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ABSTRACT 

 By the second decade of the twenty-first century, the preponderance of 

scholarship examining oil paintings made on stone slabs or metal sheets in Western 

Europe during the early modern period (fifteenth–eighteenth centuries) had settled on an 

interpretation of these artworks as artifacts of an elite taste that sought objects for 

inclusion in private collections of whatever was rare, curious, exquisite, or ingenious. In a 

cabinet of curiosities, naturalia formed by nature and artificialia made by man all 

complemented each other as demonstrations of marvelous things (mirabilia). Certainly 

small-scale paintings on stone or metal exhibited amidst these kinds of rarities aided in 

aggrandizing a noble or bourgeois collector’s social prestige. As well, they might have 

derived their interest as collectables because of the painter’s fame or increased capacity 

for miniaturization on copper plates, or because the painter left a slab of lapis lazuli, for 

example, partially uncovered to reveal its visually arresting stratigraphy or coloration. 

Nonetheless, while the lithic and metallic supports might have added value to the oil 

paintings it was not thought to add meaning. A totalizing theory about this type of 

artwork, based on a perception of them as if they had only served as conspicuous 

consumables, therefore overlooks that in other circumstances the stone and metal 

supports did contribute to the iconographic substance of the paintings. 

As this dissertation will argue, the introduction of metal and stone supports 

allowed patrons and painters literally to add another layer of meaning to an oil painting’s 

imagery. These materials mattered not just as passive receptacles of meaning but as 

active shapers of significance. Evidence for this hypothesis exists in the historical record 

in at least three identifiable contexts: Leonardo da Vinci’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci 
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(ca. 1474–1478) in relation to the epistemological debate known as the Paragone; 

funerary monuments in Roman churches inclusive of painted portraits in relation to 

theories about color and lifelikeness; medallion-shaped, chest plates known as Escudos 

de monjas (Nuns’ Shields) worn by nuns of some religious orders in Colonial Mexico in 

relation to pre-Hispanic sacral materials. 

All three of these case studies ultimately concern the paradoxical materialization 

of the immaterial fame of the painter, the soul of the deceased, and the Christian divine. 

Observing them in tandem provides an outline of the origins and development of the 

technique of painting with oils on stone and metal, and consequently broadens our 

understanding of this wider, early modern phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Stone and Metal Painting Supports in the Early Modern Period 

 Materials mattered in the making and meaning of early modern, Western 

European artworks.1 Throughout the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries, to create a 

wall mural in buon fresco or work on wooden panels, linen canvas, in egg tempera, in oil, 

or in a mixed technique of both demanded specific working conditions, demonstrated 

technical knowledge, and determined the pictorial effects achieved in the finished 

artwork. Painters’ control over these variables predominated, the physical facture by their 

hands appearing throughout the painting’s composition as the index of their presence. 

The pictorial genre or thematic typology to which artists put their hands most often 

resulted from a patron’s pre-determined ideation, with flexibility given to the artist to 

determine the particular features of the composition so as to best communicate the 

iconography. But did this sought-after meaning derive (even in part) from the choice of 

specific materials? 

 Based on an examination of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century practice of 

painting in oil on metal plates and stone panels, the present study argues that stone and 

metal did not just literally support the images found on their surfaces, but rhetorically 

supported the iconography by augmenting it in certain specific, western European 

cultural contexts.2 Evidence for this assertion derives from three case studies that 

                                                           
1 For the work involved in sculpture, see William E. Wallace, “Michelangelo at Work: Bernardino 

Basso, Friend, Scoundrel and Capomaestro,” I Tatti Studies: Essays in the Renaissance 3 (1989): 235-277; 
Francis Ames-Lewis, “Materials, techniques and workshops,” in Tuscan marble carving, 1250–1350. 
Sculpture and civic pride (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1997), 17-45. 

2 For recent scholarship treating with early modern attitudes towards materials and their 
consequences for art making, see Christopher J. Nygren, “Titian’s Ecce Homo on Slate: Stone, Oil, and the 
Transubstantiation of Painting,” The Art Bulletin 99, no. 1 (Mar., 2017): 36-66; Anna C. Knaap has 
explicated an example of this kind of materiality-augmenting iconography in the context of a series of 
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encompass two hundred years in which artists originated the practice in late fifteenth-

century Florence, developed it in a popularized form in sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century Rome, and ultimately diffused it as a product of religio-aesthetic synthesis in 

seventeenth-century, colonial New Spain. 

  

Outline of the Present Research 

Elucidating the nature of how, when, and why early modern patrons and painters 

chose to use metal and stone for paintings benefits from focusing on three related clusters 

of artworks. In these cases, the choice of stone or metal crucially factored in to the 

production of a work’s meaning, serving as active agents that: (1) participated in the late 

fifteenth-century Paragone debate between proponents of the arts of painting vis-à-vis 

sculpture; (2) mediated between the living and the dead as part of late-sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century funerary monuments; (3) manifested new conceptions of divinity for 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century viewers. Accordingly, this dissertation will enrich 

comprehension of the artistic circumstances behind and the consequences of using stone 

and metal supports for a range of functions and visual effects from the initial proposition 

and development of painting in oil on stone and metal supports to the wide-scale 

diffusion of the practice over the course of two hundred years, ca. 1474–1673. 

Materiality and mediality constitute the implicit, methodological starting points 

from which to investigate oil paintings on metal and stone supports, and that link together 

                                                                                                                                                                             
paintings on marble completed by Hendrick van Balen in 1621 for the Houtappel Chapel in the Jesuit 
church of St. Charles Borromeo in Antwerp. “Marvels and Marbles in the Antwerp Jesuit Church: Hendrick 
van Balen’s Stone Paintings of the Life of the Virgin (1621),” in Jesuit Image Theory, ed. Wietse de Boer, 
Karl A.E. Enenkel, and Walter S. Melion (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 352-393. Knaap writes specifically that, 
“[T]hrough the interaction of paint and stone, Van Balen was able to bridge the divide between the material 
and immaterial and give visual form to the spiritual and the miraculous.” “Marvels and Marbles,” 377. 
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the disparate circumstances of their technical implementation across the early modern 

period on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. This approach acknowledges that the topics of 

materiality and mediality encompass an interwoven array of approaches. Therefore it is 

informed by the interconnected discourses treating with material cultural studies and 

materiality as connected to the larger Material Turn, Thing Theory as relating originally 

to the work of Martin Heidegger, and studies of the sensorial (sensory) or sensuous and 

artisanal nature of early-modern epistomology and art making.3 

Hans Belting’s Bild-Anthropologie further contributes to this dissertation’s search 

for meaning production within the choice(s) of metal and stone supports for oil 

paintings.4 Belting’s general thesis rests upon an interpretation of pictures as composite 

                                                           
 3 Michael Ann Holly, “Notes From the Field: Materiality,” Art Bulletin 95, no. 1 (Mar., 2013): 15-
17. For examples of some broad overview considerations of materiality as a field of inquiry, see Cultural 
Histories of the Material World, ed. Peter N. Miller (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 
2013); The Oxford Handbook of Material Culture Studies, ed. Dan Hicks and Mary C. Beaudry (New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010); James Elkins, “On Some Limits of Materiality in Art History,” 
31: Das Magazin des Instituts für Theorie 12 (2008): 25-30; Tim Ingold, “Materials against materiality,” 
Archaeological Dialogues 14, no. 1 (Jun., 2007): 1-16. For Thing Theory, see Martin Heidegger, What is a 
Thing?, trans. W.B. Barton, Jr. and Vera Deutsch (Chicago, IL: Henry Regnery Company, 1967); Bill 
Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1, Things (Autumn, 2001): 1-22; John Plotz, “Can the 
Sofa Speak? A Look at Thing Theory,” Criticism 47, no. 1 (Winter, 2005): 109-118; Bill Brown, Other 
Things (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2015). For examples of applied Thing Theory, see 
Lorraine Daston, Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science (New York, NY: Zone 
Books/MIT Press, 2004); Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late 
Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). For texts concerned with 
epistomology, the sensuous, and art making, see Marcia B. Hall and Tracy E. Cooper, ed., The Sensuous in 
the Counter-Reformation Church (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Pamela O. Long, 
Artisan/Practicioners and the Rise of the New Sciences, 1400–1600 (Corvallis, OR: Oregon State 
University Press, 2011); Pamela H. Smith, “Artisanal Knowledge and the Representation of Nature in 
Sixteenth-Century Germany,” in The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and Botanical Paintings, 
1400–1850, ed. Therese O’Malley and Amy R.W. Meyers (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 
15-32; Pamela H. Smith, “Art, Science, and Visual Culture in Early Modern Europe,” Isis 97, no. 1 (Mar., 
2006): 83-100; Pamela H. Smith, The Body of the Artisan: Art and Experience in the Scientific Revolution 
(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2004); Michael Cole, Cellini and the Principles of 
Sculpture (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Pamela O. Long, Openness, Secrecy, 
Authorship. Technical Arts and the Culture of Knowledge from Antiquity to the Renaissance (Baltimore, 
MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001). 

 4 Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images. Picture, Medium, Body, trans. Thomas Dunlap 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); Hans Belting, “Image, Medium, Body: A New Approach 
to Iconology,” Critical Inquiry 31, no. 2 (Winter, 2005): 302-319. 
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trinities of “image,” “medium,” and “body”: “The picture is the image with a medium” in 

the sense that the image is not necessarily confined to a physically manifested object, 

semiotic sign system, or even the realm of neurological phenomena like dreams.5 Rather, 

the image of a picture (or artwork) exists as a concept experienced internally and also 

externally by the body of the viewer in the form of a medium that is the inseparable 

“support, host, and tool for the image.”6 The medium provides a materialized means to 

make present that which is otherwise absent. As embodied abstractions, images mediate 

between presences and absences and create dialogues of interaction between the body’s 

endogenous images and the exogenous images experienced via the medium. Contrary to 

Michael Ann Holly’s assertion that “[m]ateriality is that which halts transparency,” 

Belting’s theory argues for an understanding of artworks as dependent on the imaginative 

transparency of their material composition.7 

 Costanza Barbieri’s 2013 “‘To Be in Heaven.’ St. Philip Neri Between Aesthetic 

Emotion and Mystical Ecstasy” provides an example of how Belting’s principles could be 

applied.8 In her analysis of the ecstasies of Neri (d. 1595), Barbieri stresses that San 

Filippo’s “fervor and joy suggest that the sublime, heavenly apparition overlaps or 

transcends the actual representation” of the Madonna for example, and that he was aware 

of the importance to distinguish between artworks as such and the subjects thereby 

depicted.9 In San Filippo’s use of pictures, objects triggered and inspired “heavenly 

                                                           
 5 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 10. 

 6 Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 5. 

 7 Holly, “Notes from the Field,” 16. 

 8 Costanza Barbieri, “‘To Be in Heaven.’ St. Philip Neri Between Aesthetic Emotion and Mystical 
Ecstasy,” in The Sensuous in the Counter-Reformation Church, ed. Marcia B. Hall and Tracy E. Cooper 
(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 206-229. 

 9 Barbieri, “‘To Be in Heaven,’” 206-207. 
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visions, divine manifestations, and sudden apparitions” such that the contemplation of 

pictures led the viewer into an “mystical ascent” from the mundane simulacra into a kind 

of contact-experience of the divine prototype via anagogy because 

“objects…made…[the] heavenly visions more real and concrete.”10 Anagogy here 

operates as a mode of interpretive perception in which the viewer either sees through 

texts or objects to discern a mystical meaning, or “the supernatural image” comes through 

and “overlap[s] the material one.”11 For San Filippo Neri, as with early modern viewers 

generally, artworks made visible the invisible, presented what would be otherwise absent 

due to time, ineffability. In this they performed as objects of cultic veneration by 

stimulating the outward senses of viewers inwards towards awareness and contemplation 

of, in this case, the Divine because "[t]he image is the meeting point with the divine” 

where “the boundaries between interior experience and exterior representation become 

more frail.”12 It was exactly because of the “frail” penetrability of their material 

substance as media that stone and metal supports acted so effectively to connect bodies 

and images into each others’ presence, to admit them across the barrier of the picture 

plane into the abstract realm of paradigm and/or embodied sensorium. 

Each of the chapters in this dissertation ground these abstract theoretical ideas in 

concrete artworks and artefacts, and in so doing more generally explore the paradox of 

how materials can enact but not possess agency within social relations with makers and 

                                                           
 10 Barbieri, “‘To Be in Heaven,’” 209. 

 11 Barbieri, “‘To Be in Heaven,’” 210 and 211 for a discussion of anagogy. 

 12 Barbieri, “‘To Be in Heaven,’” 215, 225. 
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viewers.13 Chapter One examines the role of stone and metal oil-painting supports in the 

larger aesthetic debate between painters and sculptors known as the Paragone. The 

rhetoric of this disputation includes, for example, Leonardo da Vinci’s famous 

denigration of sculpture as an epistemologically-inferior “mechanical exercise often 

accompanied by great amounts of sweat,” such that the sculptor is “caked and all floured 

with marble dust…like a baker.”14 Less studied is that Leonardo repeatedly referred to 

the durability of an artist’s materials (ergo artwork). Acknowledging that sculptors might 

claim superiority for their art due to the perceived immutability of their artworks’ 

materials, Leonardo noted that painting was equal or even superior to sculpture if the 

painter painted on “terracotta with glazes,” and even more so in comparison with bronze 

sculptures because “[painting] in copper and glass is extremely eternal…[and] If the 

bronze remains black and brown, the painting [on copper] is filled with varied and 

charming colors.”15 

 Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci (ca. 1474–1478) is unequivocal 

evidence that he had been thinking about the implications of oil painting on stone well 

before declaring his thoughts in prose (Fig. 1-2). On the reverse of this work, Leonardo 

depicted a simulated piece of purple porphyry beneath the interwoven palm, laurel 

branch, scroll, and sprig of juniper. Certainly many prior painters had imitated a wide 

                                                           
 13 Patrick Joyce and Tony Bennett, “Material powers. Introduction,” in Material Powers. Cultural 
studies, history and the material turn, ed. Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2010), 3-5. 

14 “[E]ssercitio meccanichissimo accompagnato spesse volte da gran sudore composto di polvere e 
convertito in fangho, con la faccia impastata, e tutto infarinato di polvere di marmo che pare im fornaio.” 
Trans. Claire J. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone: A Critical Interpretation with a New Edition of the 
Text in the Codex Urbinas (Leiden: Brill, 1992), chap. 36, 256-257. 

15 “[E] se’l il pittore dipingie in terra cotta con vetri, essa sarà più etterna che la scultura.” 
Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 43, 280-281; “Se questa scoltura di bronzo, quella di rame e di vetro 
è etternissima. S’el bronzo rimane nero et bruno, questa pittura è piena di varij et vaghi colori et d’infinite 
varieta.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 38, 284-285. 
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variety of real or imagined stone in their paintings, but all of these representations existed 

within the artworks, and few painters had depicted stone as if it was matrix or support of 

the painting itself, and not necessarily as something illusionistically evident within the 

painting.16 Like a coin with one painted face, the appearance of Pliny the Elder’s 

leptopsephos (purple porphyry) on one side of the Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci indicates 

its presence underneath the other side, even if covered by so lovely a visage.17 

Leonardo’s choice linked the artwork’s themes and portraiture to what Suzanne Butters 

has called porphyry’s associations with a “durability that countered the fugacity of human 

life, dynasties, and regimes.”18 Regardless of whether Quattrocento or Cinquecento 

artists knew this demonstration of his ideas, Leonardo’s theoretical writings about the 

Paragone impelled succeeding generations to seek the development of paintings 

seemingly impermeable to time. 

 By 1530 it was reported by a servant of Pope Clement VII de’Medici (r. 1523–

1534) that the Venetian painter Sebastiano del Piombo (1485–1547) had “found a secret 

for painting on marble in…oil, which will make paintings more or less eternal.”19 And 

when Pope Clement VIII Aldobrandini (r. 1592–1605) commissioned artists to create a 

cycle of six paintings on the life of Peter for St. Peter’s basilica in Rome at the end of the 

Cinquecento they, too, used slabs of stone. Of these, only the Punishment of Saphira that 
                                                           

16 E.g., (Fig. 14) Master of Saint Veronica (German, active ca. 1395–ca. 1425), Enthroned Virgin 
and Child, with Saints Paul, Peter, Clare of Assisi, Mary Magdalene, Barbara, Catherine of Alexandria, 
John the Baptist, John the Evangelist, Agnes, Cecilia, Margaret of Antioch, and George, ca. 1400–1410 
(Cologne). Oil and gold on panel, (33.6 x 23.5 cm), Philadelphia Museum of Art, John G. Johnson 
Collection, 1917 (Cat. 742). 

17 “[R]ubet porphyrites in eadem Aegypto; ex eodem candidis intervenientibus punctis 
leptopsephos vocatur.” Pliny the Elder, Natural History, trans. D.E. Eichholz (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), 10: bk. 36, sec. 11, line 57, 44-45. 

18 Suzanne Butters, “Porphyry,” in The Classical Tradition, ed. Anthony Grafton, Glenn W. Most, 
and Salvatore Settis (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), 771. 

19 Quoted in Michael Hirst, Sebastiano del Piombo (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1981), 124. 
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Cristofano Roncalli (ca. 1552–1626) made in 1599–1604 survived its transfer ca. 1726 to 

the apse of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Rome, where it yet remains (Fig. 3).20 The terms 

and logic of Leonardo’s argumentation, the support they initially received from 

Sebastiano’s invention, and the motivation to install large-scale oil paintings requiring 

multiple slabs of stone in late-sixteenth century St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome all 

converged on the same issues of the durability of painters’ (versus sculptors’) materials. 

Paintings in oil on stone or metal bypassed the seemingly irreconcilable duality of 

painting vis-à-vis sculpture by unifying their most important theoretical qualities, 

blurring the traditional, media-specific characteristics that by the early modern period had 

been accepted as ostensibly defining them, and so rhetorically overcame the Paragone in 

favor of painters and their practice.21 

 Chapter Two makes clear that by the mid- to late-sixteenth century, patrons took 

seriously the idea of painting’s (and not just sculpture’s) physical power to endure and 

the consequences thereby for those portrayed. Classical and Italian Renaissance writers 

provided theoretical arguments in favor of this position. The Roman writer Pliny the 

Elder (23–79 CE) had asserted that paintings effectively transmitted “through the ages 

extremely correct likenesses of persons [disallowing them]…to disappear or the lapse of 
                                                           

20 Roncalli’s work is also known as the Death of Ananias and Sapphira. See Louise Rice, The 
Altars and Altarpieces of New Saint Peter’s. Outfitting the Basilica, 1621–1666 (New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 28, 158, 170; Miles L. Chappell and Chandler W. Kirwin, “A Petrine 
Triumph: The Decoration of the Navi Piccole in San Pietro under Clement VIII,” Storia dell’Arte 21 
(1974): 119-170. 

21 Concerning the question as to whether Italian Renaissance sculptors polychromed their works, 
Annamaria Giusti has argued that the classicism of the sixteenth century entailed the “definitive and total 
abandonment” of pictorial finish in contrast to the aesthetics of the Romanesque and Gothic periods due to 
the development of a humanistic conceptualization of statuary as an “idealized plastic mode that excluded 
any form of pictorial treatment” based upon an understanding of Roman artworks. Annamaria Giusti, “Il 
contributo del restauro alla conoscenza della policromia su pietra,” in Il colore nel medioevo. Arte simbolo 
tecnica. Pietra e colore: conoscenza, conservazione e restauro della policromía. Atti delle Giornate di 
Studi. Lucca 22-23-24 Novembre 2007, ed. Paola Antonella Andreuccetti and Iacopo Lazzareschi Cervelli 
(Istituto storico lucchese: Lucca, 2009), 177. 
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ages to prevail against immortality in men…a benefit that even the gods might envy.”22 

And if sculpted portraits had physically weathered the tests of time, how much more 

important would it be to find a means of decorously (and less expensively) applying 

colors to portraiture? For the colors of oil paint (as Lodovico Dolce contended in his 

Dialogo della Pittura of 1557) were “of such importance and force that when the painter 

imitates well the tints and tactility of the flesh or the properties of anything, [coloring] 

makes the painting seem so alive as to miss only breath.”23 

Nowhere was the animating power of color more meaningful than in the context 

of funerary monuments and related commemorative portraiture. With such seemingly-

soul-endowed portraits, patrons desired not just to memorialize their lives and deeds but 

to recall their presence vividly in the minds of the living. As Leon Battista Alberti had 

written in his Latin De Pictura (written ca. 1438–1444, but only printed in 1540), 

“Painting possesses a truly divine power in that not only does it make the absent 

present…but it also represents the dead to the living many centuries later.”24 Along with 

other supplemental reasons, it is because of this impulse to overcome the visual gap left 

by the actual absence of the dead and to increase the longevity of the memory of the 

                                                           
22 “Imaginum quidem picture, qua maxime similes in aevum propagabantur figurae, in totum 

exolevit”; “non passus intercidere figuras aut vetustatem aevi contra homines valere, inventor muneris 
etiam dis invidiosi, quando immortalitatem non solum dedit.” Pliny the Elder, Natural History, trans. H. 
Rackham, M.A. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969), 9: bk. 35, sec. 2, line 4, 262-263; sec. 
2, line 11, 268-269. 

23 “E certo il colorito è di tanta importanza e forza, che, quando il pittore va imitando bene le tinte 
e la morbidezza delle carni e la proprietà di qualunque cosa, fa parer le sue pitture vive e tali che lo non 
manchi altro che ‘l fiato.” Lodovico Dolce, “Dialogo della Pittura,” in Varchi, Pino, Dolce, Danti, Sorte, 
vol. 1 of Trattati d’Arte del Cinquecento fra Manierismo e Controriforma, ed. Paola Barocchi (Bari: Gius. 
Laterza & Figli, 1960), 183. 

24 Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting and On Sculpture. The Latin Texts of De Pictura and De 
Statua, trans. Cecil Grayson (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1972), 3, 61. 
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deceased patron that Italian painters began to develop a small-scale portrait type on metal 

and stone supports. 

 Members of the Court of the Medici family in Florence were the first to 

commission artists associated with the workshop of Agnolo Bronzino to paint portraits on 

oval pieces of slate and on rectilinear pieces of copper, and represent some of the earliest 

examples of the technique of painting in oil on stone or metal (Fig. 4-5). The intent of 

these works, and an indication of the rapid spread of the technique, becomes clearer when 

considered in the context of an only slightly later episode from the life of Lavinia 

Fontana (1552–1614). In 1578, the Dominican Alfonso Chacón wrote to Fontana seeking 

a self-portrait with which he could “celebrate [her] for centuries and a kind of eternity.”25 

Fontana answered by sending him a small self-portrait on copper, a response suggesting 

that she conceived of the immortalizing potential of her own portrait as directly linked to 

the choice of the support itself. The material supported the eternalizing function of the 

iconography by transmitting to the simulacra the promise of an enduring presence as 

seemingly durable as the materials themselves. 

 Contemporaneously in Rome, by at least 1574 patrons had begun to commission 

small-scale portraits in oil on metal or stone supports to be installed into their funerary 

monuments. A survey conducted by the author in 2014 of 143 Roman churches 

confirmed the existence of twenty-three examples of this type of portraiture from the 

sixteenth (6) or seventeenth (17) centuries in oil on stone (10) or metal (13) supports; 

another forty-four examples are known from the sixteenth (6) or seventeenth (38) 

centuries the materials of which are yet to be determined, but whose visual characteristics 
                                                           

25 “[C]elebrarla et propagarla per seculi et un genero de eternità.” Quoted in Angela Ghirardi, 
“Lavinia Fontana allo specchio. Pittrici e autoritratto nel secondo Cinquecento,” in Lavinia Fontana, 1552–
1614, ed. Vera Fortunati (Milan: Electa, 1994), 43. 
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(as seen in raking light) betray strong similarities to portraits whose materials have been 

positively identified.26 Inexplicably, none of these artworks has received any scholarly 

attention in the context of how materials could and did contribute to the formulation of 

symbolic meanings despite the fact that they remain in situ and are easily observable. 

 Whether made after or in anticipation of death, oil paintings on metal or stone 

supports endowed these commemorative portraits with the force of their materiality. The 

medium of these portraits became part of the message, for while the dead cannot exude a 

comprehensive set of sensations made by the living (their sounds, smells, tactility), the 

two-dimensional polychromatic effigy concentrates the viewer on the dead person’s 

visibility as a diminished but recognizable signal of presence as vitality. Without a corpse 

to remind them of the utter finality and dissimilarity of death, the material conditions of 

the portrait in oil on stone or metal effectively translated the distant dead into something 

entirely comprehensible for the living. 

Chapter Three demonstrates that Spaniards transplanted to colonial Mexico the 

mentality necessary to conceive of metal painting supports as a medium to envision 

ineffable things like the dead or the divine. It was not enough that missionaries had 

introduced Christian iconography; in order to reorient indigenous beliefs, the novel 

concepts of Christian dogma needed to be rendered comprehensible by recognizable, 

material forms in which pre-Columbian divinities had been traditionally experienced. The 

results were sensuously affective combinations of European, Christian iconography and 

indigenous materials or genres based in pre-Columbian, Mesoamerican ritual and 

material culture. Franciscan missionaries, for example, repurposed obsidian after their 

                                                           
26 The aforementioned survey of churches in Rome was undertaken between June 14 and July 9, 

2014. 
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arrival in 1524 in central Mexico to evangelize the Aztecs (i.e. the Nahuatl-speaking 

Mexica people) in response to the Aztecs belief in the sacral essence of the substance.27 

The mendicants pressed obsidian objects used for divination into service as altar stones, 

commissioned new ones from indigenous obsidian workers when older ones could not be 

obtained, and installed obsidian discs into atrial crosses within missions.28 Obsidian as a 

substance informed by an ideology of spiritual animacy translated the newly introduced 

manifestation of the Christian divine.29 While scholars like Alessandra Russo and Amy 

Buono have carefully attended to the cross-cultural implications of feather paintings, the 

large, oval paintings in oil on metal supports known as escudos de monjas have received 

far less notice (Fig. 6).30 

Similar to feather painting and mosaics, “nuns’ shields” merged Christian visual 

iconography with pre-Columbian performative material iconography. Escudos differed, 

however, because they extended into an ostensibly Christian context the Aztec-style ritual 

representation of a deity by its devotees during public rituals either by dress or 

impersonation. By the 1640s, Christian nuns of various unreformed orders in New Spain 

signaled their devotion to the Virgin Mary of the Immaculate Conception not by 

becoming her, but rather by presenting her on escudos in the same way that their Aztec 
                                                           
 27 See Maria F. Wade, Missions, Missionaries, and Native Americans. Long-Term Processes and 
Daily Practices (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2008). 

 28 Nicholas J. Saunders, “A dark light: reflections on obsidian in Mesoamerica,” World 
Archaeology 33, no. 2 (2001): 220-236. 

 29 Nicholas J. Saunders, “The Cosmic Earth. Materiality and Mineralogy in the Americas,” in 
Soils, Stones, and Symbols. Cultural Perceptions of the Mineral World, ed. Nicole Boivin and Mary Ann 
Owoc (New York, NY: Routledge, 2004), 128-130; Doris Heyden, “Black Magic: Obsidian in Symbolism 
and Metaphor,” in Smoke and Mist. Mesoamerican Studies in Memory of Thelma D. Sullivan, ed. J. 
Kathryn Josserand and Karen Dakin (Oxford: BAR International Series 402(i), 1988), 217-236. 

30 Amy J. Buono, “Feathered Identities and Plumed Performances: Tupinambá Interculture in 
Early Modern Brazil and Europe” (PhD dissertation, University of California, Santa Barbara, 2007); 
Alessandra Russo, Gerhard Wolf, and Diana Fane, Images Take Flight. Feather Art in Mexico and Europe 
(1400–1700) (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, GmbH, 2013). 
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predecessors had worn pectoral plaques as sacrificial ornaments during acts of devotional 

pageantry.31 Fray Diego Durán (d. 1588) attested to the importance of such pre-Colonial 

nuns attending to the goddess Cihuacoatl and god Huitzilopochtli in his Book of the Gods 

and Rites written ca. 1575–1579.32 Dialectically synthesizing the material forms of 

spiritual practice, escudos visually mediated, but did not subsume, newer and older types 

of Christian and Aztec religious accoutrements. As with the people themselves, escudos 

epitomized life in the valley of Mexico as nepantla, a Nahuatl word understood in the late 

sixteenth century to mean “in the middle.”33 Escudos de monjas marked the space in 

between the old and new cultural conceptions of the divine as performative adjuncts to 

the bodies of the nuns who wore them. Artworks and acolytes simultaneously inhabited 

the space of Christian and pre-Columbian spirituality. Escudos represented both, not like 

a palimpsest, but rather like the amphibious Mexican creature called the Axolotl or the 

Greco-Roman Hermaphrodite, embodying seamlessly, seemingly contradictory material, 

visual, and cultural characteristics. 

In all three of these case studies, the materiality of stone and metal as oil painting 

supports made possible the paradoxical coexistence of opposites, and thereby 

thematically and materially link escudos de monjas with mortuary portraiture and with 

the Paragone despite their actual differences in location, time, and iconography. The 

                                                           
31 An eighteenth-century painting, Indumentaria de las monjas novohispanas (Clothing of the 

nuns of New Spain, Acc. #10-95192) in the Museo Nacional del Virreinato (National Museum of the 
Viceroyalty) depicts members of ten of twenty-seven “Convents and Religious Houses of Mexico” as 
wearing escudos. 

32 Fray Diego Durán, Book of the Gods and Rites and Ancient Calendar, trans. Fernando 
Horcasitas and Doris Heyden (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971), 41, 83-84, 217. 

33 For a discussion of word nepantla and the idea of nepantlism, see Jamie Lara, Christian Texts 
for Aztecs. Art and Liturgy in Colonial Mexico (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 
257-260; Alessandra Russo, The Untranslatable Image. A Mestizo History of the Arts in New Spain, 1500–
1600, trans. Susan Emanuel (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2014), 4, 249-250, 255n9. 
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stone slabs and metal plates used for these paintings made the artworks at once both 

sculpture and painting; made effigies of the dead to live; balanced Old and New World 

conceptualizations of the relationship between the human and divine. That stone panels 

and metal plates could act in such a variety of capacities and contexts attests to their 

versatility. They did not solely serve as material supports for early modern oil paintings, 

but also actively contributed to theoretical discourses on the nature of art making, 

intermediated in the afterlives of the dead, and translated Spanish and Nahua theological-

aesthetics in the process of reordering reality into something wholly comprehensible and 

familiar.34 

 

Scope of Previous Studies 

 Prior to the 1990s, few scholars investigated stone or metal supports.35 Art 

historians including Keith Andrews, and art conservationists, such as Isabel Horovitz, 

made important contributions to clarifying the history and technique of these paintings, 

although their analyses focused entirely on metal supports.36 End-of-the-twentieth-

                                                           
34 Russo, The Untranslatable Image, 6-7. 
35 Of these approximately thirteen journal articles and catalogue essays, five dealt with stone-

supported and seven with metal-supported paintings. See Jurgis Baltrušaitis, “Pierres imagées,” in 
Aberrations. Quatre essays sur la légend des forms (Paris: Perrin, 1957), 47-72; Marco Chiarini, “Pittura su 
pietra,” antichità viva, Rassegna d’arte 9, no. 2 (1970): 29-37; Keith Andrews, “APPENDIX: Painting on 
Copper,” in Adam Elsheimer. Paintings-Drawings-Prints (New York, NY: Rizzoli International 
Publications, 1977), 169-170; David Scrase, “Paintings on Copper at Apsley House,” The V & A Album 4 
(1985): 41-48; T.J. Standring, “A Lost Poussin Work on Copper: ‘The Agony in the Garden,’” The 
Burlington Magazine 127, no. 990 (Sep., 1985): 614-617; Giovanna Rotondi Terminiello and Mario 
Semino. “Pittura su ardesia,” in Del dipingere e scolpire in pietra, exh. cat., ed. Piero Boccardo and Ida 
Maria Botto (Genoa: Comune di Genova, Assessorato all’artigianato, 1985), 8-23; Richard E. Spear, 
“Notes on Two Copper Paintings by Domenichino and Guido Reni,” Record of the Art Museum, Princeton 
University 48, no. 1 (1989): 28-36. Only a single exhibition ever discussed both types together: Sixteenth to 
Eighteenth-Century Paintings on Copper, Slate and Marble, exh. cat. Hazlitt Gallery, October, 1967 
(London: Hazlitt Gallery, 1967). 

36 Charles F. Bridgeman, Peter Michaels, and Harold F. Sherwood, “Radiography of a Painting on 
Copper by Electron Emission,” Studies in Conservation 10 (1965): 29-37; Johannes A. Van der Graaf, 
“Development of Oil Paint and the Use of Metal Plates as a Support,” in Conservation and Restoration of 
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century research continued along similar lines of investigation by broadly examining the 

techniques of oil painting on stone panels or metal plates in isolation from, and never in 

relation to, each other, and thereby left indeterminate the chronological and geographical 

extent of the phenomenon as a whole.37 Of special interest is Carol A. Aiken’s 1998 PhD 

dissertation “A Context for the Advanced Studies of Portrait Miniatures Painted in Oil on 

Metal Supports,” and Michael K. Komanecky’s editing of the 1999 exhibition catalogue 

on Copper as Canvas: Two Centuries of Masterpiece Paintings on Copper, 1575–1775.38 

Based upon work that she conducted with the Rosenbach Collection in Philadelphia, 

Aiken offers one of the more thorough explications of the practical aspects of painting in 

oils on metal supports, an analysis about a class of paintings relatively unknown until the 

Copper as Canvas exhibition at the Phoenix Art Museum, The Nelson-Atkins Museum of 

Art in Kansas City, Missouri, and The Royal Cabinet of Paintings (Mauritshuis) in The 

Hague. No other opportunities to see such a collection of these types of artworks had 

existed since the Hazlitt Gallery in London had produced Sixteenth to Eighteenth-Century 

Paintings on Copper, Slate and Marble in 1967. The 1999 Copper as Canvas show—

despite its limited engagement and narrow focus on copper-backed artworks—therefore 

marked an important development in the field of art history by revealing to the public at 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Pictorial Art, ed. Norman S. Brommelle and Perry Smith (Boston, MA: Butterworths, 1976), 48-51; Hubert 
Von Sonnenberg, “Rubens’ Bildaufbau und Technik. Bildträger, Grundierung und Vorskizzierung,” 
Maltechnik restauro, no. 2 (1979): 77-100; Isabel Horovitz, “Paintings on copper supports: Techniques, 
deterioration and conservation,” The Conservator 10, no. 1 (1986): 44-48. 

37 Scholarship from the 1990s includes Isabel Horovitz, “The Consolidation of Paintings on 
Copper Supports,” in ICOM Committee for Conservation, 11th Triennial Meeting in Edinburgh, Scotland, 
1-6, September, 1996: Preprints, ed. Janet Bridgeland (London: James & James (Science Publishers) Ltd., 
1996), 276-281; Michael K. Komanecky, Isabel Horovitz, and Nicholas Eastaugh, “Antwerp Artists and the 
Practice of Painting on Copper,” Studies in Conservation, 43, Supplement 1 (1998): 136-139. 

38 Carol A. Aiken, “A Context for the Advanced Studies of Portrait Miniatures Painted in Oil on 
Metal Supports,” (PhD dissertation, University of Delaware, 1998); Michael K. Komanecky, ed., Copper 
as Canvas. Two Centuries of Masterpiece Paintings on Copper 1575–1775, exh. cat. (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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large the existence of these paintings and suggesting to art historians the dearth of our 

knowledge about them in the face of their apparent ubiquity. 

In general, Copper as Canvas harmonized with the dominant trend during the 

1990s to focus on metal-supported paintings (specifically copper); only the 1990 

publication I supporti nelle arti pittoriche. Storia, tecnica, restauro included chapters on 

both materials, and only Fabio Barry’s 1995 article “‘I marmi loquaci’” solely concerned 

paintings on stone.39 

 By the turn of the century, the general scholarly consensus can be summarized in 

the following way: The origins of the practice of painting with oils on metal plates 

remained obscured; early modern primary sources noted the existence of such paintings, 

but not where or when artists in either Italy or the Netherlands began to create them, or 

which artists began to do so first; painting with enamels and/or etching and engraving on 

copper plates may have provided some stimulus; above all, metal-backed paintings 

seemed most strongly associated with the pictorial effects achieved due to the support’s 

smooth surface. The latter technical aspect produced a delicacy noted and desired within 

the context of “the upsurge of appreciation for the precious and the remarkable, the 

unusual and the priceless that developed in cultivated humanist circles in the late 

sixteenth century and led to the creation of the Kunstkammer [Cabinet of Curiosities]…of 

marvels of art and nature.”40 Many other authors repeated variations of this claim, 

including Edgar Peters Bowron in 1995 and in his essay for the 1999 Copper as Canvas 

                                                           
39 Simona Rinaldi, “Supporti lapidei e vitrei” and Cristiano Ottavi, “Supporti metallici,” in I 

supporti nelle arti pittoriche. Storia, tecnica, restauro, ed. Corrado Maltese (Milan: Gruppo Ugo Mursia 
Editore, 1990), 215-266, 267-300; Fabio Barry, “‘I marmi loquaci’: Painting in Stone,” Daidalos 56 (Jun., 
1995): 106-121. 

40 Van der Graaf, “Development of Oil Paint and the Use of Metal Plates as a Support,” 43. 
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catalogue.41 Consistent with his predecessors, Bowron’s arguments rested upon the 

unqualified assertion that the “use of copper supports for symbolic purposes is, of course, 

highly unusual,” thereby strengthening the association of such paintings with “meticulous 

effects…obtainable on [the] hard, smooth, non-absorbant surface” and “[f]actors of taste” 

with respect to the rise and decline of the popularity of the supports.42 

 As with metal, so too with stone-supported paintings. Mid- to late-twentieth-

century scholarly opinion associated such artworks with the collecting practices of elite, 

Mannerist patrons at the end of the sixteenth century, as well as broader lapidary interests 

by natural philosophers like Athansius Kircher, e.g. anamorphs found in stones.43 Others 

singled out the court of the Medici in Florence as one possible instigator in the creation of 

paintings on stone; Marco Chiarini in 1970 (like Simona Rinaldi in 1990) wrote that 

Francesco I de’Medici (1541–1587) and his heirs chose to commission “giant panels of 

alabaster…assuming the appearance of precious objects like jewels of giant proportions” 

as an aesthetic supplement to their project of projecting political splendor.44 

 Due to the plethora of earlier studies on metal supports, scholars in the twenty-

first century have generally given more attention to oil paintings on stone, and made them 

far more visible in public exhibitions analogous to the Copper as Canvas show. In 2000, 
                                                           

41 Andrews, Adam Elsheimer, 169; Horovitz, “Paintings on copper supports,” 44-45; Edgar Peters 
Bowron, “‘Full of Details and Very Subtly and Carefully Executed’: Oil Paintings on Copper Around 
1600,” in The International Fine Art Fair, exh. cat. (London: International Fine Art Fair Ltd., 1995), 9-19; 
Edgar Peters Bowron, “A Brief History of European Oil Paintings on Copper, 1560–1775,” in Copper as 
Canvas, 9-30. 

42 Edgar Peters Bowron, “A Brief History of European Oil Paintings on Copper, 1560–1775,” in 
Copper as Canvas, 16, 19. 

43 Baltrušaitis, “Pierres imagées,” 52, 57. 
44 “L’arte di corte, nata con Francesco I e proseguita da Ferdinando I e da Cosimo II, ancora 

legata, agli inizi del Seicento, alle forme del Manierismo, spiega la produzione così abbondante di questo 
genere raffinato e aulico…[e] Alla corte di Cosimo II i grandi pannelli di pietra d’alberese…assumono 
l’aspetto di oggetti preziosi, quasi gioiello di grandi proporzioni.” Chiarini, “Pittura su pietra,” 30; Rinaldi, 
“Supporti lapidei e vitrei,” 225-231. 
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Marco Bono Castellotti brought attention to a Milanese collection of these paintings 

contemporaneously with the work of Cristina Acidini Luchinat and Chiarini for a similar 

exhibition of paintings from the Medici collection.45 Hana Seifertová followed in 2007 

with a catalogue for the Painting on Stone exhibition at the National Gallery in Prague.46 

Concurrently, Anne-Laure Collomb published articles on the subject in 2003, 2006, and 

2009 that ultimately led to her book Splendeurs d’Italie. La peinture sur pierre a la 

Renaissance in 2012.47 Other texts of interest from 2000 to 2009 included those by 

conservators, as well as by historians, in edited volumes and a monograph, the latter on 

the painter Filippo Napoletano—a painter who specialized in paintings on stone at the 

turn of the seventeenth century.48 With the exception of one conservation report, from 

                                                           
45 Marco Bona Castellotti, ed. Pietra Dipinta: Tesori nascosti del ‘500 e del ‘600 da una 

collezione private milanese (Milan: Motta, 2000); Marco Chiarini and Cristina Acidini Luchinat, ed. 
Bizzarrie di pietre dipinte dale collezioni dei Medici (Cinisello Balsamo: Silvana Editoriale, 2000) and 
again as Pietre colorate. Capricci del XVII secolo delle Collezioni Medicee (Cinisello Balsamo: Silvana 
Editoriale, 2000). 

46 Hana Seifertová, Painting on stone: an artistic experiment in the 16th and early 17th centuries 
(Prague: Národní Galerie, 2007). 

47 Anne-Laure Collomb, “Les traités artistiques et la peinture sur pierre (XVIe – XVIIe siècles),” 
Histoire de L’art, no. 52 (Jun., 2003): 111-120; “La peinture sur pierre entre Rome et Madrid: Sigismondo 
Laire parmi ses contemporains,” Paragone. Rivista mensile di arte figurative e letteratura fondata da 
Roberto Longhi 57, 3rd ser., no. 69 (679) (Sep., 2006): 75-87; “‘Pour peindre sur pierre,’” in Il più dolce 
lavorare che sia. Mélanges en l’honneur de Mauro Natale, ed. Fréderic Elsig, Noémie Etienne, Grégoire 
Extermann (Milan: Silvana Editoriale S.p.A., 2009), 387-393; Splendeurs d’Italia. La peinture sur pierre à 
la Renaissance (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2012). 

48 Roberta De Angelis, JoAnn Cassar, and Ioanna Kakoulli, “Degrado e problematiche 
conservative di un dipinto ad olio su pietra a Malta,” in Sulle pitture murali, ed. Guido Biscontin and Guido 
Driussi (2005), 135-145; Jevon Thistlewood and Peter Northover, “Corrosion analysis and treatment of two 
paintings on zinc by Frederick Preedy,” Journal of the Institute of Conservation 32, no. 2 (Sep., 2009): 
137-148; Maria Giulia Terenzi, Dipinti su rame: storia, tecnica, fenomeni di degrado, diagnostica, 
indicazioni per la conservazione e il restauro (Saonara: Il prato, 2006); Francesca Cappelletti, “The 
enticement of the North: Landscape, myth and gleaming metal supports,” in The Genius of Rome, 1592–
1623, ed. Beverly Louise Brown (New York, NY: H.N. Abrams, 2001), 174-205; Andreas Henning, “The 
new technique of painting on copper,” in Captured Emotions. Baroque Painting in Bologna, 1575–1725, 
ed. Andreas Henning and Scott Schaefer (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Publications, 2008), 25-35; Angela 
Cerasuolo, “I dipinti di Sebastiano del Piombo del Museo di Capodimonte. Note sulla tecnica,” in La Pietà 
di Sebastiano a Viterbo. Storia e tecniche a confronto, ed. Costanza Barbieri, Enrico Parlato, and Simona 
Rinaldi (Rome: Nuova Argos, 2009), 129-147; Marco Chiarini, Teodoro Filippo di Liagno detto Filippo 
Napoletano, 1589–1629. Vita e opera (Florence: Cento Di, 2007). 
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2010 onwards investigations like Mara Zena’s PhD dissertation at the Accademia di Belle 

Arti in Bologna concentrated exclusively on early modern stone-supported oil paintings; 

the international loan exhibition currently in preparation by Dr. Judith Mann at the St. 

Louis Art Museum exemplifies this trend due to its stated dedication to sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century paintings on stone.49  

 In sum, inquiry into early modern paintings on metal or stone has thus far 

misapprehended that such paintings represented nothing out of the ordinary; that the use 

of metal or stone as supports in itself did not modify the meaning of iconographies, 

because painters and patrons chose to depict on these materials the traditional, pictorial 

genres; and that the technical effects afforded by these supports were the primary 

motivation. Any other circumstances were explained as pointing to exceptional rather 

than basic examples. Beguiling our understanding have been comments like that made in 

1678 by Carlo Cesare Malvasia (1616–1693) in his biography of the painter Guido Reni 

(1575–1642) when he noted that the artist’s little oil paintings on copper were “easily 

                                                           
49 Angela Cerasuolo, “‘Un nuovo modo di colorire in pietra.’ Vasari e la fortuna dell’invenzione di 

Sebastiano,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la Cappella Borgherini nel contest della pittura rinascimentale. 
Atti del Convegno Internazionale, Rome, 13-14 Maggio, 2009, ed. Santiago Arroyo Esteban, Bruno 
Marocchini, and Claudio Seccaroni (Rome: Nardini, 2010), 47-53; Fabio Fernetti, “Verso un censimento 
dei dipinti cinquecenteschi su pietra o lavagna,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la Cappella Borgherini nel 
contest della pittura rinascimentale. Atti del Convegno Internazionale, Rome, 13-14 Maggio, 2009, ed. 
Santiago Arroyo Esteban, Bruno Marocchini, and Claudio Seccaroni (Rome: Nardini, 2010), 54-57; Mara 
Zena, “Pittura su pietra. Il colore delle origini” (PhD Diss., Accademia di belle arti, Bologna, 2009–2010); 
Mario Casaburo, “Le grandi pale su ardesia romane tra Cinquecento e Seicento: aspetti storici di 
esecuzione, conservazione e restauro,” Per la conoscenza dei beni culturali 4, no. 1 (2012): 105-119; 
Angela Cerasuolo, “Approfondimenti su Sebastiano del Piombo a Capodimonte,” Konsthistorisk 
tidskrift/Journal of Art History 81, no. 4 (2012): 254-261; Africa Pitarch, et al, “Characterization of ‘oil on 
copper’ Paintings by Energy Dispersive X-Ray Fluorescence Spectrometry,” Analytical and Bioanalytical 
Chemistry 402, no. 4 (2012): 1481-1492; Angela Cerasuolo, “Sebastiano e la tecnica della pittura su pietra: 
moventi, modalità e fini di una invenzione di successo,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la pittura su pietra: il 
Ritratto di Baccio Valori. Restauro e ricerche, ed. Alessandro Cecchi, Marco Ciatti, and Oriana Sartiani 
(Florence: Edifir, 2014), 47-56; Andrea G. De Marchi, “Tracce per la storia delle pitture su lavagna e su 
altre pietre nerastre,” in Daniele da Volterra e la prima pietra del Paragone, ed. Andrea De Marchi (Rome: 
Campisano Editore, 2014), 45-49. 
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recognizable.”50 While Malvasia failed to mention how these paintings could be so 

readily identified, and whether they were found in public spaces or private collections, 

his nonchalance is emblematic of the fact that by the late-seventeenth century the 

invention of painting in oil on metal plates, as well as stone panels, had long since 

become pervasive as an alternative to working on panels or canvas and not requiring 

special notice. 

 Like Malvasia, scholars of Leonardo da Vinci and the Paragone, of early modern 

funerary aesthetics, and of escudos de monjas have underestimated the importance played 

by metal and stone as the material substrate for paintings; that in fact, these materials 

mattered to the artworks’ meaning making. Christiane Hessler, for example, noted the 

relationship between Leonardo’s argument and Sebastiano’s invention of metal or stone 

supports, but did not examine Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci in relation to 

these discourses about materials and techniques, or consider how the materials of 

paintings like Sebastiano’s conferred onto those individuals portrayed both a superior 

durability and also a more lively immortality.51 And yet, these paintings possess 

important implications for our understanding of the Paragone, because they combined 

the vividness of oil painting’s colors with the sturdiness of sculpture’s stone. The concept 

that a painting could do such a thing (based upon Sebastiano’s novel art technology) has 

been left untreated by writers on the Paragone and Leonardo, including Leatrice 

                                                           
50 “[R]ametti, de’quali molti tutto di si vedono facilmente si riconoscono.” Carlo Cesare Malvasia, 

Felsina Pittrice. Vite dei Pittori Bolognesi, ed. Marcella Brascaglia (Bologna: Edizioni ALFA, 1971), 2: 
sec. 4, 341. 

51 Christiane J. Hessler, “The Man on Slate: Sebastiano del Piombo’s portrait of Baccio Valori and 
Valori the Younger’s speech in Borghini’s Il Riposo,” Source 25, no. 2 (2006): 18-22. 
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Mendelsohn, Martin Kemp, A. Philip McMahon, Carlo Pedretti, André Chastel, and 

Claire Farago.52 

 As for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century mortuary and memorial culture, many 

scholars have written about conceptions of death,53 and a few, such as Erwin Panofsky, 

Jutta Götzmann, Horst Bredekamp, and Arne Karsten have written about sculpted 

funerary effigies.54 Despite the undoubted fact that the efforts of German scholars like 

Bredekamp and Karsten will prove instrumental in coordinating future discussions and 

publishing texts on “Roman tomb culture” and “an entire interpretation of the papal- and 

cardinal tombs of the Early Modern Age,” no one has yet dealt with portraits painted on 

stone or metal installed into funerary monuments and the effect that these artworks have 

on presenting the state of being of the absent dead.55 

                                                           
52 Leatrice Mendelsohn, Paragoni. Benedetto Varchi’s Due Lezzioni and Cinquecento Art Theory 

(Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1982); Martin Kemp, “What is Good about Sculpture? Leonardo’s 
Paragone Revisited,” in Leonardo da Vinci and the Art of Sculpture, ed. Gary M. Radke (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2009), 63-81; A. Philip McMahon, trans. and ed., Treatise on Painting [Codex 
Urbinas Latinus 1270] by Leonardo da Vinci, 2 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1956); 
Carlo Pedretti, Studi Vinciani, documenti, analisi e inediti leonardeschi (Geneva: Librairie E. Droz, 1957); 
Carlo Pedretti, Leonardo da Vinci On Painting. A Lost Book (Libro A) Reassembled from the Codex 
Vaticanus Urbinas 1270 and from the Codex Leicester (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1964); André Chastel, ed., The Genius of Leonardo da Vinci. Leonardo da Vinci on Art and the Artist, 
trans. Ellen Callmann (New York, NY: The Orion Press, 1961); Claire J. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s 
Paragone. 

53 Philippe Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1981); Bruce Gordon and Peter Marshall, ed., The Place of the Dead. Death and Remembrance in Late 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Antonius 
C.G.M. Robben, ed., Death, Mourning, and Burial. A Cross-Cultural Reader (Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing Ltd., 2004). 

54 Erwin Panofsky, Tomb Sculpture, Its Changing Aspects from Ancient Egypt to Bernini (New 
York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1964); as of the writing of this dissertation in 2016–2017, Bredekamp 
and Karsten are currently collaborating on the Requiem Projekt found at www.requiem-projekt-de; Jutta 
Götzmann, Römische Grabmäler der Hochrenaissance. Typologie-Ikonographie-Stil. Beiträge zur 
Kunstgeschichte des Mittelalters und der Renaissance 13 (Münster: Rhema, 2010). 

55 Caroline Behrmann, Arne Karsten, Philipp Zitzlsperger, “The Roman Papal- and Cardinal 
Tombs of the Early Modern Age. Introductory remarks on research project,” Analecta Romana, Instituti 
Danici XXIX (2003): 110, 112. 

http://www.requiem-projekt-de/
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The work of Émile Mâle, Rudolf Wittkower, and very recently Ralph-Miklas 

Dobler exemplifies the general scholarly neglect of oil paintings on metal or stone when 

installed in funerary monuments. When Mâle wrote in 1972 of the wall monument of 

Giovanni Battista Gisleno in the Roman church of S. Maria del Popolo (ca. 1670–1672) 

he made no mention of its inclusion of a painted portrait on metal instead of a sculpted 

portrait bust.56 Similarly, in his 2009 study of the Rivaldi-Mazzotti Chapel in S. Maria 

della Pace in Rome, Dobler mentions Lavinia Fontana’s 1614 portraits of the patrons, but 

nonetheless excludes the fact that Fontana painted them on sheets of metal with 

prominently placed, over-painted rivets.57 To be fair, physical barriers, inaccessible 

locations, and reliance on secondary sources all create sometimes insurmountable 

obstacles in the ascertainment of the material composition of paintings suspected of 

possessing metal or stone supports when close observation or delicately touching the 

artworks might provide the only incontrovertible proof. 

 In regards to the category of escudos de monjas (Nuns’ Shields), Elizabeth 

Quigley Perry’s 1999 art history PhD dissertation from Brown University offers the most 

important study to date because it thoroughly contextualizes escudos within the socio-

historical fabric of colonial Mexico.58 Her work is of fundamental importance as a basis 

from which to further investigate the materiality of these artworks. The main reason to 

consider Perry’s dissertation as foundational but not definitive is because her main thesis 

                                                           
56 Émile Mâle, L’art religieux de la fin du XVIE siècle, du XVIIE siècle et du XVIIIE siècle. Étude 

sur l’iconographie après le Concile de Trente. Italie, France, Espagne, Flandres (Paris: Librairie Armand 
Colin, 1972), 221. 

57 Ralph-Miklos Dobler, Die Juristenkapellen Rivaldi, Cerri und Antamoro. Form, Funktion und 
Intention römischer Familienkapellen im Sei- und Settecento (Munich: Hirmer verlag, 2009), 42-43. 

58 Elizabeth Quigley Perry, “Escudos de monjas/Shields of Nuns: The Creole Convent and Images 
of Mexican Identity in Miniature” (PhD dissertation, Brown University, 1999). 
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contends that escudos “were primarily derived from European religious and chivalric 

traditions.”59 While my dissertation accords with Perry’s assertion that escudos served as 

signs of affiliation with creole culture, it explore the possibility that the Mesoamerican, 

Aztec cultural component served as a source equal to that of the Iberian, Catholic in the 

conceptualization of and performance with escudos. In this way, the present dissertation 

includes the phenomenon of escudos de monjas into the larger, history of painting on 

stone and metal that preceded this distinctive expression of the technique as employed 

trans-Atlantically. 

 Despite the significant contributions that all of these scholars have made in the 

establishment of a rich and layered discourse, the task remains to elaborate on their work 

in the investigation of the mental or metaphoric consequence(s) of choosing to support oil 

paintings with stone slabs or metal plates. The working assumption implicitly suggested 

or explicitly pronounced is that we can understand these artefacts as if their materiality 

did not inform their visuality in fundamental ways; that the iconography was only skin 

deep; that stone, metal, canvas, or panel were interchangeable. These texts have provided 

fertile sources of information and ideas. Nonetheless, my dissertation diverges from their 

over-arching conclusions. 

 

Argument for the Scope of the Present Dissertation 

 The technique of painting in oil on stone plates or metal panels ideally 

emblematizes the importance of early modern materiality. Because the resultant artworks 

appear in such specific circumstances, it may be possible to isolate more readily the 

                                                           
59 Perry, “Escudos,” 44. 
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variables that contributed to the choice of stone or metal vis-à-vis the more normative 

choices of canvas or wooden panels. Despite the fact that these paintings shared a 

fundamentally important aspect of their materiality, the roles played by metal or stone 

supports (theoretically or actually) within the discourse of the Paragone, the installation 

of funerary portraits within larger memorial monuments, and the practice of ceremonially 

wearing escudos de monjas have not been studied in relation to each other as specific 

examples of a larger, connected phenomenon. In order to enact this proposition, the 

chapters of my dissertation merge the disparate scholarship concerning oil paintings on 

stone and metal supports with that of the Paragone, funeral monuments, and post-

Conquest New Spain. Doing so reveals a novel avenue of investigation that expands our 

understanding of these discourses by restoring to the artworks themselves the historical 

force and agency with which they assisted in shaping early modern propositional 

knowledge about the practice and value of art making, as well as humanity’s relationships 

with the dead and the divine. Stone panels and metal plates did not passively exist as inert 

substrates for paintings analogously to canvas or wood, but actively strengthened 

painters’ rhetoric for the Paragone, death-defying portraiture for funerary monuments, 

and the simultaneous visualization of pre-colonial, Aztec and colonial Marian imagery. 

 While it would be too much to say that the medium (in the conventional sense) 

was the message, as shall be explicated in the following chapters the material matrix of 

all of these artworks mattered. Some painters and patrons may have understood and used 

stone and metal as mere rigid proxies for canvas or panel, but others overtly realized the 

technology’s potential to communicate abstract concepts pertaining to early modern 

aesthetics, philosophy, and theology. 
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  CHAPTER 2. PRACTICE BEFORE THEORY 

Time will soon destroy the works of famous painters and sculptors, but the 
Indian arrowhead will balk his efforts and Eternity will have to come to 
his aid. They are not fossil bones, but, as it were fossil thoughts, forever 
reminding me of the mind that shaped them…I am on the trail of mind, 
and these little [mindprints] never fail to set me right. 

—Henry David Thoreau, March 28, 185960 

The Fifteenth-Century Origins of Painting on Stone and Metal Supports 

 Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) and the early modern debate between painters 

and sculptors referred to by scholars as the Paragone stand out as understudied yet 

significant factors in their relation to the development of the technique of painting in oil 

on stone and metal supports. 

 In the context of early modern aesthetics, analyses have made abundantly clear 

that Leonardo’s late-fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century theoretical writings about the 

rivalry between painters, sculptors, musicians, and poets that constituted the Paragone 

anticipated many of the points of argumentation employed by subsequent generations. 

And yet the obverse and reverse sides of the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci from the 1470s 

(Fig. 1-2) arguably visualizes Leonardo’s position before he ever verbalized them, in this 

suggesting that Leonardo may have practiced the Paragone before theorizing about it. On 

the reverse of Ginevra’s portrait Leonardo depicted the stone purple porphyry (Latin, 

leptopsephos)—a material associated with royalty and immortality since antiquity—and 

in this manner reified the idea that painters could overcome the Paragone in their favor 

by painting on a stone support, and thereby combining (metaphorically or otherwise) the 

                                                           
60 Henry David Thoreau, The Journal, 1837–1861, ed. Damion Searls (New York, NY: New York 

Review of Books, 2009), 557. 
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most important advantages inherent to each artistic medium: sculpture’s greater physical 

durability, and painting’s greater polychromatic verisimilitude. 

 The purpose of this chapter will be to demonstrate that the sixteenth-century 

phenomenon of actually painting on stone and metal supports as it appeared by the 1530s 

(in the art of Sebastiano del Piombo) had existed at least a generation earlier. The 

Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci materialized young Leonardo’s ideas based upon his 

synthetic response to previously written opinions about the Paragone (found in classical, 

Trecento, and Quattrocento texts), Pliny the Elder’s Natural History (Naturalis 

historiae), the popularization of Flemish aesthetics and artworks within the cultural orbit 

of Lorenzo de’Medici (1449–1492) in Florence, and a rare type of double-sided portrait 

whose reverse images replicated stone panels. 

 

The Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci 

 Leonardo da Vinci’s portrayal of an individual identified as Ginevra de’Benci 

depicts a young woman turned three-quarters towards the picture plane in the immediate 

foreground.61 She appears from the shoulders upwards, the image having itself been 

shortened by as much as 6” at some unknown time in the past (due most likely to water 

damage) and therefore having originally included the sitter’s arms and hands—although 

scholars disagree about this.62 The current dimensions of this mixed media, oil and egg-

                                                           
61 Scholars credit Wilhelm von Bode with originally discerning the identity of Leonardo’s sitter 

when the painting resided in the collection of the Prince of Lichtenstein in Vienna. Wilhelm von Bode, 
“Leonardos Bildnis der Ginevra dei Benci,” Zeitschrift für bildende Kunst 14, no. 11 (1903): 274-276. 

62 “This damage probably occurred when the bottom of the panel was placed against a damp floor 
or wall. By capillary action moisture must have risen up the panel, loosening the gesso and destroying the 
lower part…the damage on the back of Ginevra’s portrait shows a pattern suggesting water drawn up into 
the panel…When this damage occurred is unrecorded, but we know from a catalogue of 1780 that by that 
date the painting had its present dimensions.” John Walker, “‘Ginevra de’Benci’ by Leonardo da Vinci,” 
National Gallery of Art Report and Studies in the History of Art 1967 1 (1968): 11-12. For alternative 
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based tempera painting on wooden panel (to which Leonardo applied and manipulated 

paint with his fingers in parts) measure 38 x 36.8 cm.63 Ginevra wears a dark, ochre-

colored dress decorated modestly with imitation-gold trim, azurite ribbon, and an un-

pigmented, single-buttoned upper portion; a bone-black shawl or scarf hangs around her 

neck and over her garment, and her hair appears bound with a simply patterned cloth of 

linen-white and indigo.64 Otherwise, nothing about her adornments distracts from 

Ginevra’s lead-white visage, amber hair flecked with golden highlights, pale-cinnabar-

pink cheeks and lips, and grey-chestnut eyes. A lushly shadowed outgrowth of juniper 

surrounds and almost overwhelms the delicacy Ginevra’s personal appearance. Nearly 

every spike of the juniper matching the visual definition of the ringlets of Ginevra’s hair 

while also emphasizing the herbaceous pun on her name: Ginevra, ginepro (juniper).65 

Behind Ginevra and the ginepro, a middle ground passage of verdant landscape and 

reflective lake fade into the atmospheric blue-gray haze of a distant, hilly background. 

 The svelte modeling of Leonardo’s chiaroscuro betrays little if any emotion in the 

face of Ginevra. As she wrote of herself in the only line of poetry to survive from her, 
                                                                                                                                                                             
reconstructions of the original appearance of the painting, see Mary D. Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra 
de’Benci? Leonardo’s Portrait and Its Sitter Recontextualized,” Artibus et Historiae 27, no. 53 (2006): 23-
56. 

63 For these dimensions, and a thorough analysis of Leonardo’s application of paint with his 
fingers, see Thomas Brachert and C.P. Casparis, “A Distinctive Aspect in the Painting Technique of the 
‘Ginevra de’Benci’ and of Leonardo’s Early Works,” National Gallery of Art Report and Studies in the 
History of Art 1968 3 (1969): 84-104. For a more recent analysis of the painting after its cleaning in 1990, 
see Eric Gibson, “Leonardo’s Ginevra de’Benci. The Restoration of a Renaissance Masterpiece,” Apollo 
133, no. 349, n.s. (Mar., 1991): 161-165; David Bull, “Two Portraits by Leonardo: ‘Ginevra de’Benci’ and 
the ‘Lady with an Ermine,’” Artibus et Historiae 13, no. 25 (1992): 67-83. 

64 Garrard in 2006 hypothesized that this black veil or scarf was a “scapular” worn by lay 
“tertiary” members of a religious community; in the case of Ginevra, it indicated her status as a “lay sister” 
(a conversa) of the Benedictine nunnery called Le Murate in the vicinity of Florence. Records show that 
Ginevra stayed at Le Murate before her marriage in 1474, and received burial there as a nun in 1520. 
Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 43. 

65 As noted by Gibson, Leonardo painted the Juniper bush with a fugitive copper resinate that 
would have originally appeared bright green but that aged into a dull brown. See Gibson, “Leonardo’s 
Ginevra de’Benci,” 164.  
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this self-described “mountain tiger” appears with lips, eyes, and brow carefully and 

blankly composed, modestly dispassionate, but also boldly projecting herself beyond the 

inner realm of the painting by staring full-faced towards any and all viewers who 

confront her.66 In this, Leonardo’s Ginevra de’Benci presents what John Walker has 

called “the earliest of all psychological portraits” (at least in the Italian peninsula).67 That 

Leonardo painted the reverse (verso) of his portrait with an emblematic portrayal of 

Ginevra deepens the complex meaning of the painting as a representational unity. 

 Similar to a family stemma (coat of arms), the Italian Renaissance term impresa 

(emblem, device) combined short phases and visual signs into a single image that 

communicated the ideals or idealistic characteristics of an individual. The impresa 

personalized a patron’s commissions and possessions, and in this capacity could be 

placed on any object large or small from manuscripts to works of architecture (especially 

public monuments paid for in the name of a community, but clearly displaying the 

‘emblematic’ name of the private patron). An impresa infrequently adorned the opposite 

side of a painting in early modern, Italian culture, making what appears on the reverse of 

Leonardo’s Ginevra de’Benci all the more unique. Here the emblem comprises an 

interwoven, ovoid arch of laurel (or bay) and palm tree branches that meet on the vertical 

axis of the paintings rectilinear form above a sprig of juniper, and around all of which 

winds a curvilinear scroll on which a Latin phrase reads, “VIRTVTEM FORMA 

DECORAT” and that can be translated as “Beauty Adorns Virtue.” Behind these 

components of the impresa, and of no less importance than them in generating the 

                                                           
66 “Chieggio merzede e sono alpestre tygre,” translated as “I ask your forgiveness, and I am a 

mountain tiger.” Translated and quoted in David Alan Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 104n17. 

67 Walker, “‘Ginevra de’Benci,’” 7. 
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emblem’s meaning, Leonardo simulated the smooth stone surface of a slab of purple-and-

white-flecked porphyry. 

 

History and Interpretation of The Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci 

 Before the 1967 purchase of the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci by the National 

Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., the artwork had received little attention in 

comparison with other known works by Leonardo.68 After Wilhelm von Bode’s work in 

the late-nineteenth century, Carlo Carnesecchi and Herbert Cook published short articles 

about the painting in 1909 and 1912 respectively, with Cook noting that scholars like 

Bernhard Berenson had attributed the artwork not to Leonardo but to his master Andrea 

del Verrocchio (ca. 1435–1488), a cooperative effort by them both, or to Leonardo’s 

fellow apprentice in the Verrocchio workshop Lorenzo di Credi (1459–1537).69 Although 

Leonardo’s work appeared as part of subsequently written monographs about the artist, 

the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci did not receive focused attention until immediately 

before and after its arrival in America in the articles written by Thomas Brachert, the then 

director of the Technology Department at the Swiss Institut für Kunstwissenschaft in 

Zürich, and Walker upon the acquisition of the Ginevra. While Brachert revealed many 

interesting facets of the painting’s facture, Walker contributed greater still to a holistic 

understanding of the artwork by providing an extensive biography of the sitter, the 

                                                           
68 Prior to its acquisition in 1967, the provenance of the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci can be traced 

back with no absolute certainty beyond 1733 when this date formed part of a red-wax seal affixed to the 
reverse of the artwork and that attests to its possession by the Prince of Liechtenstein. According to John 
Walker, the then director of the National Gallery, it is probable that it had been that individual’s ancestor 
who in the early-seventeenth century had acquired the painting at the time of the demise of the Benci 
family. Walker, “‘Ginevra de’Benci,’” 7. 

69 Carlo Carnesecchi, “Il ritratto leonardesco di Ginevra Benci,” Rivista d’Arte 6, no. 5 (Jan., 
1909): 281-296; Herbert Cook, “The Portrait of Ginevra dei Benci by Leonardo da Vinci,” The Burlington 
Magazine for Connoisseurs 20, no. 108 (Mar., 1912): 345-347, see especially 345nn3-5. 
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Florentine Ginevra de’Benci (1457–ca. 1520), as well as a discussion of the potential 

patron of the artwork, the Venetian Bernardo Bembo (1433–1519), the sonnets that he 

had commissioned about her, and similar paintings’ iconographies in the Leonardo and 

Lorenzo di Credi oeuvre, all in relationship to the obverse and reverse imagery of the 

Ginevra.70 After these late-1960s publications and the short technical art history essays 

written by Eric Gibson (1991) and David Bull (1992), the most significant monographic 

interpretations of the painting were written by Jennifer Fletcher (1989) and Mary D. 

Garrard (2006).71 The artwork has since been featured prominently in the 2001–2002 

exhibition on female portraiture at the National Gallery, in essays on portraiture by 

Elizabeth Cropper (1986), Garrard (1992), Judith Bryce (2009), Frank Zöllner (2013), a 

catalogue entry by David Alan Brown (2001), and in general studies about Leonardo by 

Brown (1998), Martin Kemp (2006), and Larry J. Feinberg (2011).72 

 Identification of when and for whom Leonardo painted the Portrait of Ginevra 

de’Benci directly impacts hypotheses about the painting’s design as it relates to the 

                                                           
70 See n2 above. 
71 For Gibson and Bull, see n3 above. Jennifer Fletcher, “Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo’s Portrait 

of Ginevra de’Benci,” The Burlington Magazine 131, no. 1041 (Dec., 1989): 811-816; for Garrard, “Who 
Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” see n3 above. 

72 Elizabeth Cropper, “The Beauty of Women: Problems in the Rhetoric of Renaissance 
Portraiture,” in Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, 
ed. Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy C. Vickers (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 1986), 175-190; Mary D. Garrard, “Leonardo da Vinci. Female Portraits, Female Nature,” in The 
Expanding Discourse. Feminism and Art History, ed. Norma Boude and Mary D. Garrard (New York, NY: 
HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), 59-86; Judith Bryce, “The Face of Ginevra de’Benci: Homosocial 
Agendas and Female Subjectivity in Later Quattrocento Florence,” in Masculinities and Femininities in the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Frederick Kiefer (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 160-158; Frank Zöllner, 
“From Face to Aura. Leonardo da Vinci’s Sfumato and the History of Female Portraiture,” in Inventing 
Faces, Rhetorics of Portraiture between Renaissance and Modernism, ed. Monika Körte (Berlin; Munich: 
Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2013), 67-83; David Alan Brown, “Ginevra de’Benci,” in Virtue and Beauty: 
Leonardo’s Ginevra de’Benci and Renaissance Portraits of Women, ed. David Alan Brown (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), 142-146; Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius, see n7 above; 
Martin Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci. The Marvellous Works of Nature and Man, Rev. ed. (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2006; originally published in 1981); Larry J. Feinberg, The Young Leonardo. Art 
and Life in Fifteenth-Century Florence (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
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question of the agency involved in its conceptualization. Generally, scholars date the 

artwork to the mid- or late-1470s and associate it with potential patrons based on 

explanatory theses known as the “marriage thesis” and the “Bembo thesis.” 

 Kenneth Clark in 1939 and John Walker in 1968 both expounded what has 

become known as the “marriage thesis,” in which they maintained that Leonardo created 

the painting contemporaneously with Ginevra’s marriage in early 1474 to her fellow 

Florentine Luigi Niccolini, an opinion upheld by Bull in 1992 and by Brown in 1998.73 

The “marriage thesis” had to its credit the known friendship of Leonardo with the Benci 

family—Ginevra’s brother Giovanni “exchanged books, maps, and even some precious 

stones” with the artist, and his son Amerigo may have owned Leonardo’s Adoration of 

the Magi (left unfinished in 1482).74 Such a portrait as Ginevra’s could have acted within 

what Patricia Simons calls the “display culture” of Florence to enunciate the idealized 

beauty or humble virtue of a bride as markers of prestige that accrued to the husband.75 

 It is within this context of understanding the relationship between the historical 

Ginevra and the men in her life that Jennifer Fletcher proposed the “Bembo thesis” as an 

alternative means to date the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci based upon a reinterpretation 

of the impresa on the reverse as related to the humanist Bernardo Bembo (1433–1519). 

While Walker and Emil Möller before him had both noted in their analyses the close 

association of Ginevra with Bernardo as members of the same elite cultural circle 

                                                           
73 Kenneth Clark, Leonardo da Vinci. An Account of His Development as an Artist (New York, 

NY: The Macmillan Company, 1939), 27-29; Walker, “‘Ginevra de’Benci,’” 2; Bull, “Two Portraits by 
Leonardo,” 67; Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius, 105; Brown expanded the range of dating 
the artwork to ca. 1474–1478 in his 2001 catalogue entry, see “Ginevra de’Benci,” 142. 

74 Walker, “‘Ginevra de’Benci,’” 1. 
75 Patricia Simons, “Women in Frames. The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture,” 

in The Expanding Discourse. Feminism and Art History, ed. Norma Boude and Mary D. Garrard (New 
York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), 41. 
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surrounding Lorenzo de’Medici (in the 1470s), neither suggested that Bembo had 

commissioned the painting.76 Fletcher posits that, in fact, Bembo had done just that as a 

sign of his Platonic love for Ginevra while residing in Florence as the acting Venetian 

ambassador in 1478–1480.77 To support the hypothesis, Fletcher shows how Bembo’s 

employment of the bay/laurel and palm wreath and motto “VIRTVS ET HONOR,” all as 

his personal impresa, corresponds similarly enough to “VIRTVTEM FORMA 

DECORAT” (as found on the reverse of the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci) to warrant 

analogue status. According to Fletcher, “while the front of the portrait is the product of 

Leonardo’s genius, its reverse can quite properly be claimed as Bembo’s own 

invention.”78 Further, Bembo had chosen simulated porphyry to emphasize “the lasting 

nature of Ginevra’s virtue and his own devotion,” bay/laurel and palm because of their 

associations with poetry and saintly virtue, and juniper because it punned Ginevra’s name 

and Petrarch had “praised…its enduring properties.”79 Bembo then replaced “VIRTUS” 

with “VIRTVTEM” to visually satisfy “Ginevra’s desire to join herself to his house” as 

verbalized by Cristoforo Landino in a poem commissioned by Bembo.80 Many scholars 

have adopted the “Bembo thesis” in whole or part.81 

 Mary D. Garrard has posited an adapted form of these two theses— the 

“marriage” and “Bembo thesis”—by acknowledging the importance of Ginevra’s 

                                                           
76 Walker published all of the relevant poems about Ginevra written by poets in Bembo’s pay; 

Emil Möller, “Leonardos Bildnis der Ginevra dei Benci,” Münchener Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 12 
(1937–1938): 185-209. 

77 Fletcher, “Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo’s portrait,” 813. 
78 Fletcher, “Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo’s portrait,” 811-812. 
79 Fletcher, “Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo’s portrait,” 811-812. 
80 Fletcher, “Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo’s portrait,” 811-812. 
81 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius, 116-119; Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci, 30; 

Feinberg, The Young Leonardo, 105; Zöllner, “From Face to the Aura,” 67. 
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wedding and Bembo’s presence in Florence, but also arguing for the central agency of 

Ginevra and Leonardo in the design of the painting’s two sides. According to Garrard, the 

Benci family had commissioned the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci from Leonardo in 

commemoration of Ginevra and her marriage, and also in tribute to Ginevra personally as 

aspiring poet, and more expansively as emblematic of the family’s social prestige (as 

essentialized by the portrayal of a virtuous daughter/sister).82 Syllogistically speaking: if 

Leonardo had painted both sides of the panel in a single effort ca. 1474–1475 in order for 

the Benci family to maintain Ginevra’s presence as an aspect of their own family’s honor, 

then the change of motto on the verso from “VIRTVS ET HONOR” to “VIRTVTEM 

FORMA DECORAT” occurred to defend that very same familial honor from Bernardo 

Bembo in the late 1470s when he had decided to take Ginevra as his Platonic lover and 

take her motto for his own as a sign of that “fetishistic” conquest.83 

 The discovery in 2015 of a manuscript with “B.Bemb” and 

“VIRTVUS…HONOR” dated to 1471 discounts Garrard’s chronologically based 

assertion that Bembo had never utilized the heraldic phrase “VIRTVS ET HONOR” as a 

part of his impresa before the early 1480s, but it does not invalidate the general premise 

that Bembo had not conceived of the painting’s obverse and reverse designs.84 The 

                                                           
82 Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 29-30. 
83 This was revealed by infrared reflectogram. See Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 30, 

41, 44, see also 29n19: “In a conversation of September 19, 2001, National Gallery conservator David Bull 
confirmed [that]… both sides appear to have been painted in a single campaign, conceived and executed at 
the same time.” For the concept of the appropriation or transference of a woman’s honor, see Simons, 
“Women in Frames,” 42. 

84 During an inventory of Brown University’s Annmary Brown Collection of medieval 
manuscripts and early printed books, a student assistant named Caroline Hughes discovered in a copy of 
Augustine’s De civitate dei marginal inscriptions reading “VIRTVS…HONOR” and 
“B.Bemb….M·cccc·Lxxi.” See, William S. Monroe, “A Printed Book Once Owned by Bernardo Bembo,” 
Brown University Library News, Aug. 13, 2015, accessed Jan. 24, 2017. https://blogs.brown.edu/libnews/bembo/. 
In her text of 2006, Garrard had argued that because “no firmly dated example of the ‘Virtue and Honor’ 
emblem appears on a manuscript in Bembos’ collection before 1483,” and that “[t]he first certain 

https://blogs.brown.edu/libnews/bembo/
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simultaneous claim by Bernardo Bembo and Ginevra de’Benci of what Garrard has 

characterized as a “generic” motto aided Bembo’s metaphorical claim to Ginevra as his 

Platonic lover, necessitated the alteration of the words of Ginevra’s impresa into 

“VIRTVTEM FORMA DECORAT” in order to disassociate herself from Bembo, and led 

to Bembo’s elaboration of his own impresa with the incorporation of Ginevra’s devices 

of entwined bay/laurel and palm after he had left Florence.85 

 Even if Bembo’s agency as the operative force behind the iconography of the 

Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci dwindles in probability—regardless of whether he 

attempted to co-opt the artwork’s imagery for personal aggrandizement or to accrue 

cultural capital—it remains nonetheless likely that the painting eulogized Ginevra’s finer 

personal qualities for their own sake while with the same verbal-visual signs 

simultaneously communicated Leonardo’s nascent opinion that the painter could compete 

not just with the poet but also the sculptor and on their own terms. The Portrait of 

Ginevra de’Benci participated in this rhetorical struggle of the Paragone by presenting to 

viewers a quiet comparison between a painted simulacrum of a person (the portrait) to 

rival a poet’s words (the motto) and purple porphyry, a stone held in reverence by patrons 

and sculptors alike for its symbolic associations and near impossibility to carve. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
appearance of the ‘Virtue and Honor’ emblem in a context connected with Bernardo Bembo is at Dante’s 
mausoleum in Ravenna…commissioned…in 1482,” then the heraldic phrase “VIRTVS ET HONOR” post-
dated the painting by many years meaning that “the emblem he adopted as his personal device was an 
imitation of the design on the back of his beloved’s portrait.” Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 38, 
63. 

85 Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 37-41. 
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The Paragone 

 The Paragone debate as understood by early modern theoreticians and artists, and 

as conceptualized by modern historians, encompassed a discourse concerning the 

philosophical structure of epistemology and its relationship to the socio-professional 

prestige of artisans. Put another way, the concept of the Paragone during the fifteenth 

through seventeenth centuries concerned the relationship of theoretical knowledge 

(scientia) to the practice (ars) of poetry, painting, and sculpture (i.e., the imitative arts), 

and the hierarchical valuation of each of these with respect to each other. Practitioners 

had a stake in proving the superiority of their art, artfully. 

 In its current application, scholars apply “paragone” in both a broadly trans-

historical and specifically early modern sense.86 In a generally inclusive mode the word 

has come to denote any instance in which an author or artist implicitly or explicitly 

compared the relative merits and superiority of poetry, painting, sculpture, music, and 

architecture in relation to one another.87 The academic, early modern idea of the 

Paragone (with a capital-P) more exclusively refers to iterations of this discourse as 

conducted during the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries and with an emphasis on the 

rivalry between painting and sculpture.88 Guglielmo Manzi began the use of the term in 

this manner in 1817 by giving the title “Paragone” to the first part (Parte Prima) of 

                                                           
86 Leatrice Mendelsohn, Paragoni. Benedetto Varchi’s Due Lezzioni and Cinquecento Art Theory 

(Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1982), 37; Claire J. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone. A 
Critical Interpretation with a New Edition of the Text in the Codex Urbinas (New York, NY: E.J. Brill, 
1992), 8. 

87 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 8n16. Anthony Blunt provides an example of this type 
of analysis in his “An Echo of the ‘Paragone’ in Shakespeare,” Journal of the Warburg Institute 2, no. 3 
(Jan., 1939): 260-262. 

88 Mendelsohn, Paragoni, 37; Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 8-9. 
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Leonardo’s Treatise on Painting.89 Ever since, most comparisons of painting, poetry, 

sculpture, and music in early modern sources have been interpreted as revealing a 

cohesive theoretical construct that informed or anticipated the creation of certain 

artworks. As such they offer a useful, epistemological framework with which to explicate 

the broad array of self-aware, post hoc responses to the Paragone as participants in it.90 

The Italian term “paragone” did not exist in this manner of significance in either 

Greek or Latin literature, despite the term’s very probable classical derivation.91 Further, 

when early modern writers theorized about artistic production and its relationship to 

intellectual endeavor, they might have written of “dar” or “fare a paragone” in the sense 

of “to do” or “to make a comparison” between related artistic subjects, qualities, etc., but 

they did so independently of any over-arching genre entitled the Paragone in which to 

establish a hierarchy of the arts. As Claire Farago has pointed out, John Florio’s 1598 

English-Italian dictionary A Worlde of Wordes included three relevant terms: 

                                                           
89 The Trattato as found in the Vatican library’s Codex Vaticanus Urbinas 1270. See Farago, 

Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 160. 
90 Examples of this include Gerald Ackerman, “Gian Battista Marino’s Contribution to Seicento 

Art Theory,” The Art Bulletin 43, no. 4 (Dec., 1961): 326-336; Peter Hecht, “The paragone Debate: Ten 
Illustrations and a Comment,” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 14, no. 2 (1984): 125-
136; Fredrika H. Jacobs, “An Assessment of Contour Line: Vasari, Cellini and the ‘Paragone,’” Artibus et 
Historiae 9, no. 18 (1988): 139-150; Judith Dundas, “The Paragone and the Art of Michelangelo,” The 
Sixteenth Century Journal 21, no. 1 (Spring, 1990): 87-92; Norman Land, “Giovanni Bellini, Jan van Eyck, 
and the ‘Paragone’ of Painting and Sculpture,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 19, no. 1 (Fall, 1999): 1-
8; Dorigen Caldwell, “The Paragone between Word and Image in Impresa Literature,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 63 (2000): 277-286; Erin Campbell, “The gendered paragone in late 
sixteenth-century art theory: Francesco Bocchi and Jacopo Pontormo’s S. Lorenzo frescoes,” Word & 
Image 16, no. 3 (Jul.-Sep., 2000): 227-238; Michiaki Koshikawa, “Apelles’s Stories and the ‘Paragone’ 
Debate: A Re-Reading of the Frescoes in the Casa Vasari in Florence,” Artibus et Historiae 22, no. 43 
(2001): 17-28; Steven F. Ostrow, “Playing with the Paragone: The Reliefs of Pietro Bernini: For Rudolf 
Preimesberger,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 67, Bd., H. 3 (2004): 329-364; Christian K. Kleinbub, 
“Raphael’s Quos Ego: forgotten document of the Renaissance paragone,” Word & Image: A Journal of 
Verbal/Visual Enquiry 28, no. 3 (2012): 287-301; Genevieve Warwick, “‘The Story of the Man Who 
Whitened His Face’: Bernini, Galileo, and the Science of Relief,” The Seventeenth Century 29, no. 1 
(2014): 1-29. 

91 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 8-9. 
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“paragonanza,” “paragonare,” and “paragone.”92 All three convey a sense of, 

respectively, “to compare” or “to equal,” with the nominative “paragone” elaborately 

also including the association of “a paragon…a proofe, a trial, an experience,” “a 

conferring together,” and “a touchstone to true gold or good from bad” meaning the type 

of stone known as “pietra di paragone” used to assay gold.93 In sum, no singular, 

monolithic Paragone existed per se during the fifteenth through seventeenth centuries. 

Nonetheless, the term “paragone” has come to be used by scholars as a categorical 

signifier indicative of a unified body of diverse writings and artworks in order to 

demarcate a chronologically linked set of paragoni (comparisons of different subjects; 

singular, paragone); Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci manifested the first of 

many subsequent, visualized Paragone that transferred the classical and medieval 

traditions of oratorical rhetoric and poetic debate into an artwork.94 

 

Sources for the Paragone, Part One: Classical Authors 

 By the time Leonardo painted the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci in the 1470s, the 

idea of the Paragone was discernible in a number of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 

texts whose authors had not necessarily set out to differentiate a specific Paragone 

literature, but rather to extend into their own ages classical literary tropes and the 

traditions of rhetorical display and poetic dispute. For these authors, key Greek and Latin 

                                                           
92 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 14. For a reprint of the original, see John Florio, A 

Worlde of Wordes (Hildesheim-New York, NY: Georg Olms Verlag, 1972), 257. 
93 Florio, A Worlde of Wordes, 257. For an expansion of the term “paragone” in the context of 

medieval and early modern lithic objects used to standardize and determine measurements, see Emanuele 
Lugli, “Hidden in Plain Sight: The ‘Pietre di Paragone’ and the Preeminence of Medieval Measurements in 
Communal Italy,” Gesta 49, no. 2 (2010): 77-95. 

94 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 32-39. 
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texts provided fundamental opinions with which to theorize about the Mechanical Arts of 

painting and sculpture with respect to poetry and the Liberal Arts.95 These older 

comparisons between painting and poetry, and ars and scientia, formed the basis for all 

discourse on the value of the painter, the practice of painting, and the related activities of 

the sculptor and architect. 

 The Artes liberales were so-named because they were thought to constitute the 

suitable education for freemen, liberales.96 Within the classical and medieval 

epistemologies, these seven disciplines constituted intellectually higher-order sciences 

(Latin scientia, and Italian scienza) associated with “wisdom” (σοφία, sophia), because 

they contributed to performing the “speculative activity” of philosophy, and therefore 

contrasted with the baser more corporeally stimulating poetry, and the manual activities 

of sculpture and painting that required only craft (τέχνη, techne).97 

 The association of poetry with painting and sculpture originated at least by the 

late-sixth or early-fifth century BCE when the Hellenic poet Simonides (ca. 556–468 

BCE) is thought to have written that, “Painting is silent poetry; poetry is painting that 

speaks.”98 By quotation or insinuation, subsequent writers promulgated Simonides’ 

designation of poetry, painting, and sculpture as the “sister arts,” an ontological similarity 

considered suspect by Plato (427–347 BCE) in Book Ten of his Greek Republic (ca. 380 

BCE). And yet just as Plato strengthened Simonides’ categorization of poetry and 

                                                           
95 The seven Liberal Arts consisted of the Trivium (dialectic, grammar, and rhetoric) and 

Quadrivium (geometry, arithmetic, and astronomy). 
96 Mendelsohn, Paragoni, 43; C.M. Bowra, Greek Lyric Poetry. From Alcman to Simonides, 2nd 

ed. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2000), 363. 
97 Mendelsohn, Paragoni, 41. 
98 Bowra, Greek Lyric Poetry, 363. Plutarch (45–120 CE), in his De gloria atheniensium 346f, was 

the earliest to attribute the saying to Simonides. See Andrew Ford, The Origins of Criticism, Literary 
Culture and Poetic Theory in Classical Greece (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 96n11. 
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painting (specifically) as analogous, he did so in order to justify his expulsion of them 

from his ideal community because of their basis in imitation. 

 According to Plato, the problem with this imitation (μιμησις, mimesis) rests in the 

fact that the mimetic acts of painting and poetry seek visually and verbally to set before 

the eyes and ears of people beguiling representations of reality. Because these 

representations are based on sensory input, they are distortive distractions from the actual 

reality that exists is the Realm of Forms, which are themselves timeless and changeless 

truths.99 Because painters and poets effectively make representations of second-hand 

derivations, what they make stands as twice removed from whatever Forms they had in 

mind, their creations demonstrating that these “imitator[s] know[…] nothing worth 

mentioning about the object’s [they’re] portraying…in creating things which are 

worthless as regards truth,” and in fact dangerously stimulate the ignominious, sensuous 

natures of humans (rather than their intellective capacity for philosophical reason).100 

 By the middle of the fourth century BCE, Plato’s student Aristotle (384–322 

BCE) had re-conceived imitation as a morally neutral, if not outright positive, component 

of tragic poetry and drama in his treatise Poetics (ca. 350 BCE). In fact, Aristotle not 

only strengthened the relationship between poetry and painting, but also music, and 

dance; further, he argued that these activities were “in principle” forms of imitation made 

                                                           
99 At the beginning of Book Ten, Plato’s main character, his teacher Socrates, says that in general, 

“I think we’ve got into the habit of positing some single individual Form when we’re dealing with each of 
the many groups of things to which we can apply the same term.” This is to say that every discrete thing 
apprehended by the senses exists in the world (as humans experience it) in a multitude of iterations of an 
original, timeless and changeless Form, an eidos (εἶδος). Plato famously exemplified this relationship by 
writing that, “there are many kinds of bed and table…but the Forms connected with these two items are 
surely just two” such that when a person makes a bed or table they are making a derivative copy and cannot 
ever make the actual Form itself Plato, Republic, trans. and ed. Chris Emlyn-Jones and William Preddy. 
Books 6-10 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), bk. 10, 393, 395. 

100 Plato, Republic, bk. 10, 419, 423, 431. 
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acceptable because “[i]mitation is natural to man from childhood,” pleasurable, and most 

importantly instructive.101 Poets were therefore obligated to render their plots as 

imitatively realistic as possible (in terms of the human actions and lives portrayed), 

because the nature of tragedy was to instruct men about philosophical truths.102 Poetry 

was uniquely qualified to accomplish this purpose because it dealt with “what might 

happen,” and so “general truths.” In this, the dramatic manifestation of poetry’s effects 

would then stimulate feelings of pity and fear in the audiences and lead them into a state 

of emotional purgation or purification, i.e. catharsis.103 Despite disagreeing about the 

utility, let alone safety, of exposing citizens to painting and poetry, Plato’s Republic and 

Aristotle’s Poetics agreed that they could be thought of as analogues by repeatedly 

enunciating that poetic or pictorial actions of mimesis resulted in a representational 

“likeness” (εικόν, eikōn), a term newly developed in the late-fifth and early-fourth 

century BCE for a verbal or physically crafted image.104 

 The Roman writer Horace (65–8 BCE) conveyed this similarity to classical and 

medieval, Latin-reading audiences in his Ars poetica (or Epistle to the Pisones as it is 

also known) of ca. 10 BCE. Therein he famously wrote the dictum, Ut pictura poesis, 

translated by Rensselaer W. Lee as either “‘as is poetry so is painting’ or ‘as is painting 

so is poetry.’”105 Regardless of the specific phrasing, the general meaning of equivalency 

between the two activities led many early modern writers to include Horace’s phrase to 
                                                           

101 Aristotle, On Poetry and Style, trans. G.M.A. Grube (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1988), bk. 1, 1447a, 3; bk. 4, 1448b, 7. 

102 Aristotle, On Poetry, bk. 6, 1450a, 13-14. 
103 Aristotle, On Poetry, bk. 9, 1451a-b, 18; bk. 6, 1449b, 12. 
104 Ford, The Origins of Criticism, 94. 
105 Rensselaer W. Lee, “Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanistic Theory of Painting,” The Art Bulletin 

22, no. 4 (Dec., 1940): 197. Republished as Ut pictura poesis. The humanist theory of painting. New York, 
NY: W.W. Norton, 1967. 
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their own efforts to aggrandize the similitude of poetry and painting, especially with their 

resultant claims to creative license. As Horace explained, in their creations “[p]ainters 

and poets…have always had an equal right in hazarding anything [because] the license 

we poets claim and in our turn we grant” to painters.106 

 The prestige associated with Horace lent themselves perfectly to Leonardo da 

Vinci’s arguments about the Paragone, especially the Roman’s observation that, “[l]ess 

vividly is the mind stirred by what finds entrance through the ears than by what is 

brought before the trusty eyes, and what the spectator can see for himself.”107 Fifteen 

hundred years later, Leonardo condensed Horace’s language into a pithy disavowal of the 

theory that poets and painters might evince similarity based upon his belief that, in actual 

practice, “the eye [is] lord of the senses.”108 

 

Sources for the Paragone, Part Two: Medieval Authors 

 Despite the relative, historical stability in which Greco-Roman texts transmitted 

views on the relationships of the visual and verbal arts over the course of the subsequent 

centuries, Leonardo could not have arrived at his argument about the Paragone without 

the cultural accretions and filtrations of medieval intellectuals. Leonardo’s medieval 

predecessors adopted the classical ideation of a set of Mechanical Arts (Artes 

mechanicae) as subordinate analogogues to the Liberal Arts (Artes liberales). But they 

                                                           
106 “[P]ictoribus atque poetis quidlibet audendi simper fuit aequa potestas…et hanc veniam 

petimusque damusque vicissim.” Horace, Satires, Epistles and Ars poetica, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), 450-451, sec. 1-14. 

107 “Segnius irritant animos demissa per aurem quam quae sunt oculis subiecta fidelibus et quae 
ipse sibi tradit spectator.” Horace, Satires, Epistles and Ars poetica, 464-465, sec. 179-182. 

108 “[L] occhio, come signore de’ sensi.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 16, 
204-205. 
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also adapted the language of that classical tradition for a much broader elucidation of the 

differences between painting and sculpture, and not just between painting to poetry. 

In the ninth century, philosopher John the Scot first used the term Artes 

mechanicae as part of his commentary on an earlier writer’s allegorical treatise 

concerning the god Mercury and Philology. According to John, “after Mercury gave the 

seven liberal arts to his bride, Philology, she gave him the seven Mechanical Arts” based 

upon “some imitation or human devising” and that essentially form a set of craft practices 

“parallel in form and function to the liberal arts.”109 While John had not specified the 

identities of these Mechanical Arts, the Augustinian monk Hugh of St. Victor (1096–

1141) did in his Didascalicon, and just as there were seven Liberal Arts, so too were 

there seven Mechanical Arts: wool-working, metal-smithing (or more broadly, 

architecture, painting, and sculpture), commerce, agriculture, hunting, medicine, and 

theatre.110 In chapter eight of his work, “In What Man is Like Unto God,” Hugh 

differentiates between “divine action” that “derives from above…not unfittingly” called 

“understanding” (intelligentia), and “human action” derived “from below and requires…a 

certain practical counsel, ‘knowledge’ (scientia).”111 In this schema, the higher order 

“understanding” and “knowledge” together combine to form Wisdom, and the lower 

order “knowledge” “is fitly called ‘mechanical,’ that is to say adulterate [and] imitative of 

                                                           
109 Cited in Elspeth Whitney, “Paradise Restored. The Mechanical Arts from Antiquity through the 

Thirteenth Century,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 80, no. 1 (1990): 70-71. 
110 “[L]anificium, armatura, navigatio, agricultura, venation, medicina, theatrica.” Quoted in Paul 

Oskar Kristellar, “The Modern System of the Arts: A Study in the History of Aesthetics Part I,” Journal of 
the History of Ideas 12, no. 4 (Oct., 1951): 507. Whitney writes of these as “fabric-making, armament and 
building, commerce, agriculture, hunting and food-preparation, medicine and theatrics.” See “Paradise 
Restored,” 72-73. For Hugh’s work, see Whitney, “Paradise Restored,” 82; The Didascalicon of Hugh of 
Saint Victor. A Medieval Guide to the Arts, trans. Jerome Taylor (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 1991). 

111 Didascalicon, 55. 
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nature” because it “pursues merely human works.”112 With the invocation of the term 

“imitative,” Hugh reiterated the classical association between things made by humankind 

and their status as mimetic of nature. Yet Hugh conceived of the relationship more 

positively in a Christian sense as one of emulation and guidance in a post-lapsarian world 

that might restore humanity, thus, the pursuit of the Mechanical Arts acquired religious 

and moral sanction.113 

 The installation in fourteenth-century Florence of large-scale sculptural programs 

that metonymically and visually fused Christian history with the Mechanical Arts further 

elevated their status. That the resultant iconography appeared in unrestricted communal 

spaces guaranteed that the Mechanical Arts would become part of a public knowledge 

that acknowledged them as one epistemic component of the larger Christian cosmology. 

 Giotto di Bondone (d. 1337) and Andrea Pisano (1290–1348) created some of the 

most famous images of the Mechanical Arts as part of their decoration of the Florentine 

bell tower (campanile). After having begun the project in 1334 under Giotto’s direction 

(and regardless of whether Giotto alone had designed the whole series or not), by 1343 

Andrea and his workshop had completed a series of twenty-one hexagonal-shaped, low-

relief panels for the lowest zone of the campanile and added a second series of 

diamond/lozenge-shaped panels to the second-storey zone above.114 The western, 

southern, and northern sides of the bell tower all faced out onto the public square 

                                                           
112 Didascalicon, 55-56 
113 Whitney, “Paradise Restored,” 90-92. 
114 Marvin Trachtenberg, The Campanile of Florence Cathedral, “Giotto’s Tower” (New York, 

NY: New York University Press, 1971), 21, 49-50. Trachtenberg writes that, “Quite possibly Giotto 
himself conceived the entire Trecento program of the first zone…The nature of Andrea Pisano’s role in this 
first zone of relief is…uncertain. Whether or not he played a part in its conception, and just which 
hexagons he –or Giotto –designed or executed will remain controversy...What is clear is that Andrea’s 
project added a second band of relief,” 86. 
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surrounding the Florentine cathedral, and so made visible the Artes mechanicae as Hugh 

of St. Victor had listed them two centuries prior. That architecture (for armatura), 

medicine, hunting, weaving, commerce (as navigation), agriculture, and theater could 

appear here without inscriptions to gloss the images, and that they did so amidst many 

other panels that depicted Old Testament stories about the Creation of Adam, Eve, their 

first labor, and the inventions of their descendants indicates the great degree to which the 

Mechanical Arts had been integrated into the identifiable fields of common knowledge 

and Christian history in which Florentines existed. As Marvin Trachtenberg has 

hypothesized, these earlier panels “celebrated…the Promethian nature of man himself” 

with an enthusiasm analogous to the arguments made a century later by humanists in 

Florence and may well have disquieted the Florentines of the 1340s.115 

 To paraphrase Anita Fiderer Moskowitz, the celebration of human achievements 

in the campanile’s first zone of imagery came perilously close to declaring humanity 

nearly god-like in creativity: God created man and woman, and then humans created 

crafts. Having skipped any reference to the Temptation, the Fall, and so Original Sin, the 

first set of campanile panels projected the sin of pride; the second zone of images 

mollified this superbia (pride) with reliefs that featured the planets, virtues, Liberal Arts, 

and Holy Sacraments, iconography that “reminded [the Florentines] of [their] limitations 

and ultimate dependence on the Grace of God.”116 Even so, the Artes mechanicae as 

imagined by Giotto and Andrea Pisano (and before their modification by the upper-storey 

                                                           
115 Trachtenberg, The Campanile of Florence, 94-97. 
116 Anita Fiderer Moskowtiz, The Sculpture of Andrea and Nino Pisano (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 1986), 37-38. Trachtenberg had earlier argued that, “not only are the 
Planets…coordinated for the first time in monumental art with the Liberal Arts and the Virtues, but by their 
placement on the west face are given a tactical predominance that in an age of hierarchical acuity and 
endless protocol can only have meant symbolic prepotence.” Trachtenberg, The Campanile of Florence, 96. 
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panels) visually aligned and intellectually harmonized with the other branches of 

knowledge while simultaneously fitting within the grander Christian paradigm that had 

moralized the classical heritage. Here the Artes mechanicae and the Artes liberales with 

their ars and scientia, respectively, beneficially cohabitated, even if on different levels 

within an accepted epistemological hierarchy.117 As the imagery of the Florentine bell 

tower documents, some fourteenth-century intellectual discourse acknowledged the value 

of the Mechanical Arts and the linked idea of ars but also very clearly subordinated them 

visually and verbally to the Liberal Arts and scientia.118 As one of those Artes 

mechanicae, painters too continued to exist as a crafts persons relegated to social 

positions inferior to those involved with activities thought of as being fundamentally 

more theoretical in application. 

The language and ordering of the Artes liberales as considered greater in 

importance than the Artes mechanicae continued to feature centrally in both Latin and 

vernacular-language arguments at the turn of the Quattrocento.119 The Libro dell’arte 

                                                           
117 For a further elaboration of the dichotomy established by classical Hellenic and Roman 

authors, and with which they espoused esteem for the liberal arts (“The standard by which some arts were 
labeled inferior”) and disregard for the “banaustic” arts, see Whitney, “Paradise Restored,” 24-30. See also 
chapter 17 (“Panepistemon”) in David Summers, Michelangelo and the Language of Art (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1981). 

118 For information about the idea of scientia, see James S. Ackerman, “On Scientia,” Daedalus 
94, no. 1, Science and Culture (Winter, 1965): 14-23. 

119 With respect to architecture, the evaluation of ars as the less significant factor than scientia 
factored significantly in discussions about the style and construction methods employed for the cathedral of 
Milan. Founded in 1386, and supported by the city’s Visconti Duke Gian Galeazzo (1347–1402) as 
evidence of his cultural efflorescence, the new cathedral’s original, Milanese-made designs quickly 
required the intervention of French engineers. By 1400, the difference between the defective construction 
of the cathedral and what might save it could be encapsulated in the accusation that the Milanese architects 
thought to apply their craft (i.e., ars) without the benefit of geometric theory (i.e., scientia). To this, their 
French accuser retorted that, “ars sine scientia nihil est” (craft without theory is worthless), or as Ackerman 
parsed it, “technical proficiency in building is worthless if the higher geometrical principles are not 
employed. Regardless of whether, as Ackerman contests, “Scientia and ars are the handmaidens of 
medieaeval building,…each play[ing] its decisive role in the creative process” and it being “irrelevant to 
question which of the two [was] preeminent,” the dispute in Milan reveals in an encapsulate form that in 
fact by 1400 the theoretical subject geometry, of the quadrivium, continued to take precedence over the 
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(Book of Craft) of Cennino Cennini (ca. 1370–1440) attempted to remedy the situation 

and claim some degree of eminence for painters, but could only do so in a rudimentary 

fashion by grafting the theoretical categories and vocabulary of the Liberal Arts to the 

mechanistic practices of the workshop. Nonetheless, this is not to diminish the 

importance of Cennini’s treatise, for it stands at a significant “turn” in the history of the 

relationship between scholars who theorized about artistic practices as outsiders and 

those artisans who wrote based on their own personal, and practical experiences: As 

Pamela H. Smitth has noted in her work recognizing the importance of artisanal 

epistemology, “Before the beginning of the fifteenth century, very few texts were written 

by artisans; but suddenly…artisans appeared…to ‘resort to pen and paper in a field where 

their fathers had been satisfied with memory and the spoken word’…The result was a 

veritable explosion of technical treatises between 1405 and 1420.”120 While Smith 

characterizes Cennini’s Libro as “codifying the current practices of painters…rather than 

deriving prescriptive principles from scholars for artists to follow,” Cennini’s language 

and references significantly gave painters an entrance into the more exclusive discourse 

about the arts that had long been the purview of Latinate intellectuals educated in 

universities like that in Padua.121 It is thought by scholars that Cennini’s residence in 

Padua from ca. 1398–1401 may have exposed him to the literary forms and contents 

                                                                                                                                                                             
technical practice, and the individual who could deploy the scientia would win any contest against those 
who knew only ars. See James S. Ackerman, “‘Ars Sine Scientia Nihil Est.’ Gothic Theory of Architecture 
at the Cathedral of Milan,” in Distance Points. Essays in Theory and Renaissance Art and Architecture, 
211-268. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991), 237, 245. Originally published in The Art Bulletin 31, 
no. 2 (Jun., 1949): 84-111. 

120 Pamela H. Smith, “Artisanal Knowledge and the Representation of Nature in Sixteenth-Century 
Germany,” in The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and Botanical Paintings, Studies in the 
History of Art, CASVA, 69, ed. Therese O’Malley and Amy R.W. Meyers (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2008), 18. 

121 Smith, “Artisanal Knowledge,” 19. 
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necessary to defend the ars of painting as a form of scientia, or at least something similar 

enough to warrant an elevation of status beyond mere Mechanical Art.122 

 While Cennini’s text provides predominantly technical procedures for conducting 

the work of painters, it also differs from the tradition of writing craft-centered compendia 

of “recipes” (often referred to as “Books of Secrets”) by including historical and 

intellectual justifications for the prestige owed to painters.123 These twin qualities link the 

Libro dell’arte to the lineage of intellects who discussed the hierarchy of knowledge in 

the classical and medieval tradition, and also mark Cennini as Leonardo’s forefather. 

 According to Cennini, after the Fall the first humans were required to work for 

their lives, and from these efforts arose a multitude of “useful arts…the most 

distinguished being [scienzia],” a descendent of which was painting.124 From this, 

Cennini claims that painting deserves to be placed only a step below theory (scienza) and 

to rank above poetry, because of painting’s ancestry and the fact that painting combines 

the mental faculty of fantasìa and the manual faculty of hoperazione di mano.125 To 

clinch his argument, Cennini paraphrases the Ars poetica of Horace by writing that, “The 
                                                           

122 Cennino Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, ed. Fabio Frezzato (Vicenza: Neri Pozza Editore, 2009), 13. 
123 For some of this literature, see Silvia Bianca Tosatti, I trattati di tecniche artistiche medievali 

con acceni sull’antichità e l’età moderna (Milan: CUSL, 2002) and Trattati medievali di tecniche artistiche 
(Milan: Jaca Book, 2007); William Eamon, “Science and Popular Culture in Sixteenth Century Italy: The 
‘Professors of Secrets’ and Their Books,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 16, no. 4 (Winter, 1985): 471-
485; Pamela O. Long, “Power, Patronage, and the Authorship of Ars: From Mechanical Know-How to 
Mechanical Knowledge in the Last Scribal Age,” Isis 88, no. 1 (Mar., 1997): 1-41; Pamela H. Smith, “Art, 
Science, and Visual Culture in Early Modern Europe,” Isis 97, no. 1 (Mar., 2006): 83-100. 

124 “Nel principio che Iddio onipotente creò il cielo e lla terra…creò l’uomo e la donna alla sua 
propria imagine…Poi…Adam…era trovare modo da vivere manualmente. E chosì egli incominciò con la 
zappa e Eva col filare; poi seguitò molt’arti bisognevoli e diferenziate l’una dall’altra, e fu ed è di magiore 
scienzia l’una che l’altra, ché tutte non potevano essere uguali, perché la più degnia è la scie[n]zia.” 
Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, 61-62. 

125 “[A]presso di quella, seghuitò alchune discendentii da quella, la quale conviene avere 
fondamento  da quella, chon operazione di mano; e quest’è un’arte che ssi chiama dipignere, che conviene 
avere fantasia e hoperazione di mano, di trovare cose non vedute chacciandosi sotto ombra di naturali, e 
fermarle con la mano, dando a dimostrare quello che nonne sia. E con ragione merita metterla a ssedere in 
secondo grado alla scienza e choronarla di poexia.” Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, 62. 
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reason [that painting crowns poetry] is that [just as] poetry is freely able to compose and 

unite together whatever it so pleases according to its will, so painting is free to compose a 

figure [as] upright, seated, half-man half-horse just as [the painter] pleases and according 

to his imagination.”126 By citing a classical authority, Cennini the theoretician bridges the 

worlds of the ars liberales and the ars mechanicae as a way to position painting within 

the ars liberales as an analogue to poetry.127 

 Cennini’s work attests to the glacially slow diffusion of knowledge about 

knowledge and the place of the ars within the traditional, epistemological hierarchy 

accepted by intellectuals and theoretically minded artists at the beginning of the fifteenth 

century. Leonardo’s understanding of painting as an epistemological procedure, and his 

claims for painting within the discursive debates of the Paragone, developed from this 

accumulation of information. While nothing can directly link the one to the other in an 

unambiguous line of transmission, Leonardo’s utterances on the subject at the end of the 

century had already gained some cultural acceptance in a number of influential texts 

written by his immediate predecessors, and that bolstered the classical and medieval-

Aristotelian intellectual precedents as confirmed during the preceding two generations. 

 

 

 

                                                           
126 “La ragione è questa: che ‘l poeta, con la scienza, per una che à, il fa degnio e llibero di potere 

comporre e lleghare insieme sì e nno come gli piacie, secondo suo volontà. Per lo simile, al dipintore dato è 
libertà potere comporre una figura ritta, a sedere, mezzo huomo mezzo cavallo, sì chome gli piace, secondo 
suo’ fantasia.” Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, 62. 

127 Simultaneously, Cennini the painter establishes his legitimacy by linking himself to the lineage 
of his master Agnolo Gaddi (1350–1396), Agnolo’s father Taddeo Gaddi (1300–1366), and Taddeo’s 
famous master Giotto di Bondone (1267–1337). “[E] a riverenza di Giotto, di Taddeo e d’Agnolo, maestro 
di Ciennino.” Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, 61. 
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Sources for the Paragone, Part Three: Leonardo’s Immediate Predecessors 

 Mid-fifteenth century engagement with the topic of the Paragone appeared 

peripherally in the writings of Guarino of Verona (1374–1460), his students Bartolomeo 

Facio (before 1410–1457) and Angelo Decembrio (ca. 1415–1466/1467), and 

prominently in the treatises of their living contemporaries from Florence, namely 

Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378–1455) and Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472). Although all of 

these authors referred to a common set of classical sources, the uses to which they put 

them differed significantly. For the cadre of Guarino, Facio, and Decembrio, commenting 

about the topic of the Paragone constituted an exercise that demonstrated their facility 

with a canon of accepted authorities on poetry, painting, etc. Theorizing about the status 

of painting vis-à-vis poetry was a socially acceptable gesture for its own sake. For Alberti 

and Ghiberti, on the contrary, crafting texts concerned with convincing readers of the 

intellectual capacity of painters rested on making references to those very same 

authorities not as an end in itself, but as validation of their capacity to make arguments on 

behalf of painters. 

 To that effect, Alberti’s Della pittura (On Painting, 1435) and Ghiberti’s I 

commentarii (The Commentaries, mid-fifteenth century) made original contributions to 

the old Paragone discourse by writing in the Tuscan dialect, targeting a presumed 

audience of practitioners of painting and/or sculpture, as well as humanists and potential 

patrons interested in enhancing their cultural prestige by supporting the visual arts.128 

Further, they challenged existing categorizations of painting and the Mechanical Arts by 

                                                           
128 Rocco Sinisgalli has argued that Alberti wrote On Painting first in Tuscan and then in Latin, 

and that it was this latter version of the manuscript that was eventually printed/published in 1540 in Basel. 
Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting. A New Translation and Critical Edition, ed. and trans. Rocco Sinisgalli 
(New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 4, 10-12. 
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reemphasizing that the “painter [should] be expert, as far as possible, in all liberal arts” 

and should associate with “poets and orators” because they “have many qualities in 

common with the painter.”129 Ghiberti contended that painting and sculpture were 

analogous disciplines (even scientiae), but in fact based specifically on the theoretical 

principle of disegno (design).130 Their efforts initiated a process of aiding in raising the 

status of painting and sculpture from that of Mechanical Arts to Liberal Arts. 

 To reiterate: Within the long-accepted tradition of Greco-Roman and Medieval 

Latin natural philosophy, the Artes liberales sat at the apex of the epistemological 

hierarchy because of their assumed foundation in science (scientia) which was itself 

united to the idea of wisdom (sophia). In contrast, painting and sculpture as Artes 

mechanicae lacked both scientia and sophia and so received recognition as useful, 

manual crafts but of ultimately subordinate importance to the mental processes inherent 

to the Artes liberales. Neither individually nor comprehensively did Alberti or Ghiberti 

establish a coherent justification for the inclusion of painting and sculpture into the 

Liberal Arts; as pointed out by Karen-Edis Barzman, that would only occur one hundred 
                                                           

129 So argues Alberti. Alberti, On Painting, part 2, sec. 27, 48; part 3, sec. 53, 75; in Italian-
language editions Alberti writes in full that that (1) “Sono certo queste arti cogniate et da uno medesimo 
ingegnio nutrite, la pittura insieme con la scolptura. Ma io sempre preposi l’ingegnio del pictore perché 
s’aopera in cosa più difficile”; (2) “Piacemi il pittore sia dotto in quanto e possa in tutte l’arti liberali ma 
imprima desidero sappi giometria”; (3) “Et farassi per loro dilettarsi de poeti et delli horatori; questi anno 
molti ornamenti comuni col pittore.” Leon Battista Alberti, Della pittura, ed. Luigi Mallè (Florence: G.C. 
Sansoni Editore, 1950), 78-79, 103-104. 

130 Lorenzo Ghiberti, I commentarii (Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, II, I, 333), ed. 
Lorenzo Bartoli (Florence: Giunti Gruppo Editoriale, 1998), Book One, “Arte antica,” “Conviene ch llo 
scultore, etiamdio el pictore, sia amaestrato in tutte queste arti liberali: Gramatica, Geometria, Phylosophia, 
Medicina, Astrologia, Prospectiva, Istori[oscri]co, Notomia, Teorica disegno, Arismetrica,” part 2, sec. 1, 
46; “<L> ‘iscultura e pictura è scientia di più discipline e di varii amaestramenti ornate, la quale di tutte 
l’altre arti è somma inventione,” part 2, sec. 3, 46; “E così gli scultori e pictori, gli quali sanza lettere 
aviano conteso come se colle mani avessino exercitato, non poterono compiere né finire come se avessono 
avuta l’autorità per le fatiche,” part 2, sec. 3, 47; “Bisognia sia di grande ingegnio, a disciplina maestrevole 
(imperoché llo ingegnio sanza disciplina, o la disciplina sanza ingegnio non può fare perfecto artifice),” 
part 2, sec. 4, 47; “[E]l disegno è il fondamento e teorica di queste due arti [lo scultore e ‘l pictore],” part 2, 
sec. 4, 47; “Ma affermano gl’Egyptii che ’l disegno, il quale è origine e fondamento dell’arte statuaria e 
della pittura,” part 4, sec. 1, 51. 
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years later as enunciated by the Florentines Benedetto Varchi (1503–1565) in his 1547 

presentations at the Accademia Fiorentina and by Giorgio Vasari in the introduction to 

the second edition of his Lives of the Most Excellent Artists (1568).131 Nonetheless, 

Varchi and Vasari could not have made their justifications without the prior efforts of 

Ghiberti and Alberti, because they had distinguished themselves by beginning to 

disentangle disegno as a procedure of cognition from that of craft. 

 Authors who had been writing within one or two generations before Alberti and 

Ghiberti had always maintained the similarity of painting to poetry, but had never 

admitted their equality as creative intellectual activities. For example, the essay “On 

statues” by Francesco Petrarch (1304–1374) remained consonant with preceding iterative 

opinions about the armature-associated activities of painting and sculpture.132 In this 

dialogue between Joy and Reason, Reason argues that “there is but one origin and one 

purpose of all the arts, though there are various materials…[as] painting and sculpture are 

really one art or…if different from each other, do spring from a single source, namely, 

the art of drawing.”133 Petrarch’s use of graphidem as the accusative singular of graphice 

unambiguously indicates his conception of drawing as an applied tool for painting and 

sculpture and nothing more. With reference to the Florentine humanist Angelo Poliziano 

                                                           
131 Karen-edis Barzman, “Perception, Knowledge, and the Theory of Disegno in Sixteenth-

Century Florence,” in From Studio to Studiolo, Florentine Draftsmanship Under the First Medici Grand 
Dukes, ed. Larry J. Feinberg (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 1991), 38-40. 

132 “On Remedies for both [kinds of] Fortune” (De remediis utriusque Fortune) composed ca. 
1354–1367. 

133 “[C]um preterea pene ars una vel, si plures, unus, ut diximus, fons artium, graphidem dico.” 
Francesco Petrarch, De remediis utrusque Fortune, Libri dvo: ejusdem de contempt mundi colloquiorum 
liber, quem secretum suum inscripsit (Rotterdam: Ex Officina Arnoldi Leers, 1649), 1: 133. 
https://books.google.com/books?id=Mn8-
AAAAcAAJ&pg=PP11&dq=De+remediis+utriusque+fortun%C3%A6.&source=gbs_selected_pages&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
For the English translation, see Conrad H. Rawski, Petrarch’s Remedies for Fortune Fair and Foul. A 
Modern English Translation of De remediis utriusque fortune with a Commentary (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 1991), 1: 130-131. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=Mn8-AAAAcAAJ&pg=PP11&dq=De+remediis+utriusque+fortun%C3%A6.&source=gbs_selected_pages&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=Mn8-AAAAcAAJ&pg=PP11&dq=De+remediis+utriusque+fortun%C3%A6.&source=gbs_selected_pages&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false
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(1454–1494), David Summers has argued that by the end of the fifteenth century in 

Florence, the term graphice had acquired a more theoretically inclusive meaning, and one 

that impacted the term’s meaning for and reception by Michelangelo.134 Nonetheless, in a 

very similar way to that by Petrarch, Cennini wrote of acts of disegno within larger 

descriptions of artisanal processes. Even his note that “the intellect delights in disegno 

alone” seems ineffectually persuasive given how pervasively he aligns disegno with the 

making of a drawing as a preliminary study in the service of a workshop project.135 

Within the next half century, the re-conceptualizations of painting and sculpture 

as more than mechanical acts proposed by Alberti and Ghiberti began to diverge 

significantly from traditionally inclined voices set indispensable precedents for Varchi 

and Vasari a century later.136 While Alberti introduced a sophisticated systematization of 

the art of painting as dependent on knowledge of the Liberal Arts, he too defined disegno 

as what the “moderns call…the tracing of contour lines” and a “rule or manner of 

painting” and not necessarily as theoretical in nature.137 By comparison, Ghiberti 

advanced a far more radical ideation of disegno in his mid-fifteenth century I 

                                                           
134 Summers, Michelangelo and the Language of Art, 250-256. Charles Dempsey’s review of 

Summers offers a moderating analysis. See Charles Dempsey, review of Michelangelo and the Language of 
Art by David Summers, The Burlington Magazine 125, no. 967 (Oct., 1983): 624-627. 

135 “Lo ’ntelletto al disegno si diletta solo.” Cennini, Il libro dell’arte, 63. 
136 Barzman, “Perception, Knowledge, and the Theory of Disegno,” 38n9. 
137 “[D]e’ dintorni, ovvero della circonscrizione, la quale è quell tirare che si fa con le linee a torno 

a torno de’ dintorni, da’ moderni detto disegno”; “[I]l disegno non è altro, che il tirare de’ dintorni”; “Ed 
essendo il disegno, quella regola o modo del dipignere, mediante il quale disegnano i dintorni a ciascuna 
delle superficie.” Leon Battista Alberti, Della pittura e Della statua di Leonbatista Alberti, ed. Girolamo 
Tiraboschi (Milan: Dalla Società Tipografica de’Classici Italiani, 1804), 45-46, 50. 
https://archive.org/stream/dellapitturaedel00albe#page/n3/mode/2up/search/disegno. Other transcriptions of these passages 
include different language to the exclusion of the very term disegno. See Leon Battista Alberti, Il nuovo De 
pictura di Leon Battista Alberti/The New De pictura of Leon Battista Alberti, ed. and trans. Rocco Sinisgalli 
(Rome: Edizioni Kappa, 2006), 172-175; Alberti, Della pittura, ed. Luigi Mallè, 81-82. That Varchi and 
Vasari’s language might have been impossible absent the printing of La Pittura di Leonbattista Alberti in 
1547 and Della pittura in 1568 seems debatable. For this, see Barzman, “Perception, Knowledge, and the 
Theory of Disegno,” 38n9. 

https://archive.org/stream/dellapitturaedel00albe#page/n3/mode/2up/search/disegno
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commentarii. In the first of his “Commentaries” he writes explicitly that “design is the 

foundation and theory of these two arts” of sculpture and painting, such that one should 

“be very expert in said theory, with neither perfect understanding nor perfect practice as a 

sculptor nor painter [without it] in as much as the sculptor and painter are perfect 

disegniatore,” a hypothesis that Ghiberti substantiates by locating the practice of disegno 

in the attestations of the Egyptians and Greeks whose works “show the theory of 

disegno.”138 Given that the designation of painting and sculpture as manual practices (as 

ars) had always relegated it to a lower level of prestige, the argument that disegno 

constituted a cognitive act precipitating the manual act of painting and sculpture therefore 

endowed these practices with a mental characteristic such that painting could then be 

understood as poetry not just involving an ars but also a higher-order scienza. 

 Although they subtly differed, Alberti and Ghiberti equally placed artistic theory 

within the purview of artistic practice and enunciated topics and tropes as appropriate for 

artisans that had previously been the domain of orators, rhetoricians, writers, and other 

university-trained intellectuals. Regardless of whether artisans had spoken about these 

issues in their workshops, prior to the appearance of treatises written for or by painters, a 

clear intellectual and linguistic division had separated those who actively conducted 

discourse about artisanal making (the humanist writers) from those who made the 

                                                           
138 “[L] scultore e’l pictore, el disegno è il fondamento et teorica di queste due arti, conuiene sia 

molto perito in detta teorica, non può sapere nè essere perfecto scultore nè etiandio perfecto pictore, tanto è 
perfecto lo scultore tanto quanto e perfecto disegniatore et così è il pictore; detta teorica è origine et 
fondamento di ciascuna arta”; “[A]ffermano gl’Egyptij che’l disegno il quale è origine et fondamento 
dell’arte statuaria et della pittura essere stata inprima in Egypto...Questi furono inuentori dell’arte della 
pictura et della scultura, mostrorono la teorica del disegno, sança essa teorica non si può essere buono 
statuario nè buono pittore, tanto è buono lo scultore o ueramente el pittore quanto è perito in detta teorica 
cioè in detto disegno el quale non s’aquista sança grande studio nè sança grande disciplina.” Lorenzo 
Ghiberti, Lorenzo Ghibertis Denkwürdigkeiten (I commentarii) Zum ersten Male nach der Handschrift der 
Biblioteca Nazionale in Florenz vollständig herausgegeben und erläutert von Julius von Schlosser, 2 vols. 
(Berlin: Julius Bard, 1912), 1: sec. 2, 5; sec. 3, 8. https://archive.org/details/lorenzoghibertis00ghibuoft. 

https://archive.org/details/lorenzoghibertis00ghibuoft
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artworks themselves but who had been the passive subjects of that very same discourse. It 

seems clear that what later found expression in the writings of Leonardo da Vinci by the 

end of the 1400s had been “common currency with intellectual artists from the 1420s 

on.” Nonetheless, without Alberti and Ghiberti’s treatises, conventional opinions about 

the lowly status of the Mechanical Arts would have prevailed due to the eloquence and 

erudition of university-trained academics such as Guarino of Verona and his pupils 

Bartolomeo Facio and Angelo Decembrio.139 

 Michael Baxandall’s explications of the attitudes propounded by Guarino, Facio, 

and Decembrio towards painting and the visual ars reveal that the topics constituted mere 

rhetorical devices deployed in order to demonstrate classical erudition and/or stylistic 

elegance (in Latin or Greek).140 In their hands, issues that would eventually become 

central to the Paragone featured to various degrees as parts of imaginatively recounted 

gatherings in the courtly milieu of many mid-fifteenth-century Italian city-states like 

Florence, Ferrara, Naples, and Mantua, and Milan. Part 68 of Angelo Decembrio’s De 

politia litteraria (On Political Literature, dated 1450s) and Bartolomeo Facio’s section 

on painters in De viris illustribus (On Illustrious Men, dated 1456) exemplify the 

secondary importance of discussions about painting and its relationship to poetry within 

larger humanist texts as written in the mid-fifteenth century. Like the writers themselves, 

conversations about the visual arts flattered the patrons’ cultural acumen and artistic eye, 

                                                           
139 John Pope-Hennessy, “The Interaction of Painting and Sculpture in Florence in the Fifteenth 

Century,” Journal of the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufacturing and Commerce 
(May, 1969): 418. 

140 Michael Baxandall, “A Dialogue on Art from the Court of Leonello d’Este: Angelo 
Decembrio’s De Politia Litteraria Pars LXVIII,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 26, no. 
¾ (1963): 304-326; Michael Baxandall, “Bartholomaeus Facius on Painting: A Fifteenth-Century 
Manuscript of the De Viris Illustribus,” Journal of the Warbug and Courtauld Institutes 27 (1964): 90-107; 
Michael Baxandall, “Guarino, Pisanello and Manuel Chrysoloras,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 28 (1965): 183-204. 
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given that humanists like Facio and Decembrio were “clients and wrote to please, and 

when [they] spoke to please [their] master[s they] spoke to a great extent for him; 

articulating [their] reader’s tastes and assumptions was indeed [their] job.”141 In the 

company of their elite patrons, Facio and Decembrio (Guarino, and others like them) 

found new venues in which to establish their interpretations of Simonides, Horace, and 

how (and with what) to conduct exercises in ekphrasis—in which an author wrote a 

description of a real or imagined artwork. 

 These conventions circulated like the humanists themselves from one city or court 

to another, thereby distributing opinion and knowledge. In the case(s) of Guarino and his 

pupils, while they generally opined negatively about painting in comparison with poetry, 

they utilized many of the same sources and vocabulary as Alberti and Ghiberti, not 

surprisingly given that “What Guarino [and his students by extension] thought of any 

matter was something which became familiar to a large number of gifted and influential 

people, who did not have to agree with his views to be affected by the categories in which 

he chose to express them.”142 Although Leonardo could not have foreseen it, he himself 

became one of those “gifted…people” who could not evade exposure to Guarino’s 

opinions even if he definitely did not agree with them. 

 Evidence that Leonardo knew of Guarino and his pupils’ opinions appears in one 

of Leonardo’s more famous statements about painting, that “The good painter has two 

principal things to paint: that is, man and the intention of his mind. The first is easy, the 

second difficult, because it has to be represented by gestures and movements of the parts 

                                                           
141 Baxandall, “A Dialogue on Art,” 304. 
142 Baxandall, “Guarino, Pisanello and Manuel Chrysoloras,” 199-200. 
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of the body.”143 This is a clear paraphrase of Facio’s earlier admission that painting 

“requires the representation not only of the face and countenance and the lineaments of 

the whole body, but also…its interior feelings and emotions.”144 Leonardo’s 

incorporation of humanist opinions about painting derived in part from his earlier 

experiences as an apprentice in the Florentine workshop of Andrea del Verrocchio, 

contemporaneously with the florescence of classical culture within the context of Medici-

family patronage in the 1460s and 1470s. 

 

Young Leonardo in Florence 

 By most accounts, Leonardo was born illegitimately in 1452 in the Tuscan town 

of Vinci to Ser Piero da Vinci, and appeared by 1457 as the legal dependent of his 

grandfather.145 By 1465, 1466, or 1467 (scholars disagree) Leonardo, as young teen, had 

moved to Florence where his father contracted with Andrea di Michele di Francesco 

Cioni—called “del Verrocchio” or simply “Verrocchio” (ca. 1435–1488)—to begin 

teaching his son the rudiments of design and sculpture.146 Leonardo remained with 

Verrocchio until at least the late 1470s or even early 1480s; within that period of time, 

Leonardo appeared in three separate documents from 1472 (enrolling into the painters’ 
                                                           

143 Leonardo Da Vinci, Treatise on Painting [Codex Urbinas Latinus 1270], trans. A. Philip 
McMahon, vol. 1 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1956), Part Two. [Human Gestures]. 60v, sec. 
248, 104. For the dating of ca. 1492, see Carlo Pedretti, Leonardo Da Vinci On Painting. A Lost Book 
(Libro A) Reassembled from the Codex Vaticanus Urbinas 1270 and from the Codex Leichester (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1964), Part Three. Concordance: Codex Urbinas-Leonardo’s MSS, sec. 
180, 184. 

144 Quoted in Baxandall, “Bartholomaeus Facius on Painting,” 98. 
145 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci, 5. 
146 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci, 7, 37; Larry J. Feinberg, The Young Leonardo. Art and Life in 

Fifteenth-Century Florence (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 26; Dario A. Covi, 
Andrea del Verrocchio. Life and Work (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 2005), 256n24. Andrew 
Butterfield has even argued that Leonardo “was probably apprenticed to Verrocchio in 1469.” Andrew 
Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 196. 
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Confraternity of St. Luke) and then again twice in 1476, when he is specifically noted as 

associated with Verrocchio.147 

 Because Andrea del Verrocchio has been understood by historians to have 

received an artisanal education as a goldsmith, to have competed in 1461 for the 

architectural design of a chapel in Orvieto, and to have ultimately appeared in the 

historical record first as a sculptor, Leonardo would presumably not have arrived 

expecting to learn how to paint per se.148 Indeed, Leonardo’s apprenticeship began 

contemporaneously with payments made to Verrocchio by the Florentine Merchants 

Tribunal and Court (Università della Mercanzia) for a sculptural group in bronze of 

Christ and St. Thomas (installed in 1483).149 As the preeminent Verrocchio scholar Dario 

Covi has pointed out, of all Verrocchio’s known accomplishments completed while 

Leonardo remained in his workshop, Leonardo recalled in his notebooks solely his 

master’s construction of a large copper sphere to complete the lantern of the cathedral of 

Florence (“la palla dj sancta maria del fiore”).150 

 Verrocchio’s demonstrable capacity to work in multiple media arose as a response 

to the presence of multiple commercial markets in which to compete for patronage, yet 

was nonetheless the exception among artisans who tended to specialize in one medium 

due to guild restrictions. A workshop like Verrocchio’s that could win sculptural and 

                                                           
147 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci, 7, 75; for transcriptions of the original documents pertaining to 

Verrocchio, see Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, Appendix II, 275. 
148 Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 5-8. For transcriptions of the documents from 1461–1466 

pertinent to these matters, see Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, Appendix II, 288-289. 
149 In Verrocchio’s 1470 tax declaration (catasto), he is listed as “scharpellatore”; in 1472 he is 

listed as a member of the artists’ confraternity of St. Luke as “dipintore e ‘ntagliatore.” Covi, Andrea del 
Verrocchio, Appendix II, 277, 269; for the Christ and St. Thomas group, see Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 
8, Appendix II, 289-308. 

150 Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 256, Appendix II, 309-329. The lantern was destroyed by 
lightening in 1600. 
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engineering commissions, as well as more mundane work for ephemeral jousting banners 

was one that could continuously expand its business by attracting the most financially 

able patrons and most technically able apprentices or assistants.151 With talent like 

Leonardo’s, Verrocchio the sculptor and engineer could make himself Verrocchio the 

painter, the “hand” of the master extending via an apprentice even further into another 

source of income. Verrocchio’s documented career as a painter coincides with 

Leonardo’s presence from the late 1460s through late 1470s, and then past that point into 

the early 1480s with the early career of the painter Lorenzo di Credi (1459–1537).152 

Thus, Leonardo apprenticed in one of the major workshops in Florence where he could 

have learned a broad range of techniques, Verrocchio’s eschewing of over-specialization 

acting as a “source of nourishment for [Leonardo’s] artistic development” and “stimulus 

for his intellectual growth.”153 And because of these experiences, Leonardo’s later claim 

to Ludovico ‘il Moro’ Sforza of Milan (1452–1508) in a draft letter of ca. 1481–1482 that 

                                                           
151 “What attracted young painters to Verrocchio’s shop can be readily deduced. He was an 

innovative artist with an inventive and analytical mind; he worked regularly for the top patrons in Florence; 
he had talent for teaching; and he apparently had enough painting commissions to keep young assistants 
busy. Moreover, drawing was the basis of art instruction, and Verrocchio was one of the most gifted 
draughtsman of his generation.” Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio, 196. 

152 “Verrocchio’s direct involvement in painting occupied him only during a brief part of his 
career. It would seem to have been greatest from about 1469 to 1475 and to have virtually ceased after that. 
By 1475 he had already organized a workshop of able young assistants…to carry out the painting 
commissions that came to him.” Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 214. Beside for Leonardo da Vinci and 
Lorenzo di Credi, of the most famous painters known or thought to have trained with Verrocchio, 
Butterfield lists Pietro Vanucci AKA “Perugino” (ca. 1446/1450–1523), Domenico del Ghirlandaio (1449–
1494), Sandro Botticelli (1445–1510), and Luca Signorelli (after 1444–1523). Butterfield, The Sculpture of 
Andrea del Verrocchio, 195-196. 

153 Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 256. Verrocchio’s capacity as a bronze caster also included 
making at least one cannon-like “bombard” in 1484 to be shipped to Pisa. See Covi, Andrea del 
Verrocchio, Appendix II, 349-350. 
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he could perform feats of military engineering, architecture, hydraulics, sculpture, 

painting, and bronze casting seems far less hyperbolic.154 

 The ramifications of Leonardo’s presence in Verrocchio’s workshop went beyond 

the practical mechanics of application. In his monograph on the artist, Andrew Butterfield 

describes Verrocchio as possessing an “unusually broad [cultural range]” and “the most 

sophisticated knowledge of ancient art of any Florentine artist of his generation” such 

that “he conceived many of his sculptures in direct response to classical statuary.”155 

Certainly that Verrocchio owned at the time of his death in 1488 a “beautiful lute,” in 

addition to a vulgate Bible, a book of short stories (the Cento Novelle), the Triumphs of 

Petrarca, a work by Ovid, and a classical or faux-classical text (perhaps by Alberti) reveal 

an artisan whose tastes extended beyond the expected intellectual purview of those who 

practiced the Artes mechanicae.156 And despite being personally “silent” (to use Covi’s 

word) in having left neither written nor quoted statements, Verrocchio’s peer Giovanni 

Santi recorded how marvelously Verrocchio stylistically unified his paintings and 

sculptures, effortlessly crossing the bridge between the two fields and thereby suggesting 

the master’s clear perception of the limitations and possibilities of the materials.157 

                                                           
154 Leonardo da Vinci, The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci, ed. from the original 

manuscripts, Jean Paul Richter, 3rd ed., 2 vols. (New York, NY: Phaidon, 1970), 2: sec. 1340, 325-327. For 
the dating of this draft letter, see Martin Kemp, ed., Leonardo on Painting. An anthology of writings by 
Leonardo da Vinci with a selection of documents relating to his career as an artist (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 251. 

155 Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio, 2. 
156 These items appeared amongst the inventory of Verrocchio’s permanent, Florentine workshop 

as listed in 1490. See Covi, “Four New Documents Concerning Andrea del Verrocchio,” The Art Bulletin 
48, no. 1 (Mar., 1966): 99, 103; Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, Appendix II, 285-287. 

157 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius, 32; Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 249. For 
bibliographic information about the Cronica rimata by Raphael’s father Giovanni Santi’s Cronaca rimata, 
see Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 2n5. 
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 Only an artist like Verrocchio, therefore, with acknowledged expertise in painting 

and sculpture, could have initiated discussions within his workshop about their 

relationship.158 Wendy Stedman Sheard, for one, has pointedly argued that “the topic [of 

the paragone] became an important issue within Verrocchio’s circle from the early 1470s 

onwards, stimulated by Verrocchio’s workshop practice of producing works of both 

sculpture and painting.”159 While Sheard left her hypothesis unsubstantiated, Martin 

Kemp, David Alan Brown, and Larry Feinberg have all paused in their evaluations of 

Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci to write that “some of the arguments [about the 

paragone] appear to be precociously rehearsed and left unresolved” here in a “picture 

[that] may have been Leonardo’s opening salvo in the long debate.”160 Despite the 

confidence with which these authors noted the potential relationship between Leonardo’s 

painting and his later written arguments about the Paragone, none of them have 

subsequently explored the topic as taken up here. And yet by the early- to mid-1470s, 

Leonardo had the motivation and the means to make the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci 

“speak” for his patrons and for himself as an independent voice within the larger, 

theoretical discourse of the Paragone long before making any analogous arguments 

publically at the Sforza Court in Milan, or privately in his writings. 

 

 
                                                           

158 “The multiplicity of Verrocchio’s experience as painter, draughtsman, and sculptor helped him 
to conceive a model of artistic achievement that was not bound by the capacities of one medium alone, but 
incorporated elements of both painting and sculpture.” Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio, 
2. 

159 Wendy Stedman Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb: the Language of Materials and His 
Legacy in Venice,” in Verrocchio and Late Quattrocento Italian Sculpture, ed. Steven Bule, Alan Phipps 
Darr, and Fiorella Superbi Gioffredi (Florence: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 1992), 79. 

160 Brown, Leonardo da Vinci. Origins of a Genius, 110; Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci, 28; Feinberg, 
The Young Leonardo, 107. 
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The Medici Connection 

 After the expulsion of the Medici family from Florence in 1494, in January of 

1496 Andrea del Verrocchio’s brother Tommaso sought payment for what he listed as 

fifteen commissions that Andrea had completed for the Medici and for which he had 

never been compensated.161 Even if no other documentation existed, Tommaso’s legal 

claim against the Medici heirs would indicate the extent to which Andrea had worked for 

that family for over twenty years beginning in the mid-1460s. 

 The arch of Verrocchio’s career arose specifically because of the Medici, 

paralleling the succession of real power within Florentine governance from Cosimo 

“Father of his Country de’Medici (d. 1464) to his son Piero “The Gouty” di Cosimo 

de’Medici (d. 1469), and then to his grandson Lorenzo “The Magnificent” di Piero 

de’Medici (d. 1492). As de facto rulers of Florence, these three generations of patrons all 

supported Verrocchio directly with private commissions or indirectly by influencing 

decisions to give public commissions to Verrocchio. As Butterfield has argued, 

Verrocchio’s career and the Medici family fortunes bound so closely that Verrocchio 

could be conceived of as the Medici “court artist.”162 Francis W. Kent has even argued 

that the young Lorenzo de’Medici may have visited Verrocchio’s workshop where, “in 

the 1460s and early 1470s Lorenzo would have seen some of the most exquisite drawings 

ever created in Renaissance Florence…and came to understand the Florentine artisan 

obsession with the practice and power of drawing, to appreciate the central role of design 

                                                           
161 Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, Appendix II, 287. 
162 Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio, 2. 
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(disegno) in the creation of beautiful objects in several genres.”163 Be that as it may, the 

wide range of patronage that Verrocchio received from the Medici points to a long-

standing and mutually-beneficial relationship between the artist and the family that 

continued into the 1470s. Regardless of whether or not Lorenzo “inherited 

Verrocchio…from his elders,” just as he “began to gain his feet” and secure his power, 

the early-1470s quietly coincided with the maturation of Verrocchio’s noticeably gifted 

apprentice Leonardo.164 

 At least one relatively early source from the 1530s or 1540s asserted that 

Verrocchio’s professional connections had brought Leonardo to Lorenzo’s attention. The 

author known as the Anonimo Gaddiano asserted in his Codice Magliabechiano that 

Leonardo had “stayed while young with the Magnificent Lorenzo de’Medici who had 

given [Leonardo] provisions so as to work in his [Lorenzo’s] garden near San Marco in 

Florence,” and that further, Lorenzo had dispatched Leonardo to Milan around 1480 with 

a lyre for the Duke.165 If even remotely true, the Anonimo’s statements indicate that 

Lorenzo may have known Leonardo well enough to know how he could best serve 

                                                           
163 Francis W. Kent, Lorenzo de’Medici and the Art of Magnificence (Baltimore, MD: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2004), 20. 
164 Kent, Lorenzo de’Medici, 18. “In questo tempo e anno 1470, Lorenzo de’Medici comminciò in 

Firenze a pigliare piede.” Francesco Guicciardini, Storia fiorentina dai tempi di Cosimo de’Medici a quelli 
del Gonfaloniere Soderini, ed. Piero and Luigi Guicciardini, vol. 3 of Opere inedito di Francesco 
Guicciardini (Florence: Barbèra, Bianchi e comp., 1859), 27. 
https://books.google.com/books?id=E5AKAAAAIAAJ&pg=PR6&dq=guicciardini,+storie+fiorentina&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEw
jPkrXav7HNAhXLdT4KHcgSBz8Q6AEIHjAA#v=onepage&q&f=false. Alternatively, see Francesco Guicciardini, 
Storie fiorentine dal 1378 al 1509, ed. Alessandro Montevecchi (Milan: Biblioteca universal Rizzoli, 
1998), 109. 

165 “Stette a giouane col Magnifico Lorenzo de Medicj; et dandolj prouisione per se il faceua 
lauorare nel giardino sulla piazza di San Marcho dj Firenze. Et haueua 30 annj, che’l dal detto Magnifico 
Lorenzo fu mandato al duca di Milano…a presentarlj una lira, che unico era in sonare tale extrumento.” Il 
codice magliabechiano cl. XVIL 17 contenente notizie sopra l’arte degli antichi e quella de’fiorentini da 
Cimabue a Michelangelo Buonattori, scritte da Anonimo Fiorentino, ed. Carl Frey (Berlin: G. Grote’sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1892), 110; Caroline Elam, “Lorenzo de’Medici’s Sculpture Garden,” Mitteilungen 
des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz, 36. Bd. H. ½ (1992): 58. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=E5AKAAAAIAAJ&pg=PR6&dq=guicciardini,+storie+fiorentina&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPkrXav7HNAhXLdT4KHcgSBz8Q6AEIHjAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=E5AKAAAAIAAJ&pg=PR6&dq=guicciardini,+storie+fiorentina&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjPkrXav7HNAhXLdT4KHcgSBz8Q6AEIHjAA#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Florentine interests as a “gift” from one ruler to another. Conversely, this potential 

familiarity would have benefited Leonardo by giving him entrance to the Medici network 

of intellectuals and wealthy patrons, and also access to the family’s collection of 

sculpture (housed in the garden near San Marco since 1475) and paintings.166 

 

Flemish Portraiture, Porphyry, and Pliny 

 If Leonardo’s apprenticeship with Verrocchio had informed the young artist of the 

Paragone, and Verrocchio had long worked for the Medici family, then the consequent 

Medici connection exposed Leonardo to some of the most classically cultured patrons in 

Florence. Their possession of models useful in synthesizing into an original “statement” 

about the Paragone provided Leonardo with the source materials to fulfill the 

requirements of his patron’s desire for an idealizing portrayal of Ginevra.167 

 Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci exhibits a rejection of the normative 

Florentine mode of portraying a woman. Generally, Leonardo’s predecessors and 

contemporaries in Italian cities, from the 1440s onwards, composed portraits in profile, 

bedecked with clothing and jewelry that signaled the wealth of the bride’s family and/or 

that of her soon-to-be husband’s.168 As contextualized by Patricia Simons, from the 

inception of the profile-portrait type in the early-fifteenth century, the genre constructed 

rigidly gendered roles for women who were “defined into existence when she entered 

                                                           
166 For a full explication of the existence of the Medici sculpture garden, see Elam, “Lorenzo 

de’Medici’s Sculpture Garden.” 
167 The Florentine Ugolino Verino specifically recalled Verrocchio as a praiseworthy teacher in a 

text of ca. 1502/1503. Butterfield, The Sculpture of Andrea del Verrocchio, 195. 
168 “[F]rom ca. 1440 nearly all Florentine painted profile portraits depicting a single figure are of 

women…Only in the later 1470s do portraits of women once more follow conventions for the male 
counterparts, moving from the restraining control of the profile format, turning towards the viewer.” 
Simons, “Women in Frames,” 41. 
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patriarchal discourse primarily as an object of exchange.”169 The active gaze of male 

Florentines en-framed women into inactive displays of male wealth and male authority 

over “invisible virtues” desired in wives and daughters-in-law.170 

 Put another way, the woman depicted in a typical, mid-fifteenth century portrait 

possessed no personal agency or psychology, and her individuality consisted of surface 

features alone. She was an ornament of her father-brother-husband, an armature, for the 

display of their possession of jewels, clothes, etc. In contrast, Ginevra de’Benci displays 

herself; the difference is one of passive vis-à-vis active voice, i.e. being spoken for vs. 

speaking for oneself. By portraying Ginevra turned towards the viewer and without any 

ostensible signs of her elite status—by divesting her of the usual, gender-constructing 

signifiers—Leonardo invests Ginevra with an inner, psychic depth that boldly confronts 

the viewer. As Alberti contended in the third book of his Della famiglia (“On the 

Family,” before 1434) about the properly chaste wife, “The beautiful face that’s praised 

is made repellent with blame by dishonest eyes.”171 Such opinions accord with our 

understanding of early-fifteenth century male expectations dictating that women prove 

their modesty by demurely averting their eyes when looked upon.172 

 The female profile-portrait type of the 1440s through 1460s reflected these 

prevailing attitudes, and therefore would have made Ginevra’s unflinching gaze quite 
                                                           

169 Simons, “Women in Frames,” 42. 
170 Simons, “Women in Frames,” 45. 
171 In full, Alberti writes that, “Lodasi il bello viso, ma e disonesti ochhi lo fanno lordo di biasimo, 

et spesso troppo acceso di vergogna, o pallido di dolore et tristezza d’animo.” Leon Battista Alberti, I Libri 
della Famiglia, ed. Girolamo Mancini (Florence: G. Carnesecchi e Figli, 1908), 3: lines 6-8, 209. 
https://books.google.com/books?id=gNmEAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Alberti,+della+famiglia&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahU
KEwiU1OLnk8vNAhWFHD4KHSMNAK4Q6AEIIzAB#v=onepage&q=occhi&f=false. For the dating of the text, see Leon 
Battista Alberti, The Family in Renaissance Florence, Book Three (I Libri Della Famiglia), trans. Renée 
Neu Watkins (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 1969), 1-2. 

172 For the importance to Florentine men of the averted gaze of women, see Simons, “Women in 
Frames,” 50-51. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=gNmEAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Alberti,+della+famiglia&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiU1OLnk8vNAhWFHD4KHSMNAK4Q6AEIIzAB#v=onepage&q=occhi&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=gNmEAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Alberti,+della+famiglia&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiU1OLnk8vNAhWFHD4KHSMNAK4Q6AEIIzAB#v=onepage&q=occhi&f=false
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possibly shocking or unexpected to viewers of an earlier generation. Portraiture 

conventions in Florence began to change in the 1470s when elite patrons (the Medici 

family foremost among them) began to import numerous Flemish portrait paintings for 

their collections.173 With the 1439 establishment of a branch of the Medici bank in 

Bruges they began amassing what Paula Nuttall has called a “spectacular collection of 

Netherlandish paintings.”174 Piero “The Gouty” de’Medici (d. 1469) may have been the 

“central figure” in establishing a “vogue” for Flemish aesthetics in Florence, importing 

sumptuous tapestries and paintings by famed Flemish artists of Bruges, including Jan van 

Eyck (ca. 1390–1441) and Petrus Christus (d. 1475/1476).175 

In the context of portraiture the Flemish style as developed by the 1430s 

composed the sitter from the abdomen up as three-quarters turned towards the picture 

plane; a portrait of Pope Eugenius IV Condulmaro (d. 1447) by the Burgundian Jean 

Fouquet (ca. 1420–1481) is thought to have been on display in Rome by the mid-1440s 

and as such the earliest-known example of the Flemish-type portrait in Italy.176 Perhaps 

only two other portraits by Italians prior to Leonardo featured the three-quarter-turned, 

painted portrait type: Andrea del Castagno’s ca. 1450 Portrait of a Man (Fig. 7) and 

Piero del Pollaiuolo’s 1471 Portrait of Galeazzo Maria Sforza (Fig. 8).177 The Portrait of 

Ginevra de’Benci therefore represented a rarity that scholars like Nuttall and Paul Hills 

                                                           
173 For a discussion of the other Florentine families who purchased Flemish paintings, etc., see 

Paula Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence. The Impact of Netherlandish Painting, 1400–1500 (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 121-124. 

174 Paula Nuttall, “Flanders, Florence, and Renaissance Painting: Relationships and Responses,” in 
Face to Face. Flanders, Florence, and Renaissance Painting, exh. cat. (San Marino, CA: The Huntington 
Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens, 2013), 23, 26. 

175 Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence, 115. 
176 Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence, 209. 
177 Andrea del Castagno (Florentine, before 1419–1457), Piero del Pollaiuolo (born Piero Benci, 

Florence, ca. 1443–Rome, 1496). See Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence, 214-216, figs. 231 and 233. 
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have interpreted as evidence of Leonardo’s close examination of Flemish paintings, 

possibly a Flemish portrait like the Portrait of a Lady by Petrus Christus, ca. 1460–1470 

(Fig. 9).178 The Medici inventory of 1492 refers to this work (or one similar to it) as “a 

painted panel of the head of a French lady painted in oil, [the] work of [Petrus Christus] 

of Bruges,” the most valuable of the Flemish paintings owned by the Medici at that point 

(and the third-highest valued of all 142 paintings listed among their possessions).179 And 

if Leonardo had adapted the Flemish style for the obverse portrait of Ginevra (in making 

what Nuttall has called “the most ‘Netherlandish’ of all Florentine portraits”), he may 

also have adopted a Flemish-type reverse based upon an example seen among the 

Medici’s forty-one other Flemish paintings.180 

 Paintings with “retro-image[s]” of imitated stone (as Marilyn Aronberg Lavin 

refers to them) amounted to a niche genre of portraiture produced during the late 

Quattrocento and early Cinquecento. Angelica Dülberg has done the most of any scholar 

to reveal the extent of the phenomenon.181 The prestigious rarity of these double-sided 

paintings with stone-mimicking reverses corresponds to that of their single-sided, 

medieval prototypes in which real “porphyry and other rare stones were set into precious-

metal frames and used by aristocrats as portable altars.”182 Examples of this type of 

                                                           
178 Petrus Christus (Flemish, active Bruges by 1444, died 1475/76). Nuttall, From Flanders to 

Florence, 107, 224-227, figs. 104, 242; Paul Hills, “Leonardo and Flemish Painting,” The Burlington 
Magazine 122, no. 930 (Sep., 1980), 608-615. 

179 “[U]na tavoletta dipintovi di [sic] una testa di dama franzese cholorita a olio, opera di Pietro 
Cresci da Bruggia.” Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence, 106, Appendix I, “Netherlandish Paintings Owned 
by the Medici,” item 1.2, 254. 

180 Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence, 224; Hills, “Leonardo and Flemish Painting,” 615. 
181 Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “Saint Francis Reads a Psalm: A Two-Sided Processional Panel,” 

Record of the Art Museum, Princeton University 44n2 (1985): 32. Angelica Dülberg, Privatporträts. 
Geschichte und Ikonologie einer Gattung im 15. und 16 Jahrhundert (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1990). 

182 Lavin, “Saint Francis Reads a Psalm,” 35. 
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Christian liturgical artifact can be seen in the Portable Altar of Countess Gertrude of 

Brunswick, ca. 1045 (Fig. 10) and that of an unknown English owner from the 1020s 

(Fig. 11). As Lavin has demonstrated, the marbles used, for example, often carried 

Christological and liturgical connotations without recourse to figurative imagery.183 

 Strangely, scholars including E. James Mundy and Suzanne Butters have 

overlooked that prior to Leonardo’s Ginevra of the 1470s, double-sided paintings that 

simulated stone on the reverse excluded heraldry.184 The Sienese Francesco di 

Vannuccio, for example, ca. 1387–1388 composed the verso of his Crucifixion with the 

Virgin and St. John the Evangelist with imitation porphyry (Fig. 12-13); and a little later 

ca. 1400–1410, the German Master of Saint Veronica painted the back of an Enthroned 

Virgin and Child with Saints as if black stone with white flecks (Fig. 14).185 In exactly 

the same manner as these late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth-century examples, Jan van 

Eyck in the 1430s painted the reverse of his Portrait of Margareta van Eyck to appear to 

be a lapidary rather than a wooden support (Fig. 15-16). 

All of these paintings perpetuated the medieval practice of associating precious 

stones like porphyry with Christian religious contexts, the very encasement or at least 

simulation of the materials denoting their value. The Saint Francis by Antonio Leonelli 

(d. 1525) extended the Christological lapidary visual relationship into the 1490s (Fig. 

                                                           
183 See Lavin, “Saint Francis Reads a Psalm.” 
184 E. James Mundy, “Porphyry and the ‘Posthumous’ Fifteenth Century Portrait,” Pantheon. 

Internationale Jahreszeitschrift für Kunst/International Annual Art Journal/Revue Annuelle Internationale 
d’Art 46 (1988): 37-43; Suzanne B. Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan. Sculptors’ Tools, Porphyry, and the 
Prince in Ducal Florence, 2 vols. (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1996). 

185 Francesco di Vannuccio (Italian, active Siena, documented 1356–1389, died before 1391); 
Master of Saint Veronica, attr. (German, active ca. 1395–ca. 1425). For more information about the 
Vannuccio painting, see Carl Brandon Strehlke, Italian Painting 1250–1450 in the John G. Johnson 
Collection and the Philadelphia Museum of Art (Philadelphia, PA: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2004), 
144-147. 
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17). By that point painters like Van Eyck had long before begun to reorient the 

metaphorical significance of stony backdrops towards the patrons themselves as 

portrayed on the panels’ obverses. 

 Hypothetically then, Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci subtly altered the 

genre of double-sided, portrait-paired-with-marbled versi—as developed by Italian and 

Flemish painters in the late-fourteenth through mid-fifteenth centuries—by portraying the 

patron emblematically via heraldic insignia on the reverse.186 Few painters followed 

Leonardo’s innovation of the “arboreal rebus,” as Hills regarded it.187 After Leonelli, 

Jacometto Veneziano crafted the most often cited and most Leonardesque examples of 

this type of painting in his Portrait of a Lady of the 1470s (Fig. 18-19) and Portrait of 

Alvise Contarini of ca. 1485–1495 (Fig. 20-21).188 The backs of these depict a Latin 

inscription V LLLL F/DELITIIS ANIMVM/EPLE/POST MORTEM/NVLLA 

VOLVP/TAS (roughly, “The soul is filled with no delight after death”) in gold above a 

sprig of leaves and berries against a cinnabar-red ground, and a young roebuck at rest 

                                                           
186 Although scholars disagree as to when or by whom they were made (Andrea del Castagno (d. 

1457), perhaps), the only emblematic portrait versi thought to be contemporaneous with that of Leonardo’s 
Ginevra appeared as part of portraits of anonymous individuals held in the Gottfried Keller Foundation 
collection in Zurich (Tempera on panel, 51.5 x 28.5 cm), and thought to be Medici family members, 
perhaps Piero “Il Gottoso” and his brother Giovanni di Cosimo de’Medici (1421–1463), because the backs 
depicted the Medici-family coat of arms of a disc with red balls on a gold ground within a wreath from 
which emanate tassel ended cords with knots. For a reproduction of this reverse, see Georg Pudelko, 
“Portraits Ascribed to Andrea del Castagno,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 68, no. 398 (May, 
1936), plate 2, A, 241. For discussions of the painting(s), see Hellmut Wohl, The Paintings of Domenico 
Veneziano. A Study in Florentine Art of the Early Renaissance (New York, NY: New York University 
Press, 1980), catalogue raisonné no. 81, 195, plates 226-227 for the portrait obverses; John Pope-Hennessy, 
The Portrait in the Renaissance (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1966), 24-25. 

187 Hills, “Leonardo and Flemish Painting,” 615. 
188 Jacometto Veneziano (Italian, active Venice by ca. 1472, died ca. 1497). 
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chained to a centrally-positioned, bronze disc (inscribed with the Greek, AIEI, αἰεἱ 

meaning “ever” or “always”) set within an imitation porphyry panel.189 

 Leonardo’s decision to simulate the red-purple stone of porphyry also arose from 

the marble’s cultural survival since Antiquity as reserved for imperial, or at least royal, 

personages.190 Of this, Butters writes that, “It was the high status of purple throughout the 

ancient Mediterranean world that eventually made porphyry the imperial stone par 

excellence…its use to denote high rank in antiquity was known in the Renaissance, and 

imitated.”191 When used for funerary monuments, or portraits, Latin purpura linked the 

vestiges of an individual’s presence in architecture or in simulacrum to the stone’s 

classical associations with a “durability that countered the fugacity of human life, 

dynasties, and regimes.”192 Verrocchio had made a potent demonstration of this 

understanding of the material’s elite status, and decorous applicability to funerary 

aesthetics, in his prominent inclusion of it for the tomb that Lorenzo de’Medici had 

commissioned from him and Verrocchio’s bottega (workshop) in 1469 for Piero and 

Giovanni de’Medici, Lorenzo’s father and uncle respectively.193 Like his father Piero’s 

involvement with the tomb for his father Cosimo de’Medici’s tomb before the high altar 

in San Lorenzo, undoubtedly Lorenzo participated in the conceptualization of the 

                                                           
189 For the translation of this Greek term, see the Tufts University Perseus Digital Library. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29ei%2F&la=greek. Hellmut Wohl briefly discusses such paintings, as 
well as the reception of porphyry in general within his larger exposition of the aesthetic meanings of 
materials. The Aesthetics of Italian Renaissance Art. A Reconsideration of Style (New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 183-184. 

190 For a full disquisition on the early modern (and medieval) reception of classical attitudes 
towards porphyry, see Mundy, “Porphyry and the ‘Posthumous’…Portrait,” and Butters, The Triumph of 
Vulcan, specifically 35, no. 1 for the etymology of the term “porphyry.” 

191 Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan, 85-86. 
192 Suzanne Butters, “Porphyry,” in The Classical Tradition, ed. Anthony Grafton, Glenn W. 

Most, and Salvatore Settis (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), 771. 
193 For a thorough analysis of this project, see Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 89-98. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29ei%2F&la=greek
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Verrocchio tomb as work progressed in 1470–1472, by which point Verrocchio had 

installed it. Scholars like Sheard have also speculated that Verrocchio’s trip to Venice in 

1469 immediately before receiving the patronage would have given him more direct 

experience with the polychromatic effect and political connotations that porphyry could 

convey.194 The “language of materials” (as Sheard calls it) that Verrocchio may have 

acquired there resonated with Lorenzo’s own apparent wish that the tomb speak grandly, 

but also subtly of his nascent personal power—signaled through the use of porphyry for 

the tombs of emperors or rulers as their sole prerogative—and that of the regal nature of 

his kindred, “messages conveyed by both porphyry and bronze.”195 

Other texts and images produced in the 1470s asserted a similar correlation 

between the color purple and political power, but as a hue befitting the independent city 

of Florence itself. Bartolomeo dalla Fonte (1445–1513), for example, composed a Latin 

song to Lorenzo, in which his dead father Cosimo urges, “Thus may purple kinds yield to 

you, O Florence,/And thus may you see great leaders subjected to your laws.”196 And for 

a manuscript copy of Jacopo di Poggio Bracciolini’s Italian translation of the History of 

the Florentine People of ca. 1474–1478, an illustration of Florence appears in which the 

city is populated with golden buildings amidst a ground dyed purple.197 As all of these 

                                                           
194 “There [in Venice, Verrocchio] would encounter a symbolism of sovereignty, triumph, and 

power expressed through spoils made from” porphyry, and “It seems beyond doubt…that Verrocchio 
acquired an interest in porphyry while working on the tomb marker of Cosimo—an assignment which 
perhaps had occasioned his learning the techniques of working with this relatively intractable material.” 
Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 75. 

195 Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 68. Sheard writes further 
that “the selection of porphyry as the second material [after bronze] of the tomb must have been equally 
deliberate on Lorenzo’s part, and could in no way have resulted solely from a purely artistic decision of 
Verrocchio’s.” Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 71. 

196 “Sic tibi purpurei cedant, Florentia, reges,/Sic videas magnos sub tua iura duces.” Quoted in 
and translated by Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan, 90n42. 

197 Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan, 90-91. 
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items suggest, although physically rare, porphyry had begun to “speak” to a growing 

audience of elite patrons in Florence of the 1470s. 

 As for Leonardo, Covi notes in his consideration of the Medici tomb of 1469–

1472 that, “[i]ts originality and perfection of execution have led some modern scholars to 

suspect the collaboration of, if not a more decisive role by, Leonardo da Vinci,” a 

supposition that Covi finds specious but admits that “Leonardo was most certainly in 

Verrocchio’s workshop at the time.”198 In this chronological context, the process of 

designing and completing the Medici tomb preceded the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci by 

only a few years, and therefore involved Leonardo in one of the most materially and 

compositionally elaborate deployments of porphyry of the fifteenth century (let alone in 

Florence).199 Until the identification of other examples, only Jan van Eyck’s portraits 

with porphyry-like versi from the 1430s predate Leonardo’s Ginevra, and this arguably 

means that the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci (Fig. 1-2) demonstrates Leonardo’s 

perception of the possibility that the double-sided portrait type with a simulated porphyry 

reverse could metaphorically imbue the individual on the obverse with the durable 

material associations on the reverse carried by that rarest of marbles: purple porphyry. 

 The appearance of purple porphyry on one side of the Portrait of Ginevra 

de’Benci indicated its unseen presence as the very material foundation from which 

Leonardo’s imagery emerges on the other side. It is this key quality that attests to the 

artwork as a means with which Leonardo could assert what a painting could be and do 

within the Paragone. While the petrification of Ginevra’s status as an eternally virtuous 

and honorable woman fulfilled the needs of the patron and sitter, the portrait also argued 
                                                           

198 Covi, Andrea del Verrocchio, 95. 
199 Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 63-64. 
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in favor of Leonardo as painter able to manipulate stone—the sculptor’s archetypal 

material—by seemingly shaping and coloring it. In doing this, Leonardo’s mode of fare a 

paragone also invoked the classical authority found in Book Thirty-Five of the Natural 

History (Historiae naturalis) of the Roman writer and natural philosopher, Pliny the 

Elder (d. 79 CE).200 

 Leonardo’s access to Pliny occurred perhaps as a visitor to the Medici household, 

when he may have heard oral commentaries on a Latin edition or read passages from the 

1476 Italian translation made by the Florentine Cristoforo Landino (1424–1498).201 Or 

perhaps he encountered Pliny earlier in 1469, when his arrival in Venice with Verrocchio 

coincided with the first printed publication by the first printing press in Venice (operated 

by Johannes De Spira) that it aroused their attention.202 However it happened, the list of 

books that Leonardo owned as written in the Codex atlanticus (dated ca. 1483–1518), 

specifically included “Plinio” along with others canonical texts, such as the Bible, Aesop, 

                                                           
200 Sheard notes that “Pliny the Elder’s Historia Naturalis” had been “given widespread currency 

among leading Florentine artists by [Lorenzo] Ghiberti’s reliance upon it in his Commentaries.” Sheard, 
“Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 69n28. As cited by Sheard, for further 
information about Ghiberti and his Commentarii, see Richard Krautheimer and Trude Krautheimer-Hess, 
Lorenzo Ghiberti (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970), 1: 306-314. For a general history of the 
history of the reception of Pliny the Elder’s Natural History after the first century CE, see Charles G. 
Nauert, Jr., “Humanists, Scientists, and Pliny: Changing Approaches to a Classical Author,” The American 
Historical Review 84, no. 1 (Feb., 1979): 72-85; Charles G. Nauert, Jr., “Caius Plinius Secundus,” in 
Catalogus translationum et commentariorum: Medieval and Renaissance Latin Translations and 
Commentaries. Annotated Lists and Guides, ed. F. Edward Cranz and Paul Oskar Kristeller (Washington, 
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1980), 4: 296-422. 

201 Nauert, Jr., “Caius Plinius Secundus,” 307. 
202 Sheard, “Verrocchio’s Medici Tomb and the Language of Materials,” 69n28. For the most 

recent monograph on Pliny and the Natural History as pertaining to the early modern period, see Sarah 
Blake McHam, Pliny and the Artistic Culture of the Italian Renaissance. The Legacy of the Natural History 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013). 
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Albertus Magnus, Livy, Ovid, the travelogue of John de Mandeville, Petrarch, and a text 

on rhetoric.203 

 In the passage most relevant to Leonardo and the Paragone, Pliny describes the 

state of painting in Rome during the mid-first century CE, writing that, “[Because] we 

now find no pleasure in landscapes [painted] on panels or on bedroom walls, [we have] 

begun even to paint on stone” (“non placent iam abaci nec spatia montes in cubiculo 

dilatantia: coepimus et lapidem pingere”).204 Other scholars have interpreted Pliny 

slightly differently, including H. Rackham, who in 1969 translated Pliny’s passage as, 

“We are no longer content with panels nor with surfaces displaying broadly a range of 

mountains in a bedchamber; we have begun even to paint on the masonry,” and Jacob 

Isager who in 1991 interpreted Pliny to mean that “We no longer care for panels and the 

large wall surfaces that make the mountains expand in our bedchambers. We have even 

begun to paint with stones.”205 In 2013 Dagmara Wielgosz translated the passage as, “No 

longer now are we satisfied with formal compartitions of marble, or with slabs extended 

like so many mountains in our chambers, but we must begin to paint the very stone 

itself.”206 That four variations of “lapidem pingere” could exist opens the possibility that 

                                                           
203 Leonardo da Vinci, The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci. Compiled & Edited from the 

Original Manuscripts, ed. Jean Paul Richter, 3rd ed. (New York, NY: Phaidon Publishers INC., 1970), 2: 
no. 1469, 366-368. 

204 My translation. In full, Pliny writes that, “[P]rimumque dicemus quae restant de pictura, arte 
quondam nobili—tunc cum expeteretur regibus populisque—et alios nobilitante, quos esset dignata posteris 
tradere, nunc vero in totum marmoribus pulsa, iam quidem et auro, nec tantum ut parietes toti operiantur, 
verum et interraso marmore vermiculatisque ad effigies rerum et animalium crustis. non placent iam abaci 
nec spatia montes in cubiculo dilatantia: coepimus et lapidem pingere.” Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 
trans. H. Rackham, M.A. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969), 9: bk. 35, sec. 1, lines 2-3, 
260. 

205 For Rackham translation, see Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, sec. 1, lines 2-3, 260-
261; For Isager, see Pliny on Art and Society. The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art, trans. 
Henrik Rosenmeier (Odense, Denmark: Odense University Press, 1991), 114-115. 

206 For Wielgosz, see “Coepimus et lapide pingere: marble decoration from the so-called Baths of 
Diocletian in Palmyra,” Studia Palmyreńskie / Études palmyréniennes, no. 12 (2013): 319. The passage in 
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Leonardo, too, could have understood Pliny as saying that the Romans had painted either 

with the buon fresco technique “on the masonry” or with some other vehicle “on stone.” 

If the latter, then it fit what Leonardo needed it to say: like the Romans, he would paint 

on stone (or simulate it) and hence demonstrate his mastery of the painter’s material 

techne, but also that of the sculptor’s by literally overlaying the marble with paint. 

According to Butters, with very few exceptions “[t]he ancient custom of painting 

stone sculptures” had not “persisted through the Renaissance.”207 Similarly, Vinzenz 

Brinkmann has even asserted that, “in contrast to the Renaissance, a simple acceptance of 

the clear white marble was [in the early-nineteenth century] no longer possible.”208 

Certainly, if classically minded medieval and early modern, humanist patrons and 

painters had required a reason to cover stone, figurative sculpture with paint, they would 

have found support in Pliny for having done so. He recounted the story of an Athenian 
                                                                                                                                                                             
question does not appear in K. Jex-Blake, trans., The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art 
(Chicago, IL: Argonaut, Inc., Publishers, 1968). 

207 Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan, 110. In footnotes 89, 91-92 to this page, Butters balances her 
statement by noting the existence of some polychromed statuary that might have informed a Renaissance 
understanding of the classical practice of painting sculpture. To cite her own supportive references, yes, as 
J.B. Ward-Perkins noted, “[t]he painting of sculpture and sculpted monuments was quite common” in 
classical Greece. Yes, as Lawrence Keppie writes, the Romans had “painted in red” the letters of 
inscriptions and the “sculpted details on stone…in a variety of colours.” For these, see J.B.Ward-Perkins, 
Marble in Antiquity. Collected Papers of J.B.Ward-Perkins, ed. Hazel Dodge and Bryan Ward-Perkins, 
Archaeological Monographs of the British School at Rome, no. 6 (London: The British School at Rome, 
1992), 20-21n23; Lawrence Keppie, Understanding Roman Inscriptions (London: Batsford, 1991), 15. The 
dissenting voice to this understanding of Roman practice is that of Giancarlo Susini, The Roman 
Stonecutter. An Introduction to Latin Epigraphy, ed. E. Badian, trans. A.M.Dabrowski (Totowa, NJ: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1973), 29. The three Duecento and two Quattrocento examples that Butters 
presents as evidence (respectively, a sepulchral marker and two Madonna and Child from Genoa and Pisa, 
and the Florentine monuments of Leonardo Bruni and Carlo Marsuppini) exhibited polychromatism only 
minimally. For these, see Enrico Castelnuovo, ed., Niveo de marmore. L’uso artistico del marmo di 
Carrara dall’XI al XV secolo (Genova: Edizioni Colombo, 1992), 56, 64; John Pope-Hennessy, Italian 
Renaissance Sculpture, vol. 2 of An Introduction to Italian Sculpture, 4th ed. (London: Phaidon Press, Ltd., 
1996) 370, 377, plates 134-135, 138-139, 140-141. 

208 Vinzenz Brinkmann, “Research in the Polychromy of Ancient Sculpture. Introduction to the 
Exhibition,” in Gods in Color. Painted Sculpture of Classical Antiquity, exh. cat., ed. Vinzenz Brinkmann 
and Raimund Wünsche (Munich: Stiftung Archäologie Glypothek Munich, 2007), 21. In antithesis, 
Christiane Klapisch Zuber has written that, “Esiste dunque una pratica perfettamente ammessa, che impone 
alla statuaria monumentale un decoro colorato.” Christiane Klapisch Zuber, “Statua depicta, facies ficta. Il 
colore delle statue e il belletto delle donne,” in Niveo de marmore, ed. Castelnuovo, 21.  
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painter named Nicias that, “when asked which of [the sculptor Praxiteles’] works in 

marble he placed the highest [he responded], ‘The ones to which Nicias has set his hand’ 

– so much value did [Praxiteles] assign to his colouring of surfaces.”209 Despite this 

Plinian anecdote, and the tombs of Leonardo Bruni and Carlo Marsuppini in the 

Florentine church of Santa Croce notwithstanding, there is little evidence to support the 

thinking that Leonardo’s immediate predecessors and contemporaries in the central 

Italian peninsula of the mid- to late-fifteenth century colored marble sculpture. If they 

had, and even if the paint disappeared with the weathering of age, such a practice 

represented the exception and not the rule; the apparently predominant Quattrocento 

relegation of polychromy to sculptures in wood, terracotta, or stucco anticipated what 

Annamaria Giusti has described as “the decisive and total abandonment of pictorial finish 

on stone sculpture” in the classical art of the sixteenth century.210 

Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci therefore introduced a novel formulation 

of the idea of painted stone into a circle of patrons and artists—The Medici, the Benci, 

Verrocchio—who associated loosely across class lines based on shared classical interests. 

Their possession of an educated “period eye[s]” unique to Florence of the 1460s and 

1470s permitted a perception of Leonardo’s individual sources, the manner in which the 

portrait synthesized them, and the consequent polyvalence. 

                                                           
209 “[H]ic est Nicias, de quo dicebat Praxiteles interrogates, quae maxime opera sua probaret in 

marmoribus: quibus Nicias manum admovisset; tantum circumlitioni eius tribuebat.” Trans. Rackham, 
Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, sec. 40, line 133, 358-359. Cited, with commentary, by Oliver 
Primavesi, “Colorful Sculptures in Ancient Literature? The Textual Evidence Revisited,” in Gods in Color, 
203. 

210 “Nell’arte italiana il classicismo cinquecentesco, determinante per i nuovi orientamenti della 
scultura, comportò l’abbandono deciso e totale delle finiture pittoriche sulla scultura in pietra.” Annamaria 
Giusti, “Il contributo del restauro alla conoscenza della policromia su pietra,” Il colore nel medioevo. Arte 
simbolo tecnica. Pietra e colore: conoscenza, conservazione e restauro della policromía. Atti delle 
Giornate di Studi. Lucca 22-23-24 Novembre 2007, ed. Paola Antonella Andreuccetti and Iacopo 
Lazzareschi Cervelli (Istituto storico lucchese: Lucca, 2009), 177.  
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The brilliance of Leonardo rested in crafting a set of imageries that independently 

appealed to different traditions, but that together catalyzed a more culturally complex 

meaning when perceived as constituting a singular, harmonious iconography. The 

Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci explicitly fit expected patronal needs for a beautiful 

portrayal of a young patrician woman in the then fashionable Flemish mode and symbolic 

language of chivalry. More implicitly, Leonardo’s painting as a totality of obverse and 

reverse gave reified utterance to the idea long disputed by intellectuals that a painter 

could win the Paragone against poets and sculptors. In this case, and before he had every 

put his views into writing, Leonardo crafted a verisimilitude of Ginevra that synthesized 

what was nominally understood to be each art’s unique strength: the polychromy of 

painting’s surfaces, the durability of sculpture’s physical matter, and the inner life of an 

individual precisely conveyed by poetry.211 

 

Leonardo’s Verbalization of the Paragone Debate 

 At the time of painting the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci in the mid-1470s, 

Garrard notes that “Leonardo had…produced no body of theory.”212 And yet the earliest 

dated fragments of Leonardo’s thoughts about the Paragone ca. 1492 recommend that at 

the Court of Ludovico il Moro in Milan Leonardo found the language to verbalize what 

he could only visualize as a young painter: that painting and painters approached or even 

                                                           
211 A speaker in Angelo Decembrio’s De politia litteraria (dated to the 1450s) opines about 

painting vis-à-vis poetry that, “let us say no more of the ingenium of writers: it is a divine thing and beyond 
the reach of painters,” that, “What sculptor in stone, or painter on panel, could portray the face of Aeneas 
more accurately than Virgin does on paper?,” and finally that, “the most commonplace poets describe 
anything they want more precisely and fully than any painter…can.” Cited and translated in Baxandall, “A 
Dialogue on Art,” 320, 322. 

212 Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 42. 
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surpassed poetry and sculpture, and their practitioners, in presenting the entirety of an 

individual in a way that opposed the obliteration of their memory by time’s fugacity.213  

 Leonardo’s extensive writings make it far easier to excavate, as it were, these 

ideas as they developed in Milan (and elsewhere), and in contrast to many other early 

modern practitioners of painting and sculpture who wrote little if nothing. In fact, in her 

cross-referential examination of many Leonardo manuscripts, Claire Farago has argued 

that “most of the polemics against poetry, music, and sculpture were conceived…largely 

by 1492” and “recur[ed] as late [as] 1513.”214 At some point during this period, Leonardo 

began loosely to systematize his statements about the art of painting into what has 

become referred to as the “Book of Painting by Messer Leonardo da Vinci” (Libro di 

Pittura di M. Lionardo da Vinci).215 The initial portion of this treatise (Parte Prima) dealt 

specifically with the rhetorical competition between poets, painters, and sculptors, i.e. the 

Paragone, but only achieved coherency as such through the efforts of other individuals 

after Leonardo’s death. It has been proposed that Leonardo’s heir and student, Francesco 

Melzi, edited his master’s works at some time in the later-sixteenth century.216 

The most comprehensive manuscript of the Parte Prima is the Codex Vaticanus 

Urbinas 1270.217 Despite the fact that the “Codex Urbinas apparently never circulated,” 

Farago and Monica Azzolini have highlighted that Leonardo’s claims need not have 

                                                           
213 For discussions about Leonardo’s intellectual activities in Milan, see Monica Azzolini, 

“Anatomy of a Dispute: Leonardo, Pacioli and Scientific Courtly Entertainment in Renaissance Milan,” 
Early Science and Medicine 9, no. 2 (2004): 115-135; Monica Azzolini, “In praise of art: text and context 
of Leonardo’s ‘Paragone’ and its critique of the arts and sciences,” Renaissance Studies 19, no. 4 (Sep., 
2005): 487-510. 

214 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 15. 
215 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 3. 
216 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 16. 
217 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 159-163. 
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taken a textual form for distribution. For example, Baldassare Castiglione’s early-

sixteenth century Book of the Courtier (Il libro del Cortegiano) included Leonardesque 

Paragone assertions most probably because the author had worked in Milan 

contemporaneously with Leonardo, ca. 1490–1499.218 That other later authors refer to it 

makes clear that parts of Leonardo’s Parte Prima found a ready readership who knew the 

manuscript at least in parts, so that some variation of Leonardo’s views formed the basis 

of aesthetic discourse on the Paragone during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; 

even Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) contributed to what would eventually became a 

copious Paragone literature.219 

 Within the Parte Prima, Leonardo reserved passages of disputation specifically 

against poetry, music, and others against sculpture, as if in individual confrontation with 

a defender of poetry, a musician, and another claiming preeminence for sculpture, all part 

of larger counter-claims for painting. Based upon analyses by Farago and Carlo Pedretti, 

the Parte Prima contains four sections that can be accurately dated ca. 1492 due to their 

appearance in Ms. A.220 Two of the Ms. A chapters contend with poets, one with 

musicians, two with sculptors; all of them pertain to analogous aspects of the Portrait of 

Ginevra de’Benci in relation to the Paragone, restating in words what Leonardo had 

demonstrated so masterfully in visual form.221 In concert with undated components of the 

Codex Vaticanus Urbinus, Leonardo calls attention to three characteristics of painting 

                                                           
218 Azzolini, “Anatomy of a Dispute,” 119n14; Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 4, 17, 166. 

For Castiglione’s interlocutors’ discussion of the Paragone, see Baldesar Castiglione, Il libro del 
Cortegiano, ed. Giulio Preti (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore, 1960), 1: sec. 50-52, 97-101. 

219 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 17-20. For Galileo, see Erwin Panofsky, Galileo as a 
Critic of the Arts (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1954). 

220 Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 162nn12-13. 
221 For the Ms. A fragments, see Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 19, 208-215; chap. 

23, 220-227; chap. 31, 242-247; chap. 38, 264-269. 
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that are lacking in poetry and sculpture alike, and that are evident in Leonardo’s portrait: 

the ideas of similitude (similitudine), time (tempo), and color (colore). 

 Recall that the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci consisted of a portrait on the obverse 

in the Flemish style (subsequently popular with other Italian painters), and on the reverse 

an oval wreath of palm and laurel (or bay) boughs around a juniper sprig wound with a 

ribbon with the motto “VIRTVTEM FORMA DECORAT,” all set against a simulated 

slab of white-speckled, purple porphyry. In effect, Leonardo’s two-sided panel replicated 

in paint the likeness of Ginevra de’Benci as individual who possesses both an exterior 

physiognomy and interior psychology expressed in image and word, the media of the 

painter and also the poet. Only by seeing both sides of the painting could viewers 

perceive the whole person and thereby approach an understanding of her as composite. 

Further, while Ginevra undoubtedly appears beautiful on the obverse, only the impresa 

on the reverse explains why: the symbols there communicate that because she possesses 

the poet’s crown of laurel/bay, and deserves the palm associated with Christian martyrs, 

“Beauty Adorns Virtue.” In her analysis, Garrard suggests that the Latin motto 

“VIRTVTEM FORMA DECORAT” could easily “refer to the beauty of the portrait as of 

the sitter, suggesting that the beauty seen…results both from the sitter’s inner virtue and 

the artist’s ability to depict it.”222 That is to say, Garrard continues, that it could “be 

construed to mean: ‘He adorns her virtue with (her) beauty’” or “‘her virtue is enhanced 

by the beauty that derives from it, which the painter can portray’.”223 If the whole of the 

painting as both obverse and reverse silently says this, then it accords with Leonardo’s 

later statement found in the Ms. A about poetry vis-à-vis painting that, “while poetry 
                                                           

222 Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 45. 
223 Garrard, “Who Was Ginevra de’Benci?,” 45. 
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extends to the figuration of forms, actions, and places in words, the painter is moved by 

the real similitudes of forms to counterfeit [them].”224 This is to say, as Leonardo 

continues, that the painter conveys by way of a painted likeness that which is the essence 

of a thing whereas the poet cannot draw so near due to the limitations of words.225 As 

examples of this, Leonardo argues: “Place the name of God in writing in a place and, if 

you set up his figure opposite this, you will see which is the more revered,” and “Take a 

poet who describes the beauties of a lady to her lover, and take a painter who figures her, 

you will see where nature will lead the enamoured judge.”226 These hypothetical 

instances attested to the fact that the very materiality (or lack thereof) of their media not 

only differentiated the painter from the poet, but also determined their capacities to 

fashion affective similitudes. Thinking about “portraiture” in the widest sense of the early 

modern intent to replicate the resemblance of an individual accurately, it was the visceral 

apprehensibility that set painting hierarchically above poetry, especially if the painter 

carefully combined (or simulated the appearance of) materials that the other discipline 

could not employ.227 Unlike the paper and pen of poetry, the painter’s choice of a stone 

                                                           
224 Originally from Ms. A: “[S]e la poesia s’astende con le parolle a figurare forme, atti e siti, il 

pittore si move con le proprie similitudini delle forme e contraffare esse forme.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo 
da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 19, 208-209. 

225 Originally from Ms. A: “[G]uarda qual è più propinquo a l’homo, ol nome de homo o la 
similitudine d’esso homo?” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 19, 208-210. Garrard 
argued for something similar with reference to the earlier work by Elizabeth Cropper. See Garrard, 
“Leonardo da Vinci. Female Portraits, Female Nature,” 61-62. 

226 Originally from Ms. A: “Pone in scritto il nome d’Iddio in un locho, et ponni la sua figura a 
riscontro, vedrai quale si più reverita,” and “Tolgassi un poeta che descriva le bellezze d’una donna al suo 
inamorato, et tolgassi un pittore che la figuri, vedrassi dove la natura volgera più il giudicatore inamorato.” 
Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 19, 210-211. 

227 In this same Ms. A chapter (19, 208-209), Leonardo demonstrates an acute enough knowledge 
of the Greco-Roman antecedents to Quattrocento Paragone discourse to invert Simonides with “Se tu 
dimanderai la pittura mutta poesia, anchora il pittore potra dire la poesia orba pittura,” and paraphrase 
Horace’s admittance that poets shared with painters a great degree of imaginative freedom: “Se’l poeta è 
libero, come ‘l pittore, nelle inventioni, le sue finctioni non sonno di tanta satisfatione alli homini quanto le 
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or metal support (or their counterfeit) fortified a portrait’s mnemonic power to eternalize 

the individual represented by giving it the physical capacity (in veristic colors) to resist 

the contingencies of existence. 

 Time, did, indeed, occupy a small but evidently important place within the 

Paragone. Leonardo referred to it repeatedly in the Parte Prima as a rhetorically 

significant element to consider, but only fully glossed the theme in the Codex atlanticus. 

Therein Leonardo writes that, 

O Time, devourer of things and O envious old age, destroyer of things, 
consuming everything with the hard teach of aging little by little like a 
slow death. When Helen of Troy saw herself reflected in a mirror with the 
wrinkles of her face made by aging, she wept in disbelief that she’d been 
taken now twice.228 

The painter’s power lay precisely in denying time and old age to wither the memory of an 

individual whose actual aging denies whatever beauty they possessed in life. This beauty 

Leonardo calls a “harmony” based in the “proportionality” of individual members, 

corporeal or aural with respect to poetry, and music. Just so, the delights presented to the 

living eyes and to the ears by poets and musicians unfortunately and inevitably die as 

quickly “as in being born,” or are destroyed in a few years because of time: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
pitture.” Simonides is thought to have said that “Painting is silent poetry; poetry is painting that speaks.” 
For Simonides, see n33 and 43 above. 

228 The quotation in full reads: “O tēpo, consumatore delle cose, e o invidiosa antichità, tu 
distruggi tutte le cose, e consume tutte le cose da duri dēti della vecchiezza a poco a poco cō lēta morte! 
Elena quando si specchiaua, vedēdo le vizze grinze del suo viso, fatte per la vecchiezza, piagnie e pēsa 
seco, perchè fu rapita due volte. O tēpo consumatore delle cose, e o invidiosa antichità, per la quale tutte le 
cose sono consumate!” Trans. Richter. The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci, compiled and edited from 
the original manuscripts by Jean Paul Richter (London: Phaidon Press, Ltd., 1970), 2: no. 1163, 242. The 
English translation provided in the Richter text reads, “O Time, consumer of all things! O envious age! 
Thou dost destroy all things and devour all things with the hard teeth of years, little by little in a slow death. 
Helen, when she looked in her mirror, seeing the withered wrinkles made in her face by old age, wept and 
wondered why she had twice been carried away. O Time, consumer of all things! And O envious age by 
which all things are consumed!” 
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This does not happen when such a beauty is imitated by a painter, because 
time conserves [a painting]...[and] If the poet wishes to make himself 
equal to the painter in this case, he does not take into account that when 
his words mention these beauties…time divides one from another and puts 
oblivion between each of them.229 

Leonardo had actualized this thought by associating Ginevra with the stone porphyry and 

rendering her durable in colors, and yet in his notes he referred to the creation of 

paintings on metal: “If you [poet] say that poetry is more eternal, I would say to this 

that…a painting can be painted on copper with enamel colors to make it more eternal.”230 

Although no known paintings on copper by Leonardo survive, he frequently proposed 

such artworks with reference to sculpture. In this aspect of the Paragone, Leonardo 

distinguished at least two interwoven arguments in favor of the superiority of painting 

vis-à-vis its visual rival: painting’s ability to eternalize and individualize through the 

application of colors to a metal support. 

 In the Ms. A and elsewhere in his notes, Leonardo realizes that sculptors might 

claim preeminence because “sculpture has…the greatest resistance to time” as it “fear[s] 

humidity, fire, heat, and cold less than painting.”231 To this, Leonardo responds in the 

                                                           
229 Originally from Ms. A. In full: “La pittura ti rapresenta in un subbito la sua essentia nella virtu 

vissiva e per il proprio mezzo donde la impressiva ricceve li obbietti naturali…Che non fa l’occhio, vero 
mezzo infra l’obbietto et la impressiva, il quale immediate conferisse con somma verita le vere superfitie e 
figure di quel che dinanzi se gli apresenta, delle quali ne nasce la proportionalita detta armonia...Il quale 
anchora e men degno che quello de l’occhio perché tanto quanto ne nasse, tanto ne more, et è si veloce nel 
morire come nel nassere. Il che intervenire non pò nel senso del vedere perché, se tu rapressenterai a 
l’occhio una belleza humana composta de proportionalita de belle membbra, esse bellezze non sono sì 
mortali, nè sì presto si struggono, come fa la musicha…Ma la bellezza di tal armonia il tempo in pochi anni 
la destruggie, il che non accade in tal bellezza immitata dal pittore perché il tempo longhamente la 
conserva…Il quale in questo caso si vole ecquiparare al pittore, ma no s’avede che’lle sue parole nel far 
mentione delle membra di tal bellezze, il tempo le divide l’un da l’altro et infra mette la obblivione et 
divide le proportioni.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 23, 220-223. 

230 Originally from Ms. A, the passage in full reads: “Se voi dicesti la poesia è più etterna, per 
questo dirò essere più etterne l’opere d’un calderaio ch’el tempo più le conserva che le vostre o nostre 
opera…Et la pittura si può depingendo sopra rame con colori di vetro farla molto più etterna.” Trans. 
Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 19, 212-213. 

231 Originally from Ms. A: “Ciò che’lla ha, è che le più resistente al tempo benché a simile 
resistentia la pittura fatta sopra rame grosso coperto di smalto bianco, et sopra quello depinto con colori di 
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Libro A (dated ca. 1508–1510) that a painter could easily paint on “terracotta with 

glazes” or better yet “on copper thickly covered with white […and] colored enamels” for 

those would “last[…] an eternity beyond sculpture.”232 According to Leonardo, color 

provides the key characteristic that differentiates the painted versus sculpted product, so 

if both types of artworks could be made equally everlasting then painting could be 

deemed superior. Like the painter, the sculptor who “works in clay or wax…can take 

away and add on, and when…finished…can readily cast [the work] in 

bronze…[resulting] in the most permanent sculpture.” And yet, the “painting made on 

copper…is the equal of bronze…[because] If the bronze remains black and brown, the 

painting is filled with varied and charming colors and is of infinite variety.”233 With 

colors, painters create convincing depictions of space “hundreds of miles” in depth, as 

well as “transparent bodies…luminous things…reflected lines…lucid bodies like 

mirrors…mists…bad weather and infinite…things which I will not say because it would 

                                                                                                                                                                             
smalto e rimesso in foco e fatto chocere.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 38, 266-267; 
not from Ms. A: “Dico lo scultore, la sua arte essere più degna che’lla pittura con ciò sia che quella è più 
aeterna per temer meno l’umido, e’l foco, e’l caldo, e’l fredo che la pittura.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 37, 260-261. 

232 Originally from Libro A, in full the passage reads: “Dira lo scultore far opera più etterne ch’el 
pittore. Qui si risponde esser virtu della material sculta et non dello scultore che la sculpisse, e se’l pittore 
dipingie in terra cotta con vetri, essa sarà più etterna che la scultura.” Emphasis added. Trans. Farago, 
Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 43, 280-281; Originally from Ms. A, “[B]enché a simile resistentia la 
pittura fatta sopra rame grosso coperto di smalto bianco, et sopra quello depinto con colori di smalto e 
rimesso in foco e fatto chocere. Questa per eternità avanza la scultura.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s 
Paragone, chap. 38, 266-267. For examples of polychromatic terracotta sculptures produced in the 
generation before Leonardo, see Italian Renaissance Sculpture in the Time of Donatello, exh. cat. (Detroit, 
MI: Founders Society, Detroit Institute of Arts, 1985), plates 3-5 (attributed to Donatello, 13-14 (Luca della 
Robbia). 

233 Originally from Ms. A: “[L]o scultore, se fa di terra o ciera, può levare e porre, et quando è 
terminata con facilita si gitta di bronzo. Et questa è l’ultima operazzione et la più permanente…Adonque, 
quella pittura fatta in rame, che si più com’è ditto della pittura, levare et porre à par al bronzo…Se questa 
scoltura di bronzo, quella di rame e di vetro è etternissima. S’el bronzo rimane nero et bruno, questa pittura 
è piena di varij et vaghi colori et d’infinite varieta.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 
38W, 282-285. 
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be tedious.”234 By enumerating all that sculpture could not imitate, Leonardo contended 

that the dignity of the painter’s art adhered to the artist and not to their materials. The 

opposite was true with respect to an artwork’s durability when its value lay precisely in 

its materiality and not the artist. 

 

An Impetus for Posterity 

Leonardo’s notebooks reveal the articulation of Paragone arguments in favor of 

painting beginning in the early 1490s. However inchoately formed, we can discern 

Leonardo’s theory to be that, a painting in oil on metal or stone hybridized the salient 

characteristics claimed by painters and sculptors as indicative of their artistic supremacy. 

Such a painting presented the mental invention and colorful imitation of Nature derived 

from the painter’s artifice, and prevented the physical degradation and decay of time 

derived from the painter’s choice of a support more durable than linen canvas or wooden 

panel. The Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci hints at an earlier visualization of these opinions 

from the mid- to late 1470s. The painting served as forceful rebuttal by Leonardo to his 

peers and predecessors about normative attitudes prevalent in Paragone literature that 

judged painting to a lesser than, or barely equivalent, status in contradistinction to poetry 

and sculpture. Leonardo’s painting also gave impetus to painters in the succeeding 

generation to put into practice what he could only theorize. To do so, Leonardo’s verbal 

and visual rhetoric suggest, would be a means to refute not just poets but sculptors: to 

                                                           
234 Originally from Ms. A, the passage in full reads: “Lo scultore non si pò diversificare nelle varie 

nature de’ colori delle cose, la pittura non manca in parte alcuna. Le prospettive delli scultori non paiono 
niente vere, quelle del pittore paiono a centinaia de migliaia di la dall’opera. La prospettiva aerea è lontana 
dall’opera. Non possono figurare li corpi trasparenti, non possono figurare i luminosi, non linee refflesse, 
non corpi luccidi come spechi et simili cose lustranti, non nebbie, non tempi oscuri et infinite cose che non 
si diconon per non tediare.” Trans. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, chap. 38, 266-267. 
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claim the power to depict the very essence of an individual, the form that time does not 

change and that poets cannot show; to claim the durability of the sculptor’s materials not 

just by imitating stone, but by colorfully painting right on it or on metal sheets. The poet 

Francesco Maria Melza seemed to grasp this potentiality almost immediately after the 

revelation by Sebastiano del Piombo (ca. 1485–1547) of an experimental method to paint 

with oils on actual stone. Praising the painter for his 1532 portrait of Giulia Gonzaga on 

slate, Melza wrote: 

You, whose technique, with marvelous care/Equals the mallet, and the 
greatness/That sculpture alone used to possess/Giving to colors no little 
beauty,/So that painting becomes magnificent,/Ascending to such 
heights,/That within reason, and in order not to reveal the lovely 
secret,/You move thoughtfully to the highest and happiest endeavor.235 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
235 Francesco Maria Melza (1489–1544): “Tu, che lo stile, con mirabil cura/Pareggi col martello, e 

la grandezza/Che sola possedea già la scultura/Ai color doni e non minor vaghezza,/Sì che superba gir può 
la pittura,/Sola per te salita a tanta altezza,/Col senno, onde n’apristi il bel segreto,/Muovi pensoso a l’alta 
impresa e lieto.” Quoted in Benedetto Varchi, “Della Maggioranza delle Arti – Disuputa II,” in Varchi – 
Pino – Dolce – Danti – Sorti, vol. 1 of Trattati d’Arte del Cinquecento, Fra Manierismo e Controriforma, 
ed. Paola Barocchi (Bari: Gius. Laterza & Figli, 1960), 41. 
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CHAPTER 3. NEITHER HERE, NOR THERE 

Color turns out to be a kind of touchstone of reality. That which is given is 
colored; that which our symbol-creating intellect and fancy put together is 
uncoloured. Thus the external world is perceived as colored. 

—Aldous Huxley236 

Funerary Portraits in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Rome 

 A small memorial hangs on the wall halfway down the left side aisle of the church 

of Santa Maria in Trastevere in Rome (Fig. 22 a). Dedicated to Gabriele Prato of Asti, 

the little aedicule is decorated with inlaid marble pilasters enclosing an epitaph beneath a 

broken pediment that frames a diminutive image of a man painted on a reflective enough 

material for us to infer that it is either metal or stone. The painting presents only a limited 

portal into the nature of the individual due to its size and distance from the ground. While 

his physical body remains nearly indiscernible, the inscription that identifies him also 

gives Gabriele a voice: 

Reader Stay/Neither living nor dead/Here do I cling, here do I grieve/I had 
been deprived of a son/I had lost a wife/Here/I am returned to my son/And 
I am not separated from my wife/And while/Looking upon the dead/I 
myself await death/A stone from fear/I erect this stone/Nor do I lack 
feeling/For even the stones themselves/Have their own tears.237 

Our presence before his portrait in pigments and poetic inscription activates Gabriele to 

hail us directly in a self-descriptive action that collapses time. Even if this interaction 

occurs only imaginatively, it negates Gabriele’s absence and ameliorates the sense of 

unassuageable loss after his death. In contrast to the impersonated voice of Baldasare 

Castiglione’s wife, who says of a portrait of the author that “I caress, laugh and joke with 

                                                           
236 Aldous Huxley, “Heaven and Hell,” in The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell (New 

York, NY: Perennial Library, Harper & Row Publishers, 1990), 91. 
237 Unless otherwise noted, Dr. Jeremy Thompson (PhD, University of Chicago, 2014) translated 

the Latin texts of the epitaphs that exist as the literary portions of these monuments. All other translations 
are by the present author. 
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it…[for it] seems almost to respond, to indicate a desire to say something,” Gabriele and 

those who see and read his memorial actually do respond to each other as if viewers and 

those on view hold a conversation across time and across the divide between the dead and 

the living.238 

 

The Popularization of Painting on Stone and Metal Supports 

 In the context of early modern Rome, the memorial to Gabriele Prato of Asti in 

Santa Maria in Trastevere epitomizes a hitherto unnoted aesthetic development that 

began during the latter half of the sixteenth century and entailed the installation of two-

dimensional rather than three-dimensional effigies into mortuary monuments. While a 

few of these portraits are on canvas, in buon fresco, or made with the micro-mosaic 

technique, the majority made during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are painted 

in oils on semi-circular metal plates and stone slabs. Material durability and vivacious 

color motivated patrons to install these painted simulacra into their funerary monuments 

as an alternative to sculpted effigies. Although patrons did not choose paintings with 

anywhere near the same frequency as sculptures, the decision illuminates a popular 

adaptation of the rhetoric of the Paragone. Not only did the materials of these paintings 

endow the funerary portraits with a lifelikeness and resistance to the effects of time, they 

did so as syncretic re-conceptualization of the classical Roman imago clipeata form as 

pertinent to Tridentine, Catholic eschatological doctrine about the place of the dead as 

psychosomatic unity. The cumulative, pictorial effect of these Christian memorials 

conveyed to viewers that, just as Romans marked those who had achieved enduring fame 
                                                           

238 Castiglione quoted in and translated by David Rosand, “The Portrait, the Courtier, and Death,” 
in Castiglione. The Ideal and the Real in Renaissance Culture, ed. Robert W. Hanning and David Rosand 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983), 94; for the Latin original, see 126n2. 
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with the imago clipeata, so too could Christians. Thereby they could memorialize the 

paradoxical, post-mortem existence of the dead as neither here on Earth nor yet 

necessarily in Heaven, awaiting ultimate resurrection at the end of time and the Second 

Coming of Christ. 

 

From Leonardo’s Theory to Sebastiano’s Practice 

 The origins of funerary portraits painted on stone and metal derived in no small 

part from Leonardo da Vinci. As discussed in the second chapter of this dissertation, in 

the late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth centuries Leonardo had possibly argued at the court 

of Milan and certainly had written in his notebooks in favor of a painting technique that 

applied oil paint to stone slabs or sheets of metal, ostensibly as a means to overcome the 

Paragone debate in favor of painters. Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci (Fig. 1-2) 

of ca. 1474–1478 could very well have been a visualization, or visual complement, to his 

verbalized claims. Just over a decade after his death in 1519, the invention of a practice 

about which Leonardo had only theorized began to attract the attention of a small group 

of painters and connoisseurs in Rome. Although no written sources remain to identify 

how this occurred, a profusion of surviving artworks attest to an increased demand for 

small-scale portraits like that of Gabriele Prato painted on stone or metal (Fig. 22 b). The 

installation of these artworks into funerary monuments indicates that a popular audience 

of patrons had reinterpreted the utility of this type of portraiture not as a means of 

participating in the Paragone, but rather as imagery that would give them an enduring 

physical and social presence at the site of their otherwise absence and so immortalize 

themselves or their family members. 
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 The conventional history told by scholars about early modern paintings on stone 

and metal supports begins not with Leonardo, but with the painter generally referred to as 

Sebastiano del Piombo. Born around 1485, Sebastiano of the Luciani family emerges into 

the historical record by the middle of the first decade of the sixteenth century.239 

Consensus posits that Sebastiano trained in Venice with the painter Giorgione—and in 

the same workshop as the young Titian—until 1511 when Agostino Chigi (ca. 1465–

1520) invited Luciani to Rome where “Sebastianus Venetus” would live and work until 

his death in 1547.240 Sebastiano arrived in the Eternal City to work on Chigi’s urban 

villa, the Farnesina, and yet found himself witness to some of the most significant 

aesthetic revelations of the age: the unveiling of the first half of Michelangelo’s Sistine 

Ceiling frescos, and the final stages of Raphael’s work in the nearby papal apartment 

known as the Stanza della Segnatura.241 Sebastiano’s relationships with his 

contemporaries included a brief collaborative friendship with Michelangelo and an 

ultimately beautiful competition with Raphael (1483–1520) that resulted in Sebastiano’s 

The Raising of Lazarus and Raphael’s Transfiguration, both commissioned by Cardinal 

Giulio de’Medici around 1516.242 

 Sebastiano’s fame and loyalty to this patron, who would become Pope Clement 

VII de’Medici (r. 1523–1534), resulted in the artist’s entrance into the papal household as 

                                                           
239 See Michael Hirst, Sebastiano del Piombo (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1981), 1-

3; Mauro Lucco, “Sebastiano del Piombo in Venice,” in Sebastiano del Piombo. 1485+1547, ed. Giuseppe 
Scandiani, Claudio Strinati, and Bernd Wolfgang Lindemann (Milan: F. Motta, 2008), 24. 

240 Hirst, Sebastiano, 3, 32, 139-140; Lucco, “Sebastiano,” 24. 
241 Hirst, Sebastiano, 32-35. 
242 See Hirst, Sebastiano, 66-75; Roberto Contini’s catalogue entry on The Raising of Lazarus in 

the exhibition catalogue Sebastiano del Piombo. 1485+1547, 178. See especially the work of Sheryl E. 
Reiss, Cardinal Giulio de’Medici as a Patron of Art, 1513–1523,” PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 
1992 (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Press), and, as co-authored with Kenneth Gouwens, The Pontificate of Clement 
VII: History, Politics, and Culture (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005). 
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part of the famiglia in late 1531.243 Having received the appointment to the Office of the 

Piombo, Sebastiano took nominal religious vows as a lay member of the Cistercian 

Order, a salary worth approximately 800 ducats, rooms in the Vatican palace, and became 

responsible for securing the authenticity of the papal seal as attached to apostolic 

documents issuing from the papal chancery.244 Sebastiano the piombatore apolostolico 

became known to history as Frate Sebastiano del Piombo.245 Regardless of how 

Sebastiano had been forced to “fish” for his office as a courtier, his technical ingenuity as 

an artist had revealed itself the year before.246 In June of 1530, Pope Clement VII’s 

personal attendant Vittore Soranzo wrote to the humanist writer Pietro Bembo in Venice. 

Amongst the news from Rome, Soranzo made special mention that, 

You should know that Sebastiano our Venetian has found a secret [way] to 
paint in oils on marble that will make paintings more or less eternal 
[eterna]. As soon as the colors dry they unify on the marble in a manner 
that almost petrifies [impietriscono] them, and he has made every test [of 
the method] and found it to be durable [durevole].247 

Although it has never been definitively proven, Sebastiano may have painted the Portrait 

of Pope Clement VII—or one of the extant portraits like it—as one of the first examples 

                                                           
243 “Nostro Signore papa Cl[emente] mi ha facto piombatore.” For Sebastiano’s full description of 

this event as described to Michelangelo in a letter of November, 1531, see Paola Barocchi and Renzo 
Ristori, eds., Il carteggio di Michelangelo (Florence: Sansoni Editore, 1973), 3: DCCCXXXIII, 342-347. 

244 Piers Baker-Bates, “Sebastianello Nostro Venetiano: The Career of Sebastiano del Piombo and 
the Concept of a ‘Court Artist’ in Renaissance Rome,” The Court Historian 16, no. 1 (Jun., 2011): 12-17. 

245 Hirst, Sebastiano, 122. In his will of 1547, Sebastiano is specifically referred to as “Frate 
Sebastiano de’Luciani veneziano, piombatore apostolico.” See Hirst, Sebastiano, Appendix B, 153. 

246 As Sebastiano himself wrote in a letter to Pietro Aretino (dated 4 December, 1531), “basta io 
son Frate piombator, cio è l’offitio che havea Frate Mariano et viva Papa Clemente…dite al Sansovino, che 
a Roma si pesca offitij, piombi, Capelli, e altre cose.” Quoted in Hirst, Sebastiano, 122n2. For this letter, 
see also Baker-Bates, “Sebastianello,” 16. 

247 “Dovete sapere che Sebastianello nostro Veneziano ha trovato un secreto di pingere in marmo a 
olio bellissimo, il quale fara la pittura poco meno che eterna. I colori subito che sono asciutti, si uniscono 
col marmo di maniere  che quasi impietriscono, et ha fatto ogni prova et è durevole.” Quoted in Angela 
Cerasuolo, “Sebastiano e la tecnica della pittura su pietra: moventi, modalità e fini di una invenzione di 
successo,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la pittura su pietra: il Ritratto di Baccio Valori, Restauro e ricerche, 
ed. Alessandro Cecchi, Marco Ciatti, and Oriana Sartiani (Florence: Edifir, 2014), 47. 
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of oil on stone in ca. 1531 (Fig. 23).248 Regardless of which surviving portrait of the 

pontiff on slate came first, by 1533 or 1534 Sebastiano had begun to utilize stone painting 

supports on a grand scale with his Nativity of the Virgin for the Chigi Chapel of S.M. del 

Popolo.249 Although Francesco Salviati finished the painting in 1554, it remains the most 

famous and largest example of the technique of painting with oils on stone created during 

the early modern period. 

For that commission, Sebastiano ambitiously chose a single piece of peperino 

marble measuring 3.5 m x 5.5 m x ~25 cm and weighing approximately 5,700 pounds, a 

scale that required alterations to the wall of the chapel in the form of an extra layer of 

brick buttressing visible on the exterior.250 Late-sixteenth century commissions by Pope 

Clement VIII Aldobrandini (r. 1592–1605) for similarly large-scale paintings required 

multiple stone panels joined together by metal brackets that eventually rusted due to the 

absorption of water in the fissures, causing the destruction and eventual removal of the 

artworks from Saint Peter’s. Cristofano Roncalli’s Punishment of Sapphira (1599–1604), 

for example, survived its transfer in ca. 1726 to the left-hand, lateral wall of the choir of 

Santa Maria degli Angeli e Martiri and can still be seen there in all of the glory of an 

artwork that measures in total 4.2 x 7.6 meters. Nonetheless, the eighteen individual stone 
                                                           

248 For a discussion of this portrait with regard to whether it was the one referred to by Sebastiano 
in a letter to Michelangelo dated October 3, 1531 (or represents a later version), see Stefano Pierguidi, “Le 
Portrait de Clément VII par Sebastiano del Piombo du J. Paul Getty Museum,” Revue de L’Art, no. 160 
(2008): 55-59; for a transcription of this letter, see Il carteggio di Michelangelo, 3: DCCCXXVIII, 332-
335. 

249 An argument can also be made that Sebastian’s oldest extant painting on stone is the Portrait of 
Baccio Valori. With reference to Hirst, Contini recalls this argument in his catalogue entry for the portrait 
in Sebastiano del Piombo. 1485+1547, 216. See also Christiane J. Hessler, “The Man on Slate: Sebastiano 
del Piombo’s portrait of Baccio Valori and Valori the Younger’s speech in Borghini’s Il Riposo,” Source 
25, no. 2 (2006): 18-22. 

250 See Hirst, Sebastiano, 89, 141, and plate 134 for a picture of the special additions made to the 
altar wall for Sebastiano’s painting. Pace Tullia Carratù who argues in her catalogue entry on the artwork 
that it consisted of “small blocks of perperino stuccoed together with a resinous substance,” in Sebastiano 
del Piombo. 1485+1547, 228. 
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slabs with which it’s made appear very distinctly when seen in raking light thus marring 

the creation of a unified, pictorial surface (Fig. 3).251 

 Arguably, many factors converged to impel Sebastiano to implement his painting 

procedure. At the papal court of early-sixteenth century Rome, competitions between 

artists often depended on the demonstrable mastery of materials and techniques. Success 

meant acclaim and patronage on the local level; success might also mean admittance into 

the expanded field of artistic fame and fortune that existed symbiotically within the larger 

network of elite patrons. In Sebastiano’s case, his early painting career in Venice barely 

survived transplantation to Rome, as his work for Agostino Chigi in 1512 entailed 

applying the buon fresco technique. As Michael Hirst has written, the decorations 

completed by Sebastiano for Chigi present “an embarrassment for the painter’s 

admirers.”252 That Chigi had simultaneously hired Raphael to decorate the Farnesina only 

exacerbated the reality of Sebastiano’s technical inexperience, a miscalculation that Chigi 

did not repeat.253 

 Letters from the early-1520s attest to the continuing role of materials and the 

added importance of innovation in the rivalry between Sebastiano and Raphael’s 

followers, Giulio Romano (ca. 1492/99–1546) and Gianfrancesco Penni (1496–after 

1528). Writing to Michelangelo in mid-1520, Sebastiano explained that his competitors 

had made an experimental showpiece of the way to paint with oils on the wall in the 

                                                           
251 This work is also known as the Death of Ananias and Sapphira. See Louise Rice, The Altars 

and Altarpieces of New Saint Peter’s. Outfitting the Basilica, 1621–1666 (New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 28, 158, 170; Miles L. Chappell and Chandler W. Kirwin, “A Petrine Triumph: 
The Decoration of the Navi Piccole in San Pietro under Clement VIII,” Storia dell’Arte 21 (1974): 119-
170. 

252 Hirst, Sebastiano, 34. 
253 Hirst, Sebastiano, 33. 
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Vatican apartment of the Room of Constantine.254 Pushed by these efforts, in late 1521 he 

again wrote to Michelangelo with the confident news that he himself had found a way to 

combine oils with buon fresco plaster that, “will not drop off the wall as [happened] to 

those in [the Vatican] palace.”255 As realized in the Borgherini Chapel, Sebastiano’s 

experimental buon fresco matrix successfully established a ground for painting with oils 

on the wall, and in this surpassed his living rivals, even if Michelangelo later denigrated 

the method when Sebastiano suggested he use it for his Last Judgment (1536–41).256 

Undeterred, Sebastiano’s continued experimentation proved the applicability of the 

ground to stone and metal supports. As far as what compelled him to invent his painting 

technique, he does not seem to have had only contemporary competition in mind. 

 Before referring to Romano and Penni, Sebastiano emphasized in his letter of 

1521 to Michelangelo that he intended his efforts to “match Leonardo.”257 Indeed, 

between 1521 and 1531 Sebastiano did not simply match Leonardo, but superseded his 

predecessor’s efforts by manifesting what Leonardo had either only theorized or failed to 

realize in actuality. Beyond his interest in making slow-drying, richly-colored, oil 

                                                           
254 Hirst, Sebastiano, 62. 
255 “Io lo facio a olio nel muro, che credo vi contentarò de modo che’l non colerà del muro come 

fano quelli de Pallazo.” Quoted in Hirst, Sebastiano, 62. 
256 For examinations of Sebastiano’s work in the Borgherini Chapel, as well as the involvement of 

Michelangelo, etc., see Hirst, Sebastiano, 49-65. As Vasari recounted the story, “Fu, come si è detto, 
Bastiano molto amato da Michelagnolo. Ma è ben vero che, avendosi  a dipigner la faccia della cappella del 
Papa, dove oggi è il Giudizion di esso Buonarroto, fu fra loro alquanto disdegno, avendo persuaso fra’ 
Sebastiano al Papa che la facesse fare a Michelangelo a olio, là dove esso non voleva farla se non a fresco. 
Non dicendo dunque Michelangelo né sì né no, et acconciandosi la faccia a modo di fra’ Sebastiano, si 
stette così Michelagnolo senza metter mano all’opera alcuni mesi; ma essendo pur sollecitato, egli 
finalmente disse che non voleva farla se non a fresco, e che il colorire a olio era arte da donna e da persone 
agiate et infingarde, come fra’ Bastiano; e così gettata a terra l’incrostratura fatta con ordine del frate, e 
fatto arricciare ogni cosa in modo da poter lavoare a fresco, Michelagnolo mise mano all’opera, non si 
scordando però l’ingiuria che gli pareva avere ricevuto da fra’ Sebastiano, col quale tenne odio quasi fin 
alla morte di lui.” Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’piu eccellenti pittori, scultori e architettori, nella redazioni del 
1550 e 1568, ed. Rosanna Bettarini and Paola Barocchi (Florence: Sansoni Editore, 1967), 5: 101-102. 

257 “Ditte al compare Leonardo.” Hirst, Sebastiano, 62. 
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frescos, Sebastiano’s oil paintings on stone hypothetically responded to Leonardo’s stated 

interest in the role of materials within the larger debate of the Paragone. Sebastiano 

could have learned of Leonardo’s opinions about the relative merits of painting and 

sculpture (and painting’s claims to superiority), either in person or in textual form. 

Moving in the highest circles of Roman patronage, Sebastiano could have met Leonardo 

himself in Rome between 1513 and 1516 when the Florentine lived in the Belvedere 

apartments as the guest of Cardinal Giuliano de’Medici, brother of the then Pope Leo X 

de’Medici (r. 1513–1521).258 Alternatively, Sebastiano could have read portions of 

Leonardo’s treatises or have known of Leonardo’s arguments in an anonymous form with 

the publication in 1528 of Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier.259 

 

After Sebastiano, Enter Vasari 

 Regardless of the source of his cognizance, Sebastiano practiced a painting 

technique that he knew Leonardo had only theorized. How Sebastiano learned to prepare 

an experimental mixture of hydrated calcium sulphate (i.e. slaked lime), mastic, “Greek 

pitch,” and acorn oil that made it possible to paint on stone slabs remains a mystery.260 

The letter of 1530 had made no mention of it, and despite his extensive use of the 
                                                           

258 Claire J. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone. A Critical Interpretation with a New Edition of 
the Text in the Codex Urbinas (New York, NY: E.J. Brill, 1992), 18n43. 

259 For the dating of Leonardo’s Libro A, see Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 16, 162. For 
the importance of Castiglione and his Book of the Courtier, see Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone, 17-
18; Farago specifically argues about the relationship between Leonardo’s theories and Castiglione’s Il libro 
del Cortegiano that the “text…was already conflated in the Renaissance with Leonardo’s comparisons of 
the arts and which was, in all likelihood, the main source for the transmission of his defense of painting to a 
sixteenth-century audience,” 166. Chapters 49-52 of Il libro del Cortegiano deal with the Paragone; for 
these see Baldesar Castiglione, Il Libro del Cortegiano, ed. Giulio Preti (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore, 
1960), 95-101. 

260 For a recent analysis of Sebastiano’s recipe, see Roberto Bellucci, “La sperimentazione di 
Sebastiano del Piombo con l’olio di ghiande,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la Cappella Borgherini nel 
Contesto della Pittura rinascimentale, ed. Santiago Arroyo Esteban, Bruno Marocchini, and Claudio 
Seccaroni (Florence: Nardini Editore, 2010), 58-60. 
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technique, it remained relatively little known by Sebastiano’s contemporaries and 

opaquely explicated in the earliest biographies of the artist published in 1550 and 1568 by 

the Florentine Giorgio Vasari (1511–1574).261 

 As perceived from the mid-century, Florentine and Roman point of view, Vasari’s 

Lives of the Most Excellent Artists provides a wealth of polemical information on the 

state of art in the mid-sixteenth century and is often conceived of as one of the first 

histories of late-Medieval and Renaissance art in the central and northern Italian 

peninsula. Vasari’s excellence as a storyteller and compiler of artists’ anecdotes far 

overshadows his critical fortune and fame as a painter or designer, even though it was not 

for lack of direct experiential knowledge. Mastery of the fundamentally material aspects 

of art mattered to Vasari; excellence in disegno (good design) depended on it.262 And 

even if Vasari left this implicitly stated, he made it clear in both editions of the Lives by 

beginning each with a comprehensive explication of the physical practices involved with 

painting, sculpture, and architecture.263 In this context of Vasari’s notable appreciation 

                                                           
261 After his death in 1547, an inventory of Sebastiano’s studio revealed his possession of 

numerous pieces of stone (porfiro, marmori) of various sizes and “various instruments to saw stone” 
(Diversi instrumenti da segar sassi). See Hirst, Sebastiano, Appendix B, 155-156. Girolamo Amati, known 
as “Momo,” had originally published the inventory of Sebastiano’s house and studio in 1872. See Paola 
Piacentini, ed., Lettere romane di Momo (Bologna: Pàtron, 2001), 9, 11, 76-77. 

262 Of disegno, Vasari writes in the “Proemio” that “scultura, & la pittura per il vero sono sorelle; 
nate di un Padre, che è il Disegno.” In the technical “Introduzzione” that, “Tutte queste professoni, & arti 
ingegnose si vede che deriuano dal’disegno: il quale è capo necessario di tutte: & non l’hauendo no si ha 
nulla.” Further, he writes that, “Per che il Disegno, padre delle tre Arti nostre, Architettura, Scultura, & 
Pittura, procedendo dall’Intelleto, caua di molte cose vn giudizio vniuersale, simile a vna forma, o vero 
Idea di tutte le cose della natura, laquale è singolarissima nelle sue misure…E perche da questa cognitione 
nasce vn certo concetto, & giudizio, che si forma nella mente quella tal cosa, che poi espressa con le mani 
sichiama Disegno; si puo conchiudere, che esso disegno altro non sia, che vna apparente espressione, & 
dichiarazione del concetto, che si ha nell’animo, & di quello, che altri si è nella mente imaginato, e 
fabricato nell’Idea.” Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de’ Piu Eccellenti Pittori, Scvltori, et Architettori, Scritte, & di 
nuou Ampliate da M. Giorgio Vasari Pit. Et Architet. Aretino. 3 vols. (Florence: Giunti, 1568), 1: 7, 66, 43. 
Newberry, Case W O35.936. 

263 Louisa S. Maclehose, trans., Vasari on Technique. Being the Introduction to the Three Arts of 
Design, Architecture, Sculpture and Painting, prefixed to the Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, 
Sculptors and Architects, edited by G. Baldwin Brown (London: J.M. Dent & Company, 1907). 
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for the materiality of art making, that he made multiple references in the Lives to painting 

in oil on stone (and also metal) supports does not altogether surprise. 

 At the time Vasari was writing in the 1540s, ‘50s, and ‘60s, only a handful of 

painters knew of—let alone knew how—to apply Sebastiano’s innovation. To put this 

into perspective: of the 1240 paintings on stone slabs inventoried by Judith W. Mann in 

2015 (in preparation for an international loan exhibition at the St. Louis Art Museum) 

only eighty-two (~7%) were created before ca. 1570 by approximately thirty-five 

artists.264 Perhaps it is these historical circumstances that have led to the interpretation of 

these artworks as evidence of an early modern aesthetic vogue associated with 

Mannerism, cabinets of curiosities, and a “climate of appreciation for the precious and 

remarkable, the rare and unusual.”265 Certainly the Medici commissions of the 1560s for 

small-scale painted portraits of family members on oval pieces of slate and rectangular 

pieces of tin fit this type of patronage.266 They are essentially keepsakes intended to be 

experienced as intimate mementos of an elite family’s genealogy within the privacy of a 

palace corridor or special room for artworks; they are not visible declarations on a small 

scale of the continued presence of the individuals portrayed within public spaces such as 

in churches. Nonetheless, given the profusion of examples that appeared after the 

republication of Vasari’s Lives in 1568, the possibility arises that the text aided in 

                                                           
264 This analysis is based upon research lists (in the form of spreadsheets) generously provided by 

Dr. Judith W. Mann in late May, 2015. 
265 Edgar Peter Bowron, “A Brief History of European Oil Paintings on Copper, 1560–1775,” in 

Copper as Canvas. Two Centuries of Masterpiece Paintings on Copper 1575–1775, ed. Michael K. 
Komanecky (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1999), 11. 

266 These were made by anonymous artists associated with the workshop of Agnolo Bronzino. For 
a short, more general, history of the Medici collection of miniatures, housed in the Uffizi Gallery, see Silvia 
Meloni, “The Collection of Miniatures and Small Portraits,” in Paintings in the Uffizi & Pitti Galleries, 
trans. Carolin Hufton Murphy and Henry Dietrich Fernandez (New York, NY, Udine: Little, Brown and 
Company, Inc., Magnus Edizioni, 1994), 626-628. 
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introducing the novel technique to a much wider audience of painters and patrons in the 

decades around the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

Vasari described the practice of painting with oil on stone twice in the prefatory 

and more technically oriented “Introduction of Giorgio Vasari, Painter from Arezzo, to 

the arts of design, that is to say architecture, painting, and sculpture” that precedes each 

edition of the Lives, and again in Sebastiano’s artistic biography.267 Within the chapter 

“Of Architecture,” and in the context of the types of stone used for architectural 

decoration and sculpture, Vasari noted the existence of a soft, blackish slate from the 

coast of Genoa, specifically from a place called Lavagna (on the Ligurian coast south of 

Genoa and Rapallo), “excavated in pieces ten braccia long and are made use of by artists 

for their oil paintings, because pictures painted on slate last much longer than on any 

other material, as we shall discuss more appropriately in the chapters on painting.”268 

Vasari devotes an entire section within “Of Painting” to “Of painting in Oil on Stone, and 

                                                           
267 Maclehose, Vasari on Technique, 1. “Introduzzione di M. Giorgio Vasari Pittore Aretino. Alle 

Arti del Disegno, cioè Architettura, Pittura, & Scoltura.” Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 10. Newberry, Case W 
O35.936. 

268 The passage in full reads: “§ 13. Of Slates. We now come to a different order of stones, 
blackish in colour and used by the architects only for laying on roofs. These are thin flags produced by 
nature and time near the surface of the earth for the service of man. Some of these are made into 
receptacles, built up together in such a manner that the pieces dovetail one into the other. The vessels are 
filled with oil according to their holding capacity and they preserve it most thoroughly. These slates are a 
product of the sea coast of Genoa, in a place called Lavagna; they are excavated in pieces ten braccia long 
and are made use of by artists for their oil paintings, because pictures painted on slate last much longer than 
on any other material, as we shall discuss more appropriately in the chapters on painting.” Maclehose, 
Vasari on Technique, 54-55. The passage in Italian in full reads: “Ecci vn’altra sorte di Pietre che tendono 
al nero; & non seruono a gli Architettori se nõ a lastricare tetti. Queste sono lastre sottili, spdotte [?] a suolo 
a suolo dal tempo & dalla natura, per seruizio degli huomini, che ne fanno anchora pile, murandole 
talmente insieme che elle commettino l’una nel altra, & le empiono d’olio secondo la capacità de’corpi de 
quelle, & sicurissimamente ve lo conseruano. Nascono queste nella riuiera di Genoua, in vn luogo detto 
Lauagna. e se ne cauano pezzi lunghi x. braccia, e i Pittori se ne seruono, a lauorarui su le pitture a olio; 
perche elle vi si conseruano su molto piu lungamente, che nelle altre cose; come al suo luogo si ragionerà 
ne’capitoli della pittura.” Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 18-19. Newberry, Case W O35.936. 
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what stones are good for the purpose.”269 This expanded explication begins with praise 

for the “courage of our pictorial artists” who had begun from combining oils with fresco 

to working with oils on stone.270 Vasari then names the best kinds of stones to use, lists 

the necessary steps to treat the stone prior to working, and observes that such paintings do 

not require a final coat of varnish.271 Nowhere in either chapter does Vasari attribute the 

                                                           
269 Maclehose, Vasari on Technique, 238-239. “Del dipingere in pietra a olio, &, che pietre stano 

buone Cap. XXIIII.” Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 54. Newberry, Case W O35.936. 
270 Maclehose, Vasari on Technique, 238. The passage in Italian in full reads: “E Cresciuto sempre 

lo animo a’nostri artefici pittori, faccendo, che il colorito a olio, oltra l’hauerelo lauorato in muro, si possa 
volendo lauorare ancora su le pietre.” Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 54. Newberry, Case W O35.936. 

271 The passage in full reads: “§ 89. Oil painting on Stone. The courage of our pictorial artists has 
gone on increasing, so that colouring in oil, besides the use made of it on the wall, can when they desire be 
employed also for painting on stones. Of these last they have found a suitable kind on the sea-coast of 
Genoa, in those flagstones we have spoken of in connection with Architecture, which are very well fitted 
for this purpose, for the reason that they are compact and of fine grain, and take an even polish. In modern 
times an almost unlimited number of artists have painted on these slabs and have found the true method of 
working upon them. Later they have tried the finer stones, such as marble breccias, serpentines, porphyries 
and the like, which being smooth and polished admit of the colour attaching itself to them. But in truth 
when the stone is rough and dry it imbibes and takes the boiled oil and the colour much better; as is the 
case with some kinds of soft peperino, which, when they are worked over the surface with an iron tool and 
are not rubbed down with sand or a piece of hearth stone, can be brought to a smooth surface with the same 
mixture that I spoke of in connection with the rough cast and that heated trowel. Therefore it is not 
necessary to begin by spreading size on all of these stones, but only a coat of priming of oil colour, that is, 
the composition already referred to, and when this is dry the work may be begun at will. He who desires to 
paint a picture in oil on stone can take some of those Genoese flagstones and have them cut square and 
fixed in the wall with clamps over a layer of stucco, spreading the composition well over the joinings so as 
to make a flat surface of the size the artist needs. This is the true way of bringing such works to a finished 
state, and when completed, ornaments can be added of fine stones, breccias, and other marbles. These, 
provided they are worked with diligence and care, endure forever. They may or may not be varnished, just 
as you like, because the stone does not suck up, that is, absorb as much as does the panel or canvas, and it is 
impervious to worms, which cannot be said for wooden panels.” Maclehose, Vasari on Technique, 238-
239. In Italian: “Del dipingere in pietra a olio, &, che pietre stano buone Cap. XXIIII.”; “E Cresciuto 
sempre lo animo a’nostri artefici pittori, faccendo, che il colorito a olio, oltra l’hauerelo lauorato in muro, si 
possa volendo lauorare ancora su le pietre. Delle quali hanno trouato nella riuiera di Genoa quella spezie di 
lastre, che noi dicemmo nella architettura, che sono attissime a questo bisogno. Perche, per esser serrate in 
se…e per hauere la grana gentile, pigliano il pulimento piano. In su queste hanno dipinto modernamente 
quasi infiniti, & trouato il modo vero da potere lauorarui sopra. Hanno prouato poi le pietre piu fine, come 
mischi di marmo, serpentini, & porfidi, & altre simili, che sendo liscie, & brunite vi si attacca sopra il 
colore. Ma nel vero quando la pietra sia ruuida, & arida, molto meglio inzuppa, e piglia l’olio bollito, & il 
colore dentro, come alcuni piperni, o vero piperigni gentili, i quali quando siano battuti col ferro, & non 
arrenati con rena, o sasso di Tufi, si possono spianare con la medesima mistura, che dissi nell’arricciato cõ 
quella cazzuola di ferro infocata. Percioche a tutte queste pietra non accade dar colla in principio; ma solo 
vna mano d’imprimatura di colore a olio, cioè mestica; & secca, che ella sia si puo cominciare il lauoro a 
suo piacimento. Et chi volesse fare vna storia a olio su la pietra, puo torre di quelle lastre Genuesi, & farle 
fare quadre, & fermarle nel muro co perni sopra vna incrostatura di stucco, distendendo bene la mestica in 
su le commettiture. Di maniera che e’venga a farsi per tutto vn piano di che grandezza l’artefice ha 
bisogno. Et questo, è il vero modo di condurre tali opre a fine. & finite si puo a quelle fare ornamenti di 
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“true method of working upon” stone to Sebastiano. Especially when discussing “Oil 

painting on Stone,” Vasari repeatedly conjugates the verbs of discovery and 

experimentation in the third-person plural. 

Only in the life of “Sebastian Viniziano Frate del Piombo, e Pittore” does Vasari 

specifically give credit to the Venetian for having “begun…a new way of coloring on 

stone” and metals like silver, copper, tin.272 Even then, Vasari tinged his praise with 

critical judgments about the motivations for making such paintings and their popular 

reception. On one hand, he noted that “Many, who were drawn by the novelty of the 

thing and the grace of the art, gave [Sebastiano] a good deal of money to work for 

them.”273 That Sebastiano may have promoted his method for the sake of profit rather 

than the art of painting could have made him suspect in Vasari’s opinion. Vasari was 

certainly openly hostile to Perugino for that artist’s profit-driven reuse of cartoons, and as 

Aislinn Loconte emphasized, “In his Life, Vasari deliberately presents himself as an artist 

who takes on commissions for ‘honour’ rather than money…the artist as someone who 

                                                                                                                                                                             
pietre fini, di misti, & d’altri marmi, le quali si rendono durabili in infinito, pur che con diligenza siano 
lauorare, & possonsi, & non si possono vernicare, come altrui piace, perche la pietra non prosciuga, cioè 
non sorbisce quanto fa la tauola, & la tela, & si difende da’tarli, il che non fa il legname.” Vasari, Le Vite, 
1: 54. Newberry, Case W O35.936. 

272 “Haendo poi cominciato questo pittore vn nuouo modo di colorire in pietra” and “ha mostrato, 
come si possa dipignere sopra l’argento, rame, stagno, e altri metallic.” Vasari, Le Vite, 2: 345-346. 
Newberry, Case W O35.936. Unlike Vasari, Michel Angelo Biondo (1500–1565) excluded discussion (or 
did not know) of Sebastiano’s innovation within the brief biography of the Venetian artist as it appeared in 
Biondo’s Della Nobilissima Pittura of 1548 (Hants., England, Gregg International Publishers Limited, 
1972), 16v-17r. 

273 “Molti dunque tirati dalla nouità della cosa, & della vaghezza dell’arte, gli dauano arre di 
danari, perche lauorasse per loro.” Vasari, Le Vite, 2: 345. Newberry, Case W O35.936. For the meaning of 
the term vaghezza, see Marcia B. Hall, “Introduction,” After Raphael. Painting in Central Italy in the 
Sixteenth Century (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 5; Michael Baxandall, Words for 
Pictures: Seven Papers on Renaissance Art and Criticism (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 
4, 7. 
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works for glory and is above mundane financial considerations.”274 The negative 

connotations applied by Vasari to Sebastiano’s commercialization of art-making 

paralleled an entirely ambiguous attitude towards the populace’s belief that Sebastiano’s 

paintings on stone and metal “would become eternal, neither fire nor worms able to ruin 

them.”275 While Vasari’s words in this passage seem to imply an elitist’s implicit 

denigration of his contemporaries’ apparent naïveté, elsewhere he himself would admit 

that the method led to paintings of “infinite durability when worked with diligence,” even 

if they presented difficulties in transportation due to their excessive weight.276 

Regardless of what Vasari actually thought of the process or his contemporaries’ 

use of it, a recorded episode from the life of Bolognese painter Lavinia Fontana (1552–

1614) verifies that those aware of the practice of painting on metal (at least) did conceive 

of it as complementary to the memorializing function of portraiture: In 1578, the Spanish 

Dominican antiquarian Alfonso Chacón (aka, Alfonso Ciaconio; ca. 1540/42–1599) 

wrote to Fontana requesting for a self-portrait with which he could “celebrate [her] for 

centuries and a kind of eternity.”277 She answered him by fashioning a small image of 

                                                           
274 Auslinn Loconte, “The North Looks South: Giorgio Vasari and Early Modern Visual Culture in 

the Kingdom of Naples,” Art History 31, no. 4 (Sep., 2008): 445. For Vasari’s opinions about the 
relationship of the Fine Arts and artists and money, see also Alessandro Nova, “Salviati, Vasari, and the 
Reuse of Drawings in Their Working Practice,” Master Drawings 30, no. 1, Symposium: From Cartoon to 
Painting: Raphael and His Contemporaries (Spring, 1992): 95; Hayden B.J. Maginnis, “Matters of Money: 
Vasari on Early Italian Artists,” Source: Notes in the History of Art 14, no. 1 (Fall, 1994): 6-9. 

275 “Vn nuouo modo di colorire in pietra, cio piaceua molto a’popoli; parendo, che in quel modo le 
pitture diuentassero eterne, e che ne il fuoco, ne i tarli potessero lor nuocere.” Vasari, Le Vite, 2: 345. 

276 “Le quali si rendono durabili in infinito, pur che con diligenza siano lauorare”; “Ben’è vero, 
che finite, non si poteuano ne le pitture, ne l’ornamento, per lo troppo peso, ne muouere, ne trasportare, se 
non con grandissima dificultà.” Vasari, Le Vite, 1: 54; 2: 345. 

277 “Torno a pregarla non mi voglia privar di questo gusto et contento et a v.s. di questa gloria che 
ancora che v.s. ha assai no e conosciuta per tutto come io penso celebrarla et propagarla per seculi et un 
genero de eternità.” Quoted in Angela Ghirardi, “Lavinia Fontana allo specchio. Pittrici e autoritratto nel 
secondo Cinquecento,” in Lavinia Fontana 1552–1614, ed. Vera Fortunati Pietrantonio (Milan: Electa, 
1994), 43. For information about Padre Chacón, see Elías Tormo y Monzó, “Charlas académicas: el Padre 
Alfonso Chacón, el indiscutible iniciador de la Arqueología de la Arte Cristiana,” Boletín de la Real 
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herself on copper, now part of the Uffizi collection displayed in the Corridoio 

Vasariano.278  More importantly, her response strongly intimates that she linked the 

eternalizing potential of the portrait to the support itself; that a metal plate conferred to a 

person’s simulacra an enduring presence as durable as the materials themselves. 

Scholars have never before made this explicit connection with painting on metal 

and Lavinia Fontana, although many have made the association between eternal 

durability and the choice of alternative painted supports in the context of Sebastiano or 

more general early-modern histories of painting on metal in Western Europe. Cristiano 

Ottavi wrote in 1990 of sixteenth-century painters that they “were always battling the 

problem of conservation and the durability of their pictorial works; a rigid and solid 

support like that of metal seemed perfect [in contrast] to panels and canvas that so badly 

deteriorated from atmospheric agents and by the destructive actions of worms.”279 Angela 

Cerasuolo echoed this opinion in 2014 by writing of Sebastiano’s procedure for painting 

on metal as particularly applicable to portraiture because the material’s “durability gave 

assurances equal to sculpture to satisfy the desire to immortalize the [person] 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Academia de la Historia 111 (1942): 151-199. For Chacón’s activities in Rome, see Peter Burke, “Images 
as Evidence in Seventeenth-Century Europe,” Journal of the History of Ideas 64, no. 2 (Apr., 2003): 273-
296; Miguel Morán Turina, La memoria de las piedras. Anticuarios, arqueólogos y coleccionistas de 
antigüedades en la España de los Austrias (Madrid: Centro de Estudios Europa Hipánica, 2010); for a 
review of this work, see Guy Lazure’s book review in the Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 
70, no. 3 (Sep., 2011): 392-393. 

278 Autoritratto nello studio, 1579, oil on copper (15.7 cm. diameter), Florence, Uffizi, Corridoio 
Vasariano, N. Inv. 4013. See Lavinia Fontana 1552–1614, catalogue no. 34. 

279 In full the passage reads: “Inoltre i pittori erano sempre in lotta con il problema della 
conservazione e della durata del proprio prodotto pittorico; un supporto rigido e solido come quello 
metallico sembrava perfetto rispetto alle tavole ed alle tele che facilmente erano deteriorate dagli agenti 
atmosferici e dall’azione distruttiva dei tarli.” Cristiano Ottavi, “Supporti Metallici,” in I supporti nelle arti 
pittoriche: Storia, tecnica, restauro, ed. Elisabetta Ingrid Basile and Corrado Maltese (Milan: Mursia, 
1990), 283. 
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portrayed.”280 Despite the repeated claims made within art-historical discourse  (like 

those of Ottavi and Cerasuolo) that we understand why early-modern patrons and painters 

chose metal and stone for supports (i.e., because these materials galvanized a painting 

against the corrosive effects of time), no one has thoroughly investigated the 

phenomenon of metal- and stone-backed portraits installed into early modern funerary 

monuments in early modern or modern periods. Created from the sixteenth to eighteenth 

centuries, such monuments—most by unknown artists—are an important missing piece in 

the study of stone and metal supports, because they represented the most meaningful, 

public sites for patrons to keep themselves visibly present into perpetuity, despite being 

actually absent. 

 

Funerary Portraits on Stone and Metal in Early Modern Rome 

If, indeed, early modern patrons (or painters like Lavinia Fontana) truly believed 

in the ability of a metal- or stone-supported portrait to mitigate against the mutability of 

time, then inclusion of such a portrait into a mortuary monument would have been the 

ideal place to actualize the belief. And in fact, that is precisely what we find in the 

existence of a large number of late-sixteenth- through nineteenth-century monuments that 

have survived in situ in Roman churches. 

 The funerary portraits of Gaspare Rivaldi and Ortenzia Mazziotti, in Santa Maria 

della Pace, and attributable to Lavinia Fontana, exemplify these artifacts (Fig. 24-25). 

                                                           
280 The passage in full reads: “La tecnica si prestava in particolar modo ad essere utilizzata per il 

ritratto, in cui la speciale perizia del Veneziano per la resa efficace e viva si coniugava con un materiale la 
cui durevolezza dava garanzie pari alla scultura per soddisfare il desiderio di immortalità del ritrattato.” 
Cited in Angela Cerasuola, “Sebastiano e la tecnica della pittura su pietra: moventi, modalità e fini di una 
invenzione di successo,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la pittura su pietra: Il Ritratto di Baccio Valori. 
Restauro e ricerche, ed. Alessandro Cecci, Marco Ciatti, and Oriana Sartiani (Florence: Edifir, 2014), 49. 
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Situated on the lateral walls of the apse (and held in place by over-painted rivets), these 

portraits on metal have retained a fresh coloration despite being four-hundred years old. 

They are easily observed even from afar, and have been entirely ignored in the secondary 

literature on the artist and the edifice. Dating these artworks to ca. 1611–1614 derives 

indirectly from Ralph-Miklos Dobler’s 2009 study of the Rivaldi/Mazziotti chapel, in 

which he writes that Fontana worked for these patrons until her death in 1614, but 

otherwise does not note anything about the portraits.281 Putting aside attribution, the very 

existence of the Rivaldi/Mazziotti portraits contradicts expectations to find such artworks 

anywhere other than in a modern museum or as a catalogued item in an early-modern 

Wunderkammer collection as indicative of a Mannerist “evolution of taste and interest” as 

Anne Laure Collomb characterized paintings on stone.282 The question, therefore, 

becomes whether these funerary effigies represented isolated instances or exemplars of a 

larger, phenomenon overlooked by art historians. 

 The present analysis proceeds from an examination of the interiors of 137 

churches, basilicas, and cloisters in Rome.283 Of these 137 spaces studied, forty-six 

(34%) housed 108 funerary monuments that included two-dimensional effigies, with 

accompanying Latin epigraphs that aid in dating them.284 Of these 108 monuments, 

twenty-one (19%) are on metal and forty-two (39%) on stone. The visual characteristics 
                                                           

281 Ralph-Micklos Dobler, Die Juristenkapellen Rivaldi, Cerri und Antamoro. Form, Funktion und 
Intention römischer Familienkapellen im Sei- und Settecento (Munich: Hirmer verlag, 2009). 

282 Anne Laure Collomb, “Les traités artistiques et la peinture sur pierre (XVIe–XVIIe siècles),” 
Histoire de L’Art, no. 52 (Jun., 2003): 117. 

283 I conducted this survey from June 14 to July 9, 2014. Seven other edifices were closed at the 
time due to restorations and therefore inaccessible. 

284 The 1682 monument to Valentino Onorato is the only known example positioned on the 
exterior of a building. Because it stands on a pier in the portico of Santa Maria in Trastevere, Valentino’s 
painted effigy exhibits the blue-green, copper (II) acetate stain of verdigris on the lower lip of the 
surrounding marble frame as a result of the physically-degrading, corrosive reaction of the copper support 
to weathering and pollutants. 
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of another twenty-four (22%) indicate stone or metal supports, but their physically 

unapproachable positions preclude the closer scrutiny of them necessary to draw firm 

conclusions.285 Translations of the transcribed inscriptions indicate that patrons in Rome 

had begun installing commemorative portraits into their funerary monuments as early as 

the 1550s. The practice became especially popular during the first half of the seventeenth 

century, significantly diminished during the eighteenth century, and then reappeared 

during the third quarter of the nineteenth century.286 Such continuity over time is matched 

by the ubiquitous distribution of oil-painted funerary effigies on metal and stone supports 

in all of Rome’s neighborhoods (rioni). The identification of these works proved that the 

Rivaldi/Mazziotti portraits epitomize a type of funerary aesthetic maintained over 

centuries in Rome, and that entailed the installation of two-dimensional rather than three-

dimensional effigies into a significant number of funerary monuments. 

 The majority of funerary portraits in oil on stone and metal supports in Rome 

consist of bust-length figures circumscribed within oval or round frames. Most often the 

individuals appear portrayed against impenetrably dark backgrounds, receding into 

spaces like our own, but with illumination that does not depend on the contingent lighting 

of the world of the spectator. Some other eternal sun gives them light, so that despite not 

casting shadows like their sculpted counterparts, these painted two-dimensional effigies 

effect illusionism with subtly rendered, tonal gradations that help to project them towards 

                                                           
285 Of the nineteen (18%) other two-dimensional, funerary effigies documented, nine (8%) are 

made in the micro-mosaic technique, four (4%) are in buon fresco, and six (6%) are in oils on canvas. 
Another twenty-six (19%) monuments contain blank, oval spaces where a two-dimensional portrait was, 
could, or may have been installed originally and then removed.  

286 Almost all but the Rivaldi/Mazziotti portraits are by unidentified artists. 
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us regardless of the actual optical angle of seeing them. Four further examples 

demonstrate the consistency of this compositional format that lasted from ca. 1574–1880. 

 The first example is a late-sixteenth century monument to Cardinal Alessandro 

Crivelli (d. 1574) in the left-hand transept of the church of Santa Maria in Aracoeli (near 

the gift shop) (Fig. 26 a, b). Portrayed with a wide brow, red beard, and hand on chest, 

the modeling used seems to tilt Crivelli’s head forward enough to discern his individual 

features, as if seen face-to-face. Due to the height at which his portrait is placed it is not 

possible to verify its support, a common problem of this understudied type, although the 

uniform, unblemished surface (albeit faded) suggests metal or stone.287 The second 

example is the late-seventeenth century monument to Giovanni Battista Gisleni (d. 1672) 

(Fig. 27 a, b). Installed on the left side of the counter-façade of Santa Maria del Popolo, 

Gisleni’s funerary memorial features a skeleton behind bars below and above the bust of 

Gisleni, whose silhouette has been neatly cut out from a thin sheet of metal thus subtly 

enhancing its three-dimensionality. Although he was born and died in Rome, Gisleni 

worked extensively for the Polish nobility and therefore he may very well have been the 

individual to introduce into Poland the style of funerary monument with portraits on 

metal (e.g. zinc) that survive from the seventeenth century.288 In contrast to the outward-

facing visages of these preceding personages, in the third example, as part of his late 

eighteenth-century monument in San Luigi dei Francesi, Natali Saliceto (d. 1789) appears 

entirely in profile for his unequivocally stone-backed portrait (Fig. 28 a, b). The choice 

                                                           
287 For more information about this memorial, see http://requiem-projekt.de/. No analysis is made of the 

painting’s materials other than it is made with colors. 
288 For a description of Polish funerary portraits on zinc and other metals in unidentified Polish 

churches, see Bozena Grabowska, “Portraits After Life. The Baroque Legacy of Poland’s Nobles,” trans. 
George Lambor, History Today (Oct., 1993): 18-24. 

http://requiem-projekt.de/


 
 

106 
 

of a profile format instantiates a medallic- or numismatic-type imagery, rather than the 

far more numerous mortuary effigies in three-quarters turned view. Such is the mode of 

representation in the fourth example, that of Maria Anna Ravaglia (d. 1880) in her late 

nineteenth-century monument in the Chapel of St. Girolamo Miani in the church of Santa 

Maria in Aquiro (Fig. 29 a, b). Granted that the portrait dates from merely one hundred 

and thirty years ago, the exquisite state of preservation seen in the rich colors and finely 

rendered details can be partially attributable to the stone or metal support employed and 

whose surface appears silken-smooth in a raking light. 

 Regardless of whether the individuals portrayed look outwards towards viewers or 

focus their gazes elsewhere (e.g. Gaspare Rivaldi looks towards the altar, while across the 

chapel his wife Ortenzia Mazziotti looks down towards a small book), the often 

elaborately carved tondo frames create the overall impression of an early-modern style, 

classical Roman imago clipeata. 

 

The Christian Adaptation of the Classical Imago clipeata 

 Antiquarians and artists living in the Italian peninsula became familiar with the 

form and meaning of the imago clipeata, or “shield image,” from two sources. Otherwise 

referred to as the clipeus or clupeos, this “embossed shield” shaped portraiture appeared 

prominently on pagan and Christian sarcophagi of the second through fourth century.289 

                                                           
289 Cornelius C. Vermeule, III notes many Roman sarcophagi inclusive of the Imago clipeata 

known by the early modern period. See his “A Greek Theme and Its Survivals: The Ruler’s Shield (Tondo 
Image) in Tomb and Temple,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 109, no. 6 (Dec., 1965): 
361-397. For other detailed studies of the imago clipeata, see Rolf Winkes, “Pliny’s Chapter on Roman 
Funeral Customs in the Light of Clipeatae Imagines,” American Journal of Archaeology 83, no. 4 (Oct., 
1979): 481-484; André Grabar, “L’imago clipeata chrétienne,” in Comptes rendus des séances de 
l’Academie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 101, no. 2 (1957): 209-213; Donatella Scarpellini, Stele 
romane con imagines clipeatae in Italia (Rome: ‘L’Erma’ di Bretschneider, 1987); Rudolf Winkes, 
Clipeata imago. Studien zu einer römischen Bildnisform (Bonn: R. Habelt, 1969). 
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According to Erwin Panofsky and Henriette S’Jacob, the imago clipeata had always held 

funerary associations in that it signaled the immortalization of the individual portrayed, 

especially if it included the shell motif, for then the imago clipeata effectively became a 

corona triumphans or “triumphal crown.”290 On sarcophagi or elsewhere, the imago 

clipeata consisted of bust length depictions of a single individual or a couple. Standing 

facing outwards or turned slightly to one side, they are carved in low relief within, or 

protrude in the round from round, unadorned or garland like frames set within a shallow 

blank or shell like niches. If such an imago clipeata-bearing sarcophagus was not at hand 

for emulation by early-modern artists or patrons, the Roman writer Pliny the Elder (23–

79 CE) provided a basic description of the imago clipeata, and a convincing argument for 

its significance in the context of Classical Roman culture, in his Natural History.291 

 In Book 35 Pliny explains the history of Roman portrait painting beginning with 

the often quoted passage, “The painting of portraits, used to transmit through the ages 

extremely correct likenesses of persons, has entirely gone out.”292 Amidst his disparaging 

remarks about the then current fashions for artistic display as a form of conspicuous 

consumption divorced from ancestor worship, Pliny records: 

 

 

 

                                                           
290 Erwin Panofsky, Tomb Sculpture. Its Changing Aspects from Ancient Egypt to Bernini (New 

York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1992), 43; Henriette s’Jacob, Idealism and Realism. A Study of 
Sepulchral Symbolism (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1954), 190-193. 

291 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, trans. H. Rackham, M.A. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), 9: bk. 35, chap. 1, sec. 3-11, 262-271. 

292 “Imaginum quidem picture, qua maxime similes in aevum propagabantur figurae, in totum 
exolevit.” Pliny, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, chap. 1, sec. 3, line 5, 263. 
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In the halls of our ancestors it was otherwise; portraits were the objects 
displayed to be looked at…wax models of faces were set out…on a 
separate side-board, to furnish likenesses to be carried in procession at a 
funeral in the clan…The pedigree too was traced in a spread of lines 
running near the several painted portraits.293 

Pliny is here describing the wax death mask, and a kind of portrait bust painted onto a 

shield shaped support. He specifically refers to this type of object as a “clupeos,” and 

would later state that these “shields with portraits” were often dedicated for public 

religious spaces, “in full view on an elevated spot [with] inscriptions stating their honours 

to be read.”294 From these pieces of archeological and literary evidence arose slowly and 

then into ever greater ubiquity in the Italian Peninsula the practice of fashioning sculpted 

imago clipeata style effigies. As Pliny had made clear, the classical Romans held the 

making of this type of commemorative object in great esteem precisely because when 

combined with laudatory epitaphs, the combination of inscriptions and effigies valorized 

ancestors through depiction and description. 

 Renaissance emulation of the imago clipeata form as praised by Pliny and 

visualized on ancient Roman sarcophagi begin very early in the fifteenth century with 

Lorenzo Ghiberti’s tiny self-portraits installed on both sets of doors for the Baptistery of 

the Cathedral of Florence. Richard Krautheimer dates these examples of imago clipeata 

                                                           
293 “[A]liter apud maiores in atriis haec erant, quae spectarentur; non signa externorum artificum 

nec aera aut marmora: expressi cera vultus singulis disponebantur armariis, ut essent imagines, quae 
comitarentur gentilicia funera, semperque defuncto aliquo totus aderat familiae eius qui umquam fuerat 
populus. stemmata vero lineis discurrebant ad imagines pictas.” Pliny, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, chap. 2, 
sec. 2, lines 5-8, 265. Interestingly, in his 1979 article on this subject, Rolf Winkes argued that these 
“spread of lines” did not indicate lines drawn on the walls to literally connect different portraits, but rather 
“written lines placed next to each shield portrait, which characterized the individual ancestor portrait.” 
Winkes, “Pliny’s Chapter on Roman Funeral Customs,” 482. 

294 “[P]lacuitque in excelso spectari et titulos honorum legi.” Pliny, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, 
chap. 2, sec. 2, line 13, 269. 
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imagery to the 1420s–1440s.295 While Ghiberti’s self-portraits stand removed from the 

specific context of funerary cenotaphs, they remain within the realm of a visual mode of 

commemoration and immortalization. Subsequent imago clipeata portraits made this 

association even more explicit, because artists and patrons chose it for inclusion into their 

mortuary monuments. Between approximately 1479 and 1506 only eleven imago clipeata 

are known; one each in Lucca and Spoleto, two in Florence, and the others in Rome.296 In 

all of these, the imago clipeata type effigy combined with laudatory epitaphs to supply an 

ideal mortuary aesthetic. To use Panofsky’s terminology, such a monument functioned 

“retrospectively” and “prospectively,” praising the achievements of an individual’s past 

while depicting them in a present deathless state but without appearing dead, and so 

insuring that the living would continue to pray for them in the future; this was all 

achieved within a recognizably classical sculptural formulation.297 

 The problem, of course, is that Pliny had used the word “clipeus” and also the 

phrase “imagines pictas” when describing ancient Roman artworks intended to 

commemorate the dead. Pliny’s language therefore opened the possibility for the 

installation of ‘painted images’ into mortuary monuments; opened the way for early 

modern painters to offer an alternative mode of visual immortalization documented and 
                                                           

295 Richard Krautheimer and Trude Krautheimer-Hess, Lorenzo Ghiberti (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1982), 9-10. For recent discussions of Ghiberti’s self-portrait in the context of his choice 
to portray himself in the imago clipeata mode, see Joanna Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture. 
The Visual Construction of Identity and the Social Status of the Artist (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1998), 63-67; Sarah Blake McHam, Pliny and the Artistic Culture of the Italian Renaissance. The 
Legacy of the Natural History (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013), 115-116. 

296 For references to or images of these monuments, see Panofsky, Tomb Sculpture; Jacob, 
Idealism and Realism; Blake McHam, Pliny, 115-116, 162-164, 179-181; Gerald S. Davies, M.A., 
Renascence. The Sculpted Tombs of Fifteenth Century (New York, NY: E.P. Dutton and Company, 1916), 
138-140, 188-190, 291-292, 313; Adriana Augusti, “Artisti e botteghe Lombardo-Venete e Padovane a 
Roma nel Quattrocento,” in La forma del Rinascimento. Donatello, Andrea Bregno, Michelangelo e la 
scultura a Roma nel Quattrocento, ed. Claudio Crescentini and Claudio Strinati (Soveria Mannelli, Italy: 
Rubbettino Editore, 2010), 55-65, fig. 12-14. 

297 Panofsky, Tomb Sculpture, 16, 59. 
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hence justified by Pliny.298 By the middle of the sixteenth century, the extant artworks 

strongly suggest that painters did, indeed, begin to (re)interpret Pliny’s phrasing to allow 

for their creations to vie with those of sculptors for a classical pedigree: the imago 

clipeata appeared in a new painted formulation that had never existed before. Johannes 

Lemeken, as superintendent of the German National Church in Rome of Santa Maria 

dell’Anima, seems to have been the first to choose this format for lateral portraits of 

himself and his predecessor Quirinus Galler (d. 1543) made in the buon fresco technique 

in the Chapel of the Margrave (ca. 1550) (Fig. 30 a, b).299 Based on the scholarship of 

Alessandro Nova, we know that Francesco Salviati (1510–1563) painted these imagines 

clipeatae, which sit centrally in the walls’ composition surrounded by groteschi and other 

all’antica decorative flourishes, and flanking Salviati’s altarpiece of the Deposition from 

the Cross (1541–1550).300 

 While Salviati chose to use the buon fresco technique to paint these imago 

clipeata, few artists followed suit. In fact, of the fifty-two identifiable examples in Rome 

that can be positively dated to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, thirty-three of 

them are on metal or stone supports. Several advantages recommended painted effigies 

                                                           
298 Pliny, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, chap. 2, sec. 2, lines 5-8, 264-265. That Pliny’s Natural 

History could incite competition between artists is only equaled by its inducement to competition with the 
text itself. As Trevor Murphy has noted, presupposing its veracity the polymath intellectual of Bologna, 
Ulisse Aldrovandi, for instance, “quite literally took Pliny’s estimate of the 20,000 facts contained in the 
Natural History as a challenge, and kept a careful running total of his own observations until he could show 
that he had beaten his ancient rival.” See Pliny the Elder’s Natural History: The Empire in the 
Encyclopedia (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 215-216. 

299 Hisbert Knopp and Wilfried Hansmann, S.Maria dell’Anima: die deutsche Nationalkirche in 
Rom (Mönchengladbach: B. Kühlen, 1979), 49-50. 

300 For more information about these individuals and the chapel, see Alessandro Nova, “Francesco 
Salviati and the ‘Markgrafen’ Chapel in S.Maria dell’Anima,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen 
Institutes in Florenz, 25 Bd., H. 3 (1981): 355-372; Andreas Rehberg, review of Santa Maria dell’Anima. 
Zur Geschichte einer ‘deutschen’ Stiftung in Rom, ed. Michael Matheus. Quellen und Forschungen aus 
italienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken/Hrsg. Vom Deutschen Historischen Institut in Rom 86 (2006): 637-
644. 
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on these materials to painters and patrons alike. A mid- to late sixteenth-century painter 

who worked on metal and stone could make the argument that artworks embodied the 

most salient characteristics of painting and sculpture. These effigies on stone or metal 

incorporated both the physical strength of the sculptor’s materiality in the form of the 

support, and the painter’s vivacity in the form of the polychrome pigments. Synthesizing 

them ostensibly offered the palm of victory to painters in the long-fought debate with 

sculptors about the relative merits and overall superiority of their respective media. Even 

more important to a patron than this artistic Paragone would have been the frequently 

repeated opinion that painting was the way to eternal fame and therefore life. 

 Pliny had said as much. When writing about Marcus Varro’s collected volumes of 

portraits, Pliny argued that the practice of painting would disallow the “likenesses to 

disappear or the ages to prevail against immortality in men…a benefit even the gods 

might envy.”301 Francisco de Hollanda (ca. 1517–1584) echoed Pliny in his “Four 

Dialogues” of ca. 1547 by writing that painting “makes present to us men long 

dead…[prolonging] for many years the life of one who dies, since his painted likeness 

remains.”302 Interwoven with this topos was the equally important idea that portraits of 

distant or dead lovers could console those left behind. Petrarch very famously wrote of 

this theme in the fourteenth century in his description of an imagined or lost portrait of 

his beloved Laura by Simone Martini.303 Scholars such as David Rosand, Fredrika 

                                                           
301 “[N]on passus interciderer figures aut vetustatem aevi contra hominess valere, inventor muneris 

etiam dis invidiosi” Pliny, Natural History, 9: bk. 35, chap. 2, line 13, 268-269. 
302 Quoted in Rosand, “The Portrait, the Courtier, and Death,” 126-127n4. 
303 “Quando giunse a Simone l’alto concetto/ch’a mio nome gli pose in man lo stile,/s’avesse dato 

a l’opera gentile/colla figura voce ed intelletto,/di sospir molti mi sgombrava il petto,/ch ciò ch’altri à più 
caro, a me fan vile:/ Però che ‘n vista ella si mostra humile/promettendomi pace ne l’aspetto./Ma poi ch’i’ 
vengo a ragionar co llei/ benignamente assai par che m’ascolte,/se risponder savesse a’ detti 
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Jacobs, and Maurizio Bettini repeatedly cite Pliny, Petrarch, and Hollanda as evidence of 

the longevity of the perception that painted portraits could animate into a state of 

presence the individuals portrayed sufficiently to assuage the pain of absence.304 

 

The Color of Those Neither Here, Nor There 

 By the mid- to late sixteenth century, only an image perceived to possess breath, 

spirit, and mind could be said to exhibit sufficient vivacity to avoid Martial’s lament that, 

“Would that art could represent […] character and soul!”305 For many early-modern 

intellectuals, some painting could do exactly that. Giovanni Battista Armenini (1530–

1609) argued in his 1587 “On the True Rules of Painting” that the conjunction of breath, 

spirit, and mind generated soul. These four characteristics signaled a painting’s 

excellence, precisely because by them, “the visual sense is cast into doubt, and the 

beholder thinks that what is seen is not painted, but alive.”306 And if it was left in doubt 

about how the painter arrived at this state of animation, Lodovico Dolce (1508–1568) had 

previously contended in his 1557 “Dialogue on Painting” that the colors of oil paint were 

“of such importance and force that when the painter imitates well the tints and tactility of 

the flesh or the properties of anything, [coloring] makes the painting seem so alive as to 
                                                                                                                                                                             
miei!/Pigmalïon, quanto lodar ti dei/de l’imagine tua, se mille volte/n’avesti quell ch’i’ sol una vorrei.” 
Canzoniere 78. Italian original, and English translation by Laura Gibbs, quoted from Maurizio Bettini, The 
Portrait of the Lover, trans. Laura Gibbs (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999), 1. 

304 Fredrika H. Jacobs, The Living Image in Renaissance Art (New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005). 

305 “[A]rs utinam mores animumque effingere posset!” Martial, Epigrams, ed. and trans. D.R. 
Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 2: 10, no. 32, 354-355. 

306 Armenini’s De’ veri precetti della pittura (1587) quoted in Jacobs, The Living Image in 
Renaissance Art, 110-111. Jacobs provides an invaluable discussion on these terms and their importance 
for the idea of an artwork possessing a degree of realism indiscernible from reality. Additionally, while she 
does not cite Dolce, Jacobs writes on page 129 that, “What exactly is it…that enables the artist to achieve 
such excellence and the viewer to presume aliveness? The answer seems to be color, both its hues and tints 
and its application.”  
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miss only breath.”307 The contemporary intellectual Girolamo Cardano (1501–1576) 

similarly contributed to the argument for color as the best available means of bestowing 

lifelikeness to an artwork. In valorizing the simulacra of people created by sculptors by 

means of death-masks cast in plaster, he wrote that the effigies “differ[…] from a man in 

no way except in terms of colour.”308 Cardano’s support for painters’ claims to superior, 

artistic mimesis found an ironic exponent in Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598–1680). 

 Bernini explicitly noted the benefits of a painted portrait vis-à-vis one carved 

from marble.309 With reference to the Pope, Bernini is quoted to have said in 1638: 

I told his Holliness that itt was impossible that a picture in marble could 
haue the resemblance of a liuing man…if he went into the next rome and 
whited all his face ouer and his eyes, if possible were, and come forth 
againe nott being a whit leaner nor lesse beard, only the changing of his 
coulour, no man would know you…How can itt than possible be that a 
marble picture can resemble the nature when itt is all one coulour, where 
to the contrary a man has on coulour in his face, another in his haire, a 
third in his lipps, and his eyes yet different from all the rest? Tharefore 
sayd (the Cauelier Bernine) I conclude that itt is the impossible thinge in 
the world to make a picture in stone naturally to resemble any person.310 

                                                           
307 “E certo il colorito è di tanta importanza e forza, che, quando il pittore va imitando bene le tinte 

e la morbidezza delle carni e la proprietà di qualunque cosa, fa parer le sue pitture vive e tali che lo non 
manchi altro che ‘l fiato.” Lodovico Dolce, “Dialogo della Pittura,” in Varchi, Pino, Dolce, Danti, Sorte, 
vol. 1 of Trattati d’Arte del Cinquecento fra Manierismo e Controriforma, ed. Paola Barocchi (Bari: Gius. 
Laterza & Figli, 1960), 183. 

308 “Mais rien n’est plus admirable que quand nous engravons les hommes [!] morts ou vivans à du 
platre batu qui soit froid, en sorte que nous faisons un home ou de plastre froté d’huile, ou de carte, ou de 
soutre, tellement que l’image ne differe de l’homme vif en aucun partie, sinon en la couleur, ils rendent une 
image faicte sur le vif.” Quoted from the Parisian edition of Cardano’s De subtilitate, 1578. See Genevieve 
Warwick, “‘The Story of the Man Who Whitened His Face’: Bernini, Galileo, and the Science of Relief,” 
The Seventeenth Century 29, no. 1 (2014): 16n74. 

309 Recorded in 1638 (by an English visitor to Rome) and in 1665 (by a French diarist during 
Bernini’s sojourn in Paris), and then repeated by Bernini’s son Domenico and the seventeenth-century 
theoretician Filippo Baldinucci (1624–1696). In Warwick, “The Story of the Man Who Whitened His 
Face,” 1. 

310 Quoted in Warwick, “‘The Story of the Man Who Whitened His Face,’” 1. This passage has 
also been discussed, albeit with less detail, in Andrea Bacchi and Catherine Hess, “Creating a New 
Likeness. Bernini’s Transformation of the Portrait Bust,” in Bernini and the Birth of Baroque Portrait 
Sculpture, ed. Andrea Bacchi et al. (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Publications, 2008), 1. 
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Domenico, for a further example, interpreted what his father had said about painting and 

sculpture that, 

[T]hanks to the variety and liveliness of colour, painting can more easily 
arrive at a true likeness of the sitter and render white that which is white, 
and red that which is red. Sculpture, instead, deprived of the convenience 
of colours and obliged to work in stone, has the task of rendering 
resemblance in its figures in a most lifelike but pure fashion, without the 
aid of mendicant colours.311 

According to Genevieve Warwick’s analysis, these anecdotal detti (or proverbs) become 

glimpses into Bernini’s theoretical position(s) with respect to “artistic illusion and 

naturalism.” 312 Doubtlessly, neither Cardano nor the Berninis intended to add their 

voices to early modern Paragone discourse by suggesting the superiority of painting vis-

à-vis sculpture due to the physical limitations of the medium. The language that they 

chose did not represent a capitulation or concession to painters; and yet it did provide 

ambiguous rhetorical support for painting specifically within the scope of creating 

portraits. 

 

Portraiture, the Doctrine of Concomitance, and the Paradox of the Dead 

 Extrapolating from the work of Irving Lavin, the unprecedented nature of 

Renaissance portraiture—especially the portrait bust—was to “represent…a deliberate 

                                                           
311 In full, the quotation reads: “Richiesto una volta. In che differesse la Scultura dalla Pittura? 

Rispose, La Scultura mostrare quell che è, la Pittura quello che non è: Volendo inferire, che la Scultura si 
appoggia a regole certe di dimensione, & è necessitate a far grande ciò, che vuol che comparisca grande, e 
formare I Soggetti in quell modo come appunto si vogliono. Altrimente però la Pittura, che sà, e può render 
lontanto ciò, ch’è d’appresso, piccolo, ciò ch’è grande, e staccato ciò che per altro non hà rilievo. Per 
questa cagione havere in se la Pittura maggior facilità nel ritrarre, di quello che habbia la Scultura, e ciò 
non solo per il sopradetto motivo, che rende in istato di maggior libertà I Professori, ma perche può essa 
con la varietà, e vivacità de’ colori più facilmente accostarsi alla effigie del rappresentato, e far bianco ciò 
ch’ è bianco, rosso ciò ch’è rosso: Ma la Scultura priva del commdo de’ colori, necessitate ad operar nel 
sasso, ha di mestiere per rendere somiglianti le figure di una impressione vivissima, mà schietta, senza 
l’appoggio di mendicati colori, e colla forza solo del Disegno ritrarre in bianco marmo un volto per altro 
vermiglio, e renderlo simile.” Quoted in Warwick, “‘The Story of the Man Who Whitened His Face,’” 2n4. 

312 Warwick, “‘The Story of the Man Who Whitened His Face,’” 1. 
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fragment” so as to suggest that “what is visible is part of a larger whole,” an individual 

whose “lower body is hidden” but that nonetheless exists.313 Whereas the prototypical 

classical bust had provided a cultic image of quasi-religious veneration that presented an 

individual as an abstract form (within the scope of Roman, familial devotion as the imago 

clipeata), Lavin contends that the early modern bust compositionally accentuated the 

illusion of incompleteness by portraying the individual as if they stood behind a low wall 

or other barriers.314 Such conceptual differences partially depended on the development 

of the medieval, Christian reliquary bust but also on the proliferation of the idea during 

the Renaissance of the totus homo or “whole man.”315 In Lavin’s analysis, nothing 

directly or unequivocally linked the mid-fifteenth century portrait bust as created in 

Florence to the philosophical category of the totus homo. To paraphrase Lavin, rather it 

could be speculated that the relationship of portrait bust to totus homo arose 

contemporaneously with, but not necessarily derivative of, the humanist intellectual 

milieu of Florence in which such an image alluded to and implied the idea.316 

 During the sixteenth century, the aesthetics of the portrait bust shifted towards 

more overtly classicizing formulations.317 By making busts of rounded torsos with 

amputated parts set upon free-standing bases, sculptors more effectively mimicked 

Roman form, but in doing so they significantly diminished the capacity of the work to 

convey an individual as individual because antique-style sculpted busts or medallions 
                                                           

313 Irving Lavin, “On The Sources and Meaning of the Renaissance Portrait Bust,” The Art 
Quarterly 33, n. 3 (1970): 208, 211, 213; republished in Looking at Italian Renaissance Sculpture, ed. 
Sarah Blake McHam (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 60-78. 

314 Lavin, “On the Sources and Meaning,” (1970): 209. 
315 Lavin, “On the Sources and Meaning,” (1970): 211, 213. 
316 Lavin, “On the Sources and Meaning,” (1970): 214. 
317 See Irving Lavin, “On Illusion and Allusion in Italian Sixteenth-Century Portrait Busts,” 

Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 119, no. 5 (Oct. 15, 1975): 353-362. 
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with profile images of a person floating within a halo of epigraphy imposed an artificial 

idealization. 

 In contrast, contemporaneous half-length painted portraits accentuated their 

illusionism by often including a visual obstruction delimiting the picture plane and 

enforcing the illusion of a true likeness (vera effigie) of reality beyond it. That the viewer 

could not see the whole person in these portraits did not detract from the psychological 

perception that the entirety was there.318 Synecdoche as a mode of thought that made this 

possible based in what Caroline Walker Bynum has identified as a Christian “habit of 

mind” connected to theological arguments supporting pronouncements about the nature 

and substance of the Eucharist as wholly Christ.319 

 The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 stated as dogma that “the body and blood of 

Christ are truly contained in the sacrament of the altar under the forms of bread and 

wine,” that is to say that their materiality underwent a mystical transformation referred to 

as “transubstantiation” when consecrated during Mass.320 Transubstantiation therefore 

presented two questions: 1. How much of Christ’s body was in the Eucharist, and 2. Did 

consumption of the Eucharist dismember that body or dilute the blood? Subsequent 

Scholastic theologians like Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) and John Duns Scotus 

                                                           
318 For examples of studies of portraiture, see Joanna Woods-Marsden, “‘Ritratto al Naturale’: 

Questions of Realism and Idealism in Early Renaissance Portraits,” Art Journal 46, no. 3 (Autumn, 1987): 
209-216; Frank Zöllner, “The ‘Motions of the Mind’ in Renaissance Portraits: The Spiritual dimension of 
Portraiture,” Kunstschrift für Kunstgeschichte 68. Heft 1 (2005): 23-39; Maria DePrano, “At Home with the 
Dead: The Posthumous Remembrance of Women in the Domestic Interior in Renaissance Florence,” 
Source: Notes in the History of Art 29, no. 4 (2010): 21-28. 

319 Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality. An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe 
(New York, NY: Zone Books, 2011), 213. 

320 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, volume 5 of 7, part 1, The Middle Ages from 
Gregory VII., 1049, to Boniface VIII., 1294 (New York, NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907), 714. 
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(1265/1266–1308) argued that Christ as man and god both simultaneously existed in the 

sacrament and in each particular bit of the bread and wine.321 

The Doctrine of Concomitance, as it is now known, therefore explained how 

Christ could be both present and absent (on earth and in heaven), now and then, part and 

whole, apparently divided but actually whole.322 Christianity had always required this 

kind of cognitive dissonance, for by such “concomitant thinking” Christians could 

believe that the sin and then death of one human (Adam and then Christ) led to the 

Redemption for all humanity.323 So, too, could a Christian viewer of a portrait understand 

it as a contradictory index of a once living—now dead— human being; as a partial 

representation that stood-in for the whole person; a specifically Christian type of paradox 

(as Walker Bynum characterizes it) that was “not a combination or synthesis of differing 

aspects, nor…a violation of the integrity of opposing concerns through compromise. 

[But] the simultaneous assertion and performance of opposing values.”324 Aquinas and 

Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (i.e. St. Bonaventure, ca. 1217–1274) had both argued for an 

understanding of the human being in this way as “composite,” “somatized soul” of 

incorporeal psyche and corporeal soma.325 

                                                           
321 Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 717-718. 
322 Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, 208. 
323 Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, 213n87. For more information about the Christian 

Doctrine of Concomitance, see James J. Megivern, Concomitance and Communion: A Study in Eucharistic 
Doctrine and Practice (New York, NY: Herder Book Center, 1963); Alexandra Reid-Schwartz, 
“Economies of Salvation: Commerce and the Eucharist in The Profanation of the Host and the Croxton 
Play of the Sacrament,” Comitatus: A Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 25, no. 1 (1994): 1-20; 
Bryan D. Spinks, Do This In Remembrance of Me: The Eucharist from the Early Church to the Present 
Day (London: SCM Press, 2013). 

324 Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality, 268. 
325 For the idea of a “somatized soul,” see Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body 

in Western Christianity, 200–1336 (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1995), 14. 
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 Theological discourse within the Catholic Church about the nature of the soul, its 

(im)mortality, and relationship with the body continued unabated during the subsequent 

centuries. Under the control of Pope Leo X, the eighth session of the Fifth Lateran 

Council of 1513 issued a decree entitled Apostolici regiminis.326 Strengthened by the 

position of Saint Augustine, the Neo-Platonic tradition, Thomistic Aristotelianism, and 

the Council of Vienne (1311) in France, this papal Bull confronted the continued study of 

Averroës and commentaries on Aristotle (e.g. by Alexander of Aphrodisius) in Padua and 

Bologna during the fifteenth century by pronouncing as doctrine that “the…soul is not 

only in its own right and of its nature the form of the human body…but is also 

immortal.”327 The publication three years later by Pietro Pomponazzi (1462–1525) of De 

immortalitate animae intensified the debate. He argued that even though the immortality 

of the soul had to be accepted as revealed truth, support for that belief could not come 

from the philosophical arguments of Aquinas or Aristotle, precisely because it did not 

stand to reason that (as summarized by Lorenzo Casini), “as all sources agree, the 

sensitive and vegetative powers decay and perish, the intellect, although immaterial in 

itself, must perish with them. The soul in its entirety, therefore, dies with the body.”328 

                                                           
326 For this topic see also Paul Oskar Kristeller, “The Immortality of the Soul,” in Renaissance 

Thought and Its Sources, ed. Michael Mooney (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1979), 181-
196; Eric A. Constant, “A Reinterpretation of the Fifth Lateran Council Decree Apostolici regiminis 
(1513),” The Sixteenth Century Journal 33, no. 2 (Summer, 2002): 353-379. 

327 Quoted in Christopher Martin, “On a Mistake Commonly Made in Accounts of Sixteenth-
Century Discussions of the Immortality of the Soul,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 69, no. 1 
(1995): 30. For a discussion of the presence in Italian universities of heterodox Averroism, etc., see 
especially Emily Michael, “Renaissance Theories of Body, Soul, and Mind,” in Psyche and Soma. 
Physicians and metaphysicians on the mind-body problem from Antiquity to Enlightenment, ed. John P. 
Wright and Paul Potter (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 147-172. 

328 Lorenzo Casini, “The Renaissance Debate On the Immortality of the Soul. Pietro Pomponazzi 
and the Plurality of Substantial Forms,” in Mind, Cognition and Representation. The Tradition of 
Commentaries on Aristotle’s De anima, ed. Paul J.J.M. Bakker and Johannes M.M.H Thijssen (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2007), 146. For interpretations of Pomponazzi’s position, see Michael, 
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Nonetheless, with the rhetorical powers of theologians like Francesco Piccolomini 

(1523–1607) and Iacopo Zabarella (1533–1589) to defend Apostolici regiminis, 

dissemination of the dogma of the immortality of the soul began in earnest following the 

conclusion of the Council of Trent in 1563.329 

 Under the auspices of Pope Pius V Ghislieri (d. 1572), the Counter-Reformation 

Church published in 1567 its Roman Catechism in Italian, French, German, and Polish.330 

As a document intended to aid priests in educating the laity about the official beliefs of 

the Roman Catholic faith, the Catechism adamantly upheld the position of Apostolici 

regiminis concerning the immortality of the soul with an elaborate disquisition of it in 

Article 11.331 Within the context of the “Resurrection of the Body,” the Catechism states 

unequivocally that the immortal, incorruptible human soul will re-actualize the whole 

human upon its reunification with the body: 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
“Renaissance Theories of Body, Soul, and Mind,” 153-156; Martin Pine, “Pomponazzi and the Problem of 
‘Double Truth,’ Journal of the History of Ideas 29, no. 2 (Apr.-Jun., 1968): 163-176. 

329 See Michael, “Renaissance Theories,” 158-162. For a concise explication of this debate, and its 
consequences for Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, see Marcia Hall, “Michelangelo’s Last Judgment: 
Resurrection of the Body and Predestination,” The Art Bulletin 58, no. 1 (Mar., 1976): 85-88. 

330 The English translations used here are those published in 1829 by the Reverend J. Donovan, 
The Catechism of The Council of Trent, Published by Command of Pope Pius the Fifth (Dublin; London: 
Richard Coyne; Keating & Browne, 1829), 9-10. Prior to Donovan, the Roman Catholic Catechism of The 
Council of Trent had only appeared in an English translation twice before, printed in 1687 and entitled The 
catechism for the curats: compos’d by the decree of the Council of Trent, and publish’d by command of 
Pope Pius the Fifth. Faithfully translated into English (London: Henry Hills and Matthew Turner), and 
then in 1816 and entitled The Catechism Composed by the Decree of the Council of Trent, and Published 
by Command of Pope Pius the Fifth. A New Edition, Faithfully Translated into English (Dublin: E. and B. 
Dowling). For these, see Gerhard J. Bellinger, Bibliographie des Catechismus Romanus. Ex Decreto 
Concilii Tridentini ad Parochos  1566–1978 (Baden-Baden: Koerner, 1983), 243. 

331 Donovan, The Catechism of The Council of Trent, 115-126.  
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[A]s the soul is immortal, and has, as part of man, a natural propensity to 
be united to the body, its perpetual separation from it must be considered 
contrary to nature. But as that which is contrary to nature, and offers 
violence to her laws, cannot be permanent, it appears congruous that the 
soul should be reunited to the body; and, of course, that the body should 
rise again.332 

Despite that—under normal circumstances—the body decays and is “dissolved into its 

original dust,” the miracle of the Resurrection will allow that “identical body, which 

belongs to each one of us during life” to 

[R]ise endowed with whatever constitutes the reality of its nature, and 
adorns and ornaments man…The members, because essential to the 
integrity of human nature, shall all be restored…with perfect bodies: 
otherwise the desires of the soul, which so strongly incline it to a union 
with the body, should be far from satisfied; and yet we are convinced, that 
in the resurrection, these desires shall be fully realized.333 

The promise of salvation was the recreation of each human being; the reunification of 

body and soul in their entire personhood. To give representation to this intangible reality 

would have reinforced dogma, and probably also kindled in Christians the theological 

virtue of spes (hope). Funerary portraits in color could convincingly present as alive an 

individual, otherwise absent due to death, in an intermediary state of existence prior to 

Resurrection because such a portrait retained polychromy as an index of lifelikeness and 

could depend on a viewer’s concomitant mode of perceiving pars pro toto in the 

representation of the totus homo.334 

 

 

                                                           
332 Donovan, The Catechism of The Council of Trent, 87. 
333 Donovan, The Catechism of The Council of Trent, 88-89. 
334 “Anima…non est totus homo et anima mea non est ego,” wrote Aquinas. Quoted in Caroline 

Walker Bynum, “Bodily Miracles and the Resurrection of the Body in the High Middle Ages,” in Belief in 
History. Innovative Approaches to European and American Religion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1991), 74, 78. 
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A Temporary Home 

 The mortuary monument that included a portrait painted on stone or metal was an 

effort to ensure a perpetual understanding of the absent dead as entirely present. The 

individual portrayed on stone or metal denied their existence as solely that of a phantasm 

because their image would not decay any more than the stony or metallic support. 

Precisely because of their installation into a monument for the dead, the funerary portrait 

made explicit the paradox of seeing one part (the form of the person as presence) and 

knowing that they would exist in total elsewhere and at another time (the substance of the 

person as absence). Adding a dedicatory epitaph to the monument rhetorically enhanced 

the individual’s intermediary status as awaiting entrance into heaven, i.e. that to read a 

laudation of an individual’s achievements validated the apparent immutability of their 

portrait. Giovanni Battista Gisleni, for one, enjoined those who saw his funerary 

monument to think of him as not entirely here in the flesh (because it was decayed and 

therefore absent) but also not yet there in blissful repose in spirit in heaven, because the 

Resurrection had as yet not happened (Fig. 27). His epitaph reads: 

Neither/Here in life/Giovanni Battista Gisleni of Rome/…/Seeking here a 
temporary home, elsewhere an eternal one/Having learned…/That life was 
not only transient but fleeting/He portrayed himself living through this 
image/Which he, though nothing but dust and shadow, 
fashioned/Mindful…that man is born of the plastic art/He fashioned these 
traces of his art in stone”/“Growing so strong in victory over his 
death/That he would make [death] captive and like unto 
stone/…Demanding from you neither your applause nor your laments, but 
rather/In approaching, ‘Hail’/In departing, ‘Be well’/In my nest I shall 
die/Like a phoenix, I shall prolong my days/Nor there in death. 

Echoing the Catholic Roman Catechism, Gisleni’s mortuary monument instantiates both 

constituent parts of a unique individuality otherwise fragmented by death, and hence 



 
 

122 
 

reconstitutes his “self” as psychosomatic totality.335 For if the incorruptible soul is the 

form of the corruptible body, then to depict that body (the dead as if alive) was to 

portray—by synecdoche—the anticipated soul-body unity enjoyed in eternity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
335 For more information about Christian conceptions of the soul-body relationship, see Caroline 

Walker Bynum, “Soul and Body,” in Dictionary of the Middle Ages, Supplement 1, ed. William Chester 
Jordan (New York, NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2004), 588-594; Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the 
Body in Western Christianity, 11. 
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CHAPTER 4. DIVINE SUBSTITUTION 

When the past intrudes into a modern setting…it is less apt to be visible, 
because to see it demands knowledge of the past, and the past is always 
camouflaged when it wears the clothes of the present. 

 —Loren Eiseley336 

Escudos de monjas in Colonial Mexico 

As with Leonardo da Vinci and the Paragone, and funerary portraits in Rome, the 

choice of artistic materials became a crucial factor in the mediation between pre-

Columbian and Christian theologies in early modern colonial Mexico. Similar mentalities 

about how to give visible substance to the divine allowed European missionaries to graft 

their religious beliefs onto those shared with indigenous groups. Artifacts known as 

escudos de monjas, or “nuns’ shields” attest to this process of mental colonization 

because they neutralized key aspects of the old sites/sights of Aztec religious practice and 

culture (Fig. 31).337 

To wear an escudo on the chest over the habit transformed a female monastic (or 

“religious”) into an incarnation of the Virgin Mary as earthly intercessor and guardian of 

the Mexican people. The ideal that a nun should self-identify with the Virgin Mary and 

model herself on the Virgin’s exemplary life (Imitatio virginis) had long existed and been 

promoted in Western European Christianity. When transferred to New Spain, the concept 

colonized the pre-Conquest presence in Aztec religious rituals of the “deity-

                                                           
336 Loren Eiseley, “The Last Neanderthal,” in The Star Thrower (New York, NY: Harvest/HBJ, 

1978), 145. 
337 The Viceroyalty of New Spain became the United Mexican States after independence from 

Spain in 1821. See Anthony McFarlane, War and Independence in Spanish America (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2014); Jaime E. Rodríguez O., “We Are Now the True Spaniards.” Sovereignty, Revolution, 
Independence, and the Emergence of the Federal Republic of Mexico, 1808–1824 (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2012); Timothy J. Henderson, The Mexican Wars of Independence (New York, NY: Hill 
and Wang, 2009). 
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impersonator,” referred to in the Nahuatl language of the Aztec/Mexica people as a 

teixiptla.338 By emphasizing Marian imagery on circular plates of metal, escudos echoed 

the form of obsidian pectoral ornaments worn by Aztec female religious as they 

worshiped or impersonated some Aztec, female deities. The material transformation of 

the objects from stone obsidian to metal copper occurred in a process of skeuomorphism 

that changed the physical but not the psychological affect of the escudos. Because nuns’ 

shields incorporated Christian iconography with Aztec religious ornamentation, they 

subtly maintained the functional role played by their Aztec analogues. Simultaneously 

they stressed that the presence of the Aztec patron divinities as performed by their 

individual teixiptla had been entirely subsumed as earthly avatars of the Virgin Mary of 

the Immaculate Conception. 

 Early modern ecclesiastical authorities in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century New 

Spain recognized the power of constructing continuities of spiritual visuality and 

ornamental orthopraxis underlying changes in divinities and religious orthodoxy. Some 

salient, physical features of the old Aztec religion could be allowed to co-exist, because 

they now served the new religious hegemony of Christianity. This form of colonization 

acted mentally and not in an overtly physical manner; it changed the minds and not 

necessarily the bodies of people in a display of a kind of “soft” rather than “hard power.” 

The difference between these types of power, as elaborated initially by the political 

scientist Joseph S. Nye, rests between a policymaker’s capacity to elicit behavioral 

changes, either by way of command or order in a physically coercive manner vis-à-vis to 

                                                           
338 Explication of the term teixiptla is based on Catherine R. DiCesare, Sweeping the Way. Divine 

Transformation in the Aztec Festival of Ochpaniztli (Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado, 2009), 54. 
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attract or persuade in an ideologically co-optive manner.339 In this context, the bishops 

and archbishops tacitly promoted the practice of nuns personally adorning themselves 

with escudos by not suppressing the practice regardless of how much it might have 

impinged upon vows of poverty undertaken by many of the religious orders of nuns in 

colonial Mexico. The broad significance of studying the early modern origins and 

development of nuns’ shields therefore resides in how escudos emblematically embodied 

the relationship between the dominant Spanish and subordinate indigenous populations of 

New Spain. Escudos present a micro level example of a macro level power dynamic that 

developed into an identifiably unique Mexican “colonial interculture” precisely because 

escudos incorporated aspects of both.340 

   

The Materiality of Nuns’ Shields 

 Escudos de monjas existed as two related types of objects, differing in their 

materials but sharing forms, compositions, and iconographies. Colonial artists made 

nuns’ shields primarily by painting with oils on metal plates of copper and tin, and 

secondarily with the watercolor techniques of gouache on parchment or by making silver- 

and gold-wrapped (or dyed) silk-thread embroideries (with some painted details 
                                                           

339 Joseph S. Nye, Jr., “Soft Power,” Foreign Policy 80, Twentieth Anniversary (Autumn, 1990): 
153-171; Joseph S. Nye, Jr., Soft Power. The Means to Success in World Politics (New York, NY: Public 
Affairs, 2004). These ideas have been more recently discussed in terms of hard, soft, and “smart” power, 
e.g. Joseph S. Nye, Jr., “Soft Power and Smart Power,” in The Instruments & Institutions of American 
Purpose, ed. Kurt M. Campbell and Jonathan Price (Washington, D.C.: The Aspen Institute, 2009), 29-33; 
Ernest J. Wilson, III, “Hard Power, Soft Power, Smart Power,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 616 (Mar., 2008): 110-124; Joseph S. Nye, Jr., “Smart Power,” New 
Perspectives Quarterly 26, no. 2 (Spring, 2009): 7-9. 

340 The idea of “colonial interculture” as used here derives from the work of Amy J. Buono and is 
defined by her as “a new culture created through the intersection of many different early modern 
participants.” Amy J. Buono, “Tupi Featherwork and the Dynamics of Intercultural Exchange in Early 
Modern Brazil,” in Crossing Cultures: Conflict, Migration, Convergence, ed. Jaynie Anderson (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 2008), 350. See also Amy J. Buono, “Historicity, Achronicity, and the 
Materiality of Cultures in Colonial Brazil,” Getty Research Journal, no. 7 (2015): 19-34. 
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included—usually faces of figures). Based on the large-scale sample size of 145 escudos 

catalogued by Elizabeth Quigley Perry, a reasonable estimation would gauge that 

embroideries constituted approximately 9% and paintings 85% of escudos (13 

embroideries to 124 paintings, with seven more in gouache on parchment, and one 

chromolithographic print).341 Even if only representative of a small-scale sample size, the 

collection of ten escudos owned by the Denver Art Museum (DAM) corresponds to this 

distribution, with eight metal-supported, painted escudos, one embroidered escudo, and 

one on parchment.342 

 Embroidered escudos, or those painted onto parchment, seem to have been sewn 

like a patch onto the shoulder of a nun’s garment. Metal-supported escudos present a 

slightly larger and more elaborately constructed type of artifact that measured 10-20 cm. 

in diameter. During the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries, and despite the 

presence of a local source of raw copper from the mines of Michoacán, trade with 

Flanders and Rome supplied finished copper plates to the markets of New Spain.343 

Given this, and based upon Jørgen Wadum’s analysis of turn of the seventeenth-century 

copper-plate production in Antwerp, an escudo painted on an ovoid copper plate with a 

15 cm. diameter would have weighed approximately 5.2 ounces.344 These metal-backed, 

                                                           
341 Elizabeth Quigley Perry, “Escudos de monjas/Shields of Nuns: The Creole Convent and 

Images of Mexican Identity in Miniature,” PhD dissertation, Brown University, 1999 (Ann Arbor, MI: 
UMI Press), xvi-xxvii, 386-522. 

342 Based on a personal examination of the Denver Art Museum’s collection conducted in person 
in July, 2015, and with my thanks for the generous time and support of Julie Wilson Frick, MA, and Dr. 
Donna Peirce. 

343 Clara Bargellini, “Painting on Copper in Spanish America,” in Copper as Canvas. Two 
Centuries of Masterpiece Paintings on Copper, 1575–1775, ed. Michael K. Komanecky (New York, NY: 
Phoenix Art Museum and Oxford University Press, 1999), 32-35. 

344 Jørgen Wadum, “Antwerp Copper Plates,” in Copper as Canvas. Two Centuries of Masterpiece 
Paintings on Copper, 1575–1775, ed. Michael K. Komanecky (New York, NY: Phoenix Art Museum and 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 101. 
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painted escudos sometimes included protective pieces of thin glass over their obverse 

sides but always were comprised of a tortoiseshell or wooden frame attached by small 

pins to a reverse backing of flattened tortoiseshell set with semicircular metal ringlets so 

that the object could be secured over the garments of a nun’s upper torso.345 

 

The Physical and Spiritual History of Nuns’ Shields 

 Identifying those who wore escudos de monjas and when the tradition began in 

viceregal Mexico requires a quasi-archaeological process of moving backwards through 

colonial history, revealing layer by chronological layer the changing circumstances and 

origins of the artistic phenomenon. The strongest pieces of evidence consist of six 

specific images, two textual references, and a whole class of colonial paintings known as 

monjas coronadas portraits, all firmly datable to the period 1673–1888. Together, these 

remains document that after originating in the less-strictly rigorous calced (“shod”)—as 

opposed to discalced (“un-shod”)—Conceptionist convents of Mexico City and Puebla de 

Los Angeles, a small number of Jeronymite and Augustinian convents associated with the 

Conceptionists (by having been founded by them), as well as two convents of 

unassociated Dominicans, adopted the practice of wearing escudos sometime between 

1540, when the first convent of Conceptionist nuns was founded in Mexico City, and 

1636, when the oldest escudo can be firmly dated. 

 The historical chain of evidence that leads back through time to the origins of 

escudos begins in the late-nineteenth century. In 1888, Vincente Florencio Carlos Riva 

Palacio included an un-explicated visual reference to escudos in his monumental México 

                                                           
345 Such is the case with the eight escudos on copper at the Denver Art Museum (DAM), whose 

average diameter measures 16.7 cm. 
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a Través de Los Siglos (Mexico Across the Centuries), specifically within chapter four, 

subtitled Estado de la Colonia al Terminar el Siglo XVII. Religiόn. - Costumbres (State 

of the Colony at the End of the Seventeenth Century. Religion. - Costumes).346 The 

image entitled Hábitos de las monjas en Nueva España (Habits of the Nuns of New 

Spain) depicts twenty-one nuns standing in an idealized convent courtyard and dressed in 

the habits of their respective orders.347 Eight of these figures wear escudos roughly the 

size of their heads and suspended in an unknown fashion on their chests (five also wear 

images on their shoulders). These female figures represent calzadas, i,e. calced, 

Conceptionist convents of La Concepciόn, Jesús Maria, Santa Inés, La Balvanera, La 

Regina Coeli, La Encarnaciόn, the Augustinian convent of San Lorenzo, and the 

Jeronymite convent of San Jerόnimo. Additionally, the nun of the Reformed, discalced 

Carmelite convent of San José de Gracia wears an image at her shoulder, while the nun 

of the unveiled (sin velo), discalced order of the Capuchins of Mexico wears a small-

scale image hung as a necklace. While this rendition of the Hábitos de las monjas en 

Nueva España helpfully imagines life in a convent in New Spain at the end of the 

seventeenth century, because of its temporal distance it leaves in doubt the mid-

nineteenth century reality.348 The only equivalent, nineteenth-century, written references 

                                                           
346 Vincente Florencio Carlos Riva Palacio, El Vireinato. Historia de la dominacion Espanola en 

Mexico desde 1521 a 1808, vol. 2 of México a Través de Los Siglos. Historia general y completa del 
desenvolvimiento social, político, religioso, militar, artístico, científico y literario de México desde la 
antigüedad más remota hasta la época actual. Obra única en su género, 6th ed. (México, D.F.: Editorial 
Cumbre, S.A., 1967; 1888), 707. 

347 Palacio, El Vireinato, between 716 and 717. 
348 A watercolor by Ramón Cueva provides similar visual evidence. This image is held in a private 

collection, dated ca. 1863, and appears on the front and back, inner covers of María Concepción Amerlinck 
de Corsi and Manuel Ramos Medina’s 1995 Conventos de monjas. Fundaciones en el Mexico virreinal, and 
adorns the front cover to a text by María Luisa Rodríguez-Sala and Verónica Ramírez, Los cirujanos en los 
conventos de la ciudad de México (siglos XVI–XIX). Strangely, neither text analyzes the image or addresses 
its relevance to the study of nuns’ shields or Mexican nuns generally. The title “Orders and religious rites 
abolished in the Mexican Republic in 1861 and 1863” derives from the inclusion of an inscription of the 
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to escudos exist in the well known and often cited diary of Fanny Calderόn de la Barca, 

the most recent edition of which was published in 1966.349 

 While visiting central Mexico and its environs in 1839–1842, Calderόn de la 

Barca encountered a limited number of nuns along a spectrum of visibility due to 

imposed levels of sequestration.350 Nowhere does Calderόn de la Barca include mention 

of anything resembling an escudo de monja. In contrast to the complete access given to 

Calderόn de la Barca when she visited the Conceptionist convent of La Encarnaciόn in 

Mexico City, she experienced other nuns and their convents from a regulated distance.351 

Her friendship, for instance, with a nun living in the Carmelite convent of Santa Teresa 

                                                                                                                                                                             
same phrasing within the image, and refers, in part, to the contemporary project to secularize Mexican 
society undertaken by the administration of Benito Juarez, a process that included the forced removal of 
nuns from their convents (i.e. ex-claustration). Of unknown origins or purpose, Cueva’s ovoid composition 
consists of twenty-eight small, circular- and oval-shaped spaces—those on the outer edge strung together as 
if part of a garland—all set against a background depicting a religious procession (in the center), single 
priests on horseback before a shrine or standing alone, a funeral, and an unidentifiable interaction between 
a friar and a man with a tophat. Within each of the smaller scenes framed by rings or ovals, one or more 
figures stand above captions that identify the different male and female religious orders and convents to 
which these monks, nuns, friars, and priests belong. Cueva renders the colors, forms, and minutiae of their 
vestments and limited movements with an exquisite detail like that of a naturalist whose classificatory 
system aspires to identify types rather than individuals by way of differentiating characteristics. Prominent 
amongst these are head-sized escudos worn by representative nuns of eleven out of twenty-three convents 
visualized, all Conceptionist, Augustinian, Dominican, and Jeronymite establishments from Mexico City 
and Puebla de Los Angeles.  María Concepción Amerlinck de Corsi and Manuel Ramos Medina, 
Conventos de monjas. Fundaciones en el México virreinal (México, D.F.: Grupo Condumex, 1995); María 
Luisa Rodríguez-Sala and Verónica Ramírez, Los cirujanos en los conventos de la ciudad de México 
(siglos XVI–XIX) (México, D.F. Universidad Nacional Autónoma, Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales; 
Universidad del Claustro de Sor Juana; Patronato del Hospital de Jesús; Academia Mexicana de Cirugía, 
2008). 

349 Howard T. Fisher and Marion Hall Fisher, ed., Life in Mexico. The Letters of Fanny Calderόn 
de la Barca, with New Material from the Author’s Private Journals (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & 
Company, Inc., 1966). 

350 The least mediated contact took the form of a first-hand visit with the nuns of the Conceptionist 
convent of La Encarnaciόn, in Mexico City, which Calderόn de la Barca described as “a palace.” Having 
gained entrance into this otherwise restricted space (due to the intercession of the Archbishop himself), 
Calderόn de la Barca carefully noted details about the nuns’ personal appearances including “their faces 
closely covered with a double crape veil,” “their dress [of] a long robe of very fine white cassimere, a thick 
black [or white] crape veil, and long rosary,” and that some wore “blue satin and pearls…black velvet and 
diamonds.” Life in Mexico, 206-207. 

351 While travelling in the state of Michoacán to the west of the capital, Calderόn de la Barca 
visited the Dominican nuns of Santa Catarina in Pátzcuaro and the Poor Clares of the Franciscan Order at 
the convent of Santa Clara in Toluca. Life in Mexico, 586 and 602. 
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la Nueva in Mexico City occurred strictly mediated “through a grating” and a “turning 

wooden screen.”352 And when Calderόn de la Barca witnessed the ceremony by which a 

young woman entered a nunnery she could only view the proceedings through a large, 

metal screen and then only when a thick black curtain rose to reveal the choir.353 Having 

returned to the convent of La Encarnaciόn (where she’d not earlier seen any escudos), 

Calderόn de la Barca saw the novice nun surrounded by mature nuns, “Their 

faces…covered with deep black veils” and “dressed in mantles of bright blue, with a gold 

plate on the left shoulder.”354 Calderόn de la Barca’s brief notice represents the first and 

only in situ observation of an escudo de monja as worn by a Mexican nun in the period 

even if it lacks specificity as to the size and iconography of this “gold plate.” 

 Like its counterparts from 1888 and 1863, an earlier anonymously painted image 

owned by the Museo nacional del Virreinato, and datable to the eighteenth century, 

depicts the various nuns of New Spain arrayed in their distinctive vestments (Fig. 32).355 

An inscription on the lower edge reads: Traje de Las Religiosas de Los Conventos de 

Mexico, de Los Colegios y Recogimientos ([Characteristic] Garb of the Female Religious 

of the Convents of Mexico, the Colleges and Retreats).356 The painting consists of 

                                                           
352 Life in Mexico, 258. Calderόn de la Barca gained entrance to the convent of Santa Teresa la 

Nueva later that year, Life in Mexico, 343-347. 
353 Life in Mexico, 260-263, 266. 
354 Life in Mexico, 266. 
355 http://www.virreinato.inah.gob.mx/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=235&Itemid=109. 
356 The museum’s online catalogue entitles the work synonymously as Indumentaria de las monjas 

novohispanas (Attire of the nuns of New Spain). Colegios de niñas were established in New Spain 
beginning in 1528, “dedicated to educating native girls in Catholic doctrine, the memorization of prayers in 
Spanish, grammar, and the so-called feminine arts, which included sewing, weaving, embroidery, basic 
mathematics, music, reading, writing, and kitchen skills…funded by the Church, the state, and private 
individuals and groups…so that native girls so that they might adapt better to viceregal society and teach 
their families what they had learned, thereby spreading the faith and mainstream cultural values.” 
Recogimientos “served as asylums for women who for a number of reasons lacked family resources or male 
protection…essentially retreats that provided shelter, spiritual development, and a basic education for pious 

http://www.virreinato.inah.gob.mx/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=235&Itemid=109
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twenty-seven small niches (composed in five horizontal arcades) in which two or more 

female figures stand dressed in the habits of their respective religious organizations (if 

nuns), or in the typical clothing of early eighteenth-century Mexican women (if 

laywomen). The names of these convents, colleges, and retreats appear painted on the 

architectural frames below each niche. Arranged in this manner, the painting establishes a 

classificatory system by which to identify various types of colonial, Mexican women. 

Each Traje or Indumentaria differentiates social and religious affiliation based on its 

external forms, while the accompanying inscriptions associate them with larger 

institutional wholes. Together, texts and images construct the general category of “female 

religious” within which specific visual characteristics distinguish specific orders.357 

Escudos stand out in ten of the twenty convents metonymically represented, as worn by 

the Conceptionist nuns of La Encarnacion, St. Ygnes (Santa Inés), La Concepcion, Jesús 

María, La Regina (Coeli), Nuestra Señora de Balbanera (Balvanera), and San Bernardo, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and wayward women…[recovering] from marital strife, divorce, prostitution, crime, or poverty. Their 
doors…open primarily to Spaniards and Creoles, although apparently mestizas and native women also 
entered. African and racially mized women were permitted to enter only as servants or slaves.” James M. 
Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico. Crowned-Nun Portraits and Reform in the Convent 
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2014), 19-20. 

357 The colonial Mexican genre known as the Casta (caste) painting offered a similarly visual 
systematization of peoples. Although the precise purpose of these paintings remains contentiously obscure, 
from their inception in the very early-eighteenth century such paintings generalized the physical features of 
the “races” of Mexico based on the biological mixing of Spaniards, Indians, and Africans in the New 
World, a process referred to as mestizaje. As Kelly Donahue-Wallace puts it, “Voluntary and forced sexual 
contact” resulted in “mixed-race colonists [who] came to be known as the sociedad de castas or the society 
of castes, characterized by a complicated taxonomy containing up to twenty different racial combinations, 
all labeled according to their distinct blood mixtures” or categorized by “skin color and stereotyped facial 
features.” Casta paintings visualized these different racial “types” by generally depicting family units of a 
husband, wife, and their child, and identified their casta by the inclusion within the composition of a small 
placard. Of these, as Donahue-Wallace notes, “all but one…were made in New Spain.” Kelly Donahue-
Wallace, Art and Architecture of Viceregal Latin America, 1521–1821 (Albuquerque, NM: University of 
New Mexico Press, 2008), 217-218. In at least one instance, from ca. 1725, the whole of the series 
appeared together on a single canvas. For this painting, and other recent scholarship on Casta paintings, see 
Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 153-156; Ilona Katzew, Casta Painting. Images of 
Race in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 6, fig. 1; Magali Marie 
Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and Casta 
Paintings (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2003). 
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the Jeronymites of San Gerόnimo, and the Augustinians of San Lorenzo and San 

Calvario. 

 Contemporaneous with this eighteenth-century composite image of the nuns in 

New Spain, the tradition of painted portraits referred to by scholars as monjas coronadas 

reached its apogee of popularity and diffusion. These “crowned-nun” portraits feature 

specific women seen half- or full-length, turned three-quarters toward the picture plane, 

and isolated in the space of an undifferentiated room. These artworks provided 

standardized portraits by the inclusion of a painted inscription (leyendas) that attested to 

their genealogical legitimacy and identified their family, the religious order to which they 

belonged, and the age at which they had entered the convent.358 

The name, monjas coronadas (crowned nuns), derives from the fact that the 

paintings reproduce the floral crowns or wreaths worn by nuns when they had 

transformed themselves from worldly women into sacred “Brides of Christ” upon taking 

the veil.359 Commissions for these nuns’ portraits came from the families of the nuns 

themselves, and this change arguably altered the artworks’ iconographic emphasis to that 

of commemorating a nun’s profession (i.e. taking religious vows and entering a convent, 

referred to as “taking the veil”). Given this familial source of patronage, it is not 

surprising that these “profession portraits” constitute the majority of extant monjas 

coronadas, as they were hung in “residential parlors where family members and guests 

gathered” and thereby functioned as “mementos of…cloistered daughters…[and] markers 

                                                           
358 See Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 66. 
359 Or as Cόrdova has written, the flowers that ornamented the nuns’ crowns and other objects, 

“symbolized and activated the metamorphosis of something ordinary (a laywoman, albeit socially elite) 
into something sacred (a ‘bride of Christ’).” The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 119. 
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of…high social rank, ecclesiastical affiliation, and financial standing.”360 Because of a 

consistency in “pictorial format” and iconography regardless of religious order, monjas 

coronadas portraiture “effectively lesson[ed] differences and emphasize[d] 

commonalities, thereby establishing a corporate religious identity among New Spain’s 

nuns” and their families in the secular realm.361 Memorializing their mystical marriages, 

the most lavishly dressed nuns wore floral crowns or wreaths (sometimes also sumptuous 

capes), while holding liturgical candles or short staffs bedecked with flowers, a 

prominently displayed wedding ring, sometimes a figurine of the Christ as divine “infant 

groom” (“intended to de-eroticize the conjugal union of Christ and bride, imbuing it with 

an innocent, nonsexual character”).362 The oldest known monjas coronadas portrait dates 

to 1727 and includes an escudo de monja; from that point onwards escudos featured 

prominently as a central component of monjas coronadas iconography.363 

Prior to the appearance of monjas coronadas portraits ca. 1727, the practice of 

commissioning a portrait of an individual nun seems to have begun ca. 1633–1638 in 

both Spain and New Spain at the behest of the convent and was reserved for notable 

                                                           
360 Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 46-48. 
361 Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 68. 
362 Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 78. Monjas coronadas portraits made for 

the more austere Capuchin Order usually featured nuns with down cast eyes and wearing simple garments. 
363 See Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 36, fig. 2.1. Nuns from the 

Conceptionist convent of Jesús María in Mexico City wear such escudos in the illuminated frontispiece for 
the second, revised edition of their Book of Professions published in 1774. Generally speaking, a “Book of 
Professions” recorded the names of all women who had taken religious vows, the dates on which they had 
entered the convent, as well as the dates of their death. In this respect, the information written in a 
convent’s “Book of Professions” was similar to that painted into an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century nun’s 
Monja coronada portrait. For an overview of this type of conventual document, see Maria Concepciόn 
Amerlinck Assereto de Corsi, “La pintura en los libros de profesiones de las concepcionistas 
novohispanas,” in La orden concepcionista. Actas de I Congreso Internacional: Leόn, 8 al 12 de mayo de 
1989, Monasteriode la Purisima Concepciόn (Leόn: Universidad de Leόn, Servicio de Publicaciones, 
1990), 2: 161-170. 
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members of the cloistered communities.364 These seventeenth-century viceregal 

portrayals depicted female religious far less lavishly adorned with flowers, and often 

posthumously on a funeral bier. Within the broader context of imagery in New Spain, ca. 

1633–1727, escudos de monjas did not appear as worn by nuns until at least ca. 1685–

1714 in paintings by Cristóbal de Villalpando (Mexican, ca. 1645–1714) and Juan de 

Miranda (Mexican, active ca. 1694–1714). 

Villalpando’s painting of St. John the Evangelist and Mother Maria de Jesús de 

Agreda dates to ca. 1685–1714 (Fig. 33). In this detail of it one sees the Assumption of 

the Virgin Mary, her transformation into the Virgin of the Apocalypse, her reception by 

the Holy Trinity above the Heavenly Jerusalem, and as envisioned across time by St. 

John the Evangelist and the Iberian Conceptionist nun Sor María de Jesús de Ágreda 

(1605–1665).365 Of utmost interest, Sor María wears an object on her chest resembling a 

medium-sized escudo de monja. Iberian Conceptionist nuns wore escudo-like medallions 

called veneras, “hung from a cord around the nun’s neck” and made of “gold and 

enamel.”366 Just such small-scale art objects adorn the garments of Conceptionist nuns 

and their founder, Santa Beatriz da Silva, in a 1618 painting made for the Conceptionist 

convent of La Concepciόn in Toledo.367 In contrast, Cristóbal’s image of a Conceptionist 

nun provides her with a far larger painted medallion pinned to her vestments, an 

iconographic element totally lacking in an earlier engraved frontispiece of the same 

                                                           
364 See Cόrdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 35, 53, fig. 2.10; Perry, “Escudos,” 

345, fig. 65. 
365 For Villalpando’s painting, see Rogelio Ruíz Gomar’s catalogue entry (no.143) in Mexico. 

Splendors of Thirty Centuries (New York, NY: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1990), 334-336. 
366 Perry, “Escudos,” 51n25. 
367 Perry, “Escudos,” 49-51n25, for this image, see 298, fig. 18. 
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imagery published in Madrid in 1670.368 Villalpando’s alteration of the size of an Iberian 

Conceptionist’s breastplate fulfilled Mexican expectations about the characteristic 

appearance of Mexican Conceptionists.369 

An alternative cultural adjustment occurred in Juan de Miranda’s portrait of the 

Mexican Jeronymite nun Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (d. 1695), a painting that dates to 

1713 (Fig. 34).370 In this detail of the earliest representation of her, Miranda composes 

Sor Juana standing at her desk as if interrupted from writing, with pen still in hand, 

turning three-quarters towards the picture plane with her arm directing the gaze of the 

beholder towards an expansive bookshelf. The calm oval shape of her face echoes an 

equivalently large escudo de monja fastened just below her chin. Perry correctly draws 

attention to the fact that in contemporaneous editions of Sor Juana’s literary works 

printed between 1692 and 1725 for Iberian audiences, the frontispieces initially 

incorporate a small, venera-like ornament, but in later editions exclude such an object as 

an attribute of Sor Juan’s iconography.371 In both the cases of Sor María and Sor Juana, 

the painters aligned nuns of the same Conceptionist Order with the stereotypical markers 

of their respective religious cultures. Enlarging Sor María’s venera translated her from an 

                                                           
368 For this image, see Perry, “Escudos,” 342, fig. 62. 
369 Villalpando’s death in 1714 stands as a terminus ante quem for the dating of his painting. 
370 Juan de Miranda’s painting currently hangs in the rector’s offices of the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico in Mexico City. For a discussion of its dating, see Rogelio Ruíz Gomar’s catalogue 
entry (no.35) concerning the portrait of Sor Juana from 1750 by Miguel Cabrera (Mexican, d. 1768) in 
Painting a New World. Mexican Art and Life, 1521–1821, ed. Donna Pierce, Rogelio Ruiz Gomar, and 
Clara Bargellini (Denver, CO: Frederick and Jan Mayer Center for Pre-Columbian and Spanish Colonial 
Art, Denver Art Museum, 2004), 206-210; Marcus Burke’s catalogue entry (no.151) in Mexico. Splendors 
of Thirty Centuries, 351-356. 

371 E.g., in the 1725 Fama y obras posthumas del Fenix de Mexico…Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz 
published in Madrid. Perry interprets these differences in Sor Juana’s appearance as evidence of “a lack of 
knowledge concerning escudos de monjas in Spain,” a conclusion consistent with that of the present thesis. 
See “Escudos,” 89-90, 326-328, fig. 46-48. For the 1725 edition of Sor Juana’s works, see the Hathi Trust 
Digital Library record, https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=ucm.5326657203;view=1up;seq=5. 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=ucm.5326657203;view=1up;seq=5
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Iberian into a Mexican visual idiom, and shrinking Sor Juana’s escudo presented her as 

Iberian. 

Another source of information from this period—and the oldest—that records the 

wearing of art objects unequivocally identifiable as escudos de monjas is the 1673 

inspection by Archbishop Payo de Ribera of the Jeronymite convent of San Jeronimo in 

Mexico City.372 Following his visitation, the Archbishop wrote a letter to the nuns in 

order to remind them specifically that they “must ensure that the preciousness [precio] 

and curiosity [curiosidad] of their shields [escudos] not exceed their profession of holy 

poverty.”373 This letter marks the first appearance of the term escudo in the historical 

record, but in no way does it suggest an attempt to suppress the nuns from wearing their 

escudos; rather, the Archbishop urges only that decorum be preserved. Perry has 

proposed to date the oldest-known escudo de monja to before the death in 1639 of the 

artist thought to have made it, Luis Juárez (1585–1639).374 While this would intriguingly 

situate the emergence of escudos significantly before the Archbishop’s letter of 1673 and 

contemporaneously with the visually established formation of an iconography of female 

religious portraiture, it would also mean that escudos remained inexplicably hidden in the 

historical record from 1639 to 1673. 

In sum, the extant, objective evidence attests to the wearing escudos de monjas by 

Conceptionist nuns, as well as by a minority of Augustinian, Jeronymite, and Dominican 

nuns, in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles from 1673 until the beginning of the 

                                                           
372 Perry, “Escudos,” 46n6 and 90n78. 
373 “[C]uidando de que en los escudos que se deben poner, no sobresalga el precio y curiosidad de 

la pobreza santa que profesan.” Quoted in Perry, “Escudos,” 46n6 and 90n78 with reference to the 
citation’s original appearance in María del Carmen Reyna, El Convento de San Jerόnimo: Vida conventual 
y finanzas (México, D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1990), 27. 

 374 Perry, “Escudos,” 97, fig. 10. 
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twenty-first century.375 Prior to 1673 in Iberia the only object even remotely escudo like 

appears as worn by Conceptionist nuns in a painting of the founder of the order—Beatriz 

de Silva—from the convent in Toledo and dated 1618, but even then the object seems 

significantly diminished in diameter by comparison with those worn by the viceregal 

nuns of New Spain.376 No contemporaneous, or earlier images or texts in Mexico depict 

or describe female religious wearing anything like a venera or nuns’ shield. For example, 

the 1584 frontispiece for the first edition of the Mexican Conceptionist convent of Jesús 

María’s Book of Professions excludes escudos or other personal adornment from what 

Perry calls the “the only surviving sixteenth-century representation of Mexican 

Conceptionist nuns.”377 If this is true, then it means that at some point between 1584 and 

1673 artists began to manufacture artifacts that have come to be recognizably distinct to 

Mexican religious culture. 

It was during this period of time—in the second- and third-quarter of the 

seventeenth century—that escudos underwent a crucial standardization of size, materials, 

composition, and iconography that all subsequent examples worn by nuns through at least 

the nineteenth century would maintain albeit with some variation in iconography. The 

typology of escudos became so canonical that dating unsigned examples or knowing 

                                                           
375 Franciscan Conceptionists continued to wear at least two types of the escudo through the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries unto the present day. As seen in images collected on the website 
Ceremonia y rúbrica de la Iglesia Española under the subject heading “Franciscanas Concepcionistas,” 
these Conceptionists wore the larger, traditional escudo as well as smaller versions clearly hung like a 
necklace or work like embroidered patches on their shoulder. See Ceremonia y rúbrica de la Iglesia 
Española, “Franciscanas Concepcionistas,” Ceremonia y rúbrica de la Iglesia Española, 
http://liturgia.mforos.com/1699114/8494219-franciscanas-concepcionistas/. For the image of Sister María Esperanza del 
Niño Jesus, see the Pinterest page, https://www.pinterest.com/pin/565835140659739830/. 

376 For this image, see Perry, “Escudos,” fig.18. 

 377 In this context, recall that escudos would later unequivocally adorn nuns of the very same order 
from the very same convent in the second edition of their Book of Professions dated 1774. Perry, 
“Escudos,” 42. For the 1584 Book of Professions image, see Virginia Armella de Aspe and Guillermo 
Tovar de Teresa, Escudos de Monjas Novohispanas (México, D.F.: Fernández Cueto Editores, 1993), 74. 

http://liturgia.mforos.com/1699114/8494219-franciscanas-concepcionistas/
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/565835140659739830/
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which order of nun wore them presents great difficulties due to the remarkable 

consistency and similarity of compositions and figures. 

 

The Marian Iconography of Nuns’ Shields 

 Generally, the visual format of escudos emphasized the circular shape of the 

objects themselves: a central theme encircled by a secondary theme, all enveloped by a 

brown-cord belt associated with the Franciscan Order and/or an outer-most band of floral 

designs, cherubim heads, and/or sunbursts (Fig. 35-36). The primary iconography of 

escudos consisted of groups of half-length, male and female Christian saints gathered 

around the Virgin Mary—a sacra conversazione—usually set against an undifferentiated 

background, but sometimes against a landscape. Mary is very often seen being crowned 

as the Queen of Heaven either by the Christian Holy Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit, or simply by Jesus as embodiment of the Holy Trinity, while angels fly around in 

attendance. Sometimes Mary holds baby Jesus; in others, she does not, even when he 

does not appear explicitly as an adult version Jesus. Sometimes wings protrude from her 

figure, and she stands on a crescent moon or serpent. In most cases a halo of up to twelve 

stars surrounds her head. Despite these perceptible differences in visual characteristics, 

escudos with this set of visual modes of representation all actually manifest nuanced 

ways of emphatically referring to the singular idea of the Immaculate Conception of the 

Virgin Mary.378 

According to the mid-twentieth century work of Mirella Levi D’Ancona, early 

modern artists deployed at least nineteen different non-narrative, representational modes 
                                                           

378 For discussions about the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary in Christian, Theological 
history, see the essays found in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception. History and Significance, ed. 
Edward Dennis O’Connor, C.S.C. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1958). 
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that could have conveyed the idea of the Immaculate Conception, even if the 

iconographies did not explicitly address the topic.379 D’Ancona divides the types of 

Immaculate Conception imagery into four major groupings (each containing multiple 

subdivisions): “Objects of Mary’s exemption: the Triumph of Mary over Original Sin”; 

“The Moment of Mary’s Exemption: the Relationship of Mary to Her Parents and 

Forebears; Her Predestination”; “The Relationship of Mary to the Godhead”; “Proofs of 

the Immaculacy of Mary.”380 Because of the prominence of Immaculate Conception 

themes in escudos, one must keep firmly in mind D’Ancona’s warning that there was “no 

rigid division between” the categories, and that “more often than not two or more are 

combined in a single work of art.”381 The ten escudos in the Denver Art Museum (DAM) 

exemplify several of the categories described by D’Ancona, and in this neatly 

encapsulate the centrality of the Immaculate Conception for nuns’ shields across the 

history of the genre from the 1630s to the second decade of the nineteenth century. 

Within this chronological scope, nine of DAM’s escudos include imagery that 

communicates the idea of Mary’s Immaculate Conception, four in the form of the 

Coronation of the Virgin, two as the Virgin of the Apocalypse, one each of the Virgin and 

Child with St. Joseph, the Madonna of Sorrows, and the Virgin of Guadalupe. The 

Catholic Church did not officially confirm the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception as 

                                                           
379 For another important, mid-twentieth century essay on the subject, see Maurice Vloberg, “The 

Iconography of the Immaculate Conception,” in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception. History and 
Significance, ed. Edward Dennis O’Connor, C.S.C. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1958), 463-506. 

380 Mirella Levi D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception in the Middle Ages 
and Early Renaissance, Monographs on Archeology and Fine Arts Sponsored by the Archaeological 
Institute of America and the College Art Association of America (College Art Association of America, 
1957) 17-19. 

381 D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 19. 



 
 

140 
 

dogma until 1854 with the bull of Pope Pius IX, Ineffabilis Deus.382 Before that time, 

theological arguments and popular belief had often been at odds over the concept’s 

acceptability or theological validity such that it simultaneously received cautious, support 

from the Church and clergy but uncritically widespread devotion by the laity.383 The idea 

arose by the second century CE in the story of Mary’s parents, Joachim and Anne, as 

found in the Protoevangelium of James, as well as a text known as the Pseudo-Matthew, 

and the Book of the Nativity of Mary.384 

From the medieval period onwards in Western Christendom, the two most 

vehement ecclesiastical organizations involved in the promotion or denial of the 

Immaculate Conception were the Franciscan and Dominican Orders. The Franciscans 

supported it and so became known as “Immaculists”; the Dominicans rejected it and so 

became known as “Maculists.” The mendicants and their adherents felt so righteous 

about the issue that fifteenth-century Franciscans and Dominicans mutually 

excommunicated each other; turn of the sixteenth-century universities in England, 

France, Germany, Italy, and Spain required academics to swear to defend the belief; and 

a 1613 sermon in Seville denying the Immaculate Conception incited street fights.385 

Distinguishing between the two seemingly intractable positions depended on a slight 

difference in precisely when Mary had become free from the stain of original sin. No one 
                                                           

382 D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 11. 
383 “One of the strange aspects of the cult of the Immaculate Conception is that, though its feasts 

were celebrated in local centers, for a long time it was not officially accepted by the Catholic Church…[as] 
during the Middle Ages, the celebration…was principally a local affair, or it was connected with some 
monastic order (the Benedictines, the Franciscans, [the Carmelites], and, later, the Jesuits).” D’Ancona, The 
Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 10-11. 

384 All of these were later decreed apocryphal by the Council of Trent. See D’Ancona, The 
Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 6; Nancy Mayberry, “The controversy over the Immaculate 
Conception in medieval and Renaissance art, literature, and society,” The Journal of Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies 21, no. 2 (Fall, 1991): 209-210. 

385 Mayberry, “The controversy,” 208, 214-215, 223. 



 
 

141 
 

argued about whether Mary was Immaculate—without macula, Latin for “stain”—but 

when she acquired Immaculacy. This debate was based upon the idea of “conception” as 

that moment when an individual’s body and soul unify. Immaculists contended that 

Mary’s state of stainlessness had occurred in the mind of God before her conception, and 

in fact before God had created the world; Maculists believed in the theory of 

“Sanctification,” that Mary’s liberation from original sin had happened between the 

moment of her conception and that of her sanctification in the womb of Saint Anne; those 

who held to the theory of “Purification” thought that Mary received exemption from 

original sin only after her birth and at the moment of the Annunciation that she would 

bear Jesus the Christ and so was thereby purified.386 

The Spanish people’s fervent devotion to Mary with respect to their experience of 

the Immaculate Conception controversy lead to the creation of an independent entity 

dedicated to promoting Mary’s Immaculacy: by papal bull, Beatriz de Silva founded the 

the Order of the Conception of the Virgin Mary (i.e., the Conceptionist Order) in 1489.387 

                                                           
386 D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 5-7. Early modern pontiffs made 

repeated attempts to address the debate in hopes of reconciling the disputants. The Council of Basel 
decreed the Immaculate Conception doctrinal in 1438, but the Council’s state of schism invalidated the 
decision. Pope Sixtus IV (a Franciscan) convened representatives to argue their cases for and against the 
theology in 1477; he then approved 8 December as the official feast day of the Conception of the 
Immaculate Virgin. The decision not to call the feast that of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception 
neatly evaded the touchy subject of when exactly Mary had attained immaculacy. Sixtus IV followed these 
efforts with a papal bull in 1485 entitled Grave Nimis that promised excommunication for anyone who 
called the Maculist or Immaculist positions heretical, thus muzzling the Francsicans and Dominicans from 
attacking each other. Despite the protracted attempts made by Franciscans and the Spanish delegation, the 
decrees of the Council of Trent in the mid-sixteenth century reiterated Grave Nimis, a stalemate entrenched 
by bulls of Pope Pius V in the early 1570s that limited public discussion on the matter. Mayberry, “The 
controversy,” 209, 221. 

387 Official support had begun long before, by at least 1218, with the foundation of the Order of 
Our Lady of Mercy (the Mercedarians) whose members wore white in honor of Mary’s purity. Royal 
support for these Mercedarians began contemporaneously with King Jamie I of Aragon. Not only did Jamie 
give them the responsibility of defending the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, the treatises of a 
former member of Jamie’s court, turned tertiary member of the Franciscan Order, Ramon Lull, became 
instrumental in the promotion of the belief by subsequent Aragonese kings and by the Franciscans. 
Grounded in Lullist theology, the majority of the Christian populace of the Iberian Peninsula celebrated the 
feast of the Immaculate Conception from 1281 onwards. Crucial to this enterprise was the support given by 
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The presence of the Conceptionists contributed invaluable support to the Immaculist 

position in early modern, Christian culture despite the strength of the Maculist 

Dominicans in the Iberian Peninsula and their administration of the Spanish Inquisition 

beginning in the late-fifteenth century. The Immaculists succeeded so thoroughly in their 

efforts that a Spanish Dominican writing in 1615 had to admit that, “at present in Spain, 

in the Indies, in France, and almost all over Europe, to preach, write or teach against this 

devotion [to the Immaculate Conception] would be like trying to carry a millstone in 

one’s arms to the top of a mountain.”388 

The foundation in Mexico City of the Conceptionist convent of La Concepción in 

1540 marked not only the entry of Christian female religious into New Spain (as the first 

colonial nunnery) but also the spread of the belief in the Immaculate Conception beyond 

the Pillars of Hercules. In consequence, the early Conceptionist nuns firmly established 

an Immaculist conception of the semi-divine status of Mary, and their religious relation to 

her as devotees, within the Christian ideological framework of the evangelism of New 

Spain. As observed by Louise M. Burkhart in her analysis of early modern, Marian 

literature in colonial, Nahuatl sermons, “one would not guess that there was any doubt as 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Isabella of Castile to establish the Franciscan Order of the Conception in Toledo in 1484. As told in her 
biography of 1554, Beatriz de Silva arrived at the court of King Juan II of Aragon at some time in the mid-
fifteenth century as part of the entourage of her relative Isabel I of Portugal. There, Beatriz had the 
misfortune to arouse the envy of the queen who had Beatriz imprisoned. Because of the fervor with which 
she prayed, the Virgin Mary appeared to Beatriz. When she was finally released, Beatriz fled to Toledo 
where she waited for thirty years in a Dominican convent until her close, personal relationship with Isabella 
of Castile led to the queen’s bestowal onto Beatriz of a property in which to found the Conceptionist Order 
and where Beatriz lived until her death in 1490. For this history, see Suzanne L. Stratton, The Immaculate 
Conception in Spanish Art (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 5-9; Mayberry, “The 
controversy,” 219-220. 

388 Quoted in Mayberry, “The Controversy,” 223. 
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to Mary’s absolute and eternal purity.”389 This situation arguably culminated in the early 

decades of the seventeenth century in the creation of Marian imagery for escudos. 

In 1617, a Franciscan narrative repopularized Beatriz’s life, and contributed to an 

elaboration of Conceptionist/Immaculist iconography by describing how the Virgin Mary 

herself had specifically told Beatriz to create a convent of nuns dedicated to the 

Immaculate Conception who would commemorate their devotion by wearing habits of 

blue and white as emblematic of the Virgin’s purity and heavenly home.390 Then from 

1635 to 1638, the Spanish author Tirso de Molina published a play about Beatriz, 

supporters attempted twice to have Beatriz beatified, and the painter-theorist Francisco 

Pacheco canonically defined the iconography of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception 

(“with a white tunic and blue mantle, for thus Our Lady appeared to Dona Beatriz de 

Silva”).391 And yet, even if the practice of wearing an escudo may well have originated in 

the context of the Conceptionist Order and their nuns’ Immaculist dedication, almost all 

of the other earliest nunneries in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles seem to have 

adapted the artworks for their own use but without any significant change in iconography. 

 

The Rhetoric of Simultaneous Similitude in Colonial Mexico 

A majority of colonial nuns, therefore, wore escudos; the exceptional orders were 

those who did not wear escudos. Based upon evidence as seen in crowned-nun portraits 

                                                           
389 Louise M. Burkhart, Before Guadalupe. The Virgin Mary in Early Colonial Nahuatl Literature. 

Institute for Mesoamerican Studies Monograph 13. Albany, NY/Austin, TX: Institute for Mesoamerican 
Studies (University at Albany, State University of New York/University of Texas Press, 2001), 9. 

390 Nancy Mayberry, “Beatriz de Silva: An Important Fifteenth-Century Visionary,” Vox 
Benedictina 4, no. 2 (Apr., 1987): 169-183. 

391 Mayberry, “Beatriz de Silva,” 172, 179-181. Francisco Pacheco is quoted in Mayberry, 
“Beatriz de Silva,” 181n15. 
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and in the three, previously discussed eighteenth- and nineteenth-century images that 

depict early modern, conventual garments worn by Mexican nuns, the following 

conclusions can be reached: First, of the twenty-two convents founded in Mexico City 

and Puebla between the 1540s and 1630s, only the religious in the four Observant 

Franciscan, two discalced Carmelite, and one Dominican nunneries did not include 

escudos as a part of their attire. Second, in 68% (15/22) of all of the convents in Mexico 

City and Puebla (all operated by the Conceptionists, Jeronymites, Augustinians, and the 

earlier Dominican), professed nuns wore escudos.392 And if as Perry notes “all of these 

orders had their own separate heraldic insignia, and, unlike the escudos, none of these 

coats of arms are known to have been images of the Virgin,” then the escudos served 

some other, rhetorically binding function.393 This must have been especially true for the 

Dominican nuns who wore escudos, for the emphasis on the iconography of the 

Immaculate Conception contradicted their order’s Maculist history of denying and 

outright denouncing the doctrine. Evidently accepting the artworks’ utility in New Spain 

outweighed the rejection of the iconography in old Spain. 

Arguably, viceregal nuns in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles began to 

wear escudos de monjas beginning in the 1630s and 1640s. A confluence of economic, 

religious, social features of colonial New Spain made this possible: First, during the 

                                                           
392 I.e., the anonymous Hábitos de las monjas en Nueva España of 1888, Cueva’s Órdenes y ritos 

religiosos suprimidos en la República Mexicana en 1861 y 1863 of 1863, and the undated Traje de Las 
Religiosas de Los Conventos de Mexico, de Los Colegios y Recogimientos. The division of the Franciscan 
Order into Observant and Conventual factions occurred in 1517. All Franciscans in New Spain followed 
the Observant Rule of strict poverty and thereby became known as discalced friars. In contrast, the 
Conceptionists remained a calced order (calzadas) until the creation of a discalced Conceptionist convent 
in Madrid in 1603. No discalced, Conceptionist convent would ever be allowed in New Spain despite the 
efforts of some Conceptionist nuns to do establish one in the early-seventeenth century. See Perry, 
“Escudos,” 53n35; Jacqueline Holler, “Escogidas Plantas”: Nuns and Beatas in Mexico City, 1531–1601 
(New York, NY: Columbia University, 2005), 235-236. 

393 Perry, “Escudos,” 46-47. 
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immediately preceding decades of the seventeenth century, the popular cult of the Virgin 

of Guadalupe at Tepeyac (just north of Mexico City) grew in the scope of its institutional 

support such that the increased distribution of its essentially Immaculist iconography (i.e. 

as an iteration of the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception) linked the Virgin of 

Guadalupe to the Conceptionist Order. Second, this occured contemporaneously with a 

revival of interest in and attempts to beatify that order’s founder—Beatriz de Silva—

along with the re-publication of the order’s Rules. The promotion of the cult and 

Conceptionist nuns led to an increase in private patronage that helped the convents, in 

general, to establish economic stability, and therefore led also to a demand for objects 

that adhered to conventual decorum and yet that defined the important ritual role played 

by colonial nuns as Marian priestesses. 

Furthermore, beginning with the publication of Bernardino de Sahagún’s Historia 

general de las cosas de Nueva España (ca. 1576), a repeated story arose that identified 

Tepeyac as the site of a pre-Christian shrine to the Aztec mother goddess, Tonantzin, the 

same name used by the early Franciscan missionaries for the Virgin Mary. The legend of 

the Virgin of Guadalup therefore implicitly suggested that the Aztec Tonantzin had been 

replaced or subsumed into the Christian Tonantzin. This conflation of divinities carried 

with it the syllogistic logic that if the Virgin of Guadalupe had subsumed or overlaid the 

Aztec goddess, then so too must the Christian nuns as priestesses of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe have subsumed or overlaid their Aztec counterparts. The invention of an 

object like the escudo to be worn by nuns outwardly in visual display communicated this 

transformation/incorporation of the old tradition in the new. Escudos would act as 

simultaneous similitudes by veiling an old signifier for “priestess”—the pectoral 
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ornament—with a new veneer: the underlying form remained discernible but covered like 

a chair with a sheet, a presence belying an absence. No other scholars have proposed this 

thesis specifically about escudos de monjas, although James Córdova’s analysis of 

monjas coronadas utilizes a similar argument for the logical equivalency between the 

floral staffs and crowns worn by Christian nuns and the sacral nature of flowers in pre-

Columbian, Mesoamerican thought. Córdova argues that, 

Floral arts and other indigenous traditions that circulated in New Spain’s 
convents are not straightforward versions of pre-Hispanic knowledge. 
Rather, they are part of a larger body of ancient Mesoamerican traditions 
that persisted into postconquest times because they resonated with and 
conformed to Christian concepts.394 

Therefore, by the mid- to late-1630s, both the ecclesiastical authorities and the nuns had 

the money and the motivations to commission escudos, and so it is no coincidence that 

the earliest extant escudo (attributed to Luis Jarez) dates to ca. 1639. And while its 

imagery consists of the Virgin and Child with St. Joseph, the majority of subsequently 

created escudos implicitly or explicitly depicted Immaculist iconography.395 A fuller 

explication of these intertwined, contextual factors—economic, religious, and social—

should make the origins of and intentions behind escudos de monjas in early-seventeenth 

century, New Spain comprehensible. 

 

The Physical Conditions and Costs for the Creation of Nuns’ Shields 

 Late-seventeenth through early-nineteenth century records and references to the 

economic conditions of colonial convents in New Spain have left an impression that nuns 

                                                           
394 Córdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 119. See also nn140-141 below. 

 395 Perry, “Escudos,” 97, fig. 10. 
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existed in a rarified world of luxuriant satiety and worldly comfort.396 So durable has 

been this perception that in their 1989 book Untold Sisters. Hispanic Nuns in Their Own 

Works, scholars Electa Arenal and Stacey Schlau unqualifiedly characterized “most of the 

convents of the eight orders with foundations in Mexico” as “cloisters” in which “self-

adornment, indulgence in sweets and delicacies, and spiritual laxity went hand in 

hand.”397 The existence experienced by late-colonial nuns suggested by these authors did 

not apply to early-colonial nuns living during the sixteenth or early-seventeenth centuries. 

Population increases, building and rebuilding the necessary convent structures, 

and the imposition of gendered limitations all pushed convents dangerously close to ruin 

during their early sixteenth-century history in New Spain. The Conceptionist convent of 

La Concepción exemplifies the difficulties they faced. After its foundation in 1540–1541 

as the first convent in New Spain, La Concepción housed 132 professed nuns by 1604.398 

Sixty years of dowries could not suffice to keep up with the budgetary demands of such a 

population increase. Given that a single nun required at least 100 pesos per year for all 
                                                           
 396 At the time of exclaustration in 1856 the convent of La Concepción owned at least 127 
properties. See Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 236; Calderόn de la Barca described the Conceptionist 
convent of La Encarnaciόn in 1840 as “a palace.” See Life in Mexico, 206; reforms undertaken in the 1760s 
and 1770s sought to “forbid ornamentation…with expensive objects,” limit maids and servants, and instate 
la vida común (“common life” like the Capuchin Order) that would have imposed “full communal 
possession of goods,” elimination of private rooms, and the incorporation of personal incomes (i.e., 
reservas) into the convent’s common funds. See Asunción Lavrin, “Ecclesiastical Reform of Nunneries in 
New Spain in the Eighteenth Century,” The Americas 22, no. 2 (Oct., 1965): 186. For reservas, see 
Asunción Lavrin, “Values and Meaning of Monastic Life for Nuns in Colonial Mexico,” Catholic 
Historical Review 58, no. 3 (Oct., 1972): 374; Archbishop Payo de Ribera chided the nuns of San Jeronimo 
in 1673, writing to them that “[C]uidando de que en los escudos que se deben poner, no sobresalga el 
precio y curiosidad de la pobreza santa que profesan.” Quoted in Perry, “Escudos,” 46n6 and 90n78 with 
reference to the citation’s original appearance in María del Carmen Reyna, El Convento de San Jerόnimo: 
Vida conventual y finanzas (México, D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1990), 27; earlier 
in the seventeenth century a male cleric had described Conceptionist nuns disparagingly as “[C]riollas 
regalonas y chocolateras.” Quoted in Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 236. 

397 Electa Arenal and Stacey Schlau, Untold Sisters. Hispanic Nuns in Their Own Works, trans. 
Amanda Powell, rev. ed. (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2010), 334. 

398 Out of a total population of ~500 nuns living in thirteen convents and two lay institutions 
(recogimientos) in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles. See Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 84-85, 248, 
250. 
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living expenses, and so on, and if there were 132 nuns in La Concepción in 1604, then the 

contemporaneous declaration that their revenues only amounted to 12,000 pesos meant an 

income that fell short; as noted in an contemporaneous official report, “the nuns cannot 

even be fed.”399 These population pressures further drained available resources by 

requiring modifications to existing conventual structures and/or the purchase of new 

properties on which to construct larger buildings.400 Given these limitations on their 

disposable income, determining approximately how many nuns would have needed 

escudos (if an entire order wanted to buy them for all of their professed members in 

Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles) and how much an individual escudo de monja 

could have cost aids in understanding why convents did not begin to purchase escudos 

until the second quarter of the seventeenth century. 

Based upon the established foundation dates of the convents, and the available 

visual information, it seems reasonable to argue that nuns wore escudos in at least eleven 

                                                           
399 “[N]o se pueden sustentar las dichas monjas de solo comer.” Quoted in Holler, “Escogidas 

Plantas,” 258. 
400 Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 261-263. Gender divisions contributed to the impecunious 

situation in which nuns sought to survive. Not only did male ecclesiastics involved with the convents need 
to be paid for their services saying masses, performing chantries, and hearing confessions, the nuns were 
also required to feed them. While the priests and friars could enter the cloister (as they were not subject to 
the exclusion of people from the convent referred to as “passive” enclosure), the strict application of 
“active” enclosure severely restricted the economic activities of nuns on their own behalf, limiting the nuns 
mainly to (in house) revenue generation in the form of needlework or teaching borders, or revenue saving 
by performing the convent’s necessary physical tasks themselves—instead of hiring servants. Holler, 
“Escogidas Plantas,” 238, 276-282. For the history of enclosure (and the rules governing nuns in general) 
as theorized and practiced during the early era of Christianity, see chapters 4 (“Nunnery Rules – History”) 
and 5 (“Nunnery Rules: Enclosure”) of Julie Ann Smith, Ordering Women’s Lives. Penitentials and 
nunnery rules in the early medieval west (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2001); for the 
later history of enclosure after the decree of Pope Boniface VIII in 1298, specifically entitled Periculoso 
(one part of that pope’s larger legislative codification of decrees, the Liber Sextus), see Elizabeth 
Makowski, Canon Law and Cloistered Women, Periculoso and Its Commentators, 1298–1545, vol. 5 of 
Studies in Medieval and Early Modern Canon Law (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 1997). 
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of the thirteen convents founded between 1540 and 1600 (i.e., in ~85% of them).401 And 

if, as Holler has written, the overall population of the convents in 1600 was ~500, then 

~425 of these individual nuns would have needed escudos as a part of their ritual attire402 

Alternatively, if nuns represented 7% of the overall population of Mexico City (and Jorge 

E. Hardoy and Carmen Aranovich estimated that this was ~15,000 in ca. 1630), then the 

convent population at that time equaled ~1,050 of which ~892 nuns (the ~85%) likely 

would have worn escudos.403 

 Colonial nuns most likely purchased their escudos from local painters living and 

working in New Spain or as imports from Flemish artists working in Antwerp via the 

primary, Iberian port that served the colonies, Seville. In either case, calculating how 

much an individual escudo cost depends on knowing how much refined copper plates and 

paintings on copper cost during the seventeenth century. If the escudo originated in 

Antwerp, and was commissioned by art dealers like Crisostomo van Immerseel (active in 

Antwerp in the 1620s and 1630s)—who would have supplied the cleaned, copper plates 

to the hired painters—then it is possible that the dealer paid ~4 Dutch guilders.404 This 

                                                           
401 For the foundation dates of convents in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles, see Asuncion 

Lavrin, Brides of Christ. Conventual Life in Colonial Mexico (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2008), Appendix, 359-361; the visual records consist of (as discussed earlier) D. Vincente Riva Palacio’s 
1888 image Hábitos de las monjas en Nueva España (Habits of the nuns of New Spain), Ramón Cueva’s 
ca. 1863 image Órdenes y ritos religiosos suprimidos en la República Mexicana en 1861 y 1863 (Orders 
and religious rites abolished in the Mexican Republic in 1861 and 1863), and the Museo nacional del 
Virreinato’s eighteenth-century image Traje de Las Religiosas de Los Conventos de Mexico, de Los 
Colegios y Recogimientos ([Characteristic] Garb of the Female Religious of the Convents of Mexico, the 
Colleges and Retreats). 

402 Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 250. 
403 Susan Midgden Socolow, The Women of Colonial Latin America, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2015), 100; Jorge E. Hardoy and Carmen Aranovich, “Urban Scales and 
Functions in Spanish America Toward the Year 1600: First Conclusions,” Latin American Research 
Review 5, no. 3 (Autumn, 1970): 71. 

404 This estimation is based upon Jørgen Wadum’s analysis of turn-of-the-seventeenth century 
copper-plate production in Antwerp. See Wadum, “Antwerp Copper Plates,” Copper as Canvas, 99. 
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means that a four Dutch guilder painting on copper cost the equivalent of ~9.96 pesos.405 

If, on the other hand, a colonial artist made the escudo, then it might have cost ~3 pesos. 

An inventory published by Kelly Donahue-Wallace of ca. 1681 from Mexico City aids in 

making this determination. Most useful is that the individuals involved included the 

painter Juan Correa who not only identified the iconography of the artworks and their 

supports, but also their estimated value in pesos. Although they accounted for only a 

small number of artworks present in the inventoried total, Correa noted the presence of 

twelve, copper-backed paintings that he appraised at 36 pesos in total, an average mean 

of ~3 pesos each.406 

                                                           
405 If converting guilders to pesos depended on their respective grams of silver, then the Spanish 

peso (with 25.561 grams silver, a weight that remained consistent throughout the seventeenth century) 
exchanged for ~2.49 guilders (with 10.28 grams silver, ca. 1621–1660) “In Spain and the Indies, the 
standard unit of account was the maravedí. Monies shipped from the Indies to Spain were always 
accounted for in Spain in maravedís to enable peninsulars to convert the value of colonial coins or bullion 
into units of currency used in Spain. In the Indies throughout the colonial period a peso de ocho was 272 
maravedís…[with e]ight reales ma[king] one peso de ocho…In terms of fineness the crown tampered very 
little with the colonial monetary system in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In fact the peso de 
ocho…was never devalued in the Indies…In fact for over two centuries (1525–1728) the peso de ocho 
consisted of 25.561 grams of fine silver.” John Jay TePaske and Kendall W. Brown, Peru, vol. 1 of The 
Royal Treasuries of the Spanish Empire in America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1982), xviii. For 
further information about the peso, see Alexander Del Mar, The History of Money in America, From the 
Earliest Times to the Establishment of the Constitution (New York, NY: The Cambridge Encyclopedia 
Company, 1899), 54-62. For comparisons of the silver content of the Spanish peso and the Dutch guilder 
(based on the work of N.W. Posthumus [Nederlandsche prijsgeschiedenis, Leiden, 1943]), see Niels 
Steensgaard, “The growth and composition of the long-distance trade of England and the Dutch Republic 
before 1750,” in The Rise of Merchant Empires, Long-Distance Trade in the Early Modern World, 1350–
1750, ed. James D. Tracy (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1990): 107n11. Concerning the 
Spanish peso, Carlos Marichal has written that, “One of the most striking features of the Spanish imperial 
monetary regime was the extraordinary stability of the standards and units of account of the metallic 
monetary system over a period of three centuries. Indeed, it was the high quality of the silver coins of the 
Spanish Empire that generated an intense and constant international demand for them. The monetary 
system of the Spanish monarchy was established by the monetary reform of 1497, which conserved the 
gold ducat as unit of account. But since gold had little circulation, the same reform conserved the silver 
real as standard money, valued at 34 maravedís; this ratio remained constant for over three centuries” and 
led to the “wide acceptance of the silver peso,” consisting of an “ounce of silver” and equivalent to the 
“real of eight.” See Carlos Marichal, “The Spanish-American Silver Peso: Export Commodity and Global 
Money of the Ancien Regime, 1550–1800,” in From Silver to Cocaine, Latin American Commodity Chains 
and the Building of the World Economy, 1500–2000, ed. Steven Topik, Carlos Marichal, and Zephyr Frank 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 30, 32. 

406 Kelly Donahue-Wallace, Art and Architecture of Viceregal Latin America, 1521–1821 
(Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2008), 202-203. 
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 Because the size of escudos de monjas did not generally vary, an escudo of the 

late-seventeenth century would have weighed about the same as one made in the earlier-

seventeenth century. If the price of copper remained stable by weight, the price of the 

escudos could reasonably be assumed to have stayed approximately the same between 3 

and 9.95 pesos with a mean average of ~6 pesos. Therefore it is reasonable to 

hypothesize that ca. 1600–1680, a single escudo cost ~6 pesos, and if ca. 1600–1630 the 

approximate population of nuns numbered ~425-892, then buying escudos for all these 

monjas amounted to ~2,550-5,352 pesos. 

As Holler has explicitly shown, the financial resources available to the convents 

of Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles were not sufficient amounts to support these 

kinds of expenditures on non-essential items like escudos de monjas until at least the 

1630s—if not later—at which time the convents that wanted them could afford them and 

also justify their acquisition.407 The Conceptionist nuns of La Concepción, for example, 

did not attain any significant degree of financial stability until after the floods of 1629–

1634.408 As José María Marroqui described the situation, the “fateful year of 1629” left 

the nuns with “flooded, abandoned, and ruined properties, and little with which to sustain 

themselves” until the generous donations of private patrons allowed for the construction 

of a new church and convent complex beginning in the 1640s—one hundred years after 

the convent’s original foundation.409 After the floodwaters receded in 1634, the physical 

                                                           
407 Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 273-274. 
408 Holler, “Escogidas Plantas,” 273. 
409 “El año 1629, aciago para toda la ciudad, no exceptuo de su ley a este convent: anegadas sus 

fincas, desocupadas y arruinandose, apenas tenian las monjas rentas con que sustentarse; mas no podian 
acudir al reparo de su convento y de su iglesia tambien amenazando ruina.” José María Marroqui, La 
ciudad de México, contiene: El origen de los nombres de muchas de sus calles y plazas, del de varios 
establecimientos publicos y privados, y no pocas noticias curiosas y entretenidas, 2nd ed., 3 vols. (México, 
D.F.: Jesus Medina, Editor, 1969), 2: 140, 141-142.  
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needs of the nuns of Mexico City synergized with the contemporaneous promotion of the 

Conceptionist Order’s founder and the cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe to elicit private 

donations substantial enough for the convents not only to survive, but also to thrive over 

the course of the subsequent centuries.410 

Arguably all of the nuns of Mexico City benefited from these circumstances 

because of a set of associations whose formulation and popularization had been growing 

during the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries. While Christian nuns had long 

been understood as something like manifestations of the Virgin Mary (instantiating the 

Imitatio virginis), that association coalesced with the ever more fervent devotion by the 

populace to the Virgin of Guadalupe with her Immaculist iconography; to patronize 

female religious (whether Conceptionist, Hieronymite, Augustinian, Dominican, or Poor 

Clare) proved one’s pious support not just for the nuns of Mexico City but by extension 

for those who interceded with the patroness of the city itself, Our Lady of Guadalupe 

whose shrine existed only a short distance away on the hill of Tepeyac and whose 

presence (it was thought) had helped to abate the flood of 1629–1634. 

 

The Marian Conditions for the Creation of Nuns’ Shields 

Our Lady of Guadalupe of Tepeyac (aka the Virgin of Guadalupe, La Criolla, La 

Guadalupana) emerged in early-seventeenth century Mexican culture to meet the needs 

of the self-identified creole (criollo) population for a symbol of their social and sacred 

                                                           
410 Ultimately, the accumulated wealth apparent in La Concepción’s mid-nineteenth-century 

holdings was “de tanta riqueza fué hecha en poco menos de los dos siglos corridos del último cuarto del 
diez y siete a mediados del diez y nueve.” Marroqui, La ciudad de México, 2: 143. 
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importance.411 From the very beginning of its use, the ethnic term “creole” carried twin 

significations. To be creole signified biological birth and growth, or simply growth, in the 

North and South American colonies, and also signified physical and mental difference 

from one’s trans-Atlantic ancestors or counterparts. Indeed, the term originated as an 

early-sixteenth century, Portuguese designator for slaves of African descent born in 

Brazil vis-à-vis those brought directly from Africa within their lifetimes.412 Racist 

applications soon followed in the Spanish Viceroyalty. In one of the earliest assessments 

made about the supposedly deleterious effects that New Spain had on Spaniards, Fray 

Bernardino de Sahagún wrote in his Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España: 

I do not marvel greatly at the defects and absurdities of the natives 
[naturales] of this land, for the Spaniards who live here, and even more so 
those who are born here, take on [similarly] bad tendencies; those that are 
born here, more than the typical Indians, seem to be Spanish in their 
physical appearance but are not; those who are natural-born Spaniards 
[naturales españoles], if they are not careful, in little time after their 
arrival to this land acquire [the same bad habits] as the others; and I think 
that this has to do with the climate or constellations of this land.413 

As for the supposed deficiencies caused by such exposure, the viceregal governor Martin 

Enriquez wrote disparagingly in 1580 of the creoles (without specifically using the term) 
                                                           

411 The seminal work on this subject is Jacques Lafaye, Quetzalcoatle and Guadalupe. The 
Formation of Mexican National Consciousness 1531–1813, trans. Benjamin Keen (Chicago, IL: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1976). 

412 Ralph Bauer and José Antonio Mazzotti, “Introduction. Creole Subjects in the Colonial 
Americas” in Creole Subjects in the Colonial Americas. Empires, Texts, Identities, ed. Ralph Bauer and 
José Antonio Mazzotti (Chapel Hill, NC: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History 
and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 3. 

413 Sahagún wrote the Historia originally in Nahuatl and then translated it into Spanish. The work 
is datable across the middle of the sixteenth century, from 1547 to 1582. Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, 
Historia general de las cosas de Nueva España, ed. Angel Maria Garibay K., 2nd ed., 4 vols. (México, D.F.: 
Porrua, 1969), 3: 160. For the dating of the Historia, see Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Primeros 
Memoriales, paleography of the Nahuatl text and English trans. Thelma D. Sullivan (Norman, OK: 
University of Oklahoma Press, in Cooperation with the Patrimonio Nacional and the Real Academia de la 
Histoira, Madrid, 1997), 3-4, and also the Angel Maria Garibay K. edition, 13. The Iberian chronicler Juan 
López de Velasco made the argument even more explicitly about this newly identifiable class of “criollos” 
by writing in 1570 that these Spaniards born in the colonies “turn out like the natives even though they are 
not mixed with them [by] declining to the disposition of the land.” Quoted in Bauer and Mazzotti, 
“Introduction,” 4. 
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that, “among those born in this land [and with] pretensions to [offices], I have known 

many to whom I did not trust with [even] the [office] of a market inspector [Arabic loan 

word, almotacen].”414 In this mode, the discourse surrounding the ethnic categorization 

of the creole subjected that individual to a degraded social status imposed by Peninsular 

Spaniards. The assurance possessed by these gachupines or chapetones of their inherent 

superiority led to prejudicial treatment against creoles entering or rising within the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy and the viceregal government.415 

The creation of the legend of the Virgin of Guadalupe as a specifically indigenous 

sign of divine favor arose as a counter-discourse against the prevailing, peninsular 

prejudice against those born in the Indies by instantiating a “root metaphor.” Building on 

the investigations of anthropologists such as Stephen Pepper and Victor Turner, George 

Worgul has argued for an understanding of cultural development as bound to the 

deployment of a “root metaphor” as “a basic analog or…paradigm which rules supreme 

as the fundamental clue and locus of cultural meaning.”416 Analyses of the early history 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe reveal that an incipient, viceregal creole culture—on some 

                                                           
414 “[Y] que entre los pretensores de los cargos nacidos en esta tierra, habia yo conocido muchos á 

quien para descargo de la mia no les fiara una vara de almotacen.” Instrucciones que los vireyes de Nueva 
España dejaron a sucesores. Añadense algunas que los mismos trajeron de la corte, y otros documentos 
semejantes a las instrucciones (México, D.F.: Imprenta Imperial, 1867), 249. Referred to, but differently 
translated, by Anthony Pagden, “Identity Formation in Spanish America,” in Colonial Identity in the 
Atlantic World, 1500–1800, ed. Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1987), 57. 

415 For the terms gachupines and chapetones, see Mark A. Burkholder, Spaniards in the Colonial 
Empire. Creoles vs. Peninsulars? (Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons Ltd., 2013), 16 and 23; for the 
prejudice faced by the “native sons” (i.e. the creoles) and how it affected their advancement in religious or 
civil offices, see Burkholder who writes that, “The discrimination against creoles that originally marked 
their admission to the orders continued under the anti-creole policy of rotation in office [while]…Native 
sons continued to claim that they should receive preference both for the services of their ancestors in 
conquest…and because they were native sons of the dioceses in which they wanted to serve. But the Crown 
persisted in naming peninsular bishops” and that, “The Crown’s reluctance to name native sons to high 
office arose from the same foundation as its policy against officials’ marriages to native daughters. Both 
cases produced conflict of interest.” Burkholder, Spaniards in the Colonial Empire, 58, 83.  

416 George Worgul, “Inculturation and Root Metaphors,” Questions liturgiques 77 (1996): 40. 
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conscious level—invented La Criolla as an epistemological tool around which to 

coalesce and thereby to recognize itself. The legend of the Virgin/Our Lady of Guadalupe 

came to embody a “national identity” for the creoles by giving them what Alan Knight 

has characterized as “a subjective belief or proposition entertained by historical agents” 

that is “highly normative and aspirational…an ideal to be pursued as much as a fact to be 

revealed.”417 In the same text in which he made this definition, Knight then goes on to 

argue that the “Virgin of Guadalupe…is probably as good a symbol of Mexican national 

identity as we can find” because of the “ubiquity of her shrines, badges and banners” and 

“by virtue of being (a) widespread, (b) probably a less divisive symbol than, say, Cortés 

or Hidalgo or Juárez, and (c) distinctively Mexican.”418 Despite the demonstrable 

factuality of the eventually inclusive nature of Guadalupe as she became the national icon 

for everyone living in Mexico from the nineteenth century onwards, the early modern 

mythological formulation of La Criolla offered a “root metaphor” exclusively for the 

creole population by actively excluding the Indios themselves. 

The irony, of course, is that a Christianized Indian played the central role in the 

story of the miraculous appearance and image of Our Lady of Guadalupe in the first 

written versions published by the priest Miguel Sánchez in his 1648 Spanish Imagen de 

la Virgen Maria, Madre de Dios de Guadalupe, Milagrosamente aparecida en la ciudad 

de Mexico (Image of the Virgin Mary, Mother of God of Guadalupe, Miraculously 

appeared in the city of Mexico), and by a vicar named Luis Laso de la Vega in his 1649 

                                                           
417 Alan Knight, “Mexican National Identity,” in Mexican Soundings. Essays in Honour of David 

A. Brading, ed. Susan Deans-Smith and Eric van Young (London: Institute for the Study of the Americas, 
2007), 193-194. 

418 Knight, “Mexican National Identity,” 201-203. 
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Nahuatl Nican mopohua.419 It did not matter in 1648 and 1649 that the stories presented 

by Sánchez’s Imagen de la Virgen Maria  and Laso de la Vega’s Nican mopohua may or 

may not have preexisted their publication as part of an older, oral tradition. Sánchez 

himself admitted in the introduction to his work that he had not been able to identify any 

prior documents validating his account of the miraculous apparition of the Virgin Mary, 

the divine origin of her image on Juan Diego’s cloak (tilma), or the earlier history of the 

events, etc.420 In point of fact, and as Stafford Poole has meticulously shown, there might 

not have been any other, older sources. 

From the historical perspective of the early twenty-first century, the known 

evidence strongly argues for three fundamental facts about the legend and reality of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe. First, Sánchez fabricated his story of the miraculous apparition of the 

Virgin Mary to Juan Diego. Second, the earliest extant information points to the 

foundation of a small chapel-shrine (ermita) on Tepeyac dedicated ostensibly to the 

Nativity of the Virgin Mary no earlier than ca. 1551 by the Dominican archbishop of 

Mexico City Alonso de Montúfar. Something may have previously existed there, but it 

was entirely unrecorded until 1555–1556; later chronicles argued without citing evidence 

that a shrine had existed since the time of the conquest. Third, regardless of when or by 

whom, the image revered at Tepeyac was understood in the earliest testimonies to have 
                                                           

419 For the authorship and dating of these texts, see chapter seven, “The Woman of the 
Apocalypse,” by Stafford Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe. The Origins and Sources of a Mexican National 
Symbol, 1531–1797 (Tucson, AZ: The University of Arizona Press, 1995). The Nican mopohua formed 
only one part of a larger work by Laso de la Vega entitled the Huei tlamahuiçoltica (“By a great miracle” 
or “Very miraculously”); for that work, see Lisa Sousa, Stafford Poole, and James Lockhart, ed. and trans., 
The Story of Guadalupe, Luis Laso de la Vega’s Huei tlamahuiçoltica of 1649 (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1998). With respect to “Indian” devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe, Poole notes that 
despite Laso de la Vega’s text having been published in Nahuatl as a means to “bring the message of 
compassion and consolation to the Indians…success…was limited, because it was not until the eighteenth 
century that the Indians began to seek refuge under the shadow of the Virgin of Tepeyac.” Poole, Our Lady 
of Guadalupe, 126. For a summarized narration of the Virgin of Guadalupe mythos, see Appendix B. 

420 Quoted in Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 102. 
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been painted by a human, the first verifiable copy of which was made in 1606 by Baltasar 

Echave Orio.421 Certainly Archbishop Juan Pérez de la Serna of Mexico City counted on 

that understanding of the Marian image at Tepeyac, for in 1615 he commissioned an 

engraved reproduction from the ex-patriot Flemish artist Samuel Stradanus (van der 

Straet) in order to sell it as a way to generate income to pay for an enlargement to the 

chapel-shrine, a project dedicated in 1622.422 

From the 1560s until at least the end of the eighteenth century, another story 

circulated about the hill of Tepeyac that linked the legend of the Virgin/Our Lady of 

Guadalupe to the older, Aztec sacred geography of the central valley of Mexico City. 

According to the earliest recorded account of it in Sahagún’s Historia general, in brief: 

[H]ere in Mexico [City] where there is a small hill that they called 
Tepeacac, that the Spaniards call Tepeaquilla, and that is now called Our 
Lady of Guadalupe…they [the Aztecs] made a temple…dedicated to the 
mother of the gods that they called Tonantzin, meaning Our Mother. And 
they made many sacrifices in honor of that goddess, coming to her from 
very distant lands…And now the church of Our Lady of Guadalupe has 
been built there and she too is called Tonantzin because of the preachers 
who called Our Lady the Mother of God, Tonantzin. The origins of this 
[use of the term Tonantzin for Our Lady] are not known for certain, but 
what we do know for certain is that the word signifies that Tonantzin of 
old, and this is a thing that must be remedied because the proper name for 
the Mother of God Our Lady is not Tonantzin, but Dios and Nantzin. This 
satanic invention seems to be a way to obscure idolatry under a 
misunderstanding of the name Tonantzin. [Consequently] the devotion of 
those who come now from afar - just as far as before - to visit this 
Tonantzin, is suspect because everywhere there are many churches 
[dedicated] to Our Lady and no one goes to them, [instead] they come 
from distant lands to this Tonantzin as of old.423 

                                                           
421 Whatever and by whomever the original was, it was not miraculous in origin but ‘miraculous’ 

in that it performed miracles. Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 58-64, 73, 95, 216. The only other known, 
pre-1648 copy of the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe as housed at Tepeyac was made anonymously pre-
1632 when it appeared in a will from the Toluca region. For these, see Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 108. 

422 Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 122, 94. 
423 “Cerca de los montes hay tres o cuatro lugares donde solían hacer muy solemnes sacrificios, y 

que venían a ellos de muy lejas tierras. El uno de estos es aquí en México, donde está un montecillo que se 
llama Tepeacac, y los españoles llaman Tepeaquilla, y ahora se llama Ntra. Señora de Guadalupe; en este 
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The Aztec Origins of Nuns’ Shields, Part One 

 Only because of the clarity of historical hindsight does it become evident that the 

association between Our Lady of Guadalupe and the pre-Columbian mother goddesses 

Tonantzin may have arisen within and as part of a nascent, creole tradition and not prior 

                                                                                                                                                                             
lugar tenían un templo dedicado a la madre de los dioses que llamaban Tonantzin, que quiere decir Nuestra 
Madre; allí hacían muchos sacrificios a honra de esta diosa, y venían a ellos de muy lejas tierras, de más de 
veinte leguas, de todas estas comarcas de México, y traían muchas ofrendas; venían hombres y mujeres, y 
mozos y mozas a estas fiestas; era grande el concurso de gente en estos días, y todos decían vamos a la 
fiesta de Tonantzin; y ahora que está allí edificada la Iglesia de Ntra. Señora de Guadalupe también la 
llaman Tonantzin, tomada ocasión de los Predicadores que a Nuestra Señora la Madre de Dios la llaman 
Tonantzin. De donde haya nacido esta fundación de esta Tonantzin no se sabe de cierto, pero esto sabemos 
de cierto que el vocablo significa de su primera imposición a aquella Tonantzin antigua, y es cosa que se 
debía remediar porque el proprio nombre de la Madre de Dios Señora Nuestra no es Tonantzin, sino Dios y 
Nantzin; parece esta invención satánica, para paliar la idolatría debajo la equivocación de este nombre 
Tonantzin, y vienen ahora a visitar a esta Tonantzin de muy lejos, tan lejos como de antes, la cual devoción 
también es sospechosa, porque en todas partes hay muchas iglesias de Nuestra Señora, y no van a ellas, y 
vienen de lejas tierras a esta Tonantzin, como antiguamente.” Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, Historia 
general de las cosas de Nueva España, ed. Angel Maria Garibay, 2nd ed., 4 vols. (México, D.F.: Porrua, 
1969), 3: 352. A Franciscan text of 1585, the Dominican Martín de León’s 1611 Camino del cielo, and the 
Franciscan Juan de Torquemada’s 1615 Monarquía indiana all essentially repeated, with only slight 
variations, the assertion that the shine to the Virgin of Guadalupe had replaced a site of pre-Christian 
idolatry and heathenism on the hill of Tepeyac. “[M]artes veintitres de Julio del año de mil quinientos 
ochenta y cinco, y pasado un buen pedazo de la laguna de México…por una calzada de piedra de media 
legua, en que se pasan muchas acequias por puentes de madera, pasó últimamente una muy grande por una 
puente de piedra, junto á la cual está un poblecito de indios mexicanos, y en él, arrimada á un cerro, una 
ermita é iglesia llamada Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, á donde van á velar y tener novenas los españoles 
de México y reside un clérigo que les dice misa. En aquel pueblo tenian los indios antiguamente en su 
gentilidad, un ídolo llamado Ixpuchtli, que quiere decir virgen ó doncella, y acudian allí como á santuario 
de toda aquella tierra, con sus dones y ofrendas…” Relacion breve y verdadera de algunas cosas de las 
muchas que sucedieron al padre Fray Alonso Ponce en las provincias de la Nueva España, seindo 
comisario general de aquellas partes. Trátanse algunas particularidades de aquella tierra, y dícese su ida 
á ella y vuelta á España, con algo de lo que en el viaje le aconteció hasta volver á su provincia de Castilla. 
Escrita por dos religiosos sus compañeros, el uno de los cuales le acompañó desde España a México, y el 
otro en todos los demás caminos que hizo y trabajos que pasó. 2 vols. (Madrid: Imprenta de la Viuda de 
Calero, 1873), 1: 107; “La 3. es tomada de los mismos nombres de los Idolos q[ue] en los tales pueblos se 
veneruan q[ue] los nombres con q[ue] se significan en Latin, ò Romance son los proprios en significacio[n] 
que significauan los nombres destos Idolos como en la Ciudad de Mexico en el cerro donde esta Nuestra 
Señora de Guadalupe, adoraua[n] vn Idolo de vna diosa q[ue] llamauan Tona[n]tzin, q[ue] es nuestra madre 
y este mismo nombre da[n] a Nra Señora, y ellos siempre dizen q[ue] van à Tonantzin, ò q[ue] hazen fiesta 
à Tonantzin y muchos dellos lo entienden por lo antiguo y no por lo moderno de aora.” Martín de León, 
Camino del cielo en lengva Mexicana, con todos los requisitos necessarios para conseguir este fin, co[n] 
todo lo que vn Xpiano deue creer, saber, y obrar, desde el punto que tiene vso de razon, hasta que muere. 
Co[m]puesto, por el P.F. Martin de Leo[n], de la orde[n] de Predicadores (Mexico: En la Emprenta de 
Diego Lopez daualos y a costa de Diego Perez de los Rios, 1611), 96r; Fray Juan de Torquemada, 
Monarquía Indiana, ed. Miguel Leon Portilla, 2 vols. (Mexico: Editorial Porrua, S.A., 1969), 2: bk. 10, 
chap. 7, 245-246. 
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to it. Louise M. Burkhart argues convincingly of this when she writes that, “For 

converted Indians the reverential title Tonantzin seems to have had little if any 

connection to pre-Christian deities…The Indians were not perpetuating memories of pre-

Columbian goddesses but were projecting elements of their Christian worship into their 

pre-Christian past, conceptualizing their ancient worship in terms of Mary.”424 But, of 

course, the creation of this aspect of the legend of Our Lady of Guadalupe was not for the 

naturales, i.e. the adherents of the Nahuatl-speaking iterative adaptation of 

Christianity.425 

 At its elemental core, late-sixteenth and seventeenth-century creole/peninsular 

Christian writers like De León and Torquemada who copied Sahagún sought to 

conceptualize their modern worship of Mary in terms of an imagined pre-Christian past. 

According to these authors, the cultic activities that were taking and had taken place at 

Tepeyac presented a localized example of the larger complex relationship of the Aztec 

and Christian systems of spiritual belief and religious practice. The Christian Virgin 

Mary did not just abstractly resemble the idea of a mother goddess because they shared 

the same signifier, Tonantzin, but was that same signified goddess. Unarguably, and as 

Poole has written, “it is impossible to accept the assertion that the Virgin of Guadalupe 

was a deliberate substitution for the pre-Hispanic mother goddess as a means of weaning 

                                                           
424 Louise M. Burkhart, “The Cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico,” in South and Meso-

American Native Spirituality. From the Cult of the Feathered Serpent to the Theology of Liberation, vol. 4 
of World Spirituality: An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, ed. Gary H. Gossen and Miguel 
León-Portilla (New York, NY: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1993), 208. Poole agreed two years 
later, writing (with Burckhart’s thesis in mind) that “it is impossible to accept the assertion that the Virgin 
of Guadalupe was a deliberate substitution for the pre-Hispanic mother goddess as a means of weaning the 
Indians from their old religion by giving them a Christian replacement.” Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
80. For Burkhart’s later opinion about the relationship of the Christian Virgin Mary and tonantzin, see 
Before Guadalupe, 11. 

425 Poole writes that “it was not until the eighteenth century that the Indians began to seek refuge 
under the shadow of the Virgin of Tepeyac.” Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 126. 
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the Indians from their old religion by giving them a Christian replacement.”426 The 

problem with this opinion is that it differs from late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth 

century writings that express an apparently real concern for whether the “guided 

syncretism” of Nuestra Señora for Tonantzin had succeeded or whether the Indios still 

worshiped their ancestral goddess under the cover of the term “tonantzin.”427 

 Dramatizing fears first uttered by Sahagún about crypto-paganism lurking at 

Tepeyac could, of course, also serve Christian purposes. In Torquemada’s 1615 text 

Monarquía Indiana, his repetitious reuse of Sahagún (to the point of plagiarism) 

aggrandized the efforts and rationalized the intentions of founding a shrine to the Virgin 

Mary by the Franciscan Order.428 His rhetoric depends on the idea that the early-

Franciscan missionaries had identified Tepeyac as a source of idolatry and so, to suppress 

that worship, had introduced a cult of the Virgin Mary as a way to appropriate the site for 

Christianity. The 1660 republication of Sánchez’s Imagen de la Virgen Maria, Luis 

Becerra Tanco’s 1666 Origen milagroso del santuario de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, 
                                                           

426 Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 80. 
427 Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 12. 
428 “[T]he festival to a Goddess named Tonan, [a name] meaning ‘Our Mother’…was very 

prevalent when we Friars came to this land…[and] Wanting to remedy this great harm, we first Religious 
who were here from the beginning...determined to build a church and temple…and in that [we] founded 
[one] to Saint Ann, grandmother to our Lord, so that [her celebration] would occur with the ancient festival 
as far as it concerned the day of the Glorious Saint but without the abuse and idolatrous intention…[so, too 
with] Tonantzin near to Mexico, [and the foundation of a shrine] to the Most Sacred Virgin who is Our 
Lady and Mother.” The original Spanish reads, “En esta Nueva-España tenian estos Indios Gentiles tres 
lugares, en los quales honraban à tres Dioses diversos, y les celebraban fiestas…Y en otro, que està vna 
legua de esta Ciudad de Mexico, à la parte del Norte, hacian Fiesta à otra Diosa, llamada Tonan, que quiere 
decir: Nuestra Madre, cuia devocion de Dioses prevalecia, quando nuestros Frailes vinieron à esta Tierra, y 
à cuias Festividades concurrian grandisimos Gentios de muchas leguas à la redonda, en especial al de 
Tianquizmanalco, que venian à èl, en Romeria de Guatemala, que son trecientas leguas, y de partes mas 
lejos, à ofrecer Dones, y Presentes. Pues queriendo remediar este gran daño, nuestros primeros Religiosos, 
que fueron los que primero, que otros entraron à vendimiar esta Viña inculta, y à podarla, para que sus 
Renuevos, y Pampanos hachasen fruto para Dios, determinaron de poner Iglesia, y Templo…y en ella 
constituieron à la Gloriosisima Santa Ana, Abuela de nuestro Señor, porque viniese con la festividad 
antigua, en lo que toca à la Gloriosa Santa, y celebracion de su Dia, aunque no en el abuso, è intencion 
idolatrica…y en Tonantzin, junto à Mexico, à la Virgen Sacratisima, que es Nuestra Señora, y Madre.” 
Torquemada, Monarquía Indiana, 2: bk. 10, chap. 7, 245-246. 



 
 

161 
 

a 1683 sermon (suelto) by the Augustinian José de Olivares, the Jesuit Francisco de 

Florencia’s 1688 La estrella del norte de Mexico, a 1694 opinion delivered by Juan 

Millan de Poblete and many other eighteenth-century writers all disseminated the tale as 

told by Sahagún and Torquemada.429 In this way, the texts continuously promoted the 

establishment of the cult and shrine to the Virgin/Our Lady of Guadalupe as a model of 

conversion strategy: the early Friars in fact had not needed to suppress, let alone destroy, 

the worship of Tonantzin but only needed to perform an act of—to repeat—palimpsest-

creating erasure and reuse: the Christian Tonantzin for the Aztec one. As Becerra Tanco 

wrote in 1666 of the shrine to the Virgin of Guadalupe at Tepeyac, “on this site…Divine 

Providence denied Satan’s deceit, and erased the impious and sacrilegious cult [of 

Tonantzin] from the memory of the Indians recently converted to our sacred faith, 

returning the honor to his Mother [Mary].”430 As this mid-century quote attests, and 

regardless of what had actually taken place, the perception had become that the earlier 
                                                           

429 For Mateo de la Cruz, Relación de la milagrosa aparición de la Santa Virgen de Guadalupe de 
México, sacada de la historia que compuso el Br. Miguel Sánchez (Puebla de los Angeles: Viuda de Borja, 
1660), see Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 109-110; for Luis Becerra Tanco, “Origen milagroso del 
santuario de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe” (1666), see Testimonios históricos guadalupanos, ed. Ernesto 
de la Torre Villar and Ramiro Navarro de Anda (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982); for 
Olivares’ sermon, see Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 153; for P. Francisco de Florencia, S.J., “La estrella 
del norte de México” (1688), see Testimonios históricos guadalupanos, ed. Ernesto de la Torre Villar and 
Ramiro Navarro de Anda (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982), 362; for the 1694 reference 
to Tepeyac as a site of pre-Christian idolatry in the “theological evaluation” of Juan Millan de Poblete, see 
Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 155; for eighteenth-century examples of this legend, see Cayetano de 
Cabrera y Quintero’s “Escudo de Armas de México” (1746) and Mariano Fernández de Echeverría y 
Veytia’s “Baluartes de México” (1775–1779) both in Testimonios históricos guadalupanos, ed. Ernesto de 
la Torre Villar and Ramiro Navarro de Anda (México, D.F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982), 466, 533. 
Generally, Torre Villar and Navarro de Anda’s edited volume provides one of the most usefully 
comprehensive sources for texts on the history of the shrine and cultic-worship of Our Lady of Guadalupe. 

430 In full, “Es también tradición irrefragable, y constaba de las pinturas historiales, que en el 
tiempo del gentilismo daban los idólatras culto en el cerrillo, que se decía Tepeyácac y hoy de Guadalupe, 
y en el lugar que se apareció por tres veces la Virgen María Señora Nuestra al indio Juan Diego, a una 
diosa que llamaban Teotenantzin, que es lo mismo que madre de los dioses; y por otro nombre Toci, que 
significa nuestra abuela, en que es visto que el demonio, como enemigo de Dios y de su Madre Santísima, 
pretendió arrogarse el mayor atributo de esta Señora, verdadera Madre del Dios verdadero; con que en este 
sitio y no en otro, debía la Divina Providencia desmentir el engaño de Satanás, y borrar de la memoria de 
los indios recién convertidos entonces a nuestra santa fe, tan impío y sacrílego culto, volviendo por la 
hontra de su Madre.” Tanco, “Origen milagroso del santuario,” 326. 
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fears about the continuation of an idolatrous practice at Tepeyac had been superseded by 

a triumphant realization of the rightful replacement of pagan by Christian worship due in 

no small part to what can be considered simultaneous similitude. This can be considered 

the appearance of two signifiers that connect to two signifieds in the formulation of a 

single sign in which the visibility of the two sets of signs-signifieds at the same moment 

of apprehension do not imbede or obstruct or even overlay each other. It is a cultural 

“parallax view” of escudos by which changes in socio-religious viewing positions 

relative to the sign (i.e. is the individual who sees an escudo genealogically peninsular, 

creole, or indigenous?) change to what that sign appears similar, or evokes an 

identification of resemblance.431 

 The power and the problem of verbally presenting the Virgin of Guadalupe as 

Tonantzin was that in that way she was given the similitude of the Christian and the 

Aztec goddess simultaneously. Mary-Tonantzin came into existence from the intersection 

of the originary Mexica and Christian cultures to contribute to the emergence of a new 

third culture inbetween. And yet, the textual development of the legend of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe represents one instantiation of a body of choices involved in a larger project to 

create a unique, officially sanctioned, Christian imaginaire.432 That Our Lady of 

Guadalupe appeared in the identifiably Immaculist form of the Virgin of the Immaculate 

                                                           
431 The Oxford English Dictionary defines “parallax” in the context of optics as “a. Difference or 

change in the apparent position or direction of an object as seen from two different points” 
[http://www.oed.com.libproxy.temple.edu/view/Entry/137461?rskey=RzaABX&result=1#eid]. The Cambridge Dictionary 
defines the term as, “the effect by which the position of an object seems to change when it is looked at from 
different positions.” [http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/parallax] 

432 Serge Gruzinski defines this as “the ability to represent the real to oneself, to perceive it 
intuitively and affectively, and to interpret it intellectually by generating what [a]…culture considers to be 
the reality…[the] faculty, the schemata that organize it and the representations that flow from it [to] make 
[it] up.” Serge Gruzinski, The Conquest of Mexico. The Incorporation of Indian Societies into the Western 
World, 16th–18th Centuries, trans. Eileen Corrigan (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1993), 301. 

http://www.oed.com.libproxy.temple.edu/view/Entry/137461?rskey=RzaABX&result=1#eid
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/parallax


 
 

163 
 

Conception meant that the choice of an Immaculist iconography for escudos de monjas 

linked them (and the nuns) to Mary-Tonantzin within that large-scale, unified field of 

thought and belief that was and became the Mexican, creole imaginaire.433 

 The nuns of Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles who wore Immaculist 

iconography bearing escudos thereby confirmed and reenforced the presence of Our Lady 

of Guadalupe-Tonantzin-Mary of the Immaculate Conception as ancient and all-

pervasive. And just as colonial authors constructed Mary-Tonantzin as a simultaneous 

similitude, so too did they conceive of Christian female religious (i.e. nuns) as having 

displaced a socio-religious role formerly occupied by Aztec women. From the 1570s to 

the 1690s, at least five authors included in their Spanish-language discussions of pre-

Conquest Mexican sacred practice either very general descriptions of Aztec women who 

served in temples or more specific identifications of them in terms of their similarity to 

Christian nuns and Roman Vestal Virgins. In his Historia general, Sahagún noted that 

“the [Aztec] women who served in the temple” had been offered by their mothers, and 

only served for a limited number of years performing various minor functions, but 

excluded any mention of the specific deities these maidens served.434 

 Greater detail about these maidens appeared contemporaneously in the Dominican 

Fray Diego Durán’s Book of the Rites, Ceremonies, and Feasts of the Gods.435 Durán 

                                                           
433 Ironically, as far as the popularity of, or devotion to, Our Lady of Guadalupe among the nuns 

of New Spain, Lavrin writes that “The devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe, which evolved from the mid- 
to late-seventeenth century, was not popular among Mexican nuns before the mid-eighteenth century, even 
though some nuns began to take the name Guadalupe in the early years of that century…In the second half 
of the eighteenth century the worship of Guadalupe seems to have expanded among nunneries but it never 
displaced some of the other traditional religious icons of Mary.” Lavrin, Brides of Christ, 105. 

434 “Relación que habla de las mujeres que servían en el templo…Había también en los templos 
mujeres que desde pequiñuelas se criaban allí.” Sahagún, Historia general, 1: Appendix 6, sec. 22, 263. 

435 Fray Diego Durán, I. Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses y celebración 
de ellas, Redactada el año 1570, II. El calendario antiguo, redactado en 1579, vol. 1 of Historia de las 
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writes at length about the duties and attire of women who had once served many of the 

Aztec deities in pre-Christian times, and yet speaks of them more tellingly not just as 

mujeres (women) but as monjas (nuns) “who lived in the same cloistered enclosure as 

nuns live in today,” who existed in an relationship to the Aztec god Huitzilopochtli as 

Christian nuns to Jesus.436 

Fray Juan de Torquemada further elaborated on these relationships between 

ancient, pagan and Jewish, and present, Christian female religious in his Monarquia 

Indiana of 1615. After Torquemada’s initial description of the analogous appearances, 

activities, and esteemed modes of sacred life participated in by Aztec, Jewish, Roman 

women as Vestal Virgins, and ultimately Christian women (in emulation of the Virgin 

Mary), he changes his descriptive tone into something far more polemical. In contrast to 

those female religious who had come before, Christian nuns represented a “much more 

perfected” form of this ancient activity because of their “conservation of chastity and 

purity of life” performed beyond a limited period of time.437 The Mexican authors Don 

Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora and Fray Augustin de Vetancurt both perpetuated their 

                                                                                                                                                                             
indias de Nueva España e islas de la tierra firme, ed. Ángel Maria Garibay K., (México, D.F.: Porrua, 
1967). 

436 Huitzilopochtli, “la que los mexicanos adoraron por el mayor dios de todos.” Concerning the 
nuns he writes that they lived in “La segunda casa y apartamiento que dije estaba a otra parte del 
patio…donde había otro recogimiento de monjas,” “las mozas recogidas que servían en el templo de 
Huitzilopochtli. Las cuales vivían con el mismo encerrameinto y clausura que viven ahora las monjas,” 
“por aquel día as llamaban ‘las hermanas de Huitzilopochtli.’” Durán, Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en 
las fiestas de los dioses, 15, 26. 

437 “Este modo de vivit, y conserver castidad, y pureça de Vida, es mucho mas perfecto que el 
pasado, por quanto aquello era por tiempo limitado…hasta que las dichas recogidas tuviesen edad para 
casarse, como parece por lo que pasaba en el Templo de Jerusalèn, y en las Virgenes Vestales de la ciega 
Gentilidad, que pasados tantos Años tenian licencia…de trocar vida, y en las Doncellas de las Casas del 
Demonio, de esta Nueva España, y Pirù.” Torquemada, Monarquía Indiana, 2: bk. 9, chap. 15, 193-194. 
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predecessors’ opinions when in 1684 and 1697, respectively, they continued to compare 

Roman Vestal Virgins to Aztec temple women, and both of them to Christian nuns.438 

 

The Aztec Origins of Nuns’ Shields, Part Two 

 Escudos de monjas and the nuns who wore them participated in the construction 

of this larger, ideological imaginaire as simultaneous similitudes of their pagan 

predecessors. Verbally, and as the texts present repeatedly, Christian nuns shared with 

their ancient Jewish and Roman counterparts the characteristics of virginal purity and 

chastity, an existence dedicated to performing duties associated with temples and similar 

social standing in their communities. Despite the importance of these Old World 

analogous qualities, because colonial nuns in Mexico City and Puebla de Los Angeles 

needed to fill a role once possessed by Aztec religious, synonymous modes of 

representation with them in the New World acquired heightened importance. Because an 

imaginaire emerges theoretically more from things themselves as sensed by sight or 

imagined, two things verbalized and visualized by Durán offered strong equivalencies 

with the potential ritual use of escudos for those who read his text and saw the 

accompanying images (1) descriptions of people who acted as or were thought to have 

                                                           
438 Don Carlos de Sigüenza y Góngora, Parayso occidental, plantado, y cultivado por la liberal 

benefica mano de los muy Catholicos, y poderosos Reyes de España Nuestros Señores, en su magnifico 
Real Convento de Jesus Maria de Mexico (México, D.F.: Juan de Ribera, 1684), 1r-5r. 
https://books.google.com/books?id=m0s_AAAAcAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Sig%C3%BCenza+y+G%C3%B3ngora&hl=en&sa
=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZ5bjUxp3LAhWDGT4KHaaHBNMQ6AEIbzAK#v=onepage&q&f=false; The Newberry Library, 
VAULT Ayer 655.52.v5 1698, Fray Augustin de Vetancurt, Teatro mexicano. Descripcion breve de los 
svcessos exemplars, historicos, politicos, militares, y religiosos del Nuevo Mundo occidental de las Indias, 
3 vols. (México, D.F.: Iuan De Ribera, 1697), 2: part 3, chap. 3 sec. 35, chap. 7 sec. 58 and 61. Because the 
idea of a Christian, canonical “tradition” entailed (as explicated by Poole) proving it “universal, 
immemorial, and uncontested,” Torquemada, Sigüenza y Góngora, and Vetancurt transformed the 
ethnographic information compiled by Sahagùn and Durán into evidence of a continuing set of practices 
(however theologically false) that had existed across time and on two continents, and that had ultimately 
and in a teleological sense progressed towards the establishment of convents of Christian female religious 
in Colonial Mexico. See Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe, 138. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=m0s_AAAAcAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Sig%C3%BCenza+y+G%C3%B3ngora&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZ5bjUxp3LAhWDGT4KHaaHBNMQ6AEIbzAK#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=m0s_AAAAcAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Sig%C3%BCenza+y+G%C3%B3ngora&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjZ5bjUxp3LAhWDGT4KHaaHBNMQ6AEIbzAK#v=onepage&q&f=false


 
 

166 
 

become Aztec deities during religious performances; (2) pectoral ornaments as 

distinguishing markers of female religious and gods.439 

According to Durán, at least two major Aztec holy days included the appearance 

of the gods and goddesses in the form of human actors as demonstrable performances of 

the ritual links that bound deities and humanity. At the beginning of the Aztec year, on 

March 20th, the Nahuatl speakers throughout Mexican territory (“even in the most 

wretched villages”) celebrated a “most solemn feast…called Tlacaxipeualiztli, meaning 

‘Skinning of Men’.”440 As the name suggested, the rites centered on the flaying of men 

who for forty days had “represented the living idol” and therefore had existed and been 

revered as the god itself. Having been killed, specially trained celebrants skinned the 

sacrificed men so expertly that other celebrants could wear the skins, over which they 

wore “the clothes and insignia of the god, each taking the name of the god they 

represented and taking themselves to be the gods themselves.”441 Durán very specifically 

notes that this portion of the larger ceremonial activities “was called neteotoquiliztli” a 

                                                           
439 As explicated by the Romanian comparative-literature scholar Corin Braga, the imaginaire 

derives from the work of the Center for Research on the Imagination (Centre de recherché sur 
l’imaginaire) at the Université Stendhal-Grenoble. Treated as a noun, l’imaginaire “designates the products 
of the imagination, the passive body of images and representations created by an individual or collective 
fantasy” and also “on a larger scale…the dynamic human faculty of creating this complex system of 
images.” See Corin Braga, “‘Imagination’, ‘imaginaire’, ‘imaginal’ Three concepts for defining creative 
fantasy,” Journal for the Study of Religiouns and Ideologies 6, no. 16 (2010): 62-63. 

440 In full, the opening to Chapter 9 (“De la gran fiesta que llamaban Tlacaxipeualiztli”) reads, “A 
veinte de marzo, un día después que agora la iglesia sagrada celebra la fiesta del glorioso San Josef, 
celebraban en esta tierra los indios una solemnísima fiesta y tan regocijada y ensangrentada y tan a costa de 
hombres, que no había otra más que ella. Llamábanla Tlacaxipeualiztli, que quiere decir ‘desollamiento de 
hombres,’ y era la primera fiesta del año de las del número de su calendario, que ellos celebraban de veinte 
en veinte días.” Concerning how widespread this festival occurred, the author wrote that, “Y no era ídolo 
particular, que lo celebraban aquí y allí pero era fiesta universal de toda la tierra…aún en los muy 
desastrados pueblos.” Durán, Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 95-96. 

441 “Acabados de desollar, la carne daban a cuyo el indio había sido, y los cueros vestíanlos otros 
tantos indios allí luego, y poníanles los mesmos nombres de los dioses que los otros habían representado, 
vistiéndoles encima de aquellos cueros las mesmas ropas e insignias de aquellos dioses, poniendo a cada 
uno su nombre del dios que representaba, teniéndose ellos por tales.” Durán, Libro de los ritos y 
ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 97. 
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Nahua word that Durán translated as “to seem” or “to appear as a god,” similarly 

transcribed in 1571 by his Franciscan contemporary Fray Alonso de Molina as 

neteomachtlaniliztli, “the desire to be regarded as a god.”442 Something very similar 

occurred during the festival of the deity Huitzilopochtli, “all of the gods and goddesses 

emerged, or [rather] their personages dressed in the same way as [the deities]” 

appeared.443 In a subsequent chapter, Durán elaborated upon these “personajes”—a term 

that can be translated as “impersonators”—within a larger discussion of the goddess Toci 

(“Mother of the Gods and Heart of the Earth”).444 

 As explained by Catherine R. DiCesare, Durán did not exaggerate about the depth 

to which the Aztecs believed in the transformation of the human into the divine. DiCesare 

writes that, the “ritual celebrant[…] visualized and engaged the cosmic powers and 

sacred presence of the divine” during “temporary, circumscribed manifestations of the 

presence of the divine achieved by investing some type of armature with the attire and 

adornments of that entity”; the Nahuatl word teixiptla conveyed this idea, and can be 

accurately translated as “deity-impersonator.”445 In her analysis of this sacral 

                                                           
442 “Neteomachtlaniliztli. codicia, o deseo de ser tenido por dios.” Fray Alonso de Molina, 

Vocabulario en lengua castellana y mexicana por el R.P. Fray Alonso de Molina de la Orden del 
Bienaventurado Nuestro Padre San Francisco obra impresa en México, por Antonio de Spinola en 1571, y 
ahora editada en facsimile (Madrid: Ediciones Cultura Hispanica, 1944), 70r. 

443 “Tras estos salían todos los dioses y diosas, o sus personajes, vestidos a la misma forma de 
ellos.” Durán, Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 30. 

444 Over a month before her official festival, “Cuarenta dias antes de este dia,” a woman of middle 
age was chosen and then purified, “like those other female slaves who represented goddesses,” and given 
the goddess’ name “Toci”; from that time until her sacrifice, all those who saw this woman, “sanctified as 
the goddess…[and] dressed no more nor less than the goddess,” adored her with “great reverence and 
observance and honor as to the goddess herself.” After a few more days of public dancing and ritual 
activity by the Toci-actress, she was taken to the temple of Toci, decapitated, skinned, and a man wore her 
skin thus doubling (in a transgender manner) the masquerade of Toci. Durán, Libro de los ritos y 
ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 143-145. For the translation of “personajes” as “impersonators,” see 
Fray Diego Durán, Book of the Gods and Rites and The Ancient Calendar, trans. and ed. Fernando 
Horcasitas and Doris Heyden (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971), 89. 

445 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 54-55. 
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phenomenon, DiCesare repeatedly distinguishes between how the pre-Contact Aztecs and 

post-Conquest colonial chroniclers thought of the “assembling of the regalia” associated 

with deity impersonation. 

 For the Aztecs, the presence of a deity could only occur through the appearance of 

their unique “variety of masks, clothing, painting, and ritual implements.”446 The Aztec 

neteomachtlaniliztli or teixiptla constituted a materially mediated invocation of the 

unseen but always/already existent sacred made identifiable by salient attributes. During 

ritual activities, the teixiptla made visible the otherwise invisible teotl, the divine power 

that scholars of Aztec spiritual philosophy have described as “encompassing 

supernatural, animistic, or numinous forces, essences, or qualities.”447 The presence of 

different teixiptla or neteomachtlaniliztli therefore signaled the presence of different gods 

and goddesses, mnemonically guiding orthodoxy and orthopraxis “within a complex web 

of cultural, ritual, and linguistic associations” and entirely based upon specific, visual 

arrangements of colors, objects, and materials worn.448 That teixiptla could be 

differentiated in this ostensibly discernible manner became very useful for those 

Christians who compiled ethno-historic information on the Aztec belief system, including 

the regalia worn by Aztec deities (or those who portrayed them). 

 In the mid- to late-sixteenth century manuals such as the “pictorial deity 

catalogues” created by Sahagùn and Durán, describing the different deities worshiped in 

the pre-Conquest era provided parish priests, evangelizing friars, and members of the 

Inquisition with the diagnostic tools required to identify idolatrous behavior and belief so 

                                                           
446 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 56. 
447 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 54. 
448 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 55. 
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as to eliminate it.449 Durán states this motivation unequivocally within his Book of Gods 

and Rites, in the Prologue criticizing his predecessors who 

[G]reatly erred…[because] with great zeal but without much prudence, in 
the beginning destroyed all of the ancient pictures so that we are left 
without the light with which to understand the idolatry before our eyes in 
the dances, in the markets, in the baths, in the songs chanted in 
lamentation of their gods and ancient lords, when they eat and 
banquet…in everything there is superstition and idolatry…so let those 
ministers who work [as missionaries] be warned how great a mistake it is 
not to have knowledge of this.450 

The problem faced by those who sought to use texts like those of Sahagùn and Durán was 

the simultaneous similitude of the old and new forms of religious observance. Because 

worship of the gods and goddesses had occurred at fixed points in the Aztec calendrical 

system, knowing the visual markers for each god and goddess not only located an Aztec 

individual in time, but also identified the proper actions to take in relation to that deity. 

Post-Conquest, Christianized Nahua speakers applied this model of thinking about their 

relationship with teotl to Christian saints and the ecclesiastical calendar of feast days. As 

DiCesare has noted, “saints functioned at the center of contemporary Nahua life…taking 

over many of the social roles, both sacred and quotidian, the pre-hispanic teotl had 

filled,” including “a corporate role in functioning as the unifying symbol of an individual 

                                                           
449 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 63. 
450 From sections 15, 17, and 18: “Y asií erraron mucho los que, con buen celo, pero no con mucha 

prudencia, quemaron y destruyeron al principio todas las pinturas de antiguallas que tenían, pues nos 
dejaron tan sin luz, que delante de nuestros ojos idolatran y no los entendemos: en los ‘mitotes’, en los 
mercados, en los baños y en los cantares que cantan, lamentando sus dioses y sus señores antiguos, en las 
comidas y banquetes, y en el diferenciar de ellas: en todo se halla superstición e idolatría...Adviertan, pues, 
los ministros que trabajan en su doctrina cuán grande yerro es no tener cuenta con saber esto, porque 
delante de sus ojos harán mil escarnios a la fe, sin que lo entiendan…Pues el que quisiera leer este libro 
hallará en el la relación de todos los principales dioses que esta ignorante y ciega gente antiguamente 
adoraban; los cultos y cerimonias que se les hacían en toda esta tierra y provincia mexicana. Hallarán 
también la cuenta de los días, meses y semanas y de los años, y el modo de celebrar las fiestas y tiempos en 
que las celebraban, con otras cosas de avisos que el curioso lector hallará en esta obra, que para este fin 
tengo escrita.” Durán, Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 6. 
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community,” a devotion displayed with prodigious public ceremonies, processions, and 

other religious activities.451 

 The individual Christian saint, visually characterized by familiar attributes for its 

own iconography, provided a similar locus of the numinous as had the teixiptla 

previously. The simultaneous similitude of service facilitated the transition from one 

form of sacred association to another, or it might have merely masked the continued 

existence of the crypto-pagan, Aztec system beneath a Christian veneer, as the 

chroniclers portended and feared. Recall that in Martín de León’s 1611 Camino del cielo, 

the Dominican had warned about the similarity of Our Lady of Guadalupe with the 

goddess Tonantzin within a larger discussion of “One of the greatest dissimulations [of 

the Mexica-Christians] are those festivals that they have there in their neighborhoods or 

villages in which it outwardly appears that they are honoring a male or female saint, 

whereas they are honoring the Idols that they used to honor in their ancient age of 

idolatry, [that is to say, that these are] disguised ceremonies placed on the [Christian] 

calendar.”452 Yet just as these types of similarities caused anxiety within the male clergy, 

they also offered opportunities. 

 Those powers involved in shaping Christianity as a mental force in the lives of 

people living in colonial Mexico could enact a process of semiotic dislocation in which 

they broke the old signifiers from their old signifieds by relocating them into new 

relationships with other introduced signifieds. The signifiers looked similar to each other 

                                                           
451 DiCesare, Sweeping the Way, 59-60. 
452 “Vna de las mayores disimulaciones la de las fiestas q[ue] hazen en sus barrios, ò pueblezuelos 

en las quales lo que parece exteriormente es honrrar al Santo ò Santa, cuya fiesta se celebra, y muchos 
dellos homrran al Idolo q[ue] honrrauan sus antiguosen su gentilidad, con algunas cerimonias disimuladas 
puestas en el calendario, mata[n]do aues à este modo sobre dicho.” Martín de León, Camino del cielo, 96r. 



 
 

171 
 

(i.e. simultaneous similitudes), and could even be presented in similar contexts or 

typological formulations (shapes, sizes, materials, etc.), but they conveyed a changed 

signification. If nothing else, this included a alteration in the ideological circumstances in 

which the mind involved in the new process of signification found itself, and that then 

changed that individual’s (or people’s) relationship with the signified. In this case, the 

escudo de monja. 

 

Christian Nuns, the Mandorla, and the Presence of the Divine 

 Christian nuns in colonial Mexican society acquired increased significance within 

this cultural field of changed signification precisely because the ‘armature’ required for 

an Aztec teixiptla often was a living human being who animated a goddess. Just like their 

pagan predecessors, Christian nuns were covered with a network of symbolic colors and 

accoutrements, becoming more and less than their individual selves, losing individuality 

entirely. Very specifically, the most imperative expectation demanded that they obliterate 

themselves to become Brides of Christ and imitations of the Virgin Mary, in both cases 

acting as different iterations of the larger divine feminine principle.453 Like Aztec 

teixiptla, this self-negating act could only occur by way of a special conglomeration of 

adornments and vestments that the nun acquired upon professing. The physical body of 

the Christian nun disappeared beneath the black veil and her order’s habit, and became 

useful or relevant in as much as she willfully subjected herself to the male ecclesiastical 

                                                           
453 For a detailed discussion of this, see Stephanie L. Kirk interpretation of the concept of 

holocausto in the late-seventeenth century works of the Jesuit priest-confessor Antonio Núñez de Miranda. 
Kirk analyzes how priests like De Miranda establish an ideal nun by acts of ventriloquism, writing 
imaginary dialogues in which the priest speaks for both himself and the female participants in the 
conversation: the women are allowed no voices, no ideas, no thoughts other than what he writes for them in 
chapter two (“Death and the Maiden. Buried Alive in the New World Cloister”) of her Convent Life in 
Colonial Mexico. A Tale of Two Communities (Tallahasee, FL: University Press of Florida, 2007). 
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authorities and so became a mannequin for displaying the colors and symbols of the 

Christian belief system. Escudos de monjas functioned in this context like a mask worn 

by an actress; covered with an unambiguously Marian iconography, the escudo showed 

precisely that the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception overlaid and occupied the body of 

the nun as an earthly site of the heavenly divine. 

 In practice the escudo corresponded to pectoral ornaments worn by Aztec female 

religious as unique indicators of those women set aside from society for religious 

devotion. The circular shape of an escudo heightened this association by echoing the 

shape of the many obsidian shields worn or handled by Aztec goddesses/goddess 

embody-ers. Even more importantly, within the context of promoting the Virgin of the 

Immaculate Conception, escudos mimicked the circular form of the “mandorla” and so 

marked her as unmistakably divine. 

 The mandorla long appeared in Christian art as a circular or pointed-ovoid, whole 

body halo surrounding the figure of Jesus in order to narrate his Transfiguration on 

Mount Tabor in the New Testament Gospels of Mark (9:2-10), Matthew (17:1-9) and 

Luke (9:28-36). In the Western Roman and Eastern Orthodox traditions, 

[T]he mandorla…define[d] a sacred space around Christ…as a symbol of 
heaven…as a metaphysical space…or as a symbol of the union of the 
opposites (including the union of the heaven and earth.454 

The mandorla signaled the sanctified site of God’s manifest transcendence as conceived 

and experienced by the limited senses of human beings. Therefore, an image of the 

Virgin Mary within a mandorla absorbs her into the divine status of her son who was 
                                                           

454 Rostislava Todorova, “Visualizing the Divine. Mandorla as a Vision of God in Byzantine 
Iconography,” Ikon: časopis za ikonografske studije/Journal of the Iconographic Studies (2013): 288. 
Another recently published and usefully descriptive text on the mandorla (discussed in the context of 
eastern-Christian “transfiguration” iconography) is that of Andreas Andreopoulos, Metamorphosis. The 
Transfiguration in Byzantine Theology and Iconography (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2005). 
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born divine by assigning her the religious identity of Mother of God, Theotokos.455 If, 

therefore, the mandorla elided the Virgin Mary with Jesus, it served Immaculist 

theological interests in promoting her co-eternal nature with his as one aspect of the Holy 

Trinity. The mandorla shape of escudos linked the nuns who wore them not only to the 

idea of Imitatio virginis but also to the pre-Christian performative role assigned to the 

teixiptla as theophany. Escudos de monjas linked these cultural practices, helped to 

overlay one with the other, and as one of the most defining, visual attributes of most 

colonial Mexican nun, was reintroduced to aid in the ideological conversion of the old 

Aztec practice. 

 The firmest evidence that escudos de monjas could have been conceptualized as a 

type of mandorla associated with the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of the 

Virgin Mary emerges from a late eighteenth-century, Mexican painting on copper at the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. In The Three Immaculate Conceptions, The Holy Trinity, 

and the Holy Family of 1774, the anonymous artist depicts within a rectilinear space 

three tiers of figures (Fig. 37). Above small groups of angels’ heads, God the Father 

imagines the Virgin Mary before the creation of the world (and therefore without the 

stain of Original Sin) standing within a white, ovoid mandorla from which rays of light 

emanate. In the middle, and directly below God the Father, Saint Anne clasps her hands 

over another white, ovoid mandorla depicting the Virgin Mary, thus communicating the 

Virgin’s immaculacy in the womb of her mother; God the Son and God the Holy Spirit 

flank Saint Anne. Below, Mary herself appears wearing a blue cloak and white tunic, and 

like her mother also has a white mandorla below her hands except that in this case Jesus 
                                                           

455 André Grabar, “The Virgin in a Mandorla of Light,” in Late Classical and Mediaeval Studies in 
Honor of Albert Mathias Friend, Jr., ed. Kurt Weitzmann (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1955), 310. 
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as unborn infant occupies the space, thus indicating his immaculate birth within the 

immaculate womb of the Virgin Mary. In all, this artwork seems to attempt a synthesis of 

the various beliefs held about the Immaculate Conception, that Mary achieved 

immaculacy in the mind of God (the Immaculist position), within Saint Anne and when 

with child (the Maculist positions of “Sanctification” and “Purification”), a visualization 

communicated by three prominently situated mandorla-like medallions of the same scale 

(relative to the figures) as escudos de monjas. 

 If Aztec religious had dressed like their gods and goddesses during ritual 

performances, and the idea of the deity-impersonator contributed an important aspect of 

making the divine manifestly real and the goddesses (or the female religious associated 

with them) were envisioned as wearing pectoral ornaments or carrying shields, then if 

Christian nuns appeared adorned in some way with something similar looking then it 

indicated that they too functioned in their socio-religious capacity as devotees to the 

Christian goddess the Virgin Mary and as offerings to that goddess. When thinking about 

Guadalupe and Christian nuns as prefigured by Tonantzin and Mexica priestesses or 

teixiptla, colonial writers promulgated these correspondences precisely for at least two 

reasons. First, they fulfilled an ideological need to establish, support, reinforce, and 

legitimate claims to a religious tradition where and when none had existed before. 

Second, they co-opted, overlaid, and in a way repopulated the semiotic and religious site 

of the divine feminine as understood by the Christianized Mexica and Christian creoles. 

 Further, even though the orders of nuns in colonial Mexico adorned themselves 

with distinguishing modes of coloration and adornment, the escudo de monja generally 

transcended these differences during the early period of its use as the sign of female 
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religious to speak of most nuns in a general sense as being Mary’s teixiptla. Escudos 

made this clearer by consistently depicting Mary as a divine personage, revered within 

the iconography by human nun and saints and by the Holy Trinity. The escudo, in concert 

with the nuns’ other vestments, similar to the teixiptla effaced the body of the nun as they 

became the divine feminine. By way of the escudo as the central indicator of the new 

divinity being introduced (i.e. Our Lady, the Virgin Mary) the nun took over the 

(Christian) religious role of the teixiptla.456 

 

Nuns’ Shields as Colonial Hybrid 

 Most scholarship about escudos de monjas continues to privilege a Eurocentric 

perspective by presenting escudos as material echoes of the “historical legacy” of “the 

insignia of chivalric, military, and religious orders, of religious confraternities and 

institutions,” a culturally one-sided import that aided in the nuns’ resistance to the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Church in New Spain during the early-seventeenth 

century.457 Perry allows for little possibility that a non-European, indigenous cultural 

variable might have contributed to the development of escudos, even while she 

repeatedly and vehemently claims that escudos represented a “creole genre” that 

“developed only in” and “little known outside of” Mexico.458 At most she concedes that 

escudos may have resulted from the larger process of the “Mexicanization of Spanish 

                                                           
456 For further information on this pre-Columbian, Mesoamerican phenomenon, see Molly H. 

Bassett, The Fate of Earthly Things. Aztec Gods and God-Bodies (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 
2015). 

457 Perry, “Escudos,” 68. At the beginning of the third chapter, titled “The Emergence of the New 
Genre,” Perry contends that “the escudo de monja was both the product of religious reform and an 
ingenious subversion of that reform.” 

458 Perry, “Escudos,” 67, 88-89. 
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traditions,” in which they substituted as a Christian “parallel” to the pectoral ornaments 

worn by Aztec women as depicted in “sixteenth century chronicles” to which the “creole 

elite [of seventeenth-century New Spain] had access...and employed…in the invention of 

their own tradition.”459 As this quotation makes clear, Perry readily noted the 

resemblance of escudos to Aztec “pectoral ornament[s]” but connected them to “[w]omen 

of the Aztec nobility” and not to those associated or involved with religious performances 

and deity impersonation.460 

By looking into the sacred application, and not only the secular ones, for Aztec 

pectoral ornaments, we can better understand the roots of escudos as a significant 

example of colonial Mexican transculturation, inculturation, syncretism, cultural 

convergence, confluence, accommodation, appropriation, hybridity, or interculture.461 

 These terms found use in scholarship from the latter half of the twentieth century 

that began to argue that the indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica adapted to the attempted 

imposition of Christianity upon them and never absolutely succumbed to a smothering of 

the older religious practices and spiritual beliefs. Jorge Klor de Alva proposed that the 

Nahua could have responded to Christianity by accommodating to it or resisting it along a 

spectrum of overt or subtle behaviors that may have created a socio-religious 
                                                           

459 Perry, “Escudos,” 133, 82. 
460 Perry, “Escudos,” 82. 
461 Scholars have invented or adopted all of these terms in order to understand and identify as 

unique the cultures and artifacts created in the Portuguese and Spanish, post-Conquest cultural zones of 
North and South America. Clarifying these designations has in turn increased awareness of the degree to 
which the indigenous and exogenous paradigms coexisted despite the physical conquest and decimation of 
the native populations. In the context of the regions surrounding and including the Mexica capital of 
Tenochtitlan (i.e. modern day Mexico City), neither the various religious orders (Franciscans, 
Augustinians, Dominicans, Jesuits, etc.) deployed to evangelize, nor the Inquisition ever entirely enacted 
the mental conquest of the indigenous populations that they claimed in their chronicles, a thesis echoed by 
Robert Ricard in his The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico (org. published, 1933) but that subsequent 
generations of scholars have rejected. Robert Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico. An Essay on the 
Apostolate and the Evangelizing Methods of the Mendicant Orders in New Spain: 1523–1572, trans. Lesley 
Byrd Simpson (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1966). 
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“nepantlism,” defined as “that situation in which a person remains suspended in the 

middle between a lost or disfigured past and a present that has not been assimilated or 

understood.”462 Similarly to Klor de Alva, James Lockhart nuanced perceptions of the 

post-Conquest cultural transformation in central Mexico by writing that the cultural 

contact that had occurred there led to the creation of a “process of…Double Mistaken 

Identity.” According to Lockhart, “Double Mistaken Identity” depended on a dualistic 

conception of colonial culture in which each side (indigenous/exogenous) regarded itself 

as an equitable agent in the development of “stable composite forms and patterns.”463 

Each “presume[d] that a given form or concept…function[ed] in the way familiar within 

its own tradition” regardless of “the other side’s interpretation.”464 Viviana Díaz Balsera 

                                                           
462 Jorge Klor de Alva, “Spiritual Conflict and Accommodation in New Spain: Toward a Typology 

of Aztec Responses to Christianity,” in The Inca and Aztec States 1400–1800. Anthropology and History, 
ed. George A. Collier, Renato I. Rosaldo, and John D. Walsh (New York, NY: Academic Press, 1982), 
353; Jorge Klor de Alva, “Christianity and the Aztecs,” San José Studies 5, no. 3 (1979): 15. The idea of 
nepantlism originates in nepantla, a term that literally means “in the middle” but whose greater significance 
can be understood best from an anecdote recorded by Durán in his Book of the Gods and Rites: “Once I 
questioned an Indian regarding certain things. In particular I asked him why he had gone about begging, 
spending bad nights and worse days, and why, after having gathered so much money with such trouble, he 
offered a fiesta, invited the entire town, and spent everything. Thus I reprehended him for the foolish thing 
he had done, and he answered, ‘Father, do not be astonished; we are still nepantla.’ Although I understood 
what the metaphorical word meant…I insisted that he tell me which ‘in the middle’ he referred to. The man 
told me that, since the people were not well rooted in the [Christian] Faith, I should not marvel at the fact 
that they were neither fish nor fowl; they were governed by neither one religion nor the other.” Durán, 
Book of the Gods and Rites and The Ancient Calendar, 410-411. For the original Spanish-language text, see 
Durán, Libro de los ritos y ceremonias en las fiestas de los dioses, 237: “Reprendiendo yo a un indio (con 
motivo) de ciertas cosas, y en particular, de que había andado arrastrado, recogiendo dineros, con malas 
noches y peores días y, al cabo de haber allegado tanto dinero y con tanto trabajo, hace una boda y convida 
al pueblo todo y gástalo todo, y así, riñéndole el mal que había hecho, me respondío: - Padre, no te 
espantes, pues todavía estamos nepantla, y como entendiese lo que quería decir por aquel vocablo y 
metáfora, que quiere decir ‘estar en medio,’ torné a insister me dijese qué medio era aquel en que estaban. 
Me dijo que, como no estaban aún bien arraigados en la fe, que no me espantase; de manera que aún 
estaban neutros, que ni bien acudían a la una ley, ni a la otra, o por major decir, que creían en Dios y que 
juntamente acudían a sus costumbres antiguas y ritos del demonio, y esto quiso decir aquel en su 
abominable excusa de que aún permanecían ‘en medio y eran neutros.’” 

463 James Lockhart, “Some Nahua Concepts in Postconquest Guise,” History of European Ideas 6, 
no. 4 (1985): 467. 

464 James Lockhart, “Double Mistaken Identity: Some Nahua Concepts in Postconquest Guise,” in 
Of Things of the Indies. Essays Old and New in Early Latin American History (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1999), 99. 
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has argued that something analogous to Double Mistaken Identity might have been 

operative in Nahua-language Christian dramaturgy. In her 2001 analysis of the sixteenth-

century Franciscan production of The Sacrifice of Isaac (El sacrificio de Isaac), Balsera 

notes that “the spectacular performances of the colonizer’s foundational religious 

narratives also opened the possibility for the Nahuas to reactivate, if not reaffirm, their 

collective memory and to embody many of their cultural categories and values.”465 The 

resultant “hybridity” of interpretive possibilities allowed for the creation of mental space 

in which what the same theatrical presentation signified to the Christian colonizer and 

Nahua spectator differed considerably. 

 Carolyn Dean and Dana Leibsohn’s 2003 article subsequently challenged the 

application of the term “hybridity” in studies like Balsera’s. They contended forcefully 

that the term retroactively instantiates a cultural dichotomy of alterity, a “marking of 

particular kinds of difference…generated out of intolerance…the need to distinguish and 

come to terms with unacceptable, conditionally acceptable, or uneasy mixtures” bound to 

scholarly/academic “exercise[s] of discrimination.”466 And yet, it is just those “hybrids 

[that] catch the modern eye rather than the period eye” that aid in the identification of 

cultural “survival[s]” nearly invisible in the past.467 

 

 

 

                                                           
465 Viviana Díaz Balsera, “A Judeo-Christian Tlaloc or a Nahua Yahweh? Domination, Hybridity 

and Continuity in the Nahua Evangelization Theater,” Colonial Latin American Review 10, no. 2 (2001): 
211-212. 

466 Carolyn Dean and Dana Leibsohn, “Hybridity and Its Discontents: Considering Visual Culture 
in Colonial Spanish America,” Colonial Latin American Review 12, no. 1 (2003): 5-6. 

467 Dean and Leibsohn, “Hybridity and Its Discontents,” 24. 
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Escudos de monjas as Colonial Soft Power 

That escudos de monjas could represent such hybrid artifacts finds support in 

multiple sources. James Córdova specifically cites Dean and Leibsohn in his discussion 

of the sometimes gigantic floral crowns and floral staffs that colonial Christian nuns wore 

and held in their profession and death portraits. With respect to these monjas coronadas 

portraits, he argues that not only did Christian floral imagery correspond to pre-Christian 

conceptions of a paradisiacal “flower world”—to which souls went after death, 

resurrected as birds and butterflies—but that the inclusion of such imagery into Christian 

contexts made them meaningful for Nahuas and Mayans. That this type of indigenous 

knowledge and tradition endured occurred because of what Córdova calls the concepts’ 

“high degree of commensurability.”468 The floral crowns and staffs contributed to an 

acceptably Christian visualization of the nuns in their institutional roles as “Brides of 

Christ” while simultaneously hiding within them the potentiality for signifying to native 

viewers as “objects of divine embodiment that actually evoked the spiritual realm as well 

as symbols of virtue,” etc.469 The bilingual signification embodied by monjas coronadas 

exemplify the whole process of what Jaime Lara calls the “dynamic equivalence and 

ritual substitution” of Christian for Aztec religio-visual culture that typified the early 

modern encounter in the Americas.470 

                                                           
468 Córdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 119. 
469 Córdova, The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico, 119. Córdova published earlier iterations 

of his arguments in “Aztec Vestal Virgins and the Brides of Christ: The Mixed Heritage of New Spain’s 
Monjas Coronadas,” Colonial Latin American Review 18, no. 2 (Aug., 2009): 189-218; “Clad in Flowers: 
Indigenous Arts and Knowledge in Colonial Mexican Convents,” The Art Bulletin 93, no. 4 (Dec., 2011): 
449-467. 

470 Jaime Lara, Christian Texts for Aztecs. Art and Liturgy in Colonial Mexico (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 261. Further, in Lara’s formulation, the indigenous survived 
beneath the eyes, but beyond the perception, of the early Christian evangelizers precisely because it spoke 
and looked to two audiences and because “the process was deeper than merely layering one set of symbols 
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 Escudos resulted from an analogous “layering” because they enfold the 

simultaneous similitude of Christian artifact and Aztec pectoral ornament. In this 

capacity, escudos enacted a micro example of soft power within the macro level process 

of colonizing Mesoamerican belief systems in the post-Conquest cities of Mexico City 

and Puebla de Los Angeles. To know the female divine as visualized as the Virgin Mary 

of the Immaculate Conception and manifested by the Christian nun meant to perceive the 

escudo as both mandorla and sign of the specifically Marian teixiptla. 

 Evidence that the early Christian mendicants of the sixteenth century had 

prepared the way, mentally and visually, appears in a little-read work entitled Mexican 

Painting and Painters published in 1891 by Robert H. Lamborn (d. 1895).471 Lamborn’s 

“brief sketch of the development of the Spanish school of painting in Mexico” derived 

from the mind of a “metallurgist and archaeologist” who donated a significant number of 

artifacts to the Academy of Natural Sciences and nascent Philadelphia Museum of Art.472 

Within Lamborn’s discussion of “The skill of pre-Colombian artists [that] facilitates the 

introduction of European methods,” he noted something specifically relevant to escudos: 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
on top of another; it was more like an interracial marriage and blending of blood.” Lara, Christian Texts for 
Aztecs, 262. 

471 Robert H. Lamborn, Mexican Painting and Painters. A Brief Sketch of the Development of the 
Spanish School of Painting in Mexico (New York, NY: Robert H. Lambon, 1891). 

 472 For a description of the Lamborn collection of colonial paintings, see Clara Bargellini who has 
written that “Los intereses científicos y profesionales de Lamborn explican uno de los rasgos de su 
colección. Más de una cuarto de sus cuadros son óleos sobre láminas de cobre.” “La colección de pintura 
colonial de Robert Lamborn en el Philadelphia Museum of Art,” in Patrocinio, colección y circulación de 
las artes, ed. Gustavo Curiel (México, D.F.: Universidad nacional autónoma de México, Instituto de 
investigaciones estéticas, 1997), 577. University of Pennsylvania Museum Archives, Biography Collection, 
Lamborn. My thanks to Eric Schnittke and Alex Pezzati for access to these materials. 
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That the process of conversion was gradual we have evidence in the 
aboriginal mirrors of obsidian, which are said to have been used in the 
ceremonies of the sun-worshippers. They were taken from the pagan 
sanctuaties by the newcomers, adorned on the unwrought side with holy 
images and symbols, and placed upon the altars of the modern temples.473 

By itself, this information would tantalize and nothing more, except that Lamborn 

continues by writing that, 

I examined in 1881 an admirable example of these shield-shaped objects, 
about ten inches in diameter…in Mexico. An exquisite oil painting of the 
Virgin in robes of blue smiled benignly from one surface, while upon the 
reverse a delicate polish, the result of ancient native skill, made of the dark 
volcanic glass a reflector capable of returning an undistorted and distinct 
image of any brilliant object.474 

While this is not exactly an escudo de monja, Lamborn’s description is that of an escudo 

de monja in hypothetically its earliest formulation: an Aztec religious body adornment 

made of obsidian, physically transformed into a vehicle for Immaculist imagery of the 

Virgin Mary in exactly the dimensions that almost all escudos would maintain throughout 

the history of their creation and use during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In 

this example, an Aztec and Christian object do not just seem alike, but are the same 

substance, such that their simultaneous similitude extends inwards into their very 

materiality and does not just present a facile symbolic resemblance. 

The only identifiable object similar to Lamborn’s description was last seen in 

1994 when it was sold at a Sotheby’s auction for $24,150 (Fig. 38-39). This two-sided, 

Aztec mirror features a finely polished obverse side, and a reverse side displaying a 

Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane. While the object originally dates to the pre-Hispanic 

                                                           
473 Lamborn, Mexican Painting and Painters, 36. 
474 Lamborn, Mexican Painting and Painters, 36. 
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period, the oil painting dates to the seventeenth century.475 Lamborn’s inadvertent notice 

recommends that the whole genre of artwork-artifacts referred to as escudos de monjas 

may have possessed originary features just like this Aztec mirror that linked the colonial 

culture in which Mexican nuns existed both to exoginous Iberian, Christian and also 

indigenous Aztec traditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           

475 For information about this object, and the very few like it, see Olivier Meslay, “Murillo and 
‘Smoking Mirrors,’” The Burlington Magazine 143, no. 1175 (Feb., 2001): 73-79; Sotheby’s, Pre-
Columbian Art, Sale 6562 (Tuesday, May 17, 1994), Lot 198. 
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSIONS 

Materials Mattered in the Meaning Making of the Early Modern Period 

 Stone and metal painting supports were catalysts for the iconography of the 

Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci, painted funerary portraits in Rome, and the Marian imagery 

of escudos de monjas in colonial Mexico. The material matrices of these objects mattered 

in their production of meaning. These different types of artworks in fact shared a logic 

about the efficacy of specific substances to enrich the cultural or religious significance of 

an object beyond surface visibility and into deeper levels of somatic associations.476 It is 

this characteristic that links the three phenomenon despite differences in when and where 

the representative artifacts were made. 

 Leonardo da Vinci’s Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci marks the origins of the 

practice of painting on stone and metal supports as a theoretical contribution to the 

Paragone debate. Even though Leonardo’s painting only simulates a purple porphyry 

substrate, it visually contested the accepted epistemological wisdom of his predecessors 

and defied prejudicial attitudes towards painters (Fig. 1-2). Conceptualizing the painting 

required Leonardo to marshal a wide variety of intellectual means derived from an array 

of stimuli. Leonardo could have acquired an understanding of porphyry’s associations 

with immortality from Verrocchio. An association with the Medici family and their 

collection could have given Leonardo access to Flemish styles of portraiture exhibiting 

the three-quarter portrait type, a greater emphasis on the psychology of the sitter, and the 

inclusion on the reverse of a portrait of a poetical visualization of emblems that connoted 

something linguistically and symbolically about the person portrayed on the obverse. And 
                                                           

476 For recent scholarship treating with early modern attitudes towards materials and their 
consequences for art making, see Christopher J. Nygren, “Titian’s Ecce Homo on Slate: Stone, Oil, and the 
Transubstantiation of Painting,” The Art Bulletin 99, no. 1 (Mar., 2017): 36-66. 
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Leonardo could have learned from within this same intellectual milieu about Pliny the 

Elder’s passages that described Roman and Greek painters who colored stone, thus 

acquiring a classical justification for what he had seen in the Flemish paintings. Whoever 

the specific informants may have been, the same or similar sources apprised Leonardo 

about a classically inspired mode of competing with sculptors. A synthesis of these 

sources in his realization of the Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci overrode the fact that 

Leonardo did not possess a cohesive technique to paint directly on stone, for by painting 

a simulacrum of stone he could claim mastery over the sculptor’s material, a claim that 

sculptors of stone could not make in reverse because of the long-standing early modern 

tradition of not painting on stone sculpture. In contrast, the painter could manipulate 

stone by either painting directly onto it as a support, or by painting its representation so 

convincingly that it was as if the painter had transformed a wooden panel into a stone 

plate. The sculptor could not make similar claims to the manipulation of the painter’s 

materials. Further, by painting a portrait as if it was on stone, Leonardo could make the 

added claim that his painting integrated the abiding qualities of sculpture that sculptors 

claimed made their art unique and valuable. 

As found later in Leonardo’s manuscripts, the ideas implicit in his Portrait of 

Ginevra de’Benci gave impetus to the invention of sixteenth-century oil paintings on 

stone and the less expensive and more variably sized sheets of metal as a means to unify 

the media-specific characteristics that ostensibly defined the sister arts. In accomplishing 

what Leonardo could only simulate, Cinquecento painters demonstrated their intellectual 

and physical capacity to actualize what poets and sculptors did, and so prove painting’s 

preeminence and win the Paragone in the favor of painters. 
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 Within the specialized aesthetic discourse of the Paragone, the issue of which art 

could more securely eternalize an individual resonated with early modern audiences. 

Would the poetic, sculpted, or painted portrait endure longer? According to Leonardo, 

“Through [painting], divine worship is performed around the simulacra of gods…lovers 

receive copies of the cause of their loves…we preserve beauties which time and nature 

make fleeting…we preserve the similitudes of famous men.”477 Among the options 

available to patrons, fire and worms and mold could relatively quickly obliterate a person 

painted on wood, canvas, or even in buon fresco. The practice of painting on stone or 

metal seemed to obviate the temporal limitations of these other media while also 

maintaining the portrait in living color. 

The installation of two-dimensional color portraits on stone or metal into 

mortuary monuments in early modern Rome demonstrates the form in which the practice 

achieved wide-spread popularization (Fig. 22, 24-29). The combination of painted 

simulacrum and carved epigraphy strengthened the ability of the combined image and 

text to convey the imperishability of the individual unity of soul-body as totus homo. To 

this end, imago clipeata portraits painted in oils onto stone plates and metal sheets 

enlivened the effigy’s conceptual vitality. Stated theories about the efficacy of color to 

better represent an individual as possessing existence achieved support by the implication 

that the durability of the painting supports would augment the portrayal’s perpetuity. By 

reimagining the imago clipeata effigy type, the reader of Pliny knew that they renewed a 

                                                           
477 Originally from Leonardo da Vinci’s Ms. A: “Con questa [la pittura] si fa li simulacri alli dij 

d’intorno a questa si fa il culto divino…Con questa si dà copia alli amanti della causa de loro amori. Con 
questa si risserva le bellezze, le quali il tempo et la natura fa fugitive. Con questa noi risserviamo le 
similitudini degli huomini famosi.” Trans. Claire J. Farago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone. A Critical 
Interpretation with a New Edition of the Text in the Codex Urbinas (New York, NY: E.J. Brill, 1992), chap. 
31, 246-247. 
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widely recognized classical Roman aesthetic appropriate for the public commemoration 

of oneself or one’s ancestors and associated with immortality. Erasmus of Rotterdam had 

argued for such a repurposing of cultural heritage as a prerogative of the living by 

claiming that, “We restore old things; we do not produce new ones.”478 Just so, because 

the painted early modern, funerary effigy involved a polychromatic representation, it 

accorded with Christian theology and contemporaneous aesthetic theories about color: 

The colored effigy served the individual who was portrayed as a visual proxy possessing 

the necessary indicators of breath, spirit, mind, and soul to belie the dead’s apparent 

absence by suggesting their actual, uncorrupted presence. These portraits eternalized the 

individual’s mortal corporeality as recalled for their deeds, at rest in the present, and in 

anticipation of becoming entirely whole again upon reunification with the immortal soul 

at the Resurrection. 

 Early modern artefacts from New Spain known as escudos de monjas emerged 

from the same a priori system of beliefs that informed the creation of the Portrait of 

Ginevra de’Benci in Florence and funerary portraits in Rome. In all of these cases, the 

decision to simulate or employ stone or metal supports presumed cultural competency 

with the idea that an object’s material substance might enhance the object’s substantiation 

of ineffable realities such as immortal beauty, the dead, and the newly imported divine. 

The Christian performance of escudos by the nuns who displayed them mediated 

between Christian and Aztec forms of spirituality, inhabiting a contested space of 

colonial life by activating analogous aspects of both cultures’ codes of religious 

signification. The Mesoamerican Nahua cultural component embedded in escudos de 

                                                           
478 “Nos vetera instauramus, nova non prodimus.” Quoted in John F. Moffitt, Caravaggio in 

Context. Learned Naturalism and Renaissance Humanism (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2004), 7. 
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monjas served as a source equal to that of the Iberian Catholic. For if Aztecs and 

Christians had from their first contact in 1518 existed in a relationship of dialectical 

thesis/antithesis, escudos epitomize the contentious, but also creative, process of socio-

religious synthesis as it developed over the course of the Viceroyalty in New Spain 

during the early modern period. Indubitably, escudos operated as long-lived, living 

symbols of Christian, religious domination within, at minimum, Mexico City and Puebla 

de Los Angeles. The iconography of escudos conveyed the theology of the Virgin Mary’s 

Immaculacy, and the Conceptionist, Dominican, Jeronymite, and Dominican nuns who 

wore escudos incarnated the Virgin’s immediacy. Escudos visibly defined the socio-

religious role expected of elite female religious as personifications of the Virgin Mary, 

and in this manner the nuns enacted a Christian form of deity impersonation once 

practiced by the antedating, Aztec priestesses. The substitution succeeded and was 

accepted by ecclesiastical authorities precisely because of the consonance of the 

functions. The Aztec teixiptla as subsumed by the Christian Imitatio virginis achieved a 

concentrated harmony of imagery and physical actuality in escudos. As such, escudos 

represent not just a single type of nepantla object but the larger, precarious balance 

achieved in early modern, Mexican society between the multimodal religious needs and 

theological assumptions of a multicultural population. 

Cumulatively, the artefacts that have been discussed in this thesis embrace a 

famed portrait by Leonardo da Vinci and those by forgotten artists; studied in depth or 

relatively little or not at all. The supports connect them all into an unlikely body of early 

modern objects that exemplify how the invention of the technique of painting with oils on 

metal sheets and stone panels equipped patrons and painters with media to expand the 
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range of a painting’s potential signification. Contrasting with the inert utilitarian nature of 

wood or linen, metal and stone supports in the early modern era actively participated in 

the achievement of an artwork’s conveyance of aesthetic and spiritual ideas. They did 

more than impel the admiration of visitors to Cabinets of Curiosities. And because matter 

positively impinged upon the imagination of viewers who saw the Portrait of Ginevra 

de’Benci, funerary portraits in Rome, and escudos de monjas, discerning their meaning 

requires accounting for their materiality. 
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APPENDIX A: AN EXTENDED HISTORIOGRAPHY OF NUNS’ SHIELDS 

 Scholarly interest and awareness of the existence of escudos de monjas as a 

distinctive class of colonial Mexican art object began in 1853. In Manuel Orozco y 

Berra’s Diccionario universal de historia y de geografia he refers to an “escudo de 

monja” amidst a larger description of the artworks of the artist Miguel Cabrera (1695-

1768, aka, “the Michelangelo of Mexico”), specifically a “precious escudo de monja, on 

[a] plate of copper, small and circular…with the signature of 1749, perfectly finished and 

with beautiful figures without equal.”479 Manuel Romero de Terreros referred in passing 

to escudos in his early- to mid-twentieth century texts concerned with colonial art when 

he wrote the first-known articles that specifically dealt with the subject.480 Romero de 

Terreros categorizes escudos as “the best work of artists who, in their own age acquired 

great renown, [but] who were in reality mediocrities,” the iconography of which the nuns 

chose based on their “own predilection.”481 

 Between 1988 and 1991, Guiliermo Tovar de Teresa, Markus Burke, and Robert 

J. Stroessner all included ‘nuns’ shields’ within larger discussions of the Largarto family 

of painters who flourished in Mexico during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and 

                                                           
479 “[E]l Miguel Angelo de México” and “un precioso escudo de monja, en lámina de cobre, 

pequeño y circular…con la firma de 1749, perfectamente acabado y de belleza sin igual todas las figuras.” 
Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. Manuel Orozco y Berra, Diccionario universal de 
historia y de geografia…, tomo segundo (México, D.F.: Tipografia de Rafael, 1853), 17.  

480 Manuel Romero de Terreros, Arte Colonial: Apuntes reunidos. Mexico: Imprenta de J. 
Ballescá, 1916; “Escudos de monjas,” El hijo prόdigo 6 (1944): 24-26; Manuel Romero de Terreros, 
“Escudos de monja,” in Retratos de Monjas en Nueva España, ed. Josefina Muriel and Manuel Romero de 
Terreros (México D.F., Editorial Jus, 1952), 214-216. 

481 “Gerneralmente hablando, en México [escudos] fueron la mejor obra de artistas que, si en su 
tiempo alcanzaron gran renombre, en realidad eran bien mediocres.”; “las figures y escenas celestials de su 
predilecciόn.” Romero de Terreros, “Escudos de monjas,” (1944), 24. 



 
 

222 
 

viceregal art in general.482 The publication in 1993 of Virginia Armella de Aspe and 

Guillermo Tovar de Teresa’s essays in Escudos de Monjas Novohispanas revealed these 

artworks to a larger audience, and established the foundational scholarship on which all 

subsequent investigations have been based.483 Tovar de Teresa argues that escudos 

possessed heraldic and emblematic meanings and that consequently, “On her escudo, the 

nun transferred the celestial court onto a portable [apotropaic] object [that] protected 

against demonic wickedness…a domestic mandala [that] protects by evoking the 

presence of guardian angels around the body and on the chest…[A] devotional 

amulet…[meant] to be shown to others.”484 Martha Egan’s article of 1994 provided a 

general explication of escudos de monjas and argued for an understanding of them as one 

“type” of “hagiographic badge” or “brooch” synonymous to “reliquary lockets” referred 

to as relicarios, an unsurprising conclusion given that Egan had published one year 

earlier an entire book dedicated to that type of “devotional miniatures.”485 

                                                           
482 Guillermo Tovar de Teresa, Un Rescate de la Fantasía: El arte de los Largarto. Iluminadores 

Novohispanos de los Siglos XVI y XVII (México City: Fomento Cultural Banamex, 1988), 176-177; Markus 
Burke, “A Mexican Artistic Consciousness” and “Mexican Painting of the Renaissance and Counter-
Reformation,” in Mexico: Splendors of Thirty Centuries (New York, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
1990), 286-288, 321-323; Robert J. Stroessner, “Beyond the Pillars of Hercules: Spanish Colonial Painting 
from the New World,” in Temples of Gold, Crowns of Silver: Reflections of Majesty in the Viceregal 
Americas ed. by Belgica Rodriguez, Lenore D. Miller, and Barbara von Barghahn (Washington, D.C.: 
George Washington University, 1991), 30. 

483 Virginia Armella de Aspe and Guillermo Tovar de Teresa, Escudos de Monjas Novohispanas 
(México, D.F.: Fernández Cueto Editores, 1993). 

484 The passage, in full, reads, “En su escudo, la monja trasldada la corte celestial a un objeto 
portátil, protector de las maldades del demonio. En un pequeño círculo de metal, enmarcado en carey, la 
monja lleva a la Trinidad, los arcángeles, a la familia de la Virgen y hasta el ardiente corazόn del amado. 
Mandalas domésticos, los escudos de monja protegen porque evocan la presencia de seres sagrados cerca 
de su cuerpo, en el pecho, en la zona dispensadora de vida y receptora de emociones entrañables. Amuleto 
devoto, fetiche sagrado y sugestivo, la monja se ‘escuda’, se esconde. Pero también se muestra 
íntimamente: se ostenta. Muestra a los demás, en el día de su profesiόn, sus devociones íntimas, intensas y 
predilectas.” Armella de Apse and Tovar de Teresa, Escudos de Monjas Novohispanas, 134-135. 

485 Martha Egan, “Escudos de monjas: Religious Miniatures of New Spain,” Latin American Art 5, 
no. 4 (1994): 43-46; Martha Egan, Relicarios: Devotional Miniatures from the Americas (Santa Fe, NM: 
Museum of New Mexico Press, 1993). 
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 In 1998, Tovar de Teresa provided a digest of the earlier collaborative work with 

Armella de Aspe in his “Mystic Brides: Nun’s Shields from Colonial Mexico.”486 Oddly, 

Tovar de Teresa devotes a mere two pages to the ostensible subject of the article: the 

“nun’s shields” themselves. With exceptional brevity, Tovar de Teresa reiterates his 

earlier conclusions about escudos by writing that their iconographies represented a kind 

of “religious heraldry” emblematic of the “spiritual nobility” of nuns in general and a 

newly-dedicated nun’s “special devotion, which also corresponded with the name she 

adopted as a member of the” convent, while also “afford[ing] protection against the evil 

works of the devil” and magically “potent weapons against sin” and “profane 

emotions.”487 The same year saw the completion of Lauren Louise Schwartz’s master’s 

thesis on escudos de monjas.488 In 1999, Clara Bargellini’s English-language essay 

concerning “Painting on Copper in Spanish America” did not treat with escudos de 

monjas. Her contemporaneous, Spanish-language essay, on the other hand, expanded on 

the topic of escudos but still adhered to the prevailing discourse that has regarded escudos 

as jewels (joyas) used as decorative objects of private meditation by the owner/wearer.489 

Bargellini did differ slightly in her interpretation from preceding scholars, however, by 

suggesting that the escudos as “joyas” might have resonated culturally with passages 

written by the Spanish mystic poet Sor María de Jesús de Ágreda (1605–1665) in her The 

Mystical City of God (La mística ciudad de Dios, Madrid, 1670) in which Sor María 

                                                           
486 Guillermo Tovar de Teresa, “Mystic Brides: Nun’s Shields from Colonial Mexico,” FMR: The 

Magazine of Franco Maria Ricci 93 (1998): 27-54. 
487 Tovar de Teresa, “Mystic Brides…” 47-48. 
488 Lauren Louise Schwartz, “Escudos de monjas: Ensigns of Social, Economic, and Political 

Prestige of Religious Women in New Spain,” MA Thesis, University of Denver, 1998. 
489 Clara Bargellini, “La pintura sobre lámina de cobre en los virreinatos de la Nueva España y del 

Perú,” Anales del instituto de investigaciones estéticas 74-75 (1999): 79-98. 



 
 

224 
 

likened jewels worn by nuns to their possession of the “inner gifts” of those dedicated to 

god.490 Bargellini based her work on private correspondences with Elizabeth Quigley 

Perry.491 

 Perry’s 1999 art history PhD dissertation, “Escudos de monjas/shields of nuns: 

The Creole convent and images of Mexican identity in miniature,” established what has 

become the accepted interpretation of these artworks by analyzing many of their 

iconographic characteristics and the socio-historical factors that may have contributed to 

the phenomenon.492 Of key importance for scholarly understanding of escudos is Perry’s 

compilation of an exhaustive catalogue of all known escudos in terms of their 

approximate date-of-creation, material, iconography, and current location if known. 

Exemplary in her work is the examination of the term/phrase escudo de monja itself, 

which all prior scholars had used without any explanation. And in fact, Perry’s research 

revealed that no one may have ever used the term escudo in the context of colonial 

Mexico until the end of the seventeenth century. As Perry shows, earlier surviving 

seventeenth-century documents refer to what can be hypothetically identifiable as a nuns’ 

shield as an imagene (image), placa (plaque), medallione (medallion), or medallione del 

pecho (chest medallion).493 Perry perpetuates theories about escudos found in earlier 

scholarship by maintaining that escudos essentially extended European traditions into the 

colonial, socio-religious context. Regarding them solely as cultural transplants, Perry 

writes that escudos de monjas possessed associations “in New Spain with heraldry and its 
                                                           

490 Bargellini, “La pintura sobre lámina de cobre,” 98. 
491 Bargellini, “Painting on Copper,” 31-44, and cat. 37, p. 233. 
492 Elizabeth Quigley Perry, “Escudos de monjas/Shields of Nuns: The Creole Convent and 

Images of Mexican Identity in Miniature,” PhD dissertation, Brown University, 1999 (Ann Arbor, MI: 
UMI Press). 

493 Perry, “Escudos,” 46. 
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ideas of chivalry through their form, use, and name.”494 That escudos could have 

instantiated an institutional identity in the same way that a Spanish coat-of-arms marks 

members of a specific social group is a reasonable hypothesis, except that as Perry herself 

has written, the term escudo was not used until decades after nuns had begun to adorn 

themselves with the objects. Like her predecessors, Perry fundamentally links escudos 

with other European badges “that signified membership in a military, chivalric, or 

religious order…[as] symbols of allegiance” or even metaphorically protective in 

nature.495 Perry is the first to argue that escudos derived from the European tradition of 

female religious wearing institutional badges known as veneras, a custom conveyed to 

colonial Mexico with the foundation of the first convent of nuns, that of the 

Conceptionist convent of La Concepciόn in 1540.496 In brief, Perry convincingly 

demonstrates that Conceptionist nuns in Spain continued to wear small-scale, devotional 

badges (veneras) made of precious metals and colored enamels throughout their early-

sixteenth history, but she leaves in doubt whether nuns of any order wore objects like 

escudos or veneras of any kind in New Spain before at least the 1630s.497 

 

 

 

                                                           
494 Spanish coat of arms were referred to as escudos. Perry, “Escudos,” 45. 
495 Perry, “Escudos,” 48 and again on 181. 
496 Perry, “Escudos,” 57. 
497 Perry, “Escudos,” 49-50 and 76. Even though its ideas support a counter interpretation, in his 

2014 book on Monjas coronadas portraits James M. Cόrdova adheres to Perry’s general argument about 
the origins of escudos, writing that they “originated…in Spain, but as a much smaller plaque called a 
venera” and that “In shape, function, and subject matter, escudos de monja have a close analogue in 
relicarios.” The Art of Professing in Bourbon Mexico. Crowned-Nun Portraits and Reform in the Convent 
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2014), 60, 116. 
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APPENDIX B: A SUMMARIZED NARRATION OF THE STORY OF THE 
VIRGIN OF GUADALUPE OF MEXICO 

According to the earliest identifiable accounts, the Mexican legend of Our Lady 

of Guadalupe began in 1531 a short distance to the north of Mexico City near a hill 

referred to as Tepeyac, Tepeacac, or Tepeaquilla.498 

The legend recounts that only ten years after the fall of the Aztec capital city 

Tenochtitlan to Hernan Cortés in 1521 and only seven after the arrival of the first 

Franciscan missionaries in 1524, a Christian convert named Juan Diego was traveling to a 

Franciscan Mission when, passing the hill of Tepeyac, he heard birdsong and someone 

call his name. Going to investigate, Juan Diego approached the crest of the hill to find a 

magnificent woman whose radiance seemed to permeate the surrounding plants and rocks 

with an unearthly light. Identifying herself as the Mother of God, the Virgin maiden 

Mary, Juan Diego was told that he should build for her a temple in which she could hear 

the supplications of all those in need, and that to do so he should go to Mexico City and 

speak with the newly installed Franciscan bishop Juan de Zumárraga. Presented before 

him, Juan Diego explained all that he had seen and all that he had heard but was 

                                                           
498 These sources are Miguel Sánchez’s 1648 Spanish language Imagen de la Virgen Maria, 

Madre de Dios de Guadalupe, Milagrosamente aparecida en la ciudad de Mexico (Image of the Virgin 
Mary, Mother of God of Guadalupe, Miraculously appeared in the city of Mexico), and Luis Laso de la 
Vega’s 1649 Hue tlamahuiçoltica (By a Great Miracle) in Nahuatl. Vega’s work is often referred to in the 
first words of the narrative, Nican mopohua (Here is recounted). For this summary of the legend of the 
apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe, I follow Lisa Sousa, Stafford Poole, and James Lockhart, ed. and 
trans., The Story of Guadalupe, Luis Laso de la Vega’s Huei tlamahuiçoltica of 1649 (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1998); Stafford Poole, Our Lady of Guadalupe. The Origins and Sources of a 
Mexican National Symbol, 1531–1797 (Tucson, AZ: The University of Arizona Press, 1995), 26-28; Louise 
M. Burkhart, “The Cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe of Mexico,” in South and Meso-American Native 
Spirituality. From the Cult of the Feathered Serpent to the Theology of Liberation, vol. 4 of World 
Spirituality: An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, ed. Gary H. Gossen and Miguel León-Portilla 
(New York, NY: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1993), 200-203. The Mexican apparition of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe is distinguished from the Iberian Our Lady of Guadalupe of Estremadura. For a 
description of Our Lady of Estremadura, see Jacques Lafaye, Quetzalcoatl and Guadalupe. The Formation 
of Mexican National Consciousness 1531–1813, trans. Benjamin Keen (Chicago, IL: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1976), 215-224. 
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dismissed as being unbelievable. Having returned to Tepeyac, Juan Diego urged the 

apparition of Mary to find someone more persuasive, to which she responded that she had 

chosen him and no one else, and that he should persevere with the bishop, with whom 

Juan Diego met a second time shortly thereafter. Zumárraga carefully questioned Juan 

Diego and asked that he bring an unequivocal sign to verify the truth of his story. 

Although he was determined to prove himself, before he could do so Juan Diego first 

needed to find a priest so that his mortally ill uncle could make confession and receive 

last rites. He evaded Tepeyac out of guilt, but Mary appeared to him elsewhere. When he 

explained why he had not yet fulfilled his responsibility to her she assured him that his 

uncle was already healed. Juan Diego then asked for an irrefutable sign of her presence 

that he could take to the bishop; she told him to ascend the hill of Tepeyac and gather 

flowers. Despite the fact that it was December, and that the hilltop provided the meanest 

of soils in which only cacti and thorns and other desert plants could grow, Juan Diego 

found it covered with roses and collected them in his cloak. These, Mary told him, would 

be the sign that proved to the bishop that she had appeared. When Juan Diego finally 

opened his cloak again in the presence of the bishop and those in attendance, not only did 

the roses fall before them but they all saw the image of the Virgin Mary on the cloak 

(tilma) itself. Exclaiming in wonder, the bishop built a small church to enshrine the image 

just as Mary desired on the hill of Tepeyac, after which time the miraculously appearing 

image attracted countless pilgrims for whom Mary worked many miraculous cures. 
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Leonardo da Vinci, Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci, obverse, ca. 1474–1478, oil 
on copper (38.1 x 36.8 cm), National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Ailsa Mellon 
Bruce Fund, 1967.6.1.a. 

 

Figure 2. Leonardo da Vinci, Portrait of Ginevra de’Benci, reverse, ca. 1474–1478 oil on 
copper (38.1 x 36.8 cm), National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Ailsa Mellon Bruce 
Fund, 1967.6.1.a. 
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Figure 3. Cristofano Roncalli, Punishment of Sapphira (Death of Ananias and Sapphira), 
1599–1604, oil on slate (4.2 x 7.6 m), Santa Maria degli Angeli, Rome. 
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Figure 4. Anonymous, Portrait of Piero Strozzi and Portrait of a Lady, mid-sixteenth 
century, oil on slate (~18-20 cm. diameter), Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, N. Inv. 5787, 
5981. 

 

Figure 5. Anonymous, Portraits of the Medici, ca. 1565–1569, oil on tin (13 x 16 cm), 
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, N. Inv. 848-871. 
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Figure 6. Francisco Martínez, Escudo de monja (Virgin of Guadalupe with Saints), ca. 
1723–1758, oil on copper with wooden walnut frame (19 cm. diameter) Denver Art 
Museum, Denver, SC2013.401-Collection of Frederick & Jan Mayer, 2000.027. 
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Figure 7. Andrea del Castagno, Portrait of a Man, ca. 1450, tempera on panel (54.2 x 
40.4 cm), National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Andrew W. Mellon Collection, 
1937.1.17. 

 

Figure 8. Piero del Pollaiuolo, Portrait of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, 1471, tempera on panel 
(65 x 42 cm), Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, N. Inv. 1492. 
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Figure 9. Petrus Christus, Portrait of a Lady, ca. 1460–1470, oil on panel (29 x 22.5 cm), 
Gemäldegalerie, Berlin, 1821, 532. 
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Figure 10. Anonymous, Portable altar of Countess Gertrude of Brunswick, ca. 1045, gold, 
cloisonné enamel, porphyry, germs, pearls, niello, wood core (10.5 x 27.5 x 21 cm), 
Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, John Huntington Art and Polytechnic Trust, 
1931.462. 

 

Figure 11. Anonymous, Portable altar, England, 1020s, porphyry, copper, and silver (26.1 
x 13.8 x 1.5 cm), National Museum of the Middle Ages (Musée de Cluny), Paris, 
Cl.11459. 
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Figure 12. Francesco di Vannuccio, Crucifixion with the Virgin and Saint John the 
Evangelist, obverse, ca. 1387–1388, tempera and tooled gold on panel (42.9 x 30.8 cm), 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, John G. Johnson Collection, 1917, cat. 94. 

 

Figure 13. Francesco di Vannuccio, Crucifixion with the Virgin and Saint John the 
Evangelist, reverse, ca. 1387–1388, tempera and tooled gold on panel (42.9 x 30.8 cm), 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, John G. Johnson Collection, 1917, cat. 94. 
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Figure 14. Master of Saint Veronica, Enthroned Virgin and Child, with Saints Paul, 
Peter, Clare of Assisi, Mary Magdalene, Barbara, Catherine of Alexandria, John the 
Baptist, John the Evangelist, Agnes, Cecilia, Margaret of Antioch, and George, obverse, 
ca. 1400–1410, oil and gold on panel (33.6 x 23.5 cm), Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia, John G. Johnson Collection, 1917, cat. 742. 
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Figure 15. Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Margareta van Eyck, obverse, 1439, oil on panel (25 
x 32.6 cm), Groeninge Museum, Bruges, GRO0162.I. 

 

Figure 16. Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Margareta van Eyck, reverse, 1439, oil on panel (25 
x 32.6 cm), Groeninge Museum, Bruges, GRO0162.I. 



 
 

238 
 

 

Figure 17. Antonio Leonelli, Saint Francis, 1490s, tempera on panel (74.5 x 56 cm), 
Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton, Carl Otto von Kienbusch Jr., Memorial 
Collection, y1956-3. 
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Figure 18. Jacometto Veneziano, Portrait of a Lady, obverse, 1470s, oil on panel (34 x 
27.5 cm), Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, John G. Johnson Collection, 1917, 
cat. 243. 

 

Figure 19. Jacometto Veneziano, Portrait of a Lady, reverse, 1470s, oil on panel (34 x 
27.5 cm), Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, John G. Johnson Collection, 1917, 
cat. 243. 
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Figure 20. Jacometto Veneziano, Portrait of Alvise Contarini, obverse, ca. 1485–1495, 
oil and gold on wood (11.1 x 7.9 cm), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, 
Robert Lehman Collection, 1975.1.86. 

 

Figure 21. Jacometto Veneziano, Portrait of Alvise Contarini, reverse, ca. 1485–1495, oil 
and gold on wood (11.1 x 7.9 cm), Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, Robert 
Lehman Collection, 1975.1.86. 
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Figure 22 a, b. Anonymous, Monument to and Portrait of Gabriele Prato of Asti, 
seventeenth century, Santa Maria in Trastevere, Rome. 
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Figure 23. Sebastiano del Piombo, Portrait of Pope Clement VII, ca. 1531, oil on slate 
(105.4 x 87.6 cm), J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 92.PC.25. 
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Figure 24. Lavinia Fontana, Portrait of Ortenzia Mazziotti, ca. 1611–1614, oil on metal 
(~25 cm. diameter), Santa Maria della Pace, Rome. 

 

Figure 25. Lavinia Fontana, Portrait of Gaspare Rivaldi, ca. 1611–1614 oil on metal 
(~25 cm. diameter), Santa Maria della Pace, Rome. 



 
 

244 
 

  

Figure 26 a, b. Anonymous, Monument to and Portrait of Alessandro Crivelli, ca. 1574, 
oil on stone, Santa Maria in Aracoeli, Rome. 

 



 
 

245 
 

 

 

Figure 27 a, b. Anonymous, Monument to and Portrait of Giovanni Battista Gisleni, ca. 
1672, oil on metal, Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome. 
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Figure 28 a, b. Anonymous, Monument to and Portrait of Natali Saliceto, ca. 1789, oil on 
stone, San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome. 
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Figure 29 a, b. Anonymous, Monument to and Portrait of Maria Anna Ravaglia, ca. 
1880, oil on stone, Santa Maria in Aquiro, Rome. 
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Figure 30 a, b. Francesco Salviati, Portraits of Johannes Lemeken and Passau Quirinus 
Galler, ca. 1550, true fresco, Santa Maria dell’Anima, Chapel of the Margrave, Rome. 
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Figure 31. Anonymous, Escudo de monja (Coronation of the Virgin), ca. 1770–1790, oil 
on copper with tortoiseshell frame (20.8 cm. diameter), Denver Art Museum, Denver, 
26.1993-Collection of Frederick & Jan Mayer, 1991.001. 
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Figure 32. Anonymous, Traje de Las Religiosas de Los Conventos de Mexico, de Los 
Colegios y Recogimientos (Indumentaria de las monjas novohispanas), eighteenth 
century, oil on canvas (104 x 134.5 cm), Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, 10-
95192. 
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Figure 33. Cristóbal de Villalpando, St. John the Evangelist and Mother Maria de Jesús 
de Agreda, detail, ca. 1685–1714, oil on canvas (190 x 113 cm), CNCA-UNAH, Museo 
Regional de Guadalupe, Zacatecas. 

 

Figure 34. Juan de Miranda, Portrait of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, detail, 1713, oil on 
canvas (187 cm. height), Dirección General del Patrimonio-Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, Mexico City. 
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Figure 35. Anonymous, Escudo de monja (Virgin of the Apocalypse with Saints), ca. 
1740, oil on copper with tortoise shell frame (18.4 cm. diameter), Denver Art Museum, 
Denver, 1985.361. 

 

Figure 36. Anonymous, Escudo de monja (Virgin of the Immaculate Conception with 
Franciscan Saints), ca. 1700, tempera on vellum with tortoiseshell frame inlaid with 
mother of pearl (13.9 cm. diameter), Denver Art Museum, Denver, 2013.362. 
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Figure 37. Anonymous, The Three Immaculate Conceptions, the Holy Trinity, and the 
Holy Family, 1774, oil on copper, (32.1 x 25.7 cm), Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia, The Dr. Robert H. Lamborn collection, 1903-905. 
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Figure 38. Anonymous, Aztec Obsidian Mirror, Mexico, obverse, ca. 1300–1521, 
obsidian (28.9 cm. diameter), private collection. 

 

Figure 39. Anonymous, Aztec Obsidian Mirror, Mexico, reverse, Christ in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, seventeenth century, oil on obsidian (28.9 cm. diameter), private collection. 


