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«VIRGIL IN THE BASKET AND MOUNTED
ARISTOTLE»: TWO «LETTUCCIO» PAINTINGS
BY GIOVANNI DI BUONCONSIGLIO
FROM THE LANCKORONSKI COLLECTION

JERZY MIZIOLEK

Gli artisti italiani del Rinascimento nella ricerca degli exempla attingevano spesso alle leggende medievali. Alcuni dei prota-
gonisti erano uomini illustri dell'epoca classica, pero spesso rappresentati senza osservare la verita storica, cosi come Aristo-
tele e Virgilio in due tele dipinte da Giovanni Buonconsiglio presso la Collezione Lanckororiski, oggetto del presente articolo.
Le opere raffigurano Aristotele cavalcato e Virgilio nella cesta, la loro datazione, intorno al 1515, é confermata dalle vesti in-
dossate dai personaggi che compaiono anche nel famoso affresco di Raffaello raffigurante la Messa di Bolsena nella Stanza
d'Eliodoro degli anni 1512-1513. Le leggende su Aristotele e Virgilio comparvero all’inizio del XIlI secolo in Francia e poco do-
po in Germania e in Italia, in questi testi troviamo i nomi della seduttrice di Aristotele: Fillide, Campaspe, Viola e Orsina. In
Italia le versioni della leggenda su Virgilio mago si trovano anche nel Contrasto delle donne di Antonio Pucci e nelle Crona-
che di Giovanni Sercambi. Le leggende furono inoltre diffuse attraverso le illustrazioni ispirate ai Trionfi di Tetrarca, presen-
1i in incisioni su rame e anche in decorazioni pittoriche di cassoni. Gia Lanckororiski (1905) e Schubring (1915) suggerirono
che le opere in esame potessero decorare un lettuccio, ipotesi del tutto probabile, come prova un quadro con LAnnunciazio-
ne, atiribuito a Bernardino Luini e presso la Pinacoteca di Brera a Milano, raffigurante un letto o una lettiera con due di-
pinti rettangolari. Marcantonio Michiel, nella sua descrizione delle opere d'arte che ornavano le case dei benestanti vene-
ziani, elenca una lettiera e un letto dipinti per Alvise Odoni da un presumibile allievo di Tiziano: Stefano. La descrizione di

Michiel é del primo quarto del XVI secolo, lo stesso periodo al quale risalgono le opere dipinte da Buonconsiglio.

Artists of the Italian Renaissance often used Me-
dieval legends recounting the gesta of famous
men of Antiquity when seeking exempla which
were to serve as moralising teaching through
their visualisations. In several cases, however,
these exempla tell the deeds of well-known
characters which have little or nothing to do
with the true stories; such as the tales about Ar-
istotle [known as Mounted/Ridden Aristotle or
Phyllis (Campaspe) and Aristotle] and Virgil
who, despite their widsom, became the subject
of ridicule because they fell prey to their pas-
sions and lost control. Aristotle was to serve as
a steed for a young woman while Virgil was to
hang in a basket on a high tower. They are thus-
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ly depicted on two canvas paintings from the
Lanckororiski collection now on permanent
display in the Royal Bedchamber in the Wawel
Castle in Krakéw (figs 1-2)".

Despite their artistic quality and the interesting
subject matter, the two canvases were not re-
searched in any depth until the 1990s, since
they had been inaccessible to scholars before
that time. In 1939, the Lanckororiski collection
was confiscated by the Nazis, and after its resti-
tution in 1946 was kept in a bank in Zurich. In
1994 nearly eighty Italian paintings from it were
donated to the Wawel Castle including the
paintings depicting Virgil in the Basker and
Mounted Aristotle’. Only the canvas inspired by

the legend about Aristotle was reproduced be-
fore the arrival of the collection in Krakéw?.
Karol Lanckororiski was the first person to
write about them in his Finiges diber italienis-
che bemalte Truben (published in 1905) in
which he correctly described their subject mat-
ter'. They have since been mentioned in works
on paintings in Veneto (Bernard Berenson’, Li-
onello Puppf’) as well as in Paul Schubring’ cor-
pus of domestic paintings’ and iconographic
studies (Raimond van Marle?, Raffaele de Ce-
sare’, Georg F. Koch®). Recently, apart from
publications by the present writer", they have
been discussed by Kazimierz Kuczman® and En-
rico Maria Dal Pozzolo® in his monograph de-



voted to Giovanni Buonconsiglio. A paper by
Barbara M. Savy contains some further observa-
tions, mostly concerning the dating'.

The painting depicting Virgil in the Basket is
based on a once popular, now almost forgotten,
tale and is the second representation of the
subject in Polish collections (the first is a Ren-
aissance copperplate in the Print Room of the
Warsaw University Library)®. The story of
Mounted Aristotle is known in Poland thanks to
two 14" century representations — a sculpture
on one of the outer trusses of the presbytery of
St. Mary’s Church in Krakéw (fig. 3) and a
French ivory casket in the Treasury of the
Wawel Cathedral (fig. 4)*.

Literary tradition of the legends about Ari-
stotle and Virgil

Among the favourite themes of the late Middle
Ages and Renaissance are the stories of
women’s domination over men"”. This was the
subject of several exempla used by preachers
and secular writers®. The greatest of poets,
sages, kings and heroes are capable of agreeing
to the most ridiculous demands when carried
away by love, or simply lust. The Bible, mytho-
logy and the various Medieval legends (two of
which related to the paintings under discus-
sion) all contain examples of humiliation being
suffered through love. A good introduction to
these tales can be found in a chapter of a 13"
century encyclopaedia by Brunetto Latini: The
Book of the Treasure, which reads as follows:
But it often happens that these people have no
power over themselves; rather they abandon
themselves body and soul to the love of the
woman; in this way they lose their sense, so that
they become blind, as happened to Adam with
his wife, for which reason the whole human
race is in peril and always will be so, and to
David the prophet, who committed murder
and adultery for the beauty of Bathsheba.
Solomon his son adored idols and broke his
word because of the love of Idomenea. Samson
the strong revealed to a woman the strength he
had in his hair, which resulted in the loss of his
strength and his virtue and his life, and he died
along with all his men. All people know about
the destruction of Troy and of many other
lands, and of great princes who were destroyed
because they loved madly. Even Aristotle the
great philosopher and Merlin were deceived by
a woman, according to what history tells us»".

1. Krakéw, Royal Castle, Giovanni di Buonconsiglio, ca. 1515, Mounted Aristotle or Phyllis and Aristotle,
oil on canvas

Latini, however, only mentions the philoso-
pher’s deception without relating the legend in
detail, so we can only deduce that it was as well
known as passages from the Bible and the tale
of the Trojan War.

Historians of literature have shown convincing-
ly that the legend about Aristotle was conceived
shortly after 1200 and that it was based on vari-
ous literary sources”. Alexander the Great’s
philosopher-teacher was ridiculed by a woman
who is known in the tales as Phyllis, Campaspe
or Viola. She was Alexander’s lover and his
wife’s servant (in other versions she was the ser-
vant of his mother). Alexander was so smitten
during his Indian campaign that he began ne-
glecting all his duties. Informed of this Aristotle
lectured his pupil and diverted his attention
back to matters of the war campaign. This met
with the immediate revenge of Phyllis-Cam-
paspe. Dressed in diaphanous robes which re-
vealed her charms, she walked under the

philosopher’s window, and soon, disregarding
his age and reproof to Alexander, he started to
make advances to her. She agreed to succumb
to his will on the next day on the condition that
she should mount him like a horse. The old
man with the girl on his back were noticed and
laughed at by Alexander.

The author of the first version is thought to be
the French Cardinal, Jacques de Vitry (ca. 1178
1240)*. However, the longest and best known
version was written by Henry d’Andely and en-
titled Lai d’Aristote, which was probably based
on a short exemplum known as De Aristotile et
uxori Alexandrii®. A German version from the
end of the 13" century, which differs slightly
from the French ones, is also known?. In this
version the incident took place at the court in
Macedonia and Phyllis (the name of the lover
appears for the first time whereas in d’Ande-
ly’s work the girl is unnamed) is the favourite
servant of Alexander’s mother. In d’Andely’s
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2. Krakow, Royal Castle, Giovanni di Buonconsiglio, ca. 1515, Virgil in the Basket or Virgil and Febila, oi/
on canvas.

version Aristotle comes to an agreement with
his pupil and remains at his court, however, in
the German version, the ridiculed philosopher
flees to the town of Galicia located on an inde-
finable island, and writes a book about the
hazards of contacts with women. In the story of
Virgil, revenge is also exacted on the girl who
made him the subject of ridicule.

Virgil was highly respected in the Middle Ages
but at the beginning of the 13" century he was
accused of having practised magic. Moreover,
he was said to have lost his head over an Em-
peror’s daughter; at times she is said to have
been Nero’s daughter, then Hadrian’s and even
Julius Caesar’s or Augustus’s”. The woman —
called Febila (Febilia) or Ysifile — seemingly
agreed to spend a night with him in her room
in a high tower, to which he could supposedly
gain access only in a basket on a rope”. Half way
up the basket got stuck and he was suspended
in mid-air until morning when the aspiring

.

lover was laughed at by crowds of Romans.
Contrary to Aristotle, Virgil the magician took
cruel revenge on the deceitful girl. He used
magic to extinguish all the fires in Rome; the
only source of fire being the girl herself. Placed
on a high pedestal, completely naked, she had
to permit the populace to kindle their torches
at her pudenda. Some 19" century scholars al-
ready noticed that the tale consisted of two dis-
tinct parts, the first dealing with the incident
with the basket and the second with magical
practices™. At first they were related separately
and were then combined into one legend.

Both the tale of Aristotle and the legend of Vir-
gil are based on oriental sources. According to
John W. Spargo one of these was the 11" cen-
tury Katha Sarit Sagara”. The earliest known
European versions appear in two 13" century
works entitled Li romans de sept sages and
Lestoire de Saint Graal”. However, they tell of
Ypocras or Ysocars (Hippocrates) and not Virgil.

3. Krakow, St. Mary’s Church, preshytery, 14"
century, Mounted Aristotle, retracing of the relief
on one of the outer trusses.

4. Krakow, Treasury of the Wawel Cathedral, 14
century, The Aristotle legend, fragment of ivory casket,

The story of Virgil in a basket appeared for the
first time in a Latin text from the mid-13" cen-
tury, in the National Library in Paris, in which
the object of the poet-magician’s lust is Nero's
daughter”. Since then the legend was repeated
or mentioned (often together with the legend
of Aristotle) throughout Latin Europe®.
Brunetto Latini was the first Italian to mention
Aristotle’s love affair, followed by Chiaro Davan-
zati who gives a similar, concise, version of the
story”. From the beginning of the 14" and
through the following centuries, one or other,
or more often both legends together were re-
counted by numerous writers: the anonymous
author of the poem L'Intelligenza®. Francesco
da Barberino, Antonio Pucci, Giovanni Sercam-
bi, and in ca. 1440, Eneas Silvius Piccolomini
(the future Pope Pius IT) who, in the case of Vir-
gil, only relates the first part of the legend i.e.
up until his adventure at the tower, omitting the
part about the alleged magic®.
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In his poem Contrasto delle donne (which was
used by Florentine engravers), Antonio Pucci
(ca. 1310-1388) describes Aristotle’s ridicule and
then writes the following about Virgil: «Diss'una
che Virgilio avia ‘n balia: / - Vieni stasera, ed en-
tranella cesta / E collerotti a la camera mia. - / Ed
ei v’ entre, ed ella molto presta /1l tire su; quan-
do fu a mezza via / Il canape attacce, € quivi re-
sta; / E la mattina quando apparve il giorno / 1l
pose in terra con suo grande scorno».

The most elaborate Falian versions of the two
legends were written by Giovanni Sercambi.
His tales written in the last quarter of the 14"
century include On Virgil banging in a basket
at the instigation of the Emperor’s daugbter
who was named Ysifile and Aristotle and Orsi-
na, the wife of Alexander the Great and Viola®.
His Croniche of 1420 recounts the story as fol-
lows: «Before the birth of Christ there lived in
Rome an emperor named Hadrian, who had a
daughter, Ysifile, whom he kept night and day in
a most beautiful tower. It happened that at this
time Virgil, poet and great necromancer, was
banished from Mantua and came to Rome. In
the month of May he fell in love with Ysifile, a
tricky one, who agreed to submit to Virgil’s will
It was troublesome to get to her, however; the
only way she could think of was to take advan-
tage of permission she had from her father to
have a rose basket pulled up to her window. If
Virgil would enter that, she would pull him up,
and afterward let him down again. Virgil agreed,
and was pulled up half way and left there for six-
teen hours. Ysifile sent for her father and told
him a false story — that Virgil had tricked the
man who was bringing the roses, and had hid-
den himself beneath them in the basket; but as
she pulled it up she became suspicious of the
weight, and perceived the villain lying in wait
for her. The emperor ordered Virgil to prison,
and eventually condemned him to death, but
Virgil escaped on the way to execution by
reciting an incantation over a basin of water,
and was immediately whisked away by evil
spirits»*.

Shortly after the incident Virgil returned to
Rome to take his revenge. In the story of Aris-
totle, Sercambi speaks of Alexander’s crafty wife
Orsina who, due to the philosopher, was unable
to be with her husband as much as she desired.
Because of her the old man is humiliated by her
charming servant and he goes to live in anoth-
er country. He later returned in glory to the
Macedonian court when he discovered that

Alexander’s wife was committing adultery with
a man dressed as a lady of the court.

Coluccio Salutati and other distinguished hu-
manists protested against repeating these two
Medieval stories as there were no historical
facts whatsoever to confirm their authenticity,
but their protests were ignored”. They ap-
peared in various collections of exempla — in
particular the one about Aristotle — but their
popularity began to wane in the mid 16* centu-
ry. Marcin Bielski in his Lives of the Philosopbers
(published in Krakéw in 1535) mentions Virgil's
supposed humiliations and his practice of mag-
ic and one edition even contains an engraving
depicting Virgil the magician®.

The paintings in the Royal Wawel Castle in
Krakéw and their author

The Lanckororiski paintings which illustrate the
legends in question are well preserved and of a
high artistic level. The first (fig. 1) is a typical
representation of Phyllis and Aristotle. The
bald, grey-bearded philosopher, dressed in a
characteristic red coat with an ermine collar
(probably the robe of distinguished academics
or University professors), is moving on all fours
to the right; he has a bit in his mouth and the
beautiful Phyllis is seated on his back. She is sit-
ting astride the old man as if on a horse holding
the red reins in her left hand, thereby all the
more emphasizing the philosopher’s total hu-
miliation. This manner of riding was unheard of
for a well brought up young woman during the
Middle Ages and the Renaissance. The back-
ground shows a mountainous landscape with
several buildings — a palace on the left and for-
tifications in the distance, located in the upper
right hand corner. The only witnesses to the in-
cident are on the left hand side: a rider, dressed
in a loose colourful robe, probably Alexander
himself, and there is a man with an indistin-
guishable animal barely visible on the borders
of a forest on the right hand side.

The visualisation of Virgil's legend (fig. 2) con-
tains more people. On the left hand side in the
background is a tower surrounded by a ditch
full of water and hanging from the window, on
two ropes, is a basket in which the old, grey-
bearded Virgil is sitting, depicted in three-quar-
ter view. He is dressed in a similar red coat with
large hanging sleeves and a fur collar as Aristot-
le, but he also has a red cap on his head and
seems to be talking. This fact can be deduced

from the raised hands and the head slightly tilt-
ed to the back. A young woman — the instiga-
tor of the incident — is leaning out of an upper
window®. A woman and four elegantly
dressed men depicted on the right of the
painting are witnesses to the scene. The two
young men in the foreground are wearing
characteristic, colourful, striped, gown-like
robes. They are engaged in conversation and
probably commenting on the incident. The
other witnesses are two old men and a woman
who is standing beside them and seems to be
turning towards them while pointing to the
victim. Both old men, one of whom is dressed
like Virgil, while the other is wearing an Ori-
ental headpiece, seem to be wondering about
the naiveté and humiliation of their peer. The
whole scene takes place in a rustic landscape
with trees scattered here and there.

Karol Lanckororski, and after him Paul
Schubring and Van Marle, considered the
paintings to be Venetian and from the early
16" century (or ca. 1500). Bernard Berenson
attributed them to Giovanni Buonconsiglio,
known as Marescalco®. This attribution, re-
cently confirmed by Dal Pozzolo and Savy, is
convincing but requires a brief commentary.
Giovanni Buonconsiglio was born ca. 1465 in
Montecchio Maggiore near Vicenza and is
considered to have been a pupil of Bar-
tolomeo Montagna®, According to Berenson
his work also shows the influence of Gior-
gione®”. Federico Zer, however, believes it
contains something of the Lombard School
(Bramantino)®. Buonconsiglio’s work from
before 1495, when he settled in Venice, is
poorly documented. In this early period he
painted one of his better known works — the
Pieta commissioned for the church of San
Bartolomeo in Vicenza, which clearly shows
the influence of Giovanni Bellini®. In the first
decade of the 16" century he worked in Mon-
tagnana where he produced frescos and a
painting for an altar, which are only partially
preserved. In 1513 he returned to Venice,
where ca. 1517 he painted the altar with the
Sacra Conversazione for the church of San
Michele in Murano, now in the National Mu-
seum in Warsaw (fig. 5), but which has been
poorly preserved®. In the third decade of the
16" century Buonconsiglio painted The
Madonna and Child, now in the Palazzo Pitti
in Florence, The Circumcision, now in Hang-
ton Hall, and the altar of The Saints Sebastian,
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4 Sl
5. Warsaw, National Museum, Giovanni di Buonconsiglio, ca. 1520, Sacred Conversation, oil on canvas.

6. Citta del Vaticano, Palazzi Vaticani, Stanza d'Eliodoro, Raphael, ca. 1512-1513, The Swiss Guards,
bearers of the papal chair, detail of The Miracle at the Mass of Bolsena, fresco.
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Lorenzo and Rocco, in the church San Giaco-
mo dell’Orio in Venice®. It would seem that
the Lanckororiski paintings were executed
during his stay in Venice between 1513 and
1517. Some of the women in the paintings
have oval faces with a somewhat pensive ex-
pression, and the old men have their heads
tilted and characteristic long, grey pointed
beards and half closed eyes. The Symeon in
The Circumcision, now in Hangton Hall, is a
close analogy to Aristotle, on the other hand
the depiction of the saints in the altar of the
San Giacomo dell’Orio is similar to the young
men in the painting with Virgil. Some analo-
gies can also be observed in the Warsaw Sacra
Conversazione, which shows a rider in char-
acteristic striped, gown-like dress.

Dating these paintings from ca. 1515, or even a
little earlier is also feasible due to the cha-rac-
teristic colourful dress of the two young men in
the foreground of the painting with Virgil and
the dress of the rider — probably Alexander the
Great — in the painting with Aristotle”.

The striped dress — giubbe cinte alla vita -
close-fitting at the waist and ample in the low-
er part, with loose sleeves can be seen in
Raphael’s fresco showing The Miracle of the
Mass of Bolsena in the Stanza d’Eliodoro in
the Vatican (fig. 6) and in another fresco by an
unknown Venetian artist in the Paduan Scuola
del Santo with the representation of Saint An-
thony pointing to the dead miser®. Both
paintings are dated 1512-1513. In his mono-
graph on the artist, Dal Pozzolo argued that
Buonconsiglio’s large canvas The Concert
housed in the Museo Civico in Vicenza could
comprise part of a cycle together with the two
panels in the Wawel®. However given the
measurements of the painting in Vicenza (79 x
124 cm), it can hardly be considered a com-
panion piece to the Wawel paintings which are
much smaller (73 x 80.5 cm) and which bear
no signs of having been cut up®.

It has already been mentioned that the robes
of Virgil and Aristotle look like the robes of
University professors. As we know from a let-
ter written by Boccaccio, and other sources,
Doctors of Civil Law dressed in scarlet cloth
robes with ermine as if they were nobles'. Ve-
netian high officials, among them the Doge
(fig. 7) and Consigliere (fig. 8), also wore sim-
ilar robes which can be confirmed by two
miniatures to be found in a codex in the
Museo Bottacin (MB 970) at Padua™.
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7. Padua, Museo Bottacin, codex MB 970, Doge, illumination.

Pictorial Tradition of the legends of Aristotle
and Virgil

Various representations of the two legends
have been widely commented upon. Despite
the in-depth studies by John W. Spargo and
Susan L. Smith®, some scholars still make er-
rors concerning the literary sources and the
dating of the earliest depictions of the leg-
ends*. Therefore the issue of their pictorial
tradition should also be discussed in some de-
tail. The earliest 13™ century representations
of Phyllis on Aristotle and Virgil in the basket
were produced, like the legends themselves,
in France”. The two old men are often pic-
tured side by side, as in the capital of a column
in the Cathedral in Caen dating from the be-
ginning of the 14" century, a somewhat later
ivory comb once in the collection of Albert Fig-
dor in Vienna*, and a small ivory diptych
known from a retracing in Bernard de Mont-
faucon’s LAntiquité expliquée of 1722, fig. 9)7".
The latter is particularly interesting since it not
only depicts Virgil hanging in the basket, but
also shows Ysifile’s punishment. She is on her

knees with two men kindling their torches at
her pudenda. The companion piece shows
Phyllis on Aristotle and his being seduced by
her. From the very outset the legend of Aris-
totle was far more popular than the one about
Virgil*, The Aristotle legend decorates several
small, 14* century French ivory caskets; one in
the Treasury in Krakow Cathedral (fig. 4)*
thought to be related to Hedvige (Jadwiga) —
the Queen of Poland. Here the scene with Ar-
istotle playing the part of a horse is preceded
with a scene in which the philosopher, bend-
ing over an open book, is teaching the young
Alexander. German works of art even include
an artistic representation in metal of Phyllis
astride the old man; an example is the piece
dated from the beginning of the 15" century
housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New York®.

In Italian art, as well as that of France and Ger-
man speaking countries, the scenes are either
combined or appear separately, although rep-
resentations of the legend of Aristotle domi-
nate”. These can be found in frescos, whereas
representations of Virgil in the basket are on-

8. Padua, Museo Bottacin, codex MB 970, Consigliere, illumination.

ly found in illustrations to books, in engravings
and cassone painting. Excellent examples of
the frescos portraying Phillis-Viola and Aris-
fotle are those in the Palazzo del Podesta in
San Gimignano (first half of the 14" century)®,
in the Palazzo Vescovile in Colle Val d'Elsa (sec-
ond half of the 14" century)® and in the Palaz-
zo Vitelli in Citta di Castello (first half of the
16" century)®. In the first of these a scene
showing Aristotle being seduced in a room
precedes the scene in which he plays the part
of a horse. Among the numerous cassone
paintings depicting this subject, we should
mention the /aterale or side panel of a wed-
ding chest from the mid 15" century in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York®,
One of the most interesting depictions can be
found on an engraving from the third quarter
of the 15" century which probably served as a
model for forzierini (small, decorative caskets
which were given by the future groom just af-
ter his betrothal to his future wife), the where-
abouts of which is now unknown (fig. 10)%,
Not only is Phyllis-Viola sitting astride Aristotle
as if on a horse, but similar reins to those in
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9. Legends on Virgil and Aristotle, a retracing of the composition on an ivory plaque, after B. De
Montfaucon, UAntiquité expliquée par les monuments, vol. 3/2, Paris 1722, p. 356, plate 194.

the Wawel canvas are also visible. Even Leonar-
do da Vinci, in the early period of his artistic
activity, was interested in the topic”. His draw-
ing, now in the Hamburg Kunsthalle depicts an
old man, completely worn out, and who is
moving with the utmost difficulty in some in-
definable interior, although looking pathetical-
ly at the face of the charming young woman
who has seduced him.

The tale of Virgil’s unrequited love was a sub-
ject of Florentine engravings from ca. 1470, of
which two slightly differing versions are to be
found in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New York®. In one of them the poet in the bas-
ket is represented traditionally as a bearded
old man (fig. 11), but in the other he is de-
picted as a young man. The latter version is al-
so in the collection of prints of Count
Stanislaw Kostka Potocki which, since 1818,
has been in the Print Room of Warsaw Univer-
sity Library (figs 12-13)®. The engraving shows
the Colosseum in the centre and on the right,
above it, the triumphal arch identified by the
inscription ARCHO DITRASI — Thracian arch (that
is the arch of Constantine which decorates
eight sculptures depicting Thracians). The
artist thus left us in no doubt as to where the
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incident took place. He must also have been
aware of the so-called Virgil's Tower, which was
identified in the 15" century with the Medieval
Frangipani Tower, near Constantine’s Arch (In
the Middle Ages both the tower and Colosse-
um belonged to the Frangipani family)™. Both
engravings contain the rarely depicted scene
showing the punishment of the deceitful Ysi-
file. She is not on her knees, as in the French
ivory plaque (fig. 9), but is standing naked on
a high pedestal and is kindling the torches of
the crowds of Romans approaching her for
fire. Both engravings bear inscriptions, proba-
bly to ensure that they are correctly under-
stood. The inscription in the scene of the pun-
ishment of Ysifile is a quotation from Antonio
Pucci”. The inscriptions appear on either side
of the Colosseum, and in the first of the en-
gravings there is also an additional inscription
of the walls of the building. The inscriptions
read as follows:

1. [Above the scene depicting Virgil in the ba-
sket] ES[S]ENDO LA MAT[T]INA CHIARO / G[IJORNO
ELPOSE / IN TERRA / CON SVO/ GRANDE / SCHORNO.
2 [Above the scene depicting his revenge] ma-
VERE CHEPOI CONSVA GRA / N SAPIENZA CONTRA CO-
STEL/ MANDO ASPRA SENT / EMSA.

3. [Above the Colosseum] ELCHVLISEO + DIROMA
+ DOVE + VERGILIO + STVDIAVA + SOLECITAMENTE
+ IN ARTE DI NEGROMANSIA.

Numerous and interesting representations of
Phyllis on Aristotle and Virgil in the basket in
Italian art can be found in the various illustra-
tions inspired by Petrarch’s Triumphus Cupi-
dinis™. A Florentine engraving from ca. 1460
shows Aristotle gazing at the face of a young
girl who is sitting astride him and following
Cupid’s chariot (fig. 14)™. At about the same
time, also in Florence, similar scenes depicting
Cupid’s Triumph decorated the desco da par-
fo, now in the Victoria and Albert Museum in
London (fig. 15)™ and spalliere by Masaccio’s
brother, Giovanni di Ser Giovanni, known as
Lo Scheggia (in the Pinacoteca Nazionale in
Siena, fig. 16)” and the cassoni fronts in the
Biblioteca Civica in Trieste™. In this instance
those who have fallen victim to Cupid’s arrows
include both Virgil and Aristotle (in the scene
on the desco di parto the philosopher is
shown next to a naked Samson, whose lover is
cutting his hair). In the first painting the un-
fortunate sorcerer is hanging in a basket from
a tower, and the god of Love’s carriage is rid-
ing around it, whereas in the cassoni it is
strapped to Cupid’s chariot. Virgil in the bas-
ket and the Ridden Aristotle also appear in the
miniatures ascribed to Apollonio di Giovanni,
adorning the mid-15" century Trionfi manu-
scripts, now housed in two Florentine libraries
— the Ricardiana and Laurenziana (fig. 17)”. In
most of them, both unfortunate lovers are
wearing robes similar to the one depicted by
Giovanni di Buonconsiglio; they appear as

10. London, British Museum, Baccio Baldini, 15"
century, Mounted Aristotle and other love stories,
copperplate, engraving.
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learned academics who despite their wisdom
lost control and also their dignity.
Paradoxically it was in Petrarch’s work (who
greatly revered Virgil) that the scene inspired
by the legend of the poet as an unfortunate
lover was illustrated several times. He appears
in the Triumphs which reads: «And I saw Virgil;
and it seemed to me / He had companions
whom the olden world / Had gladly read, for
wisdom and delight» (Trionfo d’Amore, IV, 19-
21)”. Therefore, he is not seen as the victim of
love but as a poet extolling the virtues of love.
An even greater misunderstanding was that of
introducing the legend of Aristotle into the il-
lustrations to the Trionfo d’Amore because Pe-
trarch in fact mentions him in his Zriumphs to
Fame (111, 7-9): «Then Aristotle, of high intel-
lect / Pythagoras, who in humility / First gave
philosophy its fitting name»”.

The two legends appear less frequently in
Northern Italy than in Tuscany and it would
seem that the paintings from the Lancko-
roriskicollection are rare painted representa-
tions, and probably the only ones in which
they are the main subject. It is worth mention-
ing the front of a cassone by Liberale da
Verona dating from ca. 1490, in the Museo del
Castelvecchio in Verona (fig. 18)". Again, it is a
visualisation of the Triumphus Cupidinis in
which the bearded Aristotle with Phyllis on his
back is following Cupid’s chariot together with
many of the other victims of his arrows. Lib-
erale da Verona’s Triumph obviously makes
reference to the Tuscan models, which is un-
derstandable as the artist spent nearly ten
years in Siena at the turn of the 1470s/1480s.
Buonconsiglio was certainly acquainted with
various renderings of both topics, and he gave
the landscape and buildings in his canvasses a
distinctively Venetian in character.

Original function of the Lanckororiski paint-
ings of Virgil the Magician and Mounted Ar-
istotle and their content

Lanckororiski and then Schubring® suggested
that the paintings in question were part of the
decoration of a bed (/etto) or lettuccio, that is
a bench with a high back. Furniture of this
kind was common in the 15" and 16" centuries
and often served as a day-bed. The Vocabo-
lario degli Accademici della Crusca defines it
as «una cassa grande con ispalliera e bracciuoli
dove si dorme di fra di»®. In Veneto it was

Florentine copperplate, engraving.

called a lettiera®. Lanckororiski’s supposition
which has not yet been researched in depth
seems feasible. There are good examples of
lettucci in engravings illustrating the sermons
of Girolamo Savonarola (Prediche dell’arte del
ben morire). On several of them we can see
a lettuccio used as a bed (fig. 19). Two of the
panneaux of the back are in the form of
squares decorated with intarsia®. Tuscan /et-
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tucci of this kind have been preserved; one of
which was recently acquired by the Museum of
Palazzo Davanzati in Florence and other, not
vet been published, furnish one of the interi-
ors in the Palazzo Strozzi. We know from the
various written and iconographic sources that
lettucci-lettiere were also decorated with
paintings®. One of these was originally the Pri-
mavera by Botticelli, which because of its
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13. Warsaw, Print Room Warsaw University,
Baccio Baldini, ca. 1470, Scenes from the legend on
Virgil Florentine copperplate, engraving detail.

large dimensions filled the whole back of the
bench-bed of one of the Medicis”. A painting
in the Pinacoteca of Brera attributed to
Bernardino Luini (fig. 20) gives us a good idea
of how the Lanckororiski paintings could have
originally been installed in a lettiera®. The
painting depicts the Annunciation with a

15. London, Victoria and Albert Museum, Apollo-
nio di Giovanni (?), mid-15° century, Triumphus
Cupidinis, desco da parto.
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14. Wien, Graphische Sammlung, Albertina, Florentine school, ca. 1460,

Triumphus Cupidinis, woodcut.

beautiful letto or lettiera in the background
with two rectangular paintings showing the
Story of Adam and Eve.

In his description of the paintings decorating
the houses of Venetian patricians, Marcantonio
Michiel mentions a lettiera and a letto painted
for Alvise Odoni by a mysterious pupil of Titian

— Stefano®. The bedstead was supposedly dec-
orated with a large painting depicting a naked
woman (la Nuda grande), but he does not
mention the subject of the painting on the let-
tiera. Michiel’s description was written at the
beginning of the second quarter of the 16*
century, i.e. shortly after Giovanni di Buon-

16. Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale, mid-15" century,
Triumphus Cupidinis, spalliera.

Giovanni di ser Giovanni called Lo Scheggia,
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17. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, ca. 1450,
Apollonio di Giovanni, Triumphus Cupidinis,
illumination.

consiglio painted his canvasses. These paint-
ings which were unknown to Michiel could
have decorated a lettiera similar to that in the
house of Alvise Odoni. There is no doubt that
their message — a warning against seducers
similar to Phyllis — Viola and Isifile-Febila
would combine very well with the alluring Nu-
da grande decorating the letto of a studioso or
uomo di lettere”.

Postscriptum

All lovers of Rome know the film “Roman Hol-
idays” and the scene which place in the porti-
co of Santa Maria in Cosmedin in front of one
of the symbols of the Eternal City — La bocca
della Verita, or the Mouth of Truth (fig. 21).
However, few people remember today that the
name of this famous monument (which is an
ancient stone effigy of a river god) is most
probably linked with the legend of Virgil the
Magician (fig. 22).

18. Verona, Museo di Castelvecchio, ca. 1490, Liberale da Verona, Triumphus Cupidinis, detail of a
cassone front.

19. Anonymous, Deathbed scene, woodcut
illustration in Girolamo Savonarola, Prediche
dell'arte del ben morire, Firenze 1496-1497.

21. Rome, Santa Maria in Cosmedin, porch,
The Mouth of Truth, sculpture.

20. Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera, Bernardino Luini, ~ 22. London, British Museum, George Pencz,
Annunciation, ol on canvas. La Bocca della Verita, engraving.
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