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Observations on the Origins of a

New Genre of Trecento Art in Florence

n one of the earlier volumes of the Studies
in the History of Art, Hans Belting remarked,
in passing, that the origins of painted mar-
riage chests or forzieri/cassoni are to be
foundin the trecento.! No particular cassone
was mentioned in his paper, delivered in the
early 1980s; however, very telling is the fact
that Belting’s topic was the new role of pic-
torial narrative in Italian art. Since that time
research on Italian Renaissance domestic
painting, including the early stage of the
genre almost entirely neglected by scholars
until now, has taken a new turn. Miklos
Boskovits and Everett Fahy have published
their lists of works of one of the earliest Flo-
rentine painters of cassoni and deschi da
parto (or birth salvers), presently known as
the Master of Charles III of Durazzo.2 Fahy
has shown convincingly that the name piece
of a numerous group of domestic panels—a
cassone front in the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, depicting The Conquest
of Naples by Charles I1I Durazzo—was pro-
duced as early as 1382.3 In several papers and
a book concerning mostly unpublished or
little-known paintings, I discussed the ear-
liest cassoni inspired by mythology and
ancient history. I argued that these were
painted from c. 1380 through the beginning
of the quattrocento, and thus challenged the
common and long accepted opinion that
classical subjects appeared on domestic pan-
els only in the 1430s.# Also Ellen Callmann,5
who previously, like Paul Schubring,® Rai-

mond van Marle,” and Paul E. Watson,8 among
others, maintained that historiated chests
originated in the early fifteenth century, has
recently changed her mind, dating some of
the earliest preserved cassoni before 1400.

The main scope of my inquiry is cassoni
depicting The Story of Torello and Saladin
inspired by Boccaccio’s Decameron, which
provides a point of departure for wider obser-
vations on the origins of cassone istoriato,
anew and important genre of early Renais-
sance panel painting in Florence. One of
these chests, in the Bargello, Florence, is the
best preserved and most beautiful of the
earliest surviving cassoni. Whereas for most
of the surviving marriage chests only their
fronts or side panels have remained, this one
is complete. Apart from that, its pendant has
also survived. It is important to add that these
costly pieces of furniture were invariably
made in pairs; the narrative depicted on
their long front panels begins on the first
chest and concludes on the second.” At the
end of marriage ceremonies they were car-
ried in processions (domumductio) from the
bride’s home to that of the spouse and thus
presented to the public.!9 Only rarely are
both chests (or their detached front panels)
preserved or kept in the same collection.
Many of them not included in Schubring’s
monumental catalogue of cassoni have
remained little known or even unpublished.
This is particularly true in the case of the
earliest marriage chests.
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The Bargello cassone, now on display in
the Sala di Donatello, was housed until 1897
in the famous Florentine hospital of Santa
Maria Nuova, which for centuries served as
a store for several marriage chests when
these went out of fashion (fig. 1).11 It is made
of solid wood and covered with a round lid
and thus resembles late antique or medieval
sarcophagi, especially those preserved in
Ravenna. The entire surface of the chest,
including its back and the lid, is covered with
decoration both painted and in gesso. As in
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the case of all cassoni, the most elaborate
decoration is displayed on the front, which
in this case is divided into three almost
round compartments containing narrative,
multicolored scenes lavishly coated with
gilt and bronze gesso or pastiglia dorata.
The latter creates a quatrefoil-like motif
around the paintings. In the upper part of the
front, on either side of the middle compart-
ment there are two shields placed among the
tloral motifs made of gilt gesso which orig-
inally bore coats of arms of both husband

1. The Story of Torello
and Saladin, c. 1385-1390,
cassone, tCIllpCri] on W()()d/
and gilt gesso

Museo Nazionale del Bargello,
Florence;

photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz

2. The Story of Torello

and Saladin, c. 1385-1390,
cassone front, tempera on
wood, and gilt gesso
Whereabouts unknown; after a
photograph in the Fototeca Berenson,
Villa I Tatti, Settignano




3. The Story of Torello
and Saladin, c. 1385-1390,
cassone, tempera on wood,
and gilt gesso

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice

and wife. Very characteristic ornamented
metal straps wrap around the corners.
Remains of such metal decoration, which
was also to reinforce the chest, may also be
seen on the edges of the lid. The remaining
parts of the front are filled with elaborate
punchwork and five-petaled rosettes. Both
sides and the lid of the cassone are adorned
with white, slightly yellowish gesso form-
ing figurative roundels surrounded by deli-
cate ornaments, both floral and geometric,
with some winged putti among them (see
fig. 7). The roundels, which on the lid are
hardly legible and quite well preserved on
the sides, have a repeating scene of three
standing people: a woman between two men
wearing tight-fitting tunics and pointed
shoes. The back of the cassone is adorned
quite differently from the rest of it (see fig.
6): this area was only rarely seen and there-
fore painted with a simple trellis pattern. The
lozenges created by diagonal lines are filled
with orange and yellow leaflike motifs. Even
today one can easily imagine how beautiful
this cassone must have been when carried
in the ceremonial procession through the
streets of Florence some six hundred years
ago.

The Bargello cassone has never been the
subject of a separate study, and only its
three painted scenes have been briefly dis-
cussed by several scholars.!2 Neither Achille

Schiaparelli in his well-known book La casa
fiorentina e i suoi arredi'3® nor Paul Schu-
bring!4in the first edition of his famous cor-
pus of cassonipublished in 1915 recognized
its subject matter. It was Giacomo de Nicola
who three years later demonstrated that it
depicts The Story of Torello and Saladin as
recounted by Boccaccio (Decameron, 10.9).1°
De Nicola ascribed it to a painter from the
circle of Niccolo and Lorenzo di Pietro
Gerini. Since then the chest has been men-
tioned and reproduced in numerous publi-
cations.!® In 1969 Ferdinando Bologna put
forward a hypothesis that the cassone was
produced not by a Florentine artist in the
years c. 1400 (or between 1415 and 1420),
as had commonly been believed until then,
but precisely in 1407 by an anonymous
southern Italian painter for the marriage of
Ladislas of Naples and Maria of Enghien.!”
He named the painter the Master of the Siege
of Taranto. Even Federico Zeri and John
Pope-Hennessy accepted for some time this
attribution.!® Boskovits and Fahy in their
aforementioned papers proved without a
doubt that the painter of the Bargello cas-
sone was a Florentine active at the turn of
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and
named him the Master of Ladislas Durazzo
or the Master of Charles IIl Durazzo respec-
tively (Charles was the king of Naples until
his death in 1386, and his son Ladislas ruled
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until his death in 1414).1° Callmann has
recently called the painter the Master of Boc-
caccio and dated the Bargello cassone to
between 1375 and 1400, without, however,
providing any analysis of its style.20 She also
noted that there are four more cassoni or
their fronts with the same first part com-
prising The Story of Torello and Saladin as
on the chest in question. Two of them once
belonged to private collections in the United
States,2! and two others are in museums in
Florence and Nice. However, the piece in
the Stibbert Museum is poor in every aspect
and appears to be a nineteenth-century copy,
as may also be true (as far as can be judged
from the photographs) in the case of the
remaining panels.?2

The problem of the pendant of the Bargello
cassone is even more complicated. In 1919
Tancred Borenius published a cassone front
(and not the entire chest), then owned by
Henry Harris, depicting three final scenes of
the story of Torello (fig. 2).23 It was sold at
Sotheby’s in 1950, and its present where-
abouts are unknown.24 The state of preser-
vation as well as the quality of the panel are
good, and it could indeed be considered as
the companion of the cassone in the Bargello.
It was soon afterwards published once again
in the catalogue of Florentine painting exhib-
itedin the Burlington Fine Arts Clubin 1920
and was also reproduced in the second edi-
tion of Schubring’s Cassoni.25 Despite these
three publications, it has been constantly con-
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fused with another almost completely pre-
served cassone depicting the same scenes,
that is, with the last part of the Boccaccio
tale (fig. 3). This cassone belongs to the Vit-
torio Cini collection. It was acquired in 1939
from the Fratelli Bacchi and first housed in
the Castello di Monselice; it eventually
passed to the Palazzo Loredan in Venice.2¢
Nino Barbantini published it in 1940 (attribut-
ing it to the workshop of Niccolo di Pietro
and Lorenzo di Nicold) and then Vittore
Branca in his Boccaccio medievale.?” Even
the most distinguished scholars dealing with
domestic painting have tended to list or dis-
cuss these two art objects as the same one.28
Not long ago the Cini cassone was dated to
c. 1430, and the place of its fabrication was
proposed as Florence or the “area padana.”2?

The Cini cassone is much damaged. It has
lost its original lid and the back, the deco-
ration in gesso on the sides is illegible, and
the paintings on the front are also in very
poor condition. Of the ornamented metal
straps, which once wrapped around the cor-
ners, only small pieces have remained. Closer
examination of the paintings reveals its
slightly inferior artistic quality in compari-
son with the paintings of both the cassone
in the Bargello (of which it is almost 7 cm
longer) and the Harris front. There is also at
least one evident difference between them.
While on the former front panels there are
only two shields, at one time bearing a coat
of arms, on the Cini cassone are to be found

4. Cassone with metal
strapwork and white gesso,
C. 1350-1360

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice



5. Back of the cassone

with metal strapwork,

C. 1350-1360

Victoria and Albert Museum, London

6. Back of the cassone with
The Story of Torello and
Saladin, c. 1385-1390
Museo Nazionale del Bargello,
Florence;

photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz
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as many as four.30 Thus the front of the Cini
chest seems to repeat the composition on
the Harris front panel. It is worth admitting
that among the earliest historiated cassone
panels there are several instances of almost
virtually identical repetitions of the same sub-
ject; cases in point include marriage chests
produced by the Master of Charles III of
Durazzo himself.3!

Contrary to the majority of early histori-
ated chests, whose subject matters remain

oo

e

in some cases until now problematic or
virtually undeciphered, the scenes depicted
on the panels in question appeared to be
easy to identify because of the single liter-
ary source that had inspired the painter.32
Boccaccio’s story of Torello and Saladin is
one of the most serene and happily ending
of all his tales in the Decameron.33 Boccac-
cio recounts how Saladin, having heard about
preparations for the Third Crusade, traveled
incognito to Italy to spy out the situation.
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In Lombardy the sultan met Messer Torello,
a merchant of Pavia, who kindly enter-
tained him in his home. The merchant and
his beautiful wife, Adalieta, even provided
the guest with new clothes. Not long after
the sultan’s departure, Torello also left for
the crusade. In the following words Boc-
caccio describes the moment of the mer-
chant’s departure: “On taking leave of his
wife, he desired a promise from her: that
she should not marry again until one year,
one month, and one day had passed after
the day of his departure. The lady said: ‘I
will obey you faithfully in that which you
ask of me’ . . . having said these words . . .
she embraced Messer Torello, weeping, and
drawing from her finger a ring, gave it to
him, saying: ‘If it chance that I die before I
see you again, remember me when you look
upon this ring.” And he, having taken the
ring, mounted his horse.”34 During the cru-
sade Torello was captured and made a fal-
coner in Alexandria. He was soon recognized
by Saladin, who not only freed him but also,
by means of a court necromancer, transferred
him miraculously on a bed to Pavia. On that
very day his wife was to be remarried against
her will. Adalieta recognized her husband
during the wedding feast by the ring dropped
by him into a cup.
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Six painted scenes placed on the front of
the Bargello cassone and on the Harris panel
(as well as on the Cini cassone) depict very
accurately the most important events of the
story. The scenes on the former chest show
the first meeting of Torello with the sul-
tan, then Saladin’s introduction to Torello’s
wife and their two sons (see fig. 17), and
finally Torello’s departure for the crusade
while his wife is giving him the ring (see
fig. 21). The Harris panel and the Cini chest
show the recognition of Torello by the sul-
tan, the miraculous arrival of Torello on a
bed to Pavia where he is discovered by the
monks in the church of San Pietro in Ciel
d’Oro, and finally the reunion of Torello
with Adalieta who recognized him by the
ring while her second husband-to-be is
seated in desperation on the left (see fig. 14).
Thus the panels are both entertaining and
exemplary, depicting not only scenes of
true friendship, so firmly stressed in the
story, but also of marital love and wifely
fidelity. However, it is obvious that the
painter has focused on the latter aspect, love
between husband and wife, a very appro-
priate subject for marriage chests.35 Apart
from the ring, which is the key object in
the story, the painter introduced a truly mar-
ital motif, a floral wreath worn by Adalieta

7. Decoration in white gesso
of the side of the cassone
with The Story of Torello
and Saladin, c. 1385

Museo Nazionale del Bargello,
Florence; photograph: Kunst-
historisches Institut in Florenz

8. The Garden of Love,
¢. 1370, desco da parto
Musée de la Chartreuse, Douai;
photograph: Bulloz, Paris



9. Goro di Gregorio,
sarcophagus of Saint
Cerbonius, 1324, marble
and polychromy

Duomo, Massa Marittima;
photograph: Soprintendenza dei Beni
Artistici e Storici, Siena

in all three scenes in which she is repre-
sented (see figs. 14, 17, 21). In the trecento
and quattrocento the giving of floral wreaths
to lovers was very popular; they were con-
sidered “messaggieri d’amore.”3¢ Such a
motif also appeared on another cassone
panel by the Master of Charles III Durazzo
(see fig. 18). Representation of the Bargello
chest with its adventurous, half-exotic tale
comprising Saladin’s visit to Italy, Torello’s
participation in the crusade, and the love
story with its happy ending must have
proved successful for our cassone maker
since more than one pair of chests depict-
ing it were produced.

Ferdinando Bologna, who ascribed the
Bargello cassone to a South Italian painter,
characterized its style as Hispano-Moorish.37

Indeed not only Saladin but also Torello him-
self (as pictured on the Cini chest and on the
Harris panel) have a strong Moorish appear-
ance. Particularly oriental features are to be
seen in the countenance of one of Torello’s
companions shown in profile in the last com-
partment of the Bargello chest (see fig. 21).
The Moorish aspect of this scene even caused
amisinterpretation; it was described as “Sal-
adin leaving Torello’s house.”38 Clear traces
of this specific and to some degree “exotic”
style can in fact be found in some murals by
both Gaddi and Gerini. Before discussing
this problem and the dating of the cassoni
in question, the earliest (not yet historiated)
marriage chests (forzieri) as well as some other
cassoni of the Master of Charles Il of Durazzo
should be discussed. The former, too, have
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often been dated to the beginning of the fif-
teenth century.

Painted chests and their makers (forzierinai)
are mentioned in a great number of docu-
ments dating from the latter half of the due-
cento and throughout the trecento.3® What
these early pieces of furniture looked like
can be discovered from several paintings by
Giotto and Simone Martini among others.40
All of them have characteristic metal strap-
work, which was intended to both reinforce
and adorn them, and are therefore referred
to as forzieri. Five such chests have sur-
vived to this day. Two of them, one in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and
the other in the Palazzo Davanzati in Flo-
rence, are covered with a fleurs-de-lis motif
made of yellowish gesso on a blue ground.#!
The three remaining, almost identical
forzieri are decorated with alternating red
and blue bands onto which have been applied
three repeating figural scenes portraying a
lady on horseback, a horseman with a hawk
resting on his wrist, and lovers at a foun-
tain placed beneath a tree. The two latter
scenes most probably refer to the Hunt of
Love and the Garden of Love.*2 Two of these
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forzieri (as well as those adorned with fleurs-
de-lis) bear coats of arms on their fronts,
strongly suggesting that they were in all
likelihood produced for marriages. One of
them is in the Cini collection, Venice; the
second is in the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London. The third chest, with the coats of
arms of two Florentine families, the Cap-
poni and the Larioni, which was once in the
Castello di Vincigliata near Florence, is now
in a private collection.*3 As the three other
of these five forzieri were housed until the
second half of the nineteenth century in the
famous Florentine hospital of Santa Maria
Nuova, one can be almost certain that they
were produced in Florence, not in Siena as
is often maintained.** Based on analysis of
the clothing, it was convincingly suggested
not long ago that the date for the forzieri
with figural scenes should be placed in the
mid-fourteenth century (not later than
1360).4> More or less the same dating should
most probably be proposed for the chests with
the fleurs-de-lis decoration. From a written
source it is known that a pair of chests with
such a motif were commissioned in 1361
for the marriage of a Florentine couple,
Bernardo Nozzi and Bartolommea di Fran-

bl K ot a8

10. Scenes from the life of
Saint Andrew of Ireland,
1389, wooden casket,
tempera on wood, and gilt
gesS0

Church of San Martino a Mensola,
near Florence; photograph:
Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz



11. The Story of Lucretia,
1381, cassone, tempera on
wood, and gilt gesso

Whereabouts unknown; photograph:

after Schubring 1923

12. The Conquest of Naples
by Charles III of Durazzo,
1382, cassone front, tempera
on wood, and gilt gesso

Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York

cesco Becchi.46 This type of chest, as well
as the other one “con figure” (perhaps sim-
ilar to that in the Cini collection, fig. 4),
were even exported to France, as can be
learned from archival sources dating from
the third quarter of the trecento.” In a let-
ter dated 1384 and sent from Avignon to Flo-
rence, Francesco Datini ordered a pair of
chests “of medium size or a little larger, if

you can find them, for a lady, painted on a
vermilion or azure ground, according to
what you can find. Let them be handsome
and showy.”48

Surprisingly enough, the cassoni with
The Story of Torello and Saladin, commonly
dated c. 1400 or even later, have much in
common with these five not yet historiated
forzieri.*? Similarities are found not only
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in their size (each is c. 140 cm long), their
shape, and the metal straps wrapping around
their corners and the edges of the lid, but
also in the decoration of both the sides and
the back (fig. 6). A very simple adornment
of the back of the Bargello chest with the
lozenges created by diagonal lines, filled
with leaflike motifs, is almost identical
with the decoration on the backs of forzieri
in the Metropolitan Museum and in the
Victoria and Albert Museum (fig. 5).50 As
for the sides of the Bargello chest, their cen-
tral figural roundels are bordered with sim-
ilar geometrical motifs that frame the fronts
and sides of the five forzieri. Furthermore,
the roundels with gessoed figures—a woman
between two men—clearly repeat the same
composition on the earliest surviving Flo-
rentine desco da parto, now in the Musée
de la Chartreuse, Douai (fig. 8).5! The desco
depicts the Garden of Love with three sym-
metrically placed groups of lovers dancing
and playing music around a fountain situ-
ated beneath a tree. In the group on the left
one of the men holds a falcon on his wrist
in an allusion to the Hunt of Love; thus the
composition resembles the scene by a foun-
tain shown on the Cini forziere. The desco’s
bottom group of figures bear a most strik-
ing similarity to the gessoed lovers on the
Bargello chest. The clothes of both men and
women allow this panel to be dated c. 1370.
The gowns of the women resemble those
of the female personifications of the Liberal
Arts pictured after 1366 by Andrea Bonaiuti
in the so-called Spanish chapel, the chap-
ter room of the Dominicans at Santa Maria
Novella in Florence.>2 The desco’s men, in
turn, wear tight-fitting tunics, low-hanging
belts, and shoes with pointed toes which
were fashionable in the 1370s and early
1380s.%3 Despite the poor state of preser-
vation of the decoration on the sides of the
Bargello cassone, it is possible to discern
that the garments of the men are identical
to those of the men on the Douai birth
salver. It becomes clear that the gessoed fig-
ures on the cassone in question could hardly
have been produced around 1400 or later.
The tight-fitting tunics, low-hanging belts,
and pointed shoes are also worn by two
men pictured in the last compartment of
the Harris front and the Cini cassone (see

fig. 14).
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However, there is one essential difference
between the cassoni depicting Torello and
Saladin and the five forzieri. Instead of two
registers, division by the metal strapwork into
six bands, and repeating figural scenes (or
fleurs-de-lis motif) in white gesso, the fronts
of the former provide the continuous narra-
tive. When and why did this new manner of
decoration of cassoni occur?

An important point of departure for our
inquiry regarding historiated chests is not a
marriage chest but the wooden sarcophagus
or casket of Saint Andrew of Ireland, tradi-
tionally (since the nineteenth century) dated
1389, and still housed in its original place
in the church of San Martino a Mensola near

13. Diana’s Hunt, c. 1385,
cassone front, detail, tempera
on wood, and gilt gesso

Museo Stibbert, Florence;
photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz



14. Adalieta Recognizes
Her Husband, c. 1385-1390,
detail of figure 3

Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice

Florence (fig. 10).5% Its shape with the char-
acteristic gabled lid is the same as the shape
of numerous late medieval and early Renais-
sance sarcophagi made of either marble or
bronze. Interesting instances are provided by
the sarcophagi of Saint Cerbonius (fig. 9) in
the Duomo of Massa Marittima (1324)°5 and
Saint Zenobius in the cathedral of Florence
(1430s).5¢ While the front of the former is
divided into three narrative compartments,
the front of the latter reveals one unified field.
Four small rectangular compartments of the
Saint Andrew casket, coated with abundant
gilt gesso and bearing narrative scenes from
the life of the saint, are to be read from left
to right. Their somewhat schematic layout,
the architecture of the buildings, as well as

the manner of picturing people leave no
doubts that this casket was made in the
same workshop that produced numerous
early domestic paintings. It is enough to
compare the scene of the saint’s death (see
fig. 20) and the last scene of the Bargello chest
with the departure of Torello for the crusade
in order to recognize striking similarities
(see fig. 21). Nearly identical are not only the
countenances and poses of one of the men
in front of the saint and the woman behind
Adalieta, but also the manner of placing the
figures in the space.

The cassone front in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York, acquired in
1906 in Florence, is the name piece for the
numerous group of the earliest historiated
chests we have been dealing with (figs. 12,
16).57 Divided into three sections or com-
partments by an elaborate gilt gesso—to
some degree similar to the Torello and Sal-
adin cassoni—it depicts The Conquest of
Naples by Charles III of Durazzo in June
1381. Its narrative starts on the right side
and continues on the left. In the first com-
partment, Charles of Durazzo’s forces rout
those of Otto of Brunswick; in the second,
Otto’s forces surrender; and in the last,
Charles of Durazzo enters the city of Naples.
The style of the panel, the garments of the
protagonists (Charles III and Otto of
Brunswick) and their troops, as well as the
study of the heraldry and written sources,
strongly suggest that it was produced in 1382
in Florence; moreover, a cassone from which
it derives might even have been intended as
a gift from the Signoria of Florence to Charles
I11.58 Thus this cassone in all probability did
not serve as a wedding chest. Besides, it
seems that it had never been sent to Naples,
since the deeds of the king disappointed Flo-
rentines as early as 1382.5° The style of this
panel (likewise its lavish gilt gesso) has close
connections not only with the paintings of
the cassoni depicting Torello and Saladin,
and with several other marriage chests, but
also with those of the Saint Andrew casket.

Perhaps the earliest instance of a surviv-
ing historiated marriage chest is that which
until the first quarter of this century was
housed in the Castello di Vincigliata near Flo-
rence (fig. 11); its present whereabouts are
unfortunately unknown.®0 The shape of this
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cassone, includingits gabled lid, is the same
as the shape of both the sarcophagus of Saint
Cerbonius (fig. 9) and the Saint Andrew cas-
ket (fig. 10).6! Thus it truly features the form
of medieval sarcophagi. However, in this
case the elaborate gilt embossing of the front
is identical with that on the front panels of
the cassoni depicting Torello and Saladin.
The three compartments present the final
part of the Story of Lucretia, the most wide-
spread subject matter of early cassoni. From
the left side to the right are to be read the
following scenes: the heroine’s rape by Sex-
tus, one of the sons of King Tarquin, her sui-
cide in the presence of both her husband,
Collatinus, and Brutus; finally, the escape
of King Tarquin from Rome, as recounted by
Livy as well as by numerous ancient and
medieval authors.®? The chest would cer-
tainly have possessed a pendant, which must
have depicted the first part of the story, that
is, scenes of the siege of Ardea and Tarquin’s
visit with his retinue to Collatinus’ and
Lucretia’s house. The clothing (tight-fitting
tunics, low-hanging belts, and pointed shoes)
as well as the rigid poses of Brutus and Col-
latinus are identical to numerous characters
on the cassone with the Conquest of Naples
by Charles III of Durazzo. The way of ren-
dering architecture on both panels is nearly
identical as well. As for the dating of this
cassone, the very beginning of the 1380s can
most probably be proposed. One of its two
coats of arms, which is still legible, depicts
a two-headed lamb leaving no doubt that it
belonged to the well-known Florentine fam-
ily of the Alessandrii, who for many centuries
were the owners of the Castello di Vinci-
gliata. It is known that in the spring of 1381
Niccolo degli Alessandrii married Agnoletta
Ricasoli.®3 Therefore, the chest in question
is most probably one of the two cassoni com-
missioned for this particular wedding. In
order to be ready for the domumductio in
the spring of 1381, the chests may have been
produced as early as 1380. If this is correct,
the Alessandrii cassone would indeed be the
earliest surviving datable marriage chest. Its
tripartite division in gilt gesso was repeated
anumber of times. There are additional cases
apart from the chests depicting the Story of
Torello and Saladin.

The same gilt pastiglia decoration is seen
on a little-known and heavily repainted cas-
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sone front in the Museo Stibbert, Florence,
whose three narrative scenes are in all like-
lihood inspired by Boccaccio’s Diana’s Hunt
(fig. 13).64 Boccaccio tells how Diana calls
her nymphs to bathe in a spring in a valley
and then sends them to hunt. The pendant
of this panel, which is no longer extant, most
probably depicted the final part of the tale
when the nymphs rebelled against Diana
and prayed to Venus. The latter rewarded
them by turning the hunted animals into
handsome youths whom they married. The
message of the tale is that even the bloody
hunt may be brought to a fortunate ending;
in other words, it should be read as the Hunt
of Love.% In the middle compartment, Diana,

15. Winged Mercury,

c. 1385, cassone panel, detail,
tempera on wood, and gilt
gesso

National Museum, Cracow,
Czartoryski collection



16. The Conquest of Naples
by Charles III of Durazzo,
1382, detail of figure 12
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York

depicted with a scepter and a crown on her
head, has already provided the nymphs with
spears, dogs, and falcons (fig. 13). Close resem-
blances to the cassoni depicting the Story of
Torello and Saladin are to be noted in the
way of representing the trees in blossom and
in the shape of the crownlike tiara on the
heads of both Diana and Saladin (figs. 2, 3).
In turn, the manner of depicting the moun-
tains with flattened summits in the back-
ground is nearly identical on the panel with
the Conquest of Naples by Charles III of
Durazzo (figs. 12, 16). Given somewhat rigid
poses of the goddess and her nymphs, as well
as repetitions in portraying them in profile,
the Stibbert panel must have been executed
soon after it.

At this point something should be said
about the earliest cassone panels bearing a
unified narration spreading over their entire
fronts. It is commonly accepted until now

that the tripartite division is a feature of
almost all surviving cassoni datable before
1410 or even before the 1430s; its disap-
pearance is seen as a far-reaching change of
taste.%¢ Two of these fronts reveal particu-
larly numerous analogies with most of the
panels discussed so far: the first (now cut into
two pieces and heavily repainted) depicts
two myths recounted by Ovid in the Meta-
morphoses (The Theft of Apollo’s Cattle by
Mercury, fig. 15, and The Rape of Europa,
fig. 18) and is in the Czartoryski collection,
Cracow;%” the second, with the Youth of
Achilles as told by Statius in his Achilleid,
isin a private collection in Italy (see fig. 24).68
While in the latter the story reads from left
to right, in the former it reads in the oppo-
site direction, and thus similarly to the panel
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York (fig. 12). As in the case of all the cas-
sone panels of the Master of Charles III of
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Durazzo, discussed previously, on these pan-
els too the use of elaborate gilt gesso is abun-
dant; it frames the painted surface in both
the upper and bottom parts.

In the right portion of the Czartoryski
front depicting the theft of Apollo’s cattle
by Mercury (Metamorphoses, 2.678-698),
the latter is shown as a slim, winged youth
clad in a characteristic tight-fitting tunic
with puffed sleeves and shoes with pointed
toes (fig. 15).69 In this purely medieval depic-
tion of Mercury there are obvious resem-
blances to the costume (gold tunic, modeled
with aquamarine glaze), hairstyle, and pose
not only of Charles IlI of Durazzo on the Met-
ropolitan panel (fig. 16), but also to one of
the seated men in the last compartment of
the Cini cassone (fig. 14) and the Harris panel
(fig. 2). Some further analogies may be noted
between all the latter panels and the left part
of the Czartoryski front portraying the Rape
of Europa as told in Metamorphoses,
2.836-861 (fig. 18). Thus all the women in
the retinue of Europa wear gowns with
numerous buttons almost identical to the
gowns worn by Adalieta (figs. 17, 21). Sim-
ilarities in some cases also occur in the color
and pattern of the materials and in the fur
hems; and both paintings include wreaths.
The mountains with flattened summits rep-
resent a motif appearing in both the Metro-
politan Museum and the Museo Stibbert
(figs. 13, 16) panels.

Much better preserved than the Czarto-
ryski panel is that depicting the Youth of
Achilles (see fig. 24) comprising scenes from
the birth of the hero until his immersion in
the Styx.70 Apart from the way of rendering
the architecture and its color as well as the
trees in blossom, another point of compari-
son with the paintings on the Bargello and
the Cini cassoni are the color and pattern of
the material from which the curtain in the
scene of the birth of the hero is made (see
fig. 24); it is the same as the material of
Adalieta’s and Torello’s clothes (see fig. 21).
These observations strongly suggest that not
only the cassoni depicting Torello and Sal-
adin with their narrative scenes placed in
three compartments, but also panels with
the Youth of Achilles and with the subjects
from the Metamorphoses shown on unified
fields have a great deal in common with the
earliest cassoni istoriati executed at the
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beginning of the 1380s. Further observations
on all the panels discussed so far in relation
to some dated frescoes may perhaps resolve
the issue of their more precise dating.

The trecento was a great century for fresco
painting. The astonishing achievments of
Giotto and his pupils were continued in the
later half of the century by the Orcagna
brothers, Andrea da Firenze, Agnolo Gaddi,
Niccolo di Pietro Gerini, Spinello Aretino,
and lesser-known petits maitres.”! In the last
quarter of the fourteenth century, some of
them painted numerous cycles with both reli-
gious and secular subject matter (the pro-
grams of some of these were conceived by
the most learned Florentines of that period,

17. The Wife of Torello
Presenting Saladin with a
Change of Garments, detail
of figure 1

Photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz



18. The Rape of Europa,

c. 1385, cassone panel, detail,
tempera on wood, and gilt
£€esso

National Museum, Cracow,
Czartoryski collection

such as Coluccio Salutati and Francesco Sac-
chetti),”2 whose style and ideas are reflected
in the sphere of domestic panel painting.”3
When representing secular subjects not pre-
viously illustrated, cassone painters often
adapted compositions or motifs from mon-
umental painting. It has already been noted
that the earliest surviving Florentine desco
da parto, in Douai, dating from c. 1370 (fig.
8), reveals the style and compositions of
murals by Andrea da Firenze. Concerning the
cassone panels discussed here, they seem
to show strong resemblances to some fres-
coes by Spinello Aretino, Agnolo Gaddi, and
Niccolo di Pietro Gerini. The two latter, or
their workshops, have already been sug-
gested on occasion as being the possible pro-
ducers of some of the panels mentioned
earlier.

Particularly interesting for this investiga-
tion is a partially preserved large fresco
painted by Niccolo di Pietro Gerini on the
facade of the Residence of the Compagnia del
Bigallo e della Misericordia in Florence and

now in the Oratory of the Bigallo (figs. 19,
23).741t depicts The Return of Lost Children
to Their Mothers by the Captains of the Mi-
sericordia. The fresco, known also through
a watercolor done in 1777, was completed
on 5 July 1386. Some of the figures, both male
and female, very much resemble the pro-
tagonists of the cassoni with Torello and Sal-
adin as well as protagonists of other cassone
panels by the Master of Charles Il of Durazzo.
Especially striking is the similarity of one
of the captains on the left portion of the
fresco (fig. 19) to Torello as depicted in the
last compartment of the Bargello chest (fig.
21). Not only their anxious countenances,
shown in three-quarter view, with charac-
teristic mustaches and long, narrow eyes, but
also their poses are nearly identical.”> Besides,
the faces of the other captains portrayed in
the middle portion of the fresco (fig. 23) have
oriental-type features resembling numerous
soldiers represented on the cassone panel
with the Conquest of Naples by Charles 111
(fig. 16). In turn, the manner in which Torello
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is depicted on horseback appears to be bor-
rowed from some representations of riders
composed in frescoes by Agnolo Gaddi and
Spinello Aretino at Florence soon after
1385.76 A particular similarity may be noted
in the portrayal of Torello’s horse (fig. 21)
and a horse in one of Gaddi’s frescoes in
Santa Croce, Florence, representing the Entry
of Heraclius into Jerusalem (fig. 22); both ani-
mals are shown in foreshortening and with
their left legs raised.”’

It is worth comparing at this point both
the fragments of the cassone front in the
Czartoryski collection and the panel depict-
ing the Youth of Achilles with the Bigallo
fresco. At first glance it may be observed that
the women on the Czartoryski panel (fig. 18)
wear the same type of gowns as some of the
women depicted by Gerini (fig. 19). The
gowns are characterized by numerous but-
tons and slightly raised, closely fitting col-
lars. An especially suggestive analogy is to
be seen in the garments of one of the women
on the left side of the Czartoryski panel and
the woman in the fresco pictured from the
back. The sleeves of both women are adorned
with small buttons, and in their upper part
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19. Niccolod di Pietro Gerini,
The Return of Lost Children
to Their Mothers by the
Captains of the Misericordia,
1386, fresco, detail

Bigallo, Florence;

photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz

20. The Death of Saint
Andrew of Ireland,
detail of figure 10
Photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz



21. The Departure of Torello
for the Crusade while His

Wife Is Giving Him the Ring,

detail of figure 1
Photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz

22. Agnolo Gaddi, The Entry
of Heraclius into Jerusalem,
c. 1385, fresco, detail

Choir, Santa Croce, Florence;
photograph: Fototeca Berenson,
Villa I Tatti, Settignano

there is a characteristic light border. Closer
inspection of the panel with Achilles (fig. 24)
and the middle portion of the Gerini fresco
(fig. 23) also reveals interesting analogies.”8
The face of Thetis (particularly in the scene
of Achilles’ fight with alion), featuring a long,
slightly curved nose, is almost identical with
the countenance of a woman represented in
profile and clad in a dark gown. Close resem-
blances also occur in the headbands and neck
scarves.

Taking into consideration all the analo-
gies between our cassoni istoriati and both
the forzieri adorned with metal straps and
the frescoes discussed above, it is possible
to conclude that the cassoni with Torello and
Saladin must have been produced much

earlier than c. 1400. In fact, bearing in mind
both the style of the gessoed sides (fig. 7) and
the paintings on the front of the Bargello
chest, one should date that chest slightly later
than the cassone portraying the Story of
Lucretia (formerly in the Castello di Vin-
cigliata; fig. 11) and the panel in the Metro-
politan Museum of Art (fig. 12) and slightly
earlier than the casket of Saint Andrew (figs.
10, 20), thus between 1381/1382 and 1389.

The cassone panels in the Czartoryski col-
lection (figs. 15, 18) reveal numerous resem-
blances to the Gerini frescoes, dated 1386,
and to both the panel depicting the Conquest
of Naples by Charles III (fig. 16), dating
from 1382, and the cassoni depicting Torello
and Saladin. Therefore, the date of the
Czartoryski cassone should be placed
between 1385 and 1390. As for the panel with
the Youth of Achilles (fig. 24), it must have
been executed in the early 1390s or at lat-
est before the end of the trecento. Thus also
historiated marriage chests with the paint-
ings spread over their entire fronts appear
to have been conceived not in the early fif-
teenth century, as proposed by Everett Fahy,
but some fifteen years earlier. However, this
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obviously does not mean that the change
from separate compartments to a unified
field led to the disappearance of this earlier
manner of cassone decoration. In fact, the
International Gothic courtly style, intro-
duced into Florence during the first decade
of the fifteenth century, preferred the con-
vention of dividing cassone fronts into three
or two compartments and the abundant use
of gilt gesso.”? Interesting examples of mar-
riage chests adorned in this manner were
produced by Giovanni dal Ponte, among
others.80

Two other cassone fronts, produced most
probably in the early years of the fifteenth
century, are of relevance here. The first,
which is still unpublished and rather badly
preserved, depicts the Story of Susanna (fig.
25).81 It can perhaps be considered as an
instance of the late phase of activity of the
Master of Charles III of Durazzo; its present
whereabouts are unknown. As in the case
of the earliest cassoni istoriati, small nar-
rative pictures are coated with elaborate gilt
gesso decoration creating three compart-
ments, which in this case have the shape of
quatrefoils. Since the panel represents only
the first part of the story, concluding with
the judgment over the biblical heroine, its
pendant most certainly would have pre-
sented the final scenes with the stoning of
the two elders. Given the slightly undulat-
ing line of the clothes of Susanna, the cas-
sone seems to belong to the early phase of
the Florentine Gothic courtly style.82 The
importance of this panel lies in that it
leaves no doubt as to the presence of bibli-
cal subjects among early historiated marriage
chests.

The second example is Gherardo Starnina’s
cassone front with the Battle of the Sara-
cens, in the Lindenau-Museum in Altenburg,
which has amuch more flamboyantly Gothic
style (fig. 26).83 It must have been executed
soon after the artist’s return from Spain in
1401 or 1404 and certainly before his death
which occured between 1409 and 1413.84 The
scene of the battle, spread over the entire
front, is placed into a quatrefoil-like frame
which remained fashionable also in the next
decades of the quattrocento.8>

After examining several early cassoni pro-
duced in Florence from around 13 50 through
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the first decade of the quattrocento, it isnow
possible to understand to what degree Gior-
g10 Vasari is a reliable source of information
concerning the origins of this genre. In his
“Life of Dello Delli,” he clearly neglects
chronology. He characterizes the youthful
Donatello as having assisted Dello Delli in
cassoni production, fabricating “with his
own hand, with stucco, gesso, glue, and
pounded brick, some stories and ornaments
in low relief, which, being afterwards over-
laid with gold, made a beautiful accompa-
niment for the painted stories.”86 However,
Donatello’s date of birth, 1384, precedes his
assistance to Dello Delli, who was born in
1404 (a fact established only by modern art
history).8” There appears to be one missing
person in this story, a cassone maker living
at the turn of the fourteenth century whom
Donatello might have assisted. A new read-

23. Niccolo di Pietro Gerini,
The Return of Lost Children
to Their Mothers by the
Captains of the Misericordid,
1386, fresco, detail

Bigallo, Florence; photograph:
Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz



24. The Youth of Achilles,

C. 1390, cassone, tempera on
wood, and gilt gesso, detail
Private collection; photograph:
courtesy of Miklés Boskovits

25. The Story of Susanna,
C. 1400, tempera on wood,
and gilt gesso

Private collection; photograph:
courtesy of Alberto Bruschi

ing of the “Life of Dello Delli” allows for
the conclusion that in the matter of the
importance of gilt gesso decoration, the shape
of early chests, and variety of subjects
depicted on their fronts, Vasari is correct. As
for the subjects, he says: “the citizens of
those times used to have in their apart-
ments great wooden chests in the form of

sarcophagi, with the covers shaped in vari-
ous fashions, and there were none that did
not have the said chests painted. . .. And the
stories that were wrought on the front were
for the most part fables taken from Ovid and
from other poets, or rather, stories related
by the Greek and Latin historians, and like-
wise chases, jousts, tales of love, and other
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similar subjects, according to each man’s

particular pleasure.”88

In fact, almost all the categories or sorts
of “stories” mentioned by Vasari are to be
found on the fronts of cassoni produced in
the last quarter of the fourteenth century and
at the beginning of the fifteenth. An excel-
lent example of a love tale is to be seen in
the panels depicting Torello and Adalieta.
As for chases, one can mention the panel with
Diana’s Hunt, and regarding “stories related
by historians” and “fables taken from Ovid
and other poets,” one should recall the pan-
els representing The Rape of Europa, The
Youth of Achilles, and The Story of Lucre-
tia.89 Moreover, “other similar subjects” are
also present, including scenes of battles and
an exemplum from the Bible.?0 Thus late tre-
cento art gave birth to a new artistic genre
which astonishingly flourished in the fif-
teenth century throughout Italy. More than
one thousand pieces of various secular domes-
tic panels have survived and are now in a
great number of museums all over the
world.?!

While in the later Middle Ages and the
Renaissance, numerous small historiated
caskets, either sculpted or painted, were pro-
duced all over Europe, only in Florence (and
subsequently in Siena®? as well as other
cities of Italy”3) were there large historiated
marriage chests adorned mostly with secu-
lar subjects.?* What is the reason for this phe-
nomenon? Frederick Antal suggested that it
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was caused by the demand for secular art in
Florence, a demand that resulted from the
conflict between the middle class and the
aristocratic outlook.”> Brucia Witthoft argued
that “wedding chests developed their elab-
orate decoration as a result of their substi-
tution for display of the dowry itself.”?¢
From Hans Belting’s observations one can
deduct a hypothesis that historiated chests
came into being because of the new role of
pictorial narrative in trecento Italian paint-
ing: “The intention of pictures is the same
as that of the texts; they also served for
instruction.”®” Indeed most of the paintings
of cassone fronts are not only entertaining
but also exemplary. All three women pro-
tagonists of the panels discussed here—
Adalieta, Lucretia, and Susanna—were seen
as exempla to be followed.”8 A host of other
heroines as well as heroes were to be found
in contemporary and ancient literary sources;
the latter were accessible through countless
volgarizzamenti and cantari.®® In fact, his-
toriated chests should be seen as visualized
literature either popular or humanistic.100
However, apart from the lessons the picto-
rial narrative was intended to teach, there
might also have been other reasons for its
appearance. The most expensive parts of
chests were those coated with gilt gesso.101
The painted parts were much less costly.
Thus patrons’ concern with economy, despite
the increasing wealth in Tuscany in the sec-
ond half of the trecento, could be one more
factor in the origins of cassone istoriato.102

26. Gherardo Starnina,
The Battle of the Saracens,
1405-1410, cassone front,
tempera on wood

Lindenau-Museum, Altenburg;
photograph: Kunsthistorisches
Institut in Florenz
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