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Xhe term 'portrait' is only used from the Renaissance onwards to describe the

representation of a man with its individual facial traits; neither in the Ancient times, nor in

the Middle Ages people were accustomed to apply this expression in order to the classify

an image. The very history of portraiture begins in the Late Classical Greek world, in

which this kind of representation was discovered. However, what the Greeks focused on

was a kind of portraiture whose main goal was to correspond to the 'ideal' and not to

reality. Only later, did the Romans try to express, in their portraiture a very accentuated

realism and sought for a strong resemblance with the portrayed person.^ During the

Middle Ages the need to represent verisimilitude in a painting got completely lost.

because the emphasis was put on the spiritual, religious influence of the portrait.

However, during the Renaissance, the artist was again compelled to represent his sitter

with all the characteristic features, which in real life distinguished him from other

individuals - in other words, lifelikeness was the new key element for satisfying the

requests of the commissioner. Realism and the lifelike traits of the sitter were crucial

factors to portraiture, and the Sicilian painter Antonello da Messina is undoubtedly among

the artists of the Renaissance who mostly concentrated his talent in representing the

thoughts and the psychological status of the portrayed subject.

In this essay five different portraits by artist Antonello da Messina will be analyzed and

observed within their socio-historical context, also considering the diverse influences, both
p-i

artistic and cultural, which deeply affected and shaped the original art of the Sicilian

painter. What is so peculiar about Antonello's art, specifically portraiture, is the new

conception of the sitter and the way it is presented to the public, but above all, the artist's

Markgraf, p. 68
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ability in representing the real. As we will see in the following selected portraits: the

Portrait of a Man in the Museo della Fondazione of Cefalh, the two Portraits of a Young Men,

one in the London National Gallery of Art and the other in the Spanish Thyssen-Bomemisza

Collection, The Portrait of a Man also known as The Condottiero in the Musee du Louvre in

0^

Paris, and finally the further Portrait of a Man located in the Museo Civico dell'Arte of Turin,

Antonello imported the innovative three-quarter view used by Northern masters with the

sitter gazing beyond the space of the panel or directly to the viewer, while the customary

portrait device of Italian Renaissance was still to depict the sitter in an aloof and rigid

profile. As a consequence the entire approach to portraiture changed its tenets - now the

sitter was no more detached from the viewer but a sort of communication was established.

bringing the two individuals at the same level. One of the other schemes adopted from

Flanders by Antonello was the employment of a dark, neutral background, which

contrasted with the usual distant landscape used by his contemporary colleagues. Hence,

the viewer is not distracted by the details of the surrounding environment, but is able to

concentrate his attention only on the sitter's gaze and personality, because, and here is the

main distinguishing feature of Antonello's portraiture, what the Sicilian artist represented

with his portraits was not only an outer depiction of the sitter's coxmtenance, but the close

depiction of features, which combined with the expression of the portrayed man created a

image of his psychology and intellect. No other contemporary portraits than those of

Antonello are so 'sincere' and involving for the spectator. As we will see in the subsequenti»i

lines, the sitters of the Sicilian artist seem to react to the viewer's presence with a hint of

smile; the artificial inclusion of the viewer in the portraits visible through the expression of

Ml

the sitter will be later imitated by masters such as Leonardo da Vinci with the Mona Lisa

or by Titian, as for instance in the Portrait of  a Bearded Man with a Blue Sleeve.
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The chosen format for Antonello's portraiture was the bust-length, which almost forces

the viewer to focus chiefly on the expression of the sitter in the foregroimd was as well an

issue imported from the Northern coxmtries. Undoubtedly, it recalls the volume quality of

statuary busts and gives a sense of actual physical presence of the sitter. The volume and

bulky aspect of forms is also realized through the use of oil rather than tempera pigments,

whose inventor is still not precisely identified, as we will see below. At the same time.

i»i

precise line and contours with a skilful arrangement of lights and shades and abstract

forms produce a work which reflects the Italian notion of aesthetics but at the same time
f»i

includes all the innovations imported by a more tangible Northern focus on the

representation of the real.

Let's for example take in consideration on the London portrait, which among all the

works that will be pointed out in this essay, is probably the one, which best shows all the

elements of Antonello's art briefly highlighted above. The young sitter is directly staring at

us, with such a insistent gaze that he seems to be almost judging our persona. Unlike the

other selected portraits of Antonello do not smile, but his expression is so intense that we

can't help but wonder what thoughts are in his mind. The brushstrokes of the painter are

so precise that we can see the miniscule beard hair on the lower part of his face and the

thin eyelashes framing the bright eyes. The illumination is concentrated on the left part of

his face, yet at the same time is diffused and smoothly shapes the skull of the sitter.

Scholars are still today trying to identify the yoimg sitter, but most of them date this work

around the first years of the 1470's - and in fact no other artist of this time ever dared such
tm

an informal sort of portraiture. Breaking with the set tradition of Italian profile portraits,

and yet being so appreciated by commissioners, both inside the Italian peninsula and

across the Alps too.
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Portraiture is probably one of the most impressive forms of art since the earliest times of

Western painting, but its importance became even more significant from the 15* century

onwards, with the spread of what 1 would call 'the European Renaissance'. I define it

European, because the artist mentioned in the following lines, namely Antonello da

Messina was able to synthesize artistic influences from all over Europe and combine them

with skilfulness and experience, going from the North, specifically Flanders, Burgundy

and the Netherlands, to the very bottom of his native Sicilian island.PWI

In fact, the modern connotation of 'European' given to Antonello da Messina is due to

the fact that no other Italian artist of the fifteenth century responded in such a direct

fashion not only to the leading masters of Bruges, such as Jan Van Eyck and Petrus

Christus in particular, but also to the masters of French Provencal painting, as for instance

Barthelemy d'Eyck or Enguerrand Quarton. Unfortunately we still do not know if the

Sicilian artist was able to encounter any of these artists in the course of his undocumented

trips north of the Alps. The most reasonable hypothesis, as we will see in the following

paragraphs, is that he possibly came into contact with the works of the Northern masters

during the time he spent in Naples. And Netherlandish painting was highly valued due to

the brief rule of the French King Ren6 of Anjou (1438-1442). Whatever the case, Antonello

da Messina's achievement as painter of portraits is inconceivable without the influence of<3^

these great masters and it is one of the most intriguing mysteries of Italian art is that the

artist who best imderstood the works of Netherlandish and Franco Flemish

contemporaries was born, trained and apparently worked for most of his career on the

periphery of Europe.HW
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Messina was namely one of the most strategically located cities of Sicily - on the coast, its

close position to the last tip of Southern Italy allowed the city to retain a certain

membership to any sort of activity going on in the peninsula, but at the same time its

trade was completely independent and rich. Consequently, to artists working in a seaport.

long distance travel did not present the same difficulties it did to the ones living in

landlocked areas, and this freedom might help to explain the amazing trajectory of

Antonello da Messina's career; Naples and Venice are the only destinations we are certain

PP1
of. His artistic progression is almost breathtaking and it in all of his works we can notice

the hard-linear effect deriving from the backwater of Hispano-Netherlandish devotionaliw)

paintings and the mastery of the technique of oil painting, clearly studied by the Flemish

masters. Regarding this later aspect, in his work The Lives of the Artists Giorgio Vasari

attributed to the Sicilian artist the introduction of oil painting in Italy, but some scholars

today think that it is a wrong ascription. Furthermore, several legends are told about the
f—I

life and the artistic career of Antonello da Messina; for instance his painting representing

Saint Jerome in his Study (1475, oil on panel. National Gallery London), seemed to

contemporaries in Venice to equal the subtle, descriptive effects of those marvels ofm

Netherlandish art2, whose conception of painting revolved around a magically veiled

microcosm. In fact, the sixteenth century Venetian connoisseur Marcantonio Michiel could

mi

not believe the Saint Jerome was painted by an Italian, and suggested either Van Eyck or

Memling as a more probable attribution. Yet all works by Antonello da Messina possess a

geometric clarity of structure that apparently even the Flemish masters could not match -

and this precision of detail is not only present in the painter's illustration of home interiors

mi

mi

mi

mi

Christiansen, p. 13

mi
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or en plen air landscapes^ but as well in other sort of works, such as altarpieces and

portraits.

The following paragraphs will be concerned with this latter point regarding portraiture

and with the five portraits I have chosen I will try to make eloquent justice to his status as

supremely gifted and original portraitist. Definitely, he was the first to suggest what

Leonardo da Vinci referred to as the movements of the mind, namely the interior life behind

the painted mask of so many Renaissance portraits.^ According to the Florentine painter,

the soul instigates all physical movement in the body therefore the gestures and

expressions of every figure must visually communicate the concetto delVanima, or as

previously mentioned, the movements of the mind.

According to Shearman, portrait themselves travel more than any other kind of pictures^

and there was no a better city than Messina during the Italian Renaissance as a site to

express this phenomena. In the fifteenth century the triumph of the centralized authority

of the mercantile class over a more isolated feudalistic society assured that Messina would

pm

enjoy a long period of prosperity. As a consequence the city's political stability was

reinforced and the natural disposition of the seaport towards trade was strongly

encouraged. Messina was a flourishing centre for the warehousing and distribution of

goods such as sugar and spices that were exported from the East to Flanders and it also

F*l

made the products of the South Italian mainland available to the whole of the

Mediterranean market. Among the most important of these commodities were textiles.

such as linen, silk, fustian, but Messina also produced wine, cotton and sugar, which

mantained a shipbuilding industry essential to a seaside city. Nevertheless, of all these

local activities, it was the production of silk that strongly predominated; this business had

^ Christiansen, p.l5
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developed so quickly that by the beginning of the sixteenth century the Lucchese and

Venetian silk manufacturers living in Messina requested that a silk consulate should be

established in the city, thus gaining considerable importance.

Life in Messina was basically divided in its two dominant powers, political and religious

- the Palazzo Reale facing the port, and the Duomo, which was located in the heart of the

city. The neighbourhoods were organized around activities, corporations and delegations

of the communities of non-Sicilian and foreign merchants, which along with their shops

and workshops had their own churches, palaces and traditions. The intense relationships

Messina had with the Mediterranean world, and especially its political bonds with

Catalonia, enriched the artistic culture of the city, which developed by borrowing different
1*1

elements from various influences, since it had no strong, native tradition.

Art in Messina during the early Quattrocento reflected a mixture of International Gothic

Style imported from Naples, which was strongly influenced by Northern art imported by

the French domination. The fact that Messina was politically and culturally peripheral

despite its economic resources made the city more closely dependent on Naples, which.

especially under Alfonso of Aragon at mid-century was to become the most important

center for the figurative arts in southern Italy, bringing together the diverse influences of

Flanders, Burgundy and Provence. However, by the beginning of the middle of the

fifteenth century, both sculpture and the goldsmiths' art imderwent a change and became

more sensitive to the stylistic repertoire of the more northern Tuscan Renaissance. Andf—I

when Antonello begun to work in Messina, probably around the 1440's, there wasn't

much stimulation for a young artist in that fairly heterogeneous and old-fashioned town;

the only exception was the presence in Messina of Netherlandish or Netherlandish-style

paintings, which had arrived in the city through trade with Flanders. The other resource of
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inspiration was, as previously mentioned, Neapolitan painting, which reflected the affectsPW

of the Netherlandish works that had been imported by King Alfonso.

Antonello was bom in Messina between 1425 and 1430, apparently in a well-to-do family

PH

since already in 1406 its business activities were recorded.^ His grandfather Michele

owned a brigantine and his son Giovanni was a mazonus, something between a master

mason and a marble cutter. In general, the family was well integrated into the business

and trade communities of Messina; the city was an obligatory stop for shipping traffic in

the Mediterranean and merchants arrived there from many destinations to take advantage

of the opportunities to embark on a new profession. Antonello left the Sicilian capital

around the 1440's and was trained by the master Niccolb Colantonio^ in Naples, shortly

after the coronation of Alfonso of Aragon, which occurred in 1443. This view is supported

by a letter sent by Pietro Summonte^ to the Venetian Marcantonio Michiel in 1542, which

describes the artistic situation in fifteenth-century Naples and has become one of the most

reliable and eloquent sources for the period in question. The letter states (after having

recalled the work of Giotto and his workshop in Castel Nuovo):

'After that, there were no famous master in this region - whether from outside or local men - until

our Neapolitan master Colantonio, a man who so dedicated himself to the art of painting that he

would have been destined to achieve great things but for his untimely death. This prevented him

from achieving the perfect rendering of antique objects that we fi nd in the work of his pupil.

m

Antonello da Messina - an artist with whom I assume you are acquainted... As was customary at

^ Bussagli, p.8
^ Italian painter fr om Naples, ca. 1420-1460. His artistic education probably took place in the fertile
period of lively cultural ferment between 1438 and 1442, during the brief reign of Rene of Anjou.
^ Italian humanist and writer, Naples 1463-1526. In 1524 he wrote a letter to the Venetian art
connoisseur Marcantonio Michiel on the history of arts in the Kingdom of Naples
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that time, Colantonio looked to the work of Flemish painters and to the use of colour emanating

from that country. So devoted was he to them that he actually decided to move to Flanders, but king

Raniero [Rene of Anjou] kept him here...

Colantonio was a master steeped in the Netherlandish style that at that time was

dominant in the lively southern capital of Naples. We can observe Colantonio's modus

Operand! in a painting of his workshop which possibly represents a Prophet (fig.l) - this

portrait is very different from the works by Antonello da Messina to be discussed in this

essay, however, the Flemish influence in Colantonio's sitter is clearly visible. The sitter is

set against a home interior background and some furniture details frame his figure, such

as the comer of a sort of cupboard, a few objects placed above and the folded courtain

coming down from the edge of the wooden assembly behind the figure. Partiallytm

enveloped by a green cloth and a pinple chaperon, only the face and the hands of the sitter

emerge from the heavy textile. The artist succeeded in illustrating the sagging flesh

through the wrinkles and heavy features, yet the countenance of the portrayed man
fm

resembles a mask. Though he fascinating plasticity of Antonello's portrait is still missing.

the format, the three-quarter view and the inclusion of hands within the portrait are

noticeably devices that Colantonio observed from the works of Northern masters.

Colantonio was immensely interested in Netherlandish art and sought to emulate its style.

Furthermore, still according to Pietro Summonte, he copied munerous works of Van Eyck,

though sadly, neither original nor copy has so far been traced.^

^Borchert,p. 119
^ Borchert, p.l21
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A major part of the artistic enthusiasm of this city was due to the presence of works of

art from Provencal France and from Spain, which had arrived there during the reign of

King Ren6 of Anjou (from 1438 to 1442) and Alfonso of Aragon (1442-1458). Actually, to

rm
entirely comprehend the works of Antonello da Messina, including the portraits that will

be discussed here, it is important to emphasize the Provencal influence, which

accompanied the Northern impact. The cultural outbreak and diversity joined wit h the

artistic exchange of Aragonese Naples in the 1460's depended on the fact that after his

1^
departure form the Italian city in 1442, King Ren6 was constantly present in Provence. As a

consequence strong economic ties were established, encouraging a give-and-takem

relationship - including the exchange of artists  - between Southern France and the great

coastal cities of the Aragonese kingdom.

Young Antonello left Messina under circumstances still unknown, but probably he was

attracted to the vitality emanating from the Neapolitan court. His apprenticeship in the

Southern capital almost certainly occurred between 1445 and 1455. Once the artist

returned to the Sicilian capital, by at least 1457, Antonello had established his own

workshop in Messina, which was the first and only one to be successful in all of eastern

Siciliy and Calabria, and in time included the artist's brother, brother-in-law, and son, as

well as occasional apprentices among its members. His workshop received commissions

from the blooming cities of Reggio Calabria, Caltagirone, Catania and Noto.^o As we will

see in the following paragraphs Antonello will also stay in Venice for a relatively brief

period, and the works that he executed there in several commissions, are the tangible

evidence of his fame and prestige, which had spread beyond Southern Italy.

Unquestionably, this accomplishment was also the result of international trade as well as

10
In the Sicilian city of Noto, documents tell us that he went in person in 1471 for commercial and

professional matters.
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of an appreciation of the 'Northern style' - that is the Netherlandish technique - which

Antonello had initially learned from Colantonio and which was greatly admired in most

contemporary cultural centres. Yet, Antonello da Messina possibly received his major

am
commissions in his native Siciliy; actually Messina, unlike Venice, did not have a well-to-

do class of citizens who needed to affirm and promote their status by commissioning

works of art Some documents show that Antonello's Sicilian clients were mostly

confraternities, which often were in competition with each other; the works they required

were devotional standards to carry in their processions and their commissions involved

the repetition of the same images made from the same immutable models. This may havep*i

been the reason why Antonello sought to work in Venice, where several of his portraits of

nobleman and merchants who had been to Messina, were both known and appreciated. In

point of fact, we will see that almost all of Antonello's portraits belong to either one or the

other category.

Antonello da Messina must have made another trip to the mainland at the end of the

f*i

1450's and although the source of inspiration is not clear, many scholars think that

Antonello's style in the 1460's definitely reflects the influence of the culture of mainland

Italy and specifically of the Tuscan painters Fra Angelico and Piero della Francesca, which

was to complement the stimuli of Northern art. As we will see in the first analyzed portrait

pm

Pm

of this essay. Portrait of a Man (also Portrait of an Unknown Sailor), in this years Antonello

will start to synthesize the analytical. Northern approach with the Italian treatment ofF»l

perspective and lightness of forms. Most art historians agree that this work located in
nq

Cefalii is probably one of the earliest portraits of Antonello da Messina; it is actually not

known when the artist began to concentrate on portraiture, but it seems that this occurred

round the 1460's. As we will notice in the portraits considered in this essay, Antonello

r*l
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immediately adopted the Netherlandish portrait model: a bust length fi gure seen in a

slightly three-quarter view, who is dressed in ordinary clothing and placed against a dark

ground. This followed a portrait type introduced by Jan van Eyck, which had become very

popular in Flanders, especially in the area that belonged to the Duchy of Burgundy. His

main interest as a portraitist was especially the rendering of the sitter's physiognomy, the

details of his or her clothing and the individual characteristic s of the person being

portrayed - as a consequence, portraits of this type were soon disseminated throughout

France and Spain. In the early 1430's Van Eyck executed several bust-length, frontal

portraits commissioned by rich, often Italian merchants fascinated by the talent of the

Flemish master. The popularity of this descriptive, technically precise type of portrait

spread from Northern Europe to France and Spain, and found a ready audience among

the powerful merchant classes, whose members enjoyed seeing their features carefully

rendered along with their clothing and any sort of furniture which conveyed to their social

status. Merchants like the wealthy Tuscans Amolfini, whose portrait by Van Eyck will be

pointed out in relation to the Thyssen - Bomemisza Portrait of a Young Man, were, like
I

other business men and merchants from Florence, Genoa or Venice, easily able to import

such portraits in the 'Northern style' into Italy. The political, commercial, and artistic ties

that linked Southern Italy and Sicily with Flanders and, especially, with Spain and France,

make it likely that Netherlandish-style portraits prevailed in Europe as early as the middle

of the fifteenth centuryfm

In addition, the portraits by Petrus Christus, one of Van Eyck's students, dating ca. 1440's,
t*i

seem to anticipate most closely Atnonello da Messina's style. The technical and stylistic

affinities of the two painters may suggest that Antonello was inspired to adopt a Northern

11
Barbera, p.24



13

style of portraiture after having seen a work by Petrus Christus. In any case, Antonello da

Messina assumed his particular 'European' style of portrait painting during a casual

moment in the late 1460's, when the city of Messina was dominated by a baronial class,

which gained money from its landholdings and trade and thus was willing to be give out

some of their expenses in portrait paintings.

(W|

From the Netherlandish example that inspired his work, Antonello borrowed the format
(€I

of the half-length figure in three-quarter profile, the depiction of contemporary dress and

the intensely focused illumination. Nevertheless, over time he began to simplify these

Netherlandish models, toning down their insistent realism and microscopic attention to

detail and replaced these features with a more synthetic and abstract monumentality, in

observance with the tradition of Italian portraiture. Undeniably, Antonello da Messina

invented a new portrait type that was the most modem in style of any on the Italian

peninsula by synthesizing the realism of Northern portraiture with the measured idealism

of Italian examples in the early 1470's.

A valid contemporary of Antonello da Messina during these years is undoubtedly

Andrea Mantegna (1431-1569). Mantegna was the most important painter of the early

Renaissance and from a very yoimg age he worked as a court painter for the Gonzaga

family in Mantua, heaped with commissions and honours also from extra-courtly

ambiances. Among his most outstanding works are the portraits in which he depicted his

sitters in a Classical setting, sometimes making them resemble to actors on a picture-framerm

stage.
(ME)

In Mantegna's Portrait of Cardinal Carlo de Medici (fig.lb) we can observe all the

classicizing features and the precise contour of the line so en vogue for the conception of

Italian aesthetics in the 1470's. The portrait was probably made in 466 when the artist was
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working in Florence for Ludovico Gonzaga. Mantegna still used the clear and less thick(at

tempera colours, which lacked the corporeity of the oil medium used by Antonello - thus a

slight flattened effect of the figure's visage is almost unavoidable. Nevertheless, there are

some innovative features such as the three-quarter view and the inclusion of a dark.
im

neutral background framing the sitter. Here, the portrayed subject is dressed in a red robe

joined by a purple hat as well. Carlo de Medici was the illegitimate son of Cosimo de
FW|

Medici, namely the influential ruler of Florence and his robe identifies him as a prelate.

with his seat in Prato Cathedral.^^ The brilliant purple colour of the sitter is enriched by

the geometric folds of the fabric twine, which rests on his left shoulder; the deep creases

continue as well on the bust of the subject, in a slightly rounded manner tending

downwards which recall the same technique used by Antonello (for instance in the Turin

portrait that will be mentioned later) to suggest the weight of the textile. The attitude of(*i

the portrayed subject is so solemn that it recalls the bust portraits of ancient Rome. Going

back to the features of this portrait, the harsh, almost stylized and abstract contours of the

sitter's coimtenance, combined with certain traits which may have been corresponded to

the real appearance of the Cardinal, delineate best a transitional way of painting between1*1

the earlier Renaissance tradition of portraiture and the pioneering techniques of Antonello

da Messina.

The first portrait of the Sicilian painter that will be analyzed is Portrait of a Man now in

the Sicilian city of Cefali^, Museo della Fondazione (fig.2)^^

12
Baetzner, p. 45
Cavalcaselle notified the painting for the fi rst time in a letter of 1860, written to the beholder of

the painting, the Baron Enrico Piraino di Mandralisca. According to tradition this painting is
original fi ^om the island of Lipari, where Mandralisca’s wife came fi rom; it had been long used as a

13
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The Portrait of a Man, is considered by most art historians one of the earliest paintings by

Antonello da Messina, and we can already notice the artist's employ of the innovative

three-quarter position, which at this time was almost unknown in the Italian peninsula.

This portrait is also known as being the 'ritratto di ignoto marinajo di Lipari, da dove proviene'

(portrait of unknown sailor from Lipari, the place where it comes from). This classification

appears for the first time, as Longhi indicates, in Anderson's^^ printed catalogue; however.

the same scholar notes that 'Antonello did not paint portraits of fishermen and sailors but of

barons, even if he also made use of common Sicilian facial features in his religious works/^^ As well

for Mauro Lucco, the sitter is anything but a sailor, because he could have not afforded tofW|

commission a portrait for himself - therefore, the most probable identity of the portrait

man is a 'barunV (Sicilian dialect), namely baron or some sort of Sicilian magnate as

previously indicated by Longhi.

Several art historians argued about the typical Sicilian features of the sitter, specifically on

his indefinite, yet highly appealing smile; according to art historian, but also to literate

intellectuals^^ of them it is hard to find something that is more intimately Sicilian than this

portrait of Cefalh, whose magnetic and threatening grin contains all the ambiguous

features of the fascinating and ghastly island of SicilyOther historians confronted the
(m

smile with ancient Greek statuary, emphasizing its similarities with the smile of the

Kourai.^® The expression of this sitter is as well mocking and sardonic, and this is possibly

door of a pharmacy cupboard, when Mandralisca acquired it in 1859. Eventually in 1866 it was
donated to the municipality of Cefalu with the rest of his collection.

14
Anderson is the photographer who took the first picture of the painting in 1915.
Roberto Longhi, 1953 in Lucco’s catalogue, p.l62
Sciascia, 1968 in Lucco’s catalogue, p.l62
Federico Zeri, p.62
Sricchia Santoro, 1986 in Lucco’s catalogue, p.l62
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the reason why it is considered, both so appealing and at the same time extremely

unsympathetic.

The sitter is portrayed in a small bust format, turned in a three quarter position as

mentioned in the first paragraph. His clothing is simple, yet extremely fine and 'Sicilian' at

the same time. The black, almost intangible contours of his robe are melting with the

neutral, black background; only a few bright edges of his suit are vividly emerging from

the enveloping darkness of the painting. These pure white rims, are one of the clearest

examples for the artist's accuracy in depicting details. We can observe the few folds of the

white suit under the black robe, the buttonholes delicately sewn on the opened collar.

which with its brilliant tone creates a soft transition to the light tone of the man's skin

within the shady setting of the portrait. The man is directly gazing at the viewer, with an

impressing coimtenance and self-confident attitude; the upper part of his head is

disappearing within the dark background, partially covered by a typical male cap of

contemporary fashion. Further proof for Flemish influences and for the artist's attention in

depicting each single detail of the sitter is present in the portrayal of the facial features:

when the observer is able to walk closer to the painting he can notice thousands of little

beard hair covering the lower part of the man's face, rendering the image extremely real

and present. The artist skilfully played with light and shades by depicting the face of the

sitter; one could almost speak of 'facial topography', since the curves and contours give to

the portrait almost a monumental eminence. The solidity and boldness of the facial

structure express the masculinity of the sitter, juxtaposing strong characterizing features

with an almost abstract conception of building up the whole face of the man with shades.

light and dark strokes, descending and inclined curves of the profile. Small, yet concise

wrinkles frame the smile of the man, and they strongly characterize the sitter's inner mood
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and personality. Through his smile he seem to react at the presence of someone beyondfm

the space of the canvas, giving to the viewer a greater sense of intimacy and connection

with the sitter. In fact, it is the very format of the painting which allows this close

relationship between the inner space of the portrait and the outer space of the viewer -

devices that the Sicilian artist will use in his later paintings to enhance the effect of

proximity, such as the parapets and cartellini are still missing, however, the expression of

the sitter is so strong and his addressing of the viewer with the gaze so delineated and

clear, that there seems to be no need for additional schemes in order to create a sense of

bond between observer and sitter.

At a first glance this portrait seems to be extremely simple in its conception and highly

sophisticated - and in fact it is a precursor of all 'modem' portraiture that will come after

the introduction of this new three-quarter format, which is way more lively than the

previous strict profile portraits of noblemen. However, even if the colours used by the

artist appear relatively limited, a more experienced eye might notice the extreme wide

tonal range made possible by the use of oil pigments. For instance, the skin of the sitter is

compound of many diverse modulations, going from an almost dark grey wooden tint of

the right half of the face, to the nearly white line above the man's nose.

No doubt is about the lifelikeness reported by Antonello da Messina in this portrait: the

artist always represented his subjects, as we will see as well in his later paintings, with all

their characteristics and flaws, yet placing his sitters in an perfect equilibrium of earthly

and eternal dimension. Verisimilitude is always crucial to Antonello's portraits and as

well Giorgio Vasari in some extracts of his writings attributes the fundamental power of

mi
portraiture to its lifelikeness.^^

19
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As mentioned above all historians agree about the fact that this is one of the earliest

paintings by the Sicilian artist, dating it between 1465 and 1470; only a few scholars date

the portrait shortly after 1470. Therefore this painting contains a chronological span of 7-8

years, where Antonello da Messina might have apparently undertaken a trip to Northern

Italy and maybe as well in the Netherlands. There is a lack of documents regarding these

years and the supposed journey to the North, nevertheless, scholars agree that the

tm

(*»

painting presents strong influences of Flemish, i.e. Netherlandish portraiture, especially by

Petrus Christus rather than Jan van Eyck. In Christus' Portrait of a Man (fig.3) of 1465 (oil

on panel, Los Angeles County Museum of Art), the sitter is as well depicted in a three

quarter profile and set against a dark, neutral background. As in Antonello da Messina's

Cefalti painting, the Flemish artist works with a very concentrated treatment of the light

on the sitter's face, crucial to its plasticity. The rest of the sitter's persona is melting with1*1

the darkness of the background, even subtler than the portrait of the Sicilian artist. Here

one half of the man's face is covered by a heavy shadow, the illumination coming from the

F*1

Upper left comer is showing only one part of the visage, enhancing the sculptural

modelling and the three-dimensional effect of the volumes.

Further elements present Antonello da Messina's Portrait of a Man, strongly recall Piero

della Francesca's clarity and almost architectonic quality of the volumes. Apparently,

Antonello da Messina undertook a journey to central Italy around the late 1450's, where he

was able to meet the painter from Borgo Sansepolcro,20 who at that time was working in

Rome too. As previously mentioned, about 1430 Florentine artists started to make portraits

p*i

F*l

in strict profile, which represented the in a rather abstracted fashion, the sitter's visage.

Nonetheless, there is also to say that Piero della Francesca's approach to painting is

20
Tuscan market town, at the time of Piero della Francesca, still a possession of the Papal states
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completely diverse to the one of Antonello da Messina so I think that a few scholars

slightly exaggerate in emphasizing resemblances between the works of the two artists. The

former is using tempera colour, a mean particularly suitable for rendering the surface of

the paintings crystalline clear, light and Imninous; the latter, as previously mentioned is

using oil, whose pigments are overwhelmingly brilliant, vivid and complex. As a

consequence the entire quality of the works change their appearance and tone according to

fm

1*1

the used medium. As well the intention of the Renaissance painter was very different from

Antonello da Messina^s methodology of portraiture: whereas the Tuscan painter aim was

to create images to that would impress by their aloofness and authority, that would be

signs of their subjects' elevated social status, the painter form Sicily puts the viewer and
tm

the sitter at the same level, almost creating and informal atmosphere between the space in

and beyond the painting. Nevertheless, certain strong correspondence of style betweenm

Antonello and Piero della Francesca's works are noticeable in the Portrait of Federigo da

Montefeltro (figA) made by the Tuscan painter in 1474. Today, this work of art is located in

the Uffizi Gallery in Florence we can observe how the face of the sitter is drawn with a

high degree of stylization and reduction. For example, the formal properties of the duke's

hat are as much about abstract shape and colour as they are about the reproduction of a

particular item of clothing. Almost certainly the Renaissance viewer would have

recognized Federigo from this portrait, but indeed the accurate replication of his face is

not of primary importance. According to certain scholars, unlike Antonello da Messina,

Piero della Francesca is rather uninterested in the individual, in the accidental quality of

i*=i

the human face and in the character of the sitter, but indeed I think that we can notice a

few marks that strongly emphasize the individual quality of the sitter, such as for instance

the strong curved nose, the constellation of moles on the man's left cheek and his

f*l
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accentuated chin. As pointed out before, the concept of plasticity and abstractness of the

skin and face structure used by the two artists are very similar: by observing the lineages
pwt

of the Portrait of Cefalti and Federigo da Montefeltro are defined by an alternation of precise

and smoky areas, shady and illuminated spots, building a solid facial structure and

creating a sort of bulkiness suitable to express the masculinity of the portrayed subjects.

Unquestionably, some of the devices used by both artists are noticeably different, notice

for instance the inclusion of a wide, distant landscape in the portrait of the Tuscan painter

and the neutral, black background of Antonello da Messina; this of course may be the

assimilation of diverse influences received by the artists, the former integrating currents

form the central Italian areas and the latter, uniting inspiration form the south, the centre

and the cisalpine part of the Italic peninsula. The reason for Piero della Francesca's

attitude in portraying sitter with a stance that would impress the viewer with its rigid

coimtenance is strongly dependent from the socio-historical context in which the Tuscan

was executing his portraits. Federigo da Montefeltro (1422-82) was an outstanding

condottiero, i.e. mercenary commander who at the time of the portrait's commission was

m

one of the most notorious ruler of a feud in Northern Italy. The other competing ruler wasm

Sigismondo Malatesta of Rimini (1417-68) and his small 'kingdom' was adjacent to the

area of Montefeltro, both located on the Adriatic coast. Each sought to enlarge their own

territory at the other's expense by engaging guerrilla warfare across the shifting frontiers

that divided them and through the plundering of castles and towns.^i Both rulers

commissioned sever works to Piero della Francesca, portraits and closely related votive
tm

paintings - indeed, Piero della Francesca's portrait of Sigismondi, is the only surviving

independent portrait together with the one of Montefeltro and possibly they were both

21
Marsden, fr om Woods’ work on Piero della Francesca (2002)
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commissioned in the same period. As a consequence of this aggressive hunt for territorial

and political power, it is not surprising that unlike Antonello's 'human' quality of the

portraits, Piero della Francesca's task was to represent the very essence of authority in the

ruler's representation through detachment and unapproachable posture.

A last comment regards the status of preservation of the Portrait of a Man of Cefalh: it

was damaged on the mouth and eyes a few centuries ago and was restored in Florence

mi

f*1

during the turn if the 19* century; a second restoration was made by the Istituto Centrale

del Restauro a Roma in 1951-52 and eventually a third one in the 1980's.

PW|

Portraiture is the genre of painting in the Renaissance, which gives the impression of the
mi

most frequent and most varied communication with the spectator. The sitters of Antonello

da Messina sometimes regard us almost sympathetically, breaking into a smile or laughingm

with us. 22
mi

Renaissance portraits represent the changing conceptions and expectations of the genre.

The earliest independent Renaissance portraits in the Italian Renaissance, such as for

instance Simone Martini's St Louis of Toulouse (fig.5) (c.l317, Museo di Capodimonte,

Naples), presents profile images of the sitter, which like the French king, turn away from
mi

the viewer and lack the openness of Saint Louis. Thus what is shown is the influence of

formal heritage in profile portraits on ancient coins and medals, whose production

all'antica continued throughout the Italian Renaissance.mi

Renaissance painters portrayed contemporary sitters in profile, a pose that evoked the past

precisely because of these ancient sources, and the mortal because of the language of the

mi
pose established in the altarpiece tradition, in which the profile and frontal views figure

mi 22
Paraphrased fr om Shearman, p.l21
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and express dialectical conditions and states of being - human and divine, temporal and

eternal, respectively.2^ A further reason why the Early Renaissance Italian artists painted

the sitters in a rigid profile depended on the humanist climate that prevailed throughout

the Italian peninsula which led to the revival of interest in antique coins and medals, with

their profile images o f emperors and rulers 24

However, Early Renaissance master did not only paint living sitters in profile, but very

often as well noble dead people; in this case the power of portraiture was to preserve the

memory of the dead and to confer to him a sort of ideal immortality. One of the best

examples for this sort of works is the Portrait of Giovanna Tomabuoni (fig.6) (Lugano,

Thyssen Collection) by Domenico Ghirlandaio of 1488. The painting was made for the
1^

instalment of the Florentine' family chapel in Santa Maria Novella in 1490, but by 1488 the

noble woman was possibly already dead. We know her identity only because she

reappears in the lowest zone of Ghirlandaio's frescoes in the Tomabuoni Chapel. As

previously mentioned she is depicted in a strict profile, dressed in a rich, typical Florentine

dress of golden brocade and highly decorated sleeves. As well her hair is stylized in a very

complex way; apparently still very yoimg and considered a beautiful woman her

vividness is not sacrificed by the profile pose since the painter succeeded in giving her an

outmost vibrant presence, thanks to the juxtaposition of bright and dark tones and the

precise contours of the shapes. In the background we can see a complex setting, namely an

alcove in which are located a jewel, a string of coral beads and a book. Attached to the wall

is the predecessor of what will be the later cartellino, whose inscription has been identified

as an epigram by the first century Latin poet Martial slightly modified by Ghirlandaio.25 In

23
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Art, would that you could represent character and mind!
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this case the sitter is not only rendered immortal by her posture and unapproachable

qualities but as well by the verses of poetry inscribed on the paper.26

A further later example of a less rigid and formal type of portraiture was as well exploited

m
by the Northern Italian artist Titian in his portrait of a Man with a Blue Sleeve (fig.7), of ca.

1512 kept in the National Gallery of London, briefly mentioned in the introduction of this

essay. From my point of view, this work is particularly powerful because it establishes a
p»i

very strong and involving relationship with the viewer. The sitter is no more in a strict

bust-length as in Antonello da Messina's portraits, nevertheless, his gaze is directly

addressing the spectator, with an immobile yet extremely vivid countenance. Several

devices used by Titian are clearly recalling the methods of composition used by the

Sicilian artist, such as for example the plain backgroimd and the marble parapet with an

inscription in the foreground. At the same time however, the Northern Italian artist

radicalized Antonello's scheme, by slightly turning the man's face in a way that half of his

visage remains partially in shade, thus creating  a sense of mysterious and sinister aura in

the painting and depicting the bust of the sitter in a profile too, with his arm comfortably

resting on the parapet; we can actually notice how the sleeve slightly overcomes the

parapet, thus enhancing the sense of closeness and presence towards the viewer.

Moreover, the sitter is almost depicted in life-size and from a farther point of view,

whereas Antonello's portraits are evidently smaller in size. A noticeable difference is also

visible on the use of colour - Antonello's line being more crystalline and luminous,

whereas Titian is tending more to a tonal conception of pigments, made of soft contours

and smoky shades. Nevertheless, Titian saw the works of Antonello and interpreted some

of his expedients according to his taste. Even if the sitter of this portrait contains a

1*1

m

pmi

There would be no more beautyful painting on earth, (translation fr om Shearman, p.l 12)
26
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peculiar, stem attitude, which may think of a less rigid approach to portraiture, the whole

impression of this portrait still remain very formal. Several scholars consider this work to

be a self-portrait of the artist, however no documentation confirms this theory.

With the Man in a Blue Sleeve we might notice the later approach of Italian Renaissance

masters dealing with a more informal portraiture, which focuses on the individualtm

characteristics of the sitter rather than his belonging to a certain social status.

Going over to more related topics to the portraiture of Antonello da Messina we can

delineate the very origin of the formal shift from the profile to a more frontal position

particularly in the portraits of the Northern painter Jan van Eyck, who worked in the early

fifteenth century painting a number of portrait-type images in which the bust length sitter

is seen in a three-quarter view such as his most popular work Man in a Red Turban of 1433,

which is considered to be a self-portrait.

This structure introduced by Jan van Eyck into portraits, possibly around the 1430's

strongly influenced the conception of the type in Italy in the later Quattrocento; the sitters

began to look at the viewer, either from a tree-quarter position or parallel to the picture

m

plane.27

Antonello da Messina was one among the main inherits of the new style imported by the

Netherlandish artists, painting his subjects slightly turned and behind a parapet.

One could make a so-called paragone with Leonardo's portraits; the Florentine artist almost

certainly based some of his studies on Antonello's portraits, and there are also existing

documents which inform us about the correspondence between Antonello and Leonardo,

when the former was supposedly working in Milan around the mid 1470's as a court

painter for Duke Galeazzo Maria Sforza.

27
Cranston, p.21
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As pointed out by Shearman, there is in fact some evidence that Leonardo's Portrait of

Ginevra de Bend (fig.8) (ca. 1478, Washington National Gallery) presents a few similarities

with Antonello's technique of portraiture, such as her three-quarter profile, the thin but

clear contours of the woman's shapes and the plasticity of her skin, based on a play of

smooth light and shades. On the other hand, the differences between the works of

Leonardo and the ones by the Sicilian painter are strongly remarkable, in the way these

artists conceive portraits, which have very different objectives. Leonardo's yoimg woman

does not involve the viewer in a sympathetic way, but rather emphasises the distance

between her and the spectator, through her detached and aloof gaze; her portraiture lacks

that important sense of arrested moment, of a contingency, or of a reaction.28 She is in fact

gazing somewhere outside the painting, but her stare is so remote and unapproachable

that we do not know if she is seeking for eyes, or if she can see us, or maybe she is even

judging us. Very differently, as we will see in the following paragraphs, Antonello da

Messina's sitters, fervently hunt for communication with the viewer; the brilliant gazes of

the man portrayed by the Sicilian painter are not noble and unapproachable, but are put

on the same level of the viewer, sympathetically reacting to our presence with a hint of

m

smile or simply by staring directly at us.

There is no doubt about the fact that in Leonardo's importance of his work within the

history of art does not lie in its vividness and lifelikeness in which Antonello da Messina

was interested in, but merely it shows an enrichment of emblematic conventions (thePR

affirmation of her name in the juniper bush, ginevra).29 However the tangible presence and

the vivid actuality of the sitter becomes concretized in the later Portrait of a Musidan (fig. 9)

(1490, oil on panel, Milan, Pinacoteca Ambrosiana). The young male figiure is turned into a
tsm

28
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three quarter profile, he is not smiling like one of Antonello's figures and even if his gaze

is not addressing the viewer, the plasticity of his presence is so well achieved that he

seems to overcome the flat surface of the canvas, almost assuming the quality of a relief.

The volumetric quality of his bust is achieved through the curved cloths of yellow textile

running down from his shoulders and a sense closeness with the viewer is given by the

sitter's foreshortened hand holding a folded piece of paper. The flattened surface of the

cloth resembles to the sophisticated, unadorned outfits of Antonello's subjects and

1—1
contrasts with the more smoky, chiaroscuro treatment of the musician's facial features and

hair. A further similarity with the portraits of the Sicilian painter is also given by the

neutral background, which avoids any kind of designation of space and time.

Eventually, in the universally famous portrait of the Mona Lisa (1503-06, Paris Mus6e du

Louvre), Leonardo is setting up a pictorial fiction, by making her react to our presence

with a smile. He is not only portraying the beauty of a typical Renaissance woman but also

trying to describe the inner qualities, the specific emotional identity of her individuality.

As a consequence, we can observe, that what generates the impression of life is specifically

the transitive relationship between sitter and spectator, and the fiction of the reaction of

F—I

pm

F—I

one to the presence, maybe the sudden entrance, of the other
f—I

Returning to Antonello da Messina, we can notice how the illustration of the features

that mark the very individuality of a person is the task on which the Sicilian painter best

showed his outstanding talent both as artist and observer of mankind, and this issue is

particularly visible in the Portrait of a Young Man (fig,10), located in The National

Gallery of Art, London,

f—1
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The National Gallery acquired this painting in Genua, from the lawyer G. Molfino through

the Lewis Fund in 1883. A piece of paper was attached in the back of the painting, where a

17* century calligraphy, possibly of Molfino's grand-grandfather  stated: "Antonello da

Messina city of Sicily/very famous.../in ca. 1450 he was the first and he taught to

ours.../painters of Italy the oil painting/ and before he was working with tempera/ and

this is his painting made by himself and one of his descriptions placed on the bottom/ but

in order to give to the painting a better format/  I cut it away.' On the basis of this

inscription, scholars always thought that a parapet was placed below the painting

reporting the Latin inscription' Antonellus me pinxit', actually later cut away by Molfino's

grandfather, however in the year 2000 Jill Dunkerton found out that all around the panel is

F*l

P«l

a painted edge and therefore the painting might still preserve its original format, while

only the original frame was taken away. The portrait was restored in 1939 by H.

Ruhemann, and in fact the painting is very well maintained; x-radiographs reveal only a

light yielding of the colour in the centre of the sitter's forehead. In the opinion of a few

scholars, the scarce density of the pigments in some spots was very unusual for skilled

artists who used oil as a medium and this issue connects the painting to other works of1*1

Flemish art, specifically, as in the case of the Cefalii Portrait, to Petrus Christus. Christus is

defined as the 'Jan van Eyck, who was in the service of the duke of Milan in 1456 together

f*i

with Antonello da Messina' Therefore, all the Northern influences and technical

characteristics of Antonello's works were probably derived in a large measure, if not

entirely, form this association. Art historians think that Antonello's modus operand! is a

skilful imitation of Flemish painting, but is not exactly the same, like it would be if he

would have worked in at least one workshop of a random Northern artist. On the other

31
Holmes, Charles. Petrus Christus in Italy. The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, Vol. 46,

No. 267. (Jun. 1925), pp. 288-289 JSTOR
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hand, an opposite faction of scholars^^ state that Antonello da Messina's technique is fully

Flemish, expressing his art with a complexity and fineness which is typical of Northern

painting; and the close relationship between the Sicilian artist and one of the Northern

master, such as Petrus Christus, is especially visible in this London portrait. Indeed, the

real Flemish technique is both extremely powerful and brilliant under an optical point of

view, but at the same time it is extremely fragile when suffering bad cleanings.

Unfortunately, several paintings by Antonello da Messina imderwent dreadful and

unskilled restorations, which ruined the works with caustic substances, but in the case of

the London painting, the flimsy yielding of the colour previously mentioned is only due to

a diverse treatment of the pigment by the artist.

Probably the most important and at the same time curious observation elaborated by

scholars, is that this painting might represent a self- portrait of Antonello da Messina.

However, there is also to say that this painting dates probably 1473-74 and by that time

Antonello was ca. 45 years old, therefore too aged to be the young sitter of the painting.

Further analysis of the painting reveals that the sitter is dressed in a 1460's fashion and

does not wear Venetian robes; this issue excludes almost completely the possibility of a

self-portrait of the Sicilian artist.

The juvenile man is again placed among a black, neutral background. Turned in a three-

quarter profile he is gazing directly at the hypothetical viewer. Once more the artist was

deeply confronted with the individual facial features of the sitter: his eyes are of a bluish

tonality, sparkling with the soft source of light coming from the upper left part of the

painting. As in the first mentioned Portrait of Cefalh the origin of the illumination is not

really defined, yet its effects on the face of the portrayed character are extremely distinct

32
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and solid. As a consequence, what catches the eye is the painter's more experienced skillI*!

with the employ of oil medium: the modulations of the skin are softer, the contours more

precise and there is as well a more emphasized tendency in simplifying forms yet without

renouncing to the accuracy of detail. The inflections of the skin are in fact the most

important component of this portrait: the structure of the sitter's face is exceptionally

composite and substantial, with extended areas of bright colour almost resembling to a

metallic white and other portions of the face which are sunk in a deep shadow, though still

precisely visible. According to Jill Dunkerton (2000), the artist might have used some

portions of tempera to render the tonalities of the portrait clearer, yet without losing the

fluidity and softness of the oil medium. Actually in some spots, the division of diverse

colour sections and the linearity of the shapes are more emphasized than in others (notice

for instance the contrast between the parts in the shadow contrasting with the ones in the

light, where the candid brightness of the man's cheek is abruptly interrupted by the

darkness of the backgroimd). The young man's visage is in this case worth of an anatomy

manual, with is volumetric configuration, the artist created the sitter's features with a

series of stylized and simplified components combined with some very miniaturized

details typical of Flemish portraiture. An example for the 'easier' dealing with features is

the sitter's ear, which is partly hidden under the hat, whereas the young man's nose is

extremely detailed, his one-day beard, his infinitesimal hair on the forehead and the

curved eyelashes. Moreover, although the sitter's structure of the face is ponderous and

bulky, his features are balanced and harmonized thanks to the dense eyebrows, which

create a sense of light, gentle symmetry even if the face is turned in a three-quarter view.

The man is wearing a brownish robe closed in the front by thin brighter rims of a similar

tonality; a red part of the cape comes out from its interior, while further on the top the

m
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edges of a white collar frame the male neck. Another time the Antonello da Messina's

exactness in portraying details is outstandingly astonishing: the delicate folds of the

collar's white band curve under the pressure of the jacket, whose deep folds ranging to the

bottom of the panel give a sense of continuity of the body below the depicted space.

As previously mentioned the particular colour of the sitter's robe is an intense brown.

which at the same time contains several tonalities such as red and grey. Referring to this

peculiar tint, certain scholars stated that the sitter might be a portrait of the Florentine

painter Benozzo Gozzoli, whose favourite colour was in fact the violeto de pedra gozzola.

However, apart the fact that it is really difficult to find this colour in Gozzoli's paintings,

there is also to say that the Florentine painter was 10 years older than Antonello da

Messina, therefore it is almost impossible to recognize him in the young man of the

London portrait, who at the time of the portrait was supposedly fifty-five years old.^^

Moreover, there are no physiognomic similarities between this London portrait by the

Sicilan painter and the self-portrait by Benozzo Gozzoli of 1459 (fig.ll), to be found in the

f*i

Chapel of Palazzo Medici.

Art historians usually date this painting around 1473-74, because the London sitter

presents some features, which delineate the painter's maturity of technique. As pointed

out before, the yoimg man is dressed in a 1460's fashion, with a characteristic hat of

Flemish fashion, and since he is not wearing a Venetian robe, this painting was possibly
pat

created in Messina and not in Venice, when the artist was already back from his supposed

excursion in Northern Italy. There are several simplified features pointed out before, as

well present in a few paintings made after the Cefalu portrait, such as for instance in the

33
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Portrait of a Voting Man of the Thyssen-Bomemisza Collection in Madrid that will be

discussed in the following lines.

The Portrait of a Young Man (fig.12) of the Thyssen Bomemisza Collection, Madrid^^ is

pm

once again a proof for the Antonello's capability in capturing the vividness of the sitter.

The inscription placed on the lower parapet, seems to be carved and is still today very well

preserved and easily readable. However, the lower quarter has been cut away, and this is

decipherable from the fact that the original thin frame on which the inscription continued

was removed. Once again, this device strongly recalls the inscriptions used by Flemish

paintings such as Jan Van Eyck and Petrus Christus on the frames of their works,

specifically on their portraits. The inscriptions were usually done in Latin, reporting the

name and the attribution to the artist; the Portrait of Giovanni Amolfini and his Wifi (fig.13

and 13b) (1434) is one of the most famous examples, even if it is another kind of work

compared to portraiture. Giovanni Amolfini was a banker from Lucca who had

established himself as an agent of the Medici family. In this painting the couple is

portrayed in the interior of their residence, specifically their bedchamber, which is both

mimdane and strongly charged with a spiritual aura. We can observe the great accuracy

the artist dedicated in the depiction of the details: from the purple curtains, the several

objects within the house to the amazing veracity of the textiles of the couple's robes and

finally as well the little dog in the foreground, symbolizing a serene environment and a

sense of tmstworthiness. Apart form the most popular play of perspective in Flemish art

symbolized by the convex mirror in the background, we can see above the inscription

f*l
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placed on the wall Johannes de Eyck fuit hie 1434 (Lat.: Jan Van Eyck was here 1434). Further

pm 34
This portrait was delivered to the contemporary Spanish museum fr om the collection of Sir John

Houston-Boswell in Coldemaugh (Berwickshire, Scotland) and was presented to the public in 1934-
35 in the exhibition of the Burlington Fine Arts Club. (Lucco, p.l74)
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employ of inscriptions is as well present in another popular work by the Flemish artist.

The Man in a Red Turban (fig.l4), painted in 1433. Portrayed in the usual formula of the

three-quarter turn of the face, the Flemish sitter, which could be possibly a self-portrait of

PR

the artist, is enclosed by a golden frame which carries the German inscription above Als

Ich kann (As [best] as I can) and below the Latin words Johannes de Eyck me fecit anno1*1

MCCCC33 21 Octobris (Jan van Eyck made me in the year 1433,21s‘ of October).
PR

One of the most famous anecdotes about Renaissance artists is certainly the one recounted

PR
by Giorgio Vasari reporting Jan Van Eyck as the inventor of oil painting. The story

recoimts that Van Eyck carried out a number of experiments in the hope of producing an

oil-based varnish; consequently he discovered that pigments too, could be boimd in oil,

enabling them to retain a special luminosity. Then he handed over the experiment to other

Flemish artists Rogier van der Weyden and Hans Memling and finally to Antonello da

Messina, who travelled to the North specifically for that purpose. According to Vasari

then, Antonello brought 'il nuovo segreto ...di Fiandra' - the secret of oil painting back to

Italy. However, in 1774, G. E. Lessing^®, imcovered a copy of Theophylus Presbyter's

twelfth century Schedula Diversarum Artium in the library at WoLfenbuettel. After

analyzing the manuscript, the German Humanist, realized that Theophilus already knew

that pigments could be bound with oil and that therefore Vasari's and other art historians

suppositions regarding Van Eyck as the inventor of oil painting, were wrong.

Nevertheless, Lessing felt that Vasari was after all a painter himself, and that he would

have never attributed such a imperative invention to the Flemish painter unless there was

a grain of truth; he suspected therefore, that van Eyck, even if he did not invent the

PR
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composition for oil painting, he was able to introduce some significant refinements to ther«i

36process.

Referring back to the work of Antonello da Messina, there is a slight difference between

the customary inscription adopted by the Sicilian artist from Flemish tradition and the one

used in this portrait. Instead of the usual formula Antonellus Messaneus Me Pinxit

(Antonello da Messina painted me), the painter writes the more formal version Antonellus

Messaneus Pinxit (Painted by Antonello da Messina). According to a number of scholars.

the artist found the more formal caption carved on a fake marble slab more appropriate

for this portrait, instead of the informal writing on the antique paper cartellino, which is

rendered, so to say, by the portrait itself (again: Antonello da Messina painted me).

In an English exhibition of the 1930's , the Portrait of a Young Man was defined as being

heavily restored; supposedly, the portrait was later entirely repainted and this might

explain the almost mechanical modelling around the eyes, which is not common given the

talent of Sicilian artist. Though imderneath the presumed restorations and re-paintings,

most art historians agree that the original disegno of Antonello da Messina is still clearly

visible: there is only a light pentimento on the lower part of the sitter's visage, next to the

chin. Paolini (1979) for instance, identified this painting as an unsuccessful derivation from

the portrait of the Altman Collection in New York, which will not be analyzed in this

passage37. But I do not think that this painting has failure connotations at all: under several

aspects it is more sophisticated in technique and visual effects than the Cefalii Portrait. The

sharp definition of every single hair and of the one-day beard already observed in the

London Portrait has no precedents. The yoimg man is portrayed in a three-quarter profile,

his black robe mingled with the dark, neutral background that by now we are accustomed

36
Borchert, p.221
See Lucco’s catalogue, p.l64
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to see in Antonello's works. His collar is slightly emerging at the upper border of his

clothe, with its bright white tint, recalled by a miniscule knot placed further on the bottom.

The illumination falls on the left part of the sitter's face and creating a moderate play of

light and shades on its surface. The performance of light is not only limited to the sitter's

visage but goes from his curly hair, revealing almost golden filaments of the wavy surface

and continues down on his neck, both in the front and background. Reflections of

brightness aim to show the young man's masculinity, delineating the bulky structure of

his skull. The man's lips are characterized by an extremely thin creasing prepared and

completed by the artist with the aid of red varnish. Moreover, nimble parallel lines on the

sitter's neck slightly demarcate his age and mature, yet not old, skin. As in the case of the

Portrait of a Young Man in the National Gallery of London, the artist decided to go for a

more simplified solution regarding the ear of the sitter, partly hidden under the

impenetrable curls. These issues make several art historians believe that this painting

probably dates after the 1470's; on the other hand some scholars think that this work

belongs to the period when Antonello da Messina was still in Sicily (ca. 1470-73), right

during the 'Sicilian years' of the artist', where he settled after his hypothetical journey in

Northern Italy and maybe as well in Flanders. Regarding this particular painting scholars

analyzed similarities with the works of the Flemish master Rogier Van der Weyden. In the

Northern artist's portrait of Anthony, Grand Batard de Bourgogne (fig.l4h) (ca.1460-70) we

can effortlessly recognize the interest in details and the accurate depiction of superior

quality portraiture strongly beloved by Antonello da Messina. Anthony, bom in ca. 1430,

was the illegitimate son of Duke Philip the Good and Jeanne de Presle and is shown in a

head-and shoulders portrait set against a black backgrotmd. The expressions and postures

of Antonello da Messina's portrait and the Burgundian sitter are very diverse, self-
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confident and serene the former, while worried and composed the latter. Moreover, the

Flemish painter included also the hand of the sitter within the panel: through this device

included within the composition, the artist is able to create an accessible presence of the

sitter without generating eye connection between the portrayed subject and the viewer.

Besides, the man's robe is ornamented with a falling drape on his right shoulder and with

a golden jewel broadly encircling his bust, displaying the richness and the elevated social

status of the sitter. On the other hand Antonello da Messina's representation of the sitter's

fashion might be defined very sophisticated and minimal since no colours, but black and a

white are present on the man's robe. Relationships among these two paintings may be

foxmd in the smoothness of the sitter's skin, and in the agility of the artist in shaping the

areas of chiaroscuro joined by solid and firm contours of the sitter's facial features. As we

can see, as well Van der Weyden opted for the simplified solution of the sitter's left ear

hidden under the hair, for the abstract horizontal lines, which delineate the neck and for

the slight curve on the nose, which renders it aristocratically pointed. Again, as in

Antonello da Messina's portrait, the light comes from an imprecise source from the upper

left, creating the elegant play of highly illuminated versus extremely shaded areas. What is

particularly evident in both artists is their capacity of transforming and adjoining abstract

forms and realistic portraiture of the character's individuality; the results are convincing

facial topographies and tangible volume of the sitter, which give to the painted work the

fw*

quality of a relief. A further reason why this painting could belong to these earlier years

lies in the fact that the sitter is wearing a hat, so-called zuccotto, similar to the one we

(Stf

already observed in the London portrait. The zuccotto was typical for male Quattrocento

Italian fashion therefore it could indicate that the artist created this work while still in

Sicily during the 1460's.
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Alternatively, certain art historians locate this painting in ca. 1475 is because it has been

suggested^® that in the common-shared imagination of Venetian people, this work was

believed to be a self-portrait of the Sicilian painter. Apparently in Giorgio Vasari's

m

am
ouverture of the artist's life^9, a stylized portraiture of Antonello da Messina showed the

painter in a strict profile, but with similar short, curly hair as illustrated in the Thyssen-vm,

Bomemisza work.

Differently form other portraits that we analyzed up to now this sitter by Antonello da

Messina is portrayed closer to the panel's surface; obviously, the distance with the viewer

is now reduced, establishing an unusual directness and close connection with the spectator

standing beyond the bi-dimensional area of the painting. Since the sitter is now closer to

us, his gaze catches our attention with extraordinary power, only veiled by the shiny irony

of his eyes; his communicative veracity is physical and solidly pushing the limit of the

viewer's involvement to the farthest, representing one of the most interesting features of

Quattrocento portraiture.'^® Engaged by his hypnotic and magnetic staring at us, we can't

avoid fixing him and wonder what sort of ideas and thoughts he might have. As a

consequence we might sometimes have the impression, that Antonello not only

represented his sitters with neutral attitude, but possibly also judged them, by including

almost imperceptible features that shows the very core of the sitter's personality, as it

really was or as it appeared to the painter.

No other portrait that will be analyzed in this essay has been depicted so close to the

canvas' surface: it might have been only an experiment of the artist but it also could have

m
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some intrinsic meaning, such as for instance confirming the previously mentioned

hypothesis of the self-portrait.

The most amusing part in analyzing portraits, obviously in absence of dedications or

inscriptions, is trying to identify the sitter. In Antonello da Messina's case it is particularly

difficult, firstly because of the diverse voyages he undertook up and down the Italict*i

peninsula and secondly, because the commissioner's market was growing. The sitter's

probable identity is not restricted anymore to a few exponents of noble families but

extended to an emergent class of merchants and bankers, who were accumulating material

richness and personal prestige. Unlike the middle ages, were one's birth labelled the entire

life of the individual, during the Renaissance, the social status could be achieved through

the genius and talent of a person, consequently creating a social mobility, which was

unthinkable before. A flourishing colony of merchants was establishing itself in Messina,

therefore it is possible that most of the portrayed sitters by the Sicilian artist were

members of this new community of traders. Certainly, these merchants gave Antonello the

chance to be known as well in the Venetian market, since it has been noted, that it was

mi

mi

m

almost impossible for an artist to arrive in Venice and rapidly receive such important

commissions as Antonello da Messina did (altarpieces etc.) without having been

mi

F*1

appreciated and approved before by someone else.

Even if this painting entered recently the antonellesque literature, there is no doubt about

the fact that it is an authentic portrait by the Sicilian artist, and undoubtedly belongs also

to the most successful ones.
im
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im
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Netherlandish painting, especially portraiture, aroused the admiration of fifteenth-

century Italian commentators, on account of its verisimilitude. Trustworthiness on

appearance had become the prime artistic concern of the day, and especially desirable in

the context of portraiture. In Italy, the art of portraiture was deeply influenced by the

example of classical antiquity and Italian artists were conscious about the fact that their

style of portraiture was already caught behind the sophisticated Northern realism.

Italian merchants and visitors of the Low Coimtries, such as Cardinal Niccold Albergati,

who, as will be mentioned later, was involved in diplomatic missions to the Burgundian
fM^

court in the 1430's (identified in Jan van Eyck's sitter of a Cardinal in Vienna)

commissioned their portraits to Netherlandish artists, and such works, whether private or

public images, represented distinctive souvenirs of the patron's career abroad.

However, the interest in Netherlandish art was also shown by those who never travelled

across the Alps, as for instance the Florentine nobleman Lorenzo de Medici's proves: in his

inventory of 1492, one of the most precious paintings listed was the Portrait of a French

Lady by Petrus Christus^^. The anonymous quality of the sitter suggests that the work was

acquired simply for its own sake as an object of beauty and interest.

Consequently, both Italian painters, as well as patrons started to share the enthusiasm for

Netherlandish painting too; in Naples for instance, the humanist Pietro Summonte records

in a letter how Niccold Colantonio, who as previously mentioned was Antonello's master

in Naples, reproduced a portrait of the Duke of Burgundy so perfectly that it was almost

impossible to distinguish it from the original. Increasingly, examples of early

Netherlandish portraiture became known throughout Italy and painters began to adopt its

tm
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formulas and techniques. By 1430, Jan van Eyck and his colleagues had begun to abandon

the profile view in favour of the three-quarter position; sometimes the hands were
mn

included too, which further characterized the social status or very character of the sitter.

The overwhelming impression of verisimilitude is particularly enhanced by the employ of

oil medium, which produces realistic lightning, several kinds of textures and various tonal

modulations. Moreover, this great sense of reality was further enhanced by the inclusion

of highly naturalistic settings within the painting; the corner of a room, a landscape

background, but more important and connected with the Sicilian artist as we will see in
(*9

the next paragraphs, the introduction of devices such as fictive frames, window

embrasures or parapets. These amazing results Northern artists were able to reach with oil

were far beyond the expectations, working techniques and possibilities the Italian artists

had, since a more conservative branch was still working with the more 'rigid' medium of

tempera and insisted in producing strict profile portraitures. Even if Netherlandish

portraits must have begun to access Italy by the late 1430's (occasional responses are seen

in Filippo Lippi, Andrea del Castagno and Andrea Mantegna), it was only in the last

quarter of the 15* century that these Northern works had a noteworthy impact on Italian

portraiture. Consequently, by 1470 the three-quarters view portraits had rapidly replaced

the profile; as well Northern portrait backgrounds were adopted, like parapets and fictive

frames, naturalistic lightning and highly impressing textural effects, which were made

possible by the use of oil medium. The degree of reception for the Northern current of

painting varied then from artist to artist and was different in diverse areas. For instance,

Anronello da Messina favoured the dark, neutral backgrounds and the strong directional

lightning of Jan van Eyck's painting as many other artists of the area around Venice did. In
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Veneto for instance, the use of the parapet was particularly en vogue, often combined with

a minute and accurate landscape painting in the background.

The earliest surviving testimony regarding the literary reception of Early Netherlandish

painting in Italy dates from 1449, when the humanist writer Ciriaco d'Ancona visited

Ferrara, where Lionello d'Este proudly showed him  a tryptich by Rogier van der Weyden

with a Deposition (fig.15) at its centre. Further appreciation and mentioning of Northern art

in the courts of Italy can be found in Bartolomeo Fazio's De viris illustrihus of 1456. Fazio

was a native of Liguria and historian to Alfonso of Aragon at whose court he had seen

paintings by Jan van Eyck. According to his studies on the Flemish painter, van Eyck

served himself with Pliny's Naturalis Historia to discover a great deal about the properties

of colour. Therefore, through the recovering of the Classical Age, the Flemish artist had

been able to make certain discoveries regarding the technique of colour, and what Fazio

admired the most, referring to the Lomellini Tryptych, which belonged to Alfonso's

collection of that time, was the brilliance of colour, with which van Eyck appeared to

transcend Nature'.^

The impact of Netherlandish painting was so great in Italian art that independent

portraiture in Italy was completely transformed; even though Italian artists employed a

larger format, and therefore more ample, graceful and animated, the influence of Van Eyck

and his contemporaries is particularly noticeable in the new attention given to details, the

solidity of volumes and the intensity of colour .^3

42
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Incontestably, one of the portraits by Antonello da Messina in which the influence of the

Northern issue of lifelikeness and power of image emerges best is the Portrait of a Man

also known as 'II Condottiero'(fig,16), situated in the MusSe du Louvre in Paris.^

This portrait is imdoubtedly my favourite one, because its veracity surpasses by far the

quality of a modern digital photograph, since his contours and shapes are painted so

convincingly and precise that no other sort of portraiture could catch the personality of the

sitter so strongly.

Art historians have no hesitation regarding the attribution of the painting to Antonello da

Messina, given the inscription on the cartellino placed on the parapet and its belonging to

the Venetian period of the artist, since the panel is made of poplar. Poplar was particularly

en vogue in Northern Italy and in general, the different types of wood used by the artist

for his panels, often help scholars to determine the location the painting more precisely

according to the several transits of Antonello in Italy. For instance, we do now that aU the

paintings made by the Sicilian artist on walnut tree panels were made in Messina or

Southern Italy, like as well the ones made on any sort of fruit wood (cherry tree etc.). The

paintings realized on linden tree all belong to the period spent in Southern Italy and

accordingly do half of the works attained on poplar panels, whereas the other half belongs

to the years spent in Venice.

Returning to Antonello's portrait in the Louvre the high quality of the wood

unquestionably contributed to very well preserved conditions and brilliance of the

pictorial surface; apparently the painting had never been restored since it entered the

Louvre, more than 150 years ago.

tm
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The painting was acquired by the French museum in 1865 fr om the collection of duke Pourtalds-

Gorgier. According to a note written by the duke’s daughter, the portrait was previously purchased
by the noble man during one of his several trips in Northern Italy. (Lucco, p. 243)
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Already during the 19* century, as soon as the painting was exposed to the public in the

French museum, several scholars^ enthusiastically admired the young sitter with

passionate descriptions. The young man shown as one accustomed to physical exercise,

his powerful corporal attitude reflected in the massive musculature of the skull; this sitter

PSB

embodies self-control and command, retaining a sort of compressed strength, whose

expression finds its peak in the scar slightly upon the upper lip, delineating a tough

personality. The presence of the scar is possibly the reason why since the last decades of

1800, the sitter was entitled II condottiero (literally military leader); the scar might indicate

the relationship of the young man with the handling of weapons and military activities,

however he has not been precisely identified. Possibly, the only remarkable attempt of

identification has been made recently by Consoli, who suggested to define the portrait as

Lorenzo de Medici being ca. 25 years old, nevertheless there is also to say that no other

portraits of the Florentine aristocrat present features that might recall Antonello's sitter.

Other suppositions regard further noblemen who after seeing the works of Antonello were

so enthusiastic about the veracity expressed by the figures that they wanted to have a

portrait made for them too, however no concrete documents are able to confirm these

fm

rm

theories.

The Condottiero is presented in the by now customary three-quarter profile used by the

Sicilian painter; set behind a wooden parapet the sitter stares directly at the viewer,

enveloped in the dark, neutral background. Once again, several characteristics existing in

this portrait, from the medium to the composition, recall the tedmiques and manners used

by the Flemish masters. As in the case of the Cefalii Portrait, the influences of Northern

painting are especially shown in the smooth configuration of surfaces and in the apparent

45
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random, yet very specific illumination present in each portrait made by Antonello. A

specific reference might be established with the Portrait of a Man by Petrus Christus of

1465, that was already pointed out alongside the Cefalii Portrait; probably the Sicilian

painter was so impressed by the painting techniques of this Flemish master, because he

was able to simplify and reduce details and shapes of both painters Van der Weyden and

Van Eyck, without renouncing to the ultimate beauty and balanced composition,

particularly important for the Italian conception of painting. Northern inspiration in this

painting is also shown by the cartellino placed on the wooden parapet through dots of

sealing wax: this device imitates paper (or parchment), usually painted or folded or with

its ends partly rolled. The folds suggest that the cartellino was once somewhere else and

has only recently been affixed to the picture surface or placed within the composition.

Moreover, the cartellino, works as a fictive label on the surface of the painting and is

seemingly extrinsic to the composition, but at the same time separable and removable

from it, providing a way for the painter to sign his work wit sprezzatura^, describing the

apparent, but not actual, facility in the achievement of something difficult. The cartellino is

inherently illusory, and invites the beholder to believe in the reality of its fiction while

declaring the author's name, thereby reminding us that what seems to be real is entirely

the artist's invention.^^

In this portrait of the Condottiero several art historians noted that the writing used by

Antonello da Messina is not the usual Italian humanistic one, but rather the so-called

Gothic-bastard, which was predominantly used in France and Bourgogne; this type of

writing was actually not employed by literate people but only by people who strictly

needed it for practical purposes, i.e. merchants. With the cartellino, Antonello intends to

Term coined by Baldassare Castiglione in his work ‘The Book of the Courtier’ (published 1528)
Paraphrased fr om Goffen, p. 122
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communicate that the man is present before us by virtue of he master's genius, thus the

relationship between viewer and image is triangulated that is to say, expanded to include

im,

lat

the maker 48

A further stylistic device used by Antonello da Messina the Louvre portrait, which is

clearly derived from Netherlandish painting is the parapet, previously mentioned in other

analyzed portraits. The parapet was particularly used in sacred pictures, and Flemish

painters slowly introduced it in secular images too. It establishes the viewer's relation to

the image, bringing the person represented close and yet separate form the beholder. In

fact, the parapet is the point, or plane, of the viewer's proximity to the sitter and at the

same time it represents a barrier between them; consequently, being the principal

1*^- ,

perspectival form in these portraitures, it establishes the viewpoint and the position from

which the beholder is intended to see the subject.49 For instance in Petrus Christus' Portrait

of a Carthusian (fig.17) of 1446 (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), might be
m

considered a secure source for Antonello's decision to adopt the device of the parapet. In

his work, the Flemish artist transformed the lower edge of the fictive frame into a narrow
i

parapet that carries his inscribed signature and the date in which the painting was made.

The slight difference with the Sicilian painter is only that Christus' perseveres on the

parapet's actuality and on life transience by painting a fl y on the ledge. The insect

presumably symbolizes mortality and sits above the punctuation mark between the

painter's first and abbreviated last names.^^

The sitter wears a hat, like the previously analyzed paintings therefore I suppose that

this portrayed client is Italian according to the fashion of the 400's. As stated by the

I
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cartellino, the portrait was made in 1475 when Antonello da Messina was already in

Venice. His bony structure of the head and imposing square-jawed lower profile enhance
F»l

the bulky effect and the sense of powerful masculinity mentioned in the previous lines.

The contrast between shaded and illuminated areas is even more tangible since the surface

of the young man's face is wider than in the usual male portraits that we observed up until

now. His authoritarian gaze is made of big, chestnut eyes, whose colour recalls the

coppery tint of his straight hair, accurately trimmed around the man's face. From my point

of view in no other portrait by Antonello da Messina the sitter's eyes are depicted so

reflective and daimting on the viewer and we could almost feel the tension and stiffness

created by his dominant persona.

Lucco observes, that the astonishing issue of this portrait is its 'private' dimension: the

primary function of this painting is conclusively to remember this character and to

consider his important place in history. The condottiero was almost certainly a significant
twi

member of society, probably his career adorned by several merits, so why isn't he

portrayed with the best costumes and festive environment as powerful individuals usually

are? Indeed, this yoimg man wears a black, simple robe, similar to the one of the Thyssen-

Bomemisza Portrait) no adornments give us a hint of the sitter's social status or of his

achievements, nevertheless we are aware of his imperative presence. In this case we can

tm

notice how Antonello da Messina, was skilfully able to only use the devices of Flemish

portraiture that he appreciated the most, interpreting them in a more 'Southern' key, since

black is still today the tint par excellence used in Sicily for several occasions. Unlikely the

portrait by Rogier Van der Weyden of the Anthony, Grand Batard de Bourgogne, shown with

his decorated robe and jewels, the Sicilian painter opted for the plain, almost austere black

robe emblematic of Quattrocento fashion in Italy.
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Incontestably the Louvre portrait is considered one of the maximum achievements of

Antonello da Messina in the field of portraiture, in which all previous technical and formal

achievements of the painter are harmoniously combined in this innovative approach to

portraiture. The fluidity of illumination embraces the entire countenance of the sitter and

the representation of the real had never been so convincing as in this portrait.

Nevertheless, even if the Condottiero seems to be the fulfilment of Antonello's skills in

portraiture, the last portrait that will be analyzed is surely not less valid from an artistic

and technical point of view. The Portrait of a Man (fig.18) nowadays in the Museo Civico

delVArte Antica, Palazzo Madama, Turin^^ is a further testimony that the Sicilian artist ismi

not only one of the greatest artists in portraiture of the entire history of European art, but

is possibly the lone who can capture the very essence and psychology of the portrayed

character in way that is sometimes overwhelming for the viewer.

The work is executed on very thin panel made of poplar wood and a slender

unomamented band is running along all four sides and in the case of the Sicilian painter

this corresponds to the spot were the frame is supposed to be; therefore art historians are

almost sure that this painting did not suffer any sort of format alterations.

Unquestionably this is one of Antonello's most famous paintings; the psychological

quality of the characterization and his ability to visualize ideas and emotions are the most

succeeded features present in this portrait. The sitter's air of assured superiority, which

51
An engraving in Rosini’s 1848’s Storia dell’Arte reveals that the painting was in the Rinuccini collection

in Florence at that time. In ca. 1850 it passed into the Trivulzio collection in Milan and was ultimately
transferred to Turin in 1935. In 1852 the panting became part of the Trivulzio collection in Milan, since
Marianna Rinuccini married the marchioness Giorgio Teodoro Trivulzio and the collection was part of her
dowry. In 1935, the city of Turin, under suggestion of the director of the Museo Civico, Vittorio Viale,
acquired the entire Trivulzio collection but on the other hand, on request by Milan, Benito Mussolini
intervened and avoided the conclusion of the purchase, arguing that selling this collection would be a too
great loss for the Lombard city. As a compensation for the eluded transaction, Milan donated this
portrait by Antonello da Messina together with Van Eyck's illumination Tres Belles Heures de Notre
Dame. (Lucco, p.251)
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appears almost like a direct challenge, combined with the eyes with their half-lowered lidsmt

and the enigmatic smile on the man's face, have made this un unforgettable image, now

part of our collective imagery .52 In fact, the attitude of arrogance strongly recalls the

countenance of the Cefalii Portrait, mentioned at the very beginning of my essay. This

peculiar stance of the sitter fervently noiurished the scholar's theories regarding his

identity; there's no doubt about the Venetian origin of the man and most art historians

agree that his attitude of self-importance is parallel to the stereotypical imagery of a

dexterous merchant or banker.53 Other scholars, associate the conceited gaze of the sitter

with the most negative personification of the evil and wicked or mafioso, nevertheless in

my opinion this disapproving characterization of the portrait is outstandingly exaggerate

and in fact is not even proved by any concrete facts, such as documents or inscriptions.

Once again a scholar, Mandel (1967), tired to identify the sitter as a self-portrait of

Antonello da Messina himself given the unusual inscription adopted on the cartellino

'Antonellus messaneus pinxit' instead of 'Antonello messaneus me pinxit'.

Dressed in a red robe, only decorated by the white collar slightly emerging under his

neck and closed by a sheer golden knot. What is particularly noticeable is the stronger

tendency of Antonello da Messina towards a more rigorous and formal abstraction and

simplification of the forms. His attempt to systemize the volumes into solid, ideal blocks,

from which the extraordinary eyebrows swerve forth, constitute a step forward in a

basically Flemish Eyckian scheme, with the space defined by the parapet and the cartellino,

artlessly fixed to it with spots of sealing wax. Indeed, the Northern adherence to

reproducing every single item has been abandoned and the artist creates a 'complex of

m
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realism and profoimd idealism'54 communicating thereby the feeling of a livingjm

monument.

In fact the linear, slightly curved, yet deep folds of the sitter's red toga, which may be

appear too regular to be convincing, create a sense of volume and thickness of the textile

which give a strong monumental quality to the portrait. Regarding this last point closely

related to marble statuary, Aikema states that the tri-dimensional presence of the

portrayed man is particularly enhanced thanks to the contrast of dazzling luminosity in

the foreground and the impenetrable darkness of the background, where the sitter's hat

completely disappears. Moreover, the art historian supposes that with this portrait the

artist anticipated the later debate of 1500, showing that painting was unmistakably able to

challenge sculpture. The unknown source of light comes again from the upper left by now,

after having viewed several portraits by Antonello da Messina we are still not able to

identify whether the illumination is natural or artificial - the painter's was able to create a

sort of light that shows the details as clear as possible as sunlight would do but at the same

time its concentration on the sitter's visage is so specific that it might be comparable with

the synthetic illumination of a contemporary battery torch.

fan

1*1

According to Goffen, portraiture is more immune than any other genre to foreign

influence because portraiture is inevitably sociological'. This was especially true in Venice,
cm

where the regime, whose structure was lasting unchanged for centuries, determined the

public face of those who were likely to commission portraits. These members of Venetian

society were mainly divided in two classes: the ruling Patriciate and their associates in the

54
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Chancellery, namely the 'original citizens' or cittadini originari. Consequently, we may

notice how Venetian portraiture is inextricably boxmd to Venetian politics. The important

personalities of Venetian society had their houses filled up with portraits of their ancestors

and fathers, to illustrate the genealogy. The political power in Venice was restricted to

1*1

(“1

men whose noble birth and origin was registered in the Golden Books (Libri d'Oro); as well

the employment in the Chancellery was limited to original citizens of legitimate birth and

as a consequence nowhere else the individual was so subdued to his family

Lifelikeness had become a key element to late Italian 15* century portraiture in Venice,

but as well in the rest of the Italic peninsula, fictional portraits are remarkable exceptions

to the Renaissance rule favouring resemblance. For instance, portraits of military men

might have been inventions to represent the leonine physiognomy considered suitable for

men of arms, as for instance in Verrocchio's Bartolomeo Colleoni of 1496 located in Campotm

San Giovanni e Paolo in Venice. The reason for the preference to realistic looking portraits

lies in the simple explanation given by Leon Battista Alberti in his treaty Della Pittura

(1436)56: 'Through painting, the faces of the dead go on living for a very long time'.

therefore the implication and hope in reporting faithfully the features of the sitter in a

portrait, is that the dead himself, continues living for an almost eternal period. Moreover,

Alberti claims that the portrayal of the figure according to its inner feelings and emotional

State was of paramount importance; expressions, gestures and motions should all be

potent and declamatory, like those of an orator.

By the time Antonello da Messina arrived in Venice, supposedly in 1475, the most

influencing masters of Northern Italian portraiture were the brothers Gentile and

55
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Giovanni Bellini. Especially the younger brother Giovanni, despite the artistic revolution

created by Giorgione, through his new technique of tonal colour and the concentrated

emphasis on the landscape, continued to dominate the artistic life in Venice up to his

death. Like the Sicilian painter Antonello da Messina, young Giovanni was able to

respond creatively to a progression of very dissimilar artistic stimuli - including those of

his father Jacopo, early Renaissance Florence, Flemish painting, Donatello, Mantegna,

Leonardo, Giorgione - while remaining true to a sense of aesthetic order and to an inner

spiritual vision that were entirely his own. He was indeed among the first masters to

abandon the profile, placing the subject's half-length figure at a slight angle to the picture

plane and with his face turned to his right; his Portrait of Georg Fugger (fig.19), of 1474, is

one of the earliest three-quarters portraits in Venetian painting. In this work the sitter is

directing his self-aware gaze somewhere towards the right, though not too far; he is

dressed in a simple dark robe and his curly mass of hair is coming out from the zuccotto

hat. The background is neutral, as in all portraits of Antonello da Messina too and in my

opinion there is no doubt about the lifelikeness of the sitter, so peculiar are his facial

(0*1
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features and colours.

As previously mentioned, politics in Venice and its members played a great role in this

Northern 16* century Italian Renaissance ambiance. The city on the lagoon was a republic

of international prominence, with a highly complex political system, whose head was the

doge. Even if the term is literally equivalent to the word of 'duke', the Venetian doge was

not like the dukes and princes elsewhere. He was elected by the noble members of selected

pin

can

Venetian families (therefore his position was not hereditary), he held his position for life

pm

and his independent actions were severely controlled and marked out by his electors.

pm
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Going back to painting, one of the most celebrated and eminent works by Giovanni

Bellini is the Portrait of Doge Leonardo Loredan (fig.20), which been possibly painted soon

after the noble sitter's coronation in 1501. Placed behind a wooden parapet, solely

decorated with an inscribed cartellino with the Latin name of the doge in the centre

lohannes Bellinus, the figure is framed by a neutral, blue sky in the background. The

parapet allows a portrait to enter the viewer's space and viceversa, suggesting the sitter's
p«*i

imminence; this effect is enhanced by the use of  a non-spatial setting that leaves the sitter's

own world undefined, with him existing nowhere or everywhere. Both Giovanni Bellini

and Antonello da Messina favoured the use of a neutral ground in portraiture, whereas

contemporaries north and south of the Alps often used landscapes, such as for instance

Sandro Botticelli (see fig. 20b) or Hans Memling (see fig. 24b).

A delicate illumination comes from the upper left corner of the panel and defines the

facial features of the sitter through a gentle play of light and shades. His shoulders and

rest of the bust are covered by a vest of thick brocade, and we can notice the skilfulness of

the artist in depicting the textile's thickness and splendour with its the golden and white

decorations. In the center of the cloth runs a line of thick golden buttons, which create

undulating yet heavy and straight folds on the fabric, enhancing the firmness and weight

of the figure. The solid block and volume of the textile recalls the sculptured busts made of

marble, further dignifying the almost unearthly presence of the sitter. Furthermore the

same motif of the drape is repeated on the doge's hat, part of the official Venetian

wardrobe, whose golden rim is ornamented with miniaturized, geometric patterns.
fm

Nevertheless, even if Giovanni Bellini's truthfulness in depicting details and fabrics is

astounding, the entire portrayed figure is entirely covered by a veil of inflexible, severe

stiffness; in fact the outstanding authority and reticent expression of emotions of the doge

mm
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totally hide any sense of lifelikeness and animation of the sitter's persona. We can notice

how the artist is reluctant to submit his subject to the kind of psychological intimacy that

Antonello da Messina exploits in his three-quarter poses. Bellini allows the sitter to keep

his distance, to ignore the beholder and indeed to ignore the painter himself, even if he is

obviously posing for the artist.

What Giovanni Bellini represents with his portrait is indeed the exemplary behaviour

expected of the ruling elite and is strictly concerned with the so-called Myth of Venice

explained by the scholar David Rosand. The art historian declares that the Serenissima
I*)

Repuhblica, namely the Most Serene Republic of Venice xmderwent a process of self-

fashioning to represent itself and to create a visual imagination of its political thought. The

outcome of this course was the eloquent idea of statehood expressed in pictorial form. As a

consequence, when observing Venetian portraiture, the viewer is dealing with the ideal, a

superlative model of the statesman which is in fact completely opposed to what was the
tm

reality of Renaissance Venetian life and society. Finally, what Venetian artists really

honoured was the Myth, which privileged the noble lineage instead of the individual.

inhibited individual tendencies in favour of the needs of the state, and feared any

exaltation of a family, which may have threatened dynastic ambitions. In Venice, when

different portrait types were employed for diverse subjects, the distinction was

determined by social or political status, not by the subject's sex; therefore in Venetian

portraiture, all patricians adopt the same facial expression of impassivity, signifying self-

control and suppression of the individual in the service of the state. This approach of

portraying noblemen is also defined as Patrician Stoicism, obviously relating to the sitter's

Mw-expression; their behaviour was alike also in public, because according to a Venetian
(*i
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moral, only subjects of lesser rank were prone to reveal their emotions.57 Actually, until

well into the 16* century, expressions of individuality's, including gesture and emotion,

were suppressed in favour of a dignified, yet passive facial mask. This last concept of Veil'

let may scholars suggest the resemblance with a death mask; they argued specifically

about the dating of the painting, whether it was made as previously pointed out, shortly

after the election of Loredan, or after his death, given the paleness and waxy quality of his

skin, joined by a non-expression and distant gaze. From my point of view. Doge Leonardo

Loredan in Giovanni Bellini's portrait is almost an icon, a hybrid creature not earthly

anymore, but still not part of the heavenly sphere, which has to impose his authority on

the viewer through its rigid and eloquent stance.

Several scholars are keen to believe that Antonello da Messina gathered the most

significant influences of Northern painting during his Venetian sojourn, which apparently

lasted two years, from 1475 to 1476. As mentioned in relationship with the portraits, the

artists' interest in details of facial topography is comparable to the close observation of

Flemish portraits. Precisely these Netherlandish qualities in Antonello's portraiture - the

responsive, individualized psychology of his subjects and his treatment of physiognomy -

that mostly distinguish his portraits from the ones of Giovanni Bellini.

Unquestionably, this conception in portraiture characterized by a retained posture of the

sitter, the suppression of individual facial features (including flaws and any sort of marks)

and lack of motion and animation is wholly contrasting with Antonello da Messina's real

portrayed sitters, whose presence is so lively that they seem they could suddenly move

out of the frame of the painting and talk to the viewer.
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After having discussed the five male portraits of Antonello da Messina one question

might arouse spontaneously: why did the Sicilian artist only portray male figures? Indeed,

by observing also the other works by Antonello, there are no depictions of women except

than in a holy environment, i.e. Madonna's and Saints. However, this sort of 'gender

restriction' does not only regard the portraits of Antonello da Messina, but encloses the

conception of Venetian portraiture in general. In fifteenth-cent ury Florence for instance,

portraiture of men, women and children flourished both in painting and in sculpture,

mainly busts. Let's for instance take in consideration Domenico Ghirlandaio's Old Man

with a Young Boy (fig.21) of 1490 today in the The Louvre, Paris. The two characters are

depicted in a very tender mood, the grandfather holding his little grandson on his knees,

both sweetly gazing at each other. This work does not even look like a usual portrait

anymore but depicts a certain moment of caring gesture between the grandfather and his

grandson. The figures are not posing, but they seem rather unaware of the painter's

presence, unlike the sitters of Antonello da Messina who seem to react to the presence of

the painter, or whoever is before them. Indeed it is a completely different kind of portrait

«9B|
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compared to the bust-length subject of Antonello, however, it is worth mentioning

Ghirlandaio's work both for its beauty and to show how the field of portraiture (in mood

and style) became vaster around 1500.

Moreover, what is striking is the honesty of detail: there is no idealization of the

characters, since the grandfather has been portrayed with a deformed nose, which

probably was the realistic feature of the aged man. The subject has never been identified.

however some scholars argue that it the grandson was Ghirlandaio's grandson. In this(a«l

case in point we can notice the diverse attitude towards portraiture, which was en vogue

am
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in Florence at that time, specifically comparing it the stiff Venetian models or ruler-

portraits (see Giovanni Bellini). On the other hand in Venice, women and children were

partially absent from portraiture. Moreover, before the sixteenth-century, portrait

sculpture and full-length figures were limited to depictions of the deceased in their

funerary monuments, in other words limited to subjects who were dead.^9 The reason for

the gender limited tenets of Venetian portraiture might be explained with the fact that

Venetian portraits were inextricably bound to the city's politics - the main function of

portraits was to illustrate the importance of the family's ancestry and therefore no other

subjects than authoritarian male figures were able to find their place in Venetian

portraiture. The obsession of Venetian people with their descent was related to the fact

m

that nowhere else in Europe governance was so much compelled to social status and

therefore the ancestors were continuously commemorated through portraits, in family

histories and registered in memory records because the eligibility for high office was

solely determined by lineage.

As well northern art provides many examples of portraits of women and children as for

instance in Jan Van Eyck's portrait of his wife (fig.22) of 1439 (Groeningsmuseum Bruges),

were this woman named Margaret occupies the central space of the panel with a

composed self-confidence. Dressed in a typical Burgundian fashion, with her head

covered by white plain cape she is portrayed in the customary format of three-quarter

view used by the Netherlandish painter against a dark background. Hence, as Goffentm

states, the distinction between Northern 'inclusionism' and Venetian 'exclusionism' is not
tM»

one between North and Italy, but rather between Venice and everywhere else. Possibly a

further reason for the constraints of Venetian portraiture solely concerned with male

ISWI 59
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figures is again an issue bound to the Venetian vision of politics and the status of its

member within the public mechanisms. As we were also able to notice in Giovanni

Bellini's portrait of Doge Leonardo Loredan previously mentioned, the sitter has been

depicted with his individual traits and physiognomy, however none of his gesture or

posture of the head aims to show us more about his personality; he is portrayed as an

inunobile, authoritarian bust severely detached from human sensations. Venetian politics.
mt

whose main component Venetian people were proud of, was the Republic, avoided any

kind of characterisation in portraiture, because indeed the people did not wasn't any doge
fWt

to Stand forward compared to another. On the other hand, female portraits tended to a

more thorough representation, since womanly fashion (of the well-being class) required

the inclusion of jewellery, of a certain hair-fashion and of elaborated cloths and textiles -

all elements, which could too much distinguish one portrait from the other within a social

status. Moreover, since most portraits in Venice were commissioned specifically for

political reasons and display, possibly the artist did not receive any commissions of female

psfl

portraits, given that people found no need to represent women since they were not

allowed to hold any sort of office. As a consequence we might classify this system and

taste of Venetian portraiture as one that favours the generic representation of features
ptel

instead of a more detailed illustration of the sitter, that as in the portraits of Antonello da

Messina intends to show the individuality of the portrayed subject. According to Goffen,

asking why portraits of Venetian women are so rare, one may answer that visualization is

equivalent to empowerment and confirmation, as artists and patrons have realized since

ancient times. Perhaps, the absence of visualization of women in Renaissance Venice was

np

intended to suggest self-effacement just as the controlled portrayal of men was apparently

intended to suggest or inspire restraint and subjugation to the needs of the state. Venetian

im
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women seem to have colluded in their own suppression, artistically speaking, much as

men cooperated in their own psychological repression.^

Nevertheless, there are a very few exceptions of women within Venetian portraiture and

the first smviving, nearly life-size, independent portrait of a woman is Gentile Belllini's

Portrait of Caterina Comaro (fig.23), Queeen of Cyprus, as she names herself in the

inscription.^! This painting dates ca. 1500 and is located in the Sz6pmuev6szeti Muzeum of

Budapest. Like other Venetian Partrician families, the Comaro enhanced their family tree

with mythical roots, claiming descent from the ancient Roman Cornellii. Moreover,

Caterina's genealogy was embellished by a legal, or political fiction. After her marriage to

the king of Cyprus, she was adopted as the daughter of the Venetian Republic, which thus

asserted its paternal authority over her person and her property - including Cypms itself,

after her royal husband's demise. Her portrait's inscription advertises this double lineage,

speaking as though with Caterina's voice. She is the chaste daughter of the Comelliae

Genus, that is, clan or gens, and also the child of her country: 'the Venetian Senate calls me

rm

daughter” (VENETUS FILIAM ME VOCAT SE/SENATUS).“ Gentile Bellini's Caterina

Comaro had identified herself, but she was an exceptional woman, a queen, even thoughf5*l

in name only, and the daughter of La Serenissima. The half-length, frontal format of her

portrait is unexceptional, however. It is namely the same format favoured by most later

fifteenth-and early sixteenth century Venetian masters for portraits of men, as for example

the formerly mentioned Portrait of Georg Fugger by Giovanni Bellini. In other words,

there is nothing 'gender specific' about the formats of Venetian portraits; men and women
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Goffen, p. 121
The wording of the inscription implies that it was the queen herself who commissioned the
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are treated alike in portraiture, differing only in frequency (or infrequency) of their

representation.^

Xough Northern portraits influenced the works of Antonello da Messina, there are also

significant differences of approach; Sicilian artist was not limited in copying the Northern

style, but interpreted it according to the aesthetic taste of the Italian commissioners and

elaborate and wholly new conception of portraiture.

The format for instance is one of the main issues that underlines the diversity between the

portraiture of Antonello and the Flemish artists: whereas the Sicilian artist adopts a single

layout for all his portraits. Northern masters were compelled to vary the format of

portraiture, probably according to the gender and/or social status of the portrayed

subject. Moreover, while Antonello consistently presents his sitters in a three-quarter

view, engaging the viewer with their gaze, the Flemish artist Jan Van Eyck includes within

his portraits a larger part of the sitter's body within the format of the panel and he shows

it in a wide range of modes and positions.

For example in Van Eyck's portrait of a Man in a Blue Chaperon (fig,24), the artist

portrayed the sitter in three-quarter view, though with the bust placed in a frontal stance.

In other portraits he included the hands of the subject, as an active component of therm

portrait besides the sitter's gaze. With the right hand the male subject is holding a little

coin, while the other rests on a dark parapet, enhancing the sense of closeness with the

viewer since it's is the sitter's part of the body which mostly stands forwards. In another

Flemish portrait the artist Hans Memling presents his sitter in a format distinct from the

63
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one of Van Eyck's subject. The Portrait of a Young Man (fig.24h) of ca. 1480 kept in the1*1

Gallerie dell'Accademia in Venice, is still portrayed in a three-quarter view, but is

positioned from a much closer point of view than Van Eyck's sitter. Memling concentrated

more on the subject's face, not really focusing on the posture of the sitter's body. In this

case only the right hand of the portrayed subject has been depicted, through

foreshortenings of the hand, which allows us to see only the fingers of the sitter. Which

rests on an invisible but hypothetical parapet not visible by the viewer. In addition.

whereas the Man in a Blue Chaperon was placed against a neutral background, the young

man of Memling is framed by a field in bloom, a lapis lazuli sky and several trees, which

project a chilly shadow on the dark green grass.

As pointed out in the previous lines, portraits of female sitters were not uncommon in

the Netherlandish tradition of portraiture. In Petrus Christus Portrait of a Young Girl (fig.25)tm

(1450, Staatliche Museen Berlin), the artist presents his young and girly sitter in another

format compared to the other two cited male portraits. The young girl, fashioned in an

elegant female hat and dress of Flemish Renaissance is depicted slightly distanced from

the picture plane compared to the male portraits, which are indeed relatively close to the

viewer. Unlike the portraits of Van Eyck and Memling, the young girl by Christus is not

resting with her hand on any sort of balustrade or parapet; she aims to have no

commtmication with the viewer, but rather an unapproachable, rigidly detached attitude.

rm
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Her head is once again turned in a less accentuated three-quarter view than the usual

Northern portraits and since as well her bust is placed frontally the overall impression of

the portrait might seem rather rigid and formal. Since it is a quite early portrait, the artist

did probably not yet explore the possibilities of  a more stressed three-quarter view.

however, we can already notice the variety of details and elements included in this work.pm

im
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Actually, in this case in point the girl is neither placed against a neutral background, nor

ahead of a landscape: here, the figure is portrayed in a gloomy environment, maybe in the

interior of a house. The flat surface behind her appears in the upper part like plastering

and then is divided by a wooden comice in the lower section. She is probably seated and

her upright shoulder with the arms close to her bust suggest that she might possibly have

them crossed on her legs or simply resting on the on the on the chair or bench she is

seating on. A further peculiarity of this portrait, taken on by Antonello da Messina is the

treatment of illumination; the pale, smooth skin of the young girl exquisitely emerges from

the dark background, only as slide shade is visible on the lower part of her profile in order

mn

to imply the slight turn of her face.

Conclusively, the Flemish portrait, which resembles the most to the format adopted by

Antonello da Messina is the Portrait of a Man by Petrus Christus of 1465, already pointed

out in relation to the Condottiero portrait by the Sicilian painter. The subject of the Flemish

master is depicted in three-quarter view, with the left part of his face partially shaded.

Only the upper part of the bust is visible, no hands or arms are resting on a parapet and

therefore the entire focus of this portrait is on his face. This format allows the viewer to be

face-to-face contact with the sitter since and the close depiction of the subject inm a
sm

respect to the canvas surface avoids the representation of other details, such as the posture

of the portrayed subject or an emphasis on his clothing. Once again, the figure is

positioned against a dark, neutral background, and the countenance of the sitter comes out

i»i

from the darkness as in the portraits of the Sicilian painter.

Although, unlike the Netherlandish portraits, Antonello da Messina uses an unvaried

approach to portraiture, slight differences are trilling in the posture of the character's and

in the artist's observation of the personality of each sitter.



61

For instance, the young man of the Thyssen-Bornemisza collection projects his chin and

neck faintly forwards compared to the more retrieved pose of the London portrait. At the
fm

same time the attitude of superiority of the Turin sitter, who has his head slightly tilted

forwards and his chin vaguely lifted contrasts with the rigid, almost military posture of

the Condottiero. Possibly the Sicilian artist was able to capture these almost imperceptible

differences of his sitters according to their personality, because indeed the way we walk.
1*1

sit, and pose indicates our tendencies to a more shy or self-confident character; thus, the

Condottiero might have had a tough courage, contrasting with the more polite, yet self-
r*i

conscious gaze of the London portrait.

Antonello da Messina undeniably learned the core of his art from the Netherlandish
twr

tradition, but was not afraid to change it find his own solutions, which make his works so

outstanding compared to other Renaissance portraits. A further characteristic of Antonello

da Messina's portraiture is that he depicts his sitters investigating on their tri-dimensional

solidity and exploring each possibility of their volumetric quality compared to the more

tm

detailed composition of Northern portraiture.

Once again, a portrait of the Netherlandish master Jan Van Eyck is a virtuous example to

illustrate the chief feature of Northern portraiture. The Man in a Red Turban is the proof

F*|

that Northern artists were not concerned with the synthesized solutions adopted by the

Sicilian artist (i.e. Antonello da Messina's simplified, almost abstract illustration of the

subject's ears), but concentrated on every single detail of the represented subject. The

wrinkles around the eyes of this hypothetical self-portrait of the Northern artist, every

single trait of his nose and the severity of his thin lips show the skilfulness of the painter in

depicting the subject's verisimilitude. As a consequence, the final effect of the portrait is a

slight flattening of the figure, which allows the artist to concentrate and represent eachim
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detail from a clearly visible point of view. Moreover, whereas in Antonello da Messina theIS)

clothing of the sitter occupied a less significant, representing his subjects with simple.

undecorated fabrics. Van Eyck's purple colour of the man's turban is approximately the

most eye-catching element present the in the portrait. The red cloth topping the head of

the sitter occupies a large upper section of the canvas, and its folds, the imposing twine of

textile is startling even for the eye of the most disinterested viewer. The elaboration of

details and textiles continues around the neck of the sitter, which is softly embraced by a

collar of light brown fur, which ends with a V-shape in the centre. Van Eyck reproduced

the same particularizing effects of the Man in a Red Turban in his Portrait of Cardinal

Albergati (fig.26) (1438, Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna). The sitter, Niccolb Albergati

t=i
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(1375-1443) was appointed titular cardinal of the Roman Qiurch of Santa Croce in

Gerusalemme and he had been sent to Bruges from the Pope to establish peace between

the Duke Philip the Good and Charles VII over the murder of the Duke's father, John the

Fearless.64 Apparently, the Duke of Burgundy sent Jan Van Eyck to attend the Conference

of Arras, whose Treaty aimed to solve the conflict between Philip and Charles; the artist's

task was to sketch the portraits of prominent delegates and this portrait of Albergati is

based on a silverpoint drawing today kept in the German Museimi Staatliche

Kunstsammlungen Dresden that Van Eyck probably made in situ. Once more the result

achieved by the Netherlandish artist in depicting the sitter's visage is breathtaking: the

sagging flesh of the subject is typified by a great amount of thin wrinkles, next and below

the sitter's eyes, around his mouth, on the forehead, close to the ears and below his chin.

The few hair remained on his head is of a greyish colour with nuances of white and again.

1*1
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the artist completely renounced to any sort of simplification, for that he painted the ear of

64
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the sitter in a manner worth of an anatomy dictionary. The effects of such detailed

portraiture, as in the case of the Man in a red Turban is a compacted and flattened
tm

countenance, which presents no shadows on the skin but is still turned in a three-quarter

view. The Cardinale is dressed in a red cloak of thick textile with its rims around the collar

and sleeves decorated by a white fur, displaying the simplicity, yet elegance of the

clergyman's rig. Very interesting is also Van Eyck's silverpoint (fig.26b) portrait of the

papal legate: the extensively annotated sketch, in which the artist captured the cardinal's

features was probably made in Arras in 1435, and was not developed into a portrait tmtil

1438 for reasons unknown. Compared to the painting, the sketch is deliberately aloof.

possibly representing the apprehensive mood of the cardinal in dealing with the

diplomatic situation, which unfortunately is not that emphasized in the later canvas.
p*»

In contrast to these Northern portraits, Antonello da Messina conceives his sitters more

in respect to their tri-dimensional and volumetric presence. As in the London portrait, the

Sicilian artist smoothes the skin of the portrayed subject and shades it in specific spots to

am

enhance the sense of three-quarter view. He elaborates all the features and details, that are

necessary to make the sitter look lifelike but at the same time he often implements his

portraits with abstract and geometric shapes, opting for simplified solutions, which

convince the spectator of their verisimilitude even if they do not entirely correspond to

reality. In the London portrait these 'shortened' solutions are especially visible in the ear

partially hidden xmder the sitter's hat and the dark line of the neck that delineates the

separation with the dark background. Further abstract shapes are recognizable in the
fm

lower part of the sitter's face, as for instance around the mouth, where a sort of oval form

is defining the skull of the young man as also the shady areas of the cheekbones do.
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An additional feature that is worth mentioning to outline certain differences between

Northern portraiture and the inclusion of its standards in the art of Antonello da Messina,

is the fact that Northern portraits never really address the viewer with their gaze, whereas

the direct glancing of the spectator is one of the chief characteristics of the Sicilian artist's

portraiture.

Indeed, each one of the portraits by Antonello da Messina considered in this essay have a

sort of magnetic quality in their gaze, since they are all addressing whoever stands before

them. Either slightly smiling or simply looking at the viewer, the direct gazing establishes

such a relationship between sitter and viewer, which cannot be imitated in any other way.

Actually, the most detailed and involving feature of Antonello's sitters are the eyes of the

portrayed subject. Moreover, in the portrait of the Condottiero, the London portrait and

Thyssen-Bornemisza portrait of the young man, the Sicilian artist added as well an almost

imperceptible sparkling in the pupils of his sitters that enhances the vividness and

tangible presence of the figures. Except for the Cefalii portrait, possibly because of

defective status of preservation, all the sitters have their sclera^ characterized by an

extremely bright colour, these figures are young and awake and seem to be able to stand

up as long as the artist has finished to portray them. Furthermore, Antonello da Messina's

sitters might be perceived as s)anpathetic by most of the viewers, simply because they are

able to post themselves at the same level, social and physical, of the spectator through

their direct gaze, almost seeking for the viewer's gaze response. Through the launching of

the eye contact between sitter and viewer, the portrait gains in credibility and looses

completely the unapproachable stiffness and formality that distinguish most of the Early

Renaissance (see Portrait of Ginevra de Bend) and the Northern portraits.

F*1
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One of the best examples to show how the sitters of Northern portraiture avoid the gaze

of the viewer is the Portrait of a man by Petrus Christus, already mentioned in this essay

in relation to Antonello's portrait of the Condottiero. At a first glance Christus' sitter

t=^

might seem to look in the direction of the viewer, but then his gaze falls on some point

besides the spectator, no matter how hard he will try to establish an eye contact with him.

there is no direct relationship between the portrayed subject and the viewer. The same

process of avoiding the gaze is repeated as well in other portraits of Flemish masters

representing male subject, as for instance in Memling's already mentioned work Man with

a Roman Coin (fig.27) or in Van der Weyden's Grand Batard de Bourgogne - in both cases the

stare of the sitters seem to be lost and not interested in any kind of communicative

exchange with the viewer, their eyes and thoughts very distant from whatever may occur

around them or beyond the space of the canvas. In fact, we might say that Antonello da

Messina's approach is not only tri-dimensional for his technique used to depict volumes

and bulkiness through the exchange of light and shades, of abstract forms and precise

contours, but also because Antonello's portraits are 'complete' for they enclose in one

composite unit both the space of the sitter and the space of the viewer.

The fact that Northern sitters do not address the viewer with their gaze gives to the

portrayed figures a veiled sense of melancholy. None of the Netherlandish portraits

€iSI
mentioned above seem to have the brilliant vividness of Antonello's sitters, neither their

expressions bear a hint of smile or any sort of mood. Moreover, the slight flattened effect

of the sitter's countenance that the artist created in order to be able to represent all the

details within the composition (landscape, clothing, features), hardens the facial traits of

the represented subjects even more enhancing their seriousness.



66

In some female portraits of Northern tradition, the gaze has been completely disconnected

from the invisible horizontal axis that leads to the viewer's direction and in turn, the stare

leads downwards, completely disregarding the hypothetical presence of a spectator. This

is for instance the case of Rogier van der Weyden's Portrait of a Lady (fig.28), of 1460 today

kept in the National Gallery of Washington. This female portrait is astoimding, only for

the delicate traits and gestures which suggest an immense grace, almost comparable to the
pm

beauty and loveliness of a Christian Madonna. Her pale skin is materializes in between the

gloomy background and her dark clothing and her head is covered by a light, transparent

veil. Turned in a three-quarter view, her profile is faintly bending downwards, but herP*«!

bust is upright and her elongated hands are politely enclosed in front of her chest, resting
n»i

on an invisible parapet. Once again, the attention dedicated by the artist in representing

certain details is superb: the red belt around her waist decorated by a golden buckle, the

golden rings aroimd the women's thin fingers and  a highly complex hair-fashion revealed

fm

by the transparency of the veil. Compared to the Northern male portraits, she is gazing

down, towards her right side, maybe as an attitude of modesty, which was one of the main

fundaments of female Renaissance education, shyness or meditation - in each casepm

symbolizing womanly virtues, which were very appreciated during the Cinquecento.

Italian correspondents of portraits, which do not involve the viewer with their gaze were

typical of Venetian painting. In the first part of this essay Giovanni Bellini's Portrait of Doge

Leonardo Loredan was brought out as one of the most severe approaches to portraiture and

in this case in point the firm attitude of the sitter was justified by the role as head of the

Venetian Republic he occupied. Nevertheless, there are as well other portraits of the same

artist, which hold on to a very rigid posture and do not seek for an involvement of the

viewer. In Giovanni Bellini's Portrait of a Young Man in a Senator's Robe (ca. 1495, Musei

sm
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Civici deirArte Padua) the young sitter painted in a three-quarter view has the same

unapproachable stance of the Northern subjected illustrated before. This small painting is

considered one of the finest portraits by Giovanni Bellini, who used certain customary

devices, which we also saw in the portraits of Antonello da Messina as for instance the

parapet and a neutral background. Despite his youth the portrayed subject obviously

occupied an important position in the official Venetian hierarchy since he already wears a
n

Senator's robe - unfortunately, there are no other features to help identify this delicately

featured yotmg nobleman but it is possible that the portrait was commissioned to celebrate

his joining of the Pregadi.^ The sitter has his gaze directly pointing towards his left side

and the aloof sense and the solemn rigidity of his facial features is very similar to the

portraits of Northern masters; there is no sign of the carefree attitude a youth usually has.

Therefore, what really draws a line of separation between the Northern portraits and the

sitters of Antonello da Messina is their diverse relationship to the viewer, which in the

former creations is not part of the composition, whereas in the latter represents nearly the

most important component of technique, rendering the personality of the portrayed

subject unique and interesting in itself and for the viewer as well.

I decided to concentrate my thesis on the portraits of Antonello da Messina, because I

was highly fascinated by the exhibition about the Sicilian artist, which was installed last

year in Rome, in the Scuderie del Quirinale. As mentioned in the beginning of the essay.

portraiture might be considered as the most powerful art among Renaissance painting.

66
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and personally, I think that it is also among the most appealing works a painter could

craft.

The portrait as conceived by Antonello da Messina, has a highly private dimension and his

works are lifelike reproductions of people who lived more than 500 years ago - and who is

not curious to know how theses people looked like and who they were? Moreover,

Antonello's sitters are not remote emperors raised on a throne and displaying their

richness, but people of a middle-high class, who were living in the first milieus of a

modem life, made of a blooming trade and instruction for a wider range of people. In fact.

as we were also able to notice in this essay, the most asked question among art historians

was to find out the identity of the portrayed subject, often holding to merely unlikely

stories or theories. Probably we will ever be able to find out for sure who the sitter was

given the lack of documentation, nevertheless we won't be unsatisfied by observing the(»«

unknown subject, since in the end it does not really matter to know who these people

were, but what we aim for is to grasp as much as information as possible from the

portrayal of their features. No matter if Antonello's sitters might look sympathetic to us or

not, they notice our presence and react with a smile or by simply responding to our gaze

with an astonishing vividness, which makes us suddenly forget that what we have in front

of us are 'only' figurative representations and not real persons.

The deepness and intensity of Antonello's portraits, with blue or dark eyes, and the

almost imperceptible eyelashes capture our intention both at the same time in a persuasive

yet smooth way, leaving us enchanted and curious in front of their presence, for a moment

transposed in a silent dialogue with a Renaissance interlocutor.
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(fig.l)Workshop of Colantonio
Prophet (?)
ca. 1460-70
oil on panel

The Cleveland Museum of Art
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(fig.lb) Andrea Mantegna
Portrait of Cardinal Carlo de' Medici

1460-70

distemper on wood
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence
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(fig.2) Antonello da Messina
Portrait of a Man

oil on wood
Museo della Fondazione, Cefalu
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(fig.3) Petrus Oiristus
Portrait of a Man

ca.l465

oil on panel
Los Angeles Coimty Museum of Art



II I I iI I I !I I[ II

(fig.4) Piero della Francesca
Portrait of Federigo da Montefeltro

ca.l474

tempera on panel
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence
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(fig.5) Simone Martini
St. Louis of Tolouse

ca.l317

tempera on wood
Museo di Capodimonte, Naples
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(fig.6) Domenico Ghirlandaio
Portrait of Giovanna Tornabuoni

1488

tempera on wood
Thyssen-Bomemisza Collection, Madrid
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(fig.7)Titian
Portrait of a Bearded Man in a Blue Sleeve

ca.l512
oil on canvas

National Gallery London
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(fig.8) Leonardo
Portrait of Ginevra de' Bend

ca.l474

oil on panel
National Gallery of Art, Washington
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(fig.9) Leonardo
Portrait of a Musician

ca. 1485

oil on panel
Piancoteca Ambrosiana, Milan
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(fig.lO) Antonello da Messina
Portrait of a Young Man

oil on wood

National Gallery London
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(fig.ll) Benozzo Gozzoli
Self-Portrait (detail)

1459-1462
fresco

Madid Chapel, Palazzo Medici, Florence
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(fig.l2) Antonello da Messina
Portrait of a Young Man

oil on wood

Thyssen-Bomemisza Collection, Madrid
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(fig.l3) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of Giovanni Amolfini and his Wife

1434
oil on wood

National Gallery London
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(fig.l3b) Arnolfini Portrait (detail of mirror and inscription))
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(fig.14) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of a Man in a Red Turban

1433

oil on panel
National Gallery London
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(fig.l4b) Rogier Van der Weyden
Portrait of Anthony, Grand Batarde de Bourgogne

ca. 1460-70

oil on panel
Private Collection
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(fig.l5) Rogier Van der Weyden
The Deposition

1435

oil on panel
Prado Museum Madrid
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(fig.l6) Antonello da Messina
Portrait of a Man "II Condottiero'

oil on wood
Louvre, Paris
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(fig.lT) Petrus Christus
Portrait of a Carthusian

1446
oil on wood

Metripolitan Museum of Art, New York
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(fig.l8) Antonello da Messina
Portrait of a Man

oil on wood
Museo Civico dell'Arte Antica, Turin
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(fig.l9) Giovanni Bellini
Portrait of Georg Fugger

1474

oil on panel
North Simon Museum of Art, Pasadena



II 1 I I I Ii Ji1 II I I I

(fig.20) Giovanni Bellini
Portrait of Doge Leonardo Loredan

1501

oil on panel
National Gallery, London
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(fig.20b) Sandro Botticelli
Portrait of a Man with a Medal

ca. 1474

distemper on panel
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence
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(fig.21) Domenico Ghirlandaio
Portrait of a Man with a Young Boy

1490

oil on panel
Louvre, Paris
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(fig.22) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of Margareth Van Eyck

1439
oil on wood

Stedelijke Musea, Groeningsmuseum, Bruges
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(fig.23) Giovanni Bellini
Portrait of Caterina Comaro

ca.1500

oil on panel
Szepmuveszeti Museum, Budapest
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(fig.24) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of a Man in a Blue Chaperon

1432
oil on wood

Muzeul National de Arta al Romaniei, Bucharest
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(fig.24b) Hans Memling
Portrait of a Young Man

1480
oil on panel

Gallerie deirAccademia, Venice
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(fig.25) Petrus Christus
Portrait of a Young Girl

1450
oil on wood

Staatliche Museen, Berlin
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(fig.26) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of Cardinal Albergati

ca. 1435
oil on canvas

Kunsdiistorisches Museum, Vienna
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(fig.26b) Jan Van Eyck
Portrait of Cardinal Albergati

1435

silverpoint
Kupferstichkabinett, Dresden
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(fig.27) Hans Memling
Portrait of a Man with a Coin

1475-80

oil on panel
Koninklijk Museum voor Schoone Kunsten, Antwerp
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(fig.28) Rogier Van der Weyden
Portrait of a Lady

1455
oil on wood

National Gallery of Art, Washington
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