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SPREZZATURA AND THE A RT OF PA I NTING FINELY 

OPEN -EN DED NA !VlATION I N P A INTI NGS BY A PELLES, RAPHAI:L , 

MICHEI.A N CELO, T!TIA N, REMBI?A ND T AND TER BOI?Cf-1 

'I have seene Painters doe 
theiT woTiw, ' "saith Libanius, " 'singing'. 

FR t\ Nr. l se us j UN 1 us, T/11' Paintingofthr Anrir11fs in fhrn' BoohPs, 
London , 1638 , Book 11 , ch.vii, § 1.See note 1 

T he lite rature of classical antiquity is fu ll of stories th a t tell us th a t too much care 
in finishing a pictu re is counte r-produ ctive. There is an invisible point towards 
which yo u must reach but beyond which you must no t go. You can ' L be fin e 
enough in perfectin g yo ur work but if you try too ha rd you a re no longer fin e, 
your picture becomes artificial just where you wanted to arr ive at perfection in 
th e representa tion of na ture. Your piece will be labored and therefore look 
unnatural; it wi ll no longer be, as na ture a lways is, ft-ee . Ape ll es vaunted that his 
works had a certain grace, an ease and that in that quality, in it alone, he was 
superio r to all his famous fell ow painte rs.' H e knew 'when to Lake hi s hand o ff 
hi s picture' and thus, by leaving it in a manner unfinished , he finish ed it to 
perfecti o n. His famous d ark va rnish made hi s pictures shine in re lative darkn ess 
more appropria te ly brightly and hid, perhaps, with a more comple te ly accurate 
fin eness what was too fine ly fini shed to do justice to truth with th e semblance of a 
new and accura te and comforting fin eness. Thus he could pa int what co uld no t 
be painted, ' thunder, lightening, and lightening flashes.' The fle e tin g appad­
tions became d efinite because he painted them fl ee tingly and th e crash o f 
thunder could be heard as an effec t of what he made visible. Where th e image was 
no t enough th e imagina ti on suppli ed what was missing . 

Ape ll es' famous signature 'Apell es faciebat' and not ' fecit,' ' h e was making this 
picture,' not ' h e mad e it,' is noted by Pliny th e Elde r in his Preface to his Natuml 
H istory as a mo ral accomplishment, a signal of modes ty. Ape li es acknowledges 
h aving attempted but not necessarily accomplished his task. Pliny wishes he cou ld 
sign his own work as Apelles did his pa intings because there is always e rror and 
room for improvement. It would be a precauti o n against censure that would be 
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merited. Apelles ' signature has been imitated from his own time on. But in 

Ape li es' case it may be th a t his modesty in using the impel-feet tense also describes 

the way in which he actually painted, by leaving out e leme nts that defied 

representation and ye t representing them exactly by th e power of suggestion. On 

the level of technique there is the lesso n of th e sponge he eventually, in 

exaspe ration , threw at the mouth of a horse because its foam continued to look 

painted th e more he tried to pain t it exactly - and fortune and th e im agin ation 

came to his aid and represented th e foam naturally. The painte r Nealces had 

simila r success with the foam at the mouth of a panting horse when be was 

painting his Man Checking a Horse with the Click of his Tongue, th e cli ck of th e 

tongue, of course , being as unpain table - but still representable - as Ape ll es ' 

'Thunder. ' 2 From the experience of th ese painters we must, howeve r, not 

conclude tha t it is advisable to throw sponges at paintings to obtain true 

versimi lititude , but rather tha t it is a good idea to stop worrying a picture. True 

effec ts a re not produced by insisting on th em; instead they turn cold. 

\!\That is taught by the perfection of imperfection in the terms of technique is also 

true in the presentation of a subj ec t. T he two are connected as body and soul. 

Euphranor made a statue of Pm-is that showed him, all at o nce, in the fullness 

of his cha racter: as the 'judge of th e goddesses,' the ' lover of H elen ,' but also 

as the slayer of Achill es. 3 The same art of showing all aspects of a pe rsonali ty, 

o ne more complex ye t, with all o pposites recon ciled in the image by appealing 

to th e imagination, was accomplished by Parrhasius when he pa inted The Demos 

of Athens, showing it ' in various ligh ts, irascible, unjust, inconstant, and also 

amenable , merciful, full of pity, then again lofty, vainglo ri ous, humble, fi e rce and 

tim id, and all thi s in th e same fi gure . '"Just as lines must be so fin e as to vanish ,just 

hin ting at what cann ot be seen, so must subjec ts, in the ir complexity of aspects 

that a re pa rt of th e whole in a single image , by a parallel re ticence, show a similar 

tact. Timanthes appealed to the im agina tion when, having ex pended all the 

in tensity of g ri ef in several fi gures attending the Sacrifice of ljJhigenia, he had 

Iphige ni a 's father who was obliged to o rde r her sacrifice , cover his face with his 

cloak and so showed what could not be represented , grief in its ultima te form .'' 

T he imagination reaches, as it we re , behind the cloak and fa ll s sil ent in beholding 

and yet no t see ing th e unu tte rable. T imanthes' work abo un ds in comparable 

successes . He is th e pa in ter of the imagination fxt:r excellence. Pliny sums it up: 

'There is ever much more understood in his workes th e n is painted ; and tl1ough 

the Art be great, ye t cloth his wit goe beyond th e Ar t. '" 
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Not unrela ted is Apelles' famous solution in portraying Antigonos, the king 

whose left eye had been gauged out, by painting the right side of his face in a near 

profile : his disfigurement, if we knew about it, was not denied, but it did not 

show. 

And similarly again the sculptor Alcamenes was praised for being able to show the 

god Vulcan as lame as he was, and succeeding in turning that very lameness to a 

decorous advantage- decorous, that is, because his Vulcan was every inch a god, 

in the perfection of divinity . 7 

T h e loveliest, perhaps, of all the n ear proverbial and didactic stories hinting at 

the painter 's success in letting us see the unseeable is offered by Ovid 's praise of 

Ap e li es ' Venus Anadyom.ene: 'Had Ap elles never placed Venus in his painting/ she 

would still lie submerged in the watery depth. '8 Painting gave us the goddess in 
her true , her invisible loveliness. 

All of these stories, though many su-ess a technical skill, more or less darkly also 
include a moral lesson . You can show freedom of motion or the emotions in their 

full play, or th e truth of what cannot be painted , if you are free yourself, if you do 
not slavishly labor ove1- a set task, if your imagination is engaged in encountering 

the subject so th a t our imagina tion , the viewers', can join yours; you can move 

only if you can be moved yourself in contemplating your subject. The glory of art, 
the high respect in which artists were held, the prices they commanded , and the 

prizes th ey were offered- Apelles to whom Alexander the Great gave his mistress 

because Apelles, while painting her in the nude at Alexander's command, had so 

desperately fallen in love with her that his life was in danger- all point to th e life 

of the emotions and th e possession of an exquisite skill that is joined to a superior 

intelligence in the management of th at skill and makes the visual arts, like poeu-y, 

as worthy and delightful in their exercise as in their contemplation. The Romans, 

so legend has it, restricted the practice and the teaching of painting to people 

born free. " 

It was left to Leon Battista Alberti to articulate the link between the stories and 

the moral charm and worth of works of art in his Della jJittunt by calling on the 

poets and , above all, the rhetoricians of antiquity, no tably Cicero and Quintilian, 

when they were reflecting on the link between the exercise of their own skills and 

the dignity of their arts. 10 
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A fully deve loped sntdy of these interconnections between the visual and the 
liberal arts was not offered until the great Dutch philo logist Franciscus Junius 
presented his De jJictum vetent1n in 1637·'' In it the corpus of th e lite rary evidence 
perta ining to the visual arts in antiquity is coll ected , ordered, and combined in a 
great mosai c picture of quo tations that are morally supported and enla rged with 
the evide nce provided by rh e toric and poetry to form a veritable hi story and 
theory of the visual arts. We shall return tojunius and the usefulness of his work 
to us in our own concern for the state of o ur discipline in the end of this lecture 
but le t it be said at the outset that his theory shows a wonderfu l respect for the 
didactic anecdotes with which we began . They rise from th e practice of painting 
and th ey a re moral by ex tension.Junius, in the direction ind icated by Abe rti , but 
by dint of a philological labor of love , d evelops th em but happily he does not 
submerge them in theo ry. The morali ty of painting comes in the doin g, exactly as 
these anecdotes suggest. They provide, in the terms of folklore, a commentary on 
the works of the great artists and fru ctify our imagination , but th ey are not 
prescriptive to artists; their e lusive lesso n is not law. It is to be taken to heart but 
not copied out. Each ar tist, to find th e freedom art craves wi ll choose and app ly 
the lesson in the terms of the task at hand and in accordance with his own nature 
and gifts. 

It is for this reason that I have 1-efrained fro m attempting a theory woven around 
th e stories in paintings that I call open-ended. Instead I show yo u examples and 
try to order them after a fas hion , to point to th e vari ety of procedures possible in 
the pursuit of the same ends. The open-endeness of th ese narrations grows from 
the same con cern s, I be lieve, that are alive in our anecdotes . It is part and parcel 
of th e painte r's readiness to stop short of over- reachin g himself whe n he sets out 
to imitate na tw-e, with th e help of poetry, as accurately, as fully as he can. Each 
picnu-e, each solution to the problem th e painter encounters once he pene trates 
into areas he cannot li terally make visible has its individual character. His 
solution can then beco me th e source of new anecdotes and didactic legends. 

*** 
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Baldassar Cas tiglione in his Libra del Cortegiano recommends th e an s to the 

co urtier in almost the same te rms in which Alberti urges their nobl e usefuln ess 

but he does it genliy; hi s propositions are offe red in conversatio ns; his proposal 

takes shape playfully, itself becoming an example of what he advocates. As 

Castigli one paints th e picture of the perfect courtier, th e coUl-ti e r comes to life. 

T he d ialogue demonstrates in its make-up , in its becoming, in the shaping of its 

fra me, th e virtues, th e grace of living, the cha rm but also the high serio usness and 

re laxed gravity that are variously deve loped in the conversations as th e aspects of 

a courti e r 's characte r and his profound responsibili ty for the ch oices that are 

made by the prince he se rves. We owe Castiglio ne th e word sjJrezzatu-ra which is at 

the hean of our di scussio n . It is th e courtier's no ble disdain of unworthy effort, of 

untoward eagern ess. He should 'usar in ogni cosa una certa sprezza tura, che 

nasconde l'arte, e dimostri , cio che si fa e d ice , venir fatto senza fatica e quasi senza 

pensarci.' '" In o th er words, whatApelles achi eved in d1 e an of pa inting th e courtier 

should strive for in the art of h is conduct. It is th e first step in achi eving th at 

ultimate perfectio n tha t Apelles was famo us for in pa inting, grace, tha t is tha t 

perfection of beauty tha t is all effo rtless ease, in works of an as in human conduct. "' 

Raphael's Pm-11-ait of Castiglione (F IG.l ) radiates some of that ease , as has often 

been po inted out, the gravitd rijJosata tha t Castig li o ne pra ises an d recommends to 

his coLII-ti er in hi s boo k. ''' Raphael placed Cas tig li one o n a chair, in a seemingly 

simple and yet sophisticated pose for a rep resentation in contntjJjJosto th a t 

Leon ardo had crea ted for his Mona Lisa. It gives mobi li ty to the figure, who is 

o nly now turning to fa ce us. Raphael used it to advantage many times, as in the 

ponrai t of NiaddalenaDoni in th e Pitti Palace . And even the Fomarina in the Nude is 

almost un canni ly placed in th e same pose as is h is Castiglione and so obta ins a 

haunting presen ce th at is peculi arly he r own. Castiglione faces us though tfully, 

openly, and ye t politely. T he principal purpose of the portrait is, of course, likeness, 

physical likeness, and Castiglione himself paid a full tribute to this overwhe lming 

functi on of th e picture in a poem he cast in th e guise of a letter o f love written to 

him by his youn g wife Hippoli ta. T he picture is her only consolati o n durin g 

Castiglio ne's enforced absen ce: 

'To it I otfer caresses, smiles , jest, and even conversation- as if it could answer. 

Assenting and nodding, it often seems LO m e to be on the point o r saying some­

thin g, and of utte ring your words. Our so n recognizes his father, and gree ts him 

with li sp ing utte rance. vVith this I solace and while away th e dragging clays. ' 15 
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In th e poem Castigli one shows how th e successful po rtrait functio ns on an in­

timate , a lyrically moving leve l, a t his home. But th e po rtra it is also stately, n o t 

on ly in dress but in mo ral posture . T he gravitr! rijJosata is accentuated by the view 

we ge t of th e hilt o fCastiglione 's sword . It is covered in gold and shin es forth with 

a strong acce nt oflight from the somber co loring of his garmen ts and th e sedate 

tonali ty of the picture as a whole. Castigli one is shown as a knight, but his left arm 

a lmost hides his sword; his hands clasp one ano ther; he will not draw his sword 

rash ly. The re is ye t another accent of gold in the picture , Castiglio ne 's h at badge, 

which is placed on his cap in a manner that allows us a glimpse of its gleaming 

presen ce, but wha t the device on it is we cannot te ll. It is hidden fro m us and ye t it 

is shown. Raphael, however , and Cas tiglione 's fam iliars kn ew the device, and to 

them th e p ictw-e conveyed a private meaning tha t transcended the obvious, th e 

plain portrait characte r of th e image; it conveyed it to them, we mi ght say, open­

endedly. 

Renaissan ce portraits are full of d evices pronounced by hat badges but hard ly 

ever do we find a badge th a t, as it were , does not show its face. It wants to be 

recognized , to be read , even though its meanin g may remain enigmatic to th e 

uniniti ated. 1" Once we become aware of th e discree tely hidden and ye t open 

chall enge o f Castiglione 's ha t badge we wa nt to know, of course , what it was like in 

the o riginal. Fo rtunately a portrait med al representing Cas tiglio ne survives. 17 

(FI G .2) On the reverse we see Aurora in her chario t r ising above th e horizon . Two 

fem ale figures with butterfly wings, perso nifica ti ons of th e Hours, are harnessing 

the horses whom they will gu ide across th e sky which expands over Italy and th e 

Mediterranean Sea. The inscription TENEBRA RUM ET LVG IS, though it is cryptic , 

can be amended, 'she partakes of darkn ess and ligh t' and clea rly identifi es th e 

figure as Aurora. Castiglione, whose portrait is o n the obverse , iden tifies himse lf 

as he r champion and d evo tee. 

The sense of th e d evice , as is always th e case wi th imj;rese, is many-faceted a nd 

expandable. On e aspect of it, since Auro ra is rising over th e North of Italy, over 

Castig lione 's Mantua, we might say, is clearly politi cal. A new day wi ll rise ove r 

Italy from Mantua. But Auro ra is also th e friend of poe ts, Aumra amica jJoetan.tm. 

Raph ael's Poesia in th e Stanza della Segnatura is seated on roseate clouds. And 

then the,-e may be a pe rsonal refei-ence to an unkn own lady whom Castiglione 

may have looked upon as his very own Auronl. 1
" 

l l 



2 Porlmit Medal of Baldassw· Cnstiglione 

3 MA RCANTO N I O R A I M O N D I 

}\ umra Rising 

1 2 



It is unlike ly, however, that Castig lione simply put his portrait medal into his hat 
as a badge. Badges as a ru le were complex works in raised , sculptured re lief. 19 An 
engraving of Aurora by Marcanton io Raimond i (FIC.g )2° th at was long be li eved to 
have been mad e from a drawing by Raphael may well re present th e Aurora 
Castiglione wears in his hat in Raphael' s po rtrait. T he shape is right and th e 
horses are almost study pieces fo r an image in high re lief. The political allusion is 
not made but if (as the medal shows) Castiglio ne d id connect Aurora with a new 
dawn of light ove r Italy, it is the re still , as it were , by th e pro»}' of Au rora's 
presence. H ow great is he r radiant ene rgy and how do th e clouds of the night 
melt away before her risin g, fo rcefu l p resence!." 

But none of this was visible to an ordin a ry viewe r of the portra it, one who did not 
know Castiglione 's Aurora . For him th e picture was what it is for all of us, 
Castiglione's simple portra it that shows hi s likeness - and on ly in hi s bearin g and 
dress his cha racter . But for the initiate, the intimate acquaintance, the re ticent 
image begins to speak, not on ly as the portrait speaks in its so moving characte r of 
a speakin g likeness, but it a lso te lls what his life is about. And that is not just about 
Aurora but abo ut discree tly hiding Auro ra as well: sjJrezzatum is not declarative 
but open-ended in what it has to say, even if in sil en ce .22 

It is, I think, no t an accid ent th a t Aurora appears a t th e heart of the conclusion o f 
th e Libra del Cortegiano. Bembo has give n his great speech in pra ise of heavenly 
love and th e company d id not notice th a t the night had passed . But Messer 
Cesare Gonzaga a lerts them to the fact. 

' .. . Then the windows were o pened on th e side of th e pa lace that looks toward 

th e lofty peak of Mount Catri ca, where they saw tha t a beautifu l rosy dawn 

(una bella aumra di wlor di mse) had already co me into the east, and that al l 

the sta rs had disappeared except the sweet mistress of th e heave ns ofVe nus 

that ho lds the border betwee n n ight an d clay; from whi ch a soft breeze seemed 

to com e that fill ed the air with a brisk coolness and began to awaken sweet 

concerts of j oyous birds in the murmurin g fo rests of the nea rby hi lls.2' 

And th en th e company, having resolved th e evening's subj ect of discussion , go 
home in th e new daylight, each to his own room, looking forward to th e com ing 
even ing 's next conversation. The book ends with a few teasing words addressed 
by Ernilia Pia to th e young Gas pare Pallavicino of whose early death Cas tiglione 



gives us notice in the introduction to the fourth and last book of the Cartegiano. 

Cesare Gonzaga too, he who noticed that the clay was rising, is among the early 
cleaclmournecl by Castiglione in the same in troduction ."" The last words of the 
Cortegianowhich salu te Aurora and are written in a seemingly forwarcl-lookingj oy 
stepping towards a new conversation , are at the same time a last farewell. The end 
of the book then , in its loving recalling of the dead , and of the whole life of the 
d e lightfu l court that was no more when Castiglione undertook to write his work, 
itself is open-ended. 

Open-encleclness abounds in Raphael's history paintings. I name one here 
because a passage in th e Cortegiano obliquely points to it. lt is just a joke, a battuta, 
in one of the conversations. Two cardinals, familiar friends of Raphael, criticize 
one of his pictures on which were shown St.Peter and St.Paul, declaring their 
faces were painted far too reel . 'Why,' said Raphael, 'I did it on purpose; even in 
heaven , as you see, their faces are reel in shame that th e church is governed by 
men such as you.' 25 The picture, it seems to me, can only be The J\!Jeeting ofLeo the 
Great and Attila in the Stanza ci 'Eliocloro (F1G.4) . I went to look and eve n after the 
many damages and restorations the picture has undergone th e faces of the saints 
are , indeed, uncommonly rec1. 2" The reason is not far to see. Their faces , which 
look robust and confidence-inspiring to us in their n ear-profil e view, are at the 
same time terrifying in th e ir redness to Attila who sees th em and the threateni ng 
charge of the saints ' swords, and seeing them he gives the signal for his forces, 
wh ich had been devastating the landscape with fire and sword , to turn back. T he 
reel nag that is by him and inspires terror is outmatchecl by the terror the irate 
Sain ts inspire in Attila . But, as T imanthes, who, in his Sacrifice ofl jJhigenia, covered 
the face of Agamem non with a cloak so as to show by suggestion what he could 
not paint,2i so Raphaellets us comprehend what h e cou ld not or wou ld not paint, 
the Saints in their full terrorizing effect by inflicting it on Attila but not on us. We 
comprehend the terror by Attil a's response to what he sees and we can only 
imagine it. 

What we see is open-ended; what Atti la sees is the fu ll effect. Raphael exe rcised 
sjJrezzatura, fineness of conceal men t,joinecl to a hint of suggestion, to bring about 
both . But the picture, like many othe t-s in the stanze is rich in open-encleclness far 
beyond th is essentially techni cal aspect of composition. It p lays, as it were, in two 
times at the same time; the time of Leo the Great and th e time of Leo X. Each is 
sovereign in its presence; Leo X and his court cannot be more of the ir own time 
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in which th eir portrait presen ce is ca refully d epicted but th e event, in turn , 
clearly belongs to th e histo ric time of Leo the Grea t. Each of these time-bound 
pictures is open-ended so th a t they coincide in significance. Leo X' gesture of 
peace, the SVAVE of his imjJresa is the peace of Leo the Great tha t is be ing 
protec ted by St.Peter and St. Paul in th e sky. Leo X does not need to look up at 
them to kn ow that they are th e re, that they p rotect their church against th e 
raging Attil as in all times . The link between th ese distant times th a t inhabit th e 
picture is effected by tact; sprezzatum mles open-enclecln ess. 

T he same h olds true of the locale of th e actio n. Everybody kn ows th a t the 
mee ting of Leo the Great and Attila too k place on th e outskirts ofMantua and not 
o utside Rom e, as th e carefully painted ruins in th e background suggest. I d o not 
think Raphael suppressed the identi ty of th e locale of th e action of The Nieeting of 
Leo the Great and AttiLa; it belongs to that part of th e picture tha t rep resents the 
mee ting in its own time, but th e ruins, in th e ir contemporary presen ce, belo ng to 
the portrait o f Leo X and his e ntourage . They se rve, of course, open-encleclly to 
suppo rt the commo n sense of bo th pictures, the assuran ce th a t Saints Pe te r and 
Paul evet-will protect Rom e. 

There is a kind of playfuln ess in this working of spreuatum. It is exactly by this 
playfuln ess that sjJrezzatum serves sublimes ends. 

Open-endeclness, though used differently, with a sprezzatum more grand than 
fin e, yet infinitely fine in the end , rul es Michelangelo 's paintings in th e Sistin e 
Chapel. Michelangelo invents with a grea t, enlightenin g impetuosity . On th e 
Sistin e ceiling he fo llows the example of th e Bible itself. He tells the story of th e 
Creation ellipti cally. V•le must supply what he does not show and ye t includes in 
the ac tion he dep icts. 

In th e picture God the Father Sejxtmting Light frorn Da-rkness (nc.5), God not o nly 
g ives shape to th e two forms of na ture , he has descended from th e highest 
empyrae um , whe re he dwells in ever-lasting quie tude , to do so . The descent is 
shown in th e picture of the divine work of the first clay; the empyraeum our 
contemplation willingly supplies, and once we see it the painting stretches into 
endlessness . Simila rly it is with the two paintings in o ne fie ld, The Creation of Earth 
and The Cn:ation of the Sun and the Moon (FIG.6). In response to the pointing 
blessing of God we see th e just crea ted globe of the earth with a touch of green 
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bringing fo rth g1-ass - and that includes what will fo ll ow th ough it is not pa inted , 
'each he rb yie lding seed afte r its kind, and the tree yielding fruit. ' Th e whole 
maj esty of th e act of creati o n is realized , in th e echo that a work of art can sound 
in pra ise of it, because the pictme is open-ended. T he artist's imagin ation dips its 
brush , as it were, into ours to comple te wha t, if it were painted in pa int, wo uld 
only be embellished enumera tion. Here it is energy. The Creation of the Sun and the 
Moon continues th e story in the fie ld on the right. It is th e wo rk of th e next clay but 
in God 's actions it is a going and a coming and already the sun , placed a t God 's 
command in th e firm amen t, begins to turn in a wide circle about the earth that 
we see in the field on the left. The architectural frame of the ce iling does not 
confine the pictures; it supports th e gradual dawning upon o ur consciousness of 
infinite spaces beyond it in which th e actio ns we beh old o rigina te and find their 
comple tio n. T here also shall we find th e sta rry sky that is omitted in th e visible 
picture, comple ted in the wo rk of God 's creation. 

Similarly mo tivated again , in The Sacrifice of Noah (nc.7) Miche langelo o mits 
pa inting th e rainbow which is God 's response to th e sacrifi ce and th e signal of the 
covenant be tween God and Noah and his seed. Noah po in ts heavenwards as he 
offers the sacrifi ce. T he rainbow is th e response, not ye t visible but already 
pl-esent in th e realm beyond. T he nex t moment, th e on e we canno t see , 
comple tes the pictu re. 

And so we could go on , or point in de ta il to The Last]udg;mentwhi ch , by th e very 
na ture of its ac tio n , is still open-ended . Th e Judgment is no t yet comple te and 
Saints are still inte rceding for sinn ers they hope can be saved. The next m oment 
will comple te the picture ; it itself will dissolve in it, in a wo rld in which there will 
only be th e realm of God with His blessed and separated from it in infinite 
distance , eve rlasting Hell. We, however, wh o stand before th e pic ture , also are a 
part o f it. Our own future hangs in the balan ce and is open-ended . 

We turn to Titian. His Portrait of Canlinal Ippolito dei Niedici (FIG.S) shows him in 
the o utfit of a Hungarian magnate, even his sword is, by th e shape of its hilt, 
charac terized as exo tic. H e is about to take off for Hungary to pa rticipate in its 
d efence against the Turks.28 His be lly bulges. It is clear tha t behind th e velve t 
garm ent he wears, hidden from view ye t suggested in th e painting, is his chest 
a rm or. In hi s reel cap, conspicuous be tween the greenish plumes, he wears a ha t 
badge. We see a bright star and a scro ll with th e suggestion of an inscriptio n. T he 
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badge is as importan t to th e comple tion of th e picture as is his chest armor, but 
with it Ippolito can address o nly those who know the meaning of th e emblem , to 
his intimates. T he ,-es t of us would neve r know we re it not elaborately explained 
and illustrated by Paolo Giovio in his Dialogo dell 'imprese militari et amorose (FIG.g) . 
The emblem is, indeed , martial and amorou s; the bright star is a corn e t and th e 
inscription , taken fmm Ho race, on the come t that announced the indivination of 
Julius Caesar, reads INTER OMNES. It shines brighter than all th e o ther stars . 
Giovio concentrates on its amomus sign ificance. T he impresa is addressed to 
Donna Giuli a di Gonzaga whom Ippolito loved , 'risplendeua di be ll ezza sopra 
ogni altra.'"" And so is th e p01-trait addressed to all wh o may see it an d yet to Giu lia 
di Go nzaga in particular. Its address is reticent and yet, as Ippolito's face shows, 
chall enges th e viewer. Th e badge is featured but, a sign of the success of the open­
ended composition of the work, it has (to my knowledge) never attracted the 
attention of students of this work. 

T iti an 's Federico If Gonzaga (FIG.IO) is one of his finest portraits, not least because 
of th e trusting prese nce of the white poodle who has raised o ne paw to caress the 
prin ce . ~'0 The poodle is undoubtedly a portrait of a cherish ed animal, in fact, it 
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has been proposed, not without reason, that it may be the dog call ed Viola for 

whom, in 1526, circa three years after this pinure was painted, Giulio Romano 

was asked to erect a tomb. It still exists in Man tua ." 

Since the poodle is so lively and real we do not readily take to seeing in it an 

allegory ofFaith, as dogs so often are, and prefer to see in him or her (if it is Viola) 

a treasured compan ion of the prince whom, in this portrait, we perhaps rashly 

identify as a self-indulgent playboy. He may have been one in real life , beyond the 

realm of his picture, but Titian 's purpose was not to expose but to celebrate him 

and to be truthful about his appearance as well . Federico 's left hand rests lightly 

on his sword; his other hand holds on to the dog, caressingly but also protectively. 

If our thought turns from dog to faith, not in a manner to degrade the dog to a 

symbol but in the playful pursuit of an open-ended suggestion, we may see in the 

prince a protector of the faith , again not in the terms of an iconographic 

communication, but as a natural aspect of his being a Gonzaga, a supporter of the 

faith with all the sjJTezzatum, the ease, becoming a prince. 

Federico 11 made a point, like his ancestors, of extolling his faith on his coinage 

and medals (FIC.ll). One of his devices was a steep mountain , sometimes 

11 Proof of double ducat of Fecle rico 11 Gonzaga 



identified as Mount O lympos, on top of which was an altar and above it the 
insCJ-ibed word FIDES." 

Federi co d eclares his piety in his portrait de licately but none the less it is made 
evident by the ornamental chain about his neck. It is, as H arolcl vVe they 
recognized long ago, a rosa ry with an eve r so small and unobtrusive cross that 
hangs over th e prince 's chest. '" Once we make these conn ections th e p icture 
changes; the portrait becomes more impressively representational. The prin ce , as 
if stepping o ut of the pages of the CoTtegiano, shows himse lf as a d efender of the 
faith , as re ticent in d emonstration as sjHezzatu:ra proposes, but in earn est in his 
commitment to his faith , a credit to his no bility. And all th a t is made open-ended­
ly eviclen t by Titian with o ut eve r changing a single ha ir in the corporeal reality or 
cast of life of e ither prince or poodle in their playful and mutually caring 
attachment for each o th e r. The dog is a clog and paws his master. ' • And th e prince 
is a God-fearing prince, ready to d efend his faith, but without rattling his sabre. 

Titian's po rtra its of Pietro Aretino in th e Pitti Palace and in the Frick Museum 
show him with his right arm virtually hidden from sight; it was lame as a result of a 
murdero us attack on him. '" T itian here may have d e li berately recalled antique 
preced ents, such as Ape ll es' clever portrait or King Antigonos,'" but Aretino 
himself, as for that matte r Antigonos, may have favo red his good side when facing 
the world. In Titian 's Ecce Homo in Vienna37 (FIG . 1 2) Are tino is po rtrayed as 
Pontius Pilate who points to Christ with his left hand, the right pedorming a 
gesture of explanatory speech (' I see no harm in him!') , but the arm, as we can 
tell if we know aboutAretino's infirmi ty, none theless is also lame. So great is the 
verac ity, th e becoming ve racity of th e portrait liken ess. 

But Are tino 's presence in the picture is not merely th e homage of a portrait. Its 
presen ce is joined to th e sense of th e work, as is that of Raphael's Leo X in The 
M eeting of Leo I andAttila, not on the same scale of identifi cation perhaps, but with 
significant importance nevertheless, for Aretino wrote a very moving and 
compassionate, and once much loved, Life of Christ o n Earth , his H wnanita di 
Crista.'" His book is the 'Ecce Homo' that can be identifi ed with Pilate 's words but 
not his deeds; it offers, like Ti tian 's painting, a portrayal of th e real Christ. 

Titian's picture is full of portraits of members of the family ofGiovanni d'Anna for 
whom the wOI-k was painted. The open-ended story joins th e ir lives- and pity - to 
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the te rrible moment in history that is the subj ect of th e picture. T he contemplation 
of th e moment is painted ri ght in to the picture . Action and ,-esponse, on both 
sides of the divide of what can be painted and wha t n ot, are j o ined in to one . Even 
Titian is in th e picture , if we read the inscription on the scrolled paper at th e foot 
of th e stairs . H e signs as TITT ANVS EQVES CES . F. 1543. T he emperor 's shield with 
the clo uble-heaclecl eagle is right next to it; th e soldier who ho tels it looks up to 
Aretino-Pilate who po in ts at Christ and he does so, we may perhaps say, togethel­
with T iti an. The painting is at o nce , as it is usually regarded , a historical pi cture 
with po rtraits and a contemplatio n of Christ's presenta tion to th e J ews, a 
contempla tio n in which some of th e pe rsonages portrayed , most notably th e two 
children , brother and sister , who look at us, d ee ply moved, participate . We 
ou rselves are invited to sha re in th e ir grief as, as toni shed, we look at the picture, 
and it an d th ey, in their own see ing contemplatio n , come to life f01- u s. T he 
soldie r in the lower left who caressingly h olds on to a clog is probably one of the 
modern Caesar's men; the clog is both a clog and ye t also a person ifi cation of 
Faith , and th e soldie r looks clown with outraged asto nishment a t u s, th e viewers of 
the picture and th e population of J erusalem all at once, caught in ow- sins and 
askin g anew for Christ's death. But on ly th e so ldier reproaches us."Y T he burden 
of th e pain ting, th e unpaintecl painting responding open-encleclly to th e open­
ended painted picture, is th a t the sight of th e portrayed children , and th e words 
of Are tino-P il ate , and fin ally T itian 's portrayal of Christ, who is bo th g rand and 
meek, and is placed in th e extreme and highest left end of the pi cture, should 
touc h o ur heart. We need it open ed to see Titian's painting righlly. T he pa inting 
j oins o ur lives to lives long passed and to life ete rnal. 

Lad ies and Gentlemen, it is with hesita tion th a t I approach a d iscussion of works 
by Re mbrandt; it is surely not my fie ld of study and! do it with apologies . Were it 
not tha t Rembrandt is so obviously committed to th e fre edom of sjJ'I'ezzatum and 
his works so rich and so unique in th e fo rmation of open-ended pictures, I sho uld 
not have attempted to speak of him to yo u who live with his works in a dai ly 
conve rse , in hi s own language . I am embold ened to do so o nly because in many 
conve rsations I had with H orst Gerson wh en he was in Am erica preparing his 
great book on Rembrandt's work I co uld consider myself his student and because 
his book continues to educate me:'" 

v\Te return for a moment to Raphae l's Castiglione. As yo u know, Rembranclt saw 
th e work and made a rough drawing of it, a lmost a caricature, and ye t telling in i ts 



~.a:: ..--.;..-....;;..~---;;a;= 

• 

£ --N~~ ~ ;!.:.~b-.11~~ 
.bll~ .... ~~-- +.fC::.f/1 I';; 

1 3 REMBRANDT 

Drawinga'ier RG ·'l l' 1 " 'P we s Portrait o~'Bd I . . . .1 ·1 ea ss m Cas t1.glwne 

~ 



likeness (FIG.1 3) 11
• T he encounter with the painting also inspired Rembrandt's 

e tched seli~portrait in which he accepts Castiglione's pose, garb, and hat as his own , 
looking al us from behind this disguise that ye t is not a disguise but an attire of 
artistic pomp and circumstan ce that he wears both with pride and nonchalance, 
with the ease of its being hi s own . Raphael's portra it also inspired the great 
self portrait of 1640 (FIG.1 4) wh ich conveys, in spite of a certa in challenging 
exp ression of the face, a sense of g reat calm. Gerson celebrates it beautifully: 
'Den UmriBlinien d es Korpers und des Barrens wird all e Scharfe gen o mmen , so 
dal3 d er Eindruck wohltatiger Ruhe en tsteht.'~ 2 

Friends of Castiglio ne's hat badge will be pleased to notice that it did not escape 
Rembrandt's attention . I t re-appears, transformed in a repetition of golden 
ornaments on a chain pinned to Rembrandt 's be re t and contributes its sh are to 
the sense of well-being that di stin guish es this picture in which Rembrandt pays 
tribute Lo th e a rt of Raphael and hi s sp1·ezzatunt by joining it in th e d e li cacy and 
wealth of its painting. 

Rembrandt's open-endedness can be as fin e ly spun in the tradition of Raphael 
and as dramati cally tense and abrupt as we have seen it practiced, in a fineness all 
th eir own, by Michelange lo and T iti an. The former is shown to perfectio n in The 
Holy Family in I\.assel (FIG. 1 5), with its painted curtain th a t protects not o nly th e 
picture but also the Holy Fami ly itself, like a ve il behind which , for a Lender 
moment, we are allowed to look:':' T he curtain draws our a ttention. Our eye 
gratefully looks at th e picture which is ar ranged in a progressively affecting view, 
from right to left . T he effect of a gradual unfolding is stronge1· yet if we imagin e 
th a t we found the picture protec ted by a real curta in on top of th e painted o ne 
and we pulled it away from right Lo left. T he picture would then fi1·st reveal th e 
painted curtain th a t looks as real as the celebrated curta in painted by Zeuxis that 
even fooled th e painter Parrhasius+' and, bette r than Zeuxis' curtain , this o ne 
would th en reveal the saintly life that Rembrandt painted behind it. First, fitting 
in neatly into a space which th e pushed back curtain has just reveale d to us, we see 
St. Jose ph splitting wood to feed th e fire we shall see next, and the cat warming 
itse lfby it. T he great window shows us th e night outside and then only shall we see 
the beautiful Dutch Madonna, seated low, with th e loving but hungry Christchild 
in her arms. She will soon feed him from th e bowl of soup o r milk tha t is placed 
aside for him by the fire. And las t, the curtain of th e Madonna's bed is a match to 
the curtain that started us on o ur entry into the picture, on ly thi s one is in side, 
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wi thin the truth of the painting that is on ly protected by the painted curtain 

without. Fiction h e re joins fiction to the point of such a happy union between the 

two stages of one p icture that we quite forget to praise Remb randt for the beauti­

fu l frame together with a curtain rod which he painted in which to enshrine his 

picture within a picture. 

The other form of open-endedness, the intensely dramatic one , is perhaps most 

strikingly represented by Rembrandt's Bathsheba in the Louvre (FIG.l6) . If it were 

not for the letter in the woman's hand we co uld not possibly know wh o she is and 

even the letter is but a suggestion; it does not fu lly identify the woman or the 

pain tin g. A letter plays a crucial role in the story, but Bathsheba there is not i ts 
recipient. T he burden of the woman's loneliness is inherent in her nudity. It is 

her pensive waiting that identifies the arrival of that letter as a decisive moment in 

her life and marks her su rrender to it. The name of Bathsheba it suggests is a 
catalyst, a point of c1-ystallization of the fate she must live. Horst Gerson has found 

beautiful words to speak of the double existence of this figure , in the reality of 

Rembrandt's studio and in its setting in the open-ended confines of hi story 

painting in which future and past are suspended. He speaks of dignity and 
monumentality as he recalls the evidence of th e studio nude. ''' 

Often Remb,-andt paints, without showing it, what is infront ofthe picture at which 

we are looking. The Andrmneda shows the heroine in the fullness of her fear; the 

monster is at this moment approaching. We hear the waters churning under the 

impact of his weight in motion. Perseus, still without the sce ne, is not yet in sight."16 

More complex but based o n the same lite ral open-endedness is the once much 

debated picture in Berlin which Horst Ge rson , in a wise co ncili ato1-y mode, called 

Moses and the Tables of the Law (FIG .17) ."17 The Jews who behold Moses stand in 

front of him in the same space , as it were , as stand we. The inscription on the 

tablets, in letters of gold , are for us to read as much as for them . Rembrandt took 

much trouble to spell them out. The ordering of the two worlds in front of the 

picture resembles what we saw in Titian 's Ecce H omo, but not because Rembrandt 

was influenced by the example ofTitian 's picture. The resemblance arises from 

the same pictorial sense of the truth of the picture that extends in front of it as 

much as into its depth and speaks fi-om the past to the present. Is Moses about to 

break the first tablets, showing u s how precious they are before he breaks them or 

has he , again in response to his p rayer, received the new tablets and is bringing 
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th em now to the Children of Israel- and to us - to keep and protec t th em fo r all 
time? The questio n , as fa r as I know, has now been closed. T he ca talogue and th e 
guides of th e Berlin Museum tell us, no t in do ubt, that Moses is abo ut to break the 
tablets 4 8 

May I try to open th e questio n again , a t least just a little? Clearly, just as in th e 
painting in which Polygn otus showed a h orseman and his horse in a manner tha t 
makes it impossible to decide whe th e r h e is abou t to ge t off o r has just go t on ,"" a 
Moses lifting the table ts to smash them or a Moses lifting them to p resent th em as 
a boon for all time must go through ac tions th a t a t a certain po int of th e sto ry look 
exactly the same and , equally clearly, the Moses wh o smashed th e table ts shines 
thro ugh th e Moses who red eemed th em . If th e picture is to resemble Moses, 
it cannot- as is d emonstrated by Michelangelo 's fa mous J\!Ioses - show th e one 
without the o ther. O pen-endedness is of th e essen ce. But an open-ended narra­
tion in the hands of a master will be open towards truth and will no t be witho ut its 
point of crys talliza tio n. Iconograph y canno t really come to the rescue (th ough it 
m ay be an a id ) if within th e realm of open-endedness we want to see wha t is 
pain ted before our eyes. Compassion and mood provide their own plausibility. 
Moses' face shines with tl1e light tha t God blessed him with but it is no t a ligh t tha t 
can be defin ed iconographically in th e semblan ce of a stra ightfon¥ard symbol. It 
is open in its radiance. To the straightfo rward inquire r it does no t therefo re 
provide a proof or a definiti o n. But where in na ture or in th e art of painting fin ely 
do we find straightfo rward answers? O nly fr igid pictures are accura te to th e le tter 
and in th a t respect also un-na tura l. May we n o t be guided by the exp ressio n of 
Moses' face th a t in all its fie ry prese nce is no t at all angry but instead infinitely 
meek, that he is offerin g the precious gift and no t destroying it? The destruction 
of tl1e tablets makes mo re eclat, a short-cut to sublimity. No wonder the re is a 
who le genreof paintings embracing it, but th e act of giving th e table ts has so much 
to offer us in infinite delicacy th a t I pe rmi t myself to plead , in th e nam e of th e 
d eli cacy of open-endedness as an artistic device th a t we n o t shut tl1e door on the 
possibility tha t Rembi-andt painted a gentl e picture after all , full of th e stre tch o f 
the two stages in th e history of the table ts balan ced in the picture be fore u s. 

We turn to Ter Borch 's so-called Paternal Adrnonition in Berlin (FIG. l 8) . Its central 
figure is a beautiful blond maiden in a beautiful satin d ress. We see h er from 
behind and ye t seem to think we know what she is like face to face and tha t we 
know wha t she is doing, she is so perfect a figure in her repose in herself. We 
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perceive this, as it were open-endedly, in response to a story that is itself o pen­
endedly represented, with such a smiling, reposeful manner, in the sjnezzattt'ra of 
T er Borch 's art of narration , that this so finely painted picture might se rve as an 
allegory of all we have been talkin g about, in its various approaches to fin eness, al l 
along. The crystallizing point in this story is held in suspense. The seated woman 
drinks from a Venetian glass. The man who looks self-indulgent en o ugh for a 
dandy, m akes a gesture with his finger tips that is clearly addressed to th e maiden 
whose reaction to it we cannot see. The e ighteenth-century engraver Johann 
Georg Wille thought he was admonishing her and called th e print Paternal 
Admonition.'" He may have th ought the admonition was tongue in cheek, at least 
half teasing th e girl who may respond to it n a ively, becoming more charming yet 
in the way she is, unseen by us, blushing at th e message. The scene , even if we do 
not acce pt Wille 's interpretation , really his hint that he comprehended a story 
that hints at an explanation but does not provide it ready-made , has something 
about itself that makes it seem a play by Goldoni avant la lettTe. 

Goethe, as you kn ow, introduced this p icture into his Vlfahlvenuandschajlen."' A 
beautiful young lady has organized a session of living pictures after prints. She 
plays the heroine of our sce ne and we see her in the exact dress (which it Look 
some troubl e to provide) from behind, in complete love liness. Goethe took Wille 
seriously, without, however, losing the sense of th e charm , th e play at seriousness, 
that pervades the picture. He sees in th e couple a father and a mother; the father, 
a little tediously, admonishes th e daughter while the m other who, like th e 
daughte r, m ay have heard such admonitions before , drinks on from her g lass . 
The living picture, Goethe reports, was a great success and the company insisted 
that the youn g lady turn around to g ive them a chance to gaze upo n he r beauty en 
fa ce, to complete the open-ended picture tha t previously had remained artfully 
incomple te. A member of the audience cried out: 'Tournez, s'il vous plait, ' and 
all applauded him but, Goethe adds with pleasure and approval, the actors in th e 
picture knew better than that. They held th e ir poses. T he d aughter continued to 
seem ashamed, th e fathe r remained seated and kept o n admonishing, and the 
mother kept her eyes and nose in the transparent g lass from which she seemed to 
be drinking even though the wine in it did not get any less. 

This description and not th e proposition that the fath e l- ad monishes the g irl is 
Goethe 's real contTibutio n to the story and to our understanding of the inviolabi lity 
of open-ended pictures altoge ther. Rej ecting the simplifyi ng solution of the story 



does no t mean that these pictures do not have a u ystallization point- the re is one 

in this pi cture as there is in all the others we have seen tonight, but it is in their 

essence that they escape us even while we see them . They are the world that is 

composed of 'airy nothings ' that the painter creates in the pictures h e paints. I t 

is therefore to the point, as Horst Gerson has taught us, not to insist on an 
inte rpre tation . In the case of open-ended p ictures we walk right through th em if 

we try. But it is no be u er, surely, when we are faced with what a painter cannot 

paint or cannot defin e or will , for a good reason, hide, to de ny - b eca use we 

cannot see it p ainted , or cannot prove what it is with the h elp of unch anging 

identit),ing symbols - th at the ph enomenon exists at all. 

Goeth e 's interpre tation of the print is mistake n to the extent that he saw a family 

group in the picture but he was right in celebrating the element of bante r 

that makes the picture so charming. The currently accepted interpre tation of 

the picture , p ed1aps reacting with suspicion to the Gemiitlichkeit of Wi ll e 's 

and Goe the's family scene sees in it a n example of a much more rough and 

ready genre -''2 T h e young call er's gesture - h e cannot be h er father -far from 

admonishing th e g irl is seen as an e ro tic proposition. A coin of go ld is said to 

glisten be nveen the two finge r tips the youth ex tends to the girl who , under th e 

circumstances, must be thinking over his pro position . The sea ted woman, in 

turn , would be a not in expensive procuress . If we follow this crystallization, 

though the picture re ma ins as beautifully painted as ever , th e story turns into a 

h eavy-handed joke. I would accept it, even if with regret, if the gold coin , on 

which the inte rpre tatio n depends, really could be made out bell\leen the Ll\10 

fingers of the untrustworthy youth. But neither in Berlin nor in th e Amsterdam 

version of th e picture was I able to see , tho ugh I honestly and gallantly u-ied, eve n 

the slightest fli cket- of gold." The existence of th e coin , I can assure you, cannot 

be verified in front of th e p icture; it is a mere hypothesis, a possible coin , of 

course , but if so, an invis ibl e one. I will not deny that an erotic e le ment is within 

the range of possibilities of this so blessedly not outspoken picture, but it plays its 

charms to a diffet-ent tune of music. The girl has just poured a drink for the 

woman who a lready has her nose in the glass . She must now be pouring another 

drink for the second guest in the room. And he, by putting two fingers quite close 

together to each other, ind icates that h e wants just a ve ry small amount of the 

liquor, just what might go between his fingertips. He is just pretending, of course, 

in order to make bellafigunt, but the girl takes him at his word . I know full well that 

the re are o th er paintings by Ter Borch where girls are offe red money and do not 
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mind it- but since our girl is averted fro m us and no money is to be seen we are at 
liberty to guess at a gentl e r, more subtly teasing development of our open-ended 
story. There is a picture by Pie ter d e Hooch in the Metropolitan Muse um 
(rrc . 19) that shows us, in a decidedly less elegant setting, a girl seen sideways, 
pouring a drink for a call er who , with great complacen cy, points out th e measure 
of th e drink , 'just a little, please!' I t is a plausible situation , and the re is no open­
endedn ess to it. But, like Goethe 's company performing the Terborch as a living 
picture , we opt for th e g irl 's never turning around, we hold out for on ly a 
soup~on of a solutio n , not the solutio n itse lf. The answer is in th e de licately 
balanced tension of th e picture and not in the solution of a puzzle . 

Ter Borch 's finen ess of execution is m a tched by th e sjJTezzatura of his invention. 
It reaches the sublime in his celebrated pa inting of th e ratification of the treaty 
of Mi:mster of 1648 which ended th e eighty years of war between th e Dutch 
Netherlands and Spain (FIG.2o). ''4 Abraham Bredius, almost nine ty years ago , 
when superlatives we re not feared by histo rians of art, call ed it 'presumably the 
grandest histo ry painting in th e small est dimensio n ,'-'wohl das g roBartigste 
Histori enbild in klein ster Dimension. '55 It shows, de li cately understated , an as­
sembly of portrait figures, virtually in minia ture , each quietly affirming the treaty 
with a simple gesture of his right hand. T he painter himse lf takes his place in the 
assembly, modestly standing in the extreme left, and sharing in th e solemnity of 
the mom ent. There is nothing else to see, except the room, the documents, and a 
Bible. It is \vie es e igentli ch gewesen.' The re ticence itself is a guarantor of the 
individual commitment of each member of the group; th e ir standing so still 
suffices to convey th e emotion in which the delegates share . The smalln ess of the 
picture itse lf encourages us to enter it with care, with d eli cacy; and once we do, we 
ow-selves a re touched by the emotion th a t no one can paint and ye t all feel, relief 
and th e commitment to the holiness of th e moment, and to the guardin g of the 
just born precious peace . 

T he picture is rich in ton es of gray and the re is a hue of dusk over it. Ape lies' varnish, 
as it were, covers the fin ely painted work and makes itfine r yet. It unites the group and 
lets each individual come to life as a person in th e life of his soul as we discover 
him in this assembly that is its own all egory of the triumph o f peace over war. 

Ladies and gentlemen , we have been a long way about, all owing the o ld didactic 
stories of the great painte rs of classical antiquity, resurrected again and again , to 
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guide us in our contemplation of m as ter-pieces from different times and places, 

each of wh ich sh owed more than the eye can see o r language express without 

recourse to poetry, which , by nature, is open-ended in its discourse. It is not 

necessar-y, tho ugh it som e times occurs, that the old stories are de liberate ly built 

into th e paintings o r that the painters, who certainly knew some of them , eve n 

thought of them a t all as th ey invented th e ir pictures. As long as art imitates 

nature it is bound to fa ll back upon th e devices of the imaginatio n and to invent 

the old stories, as it were , over again, in th e making of new pictures. 

Painte rs learn from pain ters, se lective ly, how to use sjJrezzatum and how to invent 

open-ended stories; they are free because they perce ive the freedom of th e ir great 

pred ecessors. T heor-y is a support an d an e ncouragement, no t a prescription . No 
one knew this be tter than Fran ciscus Jun ius whose great book on th e art of the 

ancients is a constructive compil a tion of the often contradictor;' and ye t mutually 
supportive tex ts that bear witness to th e glor-y of a rt, its freedom and its order, its 

truth to nature and, in the very service of that truth , the reach o f its imagination. ''" 

The third book of Junius ' De jJictum veterum celebrates the grace of works of art, 

th eir finest quali ty that is in effable , and rises (to speak with Castiglione) from the 

sjnezzalum of the artist. It is no t on ly a picto rial quali ty but, with out moralizing, a 

moral one and it bestows upo n art its high est dignity, which is n o t far removed 

from its playfuln ess, from the working of the artist' s libe ral imagination in which, 

in the end, the viewe r is invited to join him in th e delight o f what Max Liebermann , 

in defense o f this traditio n as much as of th e prac tice of what in his time was 

mode rn art, h appily called 'die mitta tige Vorstellungskraft,' th e p articip atory 

imagination of th e lover of art. 57 

Chapter VI ofjunius' book dwells upon the praise of grace and the need of th e 

artist, if he wishes to attain it, not to strive fo r it in absolu te terms so m u ch as to 

consider what sui ts his particular genius best, not to furnish his work 'with such 

thi ngs as he loathes n or with such things as h ee is indifferently affected unto , but 

with such things as are the m ost agreeable with his nature and inward disposition. '"" 

Fo r a timeJunius con sidered ending his book on this n o te in which freedom and 

responsibility are d elicately joined . T he remaining chapters, seven through eleve n , 

he hoped to forge into a separate boo k he considered calling Vindex jJictu:rae veteris 

sive de mtione jJictums dijudicandi, T he Champion of Painting or on th e Art of 
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Judging Art, including of course, since all art is one, in th e te rm pictum works of 
sculptw-e in all its variants as well.' 9 In short, the book was to set out to d escribe 
the complete connoisseur. I quote Junius, as I have done before , from his own 
translation of De pictum veterum, his The Painting of the Ancients of 1638. 

'wE HA VE SEEN that the he ight of Art cloth chietly consist in the fore-mention ed 
Grace ; and that this Grace must proceed from the perfecti ons of an accurate 
Invention , Proportion, Colour, Life, Disposition , no t one ly as each of them is 
perfect in it se lfe severall y, but as ge nerally o ut of the mutuall agreement of 
them a ll , there cloth appeare in th e whole worke, and in every part of it, a 
certa in e kincle of gracefull pleasantn esse : We have seene likewise, that this 
Grace is not the worke of a troublesome and scrupulous swcly, but that it is 
rather pe rfected by the unaffected facility o f an exce llent an and forward na ture 
equally concurring to the worke; so it is most cen a in e, that never any a rtificer 
could attaine th e least shadow of this grace, without the mutuall support of Art 
and Nature: nature is to fol low the directions of an, even as art is to fo llow th e 
prompt reaclinesse of our fo rward nature. Seeing th en that this grace can neve r 
be accomplish ed , unlesse a ll these th ings doe mee t in the worke; so is it likewise 
evident, that even the se lfe same things are requisite to th e discovering of the 
Grace . The way of begeuing is the onely way of judging. Vl' hatsoever is not 
sought in his owne way, sayth Cassiodoru.s, ca n never be traced perfec tly 
<De instilutione XXVlll. 3> 

They therefo re doe exceedingly mistake, who thinke it an easie matter to fincl e 
out and to clisce rne such a high poynt of th ese profound arts. This inimitabl e 
grace, equally diffused and dispersed through th e whole worke, as it is not had 
so eas ily, cannot be discerned so eas ily. Whe the r a picture be copious, learned, 
magnifice nt, admirable, sufficiently polish ed , sweet, whether the affections a nd 
passions a re th erin seasonably represented , cannot be perceived in any one part; 
the whole worke must shew it. Dion)'sius Longimts speake th we ll to th e purpose 
when he sayth , ''We see th e ski! of invention , the order and disposition of things, 
as it sheweth it se lf, not in one o r two parts on ly, but in the whole co mposition of 
the worke, and that hardly too <Lo nginus 1.4. ' Hardly too'= not easil y>. 

2. Away then with all those , who thinke it enough if they can but conficlentl)' 
usurpe the authority be longing one ly to th em tha t a re well ski lled in these arts: 
it will not serve th e ir turn e, that they doe sometimes with a ce nsorious brow 
reject, and so m times with an affec ted gravity commend th e workes of g reat 
maste rs: the neat and polished age wherein we live wi ll quick ly finde the m out. ''"l 



When Junius speaks of ' the neat and polished age wherein we live ' he thinks 

above all of the renaissance of classical letters as it prospered in Dutch universities 

and at Cambridge and Oxford , and of the two great collectors and patrons of the 

arts, King Charles I, to whom he dedicated the Latin edition of his book, and the 

Earl of Arundel , whose librarian he was. Our age cannot boast a comparable 

refinement in the study of art and letters, in fact it tends to reject it. But we do 

have the consolation of the memory of Horst Gerson who, in trying times 

rediscovered and practiced not only the skills of the connoisseur but his virtue 

and his tolerance as Junius extolled them. His sjJr-ezzatura arose from an 

unquenchable sense ofhumor and his irony was benevolent and, as it were , open­

ended. He could see beyond the obvious and do so with a naturalness all his own, 
smilingly and attuned to the work of art and the oeuvre of the master he was 

contemplating . His concern for nature matched his knowledge of works of art, 

the open-endedness of life was answered for him in the open-endedness of art. 
He could stand on his head, li terally, if it suited him, and so look at opposites 

right side up. He lived with works of art in the language in which they speak and 

he contemplated the anecdotes of the artists of classical antiquity with a gentle 
delicacy and a smile . The Love of Art mourns his passing. The challenge of his 

example remains, and survives in his works and his students . 
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NOTES 

1 The ta les of the artists were lovingly collected by FranciscusJuni us and in corporated 
into his De Pictum. Veterwn, libri LTes, Amste rdam , 1637. He adapted his book and translated 
it into English , The Painting of the Ancien ts in three Bookes, London , 1638, and into Dutch , 
De Sclzilder-Konst der Dude, Middelburg, 1 64 1. A second and enlarged ve rsion of De fJictu.m 
vetermn appeared posthumously, ed ited by J oan nes Ge01·g ius Graevius, Rotte rdam , 1694, 
togethe r with the first edition of Junius' Catalogus ... architectorwn, mf't!wnicorwn, sed prae­
cipue fJictorwn, statum-iontm, caelatorum, ... , Ro tterdam, 1694. An ann o tated edition of T'he 
Painting of the J\ ncients toge the r with an annota ted English translation of the Catalogus was 
prepared by Keith Aldrich , Pbilipp Fehl , and Raina Fehl with th e title The L iterature of 
Classical 1\·rt, Berke ley, Californ ia, 199 1 in 2 vo lu mes. Th e first vo lume of .Juni us' second 
ed ition of De pictu:ra veterwn has just appeared in an annota ted editi on and translation into 
French by Colette Native!, Geneva, 1996. Al l notes in tl1is essa)' perta ining to tex ts co llected 
by.Jun ius are to the 1991 ed ition. 

On the stories attributed to Ape lles see especial ly his entry in the Catalogus, 77w 
Literatu·re of Classical Art, vo l. 11 , pp. 32-46 . Our motto, from Junius ' reading o fLibaniu s, will 
be found in context, vo l. 1, p. 12 1. 

2 Junius, L iterahtTe, 11 , p. 349· 

3 Junius, L itera/we, 11, pp. 175-77 . 
4 Junius, Litera/we, 11 , pp. 278-8o. 

5 Junius, LiteratuTe, 11 , pp. 40 1-403 . 
6 Junius, Literature, I, p. 1 1 5· 

7 J unius, Literature, 11 , p. 16. 

8 Junius, Literature, 11 , p. 43· T he passage is Ovid 's Jln mnatD'ria 111.40 1-402. 
g Junius, Literatwe, I, pp. 397-98 . 

10 Leon Battista Alberti , Del/a jJittum, translated and annotated by .John R. Spencer as 
On Painting, London , 1956. Note especially pp. 63-67, 89-98. 

11 See note 1 above. 

12 Baldassar Castiglione, l l Libra del Cortegian.o, intro. by Amedeo Quondam, notes by 
Nicola Lange , 6th eel. , Cernusco s/N , 1995, pp . 59-60 [Book I, eh. 26]. 

13 !bid., pp. 63-64 [Book I, eh . 28]. 
14 Erich Loos, Baldassare Castigliones 'Libra del Cortegiano': Stu.dien n tr Tugrndauflassung 

des Cinquecento, Frankfurt, 1955, p. 6!j -See also pp. 115-17. 
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15 'Elegia, qua fingit H yppolite n suam ad se ipsum scribencli ,' in OjJere volga,·i e latinedel 

Conte Baldessare Castiglione, eel. Gio. Antonio e Gaetano Volpi , Pacl ua, 1733 . 

16 hnfnese a re cliscussccl both in ea rn es t and pl ayfully in Gastiglione 's L ibm del Corte­

giano, o p. cit., pp. 23-24, 30-3 1, 69-70. 

17 George Francis Hill , A Cmjms of Italian m.edals of the Renaissance befo·re Cellini, London, 
1930, pla te 192 , n. 1 158, and p. 300. See a lso Julia Cart:wright, Baldassare Castiglione, the 

jJeJject wu.rtie1; Lo ndon , 1 908, pp. 448-5 1. 

18 For a comparabl e exte nsio n of th e Auro ra imjJresa note the reverse of the portrait 
medal of lppo lita Gonzaga by J acopo Nizo lla cla Trezzo. I t shows Aurora riding through 
the sky in a chariot drawn by Pegasus and scatte ring fl owe rs unto the ea rth be low. The work 
is inscribed VIRTUTIS FORMAEQVE PRAEV IA. Illustra ted and discussed in th e exhibition 
ca ta logue, Victoria and Albert Museum , Londo n SjJlendours of the Gonzaga, eel. Davicl 

ChambersandJane Mart:ineau, Lo ndon , 198 1, pp. 18 1-83 (no. 149) . See also in the same 
ca talogue the essay by Mario Praz, 'Th e Gonzaga Devices,' pp. 65-72. 

19 See Be nve nuto Cellini , Du.e trallati, uno intonw alle otto jJrinrifJali mli dell 'orijiceria, 

Florence, 1568, eh. V (eeL Milan , 1852, pp. 77-90) and his Vita, Flo rence, 1730; u-ansi.Jo hn 
Aclclington Symoncls, The Life of Bnwenuto Cellini, 3rd edition , London , 1889, chapters 26 
and 41 , esp. pp. 42, 82 . See also John Pope H enn eSS)', Cellini, London , 1985 , pp. 30, 4 1, 
and plates 20-2 1. 

20 Ad am Bartsch , Le fJeintre gravew·, eel . V\Ti:1rzburg, 1920, vo l. XII , p. 119, no. 293. 
21 Note th e re lated, equally radiant re presenta tion of Aurora in Giulio Ro mano's 

modello, Tlw Death ofProcris (Frankfurt, St;icle lsches Kunstinstitut) , re produced in Fre cle ri ck 

Hartt, Giulio Roman a, New Haven, Conn ., 1958 , vo l. 11 , ti g. 4 73 · 

22 Tt is worth obse rving that CasLiglion e wears his badge cleve rly inse rted within a fl ap 
of his hat which was made for the purpose. ' "'e see a smal l a rea in shadow, th e rea lm of the 
ocea n and darkness indi cated in Marcanton io Raimo ndi 's e ngraving, and a la rge high­
lighted a rea of golden radian ce [o r the rising Aurora. The brigh t golde n badge as it sticks 
out from the fl ap, against the background of the dark hat, itse lf suggests Aurora 's ri sing 
from th e dark: TEN EBRARUM ET LVC 1S- but on ly for Castigl ion e and his fi·iencls. 

23 Castiglione, IlLibro, ofJ. cil., pp. 455-6; Charl es Singleton , The Book of the Courtier, New 

York, 1 959, pp. 359-60. 

24 Castiglio ne, IlLibm, op. cit., pp. 363-64. 

25 Castiglione , TILibm, ofJ. cit., p. 225 . 

26 For a searching study o r th e work and its iconograph y sec J oerg Traegcr , 'Raffae ls 
Stanza cl 'E li ocloro unci ihr Bilclprogramm,' Romisches .fahrbuch fiir Kunstgeschichte XITI 

(197 1), pp. 29-100, esp. 36-53; idem., ' Die Begcgnung Leos des GroGen m it Atti la: 
Planungsph asen uncl Bilclge nese,' in Ra[faello a Roma (11 Convegno del I 98J ), Rom e, 1986, 
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pp. 97-11 6 . See also , from a different point of view, Philipp Fe hl , 'Raphael as a Historia n: 

Poetry and Historical Accuracy in the Sala cli Costantino,' ATtibus et H isto-riae, XXVI ( 1993), 

pp. 9-76 , esp. pp. 63-66 . 

27 Junius, Literature, vol. Il , p. 402 . 

28 H arolcl E. We they, T he Paintings ofTitian, 11, The Portmits, Londo n , 1 97 1, p . 1 1 9 · 

29 Paolo Giovio, D ialogo dell 'imjJrese militmi et amomsi, eel. Lyon , 1574, pp. 53-54· 

30 See We th ey, Paintings ofTitian, ojJ. cit., vol. Il , pp. 16-17 , 107-1 08 . 

3 1 Rodo lfo Sig no rini , 'A Dog named Rubino ,' Journal of the Warburg and CouTtauld 

Institutes, XLI , 1978 , pp. 3 17-20, pla te 46a. See also Patrik Reute rswaercl , 'The Dog in th e 

Huma nist 's Study' in his The Visib le and Tnvisible in A1·t, Vienna, 1991 , pp. 206-25 . 

32 Splendou-rs of the Gonza.ga, ojJ. cit., pp. 205, 287; See also Mario Praz ' di scussion of th e 
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L VCE/ FID ES . If we read the tex t and the image toge ther , the sense, or o ne of th e senses, is 

tha t in th e splendor of th e new crown th e old fa ith of the Gonzaga shin es forth like the sun. 

Fo r an illustratio n see SjJlendoun of the Gonzaga, ojJ. cit., p. 241. 

33 We they, The Paintings o] Titian, 11, Portraits, ojJ. cit., p. 107 . 
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inscrip tion on the tomb of Fede rico 11 Gonzaga's clog Viola which exto ls her playfulness 

and fa ithfulness and puns o n the word FIDES, joining earth to heaven : CATELLA VIOLA/ 

LVC INA M lNFAE LI CITER EX PERT A Hl C SIT A SVM.// HOC LVSVS HOC FIDES !viERVlT 

1\IJONVMENTVM/ QVTD MIRARE? FIDES IPSA CANES CO ELIINCOLAS FACIT. See Signorini , 'A 
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intend to incite th e tumultuo us pop ulatio n befo re him to furthe r excesses. For my attempt 

to describe his pa rticipatio n in th e action in this manne r see Deco-rum and Wit, ojJ. cit. , p. 176 . 
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40 Horst Gerson, Rembrandt. Paintings, London and Amsterdam, 1968. 

41 Gerson, Rembmndt, ofJ. cit., p. 88. 
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