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Preface

The present volume comprises papers delivered at two symposia held in the spring and autumn of 1994 in conjunction with the exhibition "The Currency of Fame: Portrait Medals of the Renaissance." One of the major objectives of the exhibition, which was shown at the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., The Frick Collection in New York, and the National Gallery of Scotland in Edinburgh, was to present a little-known but important and often handsome type of sculpture to a wider public and to emphasize its place in the history of sculpture, whereas previously the medal had been relegated to an uneasy position in the study of numismatics.

To this end, both the New York symposium and that held in Edinburgh under the auspices of the National Museums of Scotland and its director, Mark Jones, included scholars from a variety of disciplines—art history, history, English literature, numismatics, and archival studies—in order to bring to bear upon the subject of the Renaissance medal new points of view and new methods of interpretation. The New York symposium, organized by the American Numismatic Society and funded in part by a generous grant from the Samuel H. Kress Foundation, took place on June 4 and 5 at the Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, and had a rather general theme covering a variety of aspects of the Renaissance medal. The Edinburgh symposium, on September 23, took as its theme the reverse of the medal and was thus more specific in its focus. This volume contains the best of the papers delivered at both symposia.

As an object rich in a wide range of information, both visual and textual, the medal merits far more attention than it has hitherto received. Not only do there remain open many questions of attribution and iconographical interpretation in the study of the medal itself, but it should certainly not be neglected as a source of information for related subjects. It is hoped rhat this volume, which has been made possible in part by the continuing generosity of the Samuel H. Kress Foundation, will serve as a stimulus to such further studies.

- Stephen K. Scher
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1 An Introduction to the Renaissance Portrait Medal

Stephen K. Scher

DOI: 10.4324/9780203775172-1

The Renaissance portrait medal is a particularly rich and complex object, which, until recently, has rarely emerged from its somewhat forgotten niche in numismatic studies and has only occasionally been acknowledged in works on Renaissance sculpture and portraiture.1 It frequently has fulfilled its primary purpose of conferring immortality, although often tenuously, on its subjects, since it is sometimes the only source for a portrait of an individual. Thus, one finds medals as illustrations in historical works or biographies, the descriptions frequently inaccurate as to date, process, or attribution. What has been overlooked is precisely the medal's importance as sculpture, as historical documentation, and as an essential means of understanding Renaissance attitudes and modes of thought.


Definition of a Medal

It might be useful to begin by providing a definition of the medal, then describe why, where, and how it first appeared, its functions and imagery, and its development during the Renaissance.

Before we begin, however, it must be understood clearly that a medal is not a coin. Coins are almost always struck, are produced by a governing authority, and conform to specified weights and materials in their function as units of exchange and commerce. Medals are commemorative in nature, can be commissioned by anyone, may be struck or cast, and need not conform to any standards of size, weight, or material. They are certainly coinlike in nature, and as we shall see, were in part derived from coins.

Medals, like coins, are usually round and generally have two sides: the obverse, which ordinarily displays a portrait and inscription (e.g., see Figure 1.1a), and the reverse, which conveys further information in text and image regarding the person portrayed (e.g., see Figure 1.1b).

[image: ]Figure 1.1 Maffeo Olivieri: Medal of Altobello Averoldo, bishop of Pola, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1517-21, 94 mm diameter. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
Most Renaissance medals were cast. Not until the development of the screw press in the early years of the sixteenth century did it become possible to strike medals of any appreciable size.



Processes of Production


Casting

In the casting process the artist might first make a preparatory drawing, using this as the basis for carving a model. In Italy it was most common to fashion on a disk of slate, wood, or glass a model from beeswax, often mixed with other materials to make it easier to work and to give it color.

Having formed the images of obverse and reverse in wax (see Figure 1.2), the artist would add the letters by various means: direct modeling, cut into a ring and then pressed into the wax around the images, or with incuse punches that would produce raised letters in the wax. If the letters were not a part of the model, they could be added to the mold, but in this case they would be impressed by means of punches on which the letters were in relief, German Renaissance models were more commonly carved in wood or stone, and many more have therefore survived.

[image: ]Figure 1.2 Milanese School; Wax model for a medal of Ferrante Loffredo, mid-16th century, obverse (a) and reverse (b), 98.9 mm diameter. Private collection, New York. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
Having completed the model, the artist would press it into a soft material, leaving a negative image. The mold could be made of a mixture of ashes, salt, and water, or fine sand with some sort of glue binder, or a compound of gesso, pumice, water, and sizing material.

The molds of obverse and reverse were then dried and fitted together with appropriate openings for the introduction of the molten metal and for the escape of gases. Most scholars agree that the lost wax process, in which the wax model is left in the mold and melted out by direct heat or by the molten metal, was not employed in the making of medals.

The molten metal, usually a copper alloy a lead-tin alloy, gold, or silver, would be poured into the mold and allowed to cool. If possible, the mold would be preserved when it was opened, but a new mold could always be made, normally from a fine workshop trial cast or from any good example of the medal. The possibilities of such a process for the fabrication of copies long after the period in which the medal was made raise several questions that lie in the realm of medallic connoisseurship, a subject we have treated elsewhere.2

When the freshly cast medal was removed from the mold, it would normally require chasing, that is, the removal of any spurs of metal from the edge and any other irregularities from the surface. Details could also be sharpened in this way, another aspect of connoisseurship that we must ignore here.

Freshly cast bronze medals usually had a rather harsh and raw color, requiring the addition of a lacquer or chemical surface treatment that would give them a more attractive tone.3



Striking

As the name implies, striking consists in the impression by force onto a metal blank, called a planchet or flan, of images, numbers, letters, and so on, that have been cut or stamped in negative onto the face of obverse and reverse dies. In antiquity and the middle ages, striking was done quite simply with a hammer, the lower die, or pile, being set into a block of wood or anvil, the upper die, or trussel, forming the end of a shaft that was held in the hand. The planchet, heated or not, was placed between the two dies and impressed by blows of the hammer on the trussel.4

By the beginning of the sixteenth century, the screw press, adapted from the printing trade and perhaps from wine production, was being used for striking in order to standardize coins and protect them from counterfeiting, to produce greater numbers with less effort, and to handle larger diameter coins and the higher relief required, especially for medals.

In this process the artist might prepare a drawing or even a wax model to guide himself or the die cutter in the preparation of the dies. These would be made either by direct cutting into a polished surface or by being stamped into a block that had been softened by heating. The stamp was carved in relief onto the face of a metal shaft, which was then hardened. In a screw press the trussel was fixed into the base of a long screw, with a counterweigh red crossmember at the upper end, that descended through the top of a frame. The planchet, which was cast from a mold or stamped from a rolled sheet of metal, was then placed upon the pile, and the trussel was driven down by the descending screw activated by the counterweighted arm, impressing the images simultaneously on both sides of the blank.




Quantity and Distribution

How many of any given medal were made and how were they distributed? There are no simple answers to these questions. Much depended upon the patron, the purpose of the medal, whether it was cast or struck, and the accidents of time. The extent of a ruler's territory and power, for example, might determine how many medals were produced to be distributed. The purpose of the medal would be another factor—that is, whether it was commemorating a limited, private event, or an important public occurrence such as victory in battle, the acquisition of a new title or territory, or a dynastic coup.

Sigismondo Malatesta (1417-68), for example, commissioned several different types of medals and had them reproduced in great quantities to be both distributed and buried in the walls of the buildings constructed for him.5 The popes usually produced large numbers of medals for a wide public and to record significant events during their papacy: a jubilee year, a coronation, the erection of buildings and public monuments, and so forth.

The number of specimens of any given medal that have survived can sometimes indicate both the original production quantity and its popularity. The situation is complicated by the fact that any given medal can be, and often was, reproduced at some subsequent period, creating many difficulties for later connoisseurship. Often, if a medal was produced for a private individual, only a few copies were made.

In the end, the variables that complicate the questions of quantity and distribution make it almost impossible to establish any certain answers.



Origins and Sources

The commemorative medal as we know it has its origins in early Renaissance Italy. Special issues of coins and limited issue multiples of established coin denominations were produced in classical antiquity and served a commemorative purpose. Almost all Roman imperial coins could be said to be commemorative, a purpose recognized and appreciated during the Renaissance.6

On June 19, 1390, Francesco II da Carrara recaptured the city of Padua from the forces of Gian Galeazzo Visconti of Milan, who held his father, Francisco I, prisoner; and, to commemorate this victory, Francesco II ordered medals to be struck, not cast, depicting on the obverse portraits all'antica of father and son (see Figure 1.3).7 These medals were certainly copied in type from the large Roman bronze coin called a sestertius (see Figure 1.4) and are of great significance, since they represent some of the basic attitudes that form the core of Italian Renaissance thought and that anticipate the full development of the portrait medal around fifty years later.

[image: ]Figure 1.3 Paduan medal of Francesco I da Carrara, lord of Padua, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1390, 35 mm diameter, Museo Bottacin, Padua.
[image: ]Figure 1.4 Galba (ruled 68-69 A.D.): Sestertius, obverse (a) and reverse (b), 35 mm diameter. American Numismatic Society, New York.
To understand the reasons for the appearance of: the portrait medal in Italy in the fifteenth century we must examine two basic and interconnecting factors: the Renaissance philosophy of man and the revival or revaluation of classical antiquity, which is identified with humanism. It is almost impossible to separate the two in discussion, for the attention focused on the individual, the familiar Renaissance concern with the importance of man, is primarily expressed by an interest in classical antiquity, a fresh approach to which is made possible by the appearance of a new view of the place of man in the universe.

The deliberate and conscious revival of an interest in classical antiquity, the desire to imitate and restore the glory of ancient Rome, and an acute awareness of self was initially developed by Francesco Petrarch (1304-74), whose influence cannot be overstated. It was he who embodied within himself and expressed with such clarity and vigor the individualist temper ana the cult of fame. Petrarch assumed that human talent was certain of recognition, if it was properly used. Therefore, glory, or fama, was inevitably the result of excellence, or virtus, and this virtus was a function of a man's entire personality.

In its outward manifestation, virtus was most clearly seen in eloquence and purity of style no matter what the mode of expression. It was this excellence that elevated a man above his fellows regardless of his material or purely social status. At the same time increased consciousness of ones excellence led to a profound examination of one's own personality, and further, to the desire to comment to the world upon these unique attributes. Such a commentary reflected a basic independence and a passion for fame. Petrarch was the first to present explicitly this point of view and therefore provided for his age a pattern of living, a pattern that emphasized man's dignity and his privileged place in the universe. This led what we may call "Renaissance man" to express, and to consider worth expressing, the uniqueness of his own feelings, opinions, experiences, and surroundings, and this tendency appears most clearly in the biographical and descriptive literature of the time as well as in portrait painting and sculpture and, supremely, in the portrait medal. Elegance, neatness, and clarity of expression in literature and art found its models in classical antiquity, to which Renaissance man turned with intensity and enthusiasm for his ideals and the models ol his life and art.8

With his view of ancient, and particularly republican, Rome as an ideal civilization built by exemplary men, it was natural for Petrarch to search our all possible connections with Italy's glorious past. To the quest for classical literature was added a deep love of any sort of object or monument of Roman origin. Thus began the study of Roman architectural remains and fragments of statuary; but for Petrarch, the most evocative, and also the most common, of such objects was the Roman coin with its portrait on the obverse and its allegorical or historical type as reverse. He instructed vinedressers to bring him any coins or intaglio gems they found while working the soil, and he was thus able to assemble a series of Roman imperial portraits. Both he and succeeding humanists, artists, and princely collectors not only looked upon these coins from an aesthetic viewpoint, but treasured them for their evocative value and the clear moral Lessons they taught.9

It appears that the Carrara medal, so obviously the result of the influence of Petrarch upon the Carraras, had no immediate impact. The Sesto family of mintmasters in Venice had produced imitation Roman sestertii at around the same time, and Pandolfo III Malatesta had struck a small silver coin between 1406 and 1408 in Brescia showing his presumed portrait crowned by a wreath of roses.10

There is no question, however, that the Carrara medals were widely distributed, one specimen, in lead, finally coming to rest in the hands of one of the greatest patrons and collectors in the history of art—Jean de France, duke of Berry (1340-1416), who also possessed a curious series of objects crucial to an understanding of the history of the medal.11

These were all large, round, gold pendants with persons or scenes in relief, usually on both sides and usually mounted in rich jeweled frames to be worn around the neck at the end of a chain. It might surprise us to learn that pictured on these gold disks were Julius Caesar, Tiberius, Faustina, Octavian, Livia, and most importantly, Constantine I (see Figure 1.5), and Heraclius (Figure 1.6). Some of these objects were purchased from Italian merchants in Paris, and all, including the Constantine and Heraclius, were accepted until as late as the seventeenth century as being ancient.

[image: ]Figure 1.5 Michelet Saulmon, attr. to: Medal of Constautine the Great, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1400, 95 mm diameter. Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters, New York. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
[image: ]Figure 1.6 Michelet Saulmon, attr. to: Medal of Heraclius, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1400, 100 mm diameter, British Museum, London. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
Only two of these pieces have survived, but in a form that may not indicate their original appearance, for the duke ordered copies to be made in gold of the Con stand ne and Heraclius "medals," and these are undoubtedly the source of the types of these medals with which we are familiar, done in an unmistakably Franco-Flemish style. It is also in this style, yet still, we must remember, considered ancient, that these medals were known in Italy, where they experienced great popularity and were copied in other media as well.12

The importance of these two medals, for such we must call them, cannot be exaggerated, for at a relatively early date, circa 1400, we encounter two round metal objects with obverse and reverse, showing portraits, albeit imaginary, images, and inscriptions—in other words, fully medal-like pieces that are not coins and are believed to be ancient despite their style. This is yet one more instance of the importance of the relationship between Italy and the North that must always be taken into account when studying the art and culture of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

With this in mind, there remains one final item described in the duke of Beny's collections that must be mentioned. It is another round gold piece of jewelry showing on one side the Virgin and Child under a canopy held by angels and on the other an image of the duke in half-length. Could it be that as early as the first years of the fifteenth century a Northern prince, removed for the most part from the environment and traditions of Italy and the first stages of the Renaissance humanist movement, commissioned a portrait medal of himself? Since the portrait side of this curious object is lost, we shall never really know what resemblance it may have had to the Italian portrait medal. Perhaps its appearance may be conjectured from the January page of the Trés Riches Heures with the duke seated at table before a large round fire screen (see Figure 1.7). We do possess, however, what is probably the reverse in a circular plaquette in Berlin that matches the inventory description exactly (see Figure 1.8).13

[image: ]Figure 1.7 Limbourg Brothers: Detail of calendar page for January, from Tres Riches Heures, depicting Jean de France, duke of Berry, gouache on parchment, c. 1415. Musée Condé, Chantilly.
[image: ]Figure 1.8 Franco-Flemish plaquette with the Virgin and Child under a canopy, bronze, c. 1415,96,5 mm diameter. Sculpture collections, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
There is one other object rhat could, give us not only some idea of the appearance of what we shall call the Berry portrait medal, but also introduce us ro another possible source for the Renaissance medal—-the seal. One of the duke of Berry's seals, dating to the end of the fourteenth century, shows him facing in half-length holding a sword above the battlements of a castle, similar to the composition of the Berlin plaque tte and matching the description in the duke's inventories (see Figure 1.9). There is no question rhat the artist who designed this seal meant the representation to be a true portrait of the duke.14

[image: ]Figure 1.9 Seal of Jean de France, duke of Berry, end of the 14th century, 89.4 mm diameter (excluding rim). Archives Nationales, Paris.
The seal must surely have been one of the basic sources for the size, type, and composition of the Renaissance medal. The extraordinary quality of seals attests to their importance and reflects the stature of those artists—gold-smiths and court painters—called upon to design them and possibly even to cut the dies. We may recall that one of the greatest of Renaissance medalists, Niccolò di Forzore SpinelH, acted as a seal engraver at the court of Burgundy in 1468.15



Pisanello and the First Italian Portrait Medals

The prologue has been read, and the stage is now set for the appearance of the principal player. There remains but one point to consider before the drama begins—the development of the portrait itself. By the mid-fourteenth century, both in Italy and the North, there is no doubt that in sculpture and painting artists were striving to depict the true features of their subjects, and by the early fifteenth century such portraits had reached a sophisticated stage of development. In Italy, however, it is the growth of humanism and the existence of classical models that gives this development in certain areas a very special character. The desire to perpetuate personal accomplishments and fame, to achieve earthly immortality in emulation of the great persons of the ancient world, and to celebrate one's self is a very particular aspect of early Renaissance Italy and leads almost inevitably to the medal.

There was, therefore, much concern about how this immortality could be achieved and how it had been achieved by the ancients. Thus arose the controversy between those who believed that the written word was best suited to survive the destructive forces of time and those who held that such could only be realized through painting and sculpture. As we shall see, the medal solved the problem, since it contained text and image, was almost indestructible, existed in many examples, and could be widely distributed. After all, how vvould one have known the visages, acts, and intentions of many of the famous men of republican Rome and all of its emperors had it not been for the survival of their coins?

The curtain now rises on the city of Ferrara in the year 1438. Great crowds have gathered to participate in an important event: the attempt to reconcile the Greek and Roman churches. Representing the former and also attempting to enlist aid against the Turks is the Byzantine emperor, John VIII Palaeologus, with the Greek patriarch and a large and exotic retinue.16 Rome is present in the person of the pope, Eugenius IV, with members of his curia, including a brilliant humanist theoretician, architecr, artist, and universal man, Leon Battista Alberti (1404-72). Ferrara itself is ruled by the Este family, the heir to whose marquisate, Leoneilo, is an enlightened prince, a perfect model for Plato's philosopher king.17 And also present, working for the Estes and busily sketching the fascinating costumes and bizarre types present among the visitors from the East, is one of the most famous painters of portraits and lifelike scenes of nature in all of Italy, Antonio Pisano, called Pisanello (c. 1395-1455).18

This particular confluence of people and events in Ferrara would lead to the creation of a remarkable and, in this case, extremely influential and meaningful object (see Figure 1.10). Although this is pure conjecture, it seems highly likely that someone, probably Alberti, in discussion with Leonello d'Este, thought it would be appropriate somehow to commemorate the crucial and colorful events taking place around them. Since rhey involved the presence of a Roman emperor, what better way than by means of a coin or coinlike object. After all, Alberti had already experimented with a related work, drawing upon ancient intaglios or cameos and perhaps coins, to produce one or two self-portraits on a large bronze relief that also showed his personal device, the winged eye (see Figure 1.11).19 Perhaps something similar could be fabricated to add to the long series of imperial portraits on coins that had survived from antiquity.

[image: ]Figure 1.10 Pisanello: Medal of Jean VIII Palaeologus, emperor of Byzantium, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1438, 103.6 mm diameter, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
[image: ]Figure 1.11 Leon Battista Alberti: Self-portrait, bronze, c. 1434-36, 201 X 135.5 mm. Samuel H. Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
And who better to undertake this task than the painter who was just then in town—Pisanello. Thus was born the portrait medal.20 Yet when it was finished, it looked nothing like an ancient coin, as had the Carrara medals: large in size, the subject in contemporary dress, a full narrative scene on the reverse. It was, in fact, a highly original concept based upon a number of existing sources, including ancient coins, which Pisanello collected, the Carrara medals, the medals of the duke of Berry, seals, and perhaps also the Alberti self-portrait relief.21

From the moment of its appearance the Palaeologus medal seemed to strike a sympathetic chord, and it is not surprising, for the portrait medal epitomizes the basic values and aspirations of the Renaissance. Certainty the medal has achieved its purpose in giving immortality to a large number of men and women who might otherwise have disappeared from the stage of history. It has celebrated their power ana beauty, their successes and intellectual accomplishments, their family status and dynastic links, their personal skills, courage, hopes, and aspirations, their most valued attributes, significant events in their lives—births, marriages, deaths—their religious and philosophical beliefs, and all through these smalt disks of metal, wood, or stone upon which is compressed, either explicitly or by the obscure language of symbol, allegory, or emblem, a wealth of information.

And to us has also been conveyed, in the most successful examples, the skill of the artist in composing such complexity within the confines of a tiny circle: the elegance of lettering, the sensitivity of portraiture, the masterful depiction of textures and substances, the pleasing and balanced composition, the richness of narrative. At its best the medal embodies quintessentially the basic values of Renaissance man: purity of style, harmony, dignity, balance, the gravitas so important as a foundation of character.

As for achieving immortality, could there be anything more conclusive and at the same time stranger than an example that recently came to light? An article in the 1907 issue of American Anthropologist entitled "Precolumbian Elephant Medals Found in Minnesota" relates that a medal was discovered in an old Indian trail near Hastings, Minnesota, showing on one side an elephant. The first theory was that this was made by Indians and showed a knowledge of the elephant in North America. Subsequently, two more specimens of this medal were found— one at Grand Forks, North Dakota, the other at St. Cloud, Minnesota.22

The article goes on to admit that the medals were"certainly beyond the skill of the Minnesota aborigines, both in the metallic alloy of which they are composed and in the mechanical execution of the embossing [sic], to say nothing of the Roman characters and the correct Latin in which they are inscribed. They can have therefore no relation to aboriginal elephant pipes or to elephant mounds, and hence, though they were molded prior to the discovery of Columbus, they cannot be accepted as evidence that the Indians were familiar with the great pachyderm." So much for immortality and early studies in anthropology!

To be fair, however, the author does identify the medal correctly as that of Isotta degli Atti of Rimini (1432/33-74) by Matteo de' Pasti (fl 1441-67/68), dated 1446, and all of his subsequent information is accurate.23 He endeavors to explain how mid-fifteenth century medals came to be distributed among the Indians of North America, proposing the possibility that a companion of the explorer La Salle, an Italian named Henry de Tonty, had among his possessions and among the goods to be traded with the Indians examples of the Isotta medal.

Recently another such bizarre and inexplicable incident in medallic history, occurring at about the same time, has been discovered. In 1904 at an old Inuit ruin site on the west coast of Greenland, a specimen of a medal of Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba (1453-1515), known as "el Grán Capitan," was discovered.24 Whatever explanations there may be for these unlikely appearances, the questions of provenance, interpretation, and distribution that they raise lead us to a consideration of the current state of scholarship on the subject.

There are, undoubtedly among others, three essential approaches to the study of the medal. For obvious reasons, it has been catalogued and scrutinized within the field of numismatics because of the models that inspired it and gave it its form, which is certainly coinlike, although its size, at least during the fifteenth century, precluded its production by the same methods as those used in minting coins. Nonetheless, many of the artists engaged in medallic design were also involved in the operations of a mint.

Even within numismatic scholarship, however, the medal has occupied a peripheral niche, often being meticulously catalogued in the manner of coins, but not studied further for the wealth of information that it offers. As a result, the methods and interests of the art historian have not been applied to the subject. This, then, is the second of the three perspectives by which the medal can be studied. Because it has been neglected in different ways by both the numismatist and the art historian there remain unexplored important questions of stylistic categorization, individual attribution, iconographic interpretation, cultural interrelationships and modes of thought, patronage, provenance, and circulation.

In many instances medals were signed by their authors, in itself a significant phenomenon, but not always conclusive. Pisanello (Figure 1.10), who has recently received much attention, is a perfect example of the complexity of the problem.25 Although his medals are signed, they vary in quality, and one must raise questions regarding the source of the portrait, the primary involvement of an artist with a large atelier, and the evolution of the artist's style, especially in the handling of a new form.

The Florentine artist Niccolò di Forzore Spinelli is another case in point.26 He signed only five medals, yet has been associated with an enormous oeuvre, which has yet to be sorted out stylistically. The existence of sufficient documentation and signatures enables us to associate certain groups of medalists with a particular environment such as Mantua,27 while the works of others—for example, Maffeo Olivieri (Figure 1.1)—still require clearer definition and identification both by themselves and as part of a larger grouping centered on Venice.28 From the sixteenth century there exists a group of extremely fine medals usually associated with Milan and the leading sculptors of that city, but which have never been properly studied or given acceptable attributions.29

If the methodology of art history needs to be applied to the study of medals, then it follows that the medals themselves must be recognized as an important aspect of Renaissance art history and placed into such a context. The medal is an object rich in information and should be considered not only as an essential manifestation of Renaissance sculpture, but also as a key to the understanding of the culture of the period. It is surprising how often the study of Renaissance portraiture completely neglects any mention of the medal, which was, at the time, one of the most popular and ubiquitous means of depicting a person, or how seldom one finds a discussion of medals included in a history of Renaissance sculpture, despite the richness of its imagery.30

Because the medal contains both text and images, questions of epigraphy and iconographic interpretation must be answered. Styles of lettering are not only a key to attribution, but also a measure of the intensity with which classical remains were examined and copied. Complex and puzzling iconographic mysteries arise from the very personal nature of many medals that contain obscure emblems invented for the understanding of an elite intellectual inner circle. Unraveling these masteries requires the identification of complex, often obscure, sources, and the scholars, humanists, patrons, and artists who provided the entire program that comprises the complete medal.

Nor can one neglect the perception of quality of design and composition, perhaps the most important and elusive of all the areas of understanding because it is the most subjective. In this regard the study of any given segment of the medallic art is only as good as the specimens being studied, which brings us to the difficult and even more elusive field of connoisseurship, Dating, considerations of style, attributions, and judgments of quality can only be valid if predicated on fine specimens in good condition, whether cast or struck. Before decisions in any of these areas can be made, the scholar must attempt to come as close as possible to the original intentions of the artist. If the model for a cast medal was made of wax, it has only rarely survived, and without it one must ny to find as sharp a cast as possible. The situation for many German medals is more fortunate, since the models were usually made of wood or stone and are therefore often still available.

The subject of the medal presents many possibilities for interdisciplinary study. Through exhibitions, catalogues, monographs, and symposia we are gaining an increased awareness of this richly endowed but still inadequately understood object.
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	For a seminal discussion of this subject see G. F. Hill,"Classical Influence on the Italian Medal," The Burlington Magazine, v. 18 (1910-11), pp. 259-68. The subject of collecting ancient coins in the Renaissance was studied in the excellent work of Roberto Weiss, The Renaissance Discovery of Clas~ sical Antiquity, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1988), esp. chap. XII, "The Study of Ancient Numismatics." Subsequently, the work of John Ciinnally has contributed much valuable information on the subject: The Role of Greek and Roman Coins in the Art of the Italian Renaissance, doctoral diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1984; "Ancient Coins as Gifts and Tokens of Friendship During the Renaissance," Journal of the History of Collections, 6, no. 2 (1994), pp. 12,9—43; also by Cunnally "Changing Patterns of Antiquarianism in the Imagery of the Italian Renaissance Medal," chap. 3 in the present volume, and, by the same author, Images of the Illustrious: The Numismatic Presence in the Renaissance (Princeton, 1999).

	A silver soldino or mezzo grosso, struck at Brescia under the mintmaster Bonaventura de' Bovi. An example may be found in the Musei Civici, Brescia. See Pier Giorgio Pasini, I Malatesti e l'Arte (Bologna, 1983), p. 77.

	Scher, The Currency of Fame, pp. 32-37; see also Jules Guifftey, Inventaires de Jean, due de Berry (1401-1416), 2 vols. (Paris [894-96).

	In particular, on the socle of the facade of the Certosa di Pavia, 1492-98; see Charles R. Morscheck, Jr., Relief Sculpture for the Façade of the Certosa di Pavia, 1473-1499 (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1978).

	"D'un joyau d'or rond, non garny, ouquel a en l'un des costez un ymage de Nostre Dame tenant son enfant et quatre angelos portans un paveillon sur ledit ymage, et de l'aurre coste a un demi ymage fait à la semblance de Monseigneur, tenant en sa main un tableau d'or . . . lequel joyau Monseigneur acheta de Michelet Saulmon, son paint re. . ." Guiffrey, Inventories, vol. 2, p. 227, item 234.

	By this date and hereafter, one finds portraits frequently on both seals, carved gems, and cameos.

	Yves Metman, "Sceau de Charles le Téméraire, duc de Bourgogne, 1433-1467-1477" Le Club Français de la Médaille, bulletin no. 55/56 (deuxième trimestre 1977), pp. 172-75.

	Joseph Gill, S. J., The Council of Florence (Cambridge, 1959).

	Werner L. Gundersheimer, Ferram: The Style of a Renaissance Despotism (Princeton, 1973), pp. 92-126.

	The bibliography for Pisanello is understandably immense. For the most recent listing of the literature, see the excellent catalogues of the recent exhibitions at the Louvre, Paris, and in Verona: Pisanello: Le Peintre Aux Sept Vertus (Paris, 1996).

	See Bliss and Lewis in Scher, The Currency of Fame, pp. 41-43.

	Until recently it has been almost universally accepted that the Paleologus medal was Pisanello's first and thus the first of all Renaissance portrait medals. During the colloquium held at the Louvre on June 26 and 28,1996, in conjunction with an exhibition devoted to Pisanello, the chronology of this artists medals was reexamined, though not always convincingly, by several scholars: Francesco Rossi, "Pisanello et la representation des armes—realite visuelle et valeur symbolique"; Annegrit Schmitt-Degenhart,"Les Portraits de Pisanello: dessins, médailles et peintures"; Luke Syson,"Style et chronologie-—un autre point de vue sur les medailles de Pisanello." In Pisanello: Actes du colloque organisé au musée du Louvre par le Service culturel les 26, 27 et 28 juin 1996, 2 vols. (Paris, 1998). It is certainly important to reassess not only the chronology of Pisanello's medals, but as with the drawings, also the stylistic and qualitative variations within his work.

	Within the corpus of drawings by Pisanello, or attributed to him or his studio or followers, none of those that are derived from ancient coins are now accepted as being by the hand of the master. See Stephen K. Scher,"Pisanello's Drawings and Medals," Designs on Posterity: Drawings for Medals, ed. Markjones (London, 1994), pp. 27-46, esp. n. 21, which includes an amusing story that could indicate that Pisanello collected ancient coins. See also Louvre, Pisanello, pp. 287-89, no. 186, for a discussion of a drawing of ancient coins from the studio of Pisanello.

	N. H. Winchell,"Precolumbian Elephant Medals Found in Minnesota," American Anthropologist, vol. 10 (1907), pp. 358-61. This curious article was brought to my attention by Donald Myers, sometime assistant in the Sculpture Department of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. He had received the article along with a letter from a woman in St, Paul, Minnesota, who possesses a specimen of the medal; whether it is one of those mentioned in the article has not yet been determined.

	Hill, Corpus, pp. 167, 187; Sclier, The Currency of Fame, pp. 62-64, nos. 12, 13.

	Kirsten A. Seaver, "The Many Faces of the Great Captain," The Medal no. 30 (Spring, 1997), pp. 10-18.

	See n. 18.

	Scher, The Currency of Fame, pp. 131-36, 382.

	Ibid., pp. 76-87, 378-79.

	Ibid., pp. 108-10, 380.
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[image: ]Figure 1.12 Matteo de'Pasti: Medal of Isotta degli Atri of Rimini, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, c. 1450, 84.8 mm diameter. Samuel H. Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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2 Pisanello's Paragoni

Raymond B. Waddington

DOI: 10.4324/9780203775172-2

Quattrocento Italy was the battleground on which artists, still handicapped by the classical prejudice against manual labor that denied sculpture and painting the stature of liberal arts, sought to elevate themselves from the rank of artisan or craftsman.1 In writings about art, this struggle expressed itself in the form of the paragone, the comparison of the arts—most frequently painting and poetry or painting and sculpture—which through the intense rivalry, inevitably became a debate, a competition. Leonardo da Vinci, for example, argued the superiority of painting over sculpture, poetry, and music.2

One of the earliest of the paragoni, Angelo Decembrio's De Politia Litteraria, emanates from the Este court and is cast as a monologue spoken by Leonello d'Este, so perhaps accurately represents the marchese's views. In it he deplores the rivalry among modern artists, complaining of the differences between the portraits of him by Bellini and by Pisanello. For Leonello, unquestionably poetry is superior to painting: "the most commonplace poets describe anything they want more precisely and more fully than any painter or gem-cutter can."3

Leonello's denigration of the visual arts can hardly have pleased Pisanello, and the medals that Leonello commissioned afforded the artist his opportunity for a silent refutation. Although Pisanello habitually identified himself as a painter—pictor—his pride in the sculptural form that he both created and perfected can scarcely be doubted. It can be shown, as I shall argue, by examining two of his most praised medals—his medal for Leonello's marriage and his medal of Don In̄igo d'Avalos—as versions of paragoni with two of the liberal arts, music and poetry.

Before turning to these examples, however, the place of medallic art in the competitive hierarchy deserves attention, both because of its novelty as a variety of sculpture and because of its vulnerability to the charge of being a mechanical art. Castiglione's version of the paragons in Il Cortigiano assigns the argument for the superiority of sculpture to a medalist, Gian Cristoforo Romano, suggesting the rapid acceptance of the new form.4 Expressing the competition in images rather than words, two painters acknowledge the upstart: Sandro Botticelli and Hans Memling each painted portraits of a young man holding a "medal" for inspection. Luba Freedman has argued that both implicitly assert the superiority of painting by contrasting their skill at portraiture with the more limited medallic portraits.5 Beyond this, however, their assessments of the paragone differ. Memling undercuts the rival art by painting the medal (actually a sestertius of Nero),6 whereas Botticelli replicates the medal of Cosimo de' Medici by making a gesso cast, gilding it, and attaching it to the wood panel upon which the tempera portrait is painted.7 Botticelli's presentation thus grants the medalist equal stature in the competition. His acceptance of the new medium seems, in retrospect, a more accurate prediction of its fortunes than does Memling's.

Pisanello's 1444 medal celebrating the marriage of Leonello d'Este to Maria of Aragon (see Figure 2.1) is exceptional among all Renaissance medals for its charm and humor, and within the set of medals that the artist produced for Leonello, it is exceptional for its accessibility. As Stephen K. Scher notes: "The symbolism is quite straightforward. Love, in the form of Cupid, is teaching the lion (Leonello) to sing,"8 The immediate lucidity of the conceit, however, may have the effect of obscuring subtleties in the design.

[image: ]Figure 2.1 Pisanello: Medal of Leonello d'Este, obverse (a) and reverse (b), bronze, 100.5 mm diameter, 1444. Samuel H. Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Photograph by John Bigelow Taylor.
The eagle perched on the tree branch in the left background has been accepted as an allusion to the arms of the Este family. Although the Este eagle is a heraldic eagle displayed, as on Amadio da Milano's medal of Niccolò III d'Este (see Figure 2.2), this interpretation is a legitimate possibility.9 Another may exist. The legend of the obverse celebrates the political alliance accomplished in the marriage: the Lord of Ferrara, Reggio, and Modena has become the son-in-law of the king of Aragon, GE[ner] • R[egis] · AR[agonum].10 In June 1442 Alfonso of Aragon succeeded in wresting the kingdom of Naples from his cousin René d'Anjou; ten months later Leonello's emissaries signed the marriage agreement, sealing an alliance in which Leonello hoped to use Alfonso's power to protect Ferrara from Venice.11

[image: ]Figure 2.2 Amadio da Milano: Medal of Niccolò III d'Este (reverse) with Este shield, bronze, 54 mm diameter, ca. 1437-41. Samuel H. Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
In 1443 and again in 1444 Pisanello was frustrated in his attempts to obtain permission to travel to the court of Naples, a journey that he finally made late in 1448, becoming a member of the royal household and producing three medals of Alfonso.12 The large medal of Alfonso as "Triumphator et Pacificus" features the reverse of a majestic eagle perched above its dead prey, which is surrounded by four smaller predators (see Figure 2.3). This has been interpreted as a figure of Alfonso as Liberalitas, alluding to his policy of delegating authority and dispensing benefits in his effort to consolidate his power in Italy.13 The similarity of the imagery—an eagle perched in a barren tree against a rocky landscape—raises the possibility that the earlier eagle may also be an allusion to the liberal Alfonso, who has given Leonello his daughter and conferred kinship on him. Eagle and column— unmistakably an allusion to Leonello by its juxtaposition to the lion's head and by the festina lente impresa14—then identify the two male principals in this marriage of convenience. As in most diplomatic courtships, the presence of Cupid is a polite fiction.

[image: ]Figure 2.3 Pisanello; Medal of Alfonso V of Aragon, king of Naples and Sicily, obverse (a) and reverse (b), lead, 110 mm diameter, 1449. Samuel H.Kress Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
The vocabulary of that fiction, nonetheless, is interesting in itself. The importance of the humanist court culture that Leonello created under the tutelage of Guarino da Verona has been well documented.15 However, not until Lewis Lockwood's fine study, Music in Renaissance Ferrara, were we conscious of the extent to which that culture was a musical one:

Standards for secular music were probably higher at Ferrara than at many rival Italian courts of the time.
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