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Ambrogio L o r e n z e t t i 's  in t e r e s t  in  c la s s ic a l  a n t iq u ity  was f i r s t  

documented w ith in  h is  l i f e t im e .  A c h r o n ic le  o f  1337, p robab ly  authored  

by A gno lo  d i Tura, s ta te s  th a t  Am brogio d eco ra ted  the o u ts id e  w a lls  o f  

a S ien ese  p a la ce  w ith  fr e s c o e s  d e p ic t in g  "Roman s t o r i e s . " 1 In  the f o l ­

low in g  cen tu ry , G h ib e r t i c o r ro b o ra ted  th e  p a in t e r 's  c la s s ic a l  p r e d i l e c ­

t io n  by r e p o r t in g  th a t  he had seen a draw ing o f  a s ta tu e  by Lysippus from
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th e  hand o f  Am brogio. In  r e c e n t y ea rs , George Rowley has is o la t e d

s p e c i f i c  types o f  c l a s s ic a l  a r t ,  c i t in g  them as the p robab le  sources fo r

f ig u r e s  in  A m brogio 's  p a in t in g s .  Among them are a Roman co in  which shows

S e c u r ity  p e r s o n if ie d ,  seen by Rowley as the l i k e l y  p ro to typ e  f o r  A m brogio 's

f ig u r e  o f  Peace because o f  i t s  s ea ted  pose w ith  head le a n in g  a g a in s t  hand,

elbow  ju t t in g  ou t, and body d ia g o n a l iz e d ;3 a t e r r a - c o t t a  mask o f  a s a ty r ,

seen by Rowley as the l i k e l y  p ro to typ e  f o r  the mask which A m brog io 's  f i g -
4

ure o f  D ia le c t ic  h o lds  because o f  the c u r ly  beard  and snubbed nose; a 

Roman m osaic r ep re s e n ta t io n  o f  the season , Summer, seen by Rowley as the 

l i k e l y  p ro to typ e  fo r  Am brogio 's  a l l e g o r i c a l  f ig u r e  o f  the same season 

because o f  the in c lu s io n  o f  s i c k le ,  sh ea f o f  wheat, and w reath  o f  le a v e s ." ’ 

But the purpose o f  th is  paper i s  n o t to  p re s e n t fu r th e r  examples o f  

A m brog io 's  use o f  c la s s ic a l  co in s  o r  masks o r  m osaics as models f o r  h is  

im ages. R ath er, i t  i s  to  argue th a t  the S ien ese m aster was in s p ir e d  

a d d i t io n a l ly  by an a n c ie n t  t e x t  —  namely by the Natural H istory  o f  P l in y
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the E ld e r .  The p rem ise p resen ted  here w i l l  be th a t by using P l in y  as 

h is  gu id e , Ambrogio c o n s c ie n t io u s ly  sought to  im ita te  in  h is  works the 

p a in t in g s  o f  c la s s ic a l  a r t i s t s  which were them selves in a c c e s s ib le  to  him 

excep t in  the d e s c r ip t io n s  in  the Natural H istory.

That P l in y 's  Natural History  was both  a v a i la b le  and read  in  the 

fo u r te en th  century i s  a t t e s t e d  to  by the f a c t  th a t  P e tra rch  n ot on ly  

owned bu t a ls o  annotated  in  the margins and paraphrased  in  h is  own w r i t ­

in gs  the L a t in  a u th o r 's  t e x t . * ’ Thus, g iv e n  A m brogio 's  lo v e  o f  th in gs  

a n tiq u e , i t  i s  easy to  con ce ive  o f  P e t ra r c h 's  s l i g h t l y  e a r l i e r  contemp­

o ra ry  as h avin g  con su lted  the Natural H istory .  Th is i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  

tru e  in  l i g h t  o f  the comments made by V a sa r i on Am brogio. A ccord in g  to

V a s a r i,  the p a in t e r  had "d evo ted  h im s e lf  to  hum an istic  s tu d ie s  in  h is  
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you th . M oreover, as an a d u lt  he freq u en ted  "a lw ays th e  s o c ie t y  o f  men 

o f  l e t t e r s  and sch o la rs  [and] was r e c e iv e d  by them and addressed  as a
g

man o f  t a le n t ,  con tin u in g  the w h ile  to  be w e l l  thought o f . "  Thus, i f  

Ambrogio was not in tro d u ced  to  P l in y  as a sch oo lb oy , i t  i s  v e ry  p o s s ib le  

th a t  he became acqu a in ted  w ith  the au thor through h is  l e t t e r e d  fr ie n d s  

as an a d u lt .  In  any case , p i c t o r i a l  e v id en ce  in  h is  p a in t in g s  s t r o n g ly  

su gges ts  th a t  Ambrogio both  knew P l in y 's  Natural H istory  and was in s p ir e d  

by i t  to  compete w ith  a r t i s t s  o f  the c la s s ic a l  p a s t .

A s t r ik in g  example o f  A m brogio 's  p o s s ib le  d e s ir e  to  r i v a l  Greek

p a in t in g  i s  found in  h is  h an d lin g  o f  the d rapery which p a r t i a l l y  covers

the a l l e g o r i c a l  f ig u r e ,  S e c u r ity ,  a n e a r ly  nude, w inged fem ale who hovers

o v e r  the road  le a d in g  through the c i t y  ga te s  in  Good Government in the
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Country ( f i g .  1) . U n like  the m erely  th in  fa b r ic  o f  the dress c o v e r in g  

A m brogio 's  f ig u r e  o f  Peace in  the a d ja c en t f r e s c o ,  the d rapery  which 

c u r ls  i t s e l f  around the th igh s  o f  S e c u r ity  i s  tra n sp a ren t. In  sh o rt, 

n o t on ly  do the o u t l in e s  o f  S e c u r it y 's  lo w er  lim bs r e v e a l  them selves 

through h er  m inimal c o v e r in g , b u t the co lo u rs  o f  h e r  f le s h  sh in e through 

as w e l l .  Thus, the model f o r  S e c u r it y 's  d rapery  cannot be found e x c lu ­

s i v e l y  in  the drapery o f  a n c ien t s ta tu a ry  as Rowley has su gges ted . ^

The s im p le  reason i s  th a t  in  such s ta tu a ry  on ly  the shapes o f  the under­

ly in g  forms are v i s i b l e  beneath the d ra pery , n o t t h e i r  c o lo u r . For the 

fe a tu re  o f  tran sparen cy , then , Ambrogio v e ry  l i k e l y  r e c e iv e d  a d d it io n a l  

in s p ir a t io n  e lsew h ere .



A t f i r s t  one m ight th ink  th a t  Am brogio was in s p ir e d  by the I t a l i a n  

m asters o f  the p rev iou s  g en e ra t io n  in  th is  rega rd , f o r  G io t to  made the 

h a ir  and an o c c a s io n a l ea r  v i s i b l e  through the v e i l s  worn by some o f  the 

women in  h is  fr e s c o e s  in  the Arena C hapel, and Duccio made the th igh s  

o f  C h r is t  and the two th ie v e s  v i s i b l e  through t h e i r  lo in  c lo th s  in  the 

Cruc if ix ion  on the back o f  h is  M a es ta .11 i t  must be s tr e s s e d , how ever, 

th a t n e ith e r  p a in t e r  dared d e p ic t  as d id  Ambrogio a fem ale  body a l l  bu t 

nude as i s  S e c u r ity ,  the ro sy  f le s h  beaming through h er tra n sp a ren t cov ­

e r in g  e x u b e ra n tly . Thus, I  b e l ie v e  th a t the in s p ir a t io n  n ecessa ry  to  

ca rry  Am brogio beyond the p e r im e te rs  s e t  by G io t to  and Duccio was p ro v id ed  

by P l in y .  Th is i s  because im m ed ia te ly  upon in tro d u c in g  P o lygn o to s  o f

Thasos in  h is  chap ters on p a in t in g ,  P l in y  s ta te s  th a t  i t  was he "who
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f i r s t  p a in ted  women w ith  tra n sp a ren t garments . . . ." D eeply in t e r e s t e d  

in  a n t iq u ity  as Ambrogio was, th is  p ith y  remark about one o f  a n c ien t 

G ree c e 's  le a d in g  p a in te rs  may v e ry  w e l l  have induced the fo u r te e n th -  

cen tu ry  a r t i s t  to  produce a fem ale  whose body i s  v i s i b l e  through sh eer 

d rapery  as had h is  Greek p red ecesso r .

Though many o f  the fa c e s  o f  the f ig u r e s  in  A m brogio 's  works are 

r e l a t i v e l y  e x p r e s s io n le s s ,  a c lo s e  look  a t  the fa c e s  o f  some re v e a ls  

th a t  they are in t e n s e ly  e x p r e s s iv e .  And the in t e n s i t y  in  th ese  is o la t e d  

in s ta n ces  i s  f a r  more pronounced than th a t g e n e ra l ly  seen in  the fa ces  

p a in ted  by o th e r  a r t i s t s  o f  the p e r io d .  For exam ple, in  the Franciscan 

Martyrdom the fa ce  o f  the tu rban -w earin g  s p e c ta to r  a t  the l e f t  o f  the l e f t  

arcade r e g is t e r s  repugnance to  an extrem e degree  a t  the s ig h t  o f  the 

d e c a p ita t io n  b e fo re  him ( f i g .  2 ) .  The eyebrows p ress  to g e th e r ,  the 

e y e l id s  s q u in t t i g h t l y ,  and the muscles around th e  nose f l e x ,  a l l  o f  

which fo r c e s  the f a c i a l  sk in  to  bunch in t o  a mass o f  w r in k le s . Indeed , 

the use o f  w r in k le s  in  th is  fa ce  a n t ic ip a te s  L eon ardo 's  e f f e c t i v e  use 

o f  w r in k le s  to  underscore f a c i a l  e x p res s io n .

In  th is  same fr e s c o ,  the fa ce  o f  the helmed man a t  the l e f t  o f  the 

r ig h t  arcade d is p la y s  a p e rtu rb ed  amazement which i s  c rea ted  w ith  s im ila r  

s k i l l .  Though the w r in k lin g  o f  the f a c i a l  sk in  i s  le s s  exaggera ted  in  

the second fa c e ,  the mouth i s  open and the te e th  are v i s i b l e ,  g iv in g  the 

im pression  th a t  the man is  u t t e r in g  a gasp o f  h o rro r  which i s  a l l  but 

a u d ib le . Anguish has a ls o  been ren dered  s e n s i t i v e ly  in  the fa c e  o f  the



s o ld ie r  w earin g  a c re s te d  helm et a t  the r ig h t  o f  the r ig h t  arcade in  the 

Franciscan Martyrdom. And once again  the w r in k lin g  o f  the sk in  has been 

e f f e c t i v e l y  con veyed .13

In  some o f  A m brog io 's  f ig u r e s  th e  exp ress iv en ess  exten ds beyond the 

fa c e  to  pervade the e n t i r e  body. For exam ple, in  th e  S a n t1 A go s tin o  

Maesta A m brogio 's  C h r is t  C h ild  n o t on ly  bugs ou t h is  eyes  and turns h is  

mouth down a t  the c o rn e rs , bu t a ls o  throws up h is  hands and k ick s  ou t h is  

f e e t  in  h o rro r  a t  the s ig h t  o f  the g o ld f in c h  b e fo re  him ( f i g .  3) . In 

the Allegory  o f  Bad Government the c h i ld  whom C ru e lty  s tr a n g le s  n o t on ly  

s t ic k s  ou t h is  tongue d ra m a t ic a lly  bu t a ls o  claws a t  the a i r  w ith  h is  

o u ts tre tc h ed  hands, and he s t r id e s  through space w ith  f u l l y  ex ten ded  

le g s .  In  the sinopia  f o r  the Annunciation in  the O ra tory  o f  San Galgano 

a t  M on tes iep i, the V ir g in  n o t o n ly  appears to  frown but a ls o  hugs the
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column n ex t to  h er w ith  s e ve re  a n x ie ty  and throws h e r s e l f  to  the f l o o r .

Of cou rse , as has been im p lie d , e m o t io n - f i l l e d  fa c e s  a re  n o t unknown 

to  e a r ly  fo u r te en th -c en tu ry  p a in t in g ;  nor a re  bod ies  which r e v e a l  em otions 

by means o f  th e ir  e xa gg era ted  p o s tu r in g . A r t i s t s  who d e p ic t  the Massacre 

o f  the Innocen ts u su a lly  in c lu d e  a number o f  d is t r e s s e d  fa c e s  in  th e ir  

in t e r p r e ta t io n s  o f  the scen e. Some o f  G io t t o 's  g r ie v in g  a n ge ls  in  h is  

Crucifix ion  and Lamentation in  the Arena Chapel wrench t h e i r  b od ies  w ith  

anger o r  p a in .1'’ But Am brogio surpasses the con cep tion s  o f  e a r l i e r  p a in t ­

e r s .  In  the cases o f  the w itn esses  o f  the d e c a p ita t io n ,  perhaps f o r  the 

f i r s t  tim e in  the P ro to -R en a issan ce  p e r io d  the sk in  o f  a fa c e  no lo n ge r  

appears fused  to  the s k u ll  which supports i t .  R ath er, i t  seems to  r id e  

f lu id l y  above the s k u l l .  Thus, a con v in c in g , em otion a l immediacy is  

cap tu red , s in ce  the movements o f  f a c i a l  sk in  communicate much o f  human 

f e e l in g .  In  the case o f  the s tr a n g le d  baby and the h o r r i f i e d  annunciate 

V ir g in ,  the body e i t h e r  exp lod es  in  an ou tc ry  o f  p h y s ic a l pa in  o r  tw is ts  

c lo s ed  upon i t s e l f  in  s i l e n t  angu ish . These b o d ie s , then , have been 

co n to r ted  to  the l e v e l  o f  E xpress ion ism  - -  a l e v e l  n o t reached  by the 

b od ies  o f  G io t t o 's  a n g e ls , however moving i s  the s tr id e n c y  o f  t h e i r  

g r i e f .

What caused Am brogio to  experim en t w ith  em otions so r a d ic a l ly ?  Once 

aga in  I  th in k  th a t the S ien ese  p a in t e r  has been in s p ir e d ,  now in  g en e ra l 

and n o t a s p e c i f i c  way, by d e s c r ip t io n s  in  P l in y  o f  the works o f  a n c ien t



a r t i s t s .  Th is i s  becau se, acco rd in g  to  the Roman w r i t e r ,  s e v e r a l Greek 

p a in te r s  were no ted  f o r  havin g  g r e a t ly  advanced the p i c t o r i a l  r ep re s e n ta ­

t io n  o f  human em otion . For in s ta n ce , in  a passage on P o ly gn o to s , P l in y  

s ta te s  th a t  th is  " a r t i s t  made a f i r s t  s e r io u s  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  the d e v e l­

opment o f  p a in t in g  by open ing the mouth, showing the te e th  and v a ry in g

the s t i f f  a rch a ic  s e t  o f  the f e a t u r e s . " 1^ He a ls o  m entions P a rrh as io s
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who "added v iv a c i t y  t o  the f e a tu r e s , "  and A r is t e id e s  who "was the f i r s t

among a l l  p a in te r s  to  p a in t  the s o u l, and [who] gave ex p ress io n  to  the

a f f e c t io n s  o f  man —  I  mean to  what the Greeks c a l l  Ethe —  and a ls o  the
18em o tion s . "  S ince no contem porary a r t i s t  p ro v id e d  models as e x p re s s iv e  

as the f ig u r e s  u lt im a te ly  produced by Am brogio, i t  i s  a l l  the more i n v i t ­

in g  to  assume th a t Ambrogio was ch a llen ged  to  im ita te  the l o s t  p reced en ts  

d esc r ib ed  by P l in y .

Am brogio was a ls o  in t e r e s te d  in  c a p tu r in g  what m igh t be c a l le d  the

em otions o f  Nature - -  th a t i s  to  say , m e te o ro lo g ic a l e f f e c t s .  In  a qu a t-

r e f o i l  in  the Sa la  d e l la  Pace he shows th e  f ig u r e  o f  W in ter s tan d in g  in

a snow storm  w ith  la r g e ,  f l u f f y  f la k e s  f lu t t e r in g  down around him ( f i g .

4 ) .  As Rowley has ob served , the " f a l l i n g  snow, d i r e c t l y  observed  from

n a tu re , seems to  be the e a r l i e s t  con v in c in g  re p re s e n ta t io n  o f  w eather
19

c o n d it io n s  in  m ed ieva l a r t . "

But though th e  q u a t r e fo i l  rep resen ts  the o n ly  e x ta n t d e p ic t io n  o f  

m e te o ro lo g ic a l a c t i v i t y  by Am brogio, i t  was no t h is  on ly  a ttem pt a t  the 

f e a t .  Among h is  l o s t  fre s c o e s  in  San Francesco in  S iena was one which 

p o r tra y e d  a v i o l e n t  ra in s to rm . F o r tu n a te ly , a len g th y  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  

the p a in t in g  i s  p ro v id e d  by G h ib e r t i,  who w r i t e s :

[ In  the scene which occurs a f t e r ]  the d e c a p ita t io n  o f  the monks 

th ere  a r is e s  a storm  w ith  much h a i l ,  f la s h e s  o f  l ig h tn in g ,  and 

thundering earthqu akes; i t  seems as i f  i t  were p o s s ib le  to  see 

p a in ted  heaven and ea r th  in  danger. I t  seems as i f  a l l  were 

t r y in g  w ith  much trem b lin g  to  c o v e r  th em selves up; the men and 

the women a re  p u l l in g  t h e i r  c lo th e s  o v e r  t h e i r  heads, and the 

armed men are h o ld in g  the s h ie ld s  o v e r  t h e i r  heads. The h a i l ­

ston es  are so th ick  on the s h ie ld s  th a t  th ey  seem a c tu a l ly  to  

bounce on the s h ie ld s  w ith  the e x tra o rd in a ry  w in ds. The t r e e s



are seen bend ing even to  the ground as i f  th ey  were b rea k in g , 

and each person  seems t o  be f l e e in g ,  everyon e i s  seen to  be 

• 20 f l e e in g .

Th is d e s c r ip t io n  b r in g s  to  mind a t  once a comment P l in y  makes about

A p e l le s :  "He a ls o  p a in ted  the u n pa in tab le , thunder, f o r  exam ple, l i g h t -
21

n in g  and th u n derbo lts  . . . . "  But i f  G h ib e r t i 's  d e s c r ip t io n  i s  tru e  

to  the l o s t  im age, Am brogio went much fu r th e r  than A p e l le s ,  f o r  he added 

h a i l ,  earthqu akes, and a w ind s tro n g  enough to  bend the t r e e s  to  the 

ground. In th is  in s ta n c e , then , Ambrogio seems n o t to  have ju s t  e q u a lle d

Greek p a in t in g  bu t to  have surpassed  i t  once more, and by a s u b s ta n t ia l
. 2 2  

m arg in .

E lsew here in  h is  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  Am brogio 's  l o s t  f r e s c o e s  in  San 

F ran cesco , G h ib e r t i e la b o ra te s  upon the scene which shows monks, who had 

been p reach in g  in  the O r ie n t ,  b e in g  beaten  by th e  S u lta n 's  men. A ccord ­

in g  t o  G h ib e r t i ,  " [ t h e r e ]  i s  p a in ted  how two men, a f t e r  h av in g  bea ten  

[th e  monks] and a f t e r  h avin g  been rep la c ed  by two o th e r  men, r e s t  w ith

the rods in  t h e i r  hands, t h e i r  lim p h a ir  d r ip p in g  w ith  sw eat, v e ry  d is -
23

turbed  and sh o rt o f  b r e a th ."  Not on ly  were the f l a g e l l a t o r s  p sy ch o lo ­

g i c a l l y  e x p re s s iv e  ( i . e . ,  th ey were "v e ry  d is tu rb e d " ) —  a fe a tu re  which 

we can now e x p ec t in  the work o f  Ambrogio - -  bu t a ls o  th ey  appeared to  

p e r s p ir e  and pan t from  t h e i r  e x e r t io n .  These l a t t e r  ach ievem ents on the 

p a r t  o f  Ambrogio can w e l l  be compared w ith  the id e n t ic a l  ach ievem ents o f  

P a r rh a s io s . A ccord in g  to  P l in y ,  P a rrh a s io s  p a in ted  two p ic tu r e s  o f  hop-

l i t e s ,  "a  h o p l i t e  in  a race  who seems to  sw eat as he runs, and a h o p l i t e
24

la y in g  a s id e  h is  arms, whose la b o r in g  b rea th  we seem to  h e a r . "  Thus, 

i t  once more seems l i k e l y  th a t  Ambrogio took a cue from  P l in y 's  Natural 

History ,  th ereby  p rodu cing  d e t a i ls  in  h is  f l a g e l l a t i o n  scene th a t  were 

rem arkable in  the a r t  o f  h is  own tim e and which cou ld  r i v a l  s im ila r  de­

t a i l s  in  the p ic tu r e s  o f  A n t iq u ity .

The Pass ion  C yc le  in  the low er  church o f  the B a s i l ic a  o f  San Fran­

cesco  a t  A s s is i  i s  g e n e ra l ly  a t t r ib u te d  to  P ie t r o  L o r e n z e t t i  and w ork-
25

shop. Though t h e i r  p e r io d  o f  e x ecu tio n  i s  n o t documented, the fre s c o e s

are u su a lly  p la c ed  in  the 1320 's , p o s s ib ly  h avin g  been p a in ted  in  two
26

sep a ra te  campaigns, a cco rd in g  to  some s c h o la rs . R e c e n t ly ,  how ever,



Hayden M aginnis has p e rs u a s iv e ly  argued n o t on ly  th a t  the c y c le  was ex ­

ecu ted  in  a s in g le  campaign bu t a ls o  th a t i t  was com pleted  p r io r  to
27

1320. I f  M ag in n is ' e a r l i e r  date  o f  com p letion  i s  c o r r e c t ,  i t  cou ld

mean th a t  Ambrogio L o r e n z e t t i ,  who is  known to  have c o l la b o ra t e d  w ith
2 8

h is  b ro th e r  P ie t r o  on a t  le a s t  one work, p a r t ic ip a t e d  in  the p a in t in g  

o f  the Pass ion  C yc le  as w e l l .  Th is i s  because we have no e v id en ce  th a t 

A m brogio 's  s t y le  was f u l l y  d e fin e d  in  the la t e  te en s ; hence, any a s s i s t ­

ance which he may have o f f e r e d  P ie t r o  would n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  be r e c o g n iz ­

a b le  to  the eye o f  the modern v ie w e r  accustomed to  a t t r ib u t in g  to  Ambrogio 

o n ly  works s im i la r  to  th ose a lre a d y  f irm ly  l in k e d  to  him by docum entation .

I f  Ambrogio d id  p a r t ic ip a t e  in  the p rod u ction  o f  the Pass ion  C yc le  

a t  A s s is i ,  the com pos ition  most l i k e l y  to  have come from  h is  hand i s  the 

Last Sapper. Th is  p ic tu r e  i s  ic o n o g ra p h ic a lly  notew orthy  because o f  the 

ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  the sacred  meal w ith  a genre ep isod e  which in c lu d es  the 

mundane k itch en  chores o f  c le a n in g  the d ishes  and fe e d in g  the scraps to  

the household  p e ts  ( f i g .  5 ) .  I t  i s  p r e c is e ly  th is  in n o va tio n  which p ro ­

v id e s  the c lu e  th a t the p ic tu r e  may be Am brogio ' s ; f o r  the b o ld  use o f  

genre here a n t ic ip a te s  th e  more exp a n s ive , though le s s  d a r in g , use o f

gen re which Ambrogio d is p la y s  throughout h is  fr e s c o e s  in  the Sa la  d e l la
29

Pace in  the P a la zzo  P u b b lico  in  S ien a .

A ls o  rem arkable i s  the h an d lin g  o f  the f i r e l i g h t  in  the Last Supper.

The flam es in  the f i r e p la c e  l i c k  upwards e n e r g e t ic a l ly ,  and n o t o n ly  do

th ey  cause the dog and c a t  to  ca s t d is t in c t  shadows on to  the f l o o r  but

a ls o  th ey  bathe the u n ders ides o f  the canopy o f  the f i r e p la c e  and those
30

su r fa ce s  o f  the room which fa c e  the f i r e p la c e  w ith  s o f t  lam bent to n es .

In  a d d it io n ,  they s p i l l  l i g h t  on to  the fa c e  o f  the boy who looks  d i r e c t l y  

in t o  them from  o v e r  the sh ou lder o f  the man who w ipes a d ish .

I t  i s  the trea tm en t o f  the f i r e l i g h t  which b r in g s  a passage o f  P l in y  

t o  mind once a g a in . W r it in g  o f  A n t ip h i lo s ,  P l in y  in form s us th a t  the 

p a in t e r  " i s  p ra is e d  f o r  h is  p ic tu r e  o f  a boy b low in g  a f i r e ,  and f o r  the 

r e f l e c t i o n  ca s t by the f i r e  on the room, which i s  in  i t s e l f  b e a u t i fu l ,  

and on the b o y 's  f a c e . " 31 Thus, a p a rt from  the fa c t  th a t  the fo u r te e n th -  

cen tu ry  boy does n o t b low  the f i r e ,  the l e f t  p o r t io n  o f  the Last Supper 

in  A s s is i  seems t o  be a ta n g ib le  r e - c r e a t io n  o f  the lo s t  Greek p ic tu r e  

by A n t ip h i lo s .



A m brog io 's  use o f  fo r e sh o r te n in g  in  h is  p a in t in g s  dem onstrates g r e a t  

s k i l l .  In  the Franciscan Martyrdom, a r a d ic a l l y  fo re sh o r ten ed  decap­

i t a t e d  head r e s ts  in  the cen tre  o f  the com position  on th e  ground p lane 

ju s t  beh ind  the p ic tu r e  p lane ( f i g .  6 ) .  The unprecedented v iew  up the 

n o s t r i l s  and in t o  the s l i g h t l y  opened mouth shown w ith  th e  b i t in g  edge

o f  the te e th  v i s i b l e  unnerves the s p e c ta to r  perhaps even more than does
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the s ig h t  o f  the gore  exposed by the e x e c u t io n e r 's  cu t. A ls o  im press­

i v e  i s  the fo re sh o r ten ed  hand o f  the young man sea ted  on the back row in  

St. Louis Before the Pope who wears a cap t i e d  under h is  c h in .33 In 

f a c t ,  so s e l f - c o n s c io u s  i s  the d e s ir e  to  m aster s p a t ia l  r e c e s s io n  in  the 

draw ing o f  the s e ve red  head and the hand th a t one aga in  wonders i f  Ambro­

g io  were n o t a ttem p tin g  to  r i v a l  the l o s t  works o f  an tiqu e p a in te r s  as 

they are d e sc r ib ed  by P l in y .  For in s ta n c e , o f  Pausias the h is to r ia n  says : 

" [W ish in g ] to  d is p la y  an o x 's  len g th  o f  body, he p a in ted  a f r o n t  and n o t 

a s id e  v iew  o f  the an im al, and y e t  c o n tr iv e d  to  show i t s  s iz e  . . . .

[He showed] g r e a t  a r t  in  g iv in g  a l l  f ig u r e s  f u l l  r e l i e f  upon the f l a t
34

s u r fa c e , and in  in d ic a t in g  t h e i r  form  when fo r e s h o r te n e d ."

Perhaps a more su b tle  e x e r c is e  in  fo r e s h o r te n in g  on A m brogio 's  p a r t

i s  found in  the b ad ly  worn spear h e ld  by the g r i s a i l l e  s ta tu e t t e  o f  a
35

w a r r io r  a top  the r igh t-h a n d  gab le  o f  the Franciscan Martyrdom. Though 

the w a r r io r  i s  sm a ll in  s iz e  and lo c a te d  w ith in  the f r e s c o  on ly  p e r ip h ­

e r a l l y ,  h is  sp ea r p r o je c t s  b o ld ly  fo rw ard  in  space a long a d ia g o n a l, i t s  

p o in t  aimed toward the s p e c ta to r 's  s p a t ia l  environm ent. Thus, d e sp ite  

the f a c t  th a t  he i s  m ere ly  a f i n i a l ,  the w a r r io r  seems to  embody Ambro- 

g i o 's  response to  y e t  an oth er passage in  the Natural H istory .  W r it in g  

o f  A p e l le s ,  P l in y  s ta te s  th a t the Greek a r t i s t  "p a in ted  in  the tem ple o f  

A rtem is a t  Ephesos a p o r t r a i t  o f  A lexa n d er h o ld in g  a th u n d e rb o lt . . . .  

The f in g e r s  seem to  stand ou t and the th u n d erb o lt [seem s] to  p r o je c t  from 

the p i c t u r e . " 3^

Even in  h is  Massa M arittim a  Maesta, Ambrogio experim en ted  w ith  the 

p r o je c t io n  o f  o b je c ts  in  space. A t the l e f t  and r ig h t  o f  the bottom  s tep  

o f  the throne in  the p a in t in g  k n ee l an ge ls  who p la y  upon fo re sh o r ten ed  

f id d le s .  The bow o f  each an ge l i s  sawed a lon g  a d ia go n a l which moves 

in to  the s p e c ta to r 's  space. M oreover, the f in g e r s  o f  the f r e t t in g  hand 

o f  the le f tw a rd  an gel a re  e s p e c ia l ly  c o m p e llin g , f o r  l i k e  A le x a n d e r 's



f in g e r s  as he h e ld  the th u n d erb o lt, th ey "seem to  stand o u t . "

In  g en e ra l A m brogio 's  sense o f  p e r s p e c t iv e  remained s tro n g  th rough­

ou t h is  c a re e r .  In  adm irin g  h is  s k i l l ,  one may r e c a l l  the words o f  

A p e lle s  on M elan th ios and A s k le p io d o ro s , as quoted by P l in y .  A cco rd in g  

to  A p e l le s ,  M elan th ios  was s u p e r io r  to  him " in  the d is t r ib u t io n  o f  f i g ­

u r e s , "  w h ile  A sk lep io d o ros  was s u p e r io r  to  him " in  p e rs p e c t iv e  a rra n ge -
3 8

ment, th a t i s  in  g iv in g  accu ra te  d is ta n ce s  between d i f f e r e n t  o b je c t s . "

Perhaps Ambrogio r e f l e c t e d  on th ese w ords, to o , as he s itu a te d  o b je c ts

and f ig u r e s  in  space w ith  such accuracy when p a in t in g  th e  sm a ll Maesta,

the whole o f  S t .  Louis Before the Pope and the Franciscan Martyrdom,

Good Government in the C ity  and Good Government in the Country, the
39Presentation  o f  1342, o r  the Annunciation o f  1344.

As no ted  e a r l i e r ,  A m brog io 's  fr e s c o e s  in  the S a la  d e l la  Pace are 

r e p le t e  w ith  genre e p is o d es . In  Good Government in the C ity  a lone th ere  

are scenes showing g i r l s  dancing in  the s t r e e t s ,  men and two c h ild ren  

r e la x in g  in  a ta v e rn , cob b le rs  a t  work in  a shop, c lo th ie r s  a t  work o u t­

s id e  an oth er shop, a man s e l l i n g  v ic tu a ls  in  a th ir d  shop, f i v e  con stru c ­

t io n  w orkers la b ou rin g  on a r o o f ,  a man d e l iv e r in g  a le c tu r e  to  a c la s s ­

room f u l l  o f  s tu d en ts , and a b r id a l  p ro c es s io n  through the s t r e e t s  —  

a l l  in  a d d it io n  to  a s so r ted  merchants and p assers -b y  who s t r o l l  among 

the b u i ld in g s .  In  Good Government in the Country, th ere  a re  scenes o f  

fa lc o n e r s  on horseback le a v in g  the c i t y ,  farm ers w ork ing th e  f i e l d s ,

t r a v e l l in g  m erchants, and numerous hunters pursu ing game in  the woods
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and e ls ew h ere . The exuberance and v a r ie t y  o f  the gen re ep iso d es  d e p ic t ­

ed in  th ese  two s e c t io n s  o f  the fr e s c o  are  e x c e p t io n a l in  mural p a in t in g  

o f  the p e r io d .  Once more th ere  a re  t y p o lo g ic a l  p reced en ts  d e sc r ib ed  in  

P l in y 's  Natural History  f o r  a t  l e a s t  some o f  the scenes which Ambrogio 

has shown. These p reced en ts  occu r in  the works o f  P ie ra ik o s  and S tud ius. 

A ccord in g  to  P l in y ,  the Greek p a in t e r  P ie ra ik o s  p a in ted  c i t y  scen es, such 

as "b a rb er  shops, c o b b le rs ' s t a l l s ,  a sses , e a ta b le s  and s im ila r  s u b je c ts ,

ea rn in g  f o r  h im s e lf the name o f  rhyparographos [ o r  p a in te r  o f  odds and
41

e n d s ] . "  The Roman p a in t e r ,  S tu d iu s , on the o th e r  hand, p a in ted  coun try  

scen es , such as

v i l l a s ,  harbou rs, landscape gardens, sacred  g ro v e s , woods,



h i l l s ,  fish p on ds , s t r a i t s ,  stream s and sh o res , any scene in

sh o rt  th a t took the fan cy . In  th ese  he in trodu ced  f ig u r e s  o f

p eop le  on fo o t  o r  in  b o a ts , and on lan d  o f  p eop le  coming up

to  the country-houses e i th e r  on donkeys o r  in  c a r r ia g e s ,  b e s id e s

f ig u r e s  o f  f is h e r s  and fo w le r s ,  o r  o f  hunters o r  even o f  v in t -
42

agers  . . . .

Very l i k e l y  th ese  two a n c ien t p a in te rs  made each o f  the in d iv id u a l scenes 

m entioned the s u b je c t  o f  an e n t ir e  p a in t in g .  I f  so , then , in  h is  f r e s ­

coes in  the Sa la  d e l la  Pace Ambrogio once more has outdone c la s s ic a l  

a r t i s t s ,  f o r  he has made a conglom erate  ou t o f  numerous is o la t e d  e p iso d es . 

None the le s s ,  the o r ig in a l  impetus t o  p a in t  such genre scenes —  w hether 

urban ep iso d es  in  the manner o f  P ie ra ik o s  (Good Government in the C i t y ) 

o r  ru ra l ep iso d es , w ith  many a c t iv e  f ig u r e s  immersed in  a lan dscape, in

the manner o f  Studius (Good Government in the Country) —  may v e ry  w e l l
43

a ls o  have been in s p ir e d  by a rea d in g  o f  P l in y .

In  th is  paper I  have t r i e d  to  show th a t Ambrogio L o r e n z e t t i  was 

m o tiva ted  by P l in y 's  Natural History  to  r i v a l  the l o s t  p a in t in g s  o f  

c l a s s ic a l  a r t i s t s  w ith  h is  pane l p a in t in g s  and m urals. Because many o f  

the fe a tu re s  in  A m brog io 's  works which are  rega rd ed  as in n o v a t iv e  f o r  

h is  p e r io d  - -  r e f l e c t e d  f i r e l i g h t ,  gen re  ep iso d es , p e r s p ir a t io n ,  h e ig h t ­

ened e m o t io n a lity ,  r a d ic a l  fo r e s h o r te n in g , and w eath er c o n d it io n s  - -  are 

p r e c is e ly  th ose which w ere found in  the p ic tu r e s  o f  th e  Greek and Roman 

a r t i s t s  d e sc r ib ed  by P l in y ,  th is  con c lu s ion  seems e s p e c ia l ly  te n a b le .

Thus, i t  would appear th a t  one f u l l  cen tu ry  b e fo r e  A lb e r t i  ad voca ted  the 

im ita t io n  o f  a n c ien t com position s v ia  t h e i r  d e s c r ip t io n  in  a n c ie n t  t e x t s ,  

Ambrosius L a u r e n t i i ,  p ic to r  senesis ,  was engaged in  a s im i la r  bu t no t 

id e n t ic a l  p r a c t ic e ,  th a t  o f  com peting w ith  c la s s ic a l  p a in te r s  by im i t a t ­

in g  c e r ta in  o f  the c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  o f  t h e i r  p a in t in g s  as tra n sm itted  to
44him v ia  P l in y .
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NOTES

For James Beck, George R. C o l l in s ,  and Howard Me P. D av is . Th is  paper 

o r ig in a t e d  a t  the T h ird  Annual Colloqu ium  on M ed ia eva l C i v i l i z a t i o n  h e ld  

a t  Scarborough C o l le g e ,  U n iv e r s ity  o f  T o ron to , January 1980. I t  was a ls o  

p resen ted  in  September 1979 a t  the Fourth C on ference on P a t r i s t i c ,  Med­

ia e v a l ,  and Renaissance S tu d ies  a t V il la n o v a ,  P en n sy lvan ia .

1 See Agno lo  d i Tura d e l G rasso, Cronaca senese, ed . L i s in i  and F. 

Jacom etti in  A .L . M u ra to r i, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores  (Bologna 1931- 

37) XV, p a r t  6 , under the y ea r  1337. I t  must be acknowledged th a t  the 

p a tron  most l i k e l y  p la y ed  a r o le  in  the ch o ice  o f  s u b je c t  as w e l l  as the

a r t i s t .
2

See Lorenzo G h ib e r t i ,  I  Commentari, ed . J . von S ch lo sser  (B e r l in

1912) I ,  63.
3

See George Row ley, Ambrogio Lorenzetti  (P r in c e to n  1958) I ,  95,

h e r e a f t e r  c i t e d  as Row ley. C orn e liu s  Vermeule th in ks th a t  the drapery

c o v e r in g  Peace d is p la y s  "th e  diaphanous, c l in g in g  q u a l i t i e s  o f  J u l io -

C laud ian  d rapery  based  on K a llim achos ' models o f  the l a t e  f i f t h  cen tu ry  

B .C ., the s o - c a l le d  Venus g e n e tr ix  type and the N ike b a lu s t r a d e ."  See

h is  European Art and the Classical Past (Cam bridge, Mass. 1964) 31.
4

See Row ley, I ,  95.

Ib id .  I ,  96.

^ P e t r a r c h 's  copy o f  P l in y 's  Natural History  i s  MS. L a t. 6802 in  

the B ib lio th è q u e  N a t io n a le  in  P a r is .  See E rn st C a s s ir e r ,  P.O . K r i s t e l l e r ,  

and J .H . R an da ll J r . ,  The Renaissance Philosophy o f  Man (13th e d . ,  1948; 

r p t .  Ch icago 1975) 123, n. 186. The au thors c i t e  s e v e r a l  in s ta n ces  in  

P e t r a r c h 's  "A scen t o f  Mont Ventoux" and "On H is Own Ign oran ce " in  which 

P e tra rch  quotes o r  d e r iv e s  in fo rm a tio n  from  P l in y .  See nn. 12, 167, 186, 

and 189 on pp. 41, 112, 123, and 125, r e s p e c t iv e ly .
7

See G io rg io  V a s a r i,  Le v i t e  de ' pih ec ce l len t i  a r c h i t e t t i , p i t t o r i  

e t  s cu lto r i  i ta l ia n i  da Cimabue insino a '  tempi nos tr i  (F lo ren ce  1550), 

ed . C. R ic c i  (M ilan  and Rome 1937) 169. Th is t r a n s la t io n  i s  from  Rowley,

I ,  136. I t  shou ld  be n o ted  th a t  in  the 1568 e d it io n  “agli  studi d e l le  

l e t t e r e  umane nella  sua giovanezza" becomes s im p ly  "ne lla  sua giovanezza 

a l l e  l e t t e r e . "  See G. V a s a r i,  Le v i t e  . . . (F lo ren ce  1550 and 1568 ),



ed . Rosanna B e t ta r in i  (F lo ren ce  1966-71) I I ,  p a r t  1, 181-2.
8

See V a s a r i,  R ic c i  e d . , p . 169, and Row ley, I ,  136.
9

For an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  S e c u r ity ,  see Rowley, I I ,  p la t e  173.

^  See Row ley, I ,  95, f o r  h is  su gges tio n  th a t the b o d ie s  and drap­

e r ie s  o f  both  S e c u r ity  and C h a r ity  may be based on "a  Roman r e l i e f  o f  a 

W in gless [ s i c ]  Fame (? ) s t i l l  p re s e rv e d  in  S iena . . . . "

F or i l lu s t r a t i o n s  o f  G io t t o 's  Presentation o f  the Virgin ,  see 

Edi B acch esch i, The Complete Paintings o f  G iotto  (New York 1969) p la te  

XX, and o f  D u cc io 's  Cruc if ix ion ,  see Edi B acchesch i, L'Opera Completa

di Duccio (M ilan  1972) p la te s  L I I I  and L IV .
12

See K. Jex-B lake and E. S e l l e r s ,  The Elder P l in y 's  Chapters on 

the History o f  Art  (1896; r p t .  Ch icago 1968) 103, h e r e a f t e r  c i t e d  as

Jex-B lake and S e l le r s .
13

For i l lu s t r a t i o n s  o f  these th ree  heads, see Row ley, I I ,  p la te s

113, 116, and 115, r e s p e c t iv e ly
14

For i l lu s t r a t i o n s  o f  the a g ita te d  C h r is t  C h ild  and the s tr a n g le d  

baby, see Row ley, I I ,  p la te s  86 and 178. For an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the 

sinopia  f o r  the Annunciate V ir g in ,  see M il la r d  M eiss , The Great Age o f  

Fresco: D isco ve r ie s , Recoveries and Survivals  (New York 1970) 81. M eiss 

n otes (p . 80) th a t  the d e p ic t io n  o f  the V ir g in  sh r in k in g  to  the f l o o r  i s  

u n preceden ted .

^  For an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  G io t t o 's  d is tr e s s e d  a n ge ls , see Bacchesch i 

(a t  n. 11) p la t e  X X X III. G io t t o 's  Massacre o f  the Innocents  i s  p la t e  

XXV o f  th is  book.

^  See Jex-B lake and S e l le r s  (a t  n. 12) 103.

17 Ib id .  111.
18

I b id .  133. P l in y 's  r e fe r e n c e  to  "a  coarse p ic tu r e  o f  a Gaul w ith  

h is  tongue o u t"  may have induced Ambrogio to  p ro tru de the tongue o f  the

s tra n g le d  baby. See ib id .  93.
19

See Row ley, I ,  96 and, f o r  an i l lu s t r a t i o n ,  I I ,  p la t e  190.
20

See G h ib e r t i ,  I ,  41. Th is  t r a n s la t io n  i s  from Row ley, I ,  133.
21

See Jex-B lake and S e l l e r s ,  133.
22

V a sa r i a ls o  d e sc r ib ed  Ambrogio s storm , s a y in g , " In  th is  p a in t in g ,  

w ith  g r e a t  a r t ,  he most s k i l l f u l l y  d e p ic te d  the d is o rd e r  o f  the a i r ,  and 

the fu ry  o f  the ra in  and w in ds, in  the s tru g g le  o f  the f ig u r e s .  From
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w a l l  space o f  such m agnitude.
44
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p a in t e r  should make h im s e lf  fa m i l ia r  w ith  p o e ts , r h e to r ic ia n s  and o th ers  

e q u a lly  w e l l  le a rn ed  in  l e t t e r s .  They w i l l  g iv e  new in v e n t io n s  o r  a t  
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