. Purgatory would of course be eradicated at
the time of the Last Judgment but to be assigned a period of punishment there is a possible, indeed

Fig. 8. Rescue of Souls from Purgatory; ca. 1300s. San Francesco, Todi. (Photo: ALINARI Archives, Florence)
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likely, outcome of the particular judgment. Purgatory was a space between not only Heaven and
Hell, but also berween life on earth and life in Heaven, between death and heavenly reward for
most ordinary individuals; a stint in purgatory prior to obtaining the rewards of Heaven was the
expected fate for all but the most saintly individuals. Lay patrons furnished chapels like the one in
question as acts of charity aimed at lessening the length of their stay in Purgatory. In such chapels
masses were also said for the souls of the dead, the purpose of such suffrages being at least in part
to ease their way through the post-mortem judgment and lessen their purgatorial punishment, the
probable outcome of that judgment. If this fresco is viewed as a depiction of the particular judgment
then its unusual but prominent description of Purgatory suggests that a purgatorial punishment is
a distinctly possible post-mortem fate for the soul of the Bardi Man, for whom those prayers would
be said. The image of this realm, thus, might have provided a powerful visual promprt and prayer
focus for those friars and members of the Bardi family reciting prayers for the Bardi Man’s soul in
the chapel, spelling out for the viewer the reasons for, destination, and necessity of their prayers.

Although Purgatory is a realm only available to the soul post-mortem, its likely depiction here
is not necessarily incompatible with the notion that the fresco depicts the Last Judgment. Although
Purgatory would be emptied and eradicated at that time, while the judgment is in progress it might
still exist.”” Indeed although the garden of the heavenly antechamber — the recepracle for blessed
souls prior to the Last Judgment — would also necessarily be eradicated following the Last Judgment,
having lost its purpose, it is still included in many images of the Last Judgment, as for example in
Fra Angelico’s panel (fig. 7). Thus, just as souls are shown passing through the garden into Heaven
as the Last Judgment progresses, it is also possible to envisage souls proceeding out of Purgatory to
face Christ throughout the course of this same judgment.

Consequently, in the fresco’s background landscape all of the otherworldly fates available o
the Bardi Man in both instances of judgment are presented in concise visual terms, perfectly in
keeping with the tripartite structure of the afterlife delineated and confirmed by the late thirteenth
century. All of the realms of the afterlife stretch before and above the Bardi Man, and also the viewer,
although to which one the former will proceed is unknown. It might be assumed from his body’s
disphccmcn[ to the fresco’s left side that he hopes to be allowed admittance to heaven, although
the prominence of what appears to be an image of Purgatory, and the alignment of his hands with
this ropographical feature’s central vertical axis, suggests that he may be sent rthere for a ime prior
to attaining this hope or that he may have endured a stint there prior to facing the final assessment
of the Last Judgment. In addition to representing an individual undergoing a specific judgment,
the fresco moreover considers the possible destinies determined by those judgments for the pictured
individual as well as for all individuals. Furthermore, by stretching before the viewer a landscaped
vision of the realms of the afterlife, this fresco cleverly provides a visual stimulus informing, direct-
ing, and controlling the prayer intentions of those whose devotions were crucial ro the Bardi Man’s
journey through the afterlife, an experience which would encompass both the particular judgment
and the Last Judgment, and also, possibly, indeed pragmarically, a stint in Purgatory.

The foregoing consideration of the iconography of the fresco in question suggests that either
the particular judgment or the Last Judgment may be seen as the work’s pictorial subject, the am-
biguities inherent in its iconography seemingly rendering it impossible to argue conclusively in
favor of it depicting one judgment or the other. Might this polysemy be explained by the historical
circumstances of the tomb’s production?

Bartalini, for one, dated the tomb prior to 13306; this date may prove significant.” The year
1336 marked the conclusion of the beatific vision controversy. In brief, the beatific vision controversy
began in 1331 when Pope John XXII preached two sermons claiming that the souls of the saints
now rest “under the altar” as per Revelation 6:9 and would be raised up into Heaven to enjoy the
visio Dei after the Last Judgment following their bodily resurrection.™ By Epiphany 1332, John had
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asserted that the final damnation of the wicked and the full revelation of Christ’s divinity would be
postponed until the Last Judgment. The pope’s ideas met with much opposition from preachers and
theologians, some of whom even went so far as to condemn the pope as a heretic. Many were anxious
that the pope’s denial of immediate post-mortem access to the beatific vision and the depths of Hell
might further, and dangerously, imply the denial of immediate post-mortem reward and retribution
altogether, and eradicate the necessity of a particular judgment. While John never stated these things
explicitly, his idea of postponement threatened contemporary thinkers' views concerning the afterlife
that had by then become standard. In January 1336, Benedict XII, John XXII's successor, issued
the bull Benedictus Deus, which defined the doctrine of the immediate beatific vision after death
and affirmed once and for all the prevalent view of the afterlife, a view that included the particular
judgment.

Bartalini argued that the fresco could not depict the particular judgment, for between 1331
and 1336 the representation of that judgment would have constituted an affront to the papacy,
whose stance on the beatific vision was incompatible with the notion of the particular judgment. If
Bartalini’s dating is accepted, it is possible that the work’s Bardi patrons and the Franciscans of Santa
Croce did not wish to offend the papacy by promoting in imagistic terms a doctrine about which
that institution had qualms, and simply intended that the fresco represent an individual undergoing
the Last Judgment. It is nonetheless not unreasonable to suggest that the work was not necessarily
understood by all as a depiction of the Last Judgment and might have been understood, or rather
misunderstood at least by some, as a figuration of the particular judgment or as a simultaneous
representation of both judgments, particularly long after the controversy was resolved. Furthermore,
if the work was created prior to 1336 as Bartalini suggests it is also possible that the Bardi and the
Franciscans of Santa Croce, who appear to have differed with the papacy with regard to the doctrine
of the beatific vision, and by extension to the idea of the particular judgment, intended the fresco
to depict the particular judgment.* Committed to this doctrine, they may have deliberately chosen
to hide the image of the controversial judgment, and their contentious allegiance to the disputed
doctrine, behind a subterfuge of iconography consonant with standard representations of the Last
Judgment. As such, those in the know regarding the views of the Bardi and the Franciscans would
probably have recognized the work’s intended pictorial subject lurking within the fresco’s Last Judg-
ment imagery. Other viewers uninformed as to the Franciscan and the Bardi stance on these issues
might have seen the fresco as depicting cither judgment or, more likely and innocuously, the Last
Judgment. Were anyone aligned with the papacy or even papal authorities to have seen the work
prior to the resolution of the controversy, it could reasonably and convincingly have been argued to
them that the work depicted the Last Judgment and therefore did not constitute an offence to their
views.

If Bartalini’s dating is not accepted and the work is understood as having been executed in or
after 1336, a point most recently argued by Acidini Luchinat and Neri Lusanna, then the work may
be seen as championing the particular judgment, either as an idea in and of itself, or more likely as
part of the unified conception of the afterlife stretching from particular judgment through to Last
Judgment, as promulgated by Pope Benedict. Given the leanings of the Bardi and the Franciscans, as
well as the fresco’s seemingly ambiguous yert all-encompassing perspective, this latter scenario could
WC]I I'Iﬂ\"'c bCCn []‘l(:‘ casc.

To conclude, the fresco over the large tomb in the Bardi di Vernio Chapel simply does not
easily join the category of either particular judgment or Last Judgment. Instead, it seems equally
concerned with both of these eventualities as well as with their potential outcomes, all viewed as
part of a unified eschatological idea rather than with any one of the moments and places which it
included. It is not alone in its complexities, but rather joins a larger group of images made in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in Italy in which the particular judgment and the Last Judgment
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Fig. 9. Detail from the Judgment,
ca. 1420-1430. Loreto Aprutino,
Santa Maria in Piano. (Photo:
Scala/Art Resource, NY)

constitute complementary, coexistent, and sometimes even equally fundamental parts of eschatological
visions."! For example, the Triumph of Death fresco in the Camposanto, which includes an image of
the particular judgment envisaged as an angel and a devil engaged in combat for possession of a soul,
sits beside an equally large frescoed Last Judgment.” In the Strozzi Chapel, a frescoed Last fudgment
executed by Nardo di Cione stands behind Orcagna’s altarpicce, whose predella presents the image
of the particular judgment of Emperor Henry 11 depicted as a weighing of his soul in a balance by
the Archangel Michael.** In other works, the two judgments are apparently merged in single images.
In the fresco on the inner fagade of Santa Maria in Piano in Loreto Aprutino in Abruzzo, painted
ca. 1420-1430, souls undergo the particular judgment by means of an archangelic weighing and
also by traversing a perilous bridge (fig. 9).* They are then allocated to Hell or enjoy the delights of
a paradisiacal realm constituted by a verdant garden and a tower guarded by the three patriarchs.”
Above, Christ at once presides in authority over these scenes below and appears triumphant, as at
the culmination of the Last Judgment, surrounded by the blessed resurrected dead. In a fresco on
an external wall of Santa Maria dei Ghirli in Campione d'ltalia in Lombardy attributed to Franco
and Filippolo de Veris and dated ca. 1400, a similar logic prevails, the heavenly tribunal of the Last
Judgment surmounting deathbed scenes in which souls are whisked away by demons.* While these
images might be seen as adapting Last Judgment imagery to the depiction of the particular judg-
ment, their simultaneous deployment of iconography exclusively peculiar to each judgment suggests
that they instead seck to be complete eschatological visions, capturing not simply one moment in
time, but rather all of time from the present until the end. Such scenarios in which particular and
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Last judgments are represented as compatible, coexistent, or complementary events and in which
iconographies overlap or are conflated create a useful context for understanding and accepting the
ambiguities of the fresco over the large tomb in the Bardi di Vernio Chapel, as well as of the varying
conceptions of the afterlife with which late medieval Italians grappled.

Virginia Brilliant obtained her PhD from the Courtauld Institute of Art in London in 2005 with a
dissertation entitled Envisaging the Particular Judgement in Trecento ltaly. She has published a num-
ber of scholarly articles and co-authored the exhibition catalogue Sacred Gifts and Worldly Treasures:
Medieval Masterworks from the Cleveland Museum of Art (Bayerisches Nationalmuseum, Munich
and the |. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 2007). As Assistant Curator of European Art, she is currently
developing two exhibitions at the Ringling Museum of Art : Rubens and the Archdukes: Princely Pa-
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The Dissolution of Pictorial Thresholds: the Angel Pietas of Andrea del Sarto,
Rosso Fiorentino, and Jacopo da Pontormo

Melissa Shive

In 1518 Andrea del Sarto completed a magnificent Angel Pieta that scholars have both described

as the result of a “crisis in his art™

and praised for its ingenuity.” Just five years later, one of his
students, Rosso Fiorentino, painted an enigmatic Dead Christ with Angels (fig. 1), while his other
student, Jacopo da Pontormo, was in Florence working on a tumultuous Angel Pieta that would
eventually become the altarpiece of the Capponi Chapel. For years, art historians have studied these
important artists and their relationships with each other, traditionally labeling them as members
of the School of Annunziata. Yet, no one has paid attention to the shared subject matter of what
was an iconic work for cach artist, the Angel Pieta. Scholars have largely overlooked the Angel
Pieta or Pieta with Angels despite a multitude of examples produced by some of the foremost
painters of the sixteenth century. For this reason, researchers have not fully described and defined
the characteristics of an Angel Pieta, making it difficult to recognize when compositional elements
either adhere to or diverge from tradition. By discussing these three paintings as a part of their
iconographic lineage, I will put forth new arguments for the unusual and enigmatic iconography
found in each work.”

Scholars have broadly applied the term Angel Pieta to encompass essentially any non-narrative
devotional image containing the dead Christ and one or more angels. Using the definition put
forth in Erwin Panofsky’s celebrated essay on the lmage Pietatis or half-length image of the dead
Christ, we can classify the Angel Pieth as an Andachrsbild or devotional picture, characterized by
two critical elements; its iconographical removal from a narrative context and its functionality
as an aid for religious contemplation and reflection.” Though intimately related to its narrative
counterpart, the Andachtsbild does not illustrate a story, such as the Annunciation or Crucifixion,
but instead isolates those figures from a defined timeline in order to generate an iconic image that
encourages meditation upon and immersion in associated events, such as the Passion. As Panofsky
recognized, the term is imperfect. Such broad classification fails to adequately acknowledge the
ambiguity that can exist in distinguishing a narrative from a non-narrative image or an artwork
used as an aid for contemplation from one that is not. For instance, as Sixten Ringbom argues, the
hieratic Andachtsbild often took on a narrative character in the fifteenth century, while retaining its
devotional functions.® Although discussions about late Medieval, Renaissance, and Post-Renaissance
devotional images often seem to center on the lack or presence of narrative qualities, artists did not
only manipulate storylines. The remarkable Angel Pietas discussed here grafted new ideas onto
the established form, separating themselves from iconographic tradition while supporting their
fundamental objectives as devotional art.

In creating such devotional works, artists aimed to set up an engaging mental dialogue
with the viewer, additionally formulating devices that established an appropriate and necessary
intimacy and drawing the viewer closer to the revered subjects. To elaborate upon one particular
example of the connection between person and painting, Michael Camille exposes the dynamic
relationship between late-medieval believers and Passion images. Far from being passive, images of
Christ acted as mirrors for the viewer, at times potent enough to cause the beholder to imitate the
portrayed emotions and actions—a concept Camille calls “mimeric identification.” Such reactions
demonstrate that these objects blurred the boundaries of replication and instead represented “real”
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Fig. 1 Rosso Fiorentino (Giovanni
Barrista di Jacopo), Iralian (Floren-
tine),1494-1540, The Dead Christ
with Angels, ca. 1524-27, oil on
panel, 133.4 x 104.1 em (52 1/2
x 41 in.). Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston (Charles Potter Kling Fund,
58.527). (Photograph © 2008 Mu-
seum of Fine Arts, Boston)

personages vested with votive strength and power. The innovative solutions that Sarto, Rosso, and
Pontormo employed in order to facilitate personal communication and exchange are stunning
for their novelty and for their effects in dissolving pictorial boundaries between the work and

its beholder. To appreciate their contributions it is necessary to first explore the conventions of

the Angel Pieta and then examine how the works by Sarto, Rosso, and Pontormo defied these

standards, consequently bring‘ing‘ the divine and the carthly closer together.

History and Iconography

At once tender and tragic, hopeful and sullen, the Pieta invokes complementary emotions, reflecting
the duality of fecling elicited by Christ’s death and impending resurrection. As normally described,
the Pieta, lwalian for both piety and pity, depicts the Virgin Mary cradling her son’s dead body
in her lap. Interestingly, the Gospels contain no story that recounts the moment represented by
the Pieta. It is ahistorical and non-narrative, although it loosely occupies a moment berween the
Deposition and the Entombment. This trait distinguishes it from other images of the life of Jesus
like the Adoration of the Magi or the Kiss of Judas. Its severance from narrative imparts a timeless,
iconic dimension to the work—making this story from the past easily pertinent to its contemporary

viewers.

I—
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The Pieta originated from Byzantine icons of the Man of Sorrows or fmage Pietatis, transmitted
to the West and integrated into the existing visual culture. From its introduction to Europe in
the thirteenth century, it quickly sprc'.ld Ihr()ughm:[ the continent in the fourteenth and fifteenth
century.” The Man of Sorrows is usually characterized as a half-figure image of the dead Christ
with his hands crossed one over the other, his wounds prominently displayed. This image type was
renowned for its believed connection to the (]r('gnri:m miracle. f\ccording to lcgcnd. the true lmd}'
of Christ appeared upon an altar of St. Gregory the Great in response to his prayer to convince an
unbeliever of the truth of the Eucharist.”

From this origin and legend, Pieta images developed associations with communion, the
mystery of the Eucharist, and the transubstantiation of the bread and wine into the bmiy and
blood of Christ. They often decorated tabernacles, where the Eucharistic host was stored. Christ as
depicted in these Pietias became a standard iconographical representation of the Eucharistic host,
further developing the Pieta's Gregorian association to the mass.

Noted for its affective power, the Pieta embodied many devotional functions. As the prominent
art agent Domenico di Cambio commented, it served to “move a man ro devotion.” He continued,
“Verily, men who are hard of heart and caught up in this world’s toils, need these pious stories...™
Indeed, the Pieta compelled a complex array of emotional responses within the viewer, encompassing
a dual function: to induce empathy and convey Christ’s mercy."” As with the Pierd, artists created
Angel Pietas in a variety of media, including illuminated manuscripts, sculpture, and painting."

Fig. 2 Carlo Crivelli, Italian (active Venice
and Marches), d. 1495-1500, Dead Christ
Supported by Two Angels, tempera and
tooled gold on panel, 28 x 18 5/8 in., (71.1
x 47.3 em). Philadelphia Muscum of Art,
Philadelphia (John G. Johnson Collection,
1917, Cat. 158). (By permission of the
Philadelphia Muscum of Art)
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Even within the image type, Angel Pietas varied widely. Some artworks depicted a Man of Sorrows
with angels (fig. 2), while others showed Mary and the Dead Christ with Angels, and still others
included a group of mourners surrounding Christ, with angels hovering overhead."

Though the Angel Pieta was designed to connect to the viewer and arouse empathy and
emotion, it still maintained a paradoxical devotional distance berween the object of reverence and
the beholder, so the viewer remained in important ways detached and separate. On one hand, these
images facilitated devotional practice, connected the devotee to depicted holy figures, and stirred
empathy through characteristics such as the half-length portrait formats, the inclusion of Christ’s
mother, or the infusion of the image with poignant expression. Yet they simultaneously reinforced
the distance and boundary between divine and earthly through their iconic qualities and their
remove from a time-based world."

Several factors contribute to this phenomenon of distance. First, there is an intrinsic
awkwardness in a person spiritually identifying with a Hat, painted surface. The viewer must first
subscribe to an illusion, transitioning his comprehension from a three-dimensional world to a Hat
one. Additionally, as explored in his explanation of the non-narrative, hieratic representational
image or Représentationsbild, Panofsky points out that in contrast to the narrative image, which
places itself concretely within a timeline and references a historical event ourside itself, the
Repriisentationsbild is self-referential, incorporating elements that correspond fully to one another
within the composition. It excludes the viewer, positioning him outside the image’s manufactured
mental arena." Furthermore, through its break with a traditional time frame, the form of the Pieta
disconnects itself from the temporal architecture of the viewer’s experience. This effect transforms
the viewer into a spectator, establishing a hierarchy between him and God or other holy figures.
The natural differentiation between Christ and the common person augments this hierarchy. As the
object of adulation, Christ is seen as perfect and Hawless, and his lessons, his life, and his sacrifice
exemplify his merits and place him on a moral pedestal above the common sinner, establishing a
religious rank. Through the combination of these actions, the Holy Image simultancously connects
with and dissociates itself from the viewer. It aims to enable an intimate relationship with God or
other holy personages while necessarily maintaining and reinforcing the boundary between divine
and carthly.

‘The presence of angels both bridged this divide and acknowledged its existence. The angels in
compositions like Angel Pietas served as mediators between the viewer and Christ in three primary
respects. First, they directed the viewer toward the intended compositional cynosure, a role the
Renaissance spectator also encountered outside of painting. In the Quattrocento, the festainolo
served this function in theater and plays, Michael Baxandall writes, “the plays were introduced by
a choric figure, the festaiuolo, often in the character of an angel, who remained on the stage during
the action of the play as a mediator between the beholder and the events portrayed.” Interestingly,
the angelic festaiuolo corresponded precisely with the angels in painting, reinforcing their parallel
functions within the two arts. In his Treatise on Painting, Leonardo da Vinci recommended, “If
the subject [of a painting] be an act of devotion, the eyes of all present should be directed towards
the object of their adoration, aided by a variety of pious actions with the other members: as at the
clevation of the host at mass, and other similar ceremonies.” In Angel Pietas the painted gazes of
the angels and other compositional figures similarly directed those of the worshipper. Mareover,
angels actively invited appropriate behavior and emotional reaction, weeping and grieving as the
viewer should. Alberti discusses this concept in his 1435 treatise, On Painting: “1 like there to be
someone in the ‘historia” who tells the spectators what is going on, and either beckons them with
his hand to look... or by his gestures invites you to laugh or weep with them.”” Lastly, in addition
to acting as models of behavior with the privileged responsibility of displaying Christ’s body, angels
functioned as “intermediaries in offering to God the prayers directed to the image.™™
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This idea is particularly revealing. More than serving as models, angels served as prayer
facilitators, the midway point between the worshipper and Christ. They were altruistic and divine
attendants and the objects of humble gratitude for their acts as spiritual conduits.

A discussion of the analogies between mortals and angels in both contemporary art and rext
adds an insightful dimension to a discussion of Angel Pietas, since the perceived similarities between
the two allowed for comparison between the earthly and the divine. This diverse period discourse
reflects the environment within which artists experimented with the angels and developed new
variations upon the theme, while respecting religious propriety. In his fmitatio Christi (first issued
in 1418), Thomas a Kempis (1379/80-1471) illustrates one type of perspective as he refers to angels
as a standard of morality: “For God is our beholder whom chiefly we oughr to worship wherever we
be and go clean in his sight as angels.”" He later humbly remarks upon their privileged status and
coveted proximity to God by explaining the distinction between the Christian man and angels: “1
verily worship thee whom the angels worship in heaven, but in me it is as yet but in faith and the
angels worship thee there in thine own likeness without coverture.” Implicit in his words is the
knowledge thac angels retain a privileged position above man. Ocher writers, however, alluded to
the potential for equality between man and the heavenly beings, while retaining respect for angels
and their divine attributes. In a 1495 sermon, the popular preacher Savonarola stated,

No one today believes that angels participate in the affairs of men and converse with them, or that
God speaks to any man. But [ say to you that similitudo est causa amoris, that is, similarity is the
cause of friendship. Therefore the more we draw near to God and to the angels through faith and
charity, all the more are we friends of God and of His angels; and they talk and converse with us.”

Savonarola explains that interactions and friendship with angels translated into a viable link to
God, and he emphasizes the similarities berween angels and humans. In the mid-Quarttrocento,
confraternities made this relationship explicit, dressing up boys as angels for dramatic
performances—a literal merging of children and angels.”

One also finds more direct comparisons in contemporary sources. For instance, Matteo
Palmieri composed a poem, “Citta di Vita (1467),” in which he set forth the unpopular assertion
that humans originated from neutral angels during Lucifer’s rebellion.®® In Paclo Pino’s 1548
Dialogo di Pittura, one of his characters, Lauro, metaphorically refers to twenty-five “graceful and
beautiful” women as angels—an association common today but unusual for its time.” In his On
the Dignity of Man, the well-known humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola connected the earthly
to the divine, declaring that humans possessed the potential to become angels.” He later elaborated
upon the concept, issuing a call to arms for his fellow man to strive to equal these ethereal creatures:

Let a certain holy ambition invade the mind, so that we may not be content with mean things but
may aspire to the highest things and strive with all our forces to attain them: for if we will ro, we
can. Let us spurn carthly things; let us struggle toward the heavenly. .. Ignorant of how to yield to
them and unable ro endure the second places, ler us compete with the angels in dignity and glory.
When we have willed it, we shall be not ar all below them.*

As evidenced here, the vocabulary, the discourse, and the attitude toward angels in these texts
fluctuated widely, leading to a multifaceted comprehension of the nature of angels and their
relationship with humans.

The mix of attitudes toward angels in artwork paralleled those found in contemporary texts,

also generating elastic distinctions between angels and people—ranging from reverence to near
equality. This breadth of opinions materialized in art in several ways. Angels could fly above people,
occupying a physically exalted position, or stand upon the ground. They could be small or human-
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sized, remain steadfast or express human emotion, gaze inward to the subject matter or outward
to the viewer. Through these devices, angels could be depicted in manners that either were entirely
distinct from humans or allowed easy comparison. It is the potential for personal identification or
spiritual mediation that distinguishes the Angel Pieta from its non-angelic counterpart. As Michael
Camille notes, angels “present an important emotional locus of identification for the viewer.””
The ability for a viewer to identify with a painting generates accessibility and applicability to the
worshipper—a concept essential to a devotional artwork. With greater frequency, angels began
developing greater physical similarities to humans, more often depicted as human-sized, as in
Francesco Francia's Pieta.”® And as angels in art began to look physically more human-like, the
comparison between angels and humans became more comfortable.

These significant trends in Angel Pietas were occurring in an early Cinquecento cultural climate
that particularly challenged artists to reinforce and maintain traditional forms, while continuing to
instill novelty and innovation into their works.” Alexander Nagel characterizes this period as a time
of crisis for not only religion but also the visual arts, in which artists became preoccupied with the
backwards-looking idea of reform and the integration of archaizing burt desired antique forms.*” In
this phase of accelerated artistic change, competitive novelty or as Marcia Hall defines it, the drive
for artists to continually exceed each other through individual originality, led artists to confront a
constant tension and pressure in their profession.™

Particularly because of this environment, patrons and artists alike prized both invention and
tradition, and the Angel Pietds of Andrea del Sarto and Rosso Fiorentino robustly demonstrate
these priorities. In many ways, the Angel Pietas of Andrea del Sarto, Rosso Fiorentino, and Jacopo
da Pontormo are typical. They contain the appropriate characters, are removed from narrative,
and serve the same function of communicating piety and pity. Additionally, in regard to Sarto
and Rosso, their formats look quite conventional at first glance. This adherence to standard forms
and functions is significant. However, these paintings are also far from typical. Through a careful
examination of a single iconographical type, we will better understand and recognize the innovations
these artists weave into their artwork.

Sarto, Rosso, and Pontormo

In 1516, Giovann Battista Puccini commissioned a work from Andrea del Sarto for King
Francis I of France. The work pleased the king so much that in 1518, he invited Sarto to serve
as a court painter at Fontainebleau, where he lived for a year before returning to Florence.® It is
likely that Sarto painted his Piera (hig. 3) while there, incorporating local stylistic and iconographic
elements.” Now known as the Vienna Pieta, Sarto’s work is an intimate painting. The shallow
arrangement of the Virgin, angels, and Christ presses closely against the picture plane. A sorrowful
Mary with a pure white veil draped over her head clasps her hands in prayer, her clenched fingers
prominently outlined against her dark blue cloak. Christ’s body stretches across the bottom of the
composition, a pale pink cloth encircling his waist, his body propped against the incline of the
stone slab, and his head bowed backward in death. The angel on the left gently supports Christ’s
body with its right hand. It casts its eyes downward toward Christ’s face, guiding the viewer’s gaze
with its own. The youthful angel on the right wears a red robe with golden-fringed sleeves, the
colors echoing its curly, reddish-gold hair. It grasps Mary’s cloak in its left hand as it holds the
a broken reed, nails, and sponge. The two angels stand

instruments of the passion in its right
upon the ground, their features characteristically human except for the presence of brilliant wings
deftly folded behind them and the beautiful colors of their clothing. Of particular note, the blue
cloth that adorns the red angel’s shoulders is carefully highlighted in delicate pinks, reflecting and
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Fig. 3 Andrea del Sarto (Andrea d'Agnolo), lalian (Florentine), 1486-1530, Lamentation of Christ, 1518-19,
oil on panel, 99 x 120 em. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (GG 201). (By permission of the Kunsthis

torisches Museum, Vienna)

refracting different hues of lambent light. This effect, called cangiantismo, uses shifts in hue ro
define shading and highlights. Popular in the fourteenth, Afteenth, and sixteenth centuries, critics
considered these iridescent effects especially appropriate for portraying angels. In his Libro dell arte,
Cennino Cennini suggested cangiante green for “an angel in fresco,” and Lomazzo recommended
cangianti effects for “nymphs of meadows and fountains and such-like, and also for certain angels,
whose garments reflect nothing other than the rainbow.™”

Upon close examination of this painting, Sarto’s Pieta differs from traditional [talian formats
and instead bears many of the swylistic hallmarks of French and Northern European painting.
[talians normally showed the Virgin dressed entirely in blue, holding or touching Christ’s body
or, less frequently, with her hands pressed together in prayer—characteristics that Sarto did not
incorporate. Instead, Sarto’s choices in the Virgins clothing and gesture more closely resemble
those in paintings like the Pieta of Nowans (1450-60) by Jean Fouquet or the Lamentation (¢. 1500)
Gerard David, where the Virgin wears a white veil and prays with interlocked fingers.

Sarto’s use of Northern style is logical, give his presence in France. However, one element in his
composition appears to have no precedent. In a highly unusual if not unique gesture, the angel in
red holds Mary’s cloak with its left hand. As previously discussed, the Pieta held strong associations
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Fig. 4 Flemish School, The Mass of St. Gregory, 15th-16th century, oil on canvas. Musée des Beaux Arts et
de la dentelle, Calais, France. [I’hnt::gr.iph © F Kleinefenn)

with the ceremony of the mass and particularly with the Mass of St. Gregory, and it is from French
images of the mass that Sarto has drawn his inspiration (fig. 4).* The similarities berween the
acolytes and the angel on the right are striking, though they hold the priest’s robe and apers rather
than the Arma Christi. Bf.‘}'nnd the common hnrrnwing of form, Sarto has borrowed function as
well, transforming the angel into an acolyte for the Virgin.

The divine acolyte clutching her cloak signified the Madonna's function as a priest and further
emphasizes the Pietd’s strong allusions to the mass. The Pietds Gregorian associations made it
an inherent representation of the miracle of the Eucharist, with Christ’s body above his tomb
symbolizing the host placed upon the altar. By association, Mary’s presentation of Christ’s body
transformed her into one of the first priests. Indeed, the idea of the Virgin as Priest already existed
several centuries earlier, in many Madonna and Child images.’” Works like those by Giovanni
Bellini (Iig. 5) implicitly suggest this role for the Virgin as she presents the infant Christ or realized
Eucharistic host upon a fictive altar table.® A marble relief of the Virgin and Child with Four
Angels by Mino da Fiesole (1429-84), takes this theme a step farther.” In this picce, three angels
surround the Madonna and Child, holding a rorch, a censer, and a crown. A fourth angel hands
Christ a scroll to read. The Virgin kneels behind Christ, placing him upon a parapet. The congruity
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Fig. 5 Giovanni Bellini, Iralian (Venetian), active
by 1459, d. 1516, Madonna Adoring the Sleeping
Child, early 1460s, tempera on wood, 28 1/2 x 18
1/4 in. (72.4 x 46.4 ¢cm). The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York (Theodore M. Davis Collection,
Bequest of Theodore M. Davis, 1915, 3(.95.256).
(Photograph © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

Fig. 6 Master of the Collins Hours (attr.), School
E‘ -

of Amicns, Priesthood of the Virgin, 1438, oil on

pancl, 58 x 99 cm. Louvre, Paris. (By permission of

Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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in Virgin iconography between Sarto’s Angel Pieta and Madonna and Child images establishes an
elegant continuity between Christ’s infancy and his death and the resulting Eucharistic references
suggest an awareness of the Virgin's sacerdotal legacy. Therefore, integrating this type of symbolism
into these images contributes to the relationship between the life of this principal biblical figure
and modern liturgy.

Sarto additionally may have drawn inspiration from a painting then in Amiens entitled the
Priesthood of the Virgin, which Jean du Bos had commissioned in 1438 (fig. 6).* The Queen-
mother, Louise of Savoy, had visited the Amiens Cathedral just a year before Sarto arrived in France
and had commissioned copies of many of the related paintings in the cathedral. Here, the Virgin,
dressed in gold-embroidered robes that echo those of the high priests of Israel,* reaches her hand
out toward the infant Christ, who is dressed in red and white. The patron kneels in the corner,
holding a banner that reads “Worthy clothing [vestments] of the Sovereign Priest.”** The work
highlights Mary’s priestly nature and Levite ancestry, again incorporating this seemingly unusual
and unprecedented iconography.*

Sarto applied the concept of the Virgin as priest to the Pietd image type that already inherently
symbolized Christ's body as Eucharistic host, making the iconography especially relevant and
suitable. Sarto’s unpretentious derail changes the work into a reflection of its viewer, drawing
parallels between the earthly church and acolytes and the heavenly church and angels. The
comparison is especially suitable given the physical changes thar exist berween Sarto’s angels and
carlier angels. Their scale has grown compared to those in early Quattrocento paintings, and the
wings are understated, especially compared to Sarto’s earlier Puccini Pieta with its eagle-like wings.

When Sarto returned rto ltaly, he disseminated his ideas among his colleagues and students.
Philippe Costamagna discusses how traces of Leonardo da Vinci’s style spread southward through
Sarto, but the ripples of Sarto’s own innovations reached his students as well.*" Rosso Fiorentino’s
Dead Christ (fig. 1) bears remarkable conceptual similarities to Sarto’s Vienna Pieta, and
compositionally, Rosso used the Christ in Sarto’s Puccini Pieta as a model for his own.”” Leonardo
di Lorenzo Tornabuoni commissioned Rosso’s work between 1524 and 1527, during the artist’s stay
in Rome. Although the painting’s original function remains unknown, its small scale and subject
matter suggest that the bishop commissioned it for personal use.* Usually titled Dead Christ,”
Rosso himself described this work as a Pieta, associating it with this tradition and iconography.*®
Indeed, Rosso’s Dead Christ retains many elements of the traditional form of the Pieta. Christ’s
languid body forms the center of the composition, his head bowed backward in death. He rests
upon a cool blue cloth that covers a symbolic altar. Four angels with hair in tight ringlets surround
him and stare intently. The two angels that flank him hold large, tripartite, twisted candles—
freshly extinguished with wisps of smoke drifting upward. The angel on the right wears clothing
that is highlighted in brilliant cangianti pinks and blues that radiate out from its golden buckle.
An unspecified source of light illuminates Christ’s body. The painting resembles a Man of Sorrows
with Angels but the additional candles are highly unusual in such a composition. According to
Vasari, Rosso and Pontormo, under the tutelage of Andrea del Sarto, worked on a predella that
featured a dead Christ with two little angels weeping and holding two torches.” Though the panel
is now lost, this predella for Sarto’s Annunciation, presumably created under Sarto’s direction,
served as precedent for his work and further reinforces the connection berween Sarto and Rosso.™
Nevertheless, Pietas did not typically include candles, which arguably represent the most unusual
aspects of this composition.

Both John Shearman and Alexander Nagel have put forth influential interpretations of this
painting. Shearman argues that this painting focuses not on the Transubstantiation as many
Pietas do but on the Resurrection and “Reawakening” of Christ—a detail relevant to Tornabu-
oni as the Bishop of Borgo Sansepolcro. He identifies Christ’s seat as a sarcophagus and his setting
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as a sepulcher, dismissing any functional purpose to the unlit candles, viewing them instead as
symbolic.®" In his most recent interpretation of the painting, Nagel agrees with Shearman’s reading,
further elaborating that the painting shows the very moment of resurrection as Christ awakes and
the tomb's stone has begun to roll aside, casting light and wind into the sepulcher, extinguishing the
angels” candles and ending their vigil.”* Both emphasize that Rosso’s painting is unique and Nagel
describes it as a form of “extreme experimentation.” Yet contrary to both these interpretations,
Rosso’s painting is not an anomalous artistic experiment. Rather, the work’s outwardly radical
composition actually reflects existing precedents and logic.

‘The first step to understanding the composition is identifying and explaining the presence of
the sizable candles. Much too large to be mere altar candles, which stand on an altar table, they seem
to be |iturg,ic;1| candles, used in processions and ceremonies. To pmvide a well-known comparison,
they are identical to those found in Raphael’s Mass at Bolsena.’* While candles fit the narrative need
for illuminating a dark sepulcher, Rosso’s extinguished candles do not provide light. In nearly all
Catholic religious ceremonies, including funerals, candles are lit and remain lit throughout. One
of the few exceptions is the 7enebrae (“darkness”), the name given to the Matins and the Lauds
performed during the Thursday, Friday, and Saturday of Holy week. Holy week commemorates
Christ’s last week of life, beginning with Palm Sunday, continuing through Christ’s death on Good
Friday, and ending on Easter Sunday with a celebration of his resurrection and the lighting of the
Paschal candle. In the fifth century, beginning with the Tenebrae of Maundy Thursday, lit candles
dispersed throughout the church were slowly extinguished. On Friday, the final candles were put
out and the church left in solemn darkness, representing the death and burial of the true light of
God, Jesus Christ. A lone candle was left burning, although sometimes hidden from view.”™ The

Fig. 7 Cenni di Francesco di Ser Cenni, Italian, Coronation of the Virgin, Polyptych with Coronation of the
Virgin and Saints (detail), ca. 1390s, tempera on panel, 140 x 91 3/4 in. ], Paul Gerry Museum, Los Angeles
(71.PB.31). (By permission of the . Paul Getty Museum)
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candle may have served a practical use, allowing clergy to read by its light, but it also represented the
eventual resurrection of Christ.”® By the twelfth century, this extinguishing of lights was performed
on all three days of the Easter Triduum.*” Participants treated the rites during these three days as a
grand funeral for Christ,”® complete with a procession to the symbolic Easter sepulcher.”’

The motif of angels holding candles was thus appropriate for holy funerals. Nearly identical
funeral candles appear in images of the Dormition of the Virgin, such as the ones by Cenni di
Francesco di Ser Cenni (fig. 7) and Taddeo di Bartolo.”” In both of these paintings, the angels
mourning the Virgin hold thick, twisted candles similar to those in Rosso’s painting. The motif
recurs in Lorenzo Lotto’s later Entombment, in which two putti also carry these large candles.”!
‘The particular types of candles represented and the strongly funereal imagery indicate that Rosso’s
painting is a depiction not of the resurrection but instead of the ceremony of the Tenebrae,
appropriately infused with the undertones of a funeral procession. Rosso’s choice to present Christ
in this way acknowledged the painting’s patron Bishop Tornabuoni’s role in the church generally
and drew upon his certain familiarity with this annual custom.

The choice of two extinguished candles also had a further significance specific to the Passion
cycle. The Vita Christi, atrributed to Ludolph of Saxony (d. 1378), was a widely-read history of
Christ’s life from his birth to the Ascension. It describes the events of Christ’s life and expands
on stories only briefly addressed in the Gospels. In the passage on Christ’s death and Deposition,
the Vita Christi reads, “His eyes darkened in death, and those two great lamps [the Sun and the
Moon), which illuminate the world, at the same time have been extinguished. Did nor darkness
descend over the entire earth while they were darkened, and have not the two great lamps been
put out along with those [two other] lamps [Christ’s eyes]?”* The evocative parallel between the
fading of Christ’s eyes and the dimming of the world’s two great lamps, the Sun and the Moon, is
resolutely illustrated in this shaded panel. Christ’s face is half-shadowed, and Rosso’s inclusion of
two extinguished candles makes Christ’s moment of death particularly poignant and its relation to
the Tenebrae acutely visible to the sixteenth-century spectator.

Though difficult to conclude with certainty, the warm glow of light that illuminates the otherwise
darkened setting may simply be a symbolic representation of Christ’s impending resurrection, the
comfort of that fact reflected in the expressions of both Christ and the angels. Alternatively, it may
also be a literal reference to the candle left burning during the ceremony and a foreshadowing of
Christ’s resurrection. The acknowledgment and integration of external elements into the painting
was not entirely new. For example, Mary Pardo explains that the source of light that highlights the
Magdalene’s robe in Giovanni Gerolamo Savoldo’s Magdalene (c. 1520-1536) originates from a
fictitious Christ who stands beside the viewer, outside the canvas. The beholder thus completes a
triangular relationship with Christ and Mary.** In Sarto’s earlier work, the Madonna of the Harpies,
the artist similarly employs the device, painting in wisps of smoke that must originate from beyond
the picture plane, as no internal source exists. As Shearman writes, “the fiction that something may
be seen to drift from the real into the illusion is an extraordinarily imaginative way of describing the
unity of artificial and liminal space.”® Through this method, Rosso dissolves the division between
pictorial illusion and physical space, thereby making Christ’s awe-inspiring presence even more
immediate.

The contention that Rosso has chosen to paint the Tenebrae is further strengthened if one looks
at the later Angel Pietas by Alessandro Allori, the pupil of Pontormo’s student, Agnolo Bronzino.
Allori’s 1582 Pietir, now housed in the Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest, also illustrates a religious
rite in the form of an Angel Pieti—in this case, a clear depiction of the Worship of the Cross, a
ceremony performed on Good Friday.” In the ceremony, participants place a cushion covered by

a white cloth upon the altar steps, sequcntia”y uncover a veiled cross, and then rest the cross upon
the cushion.® Allori’s Angel Pieta represents this ceremony, with the true body of Christ replacing
the symbolic cross.
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Fig. 8 Jacopo da Pontormo, 1494-1557, Pieta, 1526-28, Santa Felicita, Florence, ltaly. (By permission of
Scala/Art Resource, NY)
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Fig. 9 Jacopo da Pontormo, 1494-1557,
The Deposition, ca. 1526, black chalk and
gray wash heightened with body color,
squared in red chalk, 443 x 276mm. Christ
Church Picture Gallery, Oxford (JBS 119).
(By permission of the Governing Body of
Christ Church, Oxford)

Allori’s depictions of religious rite in several of his Angel Pietas build upon the precedent
Rosso has set. Exploring the metaphor that exists between light and Christ’s life even more strongly
support the argument that this composition, with its doused candles, represents the moment of
death—not new life as Nagel and Shearman argue. The Zénebrae, the lighting of the Paschal candle
on Easter, and the vivid description of Christ’s death in the Vita Christi all reflect the parallels that
exist between light and Christ’s life and darkness at the time of his death. Without diminishing
the originality of Rosso’s Dead Christ, the argument this paper proposes provides a foundation for
much of his inventive iconography, highlighting antecedents and successors, which too incorporate
religious rite and ceremony directly into Angel Pietas, and a textual and liturgical foundation for his
compositional choices.”” Moreover, this interpretation is consistent with the timeline traditionally
represented by the Pieta—a moment between the Deposition and the Entombment.

Rosso’s nearly exact contemporary and companion pupil under Sarto, Jacopo da Pontormo,
created a Piea (fig. 8) that rivals Rosso’s in novelty and ingenuity. The altarpiece forms the central
focus of the Capponi Chapel in Florence, where it still remains. The subject matter of this altarpiece
remains energetically contested, but before a discussion of these issues, the work requires a brief
introduction.

In 1525, a wealthy Florentine banker, Lodovico Capponi purchased a chapel in the Benedictine
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Church, Santa Felicitd. He significantly renovated the interior and commissioned the major
paintings from Pontormo—a scene of the Annunciation, four roundels of the evangelists on the
ceiling, a dome with God the Father and Four Patriarchs, and an altarpiece.® Additionally, Guillame
Marcillat complered a stained glass window of the Entombment in September of 1526, early on in
Pontormo’s work for the space.”’

A large-scale altarpiece, Pontormo’s Pieta is remarkable for its extraordinary iconography
and unconventional arrangement. As the architect of the chapel program, Pontormo also had the
flexibility to engage the complete space, uniting its components. Ensuring his creative freedom,
Pontormo erected a screen that prevented anyone, including the patron, from entering the chapel
for three years, privately completing its decoration with his student, Bronzino.”

When Capponi purchased the chapel, he changed its dedication from the Annunciation to the
Pieta,”! firmly establishing this iconography as the subject of Pontormo’s resultant altarpiece despite
its common designation as a Deposition or an Entombment.”” A comparison between Pontormo’s
preparatory drawing (fg. 9) and his final work also reveals an intentional replacement of the cross
from the background with a lone cloud, drawing attention to Pontormo’s desire to make this work
non-narrative.

Pontormo’s Pieta captures a dynamic scene as two androgynous youths lift Christ’s body.
Figures rise to fill the frame, confusing horizon and sky. Every portion of the panel is teeming. The
figure in green’s sinuous body curves with the frame and a lone cloud occupies the small space at
the upper-left. The viewer's eyes meander through the entire composition, following the disparate
gazes of the internal characters. Three hands frame Christ’s left hand, presented to the viewer in
the middle of the altarpiece. Unlike many other devotional images, Christ’s body does not hold
the undivided attention of the surrounding figures. A swirl of draperies creates rich depth and
three-dimensionality, and a flurry of Michelangelesque color greets the eye. The characters’ telltale
red-rimmed eyes and sorrowful faces set the dampened mood.

‘Though perhaps not initially obvious, what Pontormo presents here is a highly unusual Angel
Pieta, even though its angels lack the most common identifying trait—their wings.” Though these
ethereal beings are no longer easily identifiable, Pontormo did incorporate other clues thart allow
us to classify these two curly-haired youths carrying Christ’s body as angels.” The shimmering
cangianti effects that highlight the crouched figure impart the “rich, unreal colouring” so appropriate
to angels™ and so fittingly applied in both Rosso’s and Sarto’s paintings. Aside from color, one must
note that the substantial responsibility these two figures undertake as they bear the body of Christ
away from his mother would not be allocated to just anyone, making it unlikely that they are simply
anonymous and unidentified men. Furthermore, these honored bearers press their hands firmly
against Christ’s skin, even though, in both art and during the ceremony of the Eucharist, tradition
often prohibited people from touching Christ’s sacred body. Instead, a cloth frequently separated
the skin of Christ from direct touch, as seen in two works that Pontormo held as models, Raphael’s
1508 Entombment now in the Galleria Borghese and Michelangelo’s St. Peter’s Piesa. It is not only
in this detail that Pontormo selectively deviated from his precedents; his drawing (fig. 9) sheds
further insight into his compositional process.

Several scholars have already noted the marked similarities between Pontormo’s work and
Raphael’s Borghese Entombment.” In both Pontormo’s drawing and in Raphael's Entombment, two
figures lift Christ, one near his head and the other at his knees. The leftmost figures in the two
paintings counterbalance the weight of Christ’s body, planting their feet firmly and pulling their
heads and bodies backwards. But in Pontormo’s final altarpiece, the artist has reversed this depiction
entirely, portraying the two Christ-bearers delicately balanced upon their toes, showing no strain
from their load. The repeated pentimenti that shadow the leftmost figure indicate indecision
about its form, suggesting that Pontormo was thoughtfully and actively inventing something
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new.”” Pontormo has at once indicated the incorporeal nature of these two youths, signaling their
identification as angels and created what is truly a unique Angel Pieta.

Recognizing this work as an Angel Pietd, one can better understand the artist’s goals. Two
of the most commonly-cited interpretations of this altarpiece, those of John Shearman and Leo
Steinberg, comment upon the altarpiece’s interaction with the chapel space. Shearman argues that
the two figures carrying Christ are lowering him downward onto the altar table and symbolic
tomb.”™ Steinberg, by contrast, views these two angelic bearers as rising upward, bringing Christ’s
body to the image of God the Father in the cupola.” In both arguments, the Pieta becomes a
representation of a transient moment as the body of Christ is carried forth to his destination. In
doing so, the body enters the viewer’s space, incorporating him into the three-dimensional action.

Furthermore, Pontormo specifically rejects the more common practices of either directing the
internal figures inward to the object of devotion or outward to the devotee. Unlike in the traditional
devotional picture, each character gazes in a different direction, decentralizing the composition.
The characters in the Pieta create a vibrant mix of internal contemplation and external invitarion.
Robert Gaston discusses the theories behind the painterly capture of attention and writes,“Painters
surely understood the psychological consequences for the beholder of the attentional techniques
they used. How, for example, the illusion of continuously lowing gestural and verbal interchange
berween protagonists could be promoted by ensuring that the gazes of those figures did not lock
into one another."™ He continues on to argue that artists of the Maniera, like Pontormo, relied on
advances in portraiture to develop techniques that engaged “the beholder in a richer dialogue with
the sacred image.”™" Such a dialogue was entirely appropriate in the context of the Capponi chapel.

Pontormo’s seemingly erratic configuration and placement of characters, the mixed gazes,
and the three-dimensionality of his painting are all clever tools he uses to capture and hold the
viewer’s attention and ultimately his devotions. Pontormo’s altarpiece interacts and incorporates
the surrounding chapel features, like the painting of God the Father in the cupola, and serves as a
central component of a unified chapel program. He calls upon the believer to both comprehend
and piece together the story he has composed. He generates movement and draws upon the viewer's
memories and cognition, directing his thoughts and creating continuity between picture space and

Fig. 10 Jacopo da Pontormo, 1494-1557, Picta (de- Fig. 11 Jacopo da Pontormo, 1494-1557, The Depo-

tail), 1526-28, Santa Felicitd, Florence, Italy. (By  sition (derail), ca. 1526, black chalk and gray wash

permission of Scala/Art Resource, NY) heightened with body color, squared in red chalk,
443 x 276mm. Christ Church Picture Gallery, Ox-
ford (JBS 119). (By permission of the Governing
Body of Christ Church, Oxford)
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real space as the characters in the Pieta move outward, even incorporating the physical light
streaming through Marcillat’s window into his picture.”

The other notable difference between the study and finished Pieta (figs. 10-11) is the hand
of the woman who stands before Mary. In the study, she grips Mary’s sleeve, but in the final
altarpiece, she holds a cloth instead. This mysterious transition is peculiarly reminiscent of the
angel in Sarto’s Vienna Pieta. As Sarto’s former apprentice, Pontormo may very well have considered
Sarto’s earlier work as a precedent to his own, just as Rosso had.* Though far from being visually
similar, Pontormo’s vivid and elaborate masterpiece continues along the same path of iconographic
originality that Sarto initiates. Pontormo’s altarpiece differs radically from previous Angel Pietas
in its presentation of the subject matter, its composition, the movement of Christ’s body, and
its explicit interaction with the chapel—almost everything except for its function as a devotional
altarpiece. To that end, Pontormo has devised a work exquisitely suited to its space and purpose.

Conclusion

[n these devotional Angel Pietas, we see the severance from narrative that fits with the classic definition
of an Andachtsbild. However, these artworks also branch away from this traditional definition.
Rather than incorporating the strong references to the Gospel stories that Ringbom explores, these
pictures rely upon the viewer to complete their meaning. The psychological component in these
works opens a conversation with their viewers, drawing them in and leading them to invest more
time and thought into the composition. In their acts as mediating figures, angels supported these
efforts, enhancing a composition’s ability to aid in religious meditation.,

The artists explored here each contributed an exceptionally inventive work that aimed rto
address the function of this genre of artwork. These paintings mark an importanc shift in che
iconography of the Angel Pietd. Historically, Pietds” self-referentially focused upon allusions to
biblical narrative, dirccting attention toward Christ’s sacrifices rather than toward the viewer.
Though non-specific in time, these traditional paintings referred ro Passion events or key moments
in Christ’s life. In contrast, the paintings discussed here recognize and acknowledge the viewer and
build new ideas upon the foundarion of historical form in order to allow the beholder to introduce
his own thoughts. In both Sarto’s and Rosso’s paintings, the direct references to religious ceremony
and rite alluded to not only Christ’s sacrifices during Passion week but also the contemporary
celebration and memorial of those crucial occurrences—the facets of religion that a worshipper
directly experienced. Rather than being self-referential, Pontormo’s Pieta directly engaged the chapel
space beyond the picture plane and relied upon the visitor to comprehend the complete devotional
program. By breaking the barriers berween picture and viewer, these artists decreased the perceived
distance between the worshipper and the revered. This invention resulted in the unfolding of the
static, iconic Angel Pieta through a mechanism analogous to narrative. At its core, a narrative image
is a representation of a sequence of events in a single picture. From that picture, an entire story
unravels, an entire scene replayed, based on the viewer's memories and knowledge. A narrative
image inherently relies on the viewer to “fill in the gaps” and recreate a biblical story, a myth, or a
tale. That necessary cognitive reconstruction triggers a viewer to contemplate the illustrated events

Rather than referring only to the Passion cycle, these works additionally allude to external
events—to church rituals or to physical structures. They require their audiences o actively
understand and complete the significance. This idea is distinct from the use of symbols. An object
can serve as a reference to an absent article or an event; a lamb refers to Christ, and a crown of
thorns refers to Christ’s crucifixion. However, an acolyte refers to church mass; extinguished candles
refer to the Tenebrae. Both are services known through a viewer’s own personal encounters. A
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painting that relates to elements outside itself requires a beholder’s understanding of those cues.
The Angel Pieta has become participatory, drawing upon a person’s individual faith, memories, and
knowledge. As a narrative expands from a single image through a beholder’s comprehension, the
Angel Pieta here also expands but into a more personal realm.

These changes fit with the varying attitudes toward devotion and faith. As people began to
believe in an individually proactive approach to worship, these artworks shifted their focus to the
devotee, acknowledging his presence and incorporating his contributions into the meaning of the
artwork.™ Artists developed a new way of resolving the dichotomy of divine representation by
allowing a worshipper to internalize a portion of his communication with his Crearor as portrayed
in artwork. And despite their derivation from a single workshop tradition, the artists explored here
exhibit an amazing diversity in their inventions.

The Angel Pieta is an expressive and powerful image type with a long tradition both before and
after Sarto, Rosso, and Pontormo. It continued to play an important role in the oeuvres of other
artists, including Bronzino. Borghini’s // Riposo remarks that the first work of repute by Bronzino
was an Angel Pietd from the Certosa del Galluzzo, just as one of Rosso and Pontormo’s earliest
works was an Angel Pietd completed under Sarto.*” Bronzino finished his painting just before
Pontormo began to work on his own Capponi altarpiece. Bronzino later executed an Angel Pieta
modeled after Pontormo’s Pieta that served as a major altarpiece in Eleonora’s Chapel in the Palazzo
Vecchio.

The examination of the paintings presented here uncovers a portion of the symbolism, function,
and history underlying these widespread pictures and the need to recognize and study the image
type’s individual history. As artists invented new ways of interpreting and applying the Angel Pieta
type, they demonstrated a recognition of its role in devotional culture and an increasing awareness of
painting’s ability to engage outside of itself—a growing externality. These important achievements
are not only commendable on their own but also illustrative of some of the extraordinary qualities
fundamental to this image type.

Melissa Shive is a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania, where she won the David M. Robb Thesis
Prize and the Rose Award for her research on the Angel Pieti. Additionally, she has completed a Fulbright
Fe'ﬁaws.v"up in Maﬁ:ysia and has co-authored articles in Newsweek, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the
Washington Times. She is particularly grateful for the support and mentorship of Professor Michael Cole,
who continues to this day to inspire her.
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and suggestions.
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“Non piacquero al Padrone”: A Reexamination of Caravaggio’s Cerasi
Crucifixion of St. Peter

Heather Nolin

When Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1573-1610) entered into a contract with the Papal
Treasurer General, Tiberio Cerasi, on September 24, 1600, he agreed to paint two cypress panels
for the sidewalls of his new patron’s burial chapel in the Augustinian church of Santa Maria del
Popolo in Rome (fig. 3)." The panels were to depict the “Mysteries of the Conversion of St. Paul and
the Martyrdom of St. Peter.. .with all and sundry figures, persons and ornaments which seem fit to the
Painter, to the satisfaction however of his Lordship [Cerasi].”* Caravaggio, the contract continued,
was “obligated, as he promised, to submit, before executing said pictures, specimens and designs
of the figures and other objects with which, according to his invention and genius, he intends to
beautify the said Mystery and Martyrdom.” Caravaggio was to be paid a handsome sum of 400
scudi (the same amount he received the previous year for painting two, much larger canvases for the
Contarelli Chapel in San Luigi dei Francesi) and was compelled to complete the two paintings by
May 24, 1601, or eight months hence.?

Subsequent to Caravaggio’s acceptance of the commission, events probably unfolded in the
following manner. As instructed, Caravaggio painted on cypress panel both the Martyrdom of St.
Peter (alternatively known as the Crucifixion of St. Peter) and the Conversion of St. Panl. Whether
or not he first presented Cerasi with the required preparatory drawings is unknown, but at some
point before the completion date stipulated in the contract, Cerasi rejected Caravaggio’s paintings
for undetermined reasons. He was within his rights; the original contract spelled out that the final
paintings’ acceptance was contingent upon them being to the “satisfaction....of his Lordship [Cerasi],”
regardless of the patron’s approval of the sketches. The artist then painted two new versions of the
same subjects, this time on his preferred medium of canvas. The Crucifixion of St. Peter (fig. 1) and
Conversion of St. Paul (fig. 2) that are mounted in the Cerasi Chapel today are on canvas and are
universally accepted as Caravaggio’s second versions; they will be referred to as such for the remainder
of this article.

The first extant report of the rejection and creation of second versions came only after the deaths
of both patron and artist. Giovanni Baglione wrote in his 1642 Life of Caravaggio that the side paint-
ings in the chapel, “...were worked in another manner, but because they did not please the patron,
Cardinal Sannesio took them, and Caravaggio then painted the two pictures, which one sees there
in oil, because he used no other medium. Luck and Fame, so to speak, carried him through.” The
circumstances of this event cannot be supported by any other contemporary accounts, and Baglione is
credited as the source for all subsequent references to the paintings’ rejection. Even though Baglione
was Caravaggio’s great rival, the veracity of his report should be reasonably accurate in that, as a life-
long denizen of Rome and an accomplished artist, Baglione would have had first-hand knowledge
of Caravaggio’s paintings. Moreover, Baglione’s account is substantiated by the survival of one of the
rejected panels, the Conversion of St. Paul in the Odescalchi-Balbi collection in Rome (fig. 4), which
is on cypress panel. The location and appearance of the first Crucifixion of St. Peter are unknown.

The events that transpired between the signing of the contract in September 1600 and Baglione
writing the above account in 1642 are subjects of great debare. Caravaggio specialists since the 1920s
have relied upon a small collection of existing documents with brief, cryptic references to the com-
mission to offer various versions of its chronology and theories as to why the panels were rejected,
what happened to them and what they looked like. In this article, I too shall rely upon these docu-
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Fig. 1 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,
Crucifixion of St. Peter (2nd version), oil on
canvas, 230 x 175 cm. Cerasi Chapel, Santa
Maria del Popolo, Rome. (Photo: 1CCD,
Rome)

Fig. 2 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,
Conversion of St. Paul (2nd version), oil on
canvas, 230 x 175 cm. Cerasi Chapel, Santa
Maria del Popolo, Rome. (Photo: 1CCD,
Rome)
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Fig. 3 Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del
Popolo, Rome. (Photo: ICCD, Rome)

ments and attempt to answer these same questions, but shall offer another possible scenario. My
intention is to shed new light on the reasons behind Cerasi’s rejection of the first versions and the
sequence of events leading to the completion of the second versions, arguing that the patron refused

only one painting, the Conversion of St. Paul, and that Caravaggio himself decided after the death of

his patron to replace the Crucifixion of St. Peter with the present picture. Caravaggio conceived this
second version, I contend, to complement the spatial organization, figural forms, stylistic elements
and medium of the revised Pawl. 1 further argue that it is actually only slightly different from its
predecessor. | shall also reexamine the Crucifixion of St. Peter (fig. 5) in the Hermitage, which has
long been thought to be a copy of Caravaggio’s original. My objective is to disprove this hypothesis
and reconstruct what I believe the composition of the first Crucifixion of St. Peterlooked like, arguing
that Caravaggio, not Cerasi’s heirs, decided the fate of the discarded first versions.

My hypotheses are based in large part upon visual and documentary evidence, including the
aforementioned original contract and more recent discoveries such as avwisi and inventories that
scholars have already interpreted in different ways.” The material not yet fully utilized that is invalu-
able to my argument is the technical evidence introduced in a comprehensive volume of essays and
reports entitled Caravaggio, Carracci, Maderno: La Cappella Cerasi in Santa Maria del Popolo a Roma.*
As part of the restoration and consolidation of the Cerasi Chapel completed in 2000, x-rays were
taken of the three paintings in the chapel: Caravaggio’s two lateral paintings and Annibale Carracci’s
altarpiece. Analyses were done of the pigments used by both artists and diagrams were made of the
incisions present on the surfaces of Caravaggio’s paintings. The results of all these investigations are
published in this volume, which also contains essays focusing on Annibale’s altarpiece, the stucco
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Fig. 4 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, Conversion of St. Paul (Odescalchi-Balbi
Paul, 1st version), oil on p:m:_'l. 237 x 189 em. Qdescalchi-Balbi Collection, Rome.
(Photo: Alinari Archives, Florence)

and fresco decorations and the chronology, iconography and history of the Conversion of St. Paul.
As this publication attests, the first and second versions of the Paul have received the preponderance
of scholarly attention while the composition, style, invenzioni and iconography of both the first and
second versions of the Crucifixion fJ‘Sr. Peter have not been fully explored. Just as the x-rays taken
of the Contarelli Chapel laterals in the 1950’s afforded art historians the opportunity to reexamine
Caravaggio's working processes and influences, and the paintings’ symbolism and chronology, I plan
to employ the new technical evidence in my examination of the lost Crucifixion of St. Peter.

Tiberio Cerasi received patronage rights over the chapel to the left of the high altar in Santa Maria
del Popolo on July 8, 1600.” He was given carte blanche to alter, enlarge and decorate the chapel
as and when he saw fit. Cerasi had earlier purchased his post as Treasurer General of the Camera
Apostolica in July 1596. As part of his duties, he was in contact with the artists and architects who
worked in Rome, the Vartican, and throughout the Papal States,* and his circle of friends included
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Marchese Vincenzo Giustiniani and Cardinal Francesco Maria del Monte, themselves Caravaggio’s
benefactors and great connoisseurs of art.” It was not surprising then that Cerasi chose the three most
up-and-coming artists of the day to renovate and embellish his burial chapel. He selected architect
Carlo Maderno (1555-1629) to enlarge and reconfigure the chapel, Annibale Carracci (1560-1609)
to paint the chapel’s fresco decorations and the altarpiece of the Assumption of the Virgin (fig. 6),
and Caravaggio to paint the stories of Peter and Paul for the sidewalls.” All three introduced major
projects in Rome in the same month when Cerasi acquired his chapel. Maderno was just completing
the facade of Santa Susanna, which would herald the emergence of the Baroque style in architecture;
Carracci finished the classically-inspired frescoes on the ceiling of the Gallery of the Palazzo Farnese;
and Caravaggio unveiled his canvases, with their naturalistic interpretations of the sacred scenes,
for the lateral walls of the Contarelli Chapel in San Luigi dei Francesi. Cerasi probably delighted in
pairing the wonderfully contrasting styles of Carracci and Caravaggio. It is likely that by the Sep-
tember 24, 1600 date of Caravaggio’s contract, Cerasi had already enlisted Maderno and Carracci,"!
though contracts between the patron and both artists have not been found, and the only reference

e opl B ven ni el

e

kot ol
P

[
£
5.
u.
.

.
-
.
o
-

F
e

2
.
-
2

LALLM AN ot A AL LU et Lo

Fig. 5 Luca Saltarello(?), Crucifixion of St. Peter (copy after Caravaggio?), oil on canvas. The

Hermitage, St. Petersburg. (Photo: Author)
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Fig. 6 Annibale Carracci, Assumprion of the
Virgin, oil on canvas, 245 x 155 cm. Cerasi
Chapel, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome. (Photo:
1CCD, Rome)

to Maderno as the chapel’s architect is in the May 2, 1601 codicil to Cerasi’s will.'” It is noteworthy
that Cerasi insisted Caravaggio use cypress wood as it supports the supposition that Carracci was
involved in the chapel decoration before Caravaggio was. There was no precedent for the use of cy-
press panel in Santa Maria del Popolo (the existing altarpieces were frescoed or sculpted in marble),
and it was a material that Caravaggio had never worked with before."? This leads one to conclude
that Annibale Carracci had already begun his altarpiece, which is on cypress wood, and that Cerasi
wanted the ;lharpivcc and lareral p;mcls to be of consistent material."

Tiberio Cerasi particularly venerated Peter and Paul, whom he mentioned in his last will and
testament.'” He retained the Ch.’lpel's dedication to the “sacred Virgin Mary” and added the pair of
Apostles to the roster of saints glorified in the decorative program upon obtaining patronage rights
over the chapel. Together, Peter and Paul embody the city of Rome because they are its patron saints;
Peter, as the first Pope, symbolizes the Papacy. The saints were often shown in artistic commissions
when the patron’s aggrandizing intentions called for these icmmgmphic associations. Therefore,
Cerasi’s inclusion of them in his chapel’s pantheon of saints was not unique. The extraordinary
element was the combination of episodes from the saints lives that Cerasi instructed Caravaggio
to paint: the conversion of St. Paul and the crucifixion of St. Peter. The more logical juxtaposition
of events would have been the calling of both by Christ to serve God, i.e. the conversion of Paul
and Christ giving the keys to Peter.'® By choosing scenes that represent the deaths of the Apostles,
mystical in one case, actual in the other, Cerasi was making a logical decision for his burial chapel,
but it was no accident that he selected the same unusual combination of events from the saints’ lives
that Michelangelo pioneered in 1545 in the Pauline Chapel, the private chapel of the Pope (figs. 7
& 8). By insisting Caravaggio reproduce the narratives associared with one of the most prominent
examples of recent papal patronage, Cerasi was able to craft a decorartive program that visually and
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symbolically maximized his political kinship with Rome and the Papacy, and emphasized his prowess
as an arbiter of artistic taste."”

The first surviving reference to Cerasi’s commission after the contract signed with Caravaggio
in late 1600 was an avviso announcing the death of Tiberio Cerasi at his villa in Frascati on May 5,
1601, only nineteen days before Caravaggio was expected to deliver the completed lateral panels.'*
The avviso states that Caravaggio’s patron was buried in his “most beautiful chapel” which he was
having made “by the hand of the most famous painter Caravaggio.” On May 2, 1601, just three
days before his death, Cerasi had added a codicil to his last will and testament'? in which he named
the Fathers of the Ospedale della Consolazione as his heirs and “...obligated [them] to finish the
[above mentioned] Chapel.”* Thus, at the time Cerasi added the codicil, he knew that Caravaggio
was still working on the panels for his chapel, though which versions of them is unclear.

Caravaggio had still not completed his commission by the following month when the chapeland
its contents are mentioned again, this time in an apviso dated June 2, 1601 announcing the presence
of Annibale Carracci’s frescoes in the Gallery of the Palazzo Farnese.?' The avviso reads, in pare; .
two paintings that Caravaggio is making for the Chapel of Monsignor Cerasi, Treasurer. The main
painting in chis chapel is by the above mentioned [Annibale] Carracci, all three of those paintings
being of excellence and beauty.” It demonstrates that Annibale Carracci's Assumption of the Virgin
was in place above the altar by that date and that Caravaggio was still at work on his paintings.**

The original contract for Caravaggio’s commission specified that Cerasi would pay the artist
in full “as soon as [Caravaggio] has finished the said pictures in the aforesaid manner and form and
delivered them to [Cerasi] and consigned them to...here in Rome, or differently if desired.”* His
fee was set at 400 scudi. Cerasi issued fifty to the artist at the signing on September 24, 1600, with
the remaining 350 due by contract upon completion of the paintings. On November 10, 1601,
the officers of the Ospedale della Consolazione, the executors of Cerasi’s estate, recorded their final
payment to Caravaggio in their account books.” So the paintings should have been completed and
delivered by that date.® But the entry in the ledger noted the final payment was for fifty, not 350

Fig. 7 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Crucifixion of St. Fig. 8 Michelangelo Buonarroti, Conversion of St.
Peter, 1545, fresco. Pauline Chapel, Vatican. (Phoro: Paul, 1545, fresco. Pauline Chapel, Vatican. (Photo:
Bridgeman/Alinari Archives, Florence) Bridgeman/Alinari Archives, Florence.)
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scudi, and that his total compensation was 300, not 400 scudi. No reason was given for the reduction
from the contractual amount, and it is uncertain when Caravaggio received the other 200 scudi.
Obviously the terms of the contract were amended after the death of the patron on May 5, 1601.
The receipt does specify, however, that Caravaggio had “the two paintings” in his possession and
“promised to hang [them]...in their spots in the [Cerasi] chapel.”

Once completed, the second versions on canvas may have remained in the artist’s studio until
as late as May 1, 1605, when the woodworker Bartolomeo received four seudi and fifty baiocchi
from the Ospedale to install “the paintings of the painters” in the chapel.”” These paintings must be
Caravaggio’s finished lateral canvases since Carracci’s altarpiece was in place by June 2, 1602, and
the chapel contains no other easel paintings. The convent records of the Augustinian monks of Santa
Maria del Popolo note that the chapel’s consecration took place on November 11, 1606, five years
and one day after Caravaggio received his final payment.™

Seventeenth-century Roman guidebooks faithfully record the Crucifixion of St. Peter and the
Conversion of St. Paul in the Cerasi Chapel. Gugliclmo Facciotti's guide, Le cose meravigliose dell alma
citta di Roma (1608), was the first to note the newly completed chapel and its beautiful paintings.”
Only in Bagliones Life of Caravaggio, written in 1642, do we learn that the patron rejected the first
paintings, that alternative versions exist of the Perer and the Paul that were “worked in another man-
ner,” and that these were appropriated by Cardinal Sannesio.

Cardinal Giacomo Sannesio was an administrator for the Papal States and an avid collector
of art.’! By 1620, he owned several works by Caravaggio as recorded by Giulio Mancini in his
Considerazioni sulla pittura. Mancini wrote that during Caravaggio’s early years in Rome, he “made
pictures...which are in the...Cerasi Chapel, and many privately owned paintings in the houses of
the Matrtei, Giustiniani and [Cardinal] Sannesio.™ The Florence manuscript of Mancini’s treatise
notes that the two paintings in Sannesio’s possession were versions of the Crucifixion of St. Peter
and the Conversion of St. Paul, although an inventory of the Cardinal’s possessions has yet come to
light.** We do know that upon Sannesio’s death on February 19, 1621, his nephew Francesco took
ownership of his uncle’s are collection. The paintings first resurfaced in the catalogue of Francesco's
house created after he died on the same day as his uncle, exactly twenty-three years later: “two large
paintings on wood [emphasis is mine| that represent a St. Peter crucified and the other the conversion
of St. Paul framed in gold.” Francesco’s heirs quickly sold both of Caravaggio’s first versions to Juan
Alfonso Enriquez de Cabrera, ninth Admiral of Castile and Spanish Viceroy of Naples (1644-46),
who eventually transported them to Madrid. They were recorded there on August 7, 1647, still
mounted in the same frames, among the by then-deceased Viceroy's possessions: “...a large paint-
ing of the martyrdom of St. Peter with frame inventory number 327 = value with the frame that is
gilded and carved [that has a value of ] 300 ducars [for a roral] value [of] 3300” and “...the other a
conversion of St. Paul the Grear as it arrived with gold gilded frame both by the hand of Caravag-
gio = inventory number 328 = value [like the other| 3300 ducats.” This is the last time the pair of
panels is documented together.

"The Conversion of St. Paul was sold from the Spanish collection sometime between 1647 and
1682 when it reappeared—unaccompanied by the Crucifixion of St. Peter—in the inventory of the
Genoese home of Francesco Maria Balbi made at the time of his death.” For three centuries, the

Conversion of St. Paul was handed down through generations of the Balbi family in Genoa before
passing by marriage to the Odescalchi family. It was in the Balbi family palace that the Odescalchi-
Balbi Paul (fig. 4), as it has come to be known, was first identified by Antonio Morassi in 1947 as
one of the two paintings commissioned for the Cerasi Chapel.”” The panel is now in the Odescalchi
palace in Rome.

Some scholars have speculated that Balbi acquired the first Peter ar the same time as the Paul
since several presumed copies of the first Peter exist in Liguria.” This would be convincing evidence
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except for the fact that the Peter, specifically referred to as on panel, was still in the collection of the
tenth Admiral of Castile in 1691 when it registered again in an inventory.*” The first Peter may still
be in Spain, perhaps hidden in a convent or some forgotten collection, though it may be farther
afield because the Admiral’s collection was confiscated and dispersed during the War of Spanish
Succession (1701-1714).4

Whereas the story of the conversion of Paul is explicitly described thrice in the Bible in the Acts
of the Apostles,* Peter’s crucifixion is not. Christ’s foretelling to Peter of his imminent martyrdom
is the only reference to the event in the Bible and is related by John (21: 18-19):

‘Most assuredly, 1 say to you, when you were younger, you girded yourself and walked where you
wished; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will gird you and carry
you where you do not wish." This He spoke, signifying by what death he would glorify God. And
when He had spoken this, He said to him: ‘Follow me.’

Only in the Acts of Peter, written in the second century C.E., is Peter described as choosing to be
martyred upside-down because he was “unworthy to die in the same manner as the Lord.™

In 1955, Walter Friedlaender described Caravaggio’s second Crucifixion of St. Peter as a “mas-
terpiece of condensation,” and the same can be said for its pendant, the Conversion of St. Paul™
Both distill their respective narratives to their essential parts, thereby enhancing and intensifying the
dramatic nature of the story expressed in the painting, Scholars have explored various iconographical
and spiritual interpretations of both paintings.”® It is unnecessary to review their arguments here,
although some of their conclusions will be referred to later in this article. Both paintings exhibit the
characteristic realism synonymous with Caravaggio’s oeuvre. The soiled feet of the yellow-breeched
laborer and the “physical action, strain and groaning” of his co-workers in the Peter and the salivat-
ing piebald horse in the Paul are fine examples of these qualities.*® As was his practice, Caravaggio
used models when painting these pictures.”’

Leo Steinberg, in his seminal article of 1959, discussed the relationship of the paintings flank-
ing the altar to the chapel’s architecture and surrounding fresco and stucco decorations.*® He sug-
gested reading the chapel as the crossing of a small Latin-cross-plan church. In this formulation,
the left aisle of the nave of Santa Maria del Popolo would be the longitudinal axis of the visitor’s
approach; the transept, the anteroom of the chapel where the tombs of the patron and his father
are located: and the choir, the altar space beyond the anteroom (¢f. fig. 9). Most germane for my
argument is Steinberg’s analysis of the pivoted pictorial space in Caravaggio’s paintings. The space
can be properly realized only when the viewer is situated in the correct spot in the chapel, that is,
under the rib in the vaulting, or halfway into the chapel where its width diminishes (at the X in
fig. 9).* From this location, Caravaggio’s orthogonal lines, on which the body of Paul and the cross
of Peter are laid, become “prolongations of our sight lines” and these steep diagonals, which are so
awkwardly perceived when viewed from head on, are made coherent by our oblique position.*” The
eye is led along these orthogonal lines from the lower corner closest to the viewer, to the dark recess
of their upper corners, closest to the altar. The paintings were conceived as pendants and as such,
their diagonal compositions are mirror images in their reciprocal employment of a strongly sloping
line to sustain the main narrative elements. The mirror-image composition of the two paintings is
further emphasized by the monochromatic pieces of fabric in the lower far corner of each painting.
‘This element serves a different iconographical function in each composition, yet helps to relate the
paintings visually across the narrow span of the chapel’s altar area.
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Fig. 9 Plan of transept and altar of
Santa Maria del Popolo with Cerasi
Chapel highlighted, as described by
Steinberg (1959)

Steinberg was also the first to publish the observation that the source of light in Caravaggio’s
compositions comes from the dove of the Holy Spirit painted in the cross vault in the center of the
chapel’s ceiling (fig. 10), and not from the window above the altar, the natural source, and the one
traditionally used by the artist, as in the Contarelli Chapel.” In the right-hand painting, this light
serves as the “light that drew around Paul”and was the impetus for his miraculous conversion. The
light in the left-hand painting of Peter’s crucifixion is not employed in such a mystical capacity.
Instead it draws attention to the apostle’s body, particularly the large rusty nails driven through his
hand and feet, and distinguishes him from the murky background.

Despite what Steinberg calls the “claustrophobic chiaroscuro” of the lateral paintings, Caravaggio
punctuated the darkness of his composition with surprisingly clear and vivid colors that reflect his
training in Lombardy,* and he deliberately used these colors to direct the viewer’s gaze. Caravaggio
knew the painting would be viewed obliquely and took the viewer’s location into account when
selccring his palette; he chose warm colors, which attract and seem to move towards the viewer, for
the side of the canvas that would be closer to the viewer, and cool ones, which optically recede from
the viewer, for the side closest to the altar. Bellori wrote that Caravaggio considered blue and cin-
nabar “poison among colors,” yet he used both in the Crucifixion along with their complementary
equivalents: the blue of Peter’s discarded mantle is juxtaposed with the bright yellow of the laborer’s
trousers in the lower register, and the crimson cape of the man at Peter’s feet is complemented by
the green pants of the man hoisting the rope over his head. He highlighted the man in the lower
left by using yellow as the color of his trousers even though he is clearly of secondary importance to
the main action. He did so because the man’s rotation into the picture plane duplicates the angle of
the cross and leads the viewer’s eye to the face of St. Peter directed towards the altar at the back of
the chapel. Caravaggio wisely chose red, the color that most immediately draws the eye’s attention,
as the shade of the cape of the man lifting the top of the cross because it serves as the backdrop to
Peter’s feet, which are punctured by the nails and reveal the red blood trickling from wounds in the
soles. Although the feet of the laborer in the lower left appear to have dirt ground into their weath-
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Fig. 10 Annibale Carracci and In-
nocenzo Tacconi: Ceiling frescoes
of Cerasi Chapel, Santa Maria del
Popolo, Rome. (Photo: Bernardini,
2001, Colorplate 11)

ered soles, the feet of St. Peter, positioned directly above, are pristine save for the thin line of blood.
This blood and the pained look on the saint’s face are the only indications of St. Peter’s suffering and
sacrifice, despite the gruesome nature of his martyrdom.

Caravaggio’s career as an internationally recognized artist was established by 1600 when he
completed the lateral paintings for the Contarelli Chapel at San Luigi dei Francesi. Nevertheless,
he was still finding his way in the realm of large-scale commissions and fortifying his reputation
in late 1600 when he accepted the commission for the Cerasi Chapels paintings. Under such cir-
cumstances Caravaggio turned to the titans of ltalian Renaissance art, Michelangelo and Raphael,
and their grand models of the stories of Paul and Peter in the Vatican for inspiration. As previously
mentioned, he was instructed to do so by his patron. Various scholars have discussed at length the
stylistic and iconographic connections between Caravaggio’s first painting of Pauland its precedents,
above all Raphael’s design for one of the Sistine tapestries (¢.1514-17) (fig. 11) and Michelangelo’s
frescoes of the conversion of Paul (fig. 8) in the Pauline Chapel (1545).>" In all three, Christ has
just emerged from the heavens, arm extended, and Paul has just fallen to the ground in response.
Paul is recumbent, bearing most of his weight on his right hip with his legs flailing out to his left.
Caravaggio relied upon Raphael’s cartoon for Paul’s cuirass and Michelangelo for Pauls bearded
visage and the arrangement of his legs. Caravaggio’s first Crucifixion of Peter must also have retained
the valuable visual connections to Michelangelo’s Pauline fresco of the same subject. So what might
the lost Crucifixion of St. Peter look like?
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Artists struggling to render the moment of Peter’s martyrdom are left to employ their creative

minds as there is neither a specified location nor any “iconographically indispensable” elements
associated with this narrative, other than the saint and his cross.” By the late Cinquecento, there
was a long-established iconographical tradition of the raising of the cross of Christ, although several
important examples of representations of this moment in Peter’s life were extant at the time of Cara-
vaggio’s commission. They included Giotto’s Martyrdom of Peter on the left wing of the Stefaneschi
Triptych (1330), Masaccio’s panel of the Crucifixion from the predella of the Pisa Altarpiece (1426),
and Filippino Lippi's Crucifixion in the Brancacci Chapel in Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence
(1481-2). In these renditions, Peter is upside-down and attached to a cross that is vertical and fully
erect. ‘The cross and saint lie at the center of the composition, parallel with and at the edge of the
picture plane. Michchngciu was the first to deviate from the established compositional convention
exemplified by these paintings. He chose to illustrate the moment just before the cross was lifred
into place (fig. 7). He was the first to rotate Peter and the cross in relation to the picture plane, the
first to show the laborers in the act of elevating the cross, and the first to depicr the saint visibly
struggling to lift himself and look out at the viewer. Howard Hibbard observed that the raising of
the cross of Peter and his rebellion against his chosen mode of martyrdom were two revolutionary
aspects of Michelangelo’s composition and elements that Caravaggio repeated in the second version
of the Crucifixion of St. Peter.®

Caravaggio relied upon Michelangelo’s precedents for his first version of the Conversion of Paul
and his second version of the Crucifixion of Peter, which makes it likely that he turned to the same
source when designing his first version of Peter’s death. If this h)’pmhcsis is valid, then the cross in
the first painting should recede into the picture plane as in Michelangelo’s fresco. If we apply fore-
shortening, then the cross should appear to lie diagonally across the picture plane from the bottom
left to the top right, with the head of Peter and the top of the cross in the lower left corner of the

Fig. 11 Picter van Aclst after Raphael cartoon, Conversion of St. Paul, ¢.1519, tapestry. Pinacoteca, Vatican.
(Photo: Alinari Archives, Florence)
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frame. But in order to conform to the sight lines described by Steinberg, and mirror the perspectival
construction of Caravaggio’s first version of Paul’s conversion, the cross of St. Peter in Michelangelo’s
composition would have to be flipped. Therefore, Caravaggio’s version is not equivalent to the Pauline
fresco until we realize that Michelangelo’s fresco is on the right side of the Pauline Chapel, and for
Caravaggio to have used Michelangelo’s compositional arrangement in his painting on the /eft side
of the Cerasi Chapel, he would have had to reverse Michelangelo’s composition.”” I contend this is
exactly what he did.

Despite its lack of correspondence to Michelangelo’s model, the Crucifixion of St. Peter in the
Hermitage Museum (fig. 5) is believed by many to replicate Caravaggio’s first version, and the prov-
enance of the painting supports the claim.’® It entered the museum’s collection in 1808, donated
by Levi Montmorency, who acquired it from the Giustiniani collection in Rome. At the time the
painting was considered an autograph Caravaggio, even though a painting of the Crucifixion of Peter
ascribed to the Genoese painter Luca Saltarello (ca. 1610-1655?) was also in the Giustiniani collec-
tion.” Roberto Longhi was the first to reattribute the Hermitage painting to Saltarello.*” A notation
in the Life of Saltarello in the 1674 edition of Lives of the Genoese Painters supports the contention
that Saltarello copied Caravaggio’s original, presumably while it was in the Sannesio collection. It
recounted how Saltarello exclusively painted copies of the most well-known paintings while in the
Erernal City.

I concur with Friedlaender’s alternative hypothesis, specifically that the Hermitage painting is
an original composition by Saltarello for the Giustiniani in Rome and not an exact copy, though
it “affords us at least a general idea of [Caravaggio’s] composition.” | reason that the Hermitage
picture’s formal properties, stylistic qualities and compositional arrangement, when compared with
its intended pendant, the Odescalchi-Balbi painting of the Conwversion of Paul, prove that it could
not be the first version of the Peter.

‘The Hermitage's Peter does not reflect the lucid style, Lombard palette or dense figural arrange-
ment of the Odescalchi-Balbi Paul, its intended pendant, nor does it resemble Michelangelo’s Pauline
precedent. It seems unlikely that Caravaggio could have painted simultaneously in this “later” style
for one panel and in a lighter, Lombard-influenced style for the other without an intervening period
of development.*® Features like the dark recesses and hard-lit dandies wearing feathered caps are
more similar to Caravaggio’s later works such as 7he Flagellation of Christ of 1607 or his Crucifixion
of St. Andrew of 1609.% The Hermitage Peter does not share the same distinct diagonal composition
that would make a mirror image with the painting of Paul in the Odescalchi-Balbi collection, as is
the case in the installed second versions of each painting. I conclude that Caravaggio, aware that
the picture would be viewed from the oblique angle so eloquently described by Steinberg, would
not have produced the composition of the Hermitage Peter, because if it were installed in the Cerasi
Chapel, the sight lines would have presented the viewer with the smiling laborer and the face of
the old man in the blue har, rather than the face of St. Peter, the intended focus of the worshipper’s
devotion.

My proposed design for the first Pezer is similar to that of the raising of the cross of Peter rendered
in the upper register of a now-ruined altarpiece painted by Domenico Cresti (known as 1l Passig-
nano, 1559-1638) for Pope Clement VIII's chapel in St. Peter’s (fig. 12).% This altarpiece’s design
has never been proposed as an adapration of Caravaggio’s figural arrangement. Passignano executed
his Crucifixion of St. Peter as much as four years after Caravaggio completed his first version of the
subject in ca. April 1601.%° It was one of six altarpieces commissioned to six different artists for the
navi piccole of new St. Peter’s, two of which were in the Cappella Clementina.” They all depicted
a specific event from St. Peter’s life that highlighted his faith. The altarpieces were enormous, each
measuring about twenty-five by fourteen feet, and they were composed of numerous intercon-
nected slabs of slate upon which the artists painted in 0il.*” But the humidity in the church caused the
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Fig. 12 Jacques Callot after Domenico Passig- Fig. 13 Cristoforo Roncalli, Death of Sap-
nano, Crucifixion of St. Peter, . 1611, engraving, phira, oil on slate, 769 x 427.5 e¢m. (Photo:
(Photo: Frick Reference Library) Frick Research Library)

finished works to deteriorate quicH)’. so that today only one, the Death of Sapphira (fig. 13) by
Cristoforo Roncalli (1552-1626), remains intact while the other five partially survive in fragments.
Jacques Callor (1592-1635) made engravings of all six altarpieces shortly after their completion.
The original appearance of Passignano’s painting is now known only through one of Callot’s prints.

As Michelangelo and Caravaggio had done carlier, Passignano chose to illustrate the moment
just before the cross with Peter on it was lifted into place. Unlike them Passignano set the event
within an architecturally defined space atop a Hight of stairs, and separated the viewer from it by a
large group of witnesses who fill the foreground. Several interlocutors, including a small child in his
mother’s arms, meet our gaze and draw us into the unfolding drama. Additional onlookers perch
upon the parapets next to and behind the main action. Five laborers struggle to erect the cross: two
shirtless men hoist a rope attached to the end of the cross, while two men push the cross bar and
another holds the base secure. The cross lies across the picture plane from the upper left to the lower
right and is a mirror image of Michelangelo’s fresco in the Pauline Chapel, as T proposed Caravag-
gio’s first Peter must have done. If the men were to lift Peter into place, the g;lrhcrt'd onlookers in
the foreground and the viewer would be before and to the left of the cross.

Passignano’s Crucifixion of St. Peter originally hung on the southern side of the southeast pier
of St. Peter’s, around the corner and at a right angle to Roncalli’s Death of Sapphira.”” While the

paintings were in physical proximity to one another, they were also compositionally related as they

were rooted in Caravaggio’s productions for the Cerasi (:h.'lpul. This may at first seem unlikely be-
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cause Passignano and Roncalli chose very different stylistic approaches. Passignano selected the large
group of over-lifesized onlookers in the foreground as his main focus and relegated Peter’s crucifixion
to deep in the background and off-center.”” His figures are elegant and elongated, reflecting his
Florentine training in the Mannerist idiom. By contrast, Roncalli placed the main action of Peter
rendering judgment of Sapphira in the extreme foreground with the onlookers behind. His figures
are classically-inspired and robust—the hulking frame of St. Peter by itself fills half the twenty-five
foot tall altarpiece.

Roncalli and Caravaggio were well-acquainted, so when Roncalli finally picked up his brush
again in the spring of 1603, he turned for inspiration to his friend’s innovative second Conversion of
St. Paul, which was probably completed prior to November 1601 and was still in the artist’s studio.
Indeed, the similarity between Roncalli’s figure of Sapphira and Caravaggio’s figure of Paul in his
second version of the Conversion of St. Paul is unmistakable and so great as “to suggest deliberate
imitation.””" Sapphira, like Paul, is on her back, arms extended outward, the fingers on her right
hand truncated by the right edge of the frame, her body projecting into the depths of the picture,
and the top of her head seeming to protrude into the viewer’s space. One reason Roncalli may have
engaged Caravaggios model is that he carefully considered the setting of his altarpiece and the
viewer's interaction with it. He knew that the worshipper would walk down the nave of St. Peter’s
and approach the Death of Sapphira from the right, the same direction from which one approaches
Caravaggio’s second Conwversion of St. Paul. Therefore, the most important figures in the narrative
would be readily visible.

Fig. 14 Domenico Passignano, Study
for the Crucifixion of St. Peter, Nor-
man Colville Collection, London.
(Photo: Frick Rescarch Library)
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q Fig. 15 Domenico Passignano, Study for the
Crucihixion of St. Perer, Uffiz1, Florence.
(Photo: I'rick Research Library)

When Passignano started work on his altarpiece in carly 1603, he, like Roncalli, turned to
Caravaggio’s lateral paintings for the Cerasi Chapel.™ Caravaggio had not yet begun his second
Peter, for reasons that [ shall discuss below, and consequently the lost Crucifixion of St. Peter was his
creative inspiration. When he was conceiving his design, Passignano also carefully took into account
the worshipper's angle of approach, which was from the left and the same angle from which the
viewer confronted the Crucifixion of St. Peter in Caravaggio’s Cerasi Chapel.” It stands to reason that
he quoted Caravaggio’s depiction of Peter as it suited his design requirements. Passignano selected
Caravaggio’s model for additional mortives. It was the most recent Petrine scene painted in Rome,
and it had been commissioned by Tiberio Cerasi, the Treasurer to Passignano’s patron, Pope Clement
VIII.

Passignano’s reliance upon Caravaggio’s lost Crucifixion of St. Peter is even more obvious when
we consider the artist’s preparatory sketches for the altarpiece. Drawings preserved in London and
Florence (figs. 14& 15) show Passignano working out his compositional scheme, especially the angle
of the cross and the distribution of laborers and onlookers. The London drawing in particular suggests
that Passignano initially envisioned an organization even more aligned with Caravaggio’s. In this
drawing the crucified Peter is prominently featured in the center of the design and is not relegared
to the background as in the final composition. One is left to wonder why Passignano changed his
mind and decided not to duplicate the proportions of Caravaggio’s lateral painting in the Cerasi
Chapc}, as Roncalli had done.

A last clue that bolsters my assertion that Passignano’s representation of the crucified Peter
was copied from Caravaggio’s lost Crucifixion of St. Peter comes from the writer Filippo Baldinucci
(1625-1696). In his Notizie de' professori del disegno da Cimabue (1681-1728), he noted in the section
devoted to Passignano that Caravaggio was keenly aware of his rival’s painting, The six altarpieces of
the life of St. Peter were being painted in situ on account of the weight, fragility and size of the slate,
and scaffolding and cloth coverings surrounded each painting, hiding them from view. Baldinucci
tells us that Caravaggio came to St. Peter’s one day with the express intent of monitoring Passignano’s
progress. After reaching the location of Passignano’s altarpiece and ensuring he was alone, Caravaggio
“pulled back the curtain that covered the spot where the work was being made [by Passignano]...
and took a good look at the whole thing...” What he saw evidently did not please him because “. ..
}](.' [hl_'“ Said ﬂ” over R(]mt'_' L'\’t‘r)’thing I)L'ld [}'I:“' I'I(.' kllCW [:ll}()ut \«Vhat] came I‘r(}[“ Ih[‘ hﬂ]]d 0{ hiS
rival.”™ I suspect Caravaggio became irate because he realized that Passignano was duplicating the
design that he had pioneered just two years before in his first Crucifixion of St. Peter.
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Now that we have resurrected the first pair of lateral panels (the Odescalchi-Balbi Zzu/ and a
composition close to Passignano’s altarpiece), we should examine why these paintings so offended the
patron that he rejected them. Several possible scenarios have been proposed. The “coarse” figures and
the “chaotic” composition of the Paul may have been to blame.” Other theories are that Caravag-
gio breached his contract by failing to present the promised preliminary drawings or that the final
paintings were significantly different from his sketches.” The executors of Cerasi’s will, rather than
Cerasi, may have rejected the paintings because they “simply did not like them” or because paintings
on canvas would better suit the lighting in the chapel.” Most scholars, however, believe that the
iconography of the first panels caused the patron to reject them. Herwarth Rottgen, Bert Treffers
and Maria Grazia Bernardini blamed the Odescalchi-Balbi Pauls lack of decorum, sp{‘cif‘:mlly the
placement of the figure of Christ too close to the earthly realm and Paul’s covered eyes.”® Bernardini
was more explicit, writing that these iconographic elements were not in keeping with Augustinian
doctrine.” All three scholars assumed that Caravaggio’s other panel of the Crucifixion of St. Peter was
also rejected for the same reason, but they did not address the matter directly. I agree that the Paul
was refused because it deviated from “sacred convention”, but I do not think the same fate befell
the Peter.* In my opinion, Caravaggio himself decided that his first Peter needed to be reworked for
stylistic reasons. Whether the first version looked like the Hermitage example or like my proposed
construction, it does not seem plausible that the patron could have rejected it for lack of decorum,
since neither of those compositions posed any obvious iconographic problems and, as mentioned
previously, no standard iconography existed for the narrative of the crucifixion of St. Peter. All the
scene required was the saint, the cross and manpower to erect it. | contend instead that Caravaggio’s
decision to change media and to conceive a compositional arrangement for the second Paul that was
radically different from the first necessirated that he create a second version of the Peter.

Fig. 16 Guido Reni, Crucifixion of St. Peter (1523),
oil on canvas. Pinacoteca, Vatican. (Photo: Alinari
Archives, Florence)
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In 1945, Walter Friedlaender presented an argument similar to mine wherein the artist, not
the patron, decided that a reworking of the first version of the Peter was necessary, but his reasoning
followed a different trajectory. Friedlaender argued that neither of the first versions was rejected, but
that Caravaggio redid the Peter because he “was in [a] very embarrassing position” because Guido
Reni had produced his own Crucifixion of St. Peter for the church of San Paolo alle Tre Fontane (fig.
16), which was considered superior to Caravaggio’s in “charm, clcgancc and manner.” According
to Friedlander, Caravaggio had to repaint both laterals to preserve his reputation, and Cardinal
Sannesio took the first versions.” Friedlaender’s argument is problematic because it was proposed
before the rediscovery of the first Paul in the Odescalchi-Balbi collection in 1947 and it was based
on the assumption that the first version of the Peter resembled the Hermitage painting. Thus, the
author had no way of knowing the stylistic and iconographic differences between the first and sec-
ond versions of the Paul. As a result he presented Reni’s acclaimed interpretation of the theme as
the reason Caravaggio decided to paint a second Peter. Despite its flaws, Friedlaender’s argument
holds a kernel of truch regarding Caravaggio’s role in replacing the Peter.

The following hypothetical timeline and evaluation of Caravaggio’s production is based upon
the assumption that some time before Cerasi departed for the fresher air of Frascad in April 1601,
he saw both the first versions on panel and rejected only the Paul on account of its unorthodox
portrayal of the narrative.* Caravaggio was expected to produce a replacement on panel, as per the
contract, and to change the painting’s iconography to conform to Augustinian doctrine and proper
decorum. In the days leading up to his death, Cerasi added a codicil to his will (May 2, 1601) in-
structing his heirs to complete the chapel because he knew that Caravaggio was by then very busy
with other commissions and had not yet begun the replacement for the rejected Paul. We can as-
sume the artist began the second Paul after the death of Cerasi on May 5, 1601, since he deviated
from the contractual specifications of cypress panel and used canvas for the second versions. Just
after Cerasi’s death Caravaggio would have been easily able to negotiate an agreement with Cerasi’s
heirs, the Fathers of the Ospedale della Consolazione, that allowed him to paint the replacement
Paul on his medium of choice. The artist had become acquainted with the Fathers earlier when he
was hospitalized in their institution several times during the 1590s." He even produced paintings
for the head of the hospital.

"The new technical evidence discovered in 2000 confirms that after Caravaggio began his new
Paul, which I propose was in mid-May 1601, he dramatically reworked the composition.* The x-rays
and incisions on the surface of the second Conversion of St. Paul (figs. 17 & 18) reveal that Caravag-
gio altered the painting’s composition, specifically the placement of his figures and the arrangement
of the pictorial space. The tests of the canvas indicate that the first portrayal of the figure of Paul
is organized in an entirely different way from that in the final version that hangs in the chapel. In
the rejected (Odescalchi-Balbi) Paul, Christ swoops into the frame from deep within the top right
corner, breaking branches in the process, and the viewer’s gaze continues to the ﬁgurc of Paul, p[:lced
close to the picture plane in the bottom left corner. In his first conception of the second version,
Caravaggio replaced the indecorous Christ with spiritual light that would appear to come from the
window above the altar on the painting’s left. Consequently, he had to relocate Paul from the left
side to the right and reposition Paul’s hand that was covering his eyes, as the x-rays and incisions on
the surface of the painting reveal.

After the date by which Caravaggio was supposed to complete the lateral paintings (May 24,
1601), the artist was still ac work on his second Pawl. Up until about June 2, 1601, he arranged the
first revision with Paul on the right and the source of light seeming to originate at the window on
the left. On that date an avviso announced the completion of the Farnese ceiling. It also provided the
information that Annibale Carracci’s Assumption of the Virgin altarpiece was installed in the Cerasi
Chapel whereas Caravaggio was still at work on the paintings for the chapel’s side walls. Upon seeing
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Fig. 17 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravag-
gio, Conversion of St. Paul (2nd version),
x-ray montage. (Photo: ENEA, Rome)

Fig. 18 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravag-
gio, Conversion of St. Paul (2nd version),
diagram of incisions on the surface of the
painting. (Photo: Bernardini, 2001)
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Annibale’s finished work, Caravaggio decided ro revise his composition to march and surpass the
form, color and gestures present in Carracci’s painting. D. Stephen Pepper suggested that Caravag-
gio decided to redo his lateral paintings only after the altarpiece’s installation because they “would
have looked old-fashioned and his reputation would have suffered irreparable damage as a resule.”
Caravaggio’s second versions do reflect the gestures and shading found in Annibale’s Assumption,
but the altarpiece’s installation need not have caused Caravaggio to commence painting the second
versions, as Pepper postulated.

Instead the altarpiece may have compelled Caravaggio to rethink the already-begun second
version of Paul and to make crucial alterations in its design. According to my hypothesis, sometime
around June 2, 1601, Caravaggio began the most dramatic redesign of his composition. He placed
the saint flat on his back on the ground with his head in the lower right corner of the painting,
protruding into the viewer’s space. In this final form, Paul no longer shields his eyes in fear bur, in
imitation of the Virgin in Carracci’s altarpiece, spreads his arms wide apart welcoming the celestial
light and surrendering to his destiny. Paul and the back end of the horse are pressed tightly against
the picture plane and both of their forms exude a sculptural weightiness and plasticity.

As Caravaggio was nearing completion of this redesign in the fall of 1601, the frescoes in
the chapel were finished, and the artist made another change. This time he modified the lighting
scheme, making the primary source of light the Holy Spirit frescoed in the just-completed ceiling,
not the natural light from the window. Proof of the sequence 1 propose is found in the one place he
neglected to correct the lighting scheme. The light on the left side of Paul’s right hand is a remnant
of the divine light’s former source.™

In the short interval between the completion of the frescoes in fall 1601 and November 10,
1601, the date when Caravaggio received the final payment for his work,™ I contend Caravaggio
completed the second Paud and again negotiated with Cerasi’s heirs, who no doubt wanted to close
the matter of the artist’s payment. The reduction in Caravaggio’s fee from the 400 seudi stipulated
in the contract to the 300 scudi noted in the ledger could have been the officers” way of penalizing
Caravaggio for taking so long.” I submit, however, that Caravaggio arranged for a lower payment in
exchange for the right to sell the rejected first Paul himself.”' This would have allowed him to broker
a deal with Cardinal Sannesio for the painting that he no longer needed in his studio, because the
final version was already completed, and to keep the profits that would probably have amounted to
more than the 100 scudi reduction. Sannesio may have been encouraged to purchase the rejected
Paul by his friend Vincenzo Giustiniani, who had purchased at about this time a rejected painting
by Caravaggio for 150 scudi.”

Therefore, the two paintings referred to in the notation in the Ospedale’s ledger book as in
Caravaggio's possession were the second Paul and the first Peter; the first Paul by that time was in
Sannesio’s collection. Caravaggio had not yet hung the paintings in the Cerasi Chapel because he
realized he had to redo the already accepred Crucifixion of St. Peter on panel to martch the second Panl's
canvas support, reoriented composition, sunless background and dramatic foreshortening. He made
this decision so that the viewer would see two harmonious, simi};lrly lit scenes with L‘Orrcsponding
diagonal compositions in which the main action receded from the viewer and continued into dark-
ness beyond the outer edges of the altar. It was after this decision that he likely offered Sannesio the
Peter, the pendant to the painting already in the Cardinal’s collection, ata price comparable to that
which he paid for the Paul.

Whereas the technical evidence related to the second Conversion of St. Paul reveals that Cara-
vaggio significantly reworked this composition several times berween May and November 1601,
the x-rays and analyses of the second Peter—surprisingly—reveal a complete lack of pentimenti,
no reworking of the composition, and very few incisions on the surface of the canvas (figs. 19 &
20). Admittedly, there could have been more that were filled in with paint. The iconography and
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Fig. 19 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravag-
gio, Crucifixion of St. Peter (2nd version),
x-ray montage. (Photo: ENEA, Rome)

Fig. 20 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravag-
gio, Crucifixion of St. Peter (2nd version),
diagram of incisions on the surface of the
painting. (Photo: Bernardini, 2001)
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“sundry figures, persons and ornaments” of the first version were evidently pleasing enough to the
patron that he did not reject it. Caravaggio decided to retain the essence of this composition. He
left his figural arrangement unchanged and simply rotated the cross of Peter and all the surrounding
elements farther into the compositional space to echo the new spatial construction of the painting
opposite. As a result, there was no need for the elaborate over-painting and reworking seen in the
second Conversion of St. Paul. Caravaggio simply pivoted the first version’s diagonal cross (from the
motif he had borrowed from Michelangelo) farther back into space. He accordingly drew the strain-
ing workmen and the base of the cross, with Peter’s feet prominently displayed, out of the back left
corner of the picture’s spatial confines, giving us the first illustration of this subject in art to present
the viewer with the soles of Peter’s feet. The object of Peter’s gaze also shifted from the worshipper
in the chapel, as in my proposed first version and in Michelangelo’s Pauline fresco, to the altar.” In
my opinion, the first version of the Peter would have been so similar in composition to the second
that it could be considered a copy or modified version. My reconstruction of events would accom-
modate the marginal note in the Florentine manuscript of Giulio Mancini’s treatise that “Cardinal
Sannesio’s paintings were copied and retouched versions of the ones in the Cerasi Chapel.™

Further examination of the final composition reveals that it is rendered in the same naturalistic
style as the new Paul, but that the setting is rather unrealistic. A large earthen wall fortified with
what appear to be rocks rises in the background. If we are to “believe” the composition, not only
is Peter about to be lifted out of our frame of view, but he is also about to be elevated onto the
r()(_'k}’ le‘lﬂl‘lkl‘l‘lé‘l’lt. Car;lvaggit) hﬂs not ]f& ('.‘rl(}l.lgl‘l _'ip:lCC F[)r hiS ﬁgures [0 move or F[,}l' th(‘ al:[i()n
of the raising of the cross to be completed, so we are perpetually fixed in this moment of the saint’s
martyrdom. The action is therefore intentionally suspended in time, just a few seconds before Peter
on his cross is lifted beyond the frame and towards the altar, so we are locked into the anticipatory
moment just before Perer’s self-sacrifice. If the cross were fully erected, we would be behind it and
to the right, no longer in front, as I proposed was the case in the first version and as exemplified in
Passignano’s altarpiece. By reorienting the cross in the Crucifixion of St. Peter from its slightly off-
center position in the frst version and by eliminating the group of onlookers he had also derived
from Michelangela’s precedent, Caravaggio has made us participants in his second version. Rather
than the “striking carelessness in the construction of [Caravaggios] figures,” noted by Friedlaender,
Caravaggio carefully arranged them to make us feel part of the action as he had done in the second
Paul. We therefore become one of the crowd of onlookers, or, an even more provocative suggestion,
like one of the men assisting in the raising of Peter’s cross, and therefore speeding his sacrifice, his act
of obedience to Christ, which ultimately was done for us.” By allowing us to participate in Peter’s
act of obedience, and by trapping the action in an irreconcilable stillness, Caravaggio has painted
Peter as our perpetual intercessor.” This idea is reinforced by Peter’s focus on the altar.

After receiving the final payment from the Ospedale della Consolazione on November 11, 1601,
Caravaggio became very busy and was slow to complete the second Peter. 1 submit that he waired
more than a year to begin the canvas because he began accepting the commissions at about this time
that would result in what many consider to be his greatest public paintings. (Recall my proposal that
when Passignano began his own version of the subject in early 1603 he turned to Caravaggio’s first
Crucifixion of St. Peter since the second version was not yet in production.) When the Crucifixion
of St. Peter hanging in the Cerasi Chapel is compared with his Entombment of ca. 1602-4 (fg. 21)
for the Cappella della Pietd in the Chiesa Nuova or the second version of the fuspiration of St. Mat-
thew of ca. 1602-3 (fg. 22) for the altar in the Contarelli Chapel, the conclusion that Caravaggio
conceived these paintings during the same time period, if not simultancously, is unmistakable. All
three share the same palerte, tonality and darkened background, and are populated with highly
sculptural figures as never seen before in the artist’s repertoire. He organized the figures and space
in a similar way too; all three scenes recede into the background along a great diagonal from left to
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Fig. 21 .\‘Tid!ui‘mgu]n Merisi da Caravaggio, En- Fig. 22 Midlc]‘lngcln Merisi da Caravaggio,
tombment (c.1602-4), oil on canvas, urigin;l”y Inspiration of St. Martthew (second version, c.
located in the Chiesa Nuova; now in Pinacoteca, 1602-4), oil on canvas. Conrarelli Chapel, San
Vatican. (Photo: Alinari Archives, Florence) l.l.l]gi dei Francesi, Rome. (Photo: Alinari Ar-

chives, Florence)

right. Caravaggio even used the same elderly, bearded model as the protagonist in the Saint Matthew
and Peter and same juxtaposition of color that he employed in the second Peter in the Entombment.
‘The fact that the woodworker Bartolomeo installed the Cerasi lateral paintings in the chapel only
in May 1, 1605, suggests that Caravaggio was at work on the revised Crucifixion of St. Peter until
late in 1604, the year he finished the Entombment.

A rantalizing archival document strengthens my hypothesis that the Peter was begun after the
final payment was received from Cerasi’s heirs and after the second Paul was completed. In the
August 26, 1605 inventory of Caravaggio’s studio there is an item listed as: “one large painting on
wood.”™” Mighr this be the first version of the Peter that Caravaggio had used as reference for the
second, very similar Peter that had been installed by the carpenter just three months earlier? The
willing buyer for the first panels, Cardinal Sannesio, had already relieved Caravaggio of the first
version of the Paul and it was therefore not among the items in his studio.” The second Crucifixion
of St. Peter was completed and installed in the Cerasi Chapel along with its pendant, the Conversion
of St. Paul by November 11, 1606, the date of the chapel’s consecration and the terminus ante quem
for the Cerasi commission.”

‘The scholarly debate regarding many of the ideas | have presented here will no doubt continue.
The issues and questions that have occupied and excited scholars for so long will only be resolved
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with the discovery of some definitive document. As the x-rays of the Contarelli Chapel taken in the
1950s obliged art historians to rethink all aspects of Caravaggio’s first large-scale religious canvases,
so too, the new technical evidence related to Caravaggio’s lateral paintings in the Cerasi Chapel will
continue to generate and encourage new ideas and future discoveries as well.
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119.)
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18, “Di Roma li 5 di Maggio 1601 / Mercordi Notte Mons[igno]re Ceraseo, Tesauriero Generale di S[an]ta Chiesa passo
all'altravita nella Villa di Frascati, dove stava per meglio curarsi del suo male di Pietra, poi che pareva gli conferisse poi quell' Aere
che questa di Roma, nel qual luogo, a Purto Nlostra]. Slignore]. vi giunse tempo per mandarli la sua S[an]ta. beneditione
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han[n]o poi trasportato qua, et dato li honoratissima sepoltura nella sua bellisima Capella, che faceva fare nella Mad[on]na det
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Witcombe proposed (see note 18 above), the author of the avvise was Cerasi's docror Mancini, the error could still have been
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men dicit ut infra [...]. In primis comanda alli suoi heredi che vogliano far finire la Capella al Popolo di esso codicillante
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I
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Milan: Silvana, 2001), 87; Rossella Vodret, “Le vicende storiche della Conserversione di san Paolo Odescalchi,” in Il Caravag-
gio Odescalchi: le due versioni della Conversione di San Paolo a confronto, ed. Rossella Vodrer, 15-18, (Milano: Skira, 20006);
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Pallavicini, ed. Giada Lepri, 87-93, (Milano: Skira, 20006).

34, [p. 1] “Inventarium pro Ex.mis DD. de Sannesijs / Die 19.a Febrarij 1644..." [p. 12] "Nello appartamento di sopra...
Nella seconda stanza...Doi quadri grandi in ravola che rappresentano un 8. Pietro crocifisso e Ialtro la convers.e di San Paolo
corniciati ¢ filettati d’oro.” (ASC, Archivio Urbano Sez. 44, vol. 10, Not. Cesare Colonna, Strumenti dal 1644 al 1647 as
transeribed in Macioce, Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio: fonti e documenti 1532-1724, inv. 37, 356. For a transcription
of the entire inventory, see Luigi Spezzaferro and Almamaria Mignosi Tantilli, *Appendice documentaria,” in Caravaggio,
Carracci, Maderno: la Cappella Cerasi in Santa Maria del Popolo a Roma, 108-124, (Cinisello Balsamo, Milan: Silvana, 2001),
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cllos que quedaron por muerte de su Ex.a [...] [e. 333r] [...] [86] 327 ytten Vio un quadro grande del martirio de sanct Po
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Fig. | William Higginson, Bush Terminal, acrial view, 1911. Brooklyn, NY. (Avery Architectural and Fine Arts

Library, Columbia University)
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The Architecture of Industry: Bush Terminal and the Evolution of Modern
Industrial Form

Malka Simon

Let us listen to the counsels of American engineers. But let us beware of American architects.
—Le Corbusier’

When Le Corbusier wrote these words in Vers une Architecture, he had in mind two distinct strains
of American building. On the one hand, he respected and admired the great reinforced concrete
factories that dominated America’s industrial centers. Their pure geometric forms honestly ex-
pressed their utilitarian function without superimposing any frivolous “style.” On the other hand,
he loathed the deceprive forms of Beaux-Arts buildings whose external appearances offered no clue
as to their internal structures or functions.

However, Le Corbusier failed to realize that these two strains overlapped, and that his cher-
ished factories were, in fact, often designed by American architects. In the United States, the early
twentieth century saw the growth of a new discipline, that of industrial architecture. As industry
boomed across the country, businessmen increasingly looked toward architects to design buildings
that were rationally planned and aesthetically appealing. These designers had to reconcile the ar-
chitectural forms they already knew with unfamiliar building materials such as reinforced concrete.
Their struggle 1o find the appropriate formal expression for these new building types often resulted
in oddly hybrid works, boasting state-of-the-art structural systems cloaked in the most traditional
of forms. This incongruity ultimately prompted architects to reconcile engineering with architec-
ture, resulting in works where form rationally reflects function in traditional modern fashion.

This paper will explore the relationship between modern architecture and industrial expan-
sion. Brooklyn's Bush Terminal (1895-1925, fig. 1) epitomizes urban growth at the intersection of
architecture, engineering, and industrial pmductiun. Dcsigned according to modern principles of
cfficiency and economy, its buildings nevertheless are defined by historicizing forms, and reflect a
period of architectural experimentation on the boundary of traditionalism and modernism.

The brainchild of industrialist Irving Bush, Bush Terminal was the first facility in the United
States to integrate warchousing, shipping, and manufacturing.” Its piers, storehouses, and factories
are located in southwest Brooklyn, stretching along the waterfront from 28th to 51st Streets. For
many years, this section of Brooklyn, known as Sunset Park, was a rural backwater. Though Bush's
choice of this outlying site seems counterintuitive, the mechanics of freight transit in New York
Harbor actually favored an isolated location.

New York Harbor was one of the largest ports in the world, rivaled only by Hamburg and Rot-
terdam. But New York remained unique in that it lacked a railroad belt line. The thirteen railroads
that entered the port all terminated across the bay in New Jersey, a disjunction due to the private
and piecemeal development of port facilities through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Such a setup necessitated a complex network of marine-freight transfer operations.* Ultimately, the
water itself came to function as a railroad belt line, with lighters and carfloats shurtling across the
harbor, connecting the terminals in New Jersey with the piers in New York. Lighters transported
individual goods between ships and railroad terminals, while carfloats carried the actual railroad car,
thus streamlining the entire transfer process.”

While lighterage served the needs of the railroads and shippers, it also contributed to the
notorious congestion of the port. Further complicating matters was the fact that development gen-
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Fig. 3 Kirby, Petit and Green, Bush Terminal Loft 1, 1905. Brooklyn, NY. (Brooklyn Public Library — Brook-
lyn Collection)

erally proceeded according to private interests. Consequently, factories, warehouses, and shipping
facilities were jumbled together on, near, and not-so-close to the waterfront, in an often impractical
sequence that meant inefficient transportation and lost money.

[rving Bush sought to impose a measure of order on the chaos that was the Port of New York,
and in doing so he transformed the landscape of Sunset Park while reaping a tremendous profit.
Bush understood that New York’s industrialists needed a consolidated system of piers, warehouses,
factories, and rail transit facilities. Locating these facilities adjacent to one another would save
precious time and money, since such a setup eliminated the need for transporting goods across
the city’s crowded streets. Bush’s innovation lay in this realization; as simple as it may sound, it
was at the time a groundbreaking idea. In fact, Bush boasted that he coined the word “terminal”
to describe a place where “transportation serves industry.”® Though his claim contradicts reality, it
does reflect the degree to which he was identified with the terminal concept; harbor engineer B.F.
Cresson later described Bush's enterprise as “probably the finest example of terminal development
on the Adantic Coast, if not anywhere in the world.”

Bush cleverly exploited his site’s isolation. He used the space on his undeveloped land to build
longer and wider piers, thus eliminating one of the port’s major problems—congestion. Tugs had
ample room to maneuver lighters to shore, and could even fit between two ships berthed at adjacent
piers.” Additionally, the vast acres of vacant upland property would later prove ideal for large-scale
construction of warehouses and factories.

In 1902, to connect the piers to the warehouses he had built, Bush laid track for a railroad
which initially ran for a couple of miles along the shore.* The Bush Terminal Railroad would prove
vital to the success of the enterprise, functioning as a “circulatory system” thar connected the entire
terminal and linked South Brooklyn to the Port of New York. Transfer bridges—structures specially




RutGers ArT REVIEW 24 (2008) 75

designed to transfer railroad cars from their tracks onto waiting carfloats—allowed the Bush Termi-
nal Railroad to bring cargo from Terminal tenants to all parts of the harbor. Similarly, freight from
the major railroad terminals could easily reach Bush’s tenants.’

Bush wanted ro expand beyond shipping and storage, envisioning the industrial equivalent of
a speculative apartment building. He sought to attract smaller businesses that could nor afford to
build their own facilities but wanted the same amenities as their larger competitors.'” To that end,
he would construct, over the course of two decades, a series of massive industrial loft buildings.
These factories featured flexible open floor plans, ample natural lighting, and heavy load capacities,
so that they could easily accommodate a wide variety of manufacturers.

The first phase of loft construction at Bush Terminal began in 1904 and consisted of eight
buildings, running north up Second Avenue from 37th Street to 33rd Street. Most were laid out
with the same U-shaped footprint: lofts were paired together to present a single, unbroken fagade
on Third Avenue, then diverged in the rear to create courtyards along Second Avenue that allowed
for rail access (fig. 2). The Bush lofts were noteworthy for innovations they introduced in the field
of engineering. They also differed markedly in appearance, testifying to Bush’s stylistic experimenta-
tions with industrial architecture, which were representative of larger trends in that field.

Loft Building 1 (1905) stands out as the only brick-clad factory loft in the entire terminal
complex (ﬁgA 3). It was the only loft whose elevation was designed by Kirby, Petit and Green, the
firm that designed Bush’s townhouse and the Bush Terminal Company’s headquarters in lower
Manhattan. Though they serve different purposes, the three buildings resemble each other in their
historicizing designs. Bush’'s home and his company headquarters were both executed in a Dutch
revival style, while Terminal Loft 1 wears a Gothic revival skin. Six stories tall, its regular gridded
fagade is dressed up with segmental arches, decorative variegated brickwork, and a striking pointed
arcade that runs along its top story.

The combination of brickwork and historicizing forms belied Loft 1’s plain, utilitarian interior,
though its gridded ¢levations with their large expanses of windows hinted at its concrete skeleton.,
The Engineering Record discussed the construction techniques of Bush Terminal’s first factory loft
in a pair of articles published shortly after its completion, hailing its efficient construction meth-

Fig. 4 William Higginson, Bush Terminal Lofts 2-8, 1905-1915. Brooklyn, NY. (Photo: Author)
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Fig. 5 William Higginson, Bush
Terminal Loft 8, detail, 1915.
nr(l(Ik]’\’ll, NY. {l’hul::]: Author)

ods and innovative rechniques. Overall, the articles praised the design and construction process as
highly effective in creating a strong building that would be able to serve its future tenants to maxi-
mum capacity. The reinforced concrete frame played a pivoral role: its great compressive strength
could support heavy machinery, and its thin vertical piers left room for large windows and precious
natural lighr.“ At its core, then, the F;icmr)' was FunC[iun;i“}' modern, which was most essendial to
Bush.

Irving Bush’s choice of reinforced concrete was not necessarily an obvious one at the time.
His initial group of warchouses employed traditional mill construction with heavy timber framing
that would burn slowly in the event of a fire. However, by the time Bush began building his lofts,
reinforced concrete was a more familiar material. As described above, concrete boasted immense
compressive strength; steel reinforcement gave it tensile strength as well. Though he did not invent
the material, engineer Ernest Ransome was the man most responsible for the spread of the rein-
forced concrete factory in America. His patented system of reinforcement proved strong, reliable,
and pcrh;lps most importantly, ﬁrcpr(mf. Ransome’s carliest concrete buildings were located in
California, bur he hrmlght the form east in 1897 with the construction of the Pacific Coast Borax
Company’s plant in Bayonne, New Jersey. This building essentially made concrete’s reputation afrer
a dramatic fire in 1902—though the Hames consumed the steel and iron supports, Ransome’s re-
inforced concrete Hoors, columns, and exterior walls survived the intense heat.* Industrialists took
note of this dramatic disp];l’\', and as commissions for reinforced concrete factories grew, so did the
number of new patents on construction techniques. Ransome remained active in the field, and his
1903 addition to Pacific Coast Borax’s Bayonne plant embodies another of his great innovartions,
the creation of the daylight factory.

The first Borax p];ml had walls puncruated by small windows, and from the ourside looked
very much like an old-fashioned mill building. However, the second factory reflected a dramatic
departure in its vast expanses of windows. In 1902, Ransome patented a structural skeleton whose
Hoor slabs extended beyond the frame’s outermost columns. The resulting beltcourses could then
support infill walls or windows."* "This method of construction translated visually into a grid of win-
dows which admitted copious amounts of sunlight into previously dark factory floors. The aptly-
named daylight factory, with its reinforced concrete frame, quickly became standard in industrial
construction.

Of course, not all buildings with concrete frames necessarily showed them off. As was the case
with Bush Loft 1, many architects chose to clothe modern technology in the more familiar language
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Fig. 6 William Higginson, Bush
Terminal Loft 19, 1912. Brooklyn,
NY. (Photo: Author)

of brick and stone. However, the bottom line would eventually trump tradition. After the comple-
tion of Loft 1, Bush decided to discontinue the use of brick cladding to save money on construc-
tion."* Also, at this point William Higginson replaced Kirby, Petit and Green as designing architect
for the rest of the manufacturing lofts at the Terminal. Bush’s choice of Higginson as supervising
architect for the Terminal buildings ultimately determined their appearance. Though relatively un-
known today, Higginson was a proficient industrial architect whose clients included a diverse array
of manufacturers across New York City.

William Higginson immigrated to the United States from England at the age of seventeen.
Nothing is known about his formal education—if he had one at all—but he eventually made a
name for himself in the growing field of industrial architecture. His clients would include the
William Wrigley Company, the Loose-Wiles Biscuit Company, and the American Safety Razor
Company, to name a few." Higginson's earliest works in New York appear to date to the 1890s,
when he was a partner in the firm Angell and Higginson. These buildings, such as the warchouses
he designed for Brooklyn’s American Manufacturing Company, were not concrete, but of brick
mill construction, which was typical for that period. However, Higginson soon embraced the po-
tential of concrete. Perhaps his most historically significant contribution in this area was the group
of buildings he designed for the Gair complex in Brooklyn. Robert Gair, who made his fortune
in cardboard boxes, was one of the first clients of the fledgling Turner Construction Company.
Though he had initially instructed Higginson to design a traditional brick-and-wood building, he
was persuaded by Turner of concrete’s superiority for factory construction. The 170,000 square
foot factory that was finished in 1905 had the distinction of being the biggest reinforced concrete
structure built up to that point. Its completion helped put Turner Construction on the map, and
the company would ultimately dominate reinforced concrete construction jobs in New York City.'®
As New Yorkers who were pioneers in their fields, Higginson and Turner would often work together
on industrial projects. And Irving Bush, with his eye for innovation, hired them both just as Gair's
concrete factory neared completion.

No matter which industrialist he worked for, Higginson maintained a fairly consistent style.
Neither purely modern nor stubbornly traditional, his works struggle with the role of modernicy
and engineering in architectural design. Bush Terminal Lofts 2-8, erected between 1905 and 1915,
typify his approach (fig. 4). Their simple, unclad facades draw attention to their concrete frames;
their paucity of ornament helps mark these buildings as products of modern engineering. Neverthe-
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less, they sport enough decorative elements to soften their modernity and evoke the more elaborate
style of Bush’s non-industrial buildings.

Lofts 2-8 are all six-story reinforced concrete daylight factories. These buildings are essentially
identical in design and layout, and when viewed from Second Avenue, they look like an army
marching in unison up the street. But rather than appearing monotonous, their similarity creates a
rhythmic progression and a visual continuity that unites them over the distance they cover, making
them greater than the sum of their parts. The individual lofts echo the regularity of the ensemble,
with logical geometric fagades that respond to their underlying structure. The factory fronts are ba-
sically big grids — much like Loft 1, without the brick — that correspond in layour to their reinforced
concrete skeletons. Rusticated piers break up the fagade while adding texture. Spandrels inscribed
with pairs of rectangles create thythm through relief and shadow. Higginson reserved the bulk of
the ornamentation for the most visible parts of the building. Double-gabled parapets adorn the
center and corners of each roofline, and also crown each stairwell. A row of miniature brackets runs
just below the parapets, effectively framing the entire facade (fig. 5).

At Bush Terminal, Higginson’s limited placement of ornament suggests that he used it partly
to relieve the potential harshness of a monumental gridded fagade, bur also to create a sort of cor-
porate identity; the prominent gables make the Bush lofts highly visible from both land and water.

As his clientele grew, Bush expanded. Although noticeably larger, his later lofts conform to the
precedent set by the original row—buildings share a facade on their cast flank, then diverge into rail
courtyards on the west. Their gridded fagades, rusticated piers, and ornamental rooflines echo the
smaller original lofts. This resemblance between the factories creates an impressive visual coherence
across the complex despite the considerable distance between them (fig. 6).

Higginson also experimented with styles that broke from the precedent he set with the origi-
nal row of factories. Loft 10 (1916-18) stands out noticeably from its southern neighbors. Twelve
stories tall, it employs a Gothic revival mortif unique ac Bush Terminal. Nevertheless, the overall
concept of the fagade remains the same: a regular grid of windows is embellished with simple
ornamentation that is restricted to the most visible parts of the building, The arched windows on
the second story play off the other neo-Gothic features of the design. The Third Avenue elevation
features an ornamental entryway with arched openings adorned with miniature turrets. These tur-

Fig. 7 William Higginson, Bush Terminal Loft 10, detail of
entryway, 1916-18. Brooklyn, NY. (Photo: Author)
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Fig. 8 Edward E. Rurter, Loading ar a Bush Loft building, gelatin silver print, 7 x 9 in. Brooklyn, NY. (Brook-
lyn Public Library — Brooklyn Collection)

rets reappear at the roofline, with each vertical pier terminating in a Gothic flourish (fig. 7).
While important as individual works, much of Bush Terminal’s beauty lies in the
relationships  between  the buildings and the Terminal’s transportation infrastructure.
[rving Bush employed the most innovative theories of his day, planning his operation
in a Taylorist manner that minimized waste and maximized profitability for both him
and his tenants. Thus, the factory lofts must be considered within their larger context,
as one part of a landscape that operated according to the guiding principle of efficiency.
Irving Bush sought to accommodate his tenants with a wide range of services that would
boost their own profits and keep them at Bush Terminal. Construction technology and
the Terminal railroad both served important functions in his effort. Bush’s use of fireproof
reinforced concrete kept insurance costs considerably lower than at other industrial locations.
Tenants also saved time and money on shipping by relying on the Terminal railroad. Service
extended to all warchouses and factories; not only did tenants receive shipments at their door,
but they could also load goods directly onto their freight elevators, where Terminal staff took
over, packing wares into the cars waiting below (fig. 8)." One tenant calculated that he saved
over $20,000 in trucking and shipping costs by moving from Manhattan to Brooklyn.'
Efficiency extended to policies regarding employee care and satisfaction. Irving Bush, like
many of his fellow industrialists, firmly believed in welfare capitalism, which posited that workers’
benefits, instead of losing money for the employer, could actually result in productivity gains.
As Bush explained, “An employee who is sick or hurt cannor do his quota of work. That is the
selfish, practical viewpoint—and the Bush system of social service is admittedly selfish and
necessarily practical.” To that end, Bush made provisions for the physical and mental health of
his and his renants’” employees, providing services such as job insurance, a loan bureau, an on-site
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hospirtal, offsite workers” housing, and even healthy food in the employee cafeterias and organized
sports teams to promote physical well-being.'” Essentially, this system of social engineering
paralleled and facilitated the rational system of industrial engineering that was already set in
place.® Even the Bush Terminal newsletter's logo reinforced the message of industriousness: a
stylized bechive conjured an image of productive workers, while the slogan “efhiciency and economy
through co-operation” drove the message home (fig. 9).°' Scientific management, efficiency, and
profit were wrapped up in a Taylorist package that dictated operations across Bush Terminal.

Irving Bush’s desire for efficiency yielded a landscape of modernity, whose very spatial patterns
testify to the processes of production. Bush Terminal owes its vast scale to the structural capacities
of reinforced concrete. The arrangement of the buildings, with a fairly steady ascension of height
from the waterfront inland, was simply a question of functional logic — valuable waterfront lots
were reserved for use by the warehouses, which n:quired proximity to the piers and srcamship
cargo. Manufacturing lofts could expand upland since waterfront access was less vital for them.
Finally, the Terminal’s great square footage, spread out over more than 200 acres at its peak,
was made possible by the connecting railroad. which easily facilitated transportation. In fact,
the generous distance between buildings was viewed as a hallmark of modernity. Contemporary
writers contrasted Bush Terminal favorably against the crowded factories that were “struggling for
breathing space in tenement districts.” Through Irving Bush’s method of “scientific and systematic
freight movement,” wholesale commerce could Hourish in a well-planned environment.** Bush
himself took no small amount of pride in his achievement, describing with satisfaction the
neatly-defined components of his enterprise, from piers to bulkhead to warchouses to railyards
to factories, and finally, “back of them all...the homes of the more than 30,000 men and women
who work in this litdle industrial city.”** Compared to the tightly-packed jumble of industry and
residence that dominated most of the waterfront, Sunset Park seemed to inhabit another planer.

Clearly, Irving Bush had no fear of modernity. It is ironic, then, that the buildings
he commissioned retain so many aspects of architectural tradition. Bush differentiated
between industry and art; while modernism might have been suitable for business practices,
in Bush’s eyes it was not necessarily appropriate for artistic or architectural endeavors.

Virtually no documentation of the design decisions relating to the Bush Terminal lofts
survives. However, it is reasonable to assume that they owe their appearance at least partly to
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Fig. 10 Helmle and Corbertr, Bush Tower, 1917, New
York, NY. (Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library,
Columbia University)

Fig. 11 Helmle and Corbert, detail of entrance
of Bush Tower, 1917, New York, NY. (Avery
Archirecrural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University)
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Fig. 12 Babb, Cook and Willard, The
Hanan Building, 1884-85, New York,
NY. (Avery Architectural and Fine Arts
l,ihr:lry, Columbia University)

Bush’s personal preferences. And when it came o art, Bush’s tastes ran to the conservative. He praised
American architecture, declaring that its “outstanding” contribution to the world was its adapration
of Greek and other traditional forms to American skyscrapers.” In fact, his own skyscraper — the
neo-Gothic Bush Terminal Exhibition and Sales Building near Times Square — reflected thar ideal
(Ags. 10 & 11). This tower, the Beaux-Arts Bush House in London, and the Dutch-inspired Bush
Terminal office in Lower Manhattan earned praise as “landmarks of beautiful architecture.™” Absent
from the discussion of Irving Bush's architectural sponsorship are the Bush Terminal stores and lofts
themselves. Architecture periodicals do not appear to have analyzed Bush Terminal in significant
detail. The manufacturing lofts got press in local papers, but that coverage emphasized their modern
efficiency, never theiraesthetic value. And while engineering and transportation periodicals frequently
discussed Bush Terminal in glowing terms, the aestheticaspects of the factories were barely mentioned.

Despite the silence over the Bush lofts, they arguably stood at the forefront of developments
in industrial architecture. In order to properly analyze the vernacular quality of Bush Terminal,
and William Higginson’s role in the evolution of modern factory design, we must consider the
broader debate in the field of architecture over the most appropriate look for industrial buildings.

An examination of American architecture periodicals indicates that concerns over the
appearance of industrial architecture first emerged in earnest around 1904, and the debate
was still going strong into the 1940s. The haphazard growth and poor design of carly factories
provoked the discussion, and the introduction of reinforced concrete only intensified it as
critics increasingly concerned themselves with the appropriate uses for this new material.

In a series of articles between 1904 and 1908, Russell Sturgis addressed the issue of architectural
treatment for utilitarian factories and warehouses. Although Sturgis prioritized simple profiles
and strong proportions, his examples generally featured highly ornamental dertails. For instance,
he cited buildings faced with traditional materials such as brick and stone, and trimmed with
decorative cornices, entryways, and parapets. These structures were typical of the Rundbogenstil, or
round-arched 515’10. which dominated warehouse dcsign in the late nineteenth century (ﬁg. 12):20
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Critics’ calls for well-designed industrial buildings kept intensifying. In order to persuade
bottom-line industrialists of the importance of aesthetics, writers began connecting the dots between
architecturaland economicvalue. An attractive factory could serve asan advertisement forits company.
Even better, sucha building could raise profits in the long run by boosting worker morale, thus making
employees more productive. Articles on the subject of industrial architecture almost always devoted
at least a few lines to the economic benefits of hiring an architect before raising the issue of style.””

On the subjectofappearance, critics consistently stressed the importance of massing, texture, and
proportion. But in a departure from earlier writers such as Sturgis, later critics discouraged superficial
ornament in favor of clean lines that emphasized the structural foundation of the factory. One of the
finest examples of this approach is Bush Terminal’s southern neighbor, Cass Gilbert's Brooklyn Army
Supply Base. (fig. 13). This masterpiece of monumental simplicity is an essay in solids and voids whose
total lack of ornament is precisely what makes the complex so striking. Gilbert relied solely on the
rhythms created by vertical bays of different proportions to unmistakably express strength and solidity.

The shift away from architectural embellishment may be attributed to several factors. First
and foremost, minimalism was economical; extra ornament added up to extra costs.™ But
certainly, the spread of European Modernism encouraged architects to embrace the simplicity
favored by their budget-conscious clients. In 1927, Ely Jacques Kahn, citing Behrens and
the Bauhaus as models, wrote about factories in Corbusian terms: “The successful industrial
establishment exists primarily...to serve a functional purpose. If it succeeds in that...it will be
agreeable to look at for the same reason that the machine itself is attractive —there is nothing

Fig. 13 Cass Gilbert, Brooklyn Army Supply Base, 1918-19, Brooklyn, NY. (Avery Architectural and Fine Arts
Library, Columbia University)
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Fig. 14 William Higginson, Gair
Co. Clocktower, 1914. Brooklyn,
NY. (Avery Architectural and Fine
Arts Library, Columbia University)
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extrancous, and the proportions are normal to a working unit.”* Ironically, Le Corbusier and
Gropius had already cited American factories as models for their own work, albeit with the
assumption that these were structures designed by engineers, not architects. And although
many industrial structures did not actually live up to the standards of pure functionalism that
the Europeans attributed to them, at least on paper critics continually warned against superficial
ornament and promoted functional expression.” Interestingly, concrete helped make their stylistic
arguments. Frank Helmle, writing in 1921, declared that “simplicity should be the watchword in
architecture.” He added that the nature of concrete construction limited ornament—formwork
was not conducive to intricate detail. Recessed panels (so often used on gridded factory facades,
including those at Bush Terminal) were much easier to cast, and could create interesting rhythms.”!
The inherent limits of concrete construction meant that simplicity and cement went hand in hand.

Bush Terminal embodied the theoretical concerns raised by critics. Irving Bush prioritized
profit; it should come as no surprise that he hired an industrial architect if common wisdom held
that such a move could boost revenues. His switch from Kirby, Petit and Green’s brick-clad design to
Higginson’s exposed concrete lofts paralleled the broader move toward the minimally ornamented—
and less expensive—exteriors discussed above. Bush's choice mightalso reflect Higginson’s place at the
forefront of industrial architecture; from early on, the architect was involved with significantindustrial
projects, and he continued to receive commissions from firms across New York. In later years, his work
would be featured in several issues of American Architect devoted to industrial architecture (fig. 14).*
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Formal simplicity in the service of perfect efficiency would become the hallmarks both of
American industrial architecture and the early Modernists. The absence of archival records makes it
unclear how aware Higginson was of broader developments in American and European architecture.
Burt if Higginson’s factories do not fit neatly into the Modernist canon, they are nevertheless
honest responses to the conditions of modern industrial production. Their technical design and
layout successfully accommodated manufacturing. Functionality extended to their visual design
as well, with ornament carefully deployed to boost worker morale and output in accordance with
contemporary psychological theory. The Bush lofts, then, are not simply transitional works on the
road to Modernism. Rather, they offer an alternative vision of modernity, driven not by abstract
design theories but by the industrialists bottom line, where form must always follow function.

Malka Simon is a doctoral candidate in Modern Architecture and Urbanism at the Institute
of Fine Arts, NYU. Her dissertation, entitled The Space of Production: Brooklyn and the
Creation of an Urban Industrial Landscape, addresses the impact of industry on urban form.
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May 1968 and the Question of the Image

Victoria H.F Scott

Fig. 1 This image appeared in the May 11 edition of the French illustrated weckly Paris-Match and was one of

the first widely disseminated representations of the events. Notably it became available almosr a week after the
first skirmishes with the police had taken place. (Photo: André Sas)

In her book May ‘68 and its Afterlives (2002) Kristin Ross claimed that a cultural reading of the events
of May 1968 in France has erased the political nature and foundation of the revolutionary situation.
As she explained, “May '68 itself was not an artistic moment. It was an event that transpired among
very few images; French television, after all, was on strike.”' Despite the surprising logic of this thesis
that linked together art, images and television, whether or not the events were cultural or political,
the uprising in Paris took place during a period of intense change vis-a-vis visual informartion: one
that connected these usually separate categories.

In May and June of 1968 a protest by students over visiting rights in college dormirories in the
suburbs of Paris evolved into the largest general strike in French history. Not only did it constitute
the first major insurrection in the West since the Second World War, it threatened to permanently
undermine the French state. At its peak, out of a population of fifty million, ten million workers
went on strike for four straight weeks. Like other revolutions that preceded it, the May uprising
fired up the press and written comment proliferated, but efforts to report on what was widely
considered to be the most dramatic event in France since Liberation in 1944 were extremely patchy
and often censored. The resultant coverage was neither objective nor consistent. The polirical
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intensity and uncertainty of the moment exposed the definitive characteristics and very different
political dispositions and audiences of the four sectors of the French media: newspaper, radio, the
illustrated press, and the relatively new television.’

Incidents in Germany that April, involving Rudi Dutschke and the Springer Press, had
increased the French public’s sensitivity to issues regarding freedom of the press.’ As the events
unfolded in Paris it became clear that this grave concern was not unwarranted. While momentum
was building in the Parisian streets two issues were occupying the chamber of deputies in the
Assemblée Nationale: first, whether or not the arms-length policy of the government toward the
central telecommunications agency, the L'Office de Radiodiffusion-Télévision Frangaise (O.R.T.E)
should be changed, and second, if and when advertisements should be introduced to French
national television. In fact this controversial issue was the last subject debared in the National
Assembly of France on April 23 before the events broke out.”

Television caught on late in France, television advertisements even later. Whereas advertisements
had been a part of American television since the forties, les pubs, as the French refer to them, did not
appear on French television until 1969. France was, in fact, the last country in the industrialized
West to introduce commercials and this legislation marked an important turn in French visual
culture. Up until that point, the more politically independent and contrary illustrated press, which
included magazines such as Paris-Match, had been both the chief forum for advertising and the
prime source of what Europeans call visual information, in the form of high-quality black-and-
white or color photographic essays.® Subsequent to the spring of 1968, however, television would
assume this lucrative and powerful position.

The introduction of commercials to television was critical to the fortunes of the illustrated press
as revenues from advertisers were the industry’s biggest source of income." While on the surface
this change would appear to be an inevitable historical development brought about for economic
reasons, the rise of television in France was part of a bitter struggle for control over the French mass
media. Income from advertisements had been the key source of revenue for the illustrated press and
thercfore was the fountainhead of their political independence. Without that income the illustrated
press could not afford freedom of expression. Or to pur it another way, advertisements on French
television deprived the illustrated press of the source of their independence, while simultaneously
increasing the French government’s control over television, thereby weakening an important venue
of independent political debate.

‘The French public had no illusions about the consequences this legislation would have for
the popular illustrated press, which included weekly magazines such as Noir er Blane, Détective,
and Paris-Match, and in angry opposition to the governments plans to introduce commercials
to television, deputies of the Fédération de la gauche, an alliance of leftist groups, introduced a
counter-motion “on the anti-democratic p()|itics of the government in the domain of information,
and notably the abusive utilization of audio-visual media, put at the disposition of the state, by the
nation.”” However, the ultimate decision abourt the introduction of advertisements would not be
finalized until later that summer after the uprising was over.

In the following pages, I argue that this important shift in the transmission of visual information
was connected to a growing interest in the influence of the image, as it took shape throughout
the sixties in texts on the Left and Right. By focusing on the illustrated press and television and
comparing their coverage to the way other important media reported on the strike, I establish the
degree to which the question of the image shaped, and was in turn shaped by, the revolutionary
situation, thereby demonstrating the extent of the exchange, overlap, and murual determination
between the production of images and history at this moment.* My argument is that the rise of the
new medium of television in France was accompanied by what Roland Barthes identified early on
as a veritable “panic,” and that this panic crystallized in the events of 1968.




RuTtGers ART REVIEW 24 (2008) 89

Anticipation and concern about the role the increasingly pervasive “image” was playing in society
had been a persistent feature of intellectual discourse since before World War 11 and questions about
the image, in relationship to advertisements, film, and television continued to be a recurrent theme
in the work of a large cross-section of European and North American intellectuals after 1945.” The
Ttalian scholar Galvano Della Volpe’s essay Estetica del Carro Armato, which appeared in the journal
Il Primato (1941), was one of the first attempts to discuss the power of images, but this thread was
later taken up famously in Barthes' Mythologies (1957), the anthology Civilisation de l'image (1960),
and finally Guy Debord’s 7he Society of the Spectacle (1967)."" Although they do not constitute a
debate as such, these texts define key positions in the discourse and demonstrate the increasing
importance of this issue to writers and thinkers across the political spectrum during the sixties.

Historically, the English and American reception of this body of writing has represented
Debord as the leading, or at least the most radical, theorist of the relationship between the image and
consumer society in the postwar period. The Situationists and Debord are regularly credited with
sparking off the events of 1968 and are widely considered to be responsible for the much celebrated
playful atmosphere of the uprising. Debord’s theoretical authority has also been increased through
the repeated characterization of his work as drawing from “the deep past” of Marxism, i.e. from
German philosophy, and French classical literature, rather than, for example, from the work of his
immediate peers.'! However, as former Situationist Donald Nicholson-Smith has pointed out, 7he
Society of the Spectacle only came to prominence as a result of the events.' It cannot be emphasized
enough that up until 1968 the book was of little importance and very few people had actually read
it. Furthermore, while in hindsight it may seem obvious that 7he Society of the Spectacle owes a great
debrt to Barthes’ Mythologies this fact is rarely acknowledged in even the best historical treatments of
the literature.

Barthes and Debord were part of a European movement that sought to reinvent Marxism in
the wake of the brutal suppression of the revolt against the Stalinist government in Hungary in
1956. While Barthes was the leading light of the Paris-based academic journal Arguments (1956-
1962), Debord was involved in the more anarchist-oriented Potlateh (1954-1957) in Belgium,
before going on to found the group known as the Situationist International in Cosio di Arroscia,
[taly, the same year that Barthes” Mythologies was first published, in 1957." Though both of their
theoretical frameworks rurned on the question of ideology, the philosopher and the younger activist
filmmaker challenged Stalinism in very different ways.

Barthes defined myth as an incessant game of hide-and-seek between meaning and form."
According to Barthes, images were presented as innocent rather than motivated constructions and
operated by locking consumers into an all-embracing ideological order or myth.” For Barthes
however, the image was only a secondary concern. The images cited—which were almost exclusively
photographs, many of which were culled from France’s favorite illustrated weekly Paris-Match—
though essential to the argument as evidence, were not central to the theoretical armarture. That is to
say, in Mythologies the question of the image was always secondary to the question of how ideology
functioned in society.

In contrast to Mythologies, the collection Civilisation de l'image (1960), which was published
by the Centre catholique des intellectuels frangais, focused solely on the image and new technologies,
and comprised a series of essays representing several disciplines from sociology to theology, with no
explicit political agenda. This book is important because it was, as Barthes later pointed out, one of
the first texts to recognize that the surfeit of images that characterized this era constituted a new and

16

privileged form of propaganda.'® Practical rather than theoretical, addressing film, photography,

and television, this study was more of a status report on the role of the image in society and a
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guide for implementing governmental and ecclesiastical policy rather than a critical assessment 4 la
Barthes. Above all it was focused on the opportunities presented by this new situation and argued
that there was a pressing need to develop an understanding of the government of the imagination
now that state governments were faced with a society and culture defined by the exploitation of
images.'” Barthes wrote a lukewarm review of Civilisation for the first edition of the new journal
Communications in 1961. In 1964, to mark the publication of the ltalian translation, he observed
that the continuing popularity of this book suggested thar a kind of panic abour images had raken
hold of society.'® Still, Barthes did not see images, or the relationships that they fostered, as the
emblem of capirtalism or the source of society’s problems. As Barthes stated, to condemn the image
was to condemn modernity,"”

Where as Civilisation de l'image welcomed this new regime of visual information and sought
to control it, in 1967 Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle aimed to orchestrate its imminent and
permanent downfall. Taking for his subject the role of visual representation in postwar consumer
society, Debord scorned the spectacle as a toralizing regime that controlled social relationships
through images. In contrast to Barthes, the image was the keystone of this theoretical complex, but
echoing Barthes’ notion of myth, Debord’s theory of the spectacle claimed that images established
a set of relations that fixed consumers into what he called the spectacular-merchandise society:

The spectacle is not a collection of images; rather it is a social relationship mediated by images. It
cannot be understood as a deliberate distortion of the visual world or as a product of the technology
of the mass dissemination of images. It is far better understood as a Weltanschauung that has been
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actualized, rranslated into the material realm—a worldview translated into an objective force.

Debord understood better than most the significance of the image in relation to the government,
the government of the public’s imagination, and mass communication. However, the claim that the
spectacle cannot be reduced to the mass dissemination of images, which has since been reiterated by
many of Debord’s readers, does not withstand scrutiny, especially when the historical context of this
theory is taken into consideration.* In chis sense the theory of the spectacle is both less and more
than Debord claims: less because despite Debord’s trademark bombast there is absolutely nothing
metaphysical about the spectacle, as is implied by the use of the word Weltanschauung, and more
because the spectacle is exactly a terribly mundane product of the mass dissemination of images and
a deliberate distortion of the visual world, as the example of 1968 demonstrates.

In 1968 the French government recognized very early on that there was a powerful rapport between
the information diffused by the media and the collective imagination of the public, and right from
the very beginning took every measure to control, and in some cases suppress, all communication
abourt the general strike.” Certain key moments shed light on the difficulties the media encountered
when attempting to report on the crisis. The example of the Panorama episode stands out in this
respect. Although there had already been significant street-fighting beginning on May 6, the first
television program about the events was not scheduled to air until May 10. Panorama, a popular
weekly news journal, was preparing a documentary which was to be broadcast at 5:30 but the
show was pre-empted by censors representing both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of
Information.”

Their timing could not have been worse. Later that night violent confrontations between
students and police increased dramatically. Barricades made of paving stones and burning cars
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muldiplied in the Latin Quarter. Radio, particularly international radio, which had largely been
ignored by the French public since World War II, was the only media technically able and willing
to report on the events as they occurred from a variety of locations.*® One observer described the
scene like this:

On the night of May 10 and 11 barricades were built up and down rue Gay Lussac. Transistor
radios, at full volume, were positioned on balconies, on the sills of open windows, or on piles of
paving stones. It was total stereo. From all corners, everywhere in the streets, we bathed in the
sounds of the events; there was total instantaneity between the evenr and the information, berween
the information and its reception. Information was integrated with the events as they unfolded.”

The next morning, the “total instantaneity” turned into absolute outrage over what was widely
perceived to be unnecessary and over-zealous police brutality. The failure of television to cover the
events the day before was seen as a betrayal of public trust and provoked an intense desire that
“everything be seen and said.”** By limiting the available information the government had only
increased the public’s desire to know, generating a widespread demand for what was variously
referred to as “raw information,” “direct information,” and “total information."*” The French
newspaper Le Monde was scandalized by “La Grande Muerte” (the great silence) and reported on it
in a special weekend edition.

In 1968 ten million households, or two-thirds of French houscholds, owned a radio while
approximately one million owned a television.” Thanks to the portable tape recorder, le Nagra,
on-the-spot radio transmission was possible. In contrast to the newspapers, the illustrated press and
television, radio was the only medium capable of reporting on events as they were happening on
location. The transistor radio was singled out because it allowed every individual the opportuniry
to plan his or her own personal strategy during the insurrection in 1968.2 However, after May 11,
international radio stations were also put under pressure to conform to government edicts. We can
speculate that newspapers were also coerced by the government at this time, as was the case with the
illustrated press, a medium that historically had defined political independence.

Picture magazines date back to the nineteenth century, but developments in photographic
printing techniques combined with the liberal opening up of the Weimar Republic, made the
1920s in Germany a particularly rich era. Illustrated magazines on every topic, representing a wide
variety of political positions, appeared at this time. Arbeiter-lllustrierte-Zeitung (1924-1938) and
Miinchner illlustrierte Presse (1923-1945) were the most famous, but journals sprung up all over,
on every imaginable topic from politics to home decorating. French examples include Détective
(1928), Photo-Monde (1932-1934), Voili (1931-1939), Regards (1931-1939), and Match (1937-
1939), just to name a few.* An important predecessor to Paris-Match which dates from this period
was VU magazine (1928-1940). Established by Lucien Vogel, the Paris-based VU was forced to shut
down in 1940 after advertisers withdrew en masse because of Vogel’s unwavering support for the
Popular Front Government and the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. As it turned out, 1968
would have similar consequences for Paris-Match.

The illustrated weeklies returned after the Second World War but without the same diversity,
and by the beginning of the sixties their fortunes were in decline all over Europe. France was no
exception. In 1956 Paris-Match was printing 1.8 million copies a week, but by 1967 its circulation
had dropped to 1.4 million.* Still, despite the decrease in sales, the journal maintained its position
as the primary source for high quality color photographs for the sole reason that no other media
was, as yet, consistently providing this important service.” Consequently, regardless of its shrinking
numbers, Paris-Match remained France’s largest selling illustrated weekly and literally dominated
the field of visual information during the sixties, which put it in direct competition with television.™

The newspapers covered the events of 1968 fairly consistently, and new journals and special
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editions appeared almost on a daily basis. However, as we have already seen, the nature of the
print medium prcvcn[cd the simulraneous transmission of information, which meant that there
was always a delay between the events and the appearance of the ne\\fspﬂpcrs." Also, images of
the events were few and far between. Only a handful of phot()gmphs appeared in the newspapers,
and those that illustrated the front pages of Le Figaro, Paris-Soir, or L'Humanité were in black-and-
white. Although Le Monde was happy to print half page photographs in the form of advertisements,
they seldom printed photographs in conjunction with news stories, and almost never on the front
page. This is because their readership had traditionally disapproved of the combination of news and
images. Strictly speaking, in 1968 ph()mg_r;lphs of current events were purccivcd to be the exclusive
domain of the more common, more “popular” illustrated press.

The sixties are notable historically for the sheer density of dramatic news stories and before
1968 Paris-Match covered all of them in vivid color: from the atrocities of the Vietnam War to
the Civil War in Biafra. In total five issues of Paris-Mateh were devored to the events in Paris: two
in May, two more at the end of June, and one in July; bur during the critical four weeks between
May 18 and June 15 it was conspicuously unavailable. The two issues of Paris-Match published in
May that addressed the events appeared on May 11 and May 18, The first acknowledged the events
peripherally and included five pages of photographs that displayed the students posing cheerfully
behind unconvincing barricades under a predictably overcast Parisian sky (fig.1). However,
pmducrinn time did not allow the wcck]}-’ to include any images of the violent strrct—ﬁgluing that
had taken place the night before (hg. 2).

‘The disparity between the playful images that appeared in this issue and the still smoldering
wrecks of over 160 overturned burnt out cars that littered the Latin Quarter must have been

Fig. 2 The aftermath of the street-fighting on May 10 as it appeared the morning of May 11, 1968. (Photo:
Bruno Barbey)
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Fig. 3 The interior of the poster workshop at the Ecole Nationale Supéricure des Beaux-Arts in Paris, May
1968. (Photo: Bruno Barbey)

alarming. Paris-Match made up for this inconsistency a week later in their May 18 edition which
included twenty-four pages of photographs of the events. This is important because it means that
the first comprehensive images of the extensive property damage caused by the uprising were
not available to the public undl May 18, a full twelve days after the first barricades were erected.
According to the Canadian writer Mavis Gallant, who happened to be in France at the time, this
prompted one shopkeeper to dismember an early edition and put the images up in his window
because “people must be made to see.”* Timing is crucial here, especially because of what happened
next.

‘The sccond half of May witnessed the amplification of the strike on all fronts. Whereas
originally the disruption was largely confined to the Latin Quarter and the participants had been
almost exclusively students, after May 13 wildear strikes began to break out at important factories
all over France. De Gaulle, who at first shrugged off the general strike, leaving the country for
Romania on May 14, cut short his diplomatic trip, returning on May 16 in order to deal with what
had since become an increasingly pressing domestic issue.

During this extended intermission a wave of grafhiti and handmade posters created in support
of the general strike flooded into the Latin Quarter, covering every surface with defiant, poetic, and
sometimes humorous and philosophic messages and images. Considering the numbers and timing
one could speculate that the graffiti and posters were an attempt to fill the aforementioned vacuum
left by the censorship of television and the illustrated press; as one bystander acknowledged: “We
found that all the media were in the hands of the establishment. The only way we could reach

people was through posters. Some set up a lite litho shop, others a little silk screen shop.™
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To summarize, after the preliminary disturbances and the Panorama debacle on May 10,national
television went off the air on May 17 and Paris-Match disappeared following May 18. On May 15,
as institutions and factories all over France were being occupied, artists and others took over the
art and professional schools and turned them into makeshift propaganda centers, printing the first
of the thousands of posters that would eventually cover the walls of the Latin Quarter. The most
famous poster workshops were set up at the Ecole nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts (fig. 3), and
the more technically design-oriented Ecole nationale des arts décoratifs. Others included: the Comité
d action des étudiants en médecine, the Faculté des sciences, the Institut d'art et d'archéologie, the Atelier
populaire Marseille and Montpellier.®

Lithography was used for the first posters, but the students quickly moved on to serigraphy or
silk screen printing because it was faster. Though technique and politics varied, these workshops
were nominally non-specialist: propositions for posters were drawn up and then debated by a
General Assembly before being collectively printed in runs of up to 3000 for the more popular
compositions. Eventually 500,000 posters were produced in this manner, with over 600 different
designs. In 1990 Adam Gopnik and Kirk Varnedoe celebrated the phenomenon with these words:

Graffiti in Asger Jorn’s sense would become the grounding for a counter-cultural scheme in May
1968 when students from the Ecole nationale supérieure des beaux-arts and elsewhere waged an
intensive campaign of postering and sloganeering on walls throughout Paris. With simply conceived
silk-screen images and painted aphorisms such as “Sous les pavés la plage” (Under the paving stones
the beach) these students tried ro reawaken the power of writing on public walls as something
immediate and instrumental, rather than immemorial and self-indulgent—to construct on the model
of graffiti a renewed public art thar with a knowing eye to the power of advertising’s carch phrases,
would define a binding anti-authoritarian language of the oppressed. For at this moment, it scemed
that a true civic art form, politically effective yet consecrated to the expanded reign of play and
imagination, had come alive through a new merger between the art studio and the streer.” (Iralics

mine)

Michel de Certeau wrote that the events in Paris in 1968 were characterized above all by /e
prise de parole, a phrase which translates imperfectly as the capture of speech or the right to speak
in your own voice.* In a context where questions regarding the integrity of the media dominared,
it is unsurprising that the graffiti and the posters were celebrated for their immediacy and widely
vaunted as the most democratic form of political expression.

Jean Baudrillard has suggested that the only authentically revolutionary forms of
communication in 1968 were the acts that bypassed the media and the official circuits of the arts.
According to Baudrillard the streets were subversive because they in no way claimed objectivity
as did the newspapers, radio, and television; the posters and the graffiti were the sine qua non of
communication at this time exactly because they were un-mediated.” Kristin Ross likewise argued
that the 1968 posters did not aim to represent the events but rather strove to “be at one with — at
the same time with, contemporary with — whatever was occurring. Speed, a speedy technique was
of the essence,” concluding with the intriguing proposition that: “in this moment art achieved
presentation, rather than representation.”

The broad censorship of the media combined with De Gaulle’s perceived indifference to the escalating
national crisis aggravated the situation in the streets. On the evening of May 23 the government
prohibited shortwave radio transmissions in preparation for De Gaulle’s national address which was
scheduled to be delivered on long wave radio the following evening. In the hopes of appeasing his
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quickly growing opposition on May 24, he gave a seven-minute speech which aired on both long
wave radio and television to announce that a referendum on university reform would rake place on
June 16. Public reaction to this event is nicely summarized by a grafhiti that appeared the next day
in the Grand Palais: “It took him three weeks to announce in five minutes what he would do in a
month’s time, what he hasn’t managed to accomplish in ten years.”* This miscalculation on the part
of De Gaulle and his government gave the unions the upper hand in the negotiations that ensued.
The Grenelle Accords, which attempted to legislate the strikers back to work with a series of new
and improved benefits, were ratified on May 27, but there was still widespread dissatisfaction, and
on May 28 the headline of the popular daily L/Aurore was: “Tortal Stagnation.”*

Though it was widely reported in the press that De Gaulle had decided on a whim to visit his
home in Colombey-les-deux-Fglises, on May 29 De Gaulle actually flew to Baden Baden to solicit
the support of General Massu. In the case of a civil war, he needed to know whether French troops
could be relied upon to fight against French citizens.”” On his return supporters organized a massive
march in his honor. In a last ditch effort to reassert his authority, on the night of May 30 De Gaulle
made a final announcement, but this time he chose to deliver it via the radio, and only the radio.
Interestingly short and long wave radio were both back in full working order for the occasion.® At
that point televising the address was not a risk De Gaulle was willing to take. Not only was he aware
that more people in France were listening to the radio than were watching television, delivering a
speech over the radio also gave him an opportunity to remind the French public of his historic 1940
radio broadcast from London that launched the French Resistance.”

When Paris-Match finally returned two weeks later on June 15 it would outsell every previous
issue ever printed despite striking vendors.” On the same day Le Monde ran its one and only story
about the four missing editions of Paris-Match in a small anonymous article on page 17d under
the headline: “Monsieur Prouvost appoints a director to Paris-Match.” The newspaper attributed
the absence of the popular weekly to striking printers, but the real focus of the story was the
profound reorganization of the editorial team, which, they noted, coincided with the events.” The
other alternative explanation for the absence of the journal was provided by a short editorial that
appeared in the June 22 edition of Paris-Match. Apparently the magazine merely needed extra time
in order to make technical improvements that would allow them to print more color photographs.
However, that does not change the fact, as Myriam Akoum has noted, that while the first two May
issues were clearly pro-student, when Paris-Match returned in June its sympathies were explicitly
with the French state.®

In July, when most of the would-be revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries gave up and
left for their summer holidays, the government began setting up the administrative committees
necessary for the implementation of the advertising legislation. The decision was made final on
January 30, 1969. The advertisements would be only for consumer products deemed a priority
by the government. On January 31, 1969 an industrialist from Lyon threw his television off the
Eiffel tower to protest.”™ The first advertisement appeared on French television October 1, 1969.
It was for the ever popular and ever spreadable Boursin cheese. It is tempting to surmise that
advertisements were introduced to French television at this juncrure simply because television was
becoming an increasingly influential medium and therefore a more cost effective way of reaching
the public, but despite its increasing importance, we know that in 1968 there were still more radios
in France than televisions, and advertisements were not introduced to French radio until 1984.

When President Charles de Gaulle came to power with the foundation of the Fifth Republic
in 1958, he was well aware of the importance of supervising public media because of his experience
with radio in England during the Second World War. At that time De Gaulle had been a leading
member of the Resistance and was instrumental in the liberation of Paris in 1944. As a result he
was highly sensitive to questions regarding the control of the media. His government deemed
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television to be the best means for disseminating policy, but also as powerful ammunition against
the troublesome newspapers and illustrated press.* As early as 1961 he referred to television as “a
magnificent instrument which supports the public spirit.””

Although on paper the body which represented the industry, the Radiodiffusion-Télévision
Frangaise, known as the R.T.E, was supposed to be independent, in reality it was subject to daily
and direct control from the French government. And despite the establishment of an apparently
more independent separate L'Office de Radiodiffusion-Télévision Frangaise, known as the O.R.’T.E.
in 1964, the situation hardly changed.”® The introduction of advertisements to French television
was strategic rather than economic, in that it gave the government more control over television and
simultaneously deprived the illustrated press of its principal source of revenue, thereby destroying
its political independence and up until then unchallenged domination in the field of visual
information; an important issue which became absolutely critical to the fortune of the French
government in 1968.

In 1976 former editor of Paris-Match Guillaume Hanoteau claimed mysteriously and withour
explanation that May '68 had had grave consequences for the magazine.”” Throughout May and June
French television and the popular illustrated press were repeatedly prevented from broadcasting,
publishing, and distributing images of the street-fighting and barricades, and many of France’s best
selling illustrated weeklies, such as Paris-Match, Détective, and Noir et Blanc were simply unavailable
throughout the four crucial weeks that spanned the months of May and June, from May 14 to
June 18. The diligence of the newspapers, particularly Le Monde, in condemning the government
for its censorship of television at this time has been noted. Le Monde was the only media source
that actempted to account for the goings and comings, not just of television and radio reports, but
of other newspapers as well, both regional and local. And yet Le Monde failed to account for the
absence of Paris-Match until much later, on June 18, when the events were coming to a close, and
even ignored the other illustrated weeklies which also went missing during this time.

In 1972, teetering on the brink of bankruptcy, Paris-Match was sold and after a brief hiatus
returned in its current politically unrecognizable formatr under new management.”® Shortly
thereafter in 1973, a new daily, Libération, was launched in Paris by a group of prominent Maoist
soixante-huitards. Libération, affectionately known as Libé to its readers, was conceived as a leftist
alternative to Le Monde, and one of the ways in which it strove to set itself apart was through its
treatment of images. Rather than using photographs as mere illustrations, in the pages of Libération
photographs were considered valuable in their own right and just as important as the written news
stories that accompanied them.”

Questions concerning the means of representation and visual communication were more central
to the events of 1968 in France than is generally recognized. It has been observed that in the
largest unpublished collection of the May posters there are more posters about the media than
on the student movement itself. However, the idea posited by Ross and others that the posters
constituted an alternative media, more powerful, exactly because it was a more direct, transparent,
or even democratic form of communication is problematic and raises the issue of what Hal Foster
once termed “the Expressive Fallacy.”®' By 1968 the idea that expression was mere convention had
been current in French intellectual circles for some time, and yet during the uprising artists and
others continued to produce works which endorsed this idea. Although many of the participants
in the workshops were professionally trained artists and designers whose prior and later work was
characterized by more sophisticated methods, they consistently rejected advanced technical means
in favor of stencils and silk screens. An important example was the almost complete refusal, in all
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the workshops, to use photographs as the basis for silk screen poster designs. Subsequently the
idea that the posters achieved presentation rather than representation, thar they were authentically
spontaneous, or un-mediated, becomes more complicated.

The retreat into an anachronistic expressionist mode can be ascribed to the influence of
the Dazibao (sometimes referred to as Tarzepao) poster campaigns in China associated with the
so-called Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). The influence of Mao Zedong’s
Cultural Revolution in France is well known, and the Chinese Dazibao posters from this era are
often cited as an important precedent to the May 68 posters, however until now the degree of
similarity between the two campaigns has remained unexplored.

In 1966, sections of the Red Guard created and posted thousands of handmade anonymous
posters in China in an effort to discredit Mao’s political enemies (fig. 4). By this time Mao had
lost control of the official Propaganda Department, and in order to reassert his dominance, he
needed to put forward a rival apparatus which appeared to be both independent and spontaneous.
Handmade posters were an efficient low-tech means of disseminating his message. It has been
suggested that the Dazibao were the definitive medium of the Cultural Revolution.* In this light
the make-shift aesthetic of the posters of May and June in France begin to look like a deliberate
and conscious pose rather than evidence of direct or spontaneous expression. Indeed in 1970 Susan
Sontag compared the French posters to Cuban posters from the same era, and argued that they were
less stately because they “cultivated, for reasons of practical exigency as well as ideological motives,
a raw, naive, improvised, youthful look.” Instead of achieving, as Ross has argued, presentation,
rather than representation, echoing Sontag I would argue that the posters of 1968 achieved the
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Fig. 4 Dazibao from the Chinese Cultural Revolution in Beijing in 1966. (Photo: Solange Brand)
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Fig. 5 Asger Jorn, lithograph poster
(from a series of four) created in
sup-port of the general strike in
1968. The text reads “Pas de puisance
d’imagination sans images puisante”
(No powerful imaginations withour

powerful images)

representation of presentation. In this sense Ross is correct when she states that May was distinctly
political rather than artistic or cultural.

Though the Situationists are often credited with instigating the insurrection of May 1968,
Maoists were much more influential and much more important for the events. Discussions of
1968 tend to paint Debord as the leading theorist of the image, but the question of the image and
its role in postwar society was a widespread concern, not just on the left, but also on the right, in
intellecrual as well as governmental and religious circles. Contemporary writing on Situationist
theory often gives the impression that this body of writing appeared in 1968 as a fully formed
monolithic doctrine, which makes it easy to overlook the fact that Situationist ideas were actually
more heterogeneous and evolved gradually over the previous decade, starting with a generalized
critique of art before moving on to attack the image more specifically. It is the heterogeneity of
Situationist theory, regarding precisely this question of the image, which I would like to turn to
now.

As is well known, one of the most important slogans in 1968, which was subsequently turned
into a very popular graffiti, was: “Limagination au pouvoir!” which is often translated as "All
power to the imagination!” To conclude, I would like to discuss a series of posters which addressed
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the relationship between the image and imagination, designed by the Danish artist and former
Situationist Asger Jorn (1914-1973).

Jorn is best known as an expressionist painter but his talents and skills were applied to an
enormous range of activities. For example, Jorn compiled a thirty-two volume compendium entitled
10,000 Years of Scandinavian Folk Art, wrote extensively on science, aesthetics, and philosophy and
established the Institute for Comparative Vandalism in Silkeborg, Denmark in 1961.% He was
also a founding member of the Situationist International, though in 1961 he was expelled from
the group when the Situationists proclaimed they were against art and artists. Nevertheless, Jorn
continued to fund the group through the sale of his much soughr after paintings.

[n June 1968 Jorn produced a series of posters for sale with all proceeds going to support the
student movement. Printed by Peter Bramsen at his rue Vielle du Temple print shop in an edition of
1000 (4 in 1), two of these posters are exceptional because they are the only examples from May and
June that explicitly address the question of the image.® More interestingly they make clear that Jorn
harbored very different ideas than Debord about this issue. Their deliberately misspelled titles read:
“Brisez le cadre quietouf limage” (Break the frame that strangles the image) and “Pas de puisance
d’imagination sans images puisante” (No powerful imaginations without powerful images) (fig. 5).
Asger Jorn’s 1968 posters are obscure but they mark an important crossroad in the postwar history
of western art and politics.

In a lecture entitled “Depiction, Object, Event” (2006) the Vancouver artist Jeff Wall (b. 1946)
described the contemporary art of the global biennials as “institutionalized neo situationism.™®
Whether or not the so-called avant gardes of the last thirty years have succeeded in their stated
objective of destroying the boundaries berween art and life—through institutional critique,
performance and installation art—certainly the Situationist attacks against art and its strange
consort “the image” have become standard practice in the contemporary art world and beyond. The
post-1968 campaign against the apparent tyranny of the image and art, not to mention museums,
largely attributable to the Situationists, has influenced much (but not all) of the art, theory, and
politics produced over the last forty years. In this sense Michael Fried’s essay “Art & Objecthood,”
published in Artforum in 1967 the same year as The Society of the Spectacle, can be seen as a kind of
signpost for the road not taken.

While Fried’s critique of anti-modern theatricality, on the one hand, and Debord’s critique
of the spectacle, on the other, seemed to bear some intriguing resemblance, especially in terms of
their commitment to the dialectic method, their positions were fundamentally opposed. Debord’s
revolutionary theory turned on the destruction of categories, specifically the categories of art and
life, while Fried's aesthetic philosophy was driven by the conviction that what lay between the
categories of the arts was mere theater.’” Whereas Debord espoused the idea of the realization of art
in the name of life, it could be argued that Fried championed the realization of life in the name of
art. This is what I think he meant in the famous last lines of his essay: “We are all literalists most or
all our lives. Presentness is grace.” In a similar vein, Penelope Fitzgerald once made the following
observation about the relationship between art and life: “The world will not be right till poetry is
pronounced to be life itself, our own lives but shadows and poor imitations.”

In 1968 the Maoist paradigm of “cultural revolution” superseded the notion of classical
revolution and Situationism began to take hold in Europe and elsewhere as the leading aesthetic
paradigm for those artists aspiring to enter the ranks of the avant garde. The effect this turn of
events has had on art and artists, not to mention art history and the sphere of politics, has yet to be
fully determined.
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