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Frank Zöllner 
 
The Motions of the Mind in Renaissance Portraits: The Spiritual Dimension of 
Portraiture* 
 
 
Recent art history has come up with the term "motions of the mind" to denote how an individual 
portrait can convey the character and the mind of a person. For the most part, this notion is 
discussed in more general terms and also used to characterise the portraits painted by artists like 
Leonardo da Vinci, Antonello da Messina or Giorgione.1 Additionally, attempts have been made 
to see the "motions of the mind" as part of a literary tradition2 or in the context of an artist's 
aspirations to show off his particular mimetic talents.3 The purpose of this paper is to link the 
"motions of the mind" more precisely to possible functions of portraits in 15th- and early 16th-
century art. For this reason I shall discuss both inscriptions and symbols in portraits and also 
literary sources about portraits explicitly dealing with the "motions of the mind". To some extent, 
this approach will include a discussion of metaphorical descriptions of the soul known from 
antiquity and adapted by Christian writers. Thus this article also deals with the Christian 
adoption of antique metaphor and its use in a new genre of Renaissance painting, the 
autonomous portrait. 
 The concept known today as "motions of the mind" in painting derives from a literary 
topos going back to antiquity. The Elder Pliny, for example, writes about the painter Aristides of 
Thebes who was the first to express (primus expressit)4 the mentality (animus), sentiments 
(sensus), character (éthe) and passions (perturbationes) of a person. Xenophon5 and Philostratus6 
are similarly optimistic as to the ability of art to be thus articulate. Succeeding those authors, 
medieval writers like Pietro d'Abano7 and humanists of the 15th century like Bartolommeo 
Fazio, for example, evoked the possibilities of the fine arts to manifest the character and transient 
emotional states in a picture.8 Finally, Leon Battista Alberti and Leonardo da Vinci provide some 
remarks about painting's ability to show a person's mind - though neither speaks directly about 
portraits as an autonomous genre.9

 In contrast to such general and optimistic statements, there is another widespread literary 
topos which discloses substantial doubts about the mimetic abilities of the fine arts in the realm 
of mentality and which, in fact, bears witness to a long lasting antagonism between the inferior 
image of the body (eventually created by art) and the better image of the mind (produced by 
literature, poetry and philosophy).10 Corresponding remarks are known from Cicero, Ovid, 
Tacitus, the epigrams of Martial (see below) and from the "Anthologia Graeca".11 In the 15th 
century, Marsilio Ficino voices similar opinions, judging the material representation of the 
essentially immaterial soul to be impossible.12 Soon afterwards, Gerolamo Savonarola asserts 
that in a painting the spiritual beauty of the soul cannot be recognised in the mere bodily beauty 
of the countenance.13

 Naturally, doubts about the possibilities of depicting moral behaviour and the soul in a 
work of art are strongest in portraits of scholars and humanists, for example in such portraits by 
Albrecht Dürer and Lucas Cranach14 or, later in the 16th century, by Hendrick Goltzius.15 For 
example, on Albrecht Dürer's portrait of Erasmus from 1526 (fig. 1) a Latin inscription initially 
says: "IMAGO.ERASMI.ROTERODA/ MI.AB.ALBERTO.DVRERO.AD/ 
VIVAM.EFFIGIEM. DELINIATA" ("The image of Erasmus of Rotterdam, drawn after the 
living likeness by Albrecht Dürer") - only to raise doubts about the expressional properties of the 
fine arts in a further line where it says in Greek: "the better image is given by his writings".16 The 
concept is more explicit still in Dürer's portrait etching of Philipp Melanchthon (fig. 2) whose 
inscription reads: 
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"VIVENTIS.POTVIT.DVRERIVS.ORA.PHILIPPI/MENTEM.NON.POTVIT.PINGERE.DOC
TA/ MANVS" ("Dürer could draw the features of Philippus lifelike, but the learned hand (could) 
not (draw) his spirit").17 These hints at the limitations of artistic performance directly follow an 
epigrammatic tradition of antiquity and express the humanist set of belief which favour the mind 
and the power of the word to the potentials of images. There are similar implications advocating 
the dominance of the word on an etching with the image of Willibald Pirckheimer, executed in 
1524 (fig. 3), where the inscription reads: "VIVITVR.INGENIO.CAETERA.MORTIS./ 
.ERVNT" ("We live through the spirit, all else will die").18 More explicit than in both Erasmus's 
and Melanchthon's portraits, the inscription here makes the point that, after all, only 
Pirckheimer's 'ingenium' and therefore the superior image of the mind ensures his spiritual 
survival after death. This idea of commemoration after death finds a parallel in the inscription's 
tablet which is formally inspired by antique Roman provincial tombstones known to Dürer 
through a visit in Augsburg.19

 Outside the genre of humanist portraits, the topos of the limited powers of artistic 
mimesis and the antagonism between the image of the body and the image of the mind can be 
found occasionally as well, as for example in Domenico Ghirlandaio's portrait of Giovanna degli 
Albizzi20, deceased wife of Lorenzo Tornabuoni (fig. 4). As Susanne Kress has made plausible, 
the picture was originally executed in 1486 as a wedding or betrothal portrait21, since, as was 
customary for this type of imagery22, allusions to the bridegroom adorn the bride's dress, in this 
case the "L" for Giovanna's husband Lorenzo Tornabuoni, and the diamond as heraldic symbol 
of his family. Only later, after Giovanna's death on 7 October 1488, the picture became a 
posthumous portrait by adding the "cartellino" with an epigrammatic inscription in the 
background. This inscription has its origins in an epigram by Martial and utters doubts about the 
possibilities of art to depict the soul and the morals of a person. The lines from Martial, slightly 
altered on Ghirlandaio's portrait, read: 
"Art, would that you could represent character and mind!/ 
There would be no more beautiful painting on earth." 
("ARS VTINAM MORES ANIMVMQVE EFFINGERE POSSES/PVLCHRIOR IN TERRIS 
NVLLA TABVLA FORET")23

 The memorial function of the portrait, already mentioned above, becomes more evident 
in Martial's complete epigram, number 10.32 in modern editions, which reads: 
 
"This picture which is honoured by me with violets and roses -  ask you, Caedicanus, whose 
features it presents? Such was Marcus Antonius Primus in manhood's years: in this face the old 
man sees himself in youth. Would that art could limn his character and mind! More beautiful in 
all the world would no painting be!"24

 Martial was widely read in the 15th century and he was highly influential for both neo-
Latin and vernacular poetry. Practically every humanist owned a manuscript copy of the 
epigrams before the publication of its 'editio princeps' in 1471.25 We can, therefore, assume that a 
learned beholder of Ghirlandaio's painting - such as for example Lorenzo Tornabuoni (see 
below) - would have been able to supplement the missing lines from Martial's original text. In 
fact, as John Shearman has shown, the inscription on Ghirlandaio's painting follows a well 
known literary convention of iconic epigrams, as is verified in the "Anthologia Graeca" and other 
sources such as Martial's epigrams.26 One possible meaning of the painting's recursion to a 
literary topos certainly is to emphasise the virtue of the depicted person and also to hint at the 
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skill of the painter and his ability to defeat the limits of painting.27 Moreover, the inscription is to 
underline the memorial function of the portrait, for Martial in the epigram in question, speaks of 
Marcus Antonius Primus, who looks back at the portrait of his younger self and on a fulfilled 
life, and therefore does not fear death. 
 This idea also becomes clear in another of Martial's epigrams, number 10.23 in modern 
editions, also on Marcus Antonius Primus, who in his 75th year looks back on a life spent well: 
 
"Now in his placid age happy Antonius Primus reckons fifteen Olympiads gone, and he looks 
back on past days and the vista of his years, and fears not Lethe's wave now drawing nigh. No 
day, as he reviews it, is unwelcome and distressing to him, none has there been he would not 
wish to recall. A good man widens for himself his age's span; he lives twice who can find delight 
in life bygone".28

 One of the underlying ideas of Martial's two epigrams is, that, if life is spent well and 
virtuously, a person's mind lives on even after death. Thus also the portrait with its direct and 
indirect references to iconic epigrams addresses the issue of a person's mental afterlife. This ideal 
concept, based on the knowledge of a literary tradition, nicely fits the original setting of the 
portrait in the Tornabuoni palace, where it still hung after Giovanna's death.29 But the concept of 
the portrait with its reference to literary tradition also fits the intellectual level of both Giovanna 
and her husband: He was educated by Angelo Poliziano and is known to have studied Homer 
already at the tender age of 16.30 A high level of learning of Lorenzo and Giovanna can also be 
deduced from the erudite nature of their nuptial chamber decorated with the story of Jason and 
Medea31 and from the sophisticated character of Sandro Botticelli's frescoes for Lorenzo 
Tornabuoni from the Villa Lemmi near Florence, now in the Musée du Louvre in Paris.32

 Similarly, a number of other 15th-century portraits, whose subject matter is the artistic 
depiction of the soul, display a comparable attachment to the survival of virtue after death and 
thus to a particular function of portraiture in general. One example, which postulates an 
optimistic view on the possibilities of portraying the soul of a person in a picture, can be found in 
the panegyric literature of the 15th century, that is in those largely flattering texts of courtly 
literati who sang praises to the glory and virtue of their sovereigns. In 1465/66 or more likely in 
about 147433, the Carmelite Giovanni Antonio Ferabos (or Ferabò), conceived a poem whose 
subject matter is a portrait of Federigo da Montefeltre by Piero della Francesca. Probably, 
Ferabos' poem refers to Federigo's portrait34 in the Uffizi, also by Piero della Francesca, possibly 
painted in around 1474 (fig. 5).35 The picture is complemented by a portrait of the duke's wife, 
Battista Sforza, who died in 1472 (fig. 6).36 The portraits, their inscriptions and Ferabos' poem 
(whether related to the Uffizi portrait or not) make some interesting points about the depiction of 
the soul. 
 In his poem, Ferabos makes the picture speak to the depicted duke. After the usual 
comparison between Piero della Francesca and various antique artists, Ferabos identifies the 
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person who has breathed soul into the picture. The end of the said Latin poem reads in John 
Pope-Hennesy's translation: 
 
"Piero has given me nerves and flesh and bone, 
But thou, Prince, has supplied me with a soul from thy divinity. 
Therefore, I live, speak and have movement of myself. 
Thus does the glory of the King transcend the glory of the artist."37

 Thus, in the panegyrical discourse of the poet, the soul is represented in the picture - 
though accomplished not through the artist's skill but through that divinity of Federigo's which 
has slipped into the picture and is apparently an intrinsic part of his claim to sovereignty. 
 As one would expect, this claim to sovereignty results from Federigo's virtues, that are 
represented as personifications on the back of the portrait sitting on a triumphal vehicle with their 
glory explicitly imparted on an inscription relating to the legitimacy of his rulership (fig. 7): 
 
"CLARVS INSIGNI VEHITVR TRIVMPHO./ QVEM PAREM SVMMIS DVCIBVS 
PERHENNIS./ FAMA VIRTVTVM CELEBRAT DECENTER./ SCEPTRA TENENTEM." 
("Famous he rides in glorious triumph, which perennial fame of virtues seemly celebrates him 
[Federigo] as equal to the highest princes while holding his sceptre") 

 The virtues are also the subject on the back of Battista Sforza's portrait (fig. 8). In 
essence, the viewer is told that a wife is capable of giving her husband moderation (MODVS) 
and that she adorns his glorious deeds. Even more important than this (admittedly not very 
subtle) hint at the function of the duchess is the choice of words in the four lines on the back of 
her portrait: 
 
"QVE MODVM REBVS TENVIT SECVNDIS./ CONIVGIS MAGNI DECORATA RERVM./ 
LAVDE GESTARVM VOLITAT PER ORA./ CVNCTA VIRORVM." ("She, who retained 
modesty in good fortune, adorned with the fame of her magnificent husband's deeds, now flies 
through all the mouths of men") 

 As becomes clear from the particular wording in lines two, three and four, the text of the 
inscription alludes partly to a passage of an epigram of Ennius, known through Cicero's 
"Tusculan Disputations", and dealing with the question of how a person is best being honoured 
after death, that is not with tears but with fame "flying through all the mouths of men": 
 
"Wouldn't they [poets] not want to be honoured after death? Why else those words: 
'Behold, my fellow-countrymen, old Ennius' portrait! 
He told the glorious story of your fathers' mighty race.' 
He demands the recompense of fame from those whose fathers he had rendered famous, and the 
same poet writes: 
'Let no one honour me with tears or on my ashes weep. 
And why? I fly through the mouths of the living'".38

 The idea of the interplay between the inscription on Battista's portrait and Cicero's text 
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clearly is that Battista was well prepared for death because of her fame acquired through virtue. 
This is also emphasised by an implicit reference of the portrait's inscription to Vergil's "Aeneid", 
where the poet speaks of man's not knowing his future fate and the idea of modesty in good 
fortune. Vergil quotes as his example the victorious king Turnus, who rather immodestly is not 
aware of fortune's unpredictable ways: 
 
"Now Turnus exalts in the spoil, and glories in the winning. O mind of man, knowing not fate or 
coming doom or how to keep bounds when uplifted with favouring fortune!"39

 If we turn again back to Battista's portrait we can conclude that its epigram alludes to the 
inability of the 'mens hominum' to envisage its own future, and the portrait therefore advises 
virtuous moderation even in times of happiness. Only then death can be calmly faced, when one 
has found virtuous moderation in life. Thus in Piero's portrait of Battista Sforza we find an idea 
similar to the one expressed by Martial and by Ghirlandaio's portrait of Giovanna degli Albizzi. 
The most important subject of the portraits, therefore, are the virtues, rendered visible through 
inscriptions and personifications. They are immediately attached to a person's qualities of 
character, and hence to their soul. For exactly this reason, in Ferabos' panegyric, the animism of 
the portrait had to be linked as closely as possible to Federigo himself. It would have been hardly 
possible in a 'panegyric' sense to put a stronger emphasis on the artistic part of the expression of 
the soul, because in that case the artist would have had an intermediate part in those qualities of 
character of the sovereign which formed the basis for his rulership (Never let your soul fall into 
an artist's hand!). 
 A comparable limitation of an artist's direct control over a sovereign's soul in a portrait is 
known from a poem about a Leonardo da Vinci painting. Between 1495 and 1499, a poet at the 
Milan court, possibly Antonio Tebaldeo, writes three Latin epigrams about Leonardo's portrait of 
Duke Ludovico Sforza's mistress Lucrezia Crivelli. The portrait is probably identical with the so-
called 'Belle Ferronière' in the Louvre.40 One of these epigrams can be translated as follows: 
 
 
"How well learned art responds to nature: 
Vincius might have shown the soul here, 
As he has portrayed everything else. 
He did not, so that the image might have greater truth: 
For it is thus: The soul is owned by Morus, her lover."41

 More explicitly than Ferabos, the poet here emphasises the fact that the soul can actually 
be represented in a painting, although at the same time he underlines that it is, after all, the 
property of the patron and sovereign - in this case Ludovico il Moro, Duke of Milan. 
 In both cases mentioned above, the soul has a jealously preserved and distinctive status, 
for the poets hesitate to yield the soul of the sovereign or his mistress to the mimetic-artistic 
realm of the artist. The poets thus state a certain reluctance concerning the potential of rendering 
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spiritual and temperamental qualities. This scepticism of the poets may be understood to mean 
that the portrayal of the soul was an awkward matter even on the rather harmless level of 
panegyric. The artificial and eventually mechanical image of the core of a human being probably 
had to be understood as a special access to the person portrayed. Federigo da Montefeltre may 
have felt this about his image as much as Ludovico il Moro felt it about the portrait of his 
mistress, about whose body and soul he was wont to rule unlimitedly, firstly as a sovereign and 
secondly as a man. The poems therefore suggest that a depiction of the soul could have been 
understood as an intrusion into the realm of sovereignly power. Indeed, not only the slightly 
exaggerated panegyrics hint at the fact that the necessity to limit the artists' representational 
powers has at times been clearly recognised. In 1504 Pomponius Gauricus, for example, 
describes the effect of 'animation' or animism ("animacio") in a piece of art: the animism or 
'animation' of a portrait may have enormous power and therefore Alexander the Great forbade all 
artist, except Lysippus, to portray him.42

 For the time being, we can summarise that the literary statements about the artistic 
representation of the soul were more or less closely linked to certain functions of the respective 
pictures, e.g. to the memorial of the dead and of dear person's virtue and to honour persons both 
dead or alive. It also has become evident, that in addressing the issue of the "motions of the 
mind", a fairly high level of erudition is involved. The same holds true for portraits in which the 
soul actually is represented through emblems, signs and symbols. I will now come to these 
portraits. 
 An illuminating example for the expression of the soul with the help of signs and 
symbolic devices is Pisanello's profile portrait of a young lady, probably showing either Ginevra 
d'Este or Margherita Gonzaga (fig. 9).43 The painting, which was presumably executed in around 
1440 after the death of the sitter (either Ginevra or Margherita), displays numerous ornaments 
like flowers in the background, roses, columbines and carnations. They are partly taken over 
from Marian symbolism in religious paintings and possibly aim at a conveyance of Marian 
ideality concepts onto the portrait - a method that is well known from female portraits of the 
Renaissance.44 The twig of juniper (Italian: 'ginepro') on the young woman's garment has 
symbolic meaning too, indicating either virtue and purity, or alluding to the name of the depicted 
woman, Ginevra d'Este - if she is the sitter. The juniper could also have apotropaic meaning, for, 
according to legend, its magical powers can protect from demons and illnesses.45

 More important in our context, however, is the symbolism of the butterflies that adorn 
the picture on several places and promote the expression of the young woman's soul. The 
butterfly was generally understood as a sign for the ever regenerating powers of nature, as well 
as the longing of the soul - imprisoned in its earthly body - to return to its creator and thus to 
overcome death. Just as the butterfly always seeks the light, the soul aspires to the divine light of 
salvation. This topos is conveniently summarised by Leonardo da Vinci in one of his beautiful 
aphorisms, which reads: 
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"Now you see that hope and the desire for repatriation and returning to our first state of chaos is 
similar to the urge which drives the butterflies into the light, and that man who with continual 
longing and full of joy looks always forward to the new spring, always to the new summer, 
always to new months and new years, deeming that the things he longs for are ever too late in 
coming - he does not realise that he is longing for his own destruction. But this desire is the very 
quintessence, the spirit of the elements, which finding itself imprisoned by the soul, is ever 
longing to return from the human body to its giver."46

 But this metaphoric notion is by far not all that is to be said about the meaning of the 
butterfly. The butterfly, as we know, slips out of a larva, and the larva again is nothing else but a 
caterpillar that has spun itself in and hence has mummified itself. In the reversed and, in a 
Christian reading, correct succession - caterpillar-larva-butterfly - the described metamorphosis 
gains a concrete meaning: as the caterpillar puts on the guise of death as a larva and regains new 
life as a butterfly, the human soul will resurrect after death. Thus, the butterflies in Pisanello's 
portrait are explicit symbols for the soul and they meaningfully express the hope of resurrection. 
The representation of the soul refers immediately to the religiously determined existence, for the 
soul only becomes a topic insofar as, through its mediate artistic rendering, the hope of eventual 
resurrection is expressed.47

 However, in further details, the portrait in its most differentially rendered complexity, 
goes beyond the apparent symbolism of the butterfly as emblem for the soul. On the back part of 
the young woman's sleeve one can see a crystal vase, adorned with pearls and gold, out of which 
seem to grow plants (probably thistles) on top and roots at the bottom. As Ute Davitt Asmus has 
argued, the meaning of this at first rather strange vase is discernible from a portrait medal which 
Pisanello created for Lionello d'Este.48 The piece, to be dated between 1441 and 1444, displays 
on the obverse (fig. 10) an austere left profile of Lionello d'Este with an adjacent Latin 
inscription stating his rank as a marquis. The inscription culminates on the bottom rim, 
immediately underneath the bust, in two crossing laurels. On the reverse of the medal one can 
see a reclining male nude on rocky ground and above him a two-handled vase with several 
cracks (fig. 11). Out of cracks and holes in the crumbling vessel, the roots of a shrub stick out on 
three spots, the shrub itself coming out of the vessel top. The two handles on both sides of the 
vase have anchors attached to them, the left one still intact and the other one on the right side 
broken. Parted by the shrub of the vase, the upper rim displays the artist's inscription. The 
reclining nude on stony ground – possibly meant as an image of Adam, the first human being at 
the instance of his creation by god – contrasts with the vase above, the meaning of which we 
know rather well. It is the familiar vessel metaphor on display here, known through the saying 
"corpus quasi vas est animi", a commonplace of Christian-humanist self reflection. The best 
known antique source for this concept is Cicero, who in his "Tusculan Disputations"49 views the 
body as a vessel of the soul. The same thought has also been discussed by Christian writers, most 
prominently by Lactantius, who in his works "De opificio dei" and "Divinae institutiones" 
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writes: "That, what the eyes can see is not man, but the vessel of man: his nature and beauty are 
not visible in the outlines of their host vessel but in his deeds and character."50

 Furthermore, the broken vessel with the shrub inside forms a subtle hint at the genuine 
spiritual qualities of man. In his representation, Pisanello reflects on the confrontation of body 
and soul, of content and form, in a very special way. Following a Christian reading of the 
Platonic metaphor of man as "heavenly plant" and "arbor inversa"51, shrub and root symbolise 
man's double nature. On the one hand, man is an animistic being, named 'anthropos' in Greek, 
which denotes the upward-looking and upright inspired human. On the other hand, there is the 
Latin word 'homo' for man, implicating his origins from soil - 'humus' - and consequently his 
bonds with this soil (or earth). On a further stage of this metaphorical view, the human being has 
been regarded as an "arbor inversa" - as an inverted tree – whose roots do not grow down into the 
soil but up in the air, because man does not draw his real, his spiritual strength from the 'humus' 
of the earth but from the air, that is, from the higher spiritual regions.52 Thus, the plant in the vase 
is to be read as a direct reflection of the metaphor of the "arbor inversa" that reaches up into the 
air. This metaphor of the "arbor inversa" is now combined with the above-mentioned vessel 
metaphor, which again correlates with the intact body in its ideal nudity. The ideal, but earthly 
mortal perfection of the body finds an emphatic premonition of its own mortality in the fragile 
vase. However, by the same token survival is possible for the Christian soul, because man as an 
"arbor inversa" shares the higher spheres and therefore transcends his earthly body. 
 One can also observe a close link between this complex symbolism and the artist's 
signature "PISANI PICTOR-IS OPVS": "This is the work of the painter Pisano". It does not 
seem to be a coincidence that the signature (PISANI PICTOR) is interrupted immediately after 
the nominative form of "Pictor" - painter - by the shrub or tree, which could be called "arbor" in 
latin. The whole can indeed be read as a pictogram, as for example recommended by Leon 
Battista Alberti.53 If one inserts the word "ARBOR" where the image of the shrub is (i.e. 
replacing the shrub with the word ARBOR), the genitive ending "IS" that originally belonged to 
"PICTOR", now forms the word "ARBORIS" (of the tree). The painter (PICTOR) can now also 
be identified as "ARBOR" and he is, therefore, the said "anthropos" who, as a metaphorical 
"arbor inversa", has his roots not in the lower earthly regions (humus) but in the lofty spheres of 
the spirit. Thus, the pictographic inscription denotes the spiritual nature of artistic work, which 
the painters and sculptors of those days did not cease to emphasise. By means of this emphasis 
on the spiritual part of the artistic process they could indicate the emancipation from lower 
handicraft on the one hand; and on the other, the artist's self, his soul or spiritual powers could 
also become part of the representation. As early as that, in a medal created around 1441, we find 
an area of tension between two levels: not only the soul of the depicted patron, Lionello d'Este, is 
the subject matter of the work, but intermediately also the soul of the artist who elucidates his 
spiritual powers indirectly in a pictogram. 
 Finally, the didactic and moralising note of the depiction on the reverse is taken up by the 
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motif of the two anchors visible on the medal only. The anchor reminds of another well-known 
metaphor, namely that of the human life as a journey at sea, as formulated by Pythagoras. With 
the help of this metaphor of the sea journey of life with its supporting and sustaining anchor, 
Pythagoras distinguished between the outer and inner values of man. Thus, the metaphor takes 
up the relationship between outside and inside, body and soul, that has been introduced through 
the image of the vase and also by the juxtaposition of vase and male nude. Moreover, the motif 
of the anchor on its own indicates the ethical preference of the interior and spiritual as opposed to 
the bodily and exterior. This morality, as found in Pythagoras, reads like this: exterior things like 
wealth, bodily beauty and fame denote a brittle anchor in the journey of life; and only inner 
values like virtue, prudence, generosity and courage make up a strong and unbreakable anchor.54 
Finally, in a genuinely Christian reading the metaphor of the anchor expresses the hope of 
resurrection.55

 In two of the examples discussed so far - the profile portrait and the portrait medal - the 
depiction of the soul has a concrete purpose, which we might call a didactical function. The 
human soul, trapped in the body, gives evidence of man's higher vocation and expresses his hope 
of resurrection in a wider, religious sense. Furthermore, the soul is intermediately represented 
through signs, symbols or metaphors. This kind of symbolism and the said didactic purpose, can 
also be traced in an almost life-size Quattrocento bronze bust, kept in the Bargello in Florence, 
traditionally dated to the 1440s to 1450s, and for a long time attributed to Donatello (fig. 12).56

 The young man portrayed here wears a huge plaquette around his neck, which shows a 
chariot with a naked and winged charioteer. The composition derives formally from an antique 
gem that entered Lorenzo de' Medici's Florentine collection in 1471.57 Although the piece from 
the Medici collection does not show a winged, naked young man as charioteer but a Nike58, the 
formal resemblance between the gem and the plaquette is fairly obvious.  
 The image of the over-sized plaquette contrasts with the otherwise naked chest of the 
young man; it constitutes a second level of representation, so to say, parallel to the man's face. 
This plaquette visualises the concept, known from Plato's "Phaedrus", of the human soul as a 
chariot with two winged horses and a charioteer.59 As we shall see, the bust cannot be dated in 
the 1440s and 1450s, nor can it be attributed to Donatello (died 1466), but rather was presumably 
executed in the 1470s under the influence of Marsilio Ficino's "Phaedrus" translation. In fact, the 
major source for an understanding of the portrait bust is Ficino's commentary on Plato's 
"Phaedrus". The portrayal in that respect clearly relates less to the original text by Plato than to 
Ficino's comment on his translation of "Phaedrus", which he wrote between April 1466 and 
November 1468. In his commentary, Ficino speaks deliberately of actually reproducing the soul 
(effingere) and its reproduced form (forma)60; and furthermore, Ficino's comment - unlike Plato's 
original text and more clearly than Ficino's translation of this part of the text61 - suggests that the 
charioteer, also identified with Eros, has wings. The respective part of Ficino's commentary 
reads: 
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"The charioteer is the intellect and equals the essence. The charioteer's head is the power that 
unites him to the universe's principle, and rules over the intellect, and equals the unity. [...] The 
wing is the upward-drawing power: through this power the divine souls are said to be winged, 
meaning 'on the wing', for they are always uplifted; but our souls are winged, meaning 'fledged', 
for they can at least be uplifted. Preeminently the wings are the charioteer's, then the better 
horse's, and only finally the worse horse's, since the worse horse can be raised by the better and 
can share a certain blessedness with it. Each horse's power [or wing] is akin, for both horses were 
generated simultaneously by the world's author and are sempiternal. They are said therefore to be 
yoked and paired, so to speak: one thinks of them as making up what one might call a two-
horsed chariot (hence my use of the word 'yoke')."62

 At first sight, the bronze bust appears to be a representation of an ideal figure and not the 
portrait of a real person. The seemingly neat execution, the evenness of the rendering and the 
smoothness of the polished material suggest ideality more than anything, at first.63 Yet, a closer 
examination reveals rather individual features, such as: two swollen veins on the right side of the 
otherwise smooth forehead, different ear lobes, a chin that looks prominent if seen from the front, 
but viewed from the sides is soft and receding. The slightly hooked nose does not look like an 
example of idealised beauty either. All this implies that the representation, though slightly 
idealised, could well be the image of a definite and still fairly young individual. 
 The image of the charioteer that Plato and Ficino talk about visualises not only the soul 
itself but above all the order and the control of the struggling forces inside. Eros as a charioteer 
stands for the intellect (intellectus) and his head stands for that power (virtus) that commands the 
intellect and relates it to the rules of the cosmos (universi principium). The one horse of the 
chariot represents reason, the other one irrational instinct (appetitus). Therefore, on the plaquette 
of the bust, the horse at the back, as an embodiment of reason, advances obediently forwards and 
upwards, whereas the horse at the front, representing the hardly controllable nature of instinct 
and irrational appetite, is shown as an unruly animal. In this detail, the artist also follows an idea 
suggested by Ficino's text: 
 
"The better horse is the rational power, which may examine either universals or particulars. Its 
companion, the [irrational] appetite, is also called a horse. In ourselves and the gods alike, the 
better horse and the charioteer participate in identity more than in difference, in rest more than in 
motion. The worse horse is the imagination together with nature (that is the vegetative power), 
and appetite, and the companion of both. In us this worse horse presumably participates in 
motion and difference more than their opposites, but in the gods these opposites are tempered.64

 Finally, the charioteer functions as the controlling rational authority. As one would 
expect, this pictured struggle of opposing powers between the various forces of the soul and their 
domestication through the intellect is intrinsically a reflection of life on earth itself, and it 
contains a definite comment regarding a correct way of living. The young man is to understand 
that the intellect can guarantee the control over the several opposing forces in the soul. If one 
accepts this didactic note, which was probably aimed at the portrayed young man, one also finds 
an explanation for the strange fact that the charioteer is not Eros himself, but a young man 
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roughly the same age as the person portrayed. In fact, the charioteer appears to be the portrayed 
person's double, who, mirrored in the image of his own intellect, restrains the forces of the soul 
in the guise of two horses. This would also explain the notable contrast between the relatively 
expressionless face of the youth and the swollen veins on his forehead: the veins stand for the 
hardly restrainable nature of the instinct, whereas the calm evenness of the face denotes the 
already attained control of that instinct. 
 The didactic appeal, accomplished through the depiction on the plaquette and the 
rendering on the forehead, corresponds to ethical associations about the problem of expression in 
portraits, as found in antique sources.65 Some of these sources, concerned with views of 
physiognomy important for portraying66, will have played a role for our bronze bust as well. One 
of its most prominent features is the forehead, and that, according to traditional believes shows a 
person's character particularly well67: "Ma spesso ne la fronte il cor si legge" (but often one may 
read the heart on the forehead) - as Petrarch has it.68 More specific is a view from pseudo-
Aristotelian physiognomy: a broad and bulging forehead betrays an excitable and quick 
tempered mind.69 We find similar opinions in Pietro d'Abano's "Liber compilationis 
physonomie", written in 1295, known through several manuscripts and published in 1474 in 
Padua. Here we read that a domed forehead denotes anger, and a receding hairline implies a 
person steered by fury.70 The markedly domed and rather broad forehead of the bronze bust does 
indeed display a remarkably advanced receding hairline (given the tender age of the sitter). The 
shape of the forehead, then, betrays the same immoderateness that can be traced in the swollen 
veins, which are of course a commonplace, but are also mentioned as a sign of anger in 
aristotelian physiognomics.71

 The portrait bust in the Bargello demonstrates the problem of expression on two very 
different levels: the artistic rendering of the soul and its control through the intellect is executed 
firstly through the plaquette with the chariot from Ficino's "Phaedrus" adaptation, that is through 
a picture on a sculpture whose meaning can only be unlocked with the help of a text. Secondly, 
the subject matter of the plaquette is reflected in the young man's countenance, where 
smoothness contrasts with angrily swollen veins. Besides, the rendering of expression is not only 
an artistic problem, for the expression is tied to a didactic purpose of the portrait that advises its 
presumably still young addressee how to master his life by co-ordinating the opposing forces of 
the soul through his intellect. 
 In conclusion, we can state that the expression of the soul in 15th- and early 16th-century 
portraiture was executed with the help of attributes, signs, symbols, metaphors and references to 
a number of texts, both antique and genuinely Christian. Portraits thus correspond to well-known 
humanists attempts to reconcile antique ideas with Christian belief and to describe the 
immortality of the soul with the help of antique metaphor.72 Furthermore, portraiture and the 
poetry written about portraits display a particular attachment to virtue as the most important 
inner value of a person as well as to the survival of virtue after death. Thus portraits claim 
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maxims for living and also give evidence of a broader ideal of moral conduct which expresses 
the hope for the spiritual survival of the individual. The sense of this endeavour is to provide 
icons of identification, to secure the presence of the dead73, to construct ideal images of the 
exemplary "orthophysic" subject74 and to shape profane works of art to spiritual dimensions. 
This spiritual quality of early portraits had also to do with the fact, that by the end of the 15th 
century, portraiture as an independent and non-religious genre only looked back at a relatively 
short history. Furthermore, the visual arts in general still had a long lasting and strong attachment 
to Christian belief.75 However, with the beginning of the 16th century autonomous portraiture 
gradually lost its spiritual aspiration, it increasingly became an independent genre und thus the 
symbol of modern man's individuality. As such it has been perceived ever since. 
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