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SYMBOLIC HISTORY 
Through Sight and Sound 

 
14.  15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

 
1) Giovanni dei Grassi, c. 1398, Annunciation, Visconti Hours, National 

Library, Florence; + V detail 
 
 Soon after 1400, Ciconia, Flemish-born Italian, closed his career with the 
ceremony motets, which initiate in music the spatial clarities of Early Renaissance.  
 

Music: Ciconia, 1400-10, O Virum — O Lux — O beate Nicholae,  SAWT-
9505  

 
 At the same time art formed an horizon of humanizing sacred brightness — the 
International Style — from this 1398 Dei Grassi, in Italy,  
 
2) Broederlam, 1393-99, Annunciation, from reredos, Museum, Dijon; first, 

video detail 
 
through Burgundy and France (this Dijon Broederlam), 
 
3) English Alabaster relief, c. 1420?, Annunciation, Cathedral, Wells; + V detail 
 
across the Channel, to the winsome alabaster reliefs of England;  
 
4) Cologne, c. 1410, Madonna, etc., Johnson Collection, Philadelphia (CGB '74); 

first, video detail 
 
back to Cologne, where the softest jewelling of all runs from this 1410 Madonna, 
 
5) Lochner, c. 1435, Madonna in a Rose Arbor, Walraff-Richartz Museum, 

Cologne; + V detail 
 
to the ultimate child-wonder of Lochner, as late as 1440.  So we 
might return by the Rhine and Danube, 

7/1994 15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

1 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

6) Fra Angelico, 1434-35, Coronation of the Virgin, detail, Uffizi, Florence 
(CGB '59); + V closer details 

 
to the gold-leaf devotions of Fra Angelico, in Florence — 
 
7) Ghiberti, 1404-09, Annunciation, North Door, Baptistry, Florence; first, 

video detail 
 
city of Classical recovery in Gothic grace.         (End Ciconia) 
 
 Here Ghiberti's early work on the Baptistery doors had opened the century. 
 
8) Michelangelo, 1497-99, Pieta, whole, St. Peter's, Rome; + V detail 
 
By its close, art gathers its force in Michelangelo's first Pieta, music in the death-lament 
which Isaac, Fleming at the court of Florence, wrote for Lorenzo il Magnifico, died 1492: 
 

Music: Isaac, 1492, "Quis dabit capiti meo aquam?"  last section, Decca 
DL-79413  

 
9) Same, detail:  Mary's head; + V detail of 11 
10) Same, detail:  Christ's hand; + V detail of 8 
11) Same, detail:  Christ's body; + V return to 8, first a detail, then the whole 

(close Isaac) 
 
 At such advance of consciousness in the science of incarnate sway, we heirs to its 
later pride feel a shudder of tragic awe.  
 
12)  Lascaux Cave 20,000 B.C., wall of main hall, detail, animals; video:  close 

detail only 
 
 As if the whole rational-realist thrust of civilization were an age-old mistake, 
some Luciferian fall from mythic immediacy.  So it was at the Greeks that Charles Olson, 
in his Black Mountain lectures on history, pointed the finger of Nietzschean blame:  
"Man lost something just about 500 B.C.,  
 
13)  Franz Marc 1913, Deer in the Forest, Phillips Gallery, Washington D.C.; 

+ V details 
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and only got it back just about 1905 A.D."  
 

Music: Alban Berg 1920-6, from 3rd Mvt, Lyric Suite, V-LM-2531  
 
(As in Marc's magic forest, Berg's Lyric Suite, Rilke's "Exposed on the peaks of the 
heart"?)  
 

Of uncleft consciousness indeed there moves  
Many about, many a qualmless hill-beast,  
Moves and delays.  And the great inviolable bird 
Circles the summit's virgin refusal.  But here, 
Unsheltered, here, on the peaks of the heart... (CGB) 

(fade Berg) 
 

14)  Double: {A} Michelangelo 1522, Fury, black chalk, Uffizi, Florence; and 
{B} Francois  Rude 1833, Head of La Guerre, Arc de Triomphe, Paris 

 
 Surely, if we pursue the revolution by which a Michelangelo hell-fury becomes 
the summons of a national Arc de Triomphe, arrogating its brazen Book of Law and iron 
Book of War over space, time and cause — who would not ask where history went 
wrong? 
 
15) Double:  {A} Aegean, c. 2000 BC, Head of Cycladic idol, Louvre, Paris; and 

{B} Greek  (from Delos), c. 100 B.C., Bronze head, National Museum, Athens; 
and video detail (from V15B) 

 
 And the modern appeal to the pre-Greek, Cycladic and abstract, is of a piece with 
Olson's oblique claim, that at the beginning of the Periclean century something happened, 
by which man was broken from the functionalities of nature and tribe; that it was 
philosophic scrutiny of self and world which stamped the brow-furrowing of 
consciousness on centuries to follow.  
 

Though if that palpable resolve to compose symbolic reality to the deliberate 
measure of man, was a mistake,  
 
16) Egypt, Old Kingdom, Dynasty V, c. 2400 BC, Ranofer, Prophet of Ptah 

(head), Egyptian Museum, Cairo 
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it was not made once only, but before and after:  2400 BC, when Egypt became the cradle 
of civilization by great discoveries that way; 
 
17) Greek (Attic), c. 490 B.C., Korê of Euthydicos, Acropolis Museum, Athens  
 
subsequently, by the Greeks, this Saphic Kore of 500 BC; and again (marking another 
2000 years) as Christendom emerged from the trance of medieval seizure.  And strange 
— if mistake — that it should produce, in each case, an expression of such vernal delight:  
the Archaic smile renewed  
 
18)  Baldovinetti, c. 1450(?), Madonna and Child, Louvre, Paris (CGB '80); 

+ V details; with a digital return after 18a 
18a)  Baldovinetti, 1460-62, detail of Arno Valley, Nativity fresco, Vestibule, 

Santissima Annunziata, Florence [revised into video, ‘95] 
 
in this Baldovinetti Virgin, as pure as fetching, seated on some Florentine height over the 
discovered Val d'Arno.  So the beauty of earth, an orphic voice through Dante's dead land 
—  "La dov' esser de' giocondo" — "There, where one ought to be happy" — blooms in 
15th-century Poliziano:  
 

To behold the valleys and hills and air pure, 
Grass and flowers, rivers cold and clear;  
To hear the birds sing and the waters sound 
And low wind murmuring among the fronds;  
See apples heap the earth and bend the trees, 
And the ripe wheat run in billows like the sea. (CGB) 

 
(E le biade ondeggiar come fa il mare.)  

 
 As if a drunk who must end in murderous sick despair (our ravaged civilization of 
the "Bateau Ivre") could still look back to a morning age, when the first Promethean 
draughts had awakened to life and love, in what remains perhaps the most loveable of our 
centuries, the fifteenth.  
 
19)  Bernardo Daddi c. 1335?, Madonna etc., detail, National Gallery of Art, 

Washington D.C. (CGB '75); + V details 
 
 Trace the waking from the century before.  In a Daddi Madonna, the burning 
mystery of Dante's praise:  
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Vergine madre, figlia del tuo figlio:  

 
Maiden and mother and daughter of your son, 
Humble and exalted beyond every creature, 
Determined goal of eternal counsel —  (CGB) 

 
termine fisso d'etterno consiglio — 

 
Music: Landini, c.1360(?), Va pure, amore;  organ & harp, Zurich, Odys. 

3216017  
 
has lightened (like the music of Landini) through Boccaccio,  
 

O regina degli angioli, O Maria:  
 

Mary, Queen of the angels of heaven,  
Adornment of the sky, whose smiling features, 
Star of the sea, guide into their haven  
Wanderers from the way, your witless creatures... (CGB) 

(cut Landini)  
 
20) Botticelli, c. 1485, Madonna of the Magnificat, detail, Uffizi, Florence; 

(video closer detail only); then 
V20a) Same, cropped whole from video file 
 
toward the 15th century ease of Belcari's sacred plays:  
 

Lily of May, flower of blessedness,  
With chastity and all the virtues else 
Adorned, of every kind and loveliness —  
We honor you above all saints and angels.  (CGB) 

 
 What Botticelli would culminate in this Magnificat Madonna — Europe refining 
from the Gothic past some Beulah wedding of earth and heaven:  "You shall no more be 
called Desolate...for your land shall be married."  
 
21) Jan van Eyck, c. 1425, Madonna in a Church, Dahlem Museum, Berlin; 

+ V detail 
22) Same, a closer central detail 
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Bruges, 1425:  Jan van Eyck's church remains mystical; that sun shines from the north, as 
on Dante's Paradise; but it irradiates, like daily realities, the Gothic lines, the angels in the 
choir, the pageant Queen.  Such the light in an English Advent poem:  
 

I sing of a maiden  
 That is makeles,  
King of all kinges  
 To her sone she ches.  
He cam also stille  
 There his moder was,  
As dew in Aprille  
 That falleth on the grass.  
He cam also stille  
 To his moderes bour,  

 
As dew in Aprille,  
 That falleth on the flour.  
He cam also stille  
 There his moder lay,  
As dew in Aprille  
 That falleth on the spray.  
Moder and maiden  
 Was never non but sche;  
Well may swich a lady  
 Godes moder be.  

 
 Music, if nothing else, would make us treat 15th century Europe as a whole.  To 
hear what those angels might be singing in the van Eyck choir, we turn to Dufay,  
 
23)  Hubert and Jan van Eyck 1427-29 (double), {A} Singing angels; and 

{B} Angels playing instruments, Altarpiece of the Lamb, Ghent  
V23a) Same, detail of A of 23, singing angels 
 

Music: Dufay, c.1430(?), Gloria ad modum tubae  (Munich) AWT 9439  
 

at the same time bringing the musicians nearer, as in the Ghent Altar of the Lamb.  Yet 
Dufay's Gloria in the manner of trumpets, with canon above and ostinato below,  
 
24) Luca della Robbia, 1431-38 (double), Choirboys from the Cantoria, Duomo 

Museum, Florence; for the double, video takes details, reversing the order:  see 
A and B of V24 (CGB '86) in video file; digital adds to double one detail 

7/1994 15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

6 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

 
is from about 1430, when Italianate-Flemish Dufay was with the Papal choir.  So Luca 
della Robbia's Florentine choirboys would serve as well.  
 
25) Benozzo Gozzoli, 1459, Angels and background detail, Medici Chapel, 

Florence; digital adds one detail (CGB '86) 
 
Or Gozzoli's angels, past mid-century, from the Medici Chapel;  
 
26) Piero della Francesca, 1470, Angel musicians from the Nativity, National 

Gallery, London 
 
or Piero della Francesca's, from the London Nativity.  
 
27) Luca della Robbia, Cantoria (double), Dancing, Duomo Museum, Florence; 

video replaces with details of singles V27 {A} (CGB) and V27 {B} in video file; 
digital adds to double, one detail  (CGB '86) 

 
 As worship turns to dance, it will be Luca della Robbia again;  
 
28) Donatello, 1433-38, Cantoria of Dancing Genii, Duomo Museum, Florence; 

with V details 
 
or from Donatello's facing Gallery, the more bacchanalian abandon of dancing Genii. 
        (end Dufay Gloria)  
 
 This is new wine in the old faith bottles —  
 
29) Fra Filippo Lippi, c. 1460(?), Madonna with Angels, Uffizi, Florence 

(CGB '59); + V details, cf. V29a and V29b (CGB '59) 
 
Browning's Brother Lippo stealing in from a night frolic to paint  
 

On Jerome knocking at his poor old breast  
With his great round stone to subdue the flesh.  

 
It is Vasari who tells how Lippi chose the novitiate Lucrezia as model for a Prato 
Madonna, finished nun, as it were, with the picture, took her off to be his mistress, 
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thereafter portrayed as Mary, and their lively urchins as Christ and the angels — religion 
as sprightly as Charles of Orleans' Confession:  
 

My gostly fader, I me confesse,  
First to God and then to you,  
That at a window — wot ye how? —   
I stale a cosse of grete sweteness...  

 
30) Fouquet, c. 1450, Agnes Sorel as Mary Enthroned, Louvre, Paris; + V detail 
 

But I restore it shall doutless...  
And that to God I make a vow...  

 
While French Fouquet turned Charles VII's Agnes Sorel to a Mary of pneumatic bliss — a 
levity naive as its embrace in faith:  
 

Chiamo il dolce Gesù e canto, canto —  
 
But to Mary mild and Jesu child, I sing, I sing... (CGB) 

 
31) Fra Filippo Lippi c. 1441-47, Coronation of the Virgin (video alternates the 

whole with details from that and from 32) 
 
 Some years before the meeting with Lucrezia, Lippi had painted the Uffizi 
Coronation of the Virgin, in which, by the startlingly personal St. Lucy below (with her 
children), the later affair seems prefigured.  For Browning this is "the Prior's niece who 
comes/ To care about his asthma..."  
 

Oh that white smallish female with the breasts, 
She's just my niece —  

 
whom Lippi has chosen for this picture:  "I shall paint/ God... Madonna.../ Ringed in a 
bowery flowery angel-brood / ...i' the front... a saint or two"  — 
 
32) Same, Lippi Coronation, detail front, right (old hand-colored Alinari photo) 
 
the artist himself then (as Browning thought), in his monk's robe come up, as from a dark 
stair, mazed, until that "sweet angelic slip of a thing" intercedes:  "This man did the 
work" (as on the scroll) "iste perfecit opus".  
 
 Such the Ave Regina Dufay troped for himself:  "Miserere supplicanti Dufay";  
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Music: Dufay, 1464, from Antiphon, Ave regina caelorum, Miserere... 

Dufay (Planchard) MHS 4743A      (fade)  
 
or the lighter greeting of his Month of May Rondeau, "Karissime Dufay vous en prye..."  
 

Music: Dufay, 1423-29, from Ce Moys de May, (Cape) EMS 206  
(fade) 

 
33) Double:  {A} Lippi(?), c. 1435, Monks from a fresco, Carmine Cloister, 

Florence; and {B} Lippi, 1460-64, Girls at the Dance of Salome, Duomo, 
Prato; + V details from V33 {A} and V33 {B}) 

 
 It is likely that in the fresco fragment in the Carmine Cloister (left) the young 
Lippi has represented his delight in whatever is perceived (Browning, from Vasari):  
 

First every sort of monk, the black and white,  
I drew them, fat and lean. . .  
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While as late as the Prato frescoes, two girls whispering of Herodias' demand for John the 
Baptist's head, make such discovery unforgettable.  
 
34) Fra Angelico & school, 1447-50, St. Laurence giving alms, detail, Capella 

Nicolina, Vatican, Rome (video: lower spread of whole V34, then closer 
detail) 

 
 Was not Lippi's art-sire, the saintly Fra Angelico, entering Renaissance by the 
same observational road? — his mid-century St. Laurence distributing alms dominated by 
the blind beggar (right), where spirituality springs exactly from heightened sense.  So 
Browning's Lippi, studying the watchmen, calls for "a bit of chalk".  
 
35) French Gothic c. 1230, Faggots for Winter, West Front, Notre Dame, Paris; 

first, video detail 
 

Music: Perrin d'Angecourt, 13th cent., "Quant voi a la fin d'estey,"  AS-18  
 
 We have seen the secular hauntingly suspended in the synthesis of creed, sharp as 
this winter from Notre Dame.  In a Goliard poem:  "De ramis cadunt folia,"  the bleak 
time burns with love; so too with Perrin d'Angecourt, 13th century Troubador.   (close 

d'Ancecourt)  
 
36) Lorenzetti c. 1340, Winter, fresco border, Palazzo Publico, Siena; + V detail 
 

Music: Guillaume de Machault, c.1360(?), Rondeau, Puis qu'en oubli,  
(Cape) ARC 3032   

 
 In Lorenzetti's 14th-century Winter the mystery is distilled through a realism, 
strange as the "smoky rein" in Chaucer, which keeps Creseyde at Pandarus' house for the 
consummation required.  So Dante in the Vita Nuova speaks with the ladies who pity 
him:  
 

And as sometimes we see water fall mingled with white snow, so it 
seemed their talk issued forth mingled with sighs.  

 
Guillaume de Machault's double-leading-tones,  
 
37) Lorenzetti, c. 1340, detail from Good Government in the Country, Palazzo 

Publico, Siena; (video:  first a closer detail, using Va37) 
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Lorenzetti's panorama of a well-governed countryside, have offered such exploratory 
translations of reality.  Each detail of that vast spread —  
 

In Augoste in a hygh seysoun,  
Quen corne is corven wyth crokes kene —  

 
holds the dream of spacelessness.         (fade Machault) 
 
38) Pol de Limbourg, 1413-16, July, Tres Riches Heures, Chantilly (first, 

V details:  reaping, then shearing) 
 

Music: Arnold de Lantins, c.1420?, Puis que je voy  (Cape), AS-39  
 

 With the 1400's estrangement ebbs.  The Calendar of the Tres Riches Heures, 
Burgundian Rondeaux (this Arnold de Lantins), breathe natural air.  Even the plays of 
1400 Flanders accomplish the human passage: Sandareen tells her new knight of her 
seduction by the baron who has cast her off; she speaks in the metaphor of a blossoming 
tree from which a falcon has robbed one flower; and he says one flower is nothing, to 
speak of it no more, it will not set him against the tree he loves.  
 
 In English the greatest poetry of the seasons is from Gawayne and the Green 
Knight.  We trim to summer and the coming on of fall:  
 

After, the sesoun of somer wyth the soft wyndes, 
Quen Zeferus syfles hymself on sedes and erbes; 
Wela wynne is the wort that waxes theroute, 
When the donkande dewe dropes of the leves, 
To bide a blysful blush of the bryght sunne.  

 
39) Same, October, Tres Riches Heures; + V detail 
 

Bot then hyghes hervest, and hardenes hym sone, 
Warnes hym for the wynter to wax ful rype; 
He dryves wyth droght the dust for to ryse, 
Fro the face of the folde to flyghe ful hyghe; 
Wrothe wynde of the welkyn wrasteles with the sunne, 
The leves lancen fro the lynde and lyghten on the grounde,  

 
(those alliterations heightening every mood — as in the miniature, the face of the sower 
of winter wheat)  
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40) Same, December, Tres Riches Heures; (video has details only, below and above) 
 

And al grayes the gres that grene wats ere; 
Then al rypes and rotes that ros upon fyrst, 
And thus yirnes the yere in yisterdayes mony, 
And wynter wyndes again, as the worlde askes, no fage...  

 
(The 1400 castle rising behind, like the one Gawayne sees over the December woods:  
 

Towers set up between, pinnacled ful thick, 
Turrets with carved tops and chalkwhite chimneys.)  

 
41) Same, April, Tres Riches Heures; with video details 
 
Gawayne must precede the Tres Riches Heures.  But Charles d'Orleans, English captive, 
here writing in French, more than matches its period harmony:  
 

Le temps a laisié son manteau  
De vent, de froidure et de pluye,  
Et s'est vestu de brouderie,  
De soleil luyant, cler et beau...  
 Riviere, fontaine et ruisseau  
Portent, en livrée jolie,  
Gouttes d'argent et d'orfaverie,  
Chascun s'abille de nouveau,  
 Le temps a laissié son manteau. 

(fade de Lantins) 
 
42) Grimani Breviary, c. 1510, April, Biblioteca Marciana, Venice; + V details. 
 

Music: Josquin des Pres, c.1500(?), from La Spagna, 5-voice basse 
danse, Seraphim SIC-6104 (3)  

 
With Lang's rendering  —  
 

The year has changed his mantle cold  
Of wind, of rain, of bitter air;  
And he goes clad in cloth of gold,  
Of laughing suns and seasons fair...  
 All founts, all rivers, seaward rolled, 
The pleasant summer livery wear,  
With silver studs on broidered vair;  
The world puts off its raiment old,    
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 The year lays down his mantle cold  —  
 
we have moved from the Limbourg Calendar to its Grimani translation a century later 
(time of Josquin), in the robes and haze of bourgeois realism — such a filling-in as that of 
Arthurian romance over the three-hundred years from Chrestien to Malory.  

(end La Spagna)  
 
43) Pol de Limbourg, January, Tres Riches Heures, Chantilly; + V details and 
 return to the whole. 
 

Music: Ciconia, c. 1405-10, from O Rosa Bella,  (Deller) RCA VLM-6016  
 
Since the Tres Riches Heures — here January — like Ciconia's 1400 setting of "O Rosa 
Bella" — has still a trace of the old chivalric suspension of space, time and cause.  When 
Chrestien's Lancelot, seeking Guenevere, has crossed the sword bridge into "the land 
from which no stranger returns," he is viewed from a tower window by King Bademagu, 
"very scrupulous and precise about honor and what was right," and by his son and 
opposite, the Queen's captor, Meleagant, "who never wearied of villainy, treason and 
felony."        (end Ciconia)  
 
44) Grimani Breviary, c. 1510, January, Biblioteca Marciana, Venice; + V details 

and return to whole; digital first gives a double of 43 and 44 
 
 In Malory, 1470, there is no good king Bademagu and no symbolic land.  With an 
armed force Mellyagraunce surprises the Queen at Maying and takes her to his castle 
seven miles from Westminster.  Launcelot gets word.  Mellyagraunce's archers shoot his 
horse.  He forces a driver to take him up in what for Chrestien was the mysterious cart.  
From a bay window, the Queen  
 

aspyed by his shelde that he was there hym self sir launcelot du lake; 
and thenne she was ware where came his hors ever after that charyot, 
and ever he trade his guttes and his paunche under his feet.  Allas sayd 
the quene now I see well and preve that wel is hym that hath a trusty 
frend.  

 
As in the Grimani densening, the very knights and queens accept the probabilities of the 
middle class.  
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45) Jan (and/or Hubert) van Eyck, 1422-24 (or 1413-17?), Baptism, from the Tres 
Belles Heures de Notre Dame, Museo Civico, Turin; video has details only (cf. 
Va45), returning to a cropped whole after 45a (cf. V45b) 

45a) Same, Voyaqe of St. Julian, from "Turin Hours", section of same MS burned in 
1904  

 
Music: Dunstable, c.1420(?), from O Rosa bella,  (Cape) ARC-3052  

 
 If there are turning points in history, the van Eyck miniatures from the Turin 
Hours — by one or both brothers and surely from the 1420's or before — are the point of 
departure for all the realism (trees, water, atmosphere and distance) to follow.  They 
succeed the Limbourg brothers as this Dunstable "O Rosa Bella" does the Ciconia (just 
heard) — not finer, not better, but polyphonically, sensuously, melodically advanced.  As 
Martin le France wrote, Dufay and Binchois, against the early century of Carmen and 
Cesaris:  
 

Have assumed the English style  
And followed after Dunstable. 

  (end Dunstable) 
 

 That mutation of 1425 differentiates the New Europe 
 
46) Rublev, Russian, 1422-27, Trinity, Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow  
 
from everything that had gone before.  The 1400 softening of International Style had 
cognates as far as the Byzantine — most tellingly in Russia.  Though the gentlest art of 
the West seems physical beside the mystic accord of Rublev's weightless angels, forming 
(at their Abraham supper) the flower-frail round of a Trinity.  
 
47) Claus Sluter, 1395-99, Head of Christ, Chartreuse de Champmol, Dijon; 

+ V detail 
 
 In Europe that horizon of grace becomes, as with Sluter, a Renaissance launching 
ground.  Thus the incarnate Christ which crowns his Dijon Fountain.  
 

Music: Apt MS., late 14th cent., Jesu nostra redemptio,  1st stanza, SAWT-
9505 
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 In the Apt "Redemptio" hymn, the revolution of immediacy takes the same center.  
The melody has risen from medieval tenor to descant; the bass settles down, seeking 
faux-bourdon chords; second progressions begin to yield to those of the fourth and fifth; 
that simple ordering of harmonic space founds the Renaissance Lauda:  

(cut Apt MS)  
 
48) Belbello da Pavia, c. 1412-30(?), Creation of Eve, Visconti Hours, National 
 Library, Florence (video: details only, cf V48) 
 

Music: Joh. Simon de Haspre, c.1400(?), "Ma doulce Amour,"  Odyssey 
32-160178  

 
 History moves by the precipitation and inbreeding of opposites:  Gothic 
flamboyance spills into the very years of humanist solemnity.  Thus the miniatures of 
Belbello, completing the Visconti Hours, with the terminal dissonances of Ars Nova:  de 
Haspre.     (fade de Haspre)  
 
49) Giovanni di Paolo, c. 1430(?), Entombment, Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore; 

first, video details 
 
 Siena is the most startling art-bastion of a Gothic-Byzantine heightened by new 
experiment.  In Giovanni di Paolo's Entombment, Peter does not interrupt, but casts a 
trans-real shadow on the gold light itself of the grave.  
 

Music: Cyprus, c.1420, Amen (close), from the Gloria, A.S. 126, B  
 
 In music, the French court of Cyprus, until its 1426 sack by the Sultan, tops the 
isorythmic brilliance of the school of Machault — from the Amen of a Gloria.  
 
 These pockets of fantastic continuance are not merely backward-looking.  Their 
symbolic agitation, gathering material force, will break into the Renaissance again and 
again, as Savonarola would stir Medici Florence, or Mannerist distortion climax in El 
Greco. 

(end Amen)  
 
50  Lorenzo Monaco, 1413, Nativity, Predella of the Coronation, Uffizi, 

Florence (CGB '48); + V detail 
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 In Florence the lingering transition works wonders of mystical sweetness, 
Monaco, Gentile, Fra Angelico.  Brolo's hymn to the Virgin, "O Celestial Light", 
melodizes the starry blend.  
 

Music: Bart. Brolo, c. 1410-20(?), O Celestial Lume (close), AS-l, 
(#8 in US)  

 
51)  Gentile de Fabriano, 1423, Shepherds from the Nativity, detail, Predella of 

Magi Altarpiece, Uffizi, Florence (CGB '48) 
Va52) Fra Angelico, c. 1425-30, Gate of Light, top left of Paradise Garden, from 

Last Judgment, San Marco, Florence 
52)  Same, Paradise Garden, whole; and video details (from 52 or V52) 

(end Brolo)  
 
 It is the celestial light of that chant which the saved enter in Fra Angelico's 
paradise, most childlike of those blessed gardens so much preferred to hell by Villon's 
mother: "La joye avoir me fay, haulte Deesse."  What came from the Song of Songs, 
through the well-spring of Revelation and the smiling depth of Dante's shores "painted 
with spring's miraculous colors", has grown as artlessly innocent as the Mary of the Lauds 
— "Madre e Sposa,/ candida olente rosa" — herself that orchard enclosed, its fragrant 
herbs, its clear fountain of life:  (Belcari) "viva fontana e chiara vena."  
 
53) Claus Sluter 1394-1404, Well of Moses (David, Jeremiah & Zachariah), 

Champmol, Charterhouse, near Dijon 
 
 The quantum leaps of history are not entirely localized.  We cannot say when the 
limpid grace was penetrated by the humanist wedge.  There had been Claus Sluter in 
Dijon, precocious as English Chaucer.  
 
Va54) Brunelleschi, esp. 1420-36, Dome of the Cathedral, Florence, detail 
Vb54) Roman, esp. Hadrian, 120 AD, Pantheon (rear), Rome (detail of CGB '86) 
54) Again, Brunelleschi, Cathedral with Dome against a cloudy sky 
 
 While, in Florence, Renaissance center, Brunelleschi's dome has not lost the 
bareness of the 1368 plan, that stamp of God's Gothic barn, which gives it a strength over 
all other domes.  Vasari stresses Brunelleschi's 1403 sketching from Roman temples and 
measuring of the Pantheon.  But Hadrian's brooding cement mass could hardly have 
suggested the levitational soar of Santa Maria del Fiore, its curve, as Vasari quotes 
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Brunelleschi, that of a pointed arch.  Whatever Rome inspired, the double shell of this 
ribbed and self-buttressed vault looked for its engineering to the Gothic North.  
 
1st 55) Masaccio 1425-26, Tribute Money, detail, Carmine, Florence; 

+ V closer detail 
 
 And Masaccio's noble art — by whatever blend of Giotto, nature, the Classic — 
fulfills Medieval incorporation:  to sanctify these sensuous presences.  Had not Paul and 
John promised a glorified body, in which we shall be sons of God and like him?  Had not 
Thomas Aquinas (II of II, 23, 1) made Charity Friendship, under the daring of cohumanity 
with God — quoting Christ:  "No longer will I call you servants, but my friends"?  
 
 As for music, there was nothing antique to recover.  Renaissance had to shape its 
forms from the polyphony of the Middle Ages.  
 
Va2nd 54) Again, Brunelleschi's Dome, nearer view (from 1st 54) 
For 2nd 54) Same, Cathedral of Florence, interior, nave (CGB '86) 
 
It was Dufay who wrote the motets for the 1436 consecration of this cathedral.  Their 
swelling four-voice canons share in its grandeur.  Yet a witness to that pomp paraphrases 
12th-century Suger on the anagogical gift of the New Light:  
 
 During these moments I enjoyed so much delight that it  seemed to me I was 
partaking on earth of the life of the  blessed.  
 

Music: Dufay, 1436, Nuper Rosarum Flores (last 4-voice section) 
BASF 30249  

 
2nd 55) Again, Tribute Money, detail, head of John 
56) Uccello 1436, Equestrian painting of Sir John Hawkwood, Duomo, 

Florence;  first, video detail 
(with Dufay "Amen" close)  

 
 Humanist assertion, Roman recovery, civic pride meet in sacred containment.  
Uccello had just painted the equestrian Hawkwood in the Cathedral where Dufay's music 
was performed.  And in the "Amen" of that praise of Florence, the condottiere  vaunt 
seems made in chords.  
 
57) Donatello, 1443-53, Gattamelata (from below), Piazzetta, Padua 
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V57a) Same, detail:  profile from the left (cf. 14th Century 74) 
V57b) Same, another view, upper spread 
 
 Literature, after the 14th century, ebbs, weighed down by too much Latin revival.  
Yet Alberti, humanist architect, breaks Gothic continuance with the first sonnet of 
Renaissance rhetoric and universalizing consciousness.  Petrarch's residual bareness:  
 

Solo e pensoso i piu deserti campi —  
Vo misurando a passi tardi e lenti —  
 
Alone and sad I measure empty fields —  

 
yields to a motion almost that of Shakespeare:  "Consum'd with that which it was 
nourish'd by." (Alberti, with Donatello's Gattamelata):  
 

Io vidi gia seder nell'arme irato  
Uom furioso, e pallido tremare...  
 
I saw of late an armed and furious man  
That for his anger trembled and was pale,  

 
Va58) Same, detail, profile, from the right 
58) Same, detail of the horseman 
 

And eyes I saw whereof tears trenchant ran 
For too great heat that did the heart assail; 
And I beheld a lover so long brood  
That he for sorrow could not weep or wail, 
Nor rarely saw those that could touch no food 
Because of hunger that had made them frail; 
I saw a vessel float and veer with wind  
Which wind too great did founder in the flood, 
And watched the greyhound as he coursed the hind 
For too great swiftness lose her in the wood. 
Thus I beheld how nature doth dispense  
To most of wishing, least of consequence.  (CGB) 

 
1st 59)  Masaccio, 1423-27, The Trinity, Santa Maria Novella, Florence (video: 

CGB '59 glazed slide, V59) 
 
 Perspective typefies the new ordering, art-precursor of natural science.  Here 
Masaccio applies Brunelleschi's conception.  How the vault looms, viewed, like the great 
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robed figures, from below; while the cross, breaking that system, meets us head on.  This 
theoretic space, this space of mind, will make as clear as possible the divergent modes of 
Florence  
 
60) Jan van Eyck, 1434, Arnolfini Marriage, National Gallery, London; 

+ V details. 
 
and (against it) of Flanders — Jan van Eyck's contemporary space of eye.  In this 
Arnolfini betrothal the capture of reality proceeds by awakened sense and skilled hand — 
in textures, shadowing and touch, beyond anything Italy would produce for generations.  
Though if the recessive lines of floor, ceiling, window, bed, are in fact plotted, they form, 
as in the school of Giotto, separate convergences.  Of course, an interior scanned by an 
actual viewer will have as many meeting points as the fixes of the scanning eye.  What is 
in question is not reality itself, whatever that may mean,  
 
2nd 59) Again, Masaccio Trinity, upper detail (video pans this from 1st 59 or V59) 
 
but space heroically formulated by the mathematics of Florentine mind.  It is that 
universal grasp which lifts the Masaccio to the verge of awe.  Meanwhile, in both 
pictures, the new techniques become sacramental; they reconstitute devotion.  This frontal 
Father, the kind of image Cusanus would call "omnivoyant", viewing all viewers, brings 
the sacred into spatial grandeur.  
 
2nd 60) Again, van Eyck, Marriage (video: details only, from 1st 60 and V2nd 60) 
 
 Yet even the van Eyck records a sacrament of marriage (Panovsky):  the clogs 
("put off your shoes, for this is holy ground"); the single candle for the Eye of God; the 
painter as witness, seen in the mirror ("Jan van Eyck was here").  If what revolutionizes 
faith in Masaccio is the theoretical and classical, here it is the pietistic pervasion of the 
Brothers of the Common Life.  
 
61) Double:  {A} Venetian, finished 1434, Ca d'Oro, Grand Canal; and {B} Alberti, 

1446, Palazzo Rucellai, Florence, + V single of {B} 
 
 Such counter-thrusts compose the time-wave.  Within the bounds of Italy, Venice 
and Florence present a complementarity.  In Venice the Gothic tracery of the Ca d'Oro 
finished 1434 (left); from Florence twelve years later, the Rucellai Palace by Alberti, with 
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its classical pilasters and rustic masonry — share in the individual and worldly 
emergence. 
 
62) Flemish Civic Architecture, 1402-54, Hotel de Ville, Brussels 
 
 From the same years, the town hall of Brussels — extending the European axis 
from Tuscany to Flanders — speaks the North in no way backward, its Flamboyant stone 
spired to a search as boldly Faustian.  
 
Va63) Fra Angelico, 1430-34, Descent from the Cross, detail of Christ, San Marco 

Museum, Florence 
63) Same, whole; + V central detail (from V63a) 
 

Music: Dufay, 1452, Qui tollis, Missa "Se la face ay pale,"  (Munrow) 
Seraphim S-60267  

 
 Art and music convey the embryonic interworking of that web of commerce and 
skills, letters and science.  Let this Descent from the Cross, begun by Lorenzo Monaco 
before 1425 and finished by Fra Angelico, be the Florentine harbinger.  For music we 
choose, from Dufay's 1450 return to Italy, the Qui Tollis from his first tenor Mass, "Se la 
face ay pale"  (brilliantly sung by Munrow's Consort).  
 
 We cannot tell if Angelico's expressive composition, with even the central rise of 
the foliated frame,  (fade "Se la face ay pale"  Mass)  
 
64) Roger van der Weyden, 1435-40, Descent from the Cross, Prado, Madrid; 

with video details (video using V64, of greener coloring) 
 

Music: Dufay, 1472, Qui tollis, from Missa "Ave regina caelorum"  
MHS 4743A  

 
suggested (perhaps through a woodcut?) Roger van der Weyden's Prado Descent, with its 
central rise and framing filigree.  Here, although the shallow space and gold ground look 
backward, the fleshed and robed passion of these sufferers surges ahead.  So in Dufay, the 
fabric of sound deepens over twenty years to the Qui tollis of his last mass, "Ave regina 
caelorum,"  sung at the dedication of the Cathedral of Cambrai.         
(fade "Ave regina caelorum")  
 
65) Ghiberti, 1425-52, East Doors, detail of Eve, Baptistry, Florence 
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V65a)  Same, Creation & Expulsion of Adam and Eve 
V65b)  Same, Upper four reliefs (with video return to 65, closer detail of Eve)  
 

Music: Italian, 15th cent., Perla Mia, Nonesuch 71071  
 
In music, the aesthetic balance of Italy — as influential, as in the other arts — works 
through the humbler forms of Laude and Frottole.  One piece, "Perla mia", may stake out 
the hidden claim (the words, and perhaps the tune, by Giustiniani from the early century, 
the setting, it seems, somewhat later) — such smooth harmonies as Ghiberti wrought into 
the final doors, those Michelangelo thought worthy to be the gates of Paradise.  
Throughout the century the great Northern composers are in continual touch with this 
melodious soul of Italy.             
(fade Perla Mia)  
 
Va66)  Bourges, 1195-1260, Cathedral, from south-east 
Vb66) Same, Piers and Vaults (Sam Adams' slide); also digital  
66)  Same, interior, Nave and Choir (CGB '84) 
 

Music: School of Paris, c. 1240, 2-voice Melisma, Ille, last section, 
(Tinayre) Lumen 32,013 

 
 Over 200 years, the Gothic architecture of the North had unfolded from the 
structural severity and mystical distance of 13th-century Bourges, — this theology of 
triune lights (with a school of Perotin melisma) —      
    (close Ille)  
 
Va67) Norman to Perpendicular, 1094-1500, spire 15th cent., Norwich (CGB '84)  
67) Same, interior, 14th cent., apse and windows, 15th cent. vault; + V detail 
 

Music: Worcester Harmony, c. 1310, from Puellare Gremium, History of 
Music in Sound II, RCA-V LM 6015  

 
to foliate, through the next century, the traceried wealth of England — so Norwich choir 
— music sweetening from the Worcester Fragments, around 1300, (fade Puellare) to 
Benet, on the eve of Dunstable.  
 

Music: John Benet(?), early 15th cent., from Sanctus "Jacet granum"  
Nonesuch H-71292       (fade) 

 
68) German, esp. 15th cent., Nave and aisle of Ulm (CGB '59) 
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V68a) Jorg Syrlin the Elder, 1469-74, Double:  [A] Pythagoras; and [B] the 
Cimmerian Sibyl, from the stalls of Ulm Cathedral 

V68b) German 15th cent., nave to aisles, St. Georgskirche, Nördlingen, West 
Germany (CGB '59) 

 
Music: Paumann, c. 1450, end of Benedicite, (Tinayre) Lumen 32012  

 
 By 1450 those Gothic branchings had ripened, as here at Ulm, a columned and 
lighted pre-reformation hall.  While the blind organist Paumann wreathed the Benedicite 
in triadic harmonies.  

(close Paumann)  
 
 By the paired Rebirth of North and South, this last Gothic shares in the spatial 
ease of early Renaissance  —  
 
69) Apulian, c. 1160, aisle to nave, Bari Cathedral (CGB '84); + V return to Ulm 

interior (detail of columns and vault from 68)  
 
more than all the round-arched precursors of Italian Romanesque, from Lucca and 
Florence to this 12th century Cathedral of Bari in Apulia.  What if they are called Proto-
renaissance?  That proto  goes centuries back, as to a solemn crypt — as far from the 
lightening of Ulm,  
 
70) Brunelleschi, 1436 ff., aisle and nave of Santa Spirito, Florence (CGB '59); 

video:  upper detail only 
V70a) Same, another view (CGB '84); then video returns to 70, lower detail, Aisle 

and Nave 
 
as from Brunelleschi's lofty liberation of the Roman Basilica from the weight of Rome.  
 
 In music, Dunstable, who worked on the Continent, influenced from Italy and 
known there, spearheaded such 1425 changes.  His "Veni Sancte Spiritus", "Come Holy 
Spirit", esteemed and sung through the century, gives mystical love the breath and 
hypnotic weaving of sensuous sound.  Of the sustained Cape recording we hear only the 
closing section.  
 

Music: Dunstable, c. 1425(?), Veni Sancte Spiritus (bar 121 ff.) 
VLM 6016 (2)  
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71) Donatello, 1411-13, St. Mark, Or San Michele, Florence 
V71a) Same, detail of head, new angle 
 
 When Michelangelo praised Donatello's 1412 St. Mark, it was not for Roman 
face, nor for Gothic robe, but for sacred humanization:  "It would have been impossible to 
have rejected the gospel if preached by such a straightforward man as this."  
 
72) Masaccio, c. 1426, Peter and John heal the sick, Carmine, Florence (video 

divides to details, above and below) 
 
 Masaccio's concern with earth, to show common men in the commonest alley of 
Florence, does not preclude but empowers a deeply religious art.  Peter and John walk 
forward, wrapped in thought; Peter's shadow heals the sick and lame.  
 
73) Same, detail of Peter and cripples (video works from V73) 
V73a) Same, face of the cripple huddled on the ground 
 
One, risen, prays; another rises; a third huddles, the uplifted face lighted around caves of 
mouth and eye.  
 
74) Hubert and Jan Van Eyck, 1426-27, Mary detail, Altar of the Lamb, Ghent; 
 first, video detail of face 

(close Dunstable)  
 
 Over the contrast already made, of medium and style, the brothers van Eyck serve 
the same transformation.  Everything of the world, stuff, jewels, hair, lends light and 
touch to the heavenly.  
 
75) Same, God, detail, Altar of the Lamb; + V detail 
 
 Here, also from the Ghent altar, is another of Cusanus' omnivoyants:  
 

If I strive in human fashion to transport you to things divine, I have 
found nothing better than an image which is omnivoyant... such... I call 
the icon of God.  This picture, brethren, ye shall set up in some place... 
and each of you shall find, from whatsoever quarter observed, that it 
looks at him as if it looked at no other...  

 
1st 76) Roger Van der Weyden, 1450-60, Deposition, Uffizi, Florence 
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 In the Flemish succession of mid-century, and in creative exchange with Italy, the 
humanization of the gospel proceeds — here Van der Weyden, from during or after his 
Florentine stay.  
 
1st 77) Fra Angelico, 1439-45, Noli me Tangere,  San Marco, Florence 
V1st 77a) Fra Angelico, c. 1440, Annunciation, San Marco, Florence 
 
 In Italy too; as the powers of Masaccio fill out the forms of Gothic tenderness, the 
'forties and 'fifties fruit in saintly celebration, as present as Angelico's garden where 
Christ greets the Magdalen.  
 
 In music Ockeghem, Dufay's successor, holds an all-time summit of heavenly 
polyphonic weaving, the serene stretching and enhancement of Dunstable's fabric.  
 
 The works of the Florentine organist Squarcialupi are lost.  The Italian pieces that 
remain, from Romanus of 1416 to Gaffurio toward the end of the century, are not 
recorded.  
 
Va2nd 76) Roger Van der Weyden, c. 1430-35, Annunciation, Left Wing of the 

Magi Altar, Alte Pinakothek, Munich (CGB '59) 
2nd 76) Again, Van der Weyden, Deposition, detail (video works from 1st 76) 
 
 In any case, the Flemings were dominant; and there is no one, before or after, who 
could suspend such a web of besouled breathing as Ockeghem.  Here the "Qui tollis" 
from the Mass: "Ecce Ancilla Dei".  
 

Music: Ockeghem, c.1470(?), Qui tollis, Mass: Ecce Ancilla Dei,  BAS-
21512-1  

 
2nd 77) Fra Angelico, Noli me Tangere,  detail, San Marco, Florence 
V2nd 77a) Beato Angelico, 1439-45, fresco, Coronation of the Virgin, upper detail, 

San Marco, Florence 
78) Domenico Veneziano, c. 1450, Madonna and Saints, Uffizi, Florence 

(CGB '59) 
 
 In Veneziano the old triptych turns to a colonnaded space, in which a calm of 
form and pastel color  
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79) Piero della Francesca, 1463-65, Resurrection, cropped, Borgo San Sepulcro; 
+ V detail 

 
looks to Piero della Francesca:  this Resurrection of God in Olympian flesh and Robe.  
(Music:  Quoniam)  Here, with as rapt an omnivoyant as art offers, we conclude Cusanus' 
vision:  
 

As in a mirror, an icon, a riddle,  
 
80) Same, Piero, head of Christ  
 

I see life eternal, which is nothing else but that blessed regard, that 
gaze of love which never ceases to behold.me, even the most secret 
places of my soul.  

 
81) Fouquet, 1453-55, Trinity in Glory, Hours of Etienne Chevalier, Chantilly, 

+ V detail 
 
 In mid-century France, Fouquet has shown forth the rose-courts of blessing.  And 
Cusanus:  
 

For with Thee to behold is to give life, to inflame by love's imparting, 
and in imparted flame, to let me drink the dew of gladness, drink and 
be infused with the fountain of life, copartner with Thee and thy Son in 
immortal bliss,  

 
82) Memling, 1479, Baptism detail, Left Wing, St. Catharine Altar, Bruges 
 

the source of all delights, the maximum, undeprived, of every rational 
desire, than which a greater cannot be conceived.  

 
 By 1480, in Bruges, Memling clothes the simple Coming in a fruitful ease of earth 
and waters.  
 
83) Botticelli, 1481-82, Adoration of the Magi, center detail, National Gallery, 

Washington D.C. (CGB '60); cf. V83, same, wider view (CGB '60) 
V83a) Same, closer detail of Madonna and landscape (from CGB '75) 
 
 At the same time in Florence, Botticelli refines the mystical to an aesthetic of 
starred fabrics and translucent veils.    (end Ockeghem)  
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84) Jacobo della Quercia, 1425-38, "In the Sweat of thy Brow," bronze relief, 

doors of San Petronio, Bologna 
 
 But Gothic had been stretched from the start between peace and frenzy, the peace 
enriching its texture, the frenzy more material in drive.  By the 1430's, della Quercia's 
bronze doors in Bologna have passed the bequest of power to Michelangelo.  
 
85) Double:  [A] Masolino and [B] Masaccio, both c. 1425, Temptation and 

Expulsion, details, Brancacci Chapel, Carmine, Florence 
 
 In the Brancacci chapel of the Carmine, we feel it like a Gospel command — that 
passage from the Gothic line and mystery of Masolino's innocent Temptation, to the 
tragic expulsion of Masaccio.  Masolino had chosen this pupil and collaborator; yet how 
those quiet sinners of his Eden must have gazed across the chapel toward their nobler 
expulsion — "Paradise well lost!"  
 
86) Pisanello, c. 1435, St. George and the Princess fresco, Sant' Anastasia, 

Verona; + V closer detail with gibbet 
 
 So too in Pisanello's 1435 fresco of St. George and the Princess:  with the housing 
of beatitude, force too knits its fabric.  The attack is of realism itself, a keenness of seeing 
and being which arose out of Gothic (that gibbet here against the sky) —  
 
until all the Magdalens and beggar rogues of soul-levelling Christendom meet in Villon 
and Fat Margot:  
 
87) Pisanello, same fresco, detail of gibbet only, two hanged men 
 

Come back, whenever you're in rut  
To this brothel where we hold our state.  (CGB) 
 
Retournez cy, quant vous serez en ruit, 
En ce bordeau ou tenons nostre estat!  

 
Or, to match Pisanello's detail:  
 

I am Francois, I confess,  
Born in Paris, near Pontoise,  
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And by six feet of hemp-grass,  
My neck will learn the weight of my ass.  (CGB) 

 
88) Andrea del Castagno, 1447, Last Supper, center, Convent Santa Apollonia, 

Florence (video shows first a closer detail from Va88, then draws a wider 
center from V88, of the whole) 

 
 In Florence before mid century, the pastel calm of Veneziano is complemented by 
Castagno, here from a Last Supper.  "Can you minister to a mind diseased?"; Castagno:  
"I will set its diseases visibly before you." Among the variegated marble panels of this 
room, that where Judas sits (across from Christ), traces the hell-whorls of his jealous 
thought.  
 
Va89) Francesco Cossa (or del Cossa), c. 1470, Month of March, middle detail, 

Schifanoia Palace, Ferrara 
89) Same, detail of a peasant 
 
 As the factual comes to parity with its faith containment, an expression is first 
possible (as in the Ferrara Months, by Cossa, about 1470), lean and hard as Gothic, yet 
already of Breughel's Renaissance earth.  Dante had led the way, as in the metaphor of 
Inferno 24, where a peasant takes the frost for snow:  
 

...when the hoarfrost on the ground  
copies the likeness of her white sister…  
and the peasant who needs fodder rises  
and looks out and sees the fields all whitened, 
and turning back to the house, smites his thigh...  (CGB) 

 
90) Same, March vineyard; + V detail 
 
 By the time of these Cossa frescoes, such calendar observation (this March 
Vineyard) was the life of Mantuan (Turberville's translation, 1567):  
 

 The man that earst did sowe  
And tillde his stonie soile,  
 hath let a fielde his plowe  
And takes his ease: the wearie ground  
 it selfe doth slumber nowe.  
The Shephierd having shutte  
 his dores, and caught his cloake  
Keepes house: Neara eke doth sitte  

7/1994 15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

27 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

 at home in smothering smoake  
At Chimnie nooke, and plies  
 hir pottage Pot apace...  

 
91) Rohan Hours, c. 1425(?), January, detail, National Library, Paris 
 
 In the Rohan Hours, from about 1425, such realism had incised, within Gothic, 
the biting winter of Villon's Legacy:  
 

Sur le Noel, morte saison:  (Kinnell) 
 
Near Christmas, the dead time  
When wolves live on the wind  
And men stick to their houses  
Against the frost, close by the blaze...  

 
92) Fouquet, c. 1450, Medallion Self-Portrait, Louvre, Paris; + V detail 
 
 In Fouquet's Medallion, self assumes that edged precision.  No wonder the 
Testaments so worked on Pound and Eliot — Villon in the first (called Small) penning 
his bitter bequests until the ink is frozen and the candle blown out; in the second, called 
Great, Villon himself burnt-out:  
 

En 1'an de mon trentiesme aage —  
 
In the thirtieth year of my age,  
Having drunk my fill of shame...  
 
Written in the year 'sixty-one  
When the good king delivered me  
From the harsh prison of Meung... (CGB) 

 
93) Pollaiuolo, c. 1470, Hercules and Antaeus, Uffizi, Florence 
 

I spit phlem as white as cotton,  
Gobs as big as tennis balls...  
 
Thanks to God and Jacques Thibault  
Who gave me cold water... underground... (CGB) 

 
 In Florence that carborundum would hone Pollaiuolo's Hercules and Antaeus to a 
scalpel —  

7/1994 15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

28 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

 
94) Pollaiuolo, c. 1460(?), Girl's profile, Poldi-Pezzoli, Milan; + V detail 
94a) Pollaiuolo, c. 1475, Apollo and Daphne, National Gallery, London 
 

Music: Dufay, c.1440-50(?), Adieu m'amour,  Cape, EMS-206  
 
under which beauty thins to the wistful delight of the Poldi-Pezzoli girl, mostly attributed 
to that same anatomist Pollaiuolo.  As if for all freshness and joy Dufay's "Adieu 
m'amour" were sounding.  So the wailful brightness of Villon's best-known ballade, "des 
dames du temps jadis":  
 

Dictes moy ou, n'en quel pays,  
Est Flora la belle Rommaine...  
Mais ou sont les neiges d'antan?  

 
Of which Rossetti, for all his "yester-year", caught something;  
 

Where is Echo, beheld of no man,  
Only heard on river and mere — 
She whose beauty was more than human?  
But where are the snows of yester-year?  

 
95) English, c. 1460, Sculptured corpse from Beckington Tomb, Cathedral, Wells 

(CGB '84) 
(fade Adieu m'amour)  

 
 Villon's ballade is introduced by a description of death, sharp as those tombs 
where (sometimes) worms and mice crawl from the sculptured corpse — yet of strange 
beauty (Symons):  
 

No, I am not, as others are,  
Child of the angels, with a wreath  
Of planets or of any star.  
My father's dead, and lies beneath  
The churchyard stone: God rest his breath!  

 
Va96) Donatello, 1455-58, Mary Magdalen, upper half, Duomo Museum, Florence 

(CGB '86) 
96) Same, head, another view 
V96a) Same, detail of hands 
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I know that my poor old mother  
(And she too knows) must come to death,  
And that her son must follow her...  

 
After comes the old Helmet-maker, with  
 

Peaked chin, and cheeks all waste and dead,  
And lips that are two skinny rags —   (Swinburne) 

 
elsewhere compared with this Donatello Magdalen.  Though the Magdalen might stand as 
well for Villon's mother in her "Prayer to our Lady":  
 

I am a woman, very old and poor;  
I know nothing; I cannot read at all.  

 
a97) Stef. Lochner, 1440-45, Last Judgment, upper detail of saved, Wallraf-

Richartz Museum, Köln (CGB '74) 
97) Same, detail of damned and gorilla-devil (CGB '74); while V97 uses a central 

detail of saved and damned (panned on the video from 98, the whole) 
V97a) Same, lower detail of saved soul and angel, panned from a97 
 

Music: Dufay, c. 1450, Mass "Se la face ay pale"  from Gloria, "Cum 
sancto Spiritu, (Munrow) Seraphim S-60267 

 
But when I go to church, I see on the wall 
A painted heaven where harps and lutes are, 
A hell also, where damned spirits boil.  
One gives me happiness, the other fear.  
Give me the happiness, Goddess of the sky, 
To whom all sinners should render, without guile,  
Theirs and themselves in love and humble prayer — 
And in this faith I mean to live and die.   (CGB) 

 
Va98) Same, Lechery detail from Usury and Lechery slide (CGB '74) 
Vb98) English perpendicular Gothic 15th c., Doom Painting, c. 1475, St. Thomas 

Church, Salisbury (CGB '86) 
98) Lochner Last Judgment, whole (CGB '74) 
 
— Lochner's Judgment reviving for us, with the vigor of a Dufay Gloria, what was 
painted in all the churches of Christendom, the timeless drop, without which the action of 
Renaissance loses its stretch and tuning.  As the Helmetress says of earth's joy:  
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Que m'en reste il?  Honte et pechié. 
(close Gloria) 

 
For 1st 99) Donatello, 1445-48, Pieta, bronze relief, Sant' Antonio, Padua; which 

video prefaces with 2nd 99, Donatello, Padova Crucifix, upper half 
 
 In Donatello's Christ, in Villon's Everyman-self, the rising tragic twist is of the 
enobled, but mortal frame (Symonds):  
 

Whoever dies, dies with much pain;  
For when his wind and breath are sped,  
His gall breaks on his heart, and then  
He sweats, God knows that sweat of men!  

 
(No need to ask how God knows.)  
 

Son fiel se creve sur son cuer,  
Puis sue, Dieu scet quelle sueur!  

 
 Significant for the whole Pascalian reversal of Promethean Renaissance, that 
Donatello, spearhead of pagan recovery and sensuous enfleshment, should also have led 
in the break to penitential force.  From his Padua altar,  
 
1st 100) Mantegna, c. 1490-95, foreshortened Dead Christ, Brera, Milan 
 
the Passion whirl spreads and mounts through Mantegna, from the early frescoes to this 
foreshortened Dead Christ.  And in music too the stress of the humanist wedge driven 
into Gothic swells toward the late century and Reformation.  Curious, that where we 
invoked Ockeghem, supposed canon-tormenter, for floating ease, we call on Obrecht, 
supposed softener, for the fevered counter-pole.  
 
2nd 99) Donatello, 1444, bronze Crucifix, upper half, Sant'Antonio, Padova; while 

video takes a closer detail 
 

Music: Obrecht, c.1480-90(?), 3rd Kyrie, Missa Fortuna Desperata,  Decca 
DL 79413  

 
2nd 100) Again, Mantegna, Dead Christ, cropped 
101) Botticelli, 1495, Deposition, Poldi-Pezzoli Museum, Milan; + V details 
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 Such the cry of contrition which shook Botticelli and burned Savonarolla.  
 
102) Cosimo Tura, 1474, Pieta from the Roverella Polyptych, Louvre, Paris; 

+ V detail 
(close Kyrie)  

 
 And already by the '70's, in the Ferrara from which Savonarolla would move to 
Florence, Cosimo Tura had forged, from Gothic and Donatello, an anticipation of 
Mannerist and Baroque, strange, as in later literature, Gongora and Donne.  
 
103) Antonella da Messina, 1475, Crucifixion, Beaux Arts, Brussels; with video 

details (cf. V103a) 
 

Music: Obrecht, c.1480-90(?), 2nd Agnus, Missa Fortuna Desperata, 
Decca DL 79413  

 
 Yet through the same years, Antonella da Messina, absorbing into Sicilian post-
Gothic the space of Florence, with the nature and oil techniques of Flanders, was 
preparing (even in this Crucifixion) for the rich calm of Venetian high Renaissance.  
While Northern composers (here from the Agnus of the same Obrecht Mass) have steeped 
their counterpoint (fade Obrecht) in the chordal expressiveness of Italy:  
 

Music: Italian Frottola, c. 1490(?), from Rusticus, ut asinum...,  AS 77  
 
here a peasant's lament for his dead donkey (and had those humanists heard that early 
Christians vere rumored to have worshipped a crucified ass?)          
(fade Rusticus)  
 
104) Quadruple: used in old 80 slide show, and now in digital; it combines 104A 

and 104B as listed below.  From these, the video opens with singles of the 
Donatello (Va104), and of the Angelico (from Vc104) 

104A) Double: {A} Donatello 1415-16, St. George, head, Bargello, Florence; and 
{B} Michelangelo 1501-04, David, head, Accademia, Florence 

104B) Double: {A} Fra Angelico 1434?, Angel of Annunciation, Magi Panel, San 
Marco, Florence; and {B} Botticelli 1501, Mary from Mystical Nativity, 
National Gallery, London 

 
 If the style-work of the 15th century is the articulation of humanist islands within 
the eddying continuance of Medieval faith, it is in Florence that the unconscious change 

7/1994 15th Century:  Early Renaissance 

32 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

(drop added to drop until crystallization nears) most dramatically presses toward 
conscious reordering.  There the precursive souls, from Donatello (St. George, 1415) to 
Michelangelo (David, 1501-4), magnify the reasoned assertion of power.  While others, 
from Angelico (1430) to Botticelli (1500) refine the spirit and line of Gothic, but with 
such ripening of the sensuous and aesthetic, as involves them in the same vortex. 
 
105) Double: [A] Mantegna (above), c. 1468, Triumph of Silenus, British Museum, 

London (Engraving); and [B] Donatello (below), 1455-57, Bacchic Revel, base 
of Judith, Piazza della Signoria, Florence; first, video singles 

 
Music: Josquin, before 1500(?), from El Grillo, New York Pro Musica, 

Decca DL 79435  
 
 The polarity, working to climax, had shown itself in Donatello.  On the pagan side 
— with Josquin's frottole, "El Grillo" — come Lorenzo de Medici's satyrs and nymphs in 
Bacchic dance:  
 

Or da Bacco riscaldati,  
Ballon, saltan tuttavia — 

 
taking up the levity of Donatello's sportive relief (below) — no doubt seen by Mantegna 
on his 1466 Florentine visit (compare his Triumph of Silenus, above).   
          (fade El Grillo)  
 
106) Donatello, 1455-57, Judith and Holofernes, bronze, Piazza del Signoria, 

Florence; with video details (first, below; then of Holofernes) 
 
Yet Donatello's carousing amorini  
 

Music: Josquin des Pres, close of Mass, Ave Maris Stella, Decca DL 
79435  

 
adorn the base of his most puzzling late bronze, Judith hacking off the head of 
Holofernes.  That harrier of Israel dies drunk.  The cushions beneath him seem spouting 
wine skins.  So the Bacchantes in Poliziano's pioneer Opera (Isaac's music lost) display 
the head of deviant Orpheus:  "Evoé Bacco, Bacco".  Over all sex-death puzzles of this 
bronze pillar of flesh, one thing is clear, that the tension of the century and of Donatello 
himself, between pagan delight and penitential seizure,  
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107) Same, upper detail of Judith; video uses V107 (same, different framing) 
V107a) Same, another view, upper detail only 
 
has been spanned in a prophetic monument.  
 
 But Josquin too worked over that divide:  against the Grillo, and from the same 
Petrucci record, his Mass, Ave Maris Stella, raises the plea to the Lamb of God to a last 
strident cry. (close Josquin) Such Savonarolla's "Oimè":  
 

All Italy has asked the Judgment of war and plague... 
Return to Jesus Christ, his Mother and meek Spouse; 
Quit the inveterate vice of your godless ways.   (CGB) 

 
108) Botticelli, 1474, Adoration of the Magi, Uffizi, Florence (cf V108, CGB '59); 

+ four video details (three from V108a and V108b) 
 
 No one lived both myths, pagan and Christian, more poignantly than Botticelli.  
His 1475 Medicean Adoration of the Magi assumes the bel viver  of his master, Lippi.  
Old Cosimo kneels to the child; in front, his son Piero (both dead by that time) faces the 
radiant Giuliano, soon to be murdered in the Pazzi conspiracy.  Far right, looking out, we 
cannot miss the proud painter, Alessandro.  Far left, Lorenzo, citizen-ruler holds court.  
Poliziano, prodigy of Renaissance poetry, fawns on him — a caress even Lorenzo's horse 
toothfully resents.  
(Digital adds 108c, Botticelli's Giuliano — see Face and Landscape 34 or 34a; then 
108d, central detail of Venus from the Spring)  
 
 Perhaps a year after this painting, Giuliano's love for Simonetta (Vespucci by 
marriage) would come to the climax of the January 1476 tournament, over which he, 
victor, would crown her queen.  
 
 On April 26th of the same year, Simonetta's death of consumption ranked their 
love with Petrarch's and Dante's.  On the second anniversary of her death, Giuliano's 
assassination turned it to myth.  As Poliziano had written (for Giuliano):  
 

She seemed Minerva in act, Venus in face... 
 

a109) Botticelli, 1478, Primavera (Spring), whole, Uffizi, Florence; + V detail 
(using Va109 center) 
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109) Same, Botticelli Primavera, upper left quadrant; + V detail: (to which add 
close-up of the little cloud, from V109a) 

 
 
or in La Giostra:  
 

Candida e ella, e candida la vesta,  
Ma pur di rose e fior dipinta e d'erba...  

 
 In Botticelli's Primavera, realm of that Simonetta Venus, Mercury with his wand 
disperses gathering clouds.  How Dante's simultaneous levels of literal, political, moral 
and anagogical meaning, might reconcile our critics: —  
 
 If Simonetta comes to this grove through the dispersed cloud of death, it remains 
Tuscan elysium, from which Good Counsel would banish clouds to ensue.  As Striggio 
would write for Monteverdi's Orfeo more than a century later: "Deh, sommi Dei,/ Non 
torcete da noi benigno il guardo."  
 
110) Botticelli, c. 1842, Pallas and the Centaur, Uffizi, Florence (CGB '59; video 

shows upper half only 
 
 So with Botticelli's Pallas and the Centaur:  the contention of political or moral 
ignores the same Dante-to-Can-Grande.  No doubt the delivery of Reason from man-beast 
is guided by Minerva; yet her dress, adorned with the Medici emblem, surely hints at 
Lorenzo and some feat of diplomatic control.  
 
111) Botticelli, 1483(?), Venus and Mars, National Gallery, London; + V detail 
 
 Is the control more threatened in this Mars and Venus of perhaps a year later?  It 
is cheerful when Venus as Humanitas prevails over Mars as discord.  So at Alexander's 
marriage (Lucian) cupids played with his armor.  But this loved-out Giuliano-Florence is 
in jeopardy.  He sleeps, while those lusty satyrs with the lance stir up a hornet's nest.  
That the pun on Vespe (wasp) suggests the patronage of Simonetta's Vespucci, can only 
complement the danger, which, as in Biblical prophecy, is both past and future.  
 
112) Botticelli ,1490, Head of St. John from Madonna of San Barnabas, Uffizi, 

Florence 
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 By 1490, in the head of St. John from the Barnabas altar, Botticelli wakes to the 
fullness-of-time being announced by Savonarolla in his San Marco sermons of that year:  
 

The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare the way of the 
Lord."  

 
113) Botticelli, c. 1494-95, Calumny of Apelles, Uffizi, Florence; + V details 

(using V113, Uffizi slide?) 
 
 By the old view, Botticelli's reconstitution (c.1495) of Apelles' Calumny, 
described by Lucian — an innocent man slandered before a Midas-eared king and 
dragged to judgment, with the blackrobed penitence to follow, and the final pure 
revelation of naked truth — was aimed, on the political level, at the papal censure of 
Savonarolla:  Botticelli (here his late works confirm Vasari) shaken by those Apocalyptic 
sermons.  A strange caution, to discredit that, while making an issue of this hall, carved 
with pagan and Christian subjects — as if the painter had not devoted those years to 
reading and illustrating Dante, whose Purgatory reliefs enforce, by just such polarity, the 
cleansing of politics and spirit.  
 
114) Double: Botticelli 1492-97, Dante drawings, {A} Inferno 18 and {B} Para-

diso 6, E. & W. Berlin (video singles only; see file) 
 
 Perhaps Botticelli bore his share of Calumny as well:  as in Vasari's story:  
"Without any education, and scarce knowing how to read, he writes a commentary on 
Dante!" But who else pursued almost to the point of starving, soul's ascent from the rank 
grovelling of the Bad Ditches, to the flame-geometry of Beatrice's Empyrean?  In soul as 
in paint, where was the link, but in Botticelli, to Leonardo and Michelangelo?  
 
115) Piero della Francesca, c. 1455, Bearing the Sacred Wood, Frescoes of the 

Legend of the Cross, San Francesco, Arezzo (video:  detail only) 
 
 From mid-century (as under the pastel calm of Piero della Francesca — here one 
of the Arezzo frescoes, where a laborer carrying the timber destined, centuries after, for 
the true cross, becomes a mystic prototype of Christ)  
 
116) Piero della Francesco, 1465(?), portraits of Federigo de Montefeltro and 

Battista Sforza, Duke and Duchess of Urbino, Uffizi, Florence 
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what was heightening force and counterforce was the emergence of the new man (new 
woman) — the harmonious space of Piero's religious art complemented by the 
transforming boldness of his portrayed patron, Federigo de Montefeltro of Urbino, here 
with his Sforza wife.  
 
117) Double: {A} Hugo v.d. Goes, c. 1471(?), head from Magi Adoration, Berlin-

Dahlem; and {B} Mantegna, 1480, head of archer from St. Sebastian, Louvre, 
Paris 

 
 As the century advances, such assertion swells under the visible interpenetration 
of Flemish realism and the revived antiquity of Italy — (left) one of the Magi from a 
Hugo van der Goes altar, about 1470, in the tradition of van Eyck and van der Weyden, 
though already humanized from the South; and (right) ten years later, absorbing and 
Romanizing that Flemish skill, this archer from Mantegna's St. Sebastian.  
 
118) Double:  {A} Fr. Laurano, c. 1470, Battista Sforza, Bargello, Florence; and 

{B} Pollaiuolo, c. 1475, Giuliano da Medici, Bargello, Florence (with video 
singles:  B, then A) 

 
 In Florence, two portraits, from 1470 and '75, by Laurano and Pollaiuolo, of a 
Sforza daughter and a Medici son, juxtaposed, enact Renaissance drama.  But what 
Machiavelli would concentrate in the 1518 Mandragola, had been voiced before 1500 and 
in Spain, in the tragi-comedy of the high-born Melibea and her seduction by the 
somewhat lower Calisto, with the help of the old bawd Celestina.  Calisto's passion:  
 

If God would give me, for the sight of you, a seat among his saints in 
heaven, I would not take it;  

 
his idolatry when asked "Are you a Christian?"  
 

I am a Melibean.  I acknowledge no other deity in heaven while she 
remains on earth;  

 
Melibea's proud purity:  

 
Vete, vete de ahí, torpe — Go, wretch; I cannot tolerate one who 
would plant in me the delights of illicit love;  

 
her vulnerability to Celestina, that hag "who could move stones to lechery by her art" — 
shape tragedy:  
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119) Double:  French Renaissance, c. 1455, Figures from the House of Jacques 

Coeur, Bourges; first, V details of the singles: Va119 and Vb119 (CGB '81) 
 
 "My daughter, why have you left me to despair, weeping and lonely in this vale of 
tears?" — "¿Por qué me dejaste triste y solo in hac lachrymarum valle?"  
 
 In France, with Jacques Coeur, merchant-prince of Bourges — his motto "A 
vaillans coeurs, riens impossible" — Renaissance assertion, battling Medieval Fortune 
and the brittle world, had sowed that tragic field.  Founder of French trade with the 
Levant, rescuer of the national currency, who financed Charles VII's wars and fought at 
his side to oust the English from Normandy, who built chapels and established colleges 
— Coeur, betrayed by the King and accused without pretext of plotting and poisoning, 
was tried by his enemies, fined what might now be a hundred million dollars, and thrown 
into prison, his goods divided among the king's favorites.  After five years he escaped, but 
died of sickness as he led a fleet against the Turk for the relief of Rhodes.  
 
 At the windows of his Bourges house, these carved servants, man and maid, look 
out for their master's return.  
 
120) Double:  {A} G. da Milano, 1365, Birth of the Virgin, Santa Croce, Florence; 

and {B} Ghirlandaio, 1486-90, Birth of St. John the Baptist, Santa Maria 
Novella, Florence; alternating with video singles, or details (V120A and 
V120B) 

 
Music: Osw. v. Wolkenstein, from 14th-cent. Italian, Ave Maria (instr.) 

ARC-3033  
 
 Measure in Florence that advance of earthly assurance — here two sacred births:  
(below) of the Virgin, by Giovanni da Milano, later 14th century — with von 
Wolkenstein's transcription of Italian Ars Nova;      
       (fade v. Wolkenstein)  
 

Music: H. Isaac, pub. 1506, Missa la Spagna, Agnus Dei, Seraphim 
SIC 6104  
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(above) Ghirlandaio's 149O Birth of St. John the Baptist — with Isaac's Mass formed of 
Spanish dances — attuned to this coffered room, festive with robed ladies, where a fruit-
bearing girl billowing in, seems almost to have arrived from Magna Graecia. 
 
121) Ghirlandaio, 1486-90, Visitation fresco, central section, Santa Maria 

Novella, Florence 
121a) Same, upper detail 
 
 It is what this outdoor scene from Ghirlandaio's same Santa Maria Novella 
frescoes perfects:  this meeting of Elizabeth and Mary by a walled piazzale across the 
Arno — those heady youths leaning over, where something like the Old Palace towers 
from below.  
 
122) Memling, 1489, Reliquary of St. Ursula, view of one side, St. John's Hospital, 

Bruges; + V detail 
 
 In Bruges that late-century enrichment peaks to the gold-housed and jewel-bright 
miniatures of Memling's Reliquary of St. Ursula — Christian life and martyrdom (as in 
Isaac's dancing Agnus Dei) aglow with delight.          
(end lst Agnus)  
 
123) Memling, 1489, Same, 1st scene, Arrival in Cologne (video: details only, below 

and above) 
 

Music: Isaac, 1484, reset c.1500(?), Isbruck, ich muss dich lassen,  
Syntagma SIC-6052  

 
 Memling's individual scenes, this Arrival in Cologne (with the death-annunciation 
in the upper chamber) are as feelingly suspended between the poignance of the story and 
the gladness of earth, as Isaac's homophonic farewell to Innsbruck:  "Isbruck, ich muss 
dich lassen".  
 
124) Pinturicchio, 1503-08, Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini frescoes, East Wall 

Library, Duomo, Siena (CGB '86) 
 
 In Italian magnification of Flemish precision, Memling's reliquary sequence 
expands to the architectural and perspectival vistas with which Pinturicchio, soon after 
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1500, muralled the Sienese Cathedral library — such tour-de-force panoramas (from the 
life of Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, left, the  
 
a125) Same, Aeneas Journey to Basel, fresco; + V detail of travellers (from Va125) 
125) Same, Pinturicchio, Journey, upper part, detail of storm 
 
Journey to Basel, with its background of harbor and storm) as if the "open road" of Isaac's 
songs —            (fade Isbruck)  
 

Music: Isaac, before 1500(?), from Tmeiskin was jonck,  AS (33RPM) 
I,5,B2b  

 
"Glück ist in allen Gassen"; with this refrain from his Flemish "Tmeiskin was jonck" — 
(refrain and fade) were spun quod libet  to a glad Missa Carminum. 
 

Music: Isaac, c. 1506(?), Missa Carminum, 2nd Hosannah, MHS 1777  
(end Hosannah) 

 
126) Luca Signorelli, 1499-1504, Resurrection of the Dead etc., Duomo, Orvieto 

 (CGB '84); + V detail 
 

Music: Josquin des Pres, pub.1519, from Miserere, AS 107(A) 
 
 Yet here as earlier, the claim of earth advances an always more physical doom.  
So, with Pinturicchio, comes an Umbrian complement, Signorelli — his masterpiece the 
Apocalypse fresoces at Orvieto — this Resurrection of the Dead.  It is a mood to which 
Josquin continually returns:  "Miserere!"            
(fade Miserere)  
 
127) Gutenburg Bible, c. 1454, Illuminated Page, Proverbs, New York Public 

Library (video shows first two details, inserting between them:  V127a) 19th 
century color engraving of the 1450 event; so returns to 127, 2nd detail, then 
whole) 

 
 Why is this manuscript so mechanical, its illuminations so dull?  The question is 
unfair, since this landmark of progress is the Gutenberg Bible, printed in German Mainz 
about 1454.  It is mechanical because it was set from moveable type and could be 
reproduced toward a limit which in our time pumps books on and off the cartel shelves 
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like the tasteless apples of a supermarket.  Dull in illumination because it no doubt 
employed what Adam Smith would acclaim as the time-saving principle of division of 
labor.  The multiplied power of Renaissance was to rest on the output of the press; but it 
will remind us how history dismantles one wall to build another that (as in Greece, bardic 
memory disappeared with the written word) the sacred and aristocratic glory of the 
parchment manuscript could only go under in Europe's forward rush.  
 
a128)  Verrochio and Leonardo, 1472-75, Annunciation, Uffizi, Florence 

(CGB '59); + V detail 
Vb128) Verrochio and Leonardo, c. 1473, Baptism of Christ, Uffizi, Florence; close 

detail:  head of the Leonardo angel to the left 
128) Same:  Baptism of Christ, whole, (video shows center spread only) 
 

Music: Pierre de la Rue c.1500?, Sanctus from the Missa Ave sanctissima 
Maria,  (Munrow) Seraphim SIC 6104  

 Meanwhile, a genius was growing up in Medici Florence who would bring 
Renaissance thought, science and art to such a harmony as in the spacings of de la Rue's 
six voice Sanctus.  The old account of Leonardo as Verrocchio's apprentice painting a 
beautiful angel (left) in the master's Baptism (c. 1473?) has been confirmed by Bode's 
study of the oil glazes — 
 
129) Same, Baptism, detail of Angels and Landscape (which video draws from 128) 
 
which, with X-ray analysis, has also given the landscape above to Leonardo.  In this 
luminous spread of water under rocks, the boy seems to have envisaged what would 
become the geology of his notebooks:  
 
130) Same, Landscape detail (or V130) 
130a) Leonardo, c. 1505, Mona Lisa, detail, Louvre, Paris 
V130b) Leonardo, 1508-10, from Virgin and Child with St. Anne, detail with 

background, Louvre, Paris 
 

I perceive that the surface of the earth was from of old entirely filled 
up and covered over in its level plains by the salt waters, and that the 
mountains, the bones of the earth, with their wide bases, penetrated 
and towered up amid the air, covered over with much high-lying soil.  
Subsequently incessant rains have... stripped bare part of the lofty 
summits... so that the rock finds itself exposed to the air... And the 
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earth from the slopes and mountains has raised the floors of the seas... 
and caused the plain to be uncovered...  

 
Cusanus "privative infinity" sheds privation, becoming almost the cosmos "Won from the 
void and formless infinite".  

(cut de la Rue after "Sabaoth")  
 
131) Leonardo, 1513-16, John the Baptist as Smiling Precursor, Louvre, Paris; 

+ V detail 
131a) Leonardo, c. 1514, Self, red chalk, Library, Turin (video, detail only) 
 
 As the wisdom of age had touched the boy, child-promise smiles on the old 
Leonardo — this Louvre St. John as Precursor — with Pico della Mirandola:  
 

Let a certain holy ambition invade the mind so that we may not be 
content with mean things but may aspire to the highest things and 
strive with all our force to attain them: for if we will to, we can...He 
who is a seraph, that is, a lover, is in God; and more God is in him, and 
God and he are one.  

 
Though the smile is ambiguous in Leonardo's Notebooks:  
 

Behold now the hope and desire of going back to one's own country or 
returning to primal chaos... of the man who looks forward to each new 
spring... and does not perceive he is longing for his dissolution... as 
elements... imprisoned...long for the source...  

 
What has the Precursor precursed?  
 
a132) Leonardo, c. 1483 ff., Great Crossbow on Carriage, Ambrosian Library, 

Milan 
132) Leonardo, 1483 ff., Scythed car and armored tank, British Museum, London 
V132a) Leonardo, 1483 ff., Bombard with shrapnel, Ambrosian Lihrary, Milan 
 
It would be as in Shelley:  
 

Although a subtler sphinx renew  
Riddles of death Thebes never knew.  

 
Had not most of the 1482 letter to Sforza promised instruments of war:  
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I have plans for destroying every fortress...not founded upon rock... for 
making cannon... engines for attack or defence... ships which can resist 
the fire of cannon... armoured cars... which will enter the serried ranks 
of the enemy with their artillery... and behind these the infantry will be 
able to follow without opposition...  

 
Talents applied, more than his art, in the service of Il Moro and Cesare Borgia — that 
Caesar, Machiavelli also would have enabled.  
 
 In the floating Utopia of High Renaissance, the modern world, with its explosive 
potentialities, is born.  
 
133)  Dürer, "1500," Self as Christ, Alte Pinakothek, Munich; with V details 
 
 So with person.  In this Dürer, inscribed 1500, Cusanus' omnivoyant God-man 
becomes the deepest reflection of the mirrored self.  As Eckhart had said in a passage that 
would stir Luther:  "God has become man in order that I may become God." Was that not 
the call of the Luther Bible:  "zu der herrlichen Freiheit der Kinder Gottes"?  
 
 The first history of music on records (the Parlophone "2000 Years") paired, with 
the Dufay Trumpet Gloria already heard, Josquin's Et Incarnatus  from the Missa Pange 
Lingua — "and was made man."  
 

Music: Josquin des Pres, c.1500-10(?), Et Incarnatus,  close, Parl. R-1019  
 
Thus — Berlin chorus and all — the Western Incarnation takes up the cross of the world.  
 
134) Michelangelo, 1536-41, Last Judgment, detail of Trumpeting Angels, Sistine 

Chapel, Rome; first, video detail 
 

Music: Cabezon, c. 1540-50, opening, Tiento de 4 Tono, Videro, GSC-
52 A  

 
 Michelangelo, in the storm to follow ("Tuba mirum spargens sonum"), felt also in 
the Tientos of Cabezon, must have dreamed sometimes of the Lorenzo de' Medici 
Florence of his youth.  

(fade Cabezon)  
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Va135) Botticelli 1482, Birth of Venus, Uffizi, Florence (CGB '59); detail of Venus, 
upper half from slide 136 

135) Same, whole picture (which video crops) 
 

Music: Isaac, c. 1485(?), Helas,  3-v, viols (Cape), AS-43  
 
 There Botticelli had brought Gothic line to an ultimate clarity of nostalgia in joy 
— leaves, waves, blown roses, the pure Platonic nude — as Poliziano had described in La 
Giostra, that unfinished romance which carries in germ the whole future of paganizing 
poetry and art:  
 

A woman born of the waves, lovesome and free 
In every act, in her face more than human, 
Wafted by lively zephyrs to the shore  
Upon a shell, while heaven smiles upon her... (CGB) 

 
136) Same, figure of Venus (CGB '59); here video takes from 135 Venus and the 

figure to our right) 
 

You would have sworn the goddess came from the wave,  
Gathering with her right hand her golden hair, 
The other lifted, the sweet fruit to save 
From greedy spoil; and as she touched the shore 
With sacred feet, seen herbs and flowers pave 
The barren strand...       (CGB) 

 
137) Same, detail of figure to the right (CGB '59) 
138) Same, detail of figures to the left (CGB '59); to which video adds Venus' face 

(again from 136), with a return to 135, the whole picture 
 

   ...and marked with what light air 
Three nymphs accost her and her coming hail 
And close invest her in a starry veil.   (CGB) 

 
 Michelangelo could have remembered the music too, Isaac — not the brooding 
Lamentation but ballades sighed by the viols, as wistfully glad as the receding curves of 
Botticelli's shore. 
 
 In that backward looking, even Michelangelo, or whoever, after him, has been 
most partisan in the embattled grandeur of Promethean consciousness, might drop, like 
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Milton's Adam and Eve, "som natural tears."        (fade 

Isaac Helas) 
 
139) Flemish, c. 1460-70, Virgin and Child with Mary of Burgundy, detail, Hours 

of Charles the Bold, National Library, Vienna (Landsburg), (video ranges 
from whole over various details) 

 
 Since part of every soul must yearn (like the imprisoned elements) for a naive 
anonymous grace — here from Mary of Burgundy's Book of Hours, the daily reading in 
that same book become an allegorical window.  Such quiet pre-selfhood lightens an 
English wedding fragment from the time:  

 
The maidens came  
 When I was in my mother's bower;  
I had all that I would.  
 The bailey beareth the bell away; 
 The lily, the rose, the rose I lay.  

 
140) Same, Mary of Burgundy, whole (while video continues with details) 
 

The silver is white, red is the gold;  
The robes they lay in fold.  
 The bailey beareth the bell away;  
 The lily, the rose, the rose I lay.  
And through the glass window shines the sun.  
How should I love, and I so young?  
 The bailey beareth the bell away;  
 The lily, the lily, the rose I lay.  

 
— As frail, as bright, as the unmatched maiden of the other poem:  
 

...As dew in Aprille  
 That falleth on the spray.  
Moder and maiden  
 Was never non but sche; 
Well may swich a lady 
 Godes moder be. 
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