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Medium and Imagination: Aesthetic

Aspects of Trecento Panel Painting

n his book of artists’ lives, written in 1642,
Giovanni Baglione reported on a noteworthy
instance of aesthetic appreciation for old
religious panel paintings from the early era
of Italian painting. In order to increase his
income, the painter Terenzio da Urbino pro-
vided himself with old panels in outdated
frames whose painted subjects were scarcely
any longer discernible. “These panels,”
according to Baglione, “he painted over, so
that through the use of deft drawing and
applied colors he made them look like some-
thing. When he had thus painted them, he
hung them in smoke and treated them with
certain varnishes. In this way he made them
look like ancient paintings.”!

Baglione’s account of an aesthetic impres-
sion primarily enhanced by the age of the
painting, thereby evoking a distant, bygone
era, is by no means an isolated case. Already
in the late sixteenth century (1587, the
painter and art theorist Giovanni Battista
Armenini had reported, with manifest
expression of his displeasure, that it was the
custom all over Italy to hang very sooty pan-
els, painted “alla Greca,” in oratories and
churches as well as in private palaces, in
order to encourage devotion (“a muover
divotione”).2 In a similar vein, already in
the early quattrocento, the Dominican friar
Giovanni Dominici had advised that chil-
dren should be encouraged not to worship
before modern, sumptuously painted
images, but instead to pay their devotions
to old, smoke-darkened ones.?

It is noteworthy that the aesthetic inter-
est expressed in these testimonies is not
directed at the authenticity of a timelessly
valid original and its faithful transmission
into the present, but much more at the
impression of the image’s historical “past-
ness,” at their “patina del tempo,” as Marco
Boschini formulated it in the seventeenth
century.#

Clearly, signs of age consisted not just of
the picture’s material deterioration through
candle smoke, but above all in their obvi-
ous unmodern, old-fashioned style. Vivid evi-
dence for this is offered by the practice,
widespread through the Renaissance, of
reframing and partially supplementing tre-
cento altarpieces while nonetheless leaving
their stylistic features substantially
unchanged.® Among the examples are such
prominent works as Giotto’s Coronation of
the Virgin from about 1330 in the Baroncelli
chapel in Santa Croce, which, in the 1480s,
was partially cropped and inserted into a
newly made, richly ornamented Renais-
sance frame (fig. 1).° Another example is a
polyptych by Taddeo Gaddi from about 1340,
now in the Metropolitan Museum in New
York (fig. 2). It was altered by removing the
Gothic pointed arches, ornamented gables,
and crowning pinnacles, then painting orna-
mental pilasters between the standing saints
and four Evangelists in the spandrels, and
finally, fitting the entire painting into a new,
heavy tabernacle frame.” The historically
reflected awareness of style with which one
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approached works in such instances was
documented by the Florentine painter Neri
di Bicci, who reported on a similar rework-
ing of an old altarpiece in 1471: “this panel
was made in ancient times, with finials and
foliate ornaments in the manner used in the
old era of Italian painting. And I did it anew,
in reframing and adapting it to the usage of
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our times. I added pilasters on either side
and above an architrave with a frieze and a
cornice.”8

The reasons leading to this retrospective
regard for, and preservation of, old paintings
within the current context are too numer-
ous and complex to be discussed here.? How-
ever, in any case it can be said that the

1. Giotto, Coronation of the
Virgin, c. 1330, tempera on
panel

Santa Croce, Florence, Baroncelli
chapel; photograph: Technische
Universitit Berlin, Fotothek

2. Taddeo Gaddi, Virgin and
Child Enthroned with Saints,
C. 1340, tempera on panel
Metropolitan Museum of Art,

New York



3. Sandro Botticelli, Portrait
of a Young Man, c. 1480,
tempera on panel

Private collection

religious aspects, such as the “muover di-
votione,” through the transmission of an
especially revered ancient image, are here
combined with genuinely aesthetic aspects:
the experiencing of the work in question as
a created entity with its own formal exis-
tence and artistic reality. We can clearly see
this facet in Botticelli’s Portrait of a Young
Man, now on loan to the National Gallery
in Washington (fig. 3): it presents the young
man as an art collector and the proud owner
of a fragmentary work recognizably origi-
nating in the advanced trecento. Its slightly
worn gold leaf and several repaired areas
clearly indicate its great age. Deprived of its
original function as part of a polyptych, it
seems that in the late quattrocento it was
cropped on all sides so that it could be fit-
ted into a new, modern tondo frame and
could take on the individual character of a
connoisseur’s piece.0

In such cases, the visible, ancient ances-
try of these images manifests itself asits own
aesthetic category that clings to the image;
itis an aura of the image’s concrete existence
as an object, able to develop beyond the ques-
tion of the subject represented or its icono-

graphic implications. What thereby comes
to light is a dual character, or double aspect,
inherent in the image. The first is that of the
image as representation, that is, as a visual
rendering of a holy person or religious sub-
ject according to the old theological inter-
pretation of the image as “memoriale” or
“ricordatio.” The image functions, as it were,
as an imaginary screen seeking to place before
the eyes the represented persons or events.
The second aspect, on the other hand, is that
of the image as medium, that is, the image
as an item made of wood, covered with col-
ors and gold leaf, in short, as a painting deter-
mined by its material existence. To this
perspective of the image qua medium belongs
the perception that the picture’s material con-
dition as well asits artistic style are subjected
to the laws of time. The historicity of the
image is therefore simultaneously a signal
of its material existence.!!

Both aspects, that of the image as a mimet-
ically implied representation, and that of
the image as a painted surface with its own
concrete, material reality, relate to each other
in a tense ambivalence. The less the beholder
notices the material qualities of the image,
the more suggestive will be the imaginary
experience and timeless presence of the sub-
ject represented. In reverse, the illusion of
presence disappears proportionally as the
material qualities of the image come into
sight. The significance of this interplay for
my argument is obvious: the stronger the
image is perceived in the sense of its age and
historicity, the stronger its physicality and
material existence appears to be; and, with
that, its import as a medium.

A crucifixion panel, now in the Musée des
Augustins in Toulouse, may serve as a clear
example (fig. 4).1> Painted around 1460 by
Neri di Bicci, the artist quoted earlier, the
panel incorporated in its center an image of
the crucified painted by Lorenzo Monaco, a
work that dates from the end of the fourteenth
century and is therefore more than a half
century older. As a silhouetted or “cut-out”
panel, whose outer contours exactly corre-
spond to those of the represented figure or
object, it belongs to a type of painted cross
that was particularly popular around 1400.13

Neri di Bicci’s painting introduces the
earlier Crucifix into the middle of its
composition as if it were a sort of precious
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reliquary. His painting with the figures of
Mary, John, and Mary Magdalene refers
directly to the earlier work with respect to
the coherence of its spatial and narrative
logic as well as in its emotional tenor of mute
compassion; yet it intentionally retains its
stylistic distinctness, to be seen in the haloes,
hairstyle, and so forth. The thematic empha-
sis on the represented person of Christ
becomes apparent, as it were, in the form of
a differentiated, clearly demarcated pictor-
ial object whose greater age along with its
more rarefied aura are evident. The escha-
tological, transhistorical significance is here
evoked through the experience of a staged,
internalized, measurable past.

If in the previously introduced instances
works of the trecento were the objects of a
later, aesthetically reflected reworking, so
was this aestheticizing type of reflection
already in effect during the trecento itself.
This is not only true with respect to works
on panel. The decoration of the Chapter Hall
of the Dominican church of San Nicolo in
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Treviso offers a vivid example. When that
room was thoroughly renovated in 1352 and
Tommaso da Modena painted in fresco forty
monumental portraits of the Dominican
order’s major representatives on its walls,
only the middle portion of the east wall was
spared from being repainted; and retained
there, as a kind of monumental altarpiece,
was the old wall painting of Christ’s Cruci-
fixion, flanked by Saints Peter and Paul,
which had originated in the late duecento
or early trecento (fig. 5). Its style was emphat-
ically different from the modern, engagingly
naturalistic manner of Tommaso da Mo-
dena. However, that was obviously not a

4. Lorenzo Monaco, Cut-out
Crucifix, and Neri di Bicci,
The Virgin and Saints John
and Mary Magdalen,

late fourteenth century and
c. 1460, tempera on panel
Musée des Augustins, Toulouse

5. Anonymous painter from
the Veneto, Crucifixion with
Saints Peter and Paul, late
thirteenth to early fourteenth
century, fresco

San Nicolo, Treviso, Chapter Hall

6. Anonymous painter,
Crucifixion, early fourteenth
century, with later additions,
fresco

Chiaravalle della Colomba,
Cistercian abbey



7. Lazzaro Bastiani, Burial of
S_amt Jerome, c. 1460-1470,
oil on canvas

Galleria dell’Accademia, Venice;
phnmgraph: Technische Universitit
Berlin, Fotothek

hindrance, but instead, as it seems, rather a
reason to leave it on the altar wall.14

Examples of this kind are numerous. For
instance, in a chapel of the Cistercian abbey
at Chiaravalle della Colomba (Busseto) near
Piacenza, there is, above the altar, a wall
painting showing the Crucifixion, which
dates from the early trecento and still dis-
plays the ancient Cimabuesque type of the
Crucified (fig. 6).15 About a century later,
around 1400, thorough changes in the fresco
were carried out and numerous secondary
figures were added, yet without touching
the main portion of the picture consisting
of Christ on the cross, Saint John, and the
three Marys.

Today it is hard to determine exactly
what intentions were operating in such
instances and what sort of effects were
desired. One possible interpretation might
be seen in a painting by Lazzaro Bastiani,
done around 1460-1470 for the Scuola di
San Girolamo in Venice (fig. 7).16 It shows
the burial ceremony of Saint Jerome, which
is transposed into a contemporary, late quat-
trocento setting. Only a simulated wall
painting of the Crucifixion, towering over
the ceremonial event, represents a stylis-
tic anachronism inasmuch as it presents
stylistic features and a type of Crucifixion
that appears to date from the early trecento.
It is quite reasonable to assume that this
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choice of a retrospective form was semanti-
cally used, that is, it referred to a certain,
similarly retrospective ideal of early Chris-
tian asceticism and authentic imitation of
Christ that had always united cloistered
communities and lay brotherhoods with the
example of Saint Jerome.1”

Retrospective semantics are also encoun-
tered, it seems, in some cases of painted
crosses of the trecento. A Crucifix panel by
Bernardo Daddi in the Accademia in Florence,
dating from about 1340, provides an example
(fig. 8). Through its addition of the small fig-
ures of Mary and Saint John beside the Cru-
cified it falls back, as Richard Offner has
shown, upon a long-outdated type that was
hardly in use any more by the late duecento
(fig. 9).18 The particular emphasis laid upon
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Christ’s torments in the iconography of the
small scenes at the ends of the Cross, with
the Flagellation, the Mocking of Christ, and
the Carrying of the Cross, makes it likely
that this work formerly belonged to some
penitential brotherhood. As Kathleen Arthur
has shown, around 1335 the Florentine Con-
fraternita di Gesu Pellegrino, which was
established near the church of Santa Maria
Novella, had ordered a similarly retardataire
Crucifixion panel: “colla donna nostra e con
san Giovanni dal lato,” as the inventory of
1345 emphasizes.!?

With consideration of such examples we
enter into a difficult field that has until now
scarcely been systematically researched, and
within which hardly any unequivocal asser-
tions are to be encountered. Since Gyorgy

8. Bernardo Daddi, Crucifix,
C. 1340, tempera on panel
Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence

9. Maestro del Bigallo,
Crucifix, c. 1245, tempera on
panel

Museo del Bigallo, Florence;
photograph: Technische Universitit
Berlin, Fotothek



Gombosi, Frederick Antal, Bruce Cole, Mil-
lard Meiss, and others, the literature has
repeatedly discussed trecento painting’s ret-
rospective tendencies, such as the revival of
Byzantinism and the recourse to the forms
and types as well as iconographic conven-
tions of the duecento, without however
achieving secure groundwork or arriving at
unanimous judgments or interpretations.29
What seems, in any case, to be demonstrated
by trecento artistic practice is a growing aes-
thetic reflection regarding historical differ-
ences: differences between old-fashioned,
former modes of representation on the one
side and modern, current ones on the other.
It is at the same time a kind of reflection
that implies in a new sense the aesthetic avail-
ability of those modes.

With which individual claims and insti-
tutional authorities such aesthetic options
were bound up, and what notions of mean-
ing and taste thereby came to fruition, are
extremely variable. Already Dante could
speak, in about 1310, with great self-evidence
of an antiquated style in painting, which was
being overtaken by the “modern” art of
Giotto.2! Nevertheless, in certain cases,
even Giotto himself appears to have made
use of altogether traditional types of pictures
as a kind of commonly approved convention,
in order to form within this framework his
To. Giotto, Ognissanti modern artistic language. His famous Ognis-
o e santi Madonna in the Uffizi, created in the

century, tempera on panel

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence; early years of the trecento (fig. 10), inte-
photograph: Technische Universitit 5 : . s .
Berlin, Fotothek grated an innovative pictorial perception,

11. Giotto, Death of the o7
Virgin, early fourteenth e =
century, tempera on panel s 22 AN

Gemiildegalerie, Berlin; photograph: ; ‘
Jorg P. Anders
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that is, a new concept of the illusion of
space, into an already traditional construc-
tion of a gabled panel, a form that reflected
the construction of gable-shaped tabernacles
housing three-dimensional Madonna stat-
ues.22 Similarly, for his Death of the Virgin
produced at that same time, now in Berlin
(fig. 11), he used the traditional form of the
flat, gabled dossal which was hardly any
longer in use.

Both panels were made for the church of
the Humiliati di Ognissanti in Florence23 and
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can be compared with other works created
at the same time for the same order: a Lamen-
tation of Christ by Lippo di Benivieni (fig.
12) and a dossal with the Virgin and Child
with Four Saints (fig. 13), both of which are
now in the Museo Civico in Pistoia.24 Like
the just-mentioned panels of Giotto, both
works were created in the first decade of the
trecento for the church of the Humiliati in
Pistoia; and both works reach back anew to
traditional format types. In light of this con-
text, [rene Hueck has speculated “that the

12. Lippo di Benivieni (attr.),
Lamentation of Christ,

c. 1310, tempera on panel
Museo Civico, Pistoia; photograph:
Aurelio Amendola, Pistoia

13. Master of 1310, Virgin
and Child with Four Saints,
Cc. 1310, tempera on panel
Museo Civico, Pistoia; photograph:
Aurelio Amendola, Pistoia




14. Meo da Siena and
workshop, Virgin and Child
Enthroned with Saints
(reverse and front), 1330,
tempera on panel

Stadelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt
am Main; photograph: Ursula
Edelmann, Frankfurt am Main

15. Partial reconstruction of
proposed back of double-sided
altarpiece by the Maestro di
San Francesco from San
Francesco al Prato, Perugia,

C. 1270, tempera on panel
Reconstruction by Dillian Gordon

clerics of the order’s community cultivated
an obvious predilection for pictorial forms
that were currently already antiquated, and
that Giotto here sought to comply with the
very precise aesthetic standards of his
patrons.”25
This retrospective aspect of referring to
forms of the past, appearing here and in other
works, requires a more differentiated dis-
cussion than can take place in this context.
In such a discussion, many important works
would have to be taken into consideration,
such as Meo da Siena’s dossal of 1330 in the
Stidelsches Kunstinstitut in Frankfurt, which
| formerly served as the retable of the main
'altar in the famous Benedictine abbey of San

Pietro in Perugia (fig. 14).2° The panel’s low,
elongated design with its schematic lineup
of saints within a series of arcades seems,
for the 1330s, to be a formal throwback and
exactly as retardataire as the figural style,
with its schematic repetitive pattern of
stances and the complete withdrawal of any
spatial arrangement. Apparently the panel’s
archaizing orientation was directly based
upon the model of a retable that had been
created in c. 1270 in the same city of Peru-
gia, for the Minorite church of San Francesco
al Prato (fig. 15).27 Today we know that this
work originally had monumental dimen-
sions (about 370 cm wide) and at the time
of its production represented a significant
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16. Attributed to Lippo
Memmi, Assumption of the
Virgin, c. 1340, tempera on
panel

Alte Pinakothek, Munich

17. Bartolomeo Bulgarini,
Assumption of the Virgin,
. 1360, tempera on panel
Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena;
photograph: Soprintendenza per i
Beni Artistici e Storici per le
provincie di Siena e Grosseto



18. Girolamo di Benvenuto,
Assumption of the Virgin,
C. ISIO-I515, tempera

on panel

Gemiildegalerie, Berlin;
photograph: Jorg P. Anders

19. Sienese painter,
Assumption of the Virgin,
first quarter of the fifteenth
century, tempera on panel
Gemildegalerie, Berlin;
photograph: Jorg P. Anders

innovation in the history of the Italian painted
retable. By this means, it exerted a broad influ-
ence on the design of altarpieces in other
churches of the region, well into the middle
of the fourteenth century.28 The reference
of Meo da Siena’s painting to this prominent
prototype included not only the structure and
design of the panel as a whole, but also the
figural style. Regarding the motivations
behind this retrospective referencing, it is

" only possible to conjecture. Abbot Ugolino
"1 Vibi, who in 1330 had the panel painted

and himself depicted as donor, and all the
more his successor, Ugo II Vibi, who took

office in 1331, carried out a thoroughgoing
economic and institutional reconsolidation
together with a religious redisciplining of the
convent. It appears that the retable of the
Franciscans, which since the time of its cre-
ation evidently possessed a particular pres-
tige in Perugia, was considered by the
monastic patrons to represent an old and ven-
erable standard, and as such was associated
with the apogee of Franciscan piety in a his-
torical duecento seen from afar. The use of
references to it could make visibly manifest
their claims to a restoration of religious dis-
cipline within their own convent.2?
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For the moment I do not want to pursue fur-
ther these retrospective aspects of trecento
painting. Instead I should like to develop the
argumentation of my central thesis in another
direction. As I argued before, panel painting
of the trecento was grounded in a new, dual
perception of the image: the simultaneous
awareness of pictures as represented subject
and as representing medium. In other words,
at the same time as painting’s new mimetic
capacities began to expand, also the aes-
thetic option of emphasizing the painting’s
physicality and autonomous reality, and with
that the visible notion of the image as a
medium, developed. An example that brings
this point into clearer focus is the Sienese
Assumption of the Virgin, of c. 1340, in the
Alte Pinakothek in Munich (fig. 16).30 The
Virgin floats on a seraphic throne of light,
surrounded by a circle of angels singing and
playing instruments. Above her stretches
the starry night sky, like an arched bridge.
From that prophets and saints bend forward
on both sides, while in the center Christ looks
down with outstretched arms to receive the
ascending Virgin. Finally, in the gable sec-
tion above appear the heavens of Paradise,
represented as a plateau with wide throne
on which the Son crowns his now arrived
mother as queen of heaven.

This representation operates by means of
a highly complex, polyfocal visual ordering
that has as its goal to integrate the struc-
ture of spatial illusionism with the outline
of a planimetric pictorial organization. The
ascending Virgin, presented in a frontal view,
is enthroned alone, exactly in the axis of the
picture; in scale, she towers over all the
other figures. If on the one hand she forms
the spatial center of a sequence of angels per-
spectivally encircling her, at the same time
she also appears in the center of a plani-
metrically oriented circular form that
extends from above, as defined through the
lower margin of the heavenly arch, and from
below through the haloed heads of the front-
ranking angels. Mary is thus seen in her
assumption, logically situated in terms of
space and the passage of the event: between
above and below, between in front and behind.
Yet she appears at the same time to be
exempted from any spatially determinable
order. This oscillation within the picture’s
perceptual form is deliberately aimed to
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affect the viewer. Through the greatest prox-
imity being given to the figures in the pic-
ture’s lower section and the greatest distance
oppositely to those in the uppermost gable
section, the viewer appears to be drawn
directly into the event’s spatial disposition.
Yet the viewer remains aware that in real-
ity the event takes place beyond all visibil-
ity and spatial imagination. While viewing
the painting and its contrasting interrelation
of various optical planes, the viewer is aware

20. Pietro di Giovanni
d’Ambrogio, Assumption of
the Virgin, c. 1430-1440,
tempera on panel

Christian Museum, Esztergom



21. Sano di Pietro,
Assumption of the Virgin,
C. 1450, tempera on panel

Staatliches Lindenau-Museum,
Altenburg; photograph: Deutsche
Fotothek, Grossmann

of seeing something that in actuality exceeds
any capacity of the human eye.3! In this
way, the representation accomplishes noth-
ingless than a reflection, realized within the
picture itself, upon the problem, repeatedly
discussed by theologians, of how to visual-
ize the holy mystery of the Virgin Mary’s
assumption, in light of the fact that neither
the Apostles nor anyone else actually saw
that event with their own eyes.32

Against this backdrop it is indicative that
representations of the Assumption of the Vir-
gin were subsequently often combined with
the motif of the Donation of the Girdle, in
which the Virgin threw her belt to the doubt-
ing Apostle Thomas as sign and proof that
she was actually taken up into heaven, even
though he did not see it. The representation
of this theme by Bartolomeo Bulgarini in
the Pinacoteca Nazionale in Siena, painted
about 1360 (fig. 17), is an example of the
reception of the Munich picture’s compo-
sition in reduced form and adds the figure

of Saint Thomas receiving the girdle at the
picture’s lower edge.®3 As a small figure
with his back to the viewer, looking up into
the space above, Saint Thomas takes up the
same point of view within the picture as
that adopted by the viewer outside it. For
the latter, Mary is arranged frontally on the
foremost pictorial plane and gazes directly
at him. In this way, the viewer may expe-
rience the paradox of seeing the ascending
Virgin, something he never saw and never
will.

An early sixteenth-century panel by Giro-
lamo di Benvenuto illustrates this constel-
lation (fig. 18): it depicts Saint Catherine of
Siena, who kneels as if on the threshold
between the viewer and an imaginary stage,
which shows the Virgin Mary as she ascends
into heaven.34 Asis known, the bifocal struc-
ture used to compose the painted image of
the Assumption of the Virgin became a stan-
dard constant in Sienese painting until well
into the quattrocento.3> Examples include
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22. Master of the Rebel
Angels, Fall of the Rebel
Angels, c. 1340, tempera
on panel

Musée du Louvre, Paris;
photograph: Réunion des Musées
Nationaux

23. Bolognese painter,
Triptych, c. 1370-1380,
tempera on panel
Pinacoteca Nazionale, Bologna



24. Master of the Brancacci
Triptych, Triptych, c. 1410
(?), tempera on panel
Pinacoteca Vaticana, Rome;
photograph: Musei Vaticani

25. Ambrogio Lorenzetti,
Vico I’Abate Madonna, 1319,
tempera on panel

Museo di Arte Sacra, San Casciano
Val di Pesa; photograph: Soprin-
tendenza per i Beni Artistici e Storici
per le provincie di Siena e Grosseto

a small panel in Berlin’s Gemildegalerie of
the first quarter of the fifteenth century (fig.
19),36 Pietro di Giovanni d’Ambrogio’s paint-
ing in the Christian Museum in Esztergom,
dating from the 1440s (fig. 20),3” and Sano
di Pietro’s in the Lindenau-Museum in
Altenburg, from c. 1450 (fig. 21).38

The pictorial strategy of combining dif-
ferent perspectival spaces into a unified
visual order did not remain limited to the
theme of the Assumption. The Sienese Fall
of the Rebel Angels from about 1340 in the
Louvre (fig. 22), which can be viewed as
closely related to the Munich panel, offers
a striking example.3 It aims at nothing less
than a visualization of the Christian con-
ception of the world order. Various levels
define the echelon of different conceived
spaces: the over-large figure of God is placed
at the very top, in the gable, floating in an
immeasurable sphere, while directly beneath
him the chairs for the holy council of angels
stretch back into the distance in an impres-
sive depth-recession; underneath, in strik-
ing visual contrast, is shown an abstractly
maintained stripe of heaven, while, finally,
the expelled angels fall to earth in a whirling
spiral.

What connects the Fall of the Rebel Angels
(fig. 22) and the Assumption of the Virgin
(fig. 16) is the paradox of the perceptual sit-
uation into which the viewer is transposed,
since both panels show something endlessly
distant or even things unseeable in a system
of mimetic representation. If the individual
pictorial spaces proffer a clearly measurable
logic of perspective, they nonetheless relate
to each other in an aperspectival and incom-
mensurable way. What is made concrete for
the viewer by means of this insoluble inter-
play is the relativity of his own vision: that
is, the viewer’s experience that the relation
between physical perception and actual
dimensions is dissociated and ambiguous.

A fundamental problematic within the
historical development of pictures is hereby
addressed. The stronger the image constitutes
itself as a perspectival illustration of actu-
ality, in the sense of a “naturalization of the

KRUIEERN 7T



sacred” (Robert Scribner),40 the less it is
capable of opening up a view into a higher,
metapictorial reality. It can thus be under-
stood that the tension created by these two
divergent demands on the painted image
required solutions by means of an aesthetic
practice that raised the media-grounded sta-
tus of pictorial representation in itself to a
productive moment of artistic expression.
The variety of solutions that arose from
this testify to the importance given to this
aspect of pictorial development in the tre-
cento. Only a few examples and remarks
must suffice, such as a Bolognese triptych
in the Pinacoteca Nazionale in Bologna, dat-
ing from about 1370-1380 (fig. 23),4! or a
work created somewhat later, now in the
Pinacoteca Vaticana in Rome (fig. 24).42
Both place the Madonna and Child in an
extremely close-up section of the panel,
thus bringing them suggestively nearer to
the viewer, into an almost intimate close-
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ness. Yet at the same time, the imaginary
nature of this nearness is made evident
through the forced contrast in scale to the
angels and saints flanking the Madonna and
Child. Thus the picture status of the panel
is consciously maintained.*43

To such examples can be added Ambrogio
Lorenzetti’s Madonna panel of 1319 from
Vico I’Abate (fig. 25).#4 The spatial and fig-
urative composition reverts to a strong
planimetric system of design, within which
symmetry, frontality, and decorative forms
parallel to the picture plane predominate.
The represented throne and the outer object-
like form of the picture panel appear almost
to have coalesced, so that the image’s real-
ity adopts a suggestive ambivalence be-
tween the impression of presence and that
of representation.4>

A devotional triptych by Naddo Cecca-
relli, dating from the middle of the trecento
and now in the Chrysler Museum in Nor-

26. Naddo Ceccarelli,
Triptych, middle of the
fourteenth century, tempera
on panel

Chrysler Museum, Norfolk, Virginia

27. Barnaba da Modena, Man
of Sorrows between the
Virgin and Saint John,

c. 1370, tempera on panel
Galleria Nazionale delle Marche,
Urbino; author photograph



28. Detail of figure 27
Author photograph

29. Pacino di Bonaguida,
Beato Chiarito Tabernacle,
C. 1340, tempera on panel

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles

folk (fig. 26), demonstrates another variant
of this picture-immanent reflection upon
reality.46 In its center panel, it simulates a
three-dimensional statuette raised on a
pedestal, and in this way indicates within
the picture the ambivalent status of the
Virgin’s presence.

Again another form of delineating differ-
ent levels of reality within the picture is
demonstrated by a panel of the Imago Pietatis
by Barnaba da Modena, now in the Galleria
Nazionale delle Marche in Urbino (figs. 27,
28).47 With the relief Crucifix that was for-
merly attached to the upper gabled field,
appearing upon the punched ornamental
gold leaf as a kind of precious object, this
representation offered two diverse forms of
Christ’s manifestation within the same pic-
ture: once, though only painted, as if tangi-
bly near; and again, although actually
tangible, only as a small-format preciosity.

Within the sequence of such examples,
finally, may be placed the so-called Beato
Chiarito Tabernacle by Pacino di Bonaguida,
created around 1340 and now in the Getty
Museum (fig. 29).48 Its central section, show-
ing the Communion of the Apostles (fig. 30),
is not painted but uses relief figures set

against an ornamented gold ground, by this
means evidently aiming at imitation of a pre-
cious work by a goldsmith (fig. 31). This pic-
ture’s particular aesthetic corresponds to the
message of the theme represented, the Com-
munion of the Apostles. The figures of the
kneeling Apostles float in front of or around
the similarly floating Christ, from whose
navel long tubes lead to the mouths of the
Apostles. These tubes remind us of the litur-
gical accessories called fistulae, eucharistic
straws used during the Middle Ages to receive
the Eucharist.4? The Apostles here receive
in aliteral sense the true body of Christ, con-
trary to the usual iconography, which has
Jesus distributing the bread to them with his
own hands. The disposition of the rows of
fistulae, similar in appearance to an aureole
or glory, suggests the paradoxical conception
of a spiritual emanation coming from Christ’s
corporeal body.>0

In the picture’s central axis, one of the
eucharistic straws extends beyond the gold
ground downward into a small section with
painted scenes at the base, where a priest is
shown offering the host to Beato Chiarito
(fig. 32). The central idea of the representa-
tion is thereby made clear: it is about the
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concept of transubstantiation, that is, the
miraculous transformation of the conse-
crated host into the true body of Christ in
the mass. This is also referred to by the
flanking scenes to the left and right show-
ing eucharistic visions experienced by Beato
Chiarito during the elevation of the host. On
the left (fig. 33), he sees grain springing from
the host, while on the right (fig. 34) he sees
a small figure of the blessing Christ in the
radiating light of the host, exactly in the form
that the external viewer sees Christ’s bless-
ing figure in the field of the large central
panel .51

Itis not possible to discuss this image and
its iconographic complexity in detail here.
However, its central intention, visualizing
the eucharistic transformation, is clear
enough. What this picture thereby attempts
is nothing less than to evoke in the sight of
the viewer the unity of a higher, invisible
reality and a visible, earthly reality. In this
sense, from time immemorial the moment
of the Eucharist’s transubstantiation was
interpreted as a unification of the visible with
the invisible. Gregory the Great, for example,
adopts in his Dialogues a clear position on
this: “Which believer could doubt that
exactly in the hour of sacrifice the heavens
open themselves up at the sound of the
priest’s voice? The most lowly is bound to
the most exalted, the earthly joins with the
heavenly, visible and invisible become
one.”52 It is this demand, to experience the
invisible within the visible, that the Chia-
rito Tabernacle attempts to satisfy by means
of its special aesthetics of materials. This
aspect connects it, all significant differences
aside, to works such as the Sienese Assump-
tion of the Virgin in Munich.

In all of this, the theologically grounded
understanding that, with the help of pic-
tures, the invisible can be presented to vision
isitself not new. Since Saint Augustine, the
medieval exegetical tradition had ordained
that meditation upon pictures in this sense
was a material medium for the path of recog-
nition that led believers upward from the vis-
ible to the invisible, “per visibilia ad
invisibilia.”>3 A much-cited statement on
art, attributed in the Middle Ages to Gre-
gory the Great (but in reality inserted in one
of his letters only around the middle of the
eighth century), explicitly recommended
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30. Pacino di Bonaguida,
Beato Chiarito Tabernacle,
detail, central panel, c. 1340,
tempera on panel

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles



31. Anonymous goldsmith
from Trier, Reliquary of the
Holy Cross, reverse, detail,
c. 1220, metalwork

Saint Matthias, Trier, treasury;
photograph: Technische Universitit
Berlin, Fotothek

32. Pacino di Bonaguida,
Beato Chiarito Tabernacle,
detail, Beato Chiarito
Receives the Host, c. 1340,
tempera on panel

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles

33. Pacino di Bonaguida,
Beato Chiarito Tabernacle,
detail, Eucharistic Vision of
Beato Chiarito, ¢. 1340,
tempera on panel

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles

34. Pacino di Bonaguida,
Beato Chiarito Tabernacle,
detail, Eucharistic Vision of
Beato Chiarito, ¢. 1340,
tempera on panel

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles

such a religious usage of pictures, because
we can, as the author in the name of the
church father put it, in this way show the
invisible via the visible: “per visibilia invi-
sibilia demonstramus.”>%

What is new in the examples discussed
here is thus not the theological concept of
avisual actualization of transcendence, but
rather the consequences for the aesthetic
strategies derived from it. The Sienese depic-
tions of the Fall of the Rebel Angels (fig.
22)or the Assumption of the Virgin (fig. 16),
as well as the Beato Chiarito Tabernacle
(fig. 29), are all works that, using different
means, generate an aesthetic reflection upon
the reality they set before one’s eyes. These
representations summon the picture’s
immanent reflexivity, which is grounded in
the depiction itself, through the distinc-
tion between reality and pictorial percep-
tion, experienced as a visual discontinuity.
In sum, one could say that in such paint-
ings the image thematizes its own func-
tion as visual membrane between the
here-and-now and the beyond, in the sense
of a mediation of the invisible presence of
transcendence. The dissociation between
image and metapictorial apparition, which
is produced by discontinuities between the
pictorial spaces, their perspective and rel-
ative scale, and so forth, maintains the
viewer’s awareness that the representation’s
meaning is fulfilled only with the expan-
sion of the inner imagination. In other
words, it is the representation of the oppos-
ing forces of illusion and distance that
involves the viewer in a new way in the pic-
ture’s system of communication.
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The point of departure for this discussion was
that in the artistic practice of the trecento
one may recognize a new kind of awareness
of the historicity of aesthetic modes: a grow-
ing reflection upon the existing differences
between older, traditional and newer, cur-
rent conventions of representation. In this
process it becomes apparent that, beyond the
customary aspect of religious function—the
actualization of what is represented and the
devotional practice rooted within it (recor-
datio, memoria, veneratio)—genuinely aes-
thetic considerations increasingly came to
the fore: the perception of the image as
medium, that is, as consisting of a wood
panel covered with pigments and gold leaf,
or as a painting determined by its material-
ity and artistic style.

Both aspects—of the image as an implic-
itly mimetic representation and as a created
picture with an independent concrete mate-
rial reality—exist in an ambivalent, oppos-
ing relationship. The same ambivalence is
increasingly generated within an aesthetic
practice that elevated reflection about rep-
resentation and the medium status of the

76  KRUGER

picture to a productive artistic moment.
Very clearly, these representational strate-
gies attest to a situation that involved a
deliberated unity of perspectival illusion and
aperspectival pictorial logic, thereby visu-
alizing the paradox inherent in a “natural-
ization of the sacred.” It was not by accident,
after all, that this aesthetic option of bring-
ing the picture to bear in all its materiality
and its own reality developed simultane-
ously with, and complementarily to, the
genesis of a mimetic, rationalized notion of
representation that would ultimately find its
theoretical basis in Alberti. As painting in
the age of Giotto was increasingly understood
to be capable of mastering reality with the
power of its illusionism, at the same time
all the stronger grew a counterbalancing
demand to reveal its genuine poetic surplus
value as existing exactly in the difference
between reality and image. Not least of all,
therein lay the actual epoch-making signif-
icance of painting in the time of Giotto,
which was responsible for the unfolding of
a new pictorial aesthetic in the early mod-
ern period.°>



NOTES

I express my thanks to Julia Bernard for translating
this text into English and to Victor M. Schmidt for
his helpful suggestions and improvements.
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