ILLUMINATION OF THE DOGE BARBARIGO ABOUT TO BOARD THE BUCINTORO. VENETIAN-PADUAN STYLE AFTER GIROLAMO DA CREMONA, 1470s-1480s.

Studio Crafts Category. Illumination. Intermediate.


DESCRIPTION

Illumination of the Doge Agostino Barbarigo (r. 1486-1501) about to board the Bucintoro to perform the ritual of Venice's Wedding with the Sea. Performed in the Venetian-Paduan style, late Quattrocento, particularly influenced by frontispieces attributed to Girolamo da Cremona, who was active in Venice during the 1470s/1480s.

The illumination is accompanied by calligraphied excerpts from the pilgrim Arnold von Harff's account of the ritual as observed during a visit in 1496.
1. Background

a) State of Illumination in Venice

Like most other Italian cities, Venice was incapable of supporting a strong resident community of illuminators during the Quattrocento:

"Florence, with its permanent manuscript workshops and vast production, was unique. In all other Italian towns the clientele and activity of illuminators was more restricted, which resulted in the development of an itinerant miniaturist community, moving about the country in response to demand". (Alexander, Painted 22)

Because illuminators followed commissions, illuminating styles cross-pollinated each other and illuminations produced in one city often had characteristics of another.  "It is possible to recognize different schools of illumination which, however, often overlap due to the illuminators' mobility and the circulation of manuscripts". (Alexander, Painted 21) Venice and Paduan illuminators had strong artistic ties: "It is not always clear whether artists were working in Padua or Venice, since they might execute commissions for patrons in both places" (Alexander, Italian 20-21)

Despite the above, Venice valued beautiful books and was a source for rich commissions: 

"Venice alone may be considered a real respublica librorum since, though lacking a court library it nonetheless enjoyed an immense patrimony of illuminated books distributed among the most influential and cultured patricians of the city". (Alexander, Painted 21)

In fact, the great library of St. Marks in Venice was born comparatively late, thanks to a generous bequest from the Venetian Cardinal Bessarion, who died in 1472 (Alexander, Italian 11). Its first official patrons came from the Barbarigo family, Doges Marco and Agostino Barbarigo (Zorzi 23), the latter Doge being the subject of my illumination.

Unfortunately, printing was well on its way to replacing the need for calligraphy and by extension its accompaniment, illumination, as "by 1494, there had been printers active in Italy for nearly 30 years". (Alexander, Painted 19). Venice was ranked second in the second rank of major book trade centres (Alexander, Painted 18), and had such notable printers such as Nicolaus Jenson and Ottaviano Petrucci, who created type for printing complex polyphonic music.

It was Jenson who employed illuminators like Girolamo da Cremona to illuminate special editions. "Throughout the 1470s and 1480s it was common practise to print up to twenty copies of a given edition on parchment" (Alexander, Painted 36), which would then be illuminated and given away as luxury editions. Afterwards, "in the 1490s, printing innovations lay with the design of woodcuts for book illustration, which had been resisted earlier by Venetian printers". (Alexander, Painted 36)

This forced illuminators to adapt to a new medium. "In the 1490s … many Venetian books were decorated with woodcut frontispieces and dozens of narrative woodcuts. Miniaturists habituated to designing decorative motifs and narrative miniatures for books turned to woodcut designs". (Alexander, Painted 45). However, illuminations were still performed and the influence of artists like Girolamo da Cremona can be found up to 40 years after their last known active period.

2. Venetian-Paduan Layout

Beginning in the mid-Quattrocento, the white vine "bianchi girari" decoration typical of Italian illumination was supplanted in favour of fruit, flowers, foliage, putti, and classical architectural and sculptural motifs such as cornucopia and candelabra (Alexander, Italian 13).

"The illuminators Franco dei Russi, Giovanni Vendramin, the Master of the Putti and others, influenced by the interests of local antiquarians in Classic inscriptions and monuments … developed title pages and frontispieces on classicising stele … or attached them to Classical triumphal arches…Figures, motifs and ornament from Classical remains were incorporated into borders, miniatures and initials…" (Alexander, Painted 16)

This Paduan-Venetian classicising influence on illumination was emblematic of the entire Renaissance movement. "Humanistic illumination in the Veneto is remarkable for its high quality and for its antiquarian and classicising spirit, more intense than anywhere else in Italy" (Alexander, Painted 23).

Characteristics of the style include:

a) trompe l'oeil parchment effects using the above architectural components. "An important innovation of the Paduan school was to treat the frontispiece or title page of the manuscript as if it were an actual classical inscribed stone monument". (Alexander, Italian 19)

b) Classical motifs, especially putti:

"Another specifically Italian feature is the introduction of classical nude putti into the scroll. These occur especially as supporters for the owner's coat-of-arms in the lower margin as in the classical imago clipeata." (Alexander, Italian 113)

c) Painted jewels, such as pearls, cameos and gemstones in gold settings, "largely due to Girolamo da Cremona's 'precious style''". (Alexander, Painted 29)

3. Girolamo da Cremona

Girolamo da Cremona had been an accomplished illuminator for decades when he came to Venice in 1474. There he worked with Nicolaus Jenson's printing company  on a number of rich books until at least 1483 (Alexander, Italian 72-73). One of the "most talented and successful of Italian fifteenth-century illuminators" (Alexander, Italian 22), Girolamo apparently derived his style from "Venetian and Lombard art, combined with a new Classicism". (Alexander, Painted 22)

Girolamo exerted immense influence on other artists such as Liberale da Verona (Alexander, Italian 22), both by direct collaboration and through his work. "Girolamo's type of border with gold chiaroscuro scrolls, simulated jewels, cameos and pearls was imitated by Florentine artists" (Alexander, Italian 22), and Girolamo was "probably the inventor of a precious style of bejewelled initials". (Alexander, Painted 28)  Vasari is quoted by Wyatt as lavishly praising Girolamo's skill in rendering jewels, flowers and animals. (45) This rich, sometimes fussy style successfully combined detailed ornament with a simple, direct layout and judicious use of "white space", and appealed directly to the desire for luxury.

Girolamo's "precious style" continued to influence others after his likely death in the 1480s. Examples closely imitating his ideas appear through the end of the 15th century, and vestiges survive in a 1520 Roman miniature by Attavante degli Attavanti. 

The Breviary of Alfonso d'Este, believed completed by 1506 (Alexander, Painted 13-14), was made in Ferrara but contains obvious Cremona elements, such as pearls, cameos, urns, jewels and chiaroscuro, mixed with naturalistic flowers in the Ferrarese style.

In this context it is plausible and appropriate to imitate his style in creating a late 15th century Venetian illumination.
4. The Aristotle Frontispieces

Many beautiful Venetian illuminations have been attributed to Girolamo, including the frontispieces to Aristotle's Works, volumes I and II, printed in Venice in 1483, from which I have drawn the inspiration for my illumination.

These frontispieces are marked by trompe l'oeil design: chains of jewels hang from a curling parchment attached to a large pseudo-physical structure. The jewels, which separate the columns of text, include cameos, pearls and red, blue and green gems in gold settings, and epitomize the "precious style" which Girolamo is deemed to have created. Printed text (gothic typeface) takes up about two fifths of the pages. The chief of each is a coloured scene depicting wise men, either in a pastoral or civitas environment, while the base is a monotone scene of putti, animals, satyrs or other mythological creatures engaged in sport. The colours are a mixture of jewel tones (blue, green, red and yellow), matte golds and neutrals.

Although authority Lilian Alexander disputes the identification of Girolamo da Cremona with these and many other key illuminations in favour of either the Master of the Putti, Master of the London Pliny or Jacometto Veneziano, she is contradicted by Jonathan Alexander and Maria Canova, the other main authorities in the triumvirate.

5. My Layout

In order to support my chosen text, a pilgrim's description of the Sensa rite, I decided to show the Doge Agostino Barbarigo preparing to board the ducal Bucintoro, a lavish red and gold painted galley. This full colour scene was chosen to occupy the upper quarter of the parchment.

Normally the bottom scene is shown in paler colours or monochromes. Because the Doge drops a ring into the sea to consummate the wedding with the sea, I thought it would be amusing and appropriate to depict an underwater scene occupied by the Winged Lion of St. Marks and a curious putto reaching for the ring.

I "placed" the parchment on a classical structure extending above and below the water, drawing curling edges and rips. The monumental stele and arch, carved with classical motifs, and the trompe l'oeil effect are characteristic of Venetian-Paduan style. The structure also represents the fact of Venice's lagoon existence, whose buildings are erected on piles sunk into the marshes.

"The "enemy" was water; there had always been a sense of aqueous "menace," but the feeling crystallized in the fifteenth century.[5] There was now a constant undercurrent of worry about the "state of the waters" fuelling a perception of a city that was falling apart and in a permanent state of decay." (Zimmerman)

I also "suspended" two chains of jewels from the parchment, continuing the trompe l'oeil effect and demonstrating Girolamo da Cremona's "precious style".

"…the propriety of decorating a page: scenes in depth must appear to be behind the page; the initial letter must be connected to the page; and a chain of decorative elements may appear to hover just above the surface of the page". (Armstrong, Renaissance 43)

Finally, I added two historiated initials incorporating further classical elements (cameos, acanthus leaves).

This structure follows the pattern used by the Aristotle Frontispieces.

6. Figures and Motifs

I incorporated a number of important figures and motifs in this illumination to make it meaningful to a 15th century Venetian.

a) The Doge

To conform to my target date of 1495, I chose to depict the Doge Agostino Barbarigo (r. 1486-1501). A number of portraits of this Doge survive, which I consulted, although his nose and white beard are the only features that made it to the illumination.

In my illumination the Doge wears a white cloth-of-gold robe specifically appropriate for Ascension Day. This colour addition to the limited ducal palette was made 20 years previously, when "Niccolò Marcello (1473-4), imitating princely fashions of the terra firma, added robes of cloth of gold, restagno d'oro, to the traditional crimson of the doge". (Hills 167)

"On the day of the feast itself the doge followed the tradition of wedding the ocean; in the Bucintoro he again wore his crimson mantle of the previous morning and not the mantle of white and gold which was proper for this feast". (Newton 84)

b) The Bucintoro

The ceremony itself is carried out on the Bucintoro, the ducal galley.

"Probably the first Bucintoro dated back to 1311 and was replaced by a new construction in 1526, which was made more lavish with wooden decorations. The third version, which cost 70,000 ducats, was inaugurated on Ascension Day on May 10th 1606. The fourth and last Bucintoro was completed in 1729 under Doge Alvise Mocenigo and was commemorated by the issue of an Osella and by sonnets and publications that emphasized its splendor, such as the one by Antonio Laria Luchini entitled "The New Reign over the Waters".

(…)

"The last three versions of the Bucintoro were similar: they were 35 m long, 7.5 m wide and 8 m high; they were governed by three admirals with 40 sailors and 168 rowers, always "the most handsome and sturdy youths of the Arsenal", arranged four to an oar at the boat’s 42 oars."  (Bizio)

No pictures seem to have survived of the Bucintoro in use before 1526. Because medieval trireme galleys had been superseded by biremes by this time, and since the succeeding Bucintoros all look the same, I have relied on the paralysis of tradition and used pictures of the 1526 version for the illumination.

c) The Trophies

Venice's rich history surrounding the Wedding with the Sea is replete with symbols that can be inserted in an illumination. Chief among these are the gifts or trophies supposedly presented to Doge Ziani by Pope Alexander III in 1177. These include a precious ring, a lighted candle, an umbrella or baldachin, silver trumpets, banners, lead or gold seals and a sword. Most of these are included in the procession first on land and then by sea (Muir 109-117). Arnold von Harff's eyewitness account corroborates their use (see Text, below).

I chose to use the following items:

· The candle (in the hand of the Doge's attendant and also suggested by the candelabra in the columns)

· The ring, embedded in the sand of the lagoon. This is a rather naturalistic pose and may not be wholly true to the aesthetics of the Venetian-Paduan style.

· The sword, forming the first historiated initial.

d) Winged Lion of St. Mark's

An important emblem of the Republic and of St. Mark's, the great church of Venice, the lion's design is taken partially from a dedication frontispiece to Doge Leonardo Loredan (Zorzi 143) and partially from the winged lion statue still guarding St. Marks.

I have marked the belt around the lion's chest with an element from Agostino Barbarigo's coat of arms: "Argent, on a bend azure, between six beards sable, three lions rampant or". (Armstrong, Renaissance 118). Illuminations frequently carry the arms of their owners.  Because I was running out of space, I drew three beards on the belt and let the winged lion stand in for Barbarigo's triumleorate.

The lion's paw rests on a book that normally bears the phrase, "PAXI TIBI MARCE EVANGELISTA MEUS". I have condensed this in my illumination to "PAX TIBI MARCE".

e) Putto

Putti are a familiar item in Venetian-Paduan illuminations. I decided to include a single putto playfully reaching his hand out to the beautiful ring dropped by the Doge.

f) Gems

As part of the general passion for Roman antiquities, antique gems, especially cameos, were avidly collected in the 15th century, and Venetian Cardinal Pietro Barbo (later Pope Paul II) had a large collection by 1457. (Armstrong, Renaissance 94). Girolamo da Cremona made such gems an important part of his style.

I have included two cameos, one in a string of jewels, one as a historiated initial.

Another typical Cremona-inspired jewel is the petal-shaped gold setting and red, blue or green gemstone. Such petal–shaped settings can be found in 15th century jewellery, such as in a Burgundian (or Dutch) brooch in gold, pearls and enamel. (Gregorietti 176)

Pearls, prized by Venice, are ubiquitous in Cremona's work, and I have included several in the two strings of jewels.

g) Architectural Relief

The monumental architecture used by Girolamo and others of his school is decorated with various classical motifs, such as acanthus leaves, urns, scalloped bowls and candelabra. I have based my column fills on those carved on the Ca 'Gussoni, built at the end of the 15th century and attributed to architect Pietro Lombardo (Hills 3), as well as other examples of his work in San Giobbe (Huse 143).

h) Latin Motto

Beginning in the 17th century the Doge is quoted as speaking the following Latin phrase as he wedded the sea: "Desponsamus te Mare, in signum veri perpetuique dominii". Although it cannot be dated to 1495, I found this phrase just too enticing and used a portion of it on the base of the columns, using Roman capitals. Many illuminations in this style include one Latin phrase or another on their faux architecture.

7. Text

a) Source

For the text of the illumination I have taken an excerpt from the pilgrim account of German Knight Arnold von Harff, who visited Venice in 1495 while travelling to Palestine. The excerpt is as follows:

"Item, the Doge at this time was Doge Augustin [Agostino] Barbarigo, an old man of more than seventy years. I saw him going in state to St. Mark's church in this manner: 

Item, first they carried before him eight golden banners, of which four were white and four brown. Item, then came a picture which was borne on a golden standard. Item, next was carried a golden chair with a cushion which was made of golden stuff. Item, next they carried his hat with which he is made [crowned] a Doge, which is valued at 100,000 ducats. 

Item, then came the Doge, most gorgeously dressed. He had a long grey beard and had on his head a curious red silk hat shaped like a horn behind, reaching upwards for a [hand] span's length, as he is pictured here: [there is an illustration in the original]. This hat must be worn, by every Doge. 

Item, before the Doge was carried also a white lighted candle in a silver candlestick.

Item, there preceded him also fourteen minstrels [musicians], eight with silver bassoons, from which hung golden cloths with the arms of St. Mark, and six pipers with trumpets, also with rich hangings. 

Item, behind the Doge was carried a sword with a golden sheath. 

Item, there followed him the eleven chief lords with the other gentlemen richly attired, fine stately persons.

Item, on Ascension Day' the Doge celebrates a festival each year before the haven [harbor] on the high sea. He then throws a golden finger-ring into the wild sea, as a sign that he takes the sea to wife, as one who intends to be lord over the whole sea. 

Item, the ship in which he celebrates is a small stately galley, very splendidly fitted out. In front of this ship is a gilt maiden: in one hand she holds a naked sword and in the other golden scales, a sign that as the virgin is still a maid, so the government is still virgin and was never taken by force. The sword in the right hand signifies that she will do justice: for the same reason the maiden holds the scales in the left hand."
b) Appropriateness of text

Although 15th century publishing (both handwritten books and illuminated incunabula) seems to have mainly focussed on the Bible, religious works and the classics, "historical works by authors such as Leonardi Bruni, Poggio or Flavio Biondo were also frequently produced in luxury copies". (Alexander, Painted 14) I am severely stretching this to include von Harff's pilgrim account, which at least is contemporary with the 1495 period under review and corroborates many details of the marriage rite.

To further complicate the issue, Lilian Armstrong says that illuminators were not chained to themal continuity (48), in other words, that historiated initial scenes often have nothing to do with the actual text. My illumination is intended to fully complement the text.

c) Humanist hand

I used a "formal flowing" italic (humanist) hand (Noble & Mehigan), which is similar to the humanist typefaces and scripts used in my sources. Girolamo's Aristotle frontispieces accompanied incunabules printed in gothic typeface, but I felt it was more appropriate to imitate the humanist script predominantly used during the period.

8. Materials

a) Period items:

Goat parchment from James the Artificer

Powdered chalk (pounce)

Graphite pencils

Bread, for erasing errors (Cennini 7)

b) Modern items

Sheaffer calligraphy pens

Cotman and Winsor & Newton water colours. I wasn't prepared to invest in or make up my own paints from period pigments for this project.

Vegetable starch glue (used as size)

Variety of brushes

Citadel "Shining Gold" acrylic paint

c) Colours

As mentioned above, the dominant colours used in the Aristotle frontispieces are mainly clean primary colours (yellow, red and blue), green (vegetal and gem), a deep yellow or matte gold, and neutral washes. In the sources, the lower third of the illuminations frequently serves as the arena for non-human, mythical elements, which are monochromatically rendered, usually in pale yellow or tan.

 I have followed this recipe for the most part, adding blue washes for the water components. Following is a list of the watercolours used:

· Cadmium Yellow (recommended by Wyatt)

· Gamboge Yellow (recommended by Wyatt)

· Cobalt Blue (recommended by Wyatt)

· Cadmium Red

· Scarlet Lake

· Chinese White

· Viridian Green

· Prussian Blue

· Venetian Red

d) Use of Gold

Gold foil was not normally used in Venetian-Paduan illumination during the late Quattrocento. Instead, "various forms of liquid or 'mosaic' gold" were favoured. (Alexander, Painted 20) "Used in Venice and Padua since the late fourteenth century, powdered gold was far more adaptable than burnished gold leaf in combining the splendour of the art object with the description of light". (Hills 101)

It is hard to tell from the coloured facsimiles of the originals whether gold was used at all on the Aristotle frontispieces. Yellow areas could represent gold in the original, but without viewing the original it is impossible to say.


I have used a limited amount of acrylic gold paint to highlight areas such as the Doge's robe and corno.

9. Method

"The artist thus started with a layout, a framing pattern which immediately related script and decoration on the page. The next stage was to make a design in hard point or … graphite. This is usually inked in as a second stage, in which the design is finalized … Then came the colouring. If gold was to be used, it was put in at this stage … Next came colour washes … It was overlaid with stronger or lighter tones to provide shadows and highlights. The last stage was reached when the artist outlined the forms where the gold leaf might be ragged at the edges, and also the contours of figures and the folds of garments". (Alexander, Medieval 40-41)

a) Cut the parchment using similar proportions to those used for the Aristotle frontispieces (Plates 17 and 18 are indicated as 409 x 272 and 414 x 280 mm respectively). (Alexander, Italian) The finished size of the parchment is 425 x 308 mm.

b) Prepared the hair-side of the parchment using powdered chalk as pounce. I have to say that the flesh side of this parchment is much more white and beautiful than the hair side. References prefer the hair-side.

c) Using a graphite pencil, defined the text and image areas.

d) Performed the calligraphy.

e) Sketched out the design for the illumination. Rubbed out mistakes with breadcrumbs, which actually worked! I used modern tracing and transfer paper to copy the Bucintoro, the winged lion and the cameo motifs. Tracing paper is a period choice. (Cennini 13-14) Pricking and pouncing is a period method to transfer images. (Cennini 87)

f) Applied a thin vegetable starch size to the areas for illumination. Horn or fish glue would be a better, period choice: "…some people even coat the whole drawing in this way with this glue, so as to make all the colors unite better; but this would only be necessary if the parchment were hairy or rough". (De Arte Illuminandi 11) The parchment immediately, scarily buckled. I taped it down with scotch tape, let it dry, and then weighted it down for 24 hours before rolling it in the reverse direction for two days. The buckling mostly subsided. Note to self: always secure parchment to frame before getting it wet.

g) Outlined the drawing in ink. I found that the calligraphy pens were too coarse to produce the fine detail I wanted. However, I felt the pens were a more period choice than resorting to a fine tip marker.

h) Painted in the base colours.

i) Laid in light washes in some areas.

j) Added highlighting. In particular, I accented the jewels with "hashed blue" as used in the Aristotle frontispieces.

CONCLUSION

I am proud of the research, the layout, the motifs and the theme of the illumination. These are solidly conceived. The proportions are good, the illumination supports the text, and the basic drawing is good.  I have demonstrated the structural basis behind Girolamo da Cremona's distinctive "precious" style, and have shown creativity in adapting it to my Sposalizio theme. I am particularly happy with my incorporation of the key motifs and characteristics of Venice's Wedding with the Sea – the journey, boat, ring, sword, candle, trumpet, winged lion, etc.

On the other hand, the execution of the colours and the expression of light is wanting due to lack of experience and incomplete understanding of the illuminating process. Girolamo's illuminations have incredibly soft graduations between colours and lines that I was incapable of achieving with the tools at hand. As well, better handling of the parchment itself might eliminate the buckling I experienced.

Eve Harris / Asa Gormsdottir
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