


The fifteenth-century Italian artist Piero della Francesca painted a familiar world. 
Roads wind through hilly landscapes, run past farms, sheds, barns, and villages. This 
is the world in which Piero lived. At the same time, Piero’s paintings depict a world 
that is distant. The subjects of his pictures are often Christian and that means that 
their setting is the Holy Land, a place Piero had never visited.

The Realism of Piero della Francesca studies this paradoxical aspect of Piero’s art. 
It tells the story of an artist who could think of the local churches, palaces, and land-
scapes in and around his home town of Sansepolcro as miraculously built replicas of 
the monuments of Jerusalem. Piero’s application of perspective, to which he devoted 
a long treatise, was meant to convince his contemporaries that his paintings report on 
things that Piero actually observed. Piero’s methodical way of painting seems to have 
offered no room for his own fantasy. His art looks deliberately styleless.

This book uncovers a world in which painting needed to validate itself by cultivat-
ing the illusion that it reported on things observed instead of things imagined by the 
artist. Piero’s painting claimed truth in a world of increasing uncertainties.

Joost Keizer is Assistant Professor and Director of Curatorial Studies at the University 
of Groningen. He has written a monograph, Michelangelo and the Politics of Art, co-
edited a book on vernacular art and literature, and has published essays on Leonardo, 
Michelangelo, Dürer, Renaissance concepts of style, and Renaissance portraiture.
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Introduction
Life and work

Most paintings by Piero della Francesca show a familiar world (Plate 1). Roads wind 
through hilly landscapes, run past farms, sheds, barns, and villages. The country is 
bare and rocky. Streams make their way through fields hemmed by trees, mirrored 
in the smooth, cold surface of the water. The land is tranquil, never daunting. It is 
cultivated and populated. It looks familiar. This is the upper Tiber valley, where Piero 
owned a farm. The roads are the paths Piero traveled. The town is Borgo Sansepolcro, 
where he grew up and spent most of his career.

By the middle of the fifteenth century, when Piero was painting, there was nothing 
new about depicting your own, familiar world. Paintings had been making biblical 
events take place on Italian soil for a century and half. The Sienese painter Duccio 
had started to paint contemporary Sienese architecture in the backgrounds of scenes 
from the life of Christ; for instance, in the Maestà, he included the high altar of Siena 
Cathedral. His pupil Pietro Lorenzetti later took the same cathedral as the setting for 
the presentation of Christ in the temple. And in the early fifteenth century, the Flor-
entine painter Masaccio portrayed Saint Peter healing the maimed and crippled with 
his shadow in a Florentine street, with its medieval rusticated palaces and houses with 
their typical overhangs, sporti. But Piero della Francesca was more insistent and con-
sistent than his predecessors and his contemporaries. The references to his own world 
and his own time were more precise and they occurred more regularly.

The world in Piero’s paintings is small and local. Borgo San Sepolcro, now San-
sepolcro, was a prosperous hamlet, a borgo. It lay on a crucial trade route between 
northern Italy and Rome. It prided itself on strong local traditions, even when the 
town was politically dependent on the larger papal state and city-states on the pen-
insula. It meant something to be from Sansepolcro. But in Piero’s youth, there was 
no tradition of painters or sculptors, nowhere to train as a painter.1 Done with his 
training elsewhere—presumably in Siena—Piero returned to Sansepolcro to become 
the town’s first local artist. He never loosened the ties to his hometown, despite fulfill-
ing commissions in larger artistic centers like Rimini, Ferrara, Urbino, Arezzo, Rome, 
and Florence. His stints abroad were short. Piero always returned to the house at the 
northern outskirts of Sansepolcro that he shared with his three brothers. He remained 
a local artist, a man tied to the soil on which he was born. Perhaps half of his oeuvre 
was meant for patrons in Sansepolcro. He made his first and last painting there. Piero 
“dela terra nostra,” “from our soil,” his fellow Sansepolcran, the mathematician Luca 
Pacioli, wrote.2

There is very little interpretive work done on this rhyming between Piero’s life and 
his art—a life spent in the land that occupies half of his paintings. Perhaps most 
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modern scholars consider the local landscape as a symptom of the kind of provincial-
ity they try to downplay. Some books grant Piero a central stage in the development of 
the Renaissance, putting an emphasis on the year he spent in Florence in 1439 assist-
ing the painter Domenico Veneziano on frescos at the church of Sant’ Egidio, now 
lost; that year, Piero became something of a Florentine painter.3 Piero wrote a treatise 
on perspective whose intellectual scope, some Piero students feel, fits the humanist 
culture of Florence better than the intellectually moderate environment of the upper 
Tiber valley. In the Florence-centered accounts of Piero, the local landscapes in his 
paintings play a very limited role.

We have to look elsewhere for an interpretation of an artist’s insistence on paint-
ing his own environment in pictures of biblical scenes that happened long ago and 
far away. I want to mention one influential interpretation here, Henry Thode’s Franz 
von Assisi und die Anfänge der Kunst der Renaissance in Italien, published in 1885. 
Thode argued that artists began to paint their own lifeworld in response to Francis-
can preaching and poetry.4 Franciscan aesthetics emphasized presence rather than dis-
tance, a rhyming of the world of the viewer with the world of painting. Thode based 
his thesis on texts like the Meditationes Vitae Christi, a fourteenth-century book once 
attributed to the Franciscan monk Saint Bonaventura, which compared the setting of 
the life of Christ to Tuscan towns and Tuscan landscapes.5 Realistic paintings by art-
ists like Giotto brought religion closer to the realm of experience of common people, 
the local farmers, and townsmen, whose world was small and intimate.

Thode’s thesis was meant to replace the more common explanation that the new 
actuality in fourteenth-century art marked a rebirth of antique culture, aided by a 
small, elite group of humanists. No ancient painting had surfaced in the fourteenth 
century, but ancient sources taught people that ancient Greek artists like Apelles and 
Zeuxis had been extremely skilled in making artworks that imitated reality. This was 
an argument that Thode’s book never completely managed to replace. Michael Baxan-
dall, in his Giotto and the Orators of 1971, maintained that early Renaissance realism 
was a manner of depiction that was geared towards a very small, intellectual crowd 
of people.6 After he had read most fourteenth- and fifteenth-century texts on art writ-
ten in Italy, Baxandall became convinced that the art of Giotto and his contemporar-
ies, but also the paintings of fifteenth-century Flemish artists like Jan van Eyck and 
Rogier van der Weyden, belonged to the Latin culture of the orators, or humanists, 
and not to the more local, vernacular culture Thode had proposed. The language in 
which fourteenth-century pictures spoke was as strange to the common viewer as the 
Ciceronian Latin Italian humanists were writing in. Early Renaissance realism did not 
depict a familiar world; it rather cultivated a small elite crowd of viewers who under-
stood that what they were looking at was reviving an antique mode of representation. 
Baxandall cited the famous claim made by Petrarch in his testament of 1370 that “the 
ignorant do not understand the beauty” of a panel by Giotto in Petrarch’s possession 
“but the masters of art are stunned by it.”7

Today, the question of what constituted the Renaissance and where it began remains 
remarkably unresolved. This has partly to do with a division of the field between 
scholars who work on the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and those who study the 
sixteenth century. Erwin Panofsky had argued in his Renaissance and renascences that 
the Renaissance only began in the late fifteenth century, when classical form began to 
match classical content. What happened before in the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries was perhaps a rebirth of something new but not a true rebirth of classical culture. 
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Only in the sixteenth century did art really change. Only then did artists realize that 
they were painting at an historical distance from the Middle Ages, that their art was 
truly different from what had come immediately before them.8 This has left the art 
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries strangely undefined. Not that no work has 
been done on these centuries. Art historians have shown how Quattrocento artworks 
circulated as tokens of identity, religious change, court culture, and the rise of the 
bourgeoisie. Some of them do not treat artworks as art at all, or at least not in the way 
that a historian of sixteenth-century Italian art would treat artworks as self-reflective, 
self-consciously relating to the past, to the imagination of the artist, to poetry, music, 
and other disciplines.9 Some historians of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century art expli-
cate that the works of those centuries were “images” and not yet “art.” Images were 
made to be used—for devotion, the brokering of power, the cementing of family ties—
and their appreciation depended on how well they served that purpose. The person 
who ordered the work could be considered its maker as much as the actual artist.10 
“Painting was still too important to be left to the painters,” wrote Michael Baxandall 
in 1972 about the fifteenth century in his influential Painting and Experience, his 
counterpart to Giotto and the Orators.11

The art of Piero della Francesca is now usually considered in the context of the reli-
gious confraternities and orders that commissioned his altarpieces, and the politics of 
the princes and counts at whose courts he worked. Social art history has restored life 
to fourteenth- and fifteenth-century painting by taking painting away from the paint-
ers and giving it back to the persons who used it. It has taught us that the contempo-
rary life you see in the picture is not the life of the painter. It is the life of the society 
for whom it was made—the buzzing streets of Florence, the anxieties of the religious 
orders about their place in the catholic church, the gossip about families, friends, and 
neighbors. These studies have revolutionized the understanding of fifteenth-century 
art. We are now in a much better place to understand the practice of fifteenth-century 
artists in the context of the society in which they worked. Yet, these studies are no 
longer motivated by the question of what exactly constituted the Renaissance—the 
questions that fueled the study by Thode and Baxandall’s first book. However much 
social art history has contributed to early Renaissance art, it shows very little interest 
in why paintings look the way they look.

Charles Dempsey has reintroduced the Renaissance to the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. Dempsey believed that art itself changed in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies and that it changed because of the revival of letters. He does not mean the revival 
of the Ciceronian Latin that Baxandall studied in Giotto and the Orators, but the 
new vernacular texts that had arrived in Italy around 1300 with French troubadours 
and that were passionately embraced by Petrarch in his love poetry. The vernacular 
was the language of lived experience. And it was this language that fourteenth- and 
fifteenth-century painters adopted, from Giotto and Simone Martini to Botticelli and 
Leonardo da Vinci. Pictures, like vernacular texts, were oriented towards the world in 
which their audience lived. In part, this is a revival of Thode’s thesis, which, too, tried 
to shift attention away from classical Latin to the vernacular. But in contrast to Thode, 
Dempsey keeps religion at bay. For him, the revival of arts and letters was enough to 
account for the historical centrality of the Renaissance.12

According to Dempsey, art changed society, not the other way around. Paintings 
made people look at and understand the world in a different way. It brought about “a 
kind of psychological mutation” of society. Vernacular literature—think, for instance, 



4  Introduction: Life and work

of Petrarch’s evocations of Laura’s beauty—offered a new norm for the experience of 
beauty, mainly female beauty. Simone Martini, in his Maestà at the Palazzo Comu-
nale in Siena of 1315, depicted the Virgin according to the standards described in 
vernacular poetry, with blonde hair and almond-shaped eyes.13 A human, albeit cul-
turally determined, experience of beauty was now brought in line with the experience 
of art. Yet, it is still important to emphasize that Martini is not depicting an actual 
woman, not someone whom he had seen. He rather represented an idea of beauty 
described in contemporary texts but nowhere found in real-life experience. The whole 
point of Petrarch’s sonnets about Laura was that her beauty could not really be found 
on earth. It could merely be evoked or painted. When the poet wrote that Simone 
Martini had made a portrait of Laura, he added that it could not have been painted 
on earth but only in heaven.14 The experience of beauty in Martini’s painting con-
formed to an imagined kind of beauty that Petrarch had formed in his mind. Some of 
Petrarch’s contemporaries and successors in fact believed that Laura had never really 
existed.15 Artists like Sandro Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci did not merely paint 
surface appearances, but rather tried to capture a particular essence of woman beauty, 
an essence at the core of her character and disposition.

Dempsey’s Renaissance can therefore not fully account for the practice of Piero 
della Francesca. What Piero depicted in the backgrounds of his paintings was not a 
commonly shared, standard idea of living experience. He depicted a specific, personal, 
and intimate experience of reality. His is not an idea of experience. The reality in 
Piero’s pictures is not normative; it is descriptive. It describes Piero’s world.

In this book, I am offering a different definition of the Renaissance and of Piero’s 
place in it. I argue that early Renaissance art proposed a new characterization of the 
relationship between an artist, his life, and his work. Artists’ names started to be 
recorded in contemporary sources, and people became interested in the lives of individ-
ual painters and sculptors. In the early Renaissance, the biographies of artists mattered 
more than they had for centuries. And this new emphasis on authorship, I submit, went 
hand in hand with the depiction of life. My thesis is that this new relationship between 
artist and work had had less to do with opening art up to a broader public than with 
a new kind of intimacy between a painter and his painting—between life and work.

I am calling this relationship between work and life the realism of Piero della Franc-
esca. I deliberately chose the term “realism” over the more current term “naturalism.” 
Realism is derived from the Latin word realitas. And the root-word of realitas is 
res—thing.16 Piero and some of his contemporaries believed that artworks—things—
attached to reality in different way than, say, texts. To claim that a picture is realistic is 
also to make a claim about what constitutes painting vis-à-vis the other cultural disci-
plines. Throughout this book, I cite a variety of fifteenth-century authors—painters and 
non-painters—who claim a special relationship between art and the world in which it 
was made. Here I want to single out the work of Flavio Biondo, a man who moved in 
the same circles as Piero. Biondo used artworks as historical evidence, sometimes even 
to correct things he had read in ancient texts in his attempt to write a correct histori-
cal reconstruction of ancient Roman ways of life. Biondo knew that a Roman soldier 
wore his armilla on the left arm close to the shoulder because he had seen marble 
statues with an armilla in Rome. He had learned from ancient reliefs that the panto-
mimists (Lydii) included in ancient triumphs gestured wildly. He wrote that up until 
about 100 years ago women only covered their head when they were in mourning, 
in contrast to the women of Biondo’s day, who all covered their head and shoulders  
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with a piece of fabric—something he had seen in paintings and mosaics. He refuted 
Pliny’s claim that Etruscan rulers wore a golden crown during triumphal entries and 
that a servant accompanied them; some antique marbles clearly demonstrated that the 
person Pliny identified as a servant (servus) was in fact an allegory of Fortune. And 
if you wanted to know what the golden altar looked like that Moses wrote about in 
the Laws, then you had better look at the Arch of Titus rather than read the text in 
Josephus.17

Others, including artists, took the copula between art and life as something more 
specific. Take the elaborate mid-fifteenth-century account of the origin and definition 
of Renaissance art by Lorenzo Ghiberti, a goldsmith, sculptor, writer, and perhaps 
acquaintance of Piero. The passage that I will be quoting is at the beginning of the sec-
ond book of Ghiberti’s Commentaries, a text completed around 1450 that Piero knew.18 
The passage will be the focus of attention here and its implications will reverberate 
throughout this book, so I will quote it in its entirety, both in Italian and in translation:

Cominciò l’arte della pictura a sormontare in Etruria in una villa allato alla città 
di Firenze la quale si chiamava Vespignano. Nacque uno fanciullo di mirabile 
ingegno il quale si ritraeva del naturale una pecora; in su passando Cimabue pic-
tore per la strada a Bologna vide el fanciullo sedente in terra et disegnava in su 
una lastra una pecora. Prese grandissima amiratione del fanciullo, essendo di si 
pichola età fare tanto bene; domandò veggendo aver l’arte da natura, domandò 
il fanciullo come egli aveva nome. Rispose et disse: “per nome io son chiamato 
Giotto: el mio padre à nome Bondoni et sta in questa casa che e apresso,” disse. 
Cimabue andò con Giotto al padre, aveva bellissima presentia, chiese al padre el 
fanciullo, el padre era poverissimo. Concedettegli el fanciullo a Cimabue menò 
seco Giotto et fu discepolo di Cimabue, tenea la maniera greca, in quella maniera 
ebbe in Etruria grandissima fama; fecesi Giotto grande nell’arte della pictura.

Arrechò l’arte nuova, lasciò la rogeza de’ Greci; sormontò excellentissimamente 
in Etruria. Et fecionsi egregiissime opere et spetialmente nella città di Firençe et in 
molti altri luoghi; et assai discepoli furono tutti dotti al pari delli antichi Greci. 
Vide Giotto nell’arte quello che gli altri non agiunsono. Arecò l’arte naturale ella 
gentileza con essa, non uscendo delle misure. Fu peritissimo in tutta l’arte, fu 
inventore et trovatore di tanta doctrina la quale era stata sepulta circa d’anni 600. 
Quando la natura vuole concedere alcuna cosa, la concede sanga veruna auaritia.

The art of painting began to arise in Etruria in a village near the city of Florence 
which was called Vespignano. A boy of astonishing natural talent was born, who 
was drawing a sheep from nature, when the painter Cimabue, passing by on the 
road to Bologna, saw the boy sitting on the ground and drawing a sheep on a slab 
of stone. He was filled with great admiration for the boy who at such a young age 
could do so well. And seeing that the boy had natural talent, Cimabue asked him 
his name. The boy answered and said, “I am called Giotto. My father’s name is 
Bondone and he lives in that house nearby.” Thus he said to Cimabue. Cimabue 
went with Giotto to his father. Cimabue, who had a beautiful appearance, asked 
the father for the boy. The father was very poor, and he entrusted the boy to Cima-
bue. Cimabue took Giotto with him, and Giotto became the pupil of Cimabue. 
Cimabue held to the Greek manner with which he achieved great fame in Etruria. 
Giotto made himself great in the art of painting.
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He introduced the new art, abandoned the crudeness of the Greeks, and flour-
ished most excellently in Etruria. And he executed most distinguished works, 
especially in the city of Florence and in many other places. And many of his pupils 
were as learned in theory as the ancient Greeks. Giotto saw in art that which the 
others did not understand. He introduced a natural art and [he introduced] grace 
with it. And he did not depart from measurements. He was expert in every aspect 
of art. He was the inventor and discoverer of much theoretical knowledge that 
had been buried for 600 years. When nature wishes to bestow something, she does 
it with abundance.19

For Ghiberti, the Renaissance was already old; a century and half, we would say, 
because Giotto was active around 1300, but Ghiberti was less clear about when 
exactly Cimabue discovered Giotto’s talent. The theoretical knowledge the discovery 
of which he attributed to Giotto had been underground for “600 years.” In the para-
graph that precedes the one I am quoting, Ghiberti wrote that this knowledge had 
been lost since the times of the Emperor Constantine (r. 306–37) and Pope Sylvester  
(r. 314–35), or perhaps since the time of the first iconoclastic campaigns of Pope 
Gregory the Great (r. 590–604) (whom Ghiberti doesn’t mention by name). In any 
case, he isn’t very precise. Earlier he had also mentioned that the Greeks, this time 
referring to Byzantine artists, started to paint again after the churches had been blank 
or whitewashed for “600 years.” He added that the Greeks started to decorate church 
buildings in the 382nd Olympiad, a way of computing time he adopted from Pliny, 
who dated the activity of some ancient artists according to Olympiads. Some modern 
scholars believed that the 382nd Olympiad accorded to a period of four years in the 
early twelfth century.20 All of this would put Giotto’s work somewhere in between the 
nineth and eleventh centuries, around the same time that the Byzantine artists started 
to revive the art of painting according to Ghiberti. Or perhaps Ghiberti believed that 
it was enough to say that painting in Tuscany was revived a long time ago, longer than 
a few generations and therefore of an immensurable depth.

But Ghiberti made an even more remarkable claim about the time when Giotto 
worked. He said that Giotto’s art originated and flourished in Etruria, the ancient 
Etruscan kingdom that preceded the Roman Empire. Some people writing before Ghi-
berti evoked Etruria and Etruscan culture in order to say that Tuscan culture was older 
and therefore more venerable than the culture of ancient Roman culture.21 It permitted 
Florence and its territories to have its own, indigenous culture. This is probably the 
reason why Ghiberti named the land of Giotto “Etruria.” It made Giotto into a purely 
Tuscan artist, an indigenous man from the country who extracted the art of painting 
from the very soil on which Ghiberti was also working.

Note, too, that Ghiberti never said that Giotto revived ancient Roman painting. 
There is no word about Roman art in his account of the origins of the Renaissance. 
The theory that Giotto recovered and past on to his assistants was ancient Greek in 
origins, Ghiberti wrote. He nowhere claimed that Giotto revived an ancient style of 
painting, nor that Giotto imitated ancient artworks. Ghiberti’s Giotto rather recuper-
ated, while painting, deeply buried precepts and theories. Earlier authors on Giotto— 
writing about the artist had become something of a literary genre by Ghiberti’s time, 
certainly because the painter had made an appearance in the much-glossed Divina 
Comedia—didn’t say, either, that Giotto reintroduced a Roman style of painting. Some 
never even mentioned the Romans. Giovanni Boccaccio said around the middle of the 
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fourteenth century that Giotto gave art a new life by reorienting it towards nature.22 
Boccaccio knew that ancient Greek and Roman artists had excelled in the imitation 
of nature, appending that Giotto was slightly better.23 But he never described Giotto’s 
mode as a classically inspired style. Benvenuto da Imola, writing towards the end of 
the fourteenth century, also compared Giotto to ancient artists, concluding that he 
was not as skilled in imitating nature as his ancient predecessors.24 Yet again, no word 
on style. Giovanni Villani, whose words on Giotto opened up the fifteenth-century 
reception of the artist, was the only author who explicitly said that Giotto revived 
Roman culture. Yet he is also saying that Giotto did not imitate a style of painting; 
Giotto rather imitated nature, like the ancient Roman artists had done, as you could 
read in Pliny.25

What Giotto introduced back then, according to Ghiberti, was a new kind of paint-
ing, not a new style. Realism is the antithesis of style, for art can only imitate nature 
successfully if it leaves out all traces of the artist’s imagination, the artist’s peculiar 
way of depicting things. Ghiberti carefully avoided the use of the word style—maniera  
in Italian—when he spoke of Giotto’s art. Style was what marked the period in 
between ancient Greek painting and Giotto’s birth. This was the period of the “mani-
era greca” (the Greek Style), a term that Ghiberti was one of the first writers to use 
and that became more current in the sixteenth century to describe non-realistic, medi-
eval art. Giotto replaced the Greek maniera with a “new method” or “a new skill” 
(l’arte nuova). (I chose not to translate arte as art, but rather as “method” or “skill,” 
because it is closer to the context in which Ghiberti mentioned Giotto, namely as the 
rediscoverer of an ancient practice and rule for painting; more about which in Chap-
ter 1). Ghiberti understood Giotto’s intervention in the history of art as the replace-
ment of an existing style (arte) with what he called “the natural method [or skill],” 
l’arte naturale.26 Giotto was reviving an ancient principle of painting, based on ancient 
rules, which allowed him to depict nature in an almost unaltered way.

There is very little evidence that Ghiberti and his contemporaries understood antique 
painting as a period style.27 The term all’antica, “in the antique manner,” which first 
surfaced around mid-fifteenth century, was exclusively used for antique architecture 
and (as I will argue in the final chapter) for the rectangular format of painting, but 
never to describe an antique style of depiction. It was not until the sixteenth century 
that the term surfaced in discussions of ancient painting.28 Fifteenth-century sources 
rather mention qualities like “suo naturale” and “suo similitudine” as the key char-
acteristics of ancient art.29 And these were qualities that made the look of art depend-
ent on reality, not the stylistic preferences of painters and sculptors. The ideology of 
art-making in late-fourteenth- and early-fifteenth-century Italy prescribed that artists 
imitate nature, if not in practice, than at least in theory. Texts on art present a uniform 
culture of art in which the best artworks looked most like the reality they imitate. 
Around 1400, the Florentine artist Cennino Cennini recommended a whole genera-
tion of artists to always follow the lead of nature, even if every artist should learn his 
craft by first imitating the work of other artists.30

The actual look of things was, however, different. In theory, realism might suppress 
the development of individual style. In reality, it didn’t. Nature provided a consistent 
model for imitation—a neutral, homogenous ground against which difference could 
be measured. It soon became clear that everyone imitated nature differently. With the 
new call for naturalism paradoxically came the awareness that every artist worked in 
his own style. A common ground started to point to individual differences.31
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In the passage that precedes Cennini’s recommendation to imitate nature, he advised 
the young apprentice to copy established masters, and in it, he claimed that every 
painter had his own style. “Proceeding thus day in and day out,” Cennini continued, 
“it would be unnatural for you not to come close to his [the older master’s] manner 
[maniera] and to his air [aria].”32 Both maniera and aria might be translated as style, 
but they are not synonymous.33 The word maniera, close to the Italian word stile or 
stilo, denotes an acquired kind of behavior, like a way of dressing or talking.34 Close to 
the end of the fourteenth century, Francesco Buti wrote about poetry that in it “style 
is nothing else than a mode of saying, the which is divided into three sorts, that is high 
[style], middle [style] and low [style],” the three styles of writing in ancient rhetoric 
that conform to the kind of subject you speak of.35 Petrarch said that he wrote in vari-
ous styles depending on the subject under discussion, and Boccaccio claimed to have 
written his Decameron in “istilo umilissimo e rimesso,” “a homely and simple style” 
fitting the vernacular stories he described.36 In the Convivio, Dante wrote that pleasant 
subjects were to be discussed in what he called the “pleasant style,” soave stile.37 In 
all of these examples style was not a matter of choice but something prescribed by the 
subject under discussion. It was even considered the opposite of individual invention 
or fantasy. In grammar books of the time, style was discussed as something that could 
be acquired through diligent study and imitation of texts and was explicitly contrasted 
to individual invention or personal contribution.38 The fourteenth-century poet Anto-
nio Pucci wrote of Giotto’s Campanile that it was built in “a good style,” bello stile.39 
But Pucci was not saying that the tower was marked by Giotto’s personal style. Bello 
stile here means a style fitting for its purpose; the cathedral’s bell tower was built in a 
mode that was pleasing to look at, as if Giotto had picked a style from a range of styles 
already available to him. Dante’s bello stile was derived from the style of Virgil, which 
Dante commentators in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries glossed as the “poetic” 
style as opposed to the “historical” style.40

The word aria instead described a relationship between an artist and his work that 
was natural, not acquired or learned. It was something individual and biological, a 
quality already present at birth. It is not so much a particular way of doing things 
but a way of being, which is how it is indeed sometimes translated. Poets thought 
that aria was specific to painters. When Petrarch tried to explain the relationship 
between a text and its model, he evoked the likeness between a father and a son, a 
likeness that was not an exact similarity but rather a “certain suggestion,” “some-
thing subtle,” a relationship between work and model “that our painters call air,” 
aria.41 When Ghiberti described the art of the ancient artist Parrhasios, a description 
indebted to Pliny, he wrote of a particular “measure” (misure) of his figures, of the 
way the head was attached to the shoulders, of the beautiful mouth and facial fea-
tures, adding that “these are things that cannot be taught, and to give gracious air 
[aria], it is necessary that nature has bestowed it upon you.”42

Aria belongs to man and it belongs to art, and the two cannot be separated. Leon-
ardo da Vinci believed that painters were inclined to paint faces that resembled their 
own. An ugly painter painted ugly faces, “for often the figures resemble the master.”43 
One commentator wrote that Dante noted the discrepancy between the ugly appear-
ance of Giotto and his children and the beauty of his works, assuming that there was 
a correlation between the physical appearance of the artist and the appearance of the 
figures he paints. (To which Dante famously quoted the Roman writer Macrobius, 
“I conceive [fingo] in the dark and paint [pingo] in the light.”44) The sculptor and 
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architectural theoretician Antonio Averlino, called Filarete, wrote in 1464 that the 
painter is known “by the style [maniera] of the figures he paints.”45 In all these exam-
ples, an artist’s style mainly nestled in the figures he painted, binding the body of the 
painter to the body of the painted like a father to his son.

But there were artists who were believed to not paint in an individual style at all, 
instead advocating a pure kind of realism. When the Florentine priest and professor 
of rhetoric Cristoforo Landino recounted the names of the most famous Florentine 
artists in 1481, he said that Masaccio was different than the rest. There was nothing 
artificial about Masaccio’s art; it was “puro senza ornato,” pure without ornateness. 
Masaccio was exclusively devoted to “the imitation of reality,” del vero. The term 
ornato described something added to reality, an artificial quality that could also be 
understood as a form of individual style.

Landino wrote that Masaccio was skilled in perspective, a praise that modern schol-
ars reiterate.46 The rigorous application of one-point perspective avoided the imprint 
of an individual artist’s style. Consider the earliest written report about the invention 
of perspective, penned down in the 1480s by Antonio Manetti but situated in the 
years 1418–25. It relates of two experiments that the architect Filippo Brunelleschi 
conducted to exactly replicate the visible world. Brunelleschi’s experiments resulted 
in two small paintings, both of which are now lost.47 The first was a painting of the 
Florentine Baptistery, depicted from the steps of the Cathedral across from it, and the 
second a painting of the Piazza della Signoria, the main square in Florence on which 
the town hall was situated. The great novelty of the first painting, Manetti said, was 
that it managed to capture reality exactly as Brunelleschi had seen it. The painting 
depicted “reality as it is,” el proprio vero.48 In order to verify Brunelleschi’s truth-
claim, a viewer had to stand at the exact spot where Brunelleschi had painted his 
picture. (Or at least, where Brunelleschi claimed to have made the picture. In reality, 
he had probably painted it in his workshop on the basis of a detailed drawing he had 
made on the spot. It would take at least another century for paintings to be painted 
outdoors.49) The viewer would be invited to look through a hole Brunelleschi had 
drilled in the panel in the spot of the distance point, the point in the painting where 
the orthogonals—the lines running perpendicular to the picture plane—met, from the 
back of the panel, the bare wood pressed against his face with one hand. In the other 
hand, he would hold a mirror at an arm’s-length distance from the panel. There, in the 
mirror, the viewer witnessed exactly what Brunelleschi saw.

But this was not all. Brunelleschi also wanted to make reality enter the picture. 
Rather than painting the sky above the Baptistery, he decided to cover it with bur-
nished silver “so that the real sky and atmosphere [l’aria e cieli naturali] were reflected 
in it.”50 The other perspective panel that Brunelleschi made even had the sky cut out 
of the picture, so that the world outside the painting became part of the world inside 
the painting. Brunelleschi’s perspective panels reversed the directionality of picture-
making. Rather than the painter making a reality, the picture absorbed reality, unal-
tered by the artist who claimed responsibility for the painting.

Fifteenth-century people used the verb “dimostrare” to describe this directionality 
in painting. Dimostrare means “to show (monstrare) again (di-).” It described an act 
of repetition. The verb occurred more often in fifteenth-century accounts of perspec-
tive. Manetti used it do describe the effect of the burnished silver in Brunelleschi’s 
perspective panel of the Florentine Baptistery. And in 1464, Filarete wrote that Bru-
nelleschi had painted one of his perspective panels using a mirror, because the mirror 
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represented reality exactly as it was. Filarete believed that Brunelleschi was “working 
from what the mirror shows you again,” che nello specchio ti si dimostrare.51

The effect of the mirror constituted something of a pure and first installment of real-
ism in art, before artists started to paint in individual styles. “I used to tell me friends,” 
Leon Battista Alberti wrote in De pictura in 1435,

that the inventor of painting, according to the poets, was Narcissus, who was 
turned into a flower; for as painting is the flower of all the arts, so that tale of 
Narcissus fits our purpose perfectly. What is painting but the act of embracing by 
means of the craft of art [arte] the surface of the pool?52

Ovid wrote that Narcissus, at first instance, took the mere reflection in the water for 
reality itself, not a mirror of his own appearance, but a beautiful man with its own, 
independent existence. What Narcissus saw was more beautiful than anything he had 
ever seen before. But then he discovered that the reflection was answering his own 
gestures. “Oh I am he. I am not deceived by my image,” Iste ego sum. Nec me mea 
fallit imago.53 The image (imago) looks exactly like what was there before the image, 
a “prior to” in terms both of space and of time. Alberti insisted that the task of the 
painter was merely to “embrace” the reflected image with the means of art. Alberti 
uses the verb “amplector” and in his own Italian translation “abracciare” to describe 
what painting does. Both the Latin and the Italian also mean “to encircle.”54 Alberti’s 
account defines the art of painting as the encircling of a world that was already there 
before the picture. This is not a world imagined or invented, not a world affected by 
the intervention of the individual artist’s style. The role of the artist was to mobilize his 
skill (ars/arte) to replicate a reality already there prior to the moment when an artist 
started painting.

This is the culture, I argue, to which Piero della Francesca belongs. Piero was per-
haps the most important contributor to the art of perspective in the fifteenth century. 
He painted most of his works according to the rules he himself wrote down in his 
treatise De Prospectiva Pingendi (On Painted Perspective), the first treatise on per-
spective written by an artist. In Chapter 1, I will argue that the aim of the treatise was 
to found a kind of painting that received reality unchanged by the artist’s style. Piero 
insisted that a painting did not make a new reality but that it showed—he used the 
word dimostrare—an a priori world. Here I want to emphasize that Piero also knew 
that this kind of painting was not what his contemporaries assumed painting to be. 
In the opening pages of the third book of his treatise, he launched into a passionate 
defense of perspective. “Many painters disparage perspective,” he ranted, “because 
they do not understand the force of the lines and angles which are obtained from 
it . . . Therefore it seems to me that I should show how much this science is necessary 
to painting.”55

But perhaps Piero’s eccentric position best bespeaks Vasari’s assessment of his legacy. 
Vasari had very little to say about Piero’s paintings—even if some of Piero’s key works 
could be found in Vasari’s hometown of Arezzo—and instead highlighted his almost 
obsessive engagement with perspective.56 It is my contention that Piero’s treatise and 
the art that substantiated it were formulated as a passionate last call to make art 
imitate the world in which it was made, a last argument against personal style. Soon, 
Piero’s project looked hopelessly naïve. The generation of artists after Piero mocked 
the comparison between painting and the mirror. Leonardo da Vinci said towards the 
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end of the fifteenth century that the painter who “who draws merely by practice and 
by eye, without any reason [ragione], is like a mirror which imitates every thing placed 
in front of it without being conscious of their being [sanza cognitione d’esse].”57 And 
in 1564, the sculptor Benvenuto Cellini criticized the art of painting as an art that is 
“is no different from a tree or a person or something else being reflected in a stream”—
words penned down in response perhaps to Alberti’s story about Narcissus, but also 
suggestive of the reflections of country and man in the streams Piero painted.58

Piero might have been aiming for a kind of unadorned realism; yet this never made 
his paintings impersonal. His work belonged to him less for how they showed than 
for what they depicted. This was not an entirely exceptional way of thinking about 
the relationship between artist and work. Ghiberti’s story about Cimabue’s discovery 
of Giotto’s talent presents art as something intimate and individual, the result of a 
particular life, while at the same time Ghiberti avoids saying that Giotto painted in 
an individual style. His story about the day of the discovery is detailed and precise. 
It sketches a particular lifeworld. The scene is a field just outside the small town of 
Vespignano, not too far from Florence, Ghiberti adds for those readers who had never 
heard of the hamlet. The encounter was a coincidence. Cimabue had never heard of 
the young boy. He was headed up the Apennine Mountains on his way to Bologna. 
Vespignano lies on the road leading North from Florence to Bologna. Giotto sat down, 
perhaps in the grass, when he was drawing. The subject of his drawing was a sheep, 
his material a slab of stone. And Ghiberti even recorded the exact words Giotto spoke 
in response to Cimabue’s inquiry about his name, adding the name of his father and 
pointing—we imagine—to the little house where he and his father lived. The father 
was poor. Perhaps he was persuaded to take leave of his son because of the handsome 
appearance of the older painter.

The environment sketched by Ghiberti in his account of the encounter ended up in 
the first documented artwork Giotto made: A drawing of a sheep from his immediate 
environment. (Writers after Ghiberti imagined that Giotto was a shepherd, rendering 
the first work even more biographical.59) The work was ephemeral. Ghiberti made no 
mention of it surviving. But there were works by Giotto that depicted a similar kind of 
environment. Sheep, for instance, appear in many of the Arena Chapel frescos, prob-
ably intended by Giotto as props belonging to the worlds of Joachim and Christ—as 
indices of their isolation from the secular world of the city—but perhaps understood 
by Ghiberti as traces of the world of the artist. And maybe Leonardo added that 
Giotto was a goat keeper because these animals, too, appear in the same frescos. This 
would at least explain how Ghiberti or someone before him came up with the remark-
able story about the meeting between Giotto and Cimabue.

Ghiberti was not right about Giotto’s place of birth. Giotto was born in Florence 
and his father was not a poor man of the land, but a smith with some property close 
to the church of Santa Maria Novella. He and his family did own some real estate 
around the town of Vespignano, something Giovanni Boccaccio still remembered.60 
Other stories circulated about Giotto’s apprenticeship, one, going back to the four-
teenth century tells that Giotto’s father had apprenticed his son in a Florentine wool 
shop and that the son, aware of his vocation and talent, would regularly sneak out 
to visit Cimabue’s workshop.61 Ghiberti’s story about the rural origins of the father 
and son appealed more to the naturalism of the son’s art—an art, like the son, born in 
nature—and therefore became more popular than the earlier explanation.62
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The realism described in Ghiberti’s story is not of a generic kind. It is rather an 
argument for a similarity or agreement between the specific life of an artist and the 
subject of his work. Giotto’s world ended up in Giotto’s paintings. In the course of 
the fourteenth century, the lifeworlds of artists became the subject of poems, novels, 
and proverbs. Artists became men of flesh and blood—people with families, children, 
friends, fears, and humor. Details from Giotto’s life appeared in a variety of sources.63 
Giotto was ugly and his children were ugly, too, wrote Benvenuto da Imola.64 He was 
witty, able to comment on matters of iconography and much else with learned men, 
reported an anonymous Dante commentator.65 Boccaccio said that Giotto had a house 
in the Mugello, and didn’t mind telling jokes to a judge who owned a house there, 
too, on a rainy day when the two were headed back to Florence.66 And he was a friend 
of Dante, wrote Villani.67 The lives of fifteenth-century artists were not less talked 
about than their fourteenth-century predecessors. The name of the sculptor Donatello 
surfaces in the least expected texts. He features in the novel The Fat Woodcarver (La 
novella del Grasso Legnaiuolo), where he and Brunelleschi are involved in making a 
woodcarver believe he has become someone else.68 He appeared in a religious play 
about Nabucodonsor, a Babylonian king, who asks Donatello to sculpt a statue of 
gold. Donatello accepts the commission, but not before he claims to be too busy to 
fulfil the king’s wishes. “I have to do the pulpit of Prato!” “I must also do the Dovizia 
for the market [in Florence] that is to be placed on the column, so right now I cannot 
take any more work.”69 These were actual commissions, lending a reality effect to the 
conversation Donatello had with the sixth-century-BC king. And then there is a list of 
seven Florentine sayings attributed to the sculptor. Some of them reveal his waspish 
character; others his wit; and two of them his preference for handsome apprentices.70

Today, biography is no longer considered a suitable format for art history. The nar-
ration of artists’ lives is usually left to non-art historians, even when the writing of 
biographies is a genre we inherit from the early Renaissance.71 Books that deal with 
artists’ biographies, most notably Julius von Schlosser’s Kunstliteratur (1896) and 
Ernst Kris’s and Otto Kurz’s Die Legende vom Künstler (1934), warn their readers 
not to trust early biographical anecdotes, like the ones about Giotto and Donatello.72 
Other authors point to classical precedents and treat biography as a purely literary 
genre that has little value for understanding the artworks themselves.73 When modern 
art historians write about the life of an artist they carefully distinguish the life from the 
work. The life might serve the dating of artworks or the reconstruction of an artist’s 
training; it is not allowed to intrude with what you see in the work.

There are probably good reasons to not always take contemporary biography seri-
ously, if only because some, like Ghiberti’s story about Giotto, do not correspond to 
the biographical details modern scholars find in contemporary documents. But I also 
feel that the separation of life from art has removed a sense of realism from early 
Renaissance art that was still felt by people in the fifteenth century. People looked 
at some artworks as deposits of the life of their makers. This, I  argued above, is 
how Ghiberti looked at Giotto’s art. And contemporary reports about the friendship 
between Giotto and Dante always point to Giotto’s work in the Palazzo del Podestà 
in Florence, where the great painter had added a portrait of himself in the company of 
the great poet with the aid of mirrors—a painted testimony to two lives intersecting.74

This book argues that part of the world you see in Piero’s paintings consists of his 
world. It is sometimes almost as if Piero could not help to have the place where he 
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was painting to enter the picture. His Saint Jerome with a Donor in the Gallerie 
dell’Accademia in Venice includes a distant view on Sansepolcro and the rest of the 
landscape, too, looks like the Valle di Nocea around town. Remarkably, the painting 
was not made for a Sansepolcran patron, but for a Venetian man named Girolamo 
Amadi, whose name is inscribed in sixteenth-century handwriting at the bottom of the 
painting, perhaps added to the painting at a time when people started to forget who 
the man praying to Saint Jerome was.75 The environment of the Saint Jerome does not 
conform to the lifeworld of the patron, like the Franciscan pictures Thode was writ-
ing about. It depicts the world of the painter, his hometown, where he was probably 
working and living at the time he was painting the picture.76

In the fifteenth century, the most explicitly realistic paintings often showed worlds 
that did not rhyme with the living environment of their public. Think of the large 
amount of Flemish painting on Italian soil, pictures that Piero and his contemporar-
ies took as the measure of realistic art. Piero’s friend, the painter Giovanni Santi, said 
that Jan van Eyck attended very closely to depicting reality, il vero, by which he meant 
experiential reality.77 When the humanist Ciriaco d’Ancona was at the d’Este court 
in Ferrara in 1449, in the exact same year that Piero was also there, he was shown a 
Descent from the Cross by Rogier van der Weyden, now lost. Ciriaco was most mes-
merized by the catalog of different things depicted in the painting, not just meadows 
and trees, but also things produced by van Eyck’s culture: Garments, soldiers’ cloaks 
in many colors, clothes with purple and gold, decorated porticoes and halls, and jew-
elry.78 And in his biographies of famous men, Bartolomeo Fazio included a description 
of a picture of women taking a bath by van Eyck, gone but in Urbino by Piero’s time. 
Fazio said that van Eyck’s painting included a landscape punctuated by traces of van 
Eyck’s world, “men, mountains, groves, hamlets and castles.”79 Santi, Ciriaco and 
Fazio were well traveled. They could not have mistaken the backgrounds of Flemish 
pictures for the kind of architecture they found around them in Ferrara or Urbino. 
Fifteenth-century Italian towns lacked the timber-framed houses you saw in Bruges 
and Brussels, and the Flemish dressed differently, too. The familiar subject of Rogier’s 
Descent from the Cross took place in an environment that was familiar only to the 
painter who painted it, not an Italian public looking at it.

Santi, Ciriaco and Fazio did not describe the works by van Eyck and van der Wey-
den as examples of a Flemish style. Ciriaco described Jan van Eyck as Jan from Bruges 
and Rogier van der Weyden as Rogier from Brussels, but perhaps saying that was not 
much different than saying that Piero della Francesca was from Borgo Sansepolcro. 
Piero signed his name as “Piero from Borgo,” and this is also how his name appeared 
in contemporary documents. Bartolomeo Fazio called van Eyck “Jan from Gaul” and 
van der Weyden “Rogier from Gaul,” toponyms that described the area that bordered 
the Roman Empire in the North in ancient times and therefore fitting for the classical, 
Latin genre of De viris illustribus in which Fazio was writing. Gallia had no contem-
porary purchase in Fazio’s time. It served him to say that the realism of Jan and Rogier 
resembled descriptions of ancient painting. Fazio in fact said that Jan van Eyck had 
learned color theories from reading Pliny and other ancient authors. He added that 
van der Weyden was van Eyck’s countryman (conterraneus) and student, but he never 
mentioned that this led to the formation of a specific Gallic style. It was only in the 
sixteenth century, when concepts of regional styles and period styles started to become 
slowly ironed out, that the style of Michelangelo could be called “Italian” and that 
of the Flemish as “Flemish.”80 Before that, around the middle of the fifteenth century, 
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realism kept the boundaries between North and South down. What separated van 
Eyck from Piero was not how he painted but what he painted.

And so the scenery in Piero’s paintings changed with the place where the paintings 
were made. The pictures with a view on Sansepolcro—the Baptism, the Saint Jerome 
in Venice, and the Nativity in London—were painted there. In the background of the 
Finding of the True Cross in Arezzo, you see a cityscape of that town. And then there 
is the enigmatic Flagellation, still in Urbino, the town where Piero painted it, which 
situates the flagellation of Christ in local, Urbinese architecture. The setting of the 
Flagellation is a special case. And that is one of the reasons why the work forms the 
center of my argument in the following four chapters. The architecture in the painting 
is not only topical; it is also punctual. Topical derives from the Latin topica, which 
means “of a place” or “local.” The word punctual is related to the Latin punctus, 
“a pricking.” A building that is punctual “pricks” itself to the time when it is made. 
It is dateable. The architecture of the Flagellation “belongs” to the 1460s, and I will 
argue in the third chapter that it insists on that belonging in a way that other fifteenth-
century paintings usually do not. The consequence of this argument is that Piero’s 
painting is remarkably of its time, not because it is depicted in a style that is meant to 
belong to a certain period, but because it depicts a world that is temporally specific. 
For in contrast to painting, I explain in the third chapter, architecture was understood 
in terms of period styles.

Chapter 3 can be read in tandem with Chapter 2, which studies the contemporary 
portraits in the painting, another figment of Piero’s lifeworld. Chapter 1 tells of Piero’s 
understanding of perspective, which, I argue, cultivates the illusion that his painting 
depicts a scene discovered rather than made or invented. Another way of describing 
the first three chapters is to say that they focus on the time of painting: The world that 
was there when Piero was painting and that became fixed inside Piero’s pictures. The 
book concludes with a fourth chapter, which looks at what happened to Piero’s picture 
after the time of painting, when it left Piero’s workshop and entered the world at large. 
For most modern art historians, this is the privileged time of any painting, the moment 
a picture had been waiting for since the painter first put brush to panel. In Chapter 4, 
I tell a different story about the time after the work. Instead of claiming that Piero’s 
work pointed forward, towards a (imagined) destination and audience, I argue that 
the work continued to aim backward, to the time when it was made and the place 
where it was painted. Piero’s painting never drifted far from its painter.

Since so much of this book studies the intimacy between an artist, his work and his 
life, perhaps a short biographical outline is in order.81

Piero della Francesca was born around 1412 in the town of Borgo Sansepolcro, 
now Sansepolcro, a village located on the crossroads between Tuscany and Umbria. 
Sansepolcro was small yet prosperous. Piero descended from a relatively well-to-do 
local family. His father, Benedetto, was a wool merchant and tanner, continuing a fam-
ily tradition that stretched back to the fourteenth century. Piero had three brothers, 
Francesco, Marco, and Antonio, with whom he lived in the ancestral house in Sanse-
polcro; the house still stands. Piero’s surname—della Francesca—puzzled early biog-
raphers. Lacking proper surnames, fifteenth-century men were either named after their 
father, which in Piero’s case would have amounted to Piero di Benedetto, or sometimes 
after a teacher or a place, like Leonardo da Vinci, from Vinci. Vasari thought that 
Piero was named after his mother, who had died when Piero was still young.82 But the 
name of Piero’s mother wasn’t Francesca. It now turns out that the source of Piero’s 
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matronymic “della Francesca” is one Francesca di Paolo di Giovanni, who married 
Benedetto di Francesco in the 1350s. The matronymic survived either because Franc-
esca’s husband had soon died after the marriage or because her son, Pietro, had mar-
ried another Francesca. In the course of the fifteenth century, the patronymic name 
became dominant. It became a surname of sorts, befitting the relatively high social 
status of the family. Outside of Sansepolcro, Piero was known as “Piero from Borgo,” 
which was also how he signed the works that were not intended for his hometown.

There was no active community of painters in Sansepolcro before Piero. Local com-
missions were usually carried out by out-of-town artists, often from Siena. Piero was 
therefore trained somewhere else, although nobody knows exactly where and with 
whom. Considering the strong ties between Sansepolcro and Sienese painters, it is 
commonly assumed that Piero trained in Siena.

Piero was first documented as a painter in 1431, when he was painting candle poles 
that would be carried around in procession. A year later he was assisting the Sienese 
painter Antonio da Anghiari with work on the high altarpiece for the church of San 
Francesco in Sansepolcro. Piero continued to execute such minor work in his home-
town until late 1438. In the fall of 1439, he is documented in Florence, where he was 
working with Domenico Veneziano on the fresco decoration of the church of Sant’ 
Egidio, which is now destroyed.83 The timing of Piero’s stay in Florence was impor-
tant. That year, the Council of Ferrara moved to Florence. The Greek Emperor and 
delegates made a lasting impression on him. He continued to use their clothing and 
facial types for ancient figures for the rest of his career, as we will see in the second 
chapter.

But Piero decided not to stay in Florence. He probably returned to Sansepolcro soon 
after work at Sant’ Egidio was done. He was documented in his hometown in 1442, 
when he was deemed legible for the town’s council. Piero’s involvement in Sansepol-
cro’s government indicates his strong ties to that town.

In the summer of 1445, Piero was commissioned to paint the altarpiece for the 
chapel of the Confraternity of Misericordia in Sansepolcro, the first major commission 
awarded to a local artist. Piero obliged himself to finish the altarpiece within three 
years, but work on it was delayed. In 1455, his patrons admonished him; he finally 
finished the altarpiece around 1460. Work on the Misericordia Altarpiece overlapped 
with a commission for an altarpiece dedicated to Saint John the Baptist, probably for 
the local church of San Giovanni Battista in Val d’Afra. Piero only produced the cen-
tral panel of the latter altarpiece, now in London. The remaining panels and predella 
were commissioned from a Sienese artist around the middle of the fifteenth century.

The Misericordia Altarpiece and Baptism set a pattern of overlapping commissions 
that was to continue for the better part of Piero’s career. In 1449, Piero interrupted 
both commissions to go to Ferrara, where he painted frescos of battle scenes in the 
church of Sant’Agostino, now lost. In Ferrara, Piero saw important examples of Flem-
ish paintings, which made a lasting impression on him. In 1450, he painted a small 
picture of Saint Jerome, now in Berlin, which is signed and dated. And a year later he 
is documented in Rimini, where he was painting a fresco of Saint Sigismund inside the 
church of San Francesco. A second version of Saint Jerome was painted in Sansepolcro 
perhaps soon after Piero’s return from Rimini.

The 1450s were an especially busy decade for Piero. Both the Misericordia Altar-
piece and the Baptism still needed a lot of work. On top of that, he accepted to paint 
the fresco in Rimini, agreed to paint the choir chapel of San Francesco in Arezzo, 
and accepted the commission for two more large polyptychs, one for the church of 
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Sant’Antonio in Perugia and another for the monks of Sant’Agostino in Sansepolcro. 
The contract for the latter altarpiece allowed an eight-year completion time, an unu-
sually long period, indicating that Piero’s patrons were aware of the other commis-
sions the artist had taken up. Even with all these commissions still unfinished, Piero 
accepted the invitation of Pope Nicholas V in 1458 to come to Rome and to contrib-
ute to the decorations of the papal apartments, work that is now gone. Piero was 
back in Sansepolcro by the fall of 1459, when his mother died. Around this time, he 
accepted to paint a fresco of the Resurrection of Christ inside Sansepolcro’s town hall. 
Additional documents show that he remained in Sansepolcro until 1462, probably to 
finish the Misericordia Altarpiece and to paint the Resurrection.84

By the late 1460s, Piero had fulfilled most of the commissions he had accepted in the 
preceding decade. The Arezzo frescos were done by 1465, and he put the last finish-
ing touches to the Sant’Agostino Altarpiece in the fall of 1469. A small fresco of Saint 
Julian in Sansepolcro and another of Mary Magdalene in the cathedral of Arezzo were 
finished, too.

Piero must have accepted the commission for the Flagellation in the late 1460s. 
The painting is not documented until the early eighteenth century, when it was in the 
newly built sacristy of the Duomo of Urbino. It is usually assumed that it was made 
for Urbino, almost certainly for Federico da Montefeltro, the count and later duke 
of Urbino. Vasari reported that Piero made some panels with small figures for the 
Montefeltro, and perhaps the Flagellation was one of these. Piero’s contemporary, the 
mathematician Luca Pacioli, knew that the painter was a familiar of the ducal house, 
perhaps suggesting that Piero eventually moved to live at court.85 Piero is documented 
in Urbino in the spring of 1469. A document of April 8 of that year records a payment 
to him, via the painter Giovanni Santi, for expenses made when Piero came to inspect 
a panel in the possession of the confraternity of the Corpus Domini in Urbino. The 
text of the document does not disclose whether Piero came to Urbino with the express 
purpose to see the panel or that he was in town and was then asked for his advice. 
The document uses the formula “venuto a vedere,” “came to see,” without indicating 
where Piero came from.86 It seems far-fetched to assume that Piero had been brought 
in from Sansepolcro or Arezzo just to inspect the painting, in which case the confra-
ternity could have just asked Giovanni Santi. It is more plausible to assume that Piero 
was in town, perhaps staying with Santi, and that he had just left by the time payment 
was due, which is why Santi and not Piero himself collected the money. Piero probably 
returned to Sansepolcro soon after he had expected the panel in Urbino to finish the 
Sant’Agostino altarpiece, which was almost certainly finished by November of 1469.

It is likely that Piero painted the Flagellation in the few years preceding 1469, which 
is when most scholars date the picture. An earlier date is less likely for the following 
reasons. A dating before 1450 is impossible on stylistic grounds. The 1450s would be 
possible, but are unlikely because Piero was occupied with so much other work. In 
theory, Piero’s work could be dated between October 1454 and 1458. But that theory 
is difficult to maintain for two reasons. First, we will see in the third chapter that Piero 
re-used some of the portraits in the Flagellation from the Arezzo frescos. And it can be 
demonstrated that these portraits were painted during the second campaign in Arezzo, 
that is, between 1462 and 1465. Second, the Flagellation clearly shows that Piero had 
detailed knowledge of monuments in Rome, as will become clear in Chapter 3, and 
Piero only went to Rome in 1458. This leaves a timespan between 1465 and 1469 for 
Piero to have painted the Flagellation.
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This means that the Flagellation was a relatively late work. Born around 1412, 
Piero must have been in his fifties when he painted it, towards the end of the expected 
lifespan of a fifteenth-century male. He would only die in 1492, at the age of around 
80. But just a few works can be dated after the Flagellation. The Double portrait of 
Federico da Montefeltro and Battista Sforza, the Montefeltro Altarpiece, and the Seni-
gallia Madonna were all painted in the early 1470s in Urbino. And Piero probably also 
painted the Williamstown Madonna and the Nativity in that decade, the latter after he 
had returned to Sansepolcro.

In his biography of Piero, Vasari wrote that Piero became blind towards the end of 
his life.87 The blindness was real, even when scholars now suspect that Piero only lost 
his sight very late in life, perhaps no earlier than 1490, two years before he died.88 
A man named Marco di Longaro, a maker of lanterns, reported in 1556 that in his 
youth he “would guide by the hand Master Piero di le Francesca, excellent painter, 
who had gone blind.”89

Vasari decided to highlight Piero’s contribution to mathematics, which a few earlier 
writers had also emphasized. According to him, Piero had written numerous math-
ematical treatises.90 Three of these survive today: The Trattato d’abaco (Abacus Trea-
tise), the Libellus de quinque corporibus regularibus (Short Book on the Five Regular 
Bodies), and his book on painted perspective, the De prospectiva pingendi. There was 
a time when scholars liked to separate Piero’s work as a painter from his mathematical 
work, even if the text of the treatise on perspective argues for the integration of the 
disciplines. They have tended to date the treatises to the 1480s, the last full decade of 
Piero’s life, when he painted less or nothing at all. The dedication of the Libellus by 
Piero mentions that it was written “in extremo aetatis suae calculo,” in extremely old 
age, when his days were running out. But according to fifteenth-century standards, 
Piero was already old by the 1470s, at the age of about sixty.91 Piero students now 
point out that the artist’s theoretical interest in (Greek) mathematics goes back to per-
haps as early as the mid-fifteenth century. The treatises on regular bodies and perspec-
tive are of a complexity that suggests a long meditation over time, perhaps decades.92 
The spectacular recent discovery by James Banker of an illustrated edition of Archime-
des in Piero’s hand has reinforced the idea that Piero had already developed an interest 
in complex mathematics by the 1450s. Banker believes that Piero copied the manu-
script around the time of his visit to Rome in 1458–9, or perhaps somewhat later, but 
not after the death of Francesco del Borgo in 1468.93 J.V. Field has in fact pointed out 
that Piero started to compose his treatise on perspective around the same time, in the 
wake of his visit to Rome.94 Piero was hence working on the Flagellation right around 
the time he was writing, or was starting to write, his mathematical treatises.

Throughout this book, passages from Piero’s De prospectiva pingendi are cited. 
I do not claim, however, that Piero’s Flagellation illustrates the precepts of the treatise. 
I  rather submit that Piero’s paintings show of their own accord, or, to borrow the 
words of Leonardo da Vinci, “painting does not speak, but rather demonstrates itself 
in itself,” per sè si dimostra.95
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Point of view

In the center of a courtyard, Christ stands tied to a column, the smallest person depicted 
in the whole painting (Plate 2). Two men flagellate him. They are both painted with 
their right arms raised, perfectly mirrored, one placed with his back to you, the other 
depicted in three-quarter view. You imagine that the blows of their whips will hit 
Christ simultaneously. To the left sits Pilate, the Roman consul who ordered Christ to 
be flagellated. Pictured in profile, he is placed on a podium, from where he watches 
the scene from close by. You see another man from the back, walking away from you, 
partly obscuring the flagellator on the left. The space between you and the narrative 
is meticulously mapped out by evenly spaced tiles. Seven rows of red tiles, a broad 
band of white marble, and another eight rows of red tiles measure the distance that 
separates you from the edge of the courtyard. Traverse another three-quarters of that 
interval and you arrive at Christ’s column.

The room occupied by these five men only makes up half of the picture surface. The 
right half of the painting is dominated by three standing figures, placed close to you, 
in front, even, of the first strip of white marble. Standing in an outdoor environment, 
closed off in the back by some buildings, behind which arises the top of a tree, they are 
engaged in a dialogue of sorts. The man on the left, depicted in quarter view, is speak-
ing. His mouth is half opened and his left hand gestures. The other two listen, perhaps. 
But it is difficult to think of them as being engaged in a conversation, for they avoid 
eye contact. Each of them stands isolated from the two others, a sense of isolation 
that repeats their separation from the scene unfolding in the background—the scene, 
which, from the perspective it was painted, takes second place.

Piero stuck to the basic format of Flagellation scenes, dividing the picture up in two 
groups, the first consisting of Christ, the flagellators, Pilate, and a man sometimes 
identified as Herod, and a second group made up of the bystanders who had brought 
Christ in front of Pilate. In some images, Pilate consults with the bystanders; in others, 
they comment on the event of the flagellation. And then there are pictures, like Piero’s, 
in which they show a complete lack of involvement. But the way Piero foregrounded 
the presence of the bystanders was unprecedented.1

The apparent randomness of the picture’s point of view, privileging the bystanders 
over the main plot, informs other parts of the picture, too. Note how close to the left 
edge of the painting a column, neatly aligned with the border of the frame, has part 
of its capital cut off by the picture’s edge, indicating that the painting’s perspective is 
placed just a centimeter or so too far to the right to show the whole column.2 If the 
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picture’s point of view would have been displaced by that centimeter you would have 
also been able to see the whole of Pilate’s chair, which now has the tips of its legs cut 
off by the column in front of it. The chair’s carefully avoiding overlap reveals that the 
coincidence of the picture’s perspective is at the heart of the picture’s meaning. The 
cut-offs are just too studied to be the result of some glitch during the painting process.

Such studied coincidence also informs the depiction of the man with the turban. 
Seen from the rear, he is caught in paint at the moment when he reveals least about 
himself or his place in the story the painting enacts.3 Many Renaissance paintings 
show figures from the back—bystanders, mourners, and other auxiliary figures.4 But 
their position rarely interferes with their capacity to “tell” a story. The figure of Christ 
in Andrea Mantegna’s Christ Entering Limbo (Fig. 1.1), perhaps the period’s most 
well known Rückenfigur, simply responds to the logic of the picture’s orientation and 
probes no investigation into Christ’s motives. Piero’s figure is different. He is gesturing 
like the bearded man in the foreground, perhaps in the direction of the flagellation, 
contributing to the picture’s narrative without revealing what exactly he is contribut-
ing. You don’t know if he has his mouth opened, like the bearded foreground figure. 
He escapes the control a painter would usually have over his painting, placing his fig-
ures in the service of a narrative like a stage director. His placement disturbs the sym-
metry enacted by the two flagellators, their arms raised by Piero in perfect simultaneity 
like you only see in pictures. He partly screens the left scourger, with his turban com-
pletely covering the flagellator’s right forearm, leaving the hand clutching the whip to 
hover unconnected in space. Uninvited by this scene of symmetry, the turbaned man’s 
position is displaced. Or better, he is displaced in a painted world, a world directed 
by the painter. In your world—the contingent world of lived experience—his position 
would invite no comment. In painting, a painter was expected to organize the world 
in such a way that a story, often biblical, was told in a clear way. Leon Battista Alberti 
heeded to the then dominant ideology of image making when he wrote, in 1435, that 
“everything the people in the painting do among themselves, or perform in relation to 
the spectators, must fit together to represent and explain the scene [historia].”5 Piero’s 
painting ignores that advice. The Flagellation is not ordering a narrative. In some 
parts, including the man seen from the back, it seems to be imitating the volatility of 
reality itself.

The man with the turban has turned his back to you in what is perhaps the most 
absorbed gesture in the history of fifteenth-century painting. He is entirely unaware 
of your presence in front of the painting. The other figures, too, pretend that they are 
unaware of the fact that they are placed there for a viewer. None of them acknowledges 
your presence. They are too absorbed in what happens inside the picture. Christ stares 
to a corner in the courtroom, the two flagellators concentrate on flagellating him. 
Pilate watches. The three figures in the foreground converse among themselves without 
interacting with the viewer. This lack of interaction with a presumed viewer in front 
of the picture is what sets Piero’s work apart from earlier depictions of the same sub-
ject, which usually included a figure looking for contact with you. Alberti had recom-
mended the fifteenth-century painter to make his work respond to a spectator in front 
of it, defining the artwork as a composition oriented outwards, towards the viewer. 
He recommended that the painter include a figure in the painting who addressed the 
viewer and explained to him or her in the clearest possible way what was happening 
inside the picture.6 Alberti’s idea of a picture responds to the person in front of it, as 
if the painted figures are actors who seek contact with their audience. Alberti calls the 
audience of painting “spectatores” (spectators), as if he is writing about actors and 
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their audience. When he recommends the inclusion of a figure pointing the spectators 
to important aspects in the painting, he is thinking about theater, too.7

The Flagellation rather cultivates the impression that this was a scene discovered 
by chance, a spectacle witnessed rather than made. Piero was somehow telling you 
that the narrative was there before he made the image instead of saying that the image 
ordered or “made” the narrative.

Figure 1.1 � After Andrea Mantegna, Christ descending into Limbo, ca. 1450, 26.9 × 20 cm, 
ink and wash on paper. New York City, NY: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Robert 
Lehman Collection. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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This is a paradoxical claim to make for a painter, at least at first instance. Paintings 
are emphatically made things, pigments applied to a piece of wood according to a set 
of decisions made by the painter. A discovery is the opposite of something manufac-
tured.8 To discover is to find something the production of which you do not claim 
responsibility for, like the discovery of DNA’s double helix. A part of Piero’s picture 
insists on the fact that it is manufactured, made by hand. Inscribed with Roman capi-
tals on the first step of Pilate’s podium are the words “The work of Piero of Borgo 
Sansepolcro” (opvs petri debvrgo s[an]c[t]i sepvlcri) (Fig. 1.2). The letters perfectly fit 
between the column on the left and the left ankle of the man seen from the back. Note 
especially how the O of “opus” just avoids touching the column in front of it and 
how, at the end of the inscription, the full stop is placed exactly in between the I and 
the left ankle of the man standing with his back towards you. There is no off-site or 
out of sight at the spot where the origins of coincidence is located, where this scene of 
flagellation is reduced to its moment of making. Yet even if these letters explicate the 
fact that the painting is an object made by hands, a work (opus), Piero also cultivated 
the illusion that its letters had already been there before he painted the picture. They 
are carved in the first step of Pilate’s podium, in ancient Roman letters, like the ancient 
inscriptions Piero and his contemporaries found on fragments of Roman buildings.  
(I have more to say about the style of these letters in Chapter 3.)

Figure 1.2 � Detail of Plate 2.
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Space/surface

Piero carefully planned his suggestion of coincidence. He exactly measured the posi-
tion of the figures and the perspective of the architecture and the floor.9 Perspective 
lines are visible in the rows of tiles, cornices, roofs, and other architectural elements. 
In 1953, the architectural historian Rudolph Wittkower and the painter and teacher of 
perspective B. A. R. Carter published two measured drawings of the picture’s plan and 
elevation, later elaborated upon by Marilyn Aronberg Lavin.10 The Wittkower–Carter 
reconstruction not only proved that the scale of Piero’s figures and the architecture 
precisely conforms to their position; it also revealed that the orthogonals meet in one 
point just left of the colonnade, at the level of the right flagellator’s hips (Fig. 1.3). 
This point, called the distance or vanishing point, marks the geometrical center of the 
painting. Yet it is placed on a bare piece of wall.

The placement of the vanishing point in such an inconspicuous place is highly eccen-
tric. Piero knew that this point coincided with the center of vision. It was the place 
in the picture that offered the clearest view to anyone in front of it. “The eye,” Piero 
wrote in his treatise on perspective,

is round and from the intersection of two little nerves which cross one another, the 
visual force [virtù visiva] comes to the center of the crystalline humor, and from 
that the rays depart and extend in straight lines, passing through one quarter of 
the circle of the eye, so that this part subtends a right angle at the center [of the 
picture].

Figure 1.3 � B. A. R. Carter, The perspective of Piero della Francesca’s Flagellation, 1953, dimen-
sions unknown. Published in R. Wittkower and B. A. R. Carter, “The Perspective 
of Piero della Francesca’s ‘Flagellation’,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 16 (1953): 299 (fig. 4). With permission from the Warburg Institute.
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He then goes on to say that the ray intersecting with the image at a right angle “is of 
the greatest strength that the eye opposite from it can see.”11 “In order for the eye to 
receive the things opposite from it in the easiest way, it is necessary to represent things 
under a lesser angle than a right one.” All things depicted under a greater angle will 
not be seen well.12

Before Piero, Alberti had already said that the viewer’s gaze was the strongest in the 
distance point, and after him Leonardo da Vinci held the same opinion.13 This is why 
fifteenth-century painters used the vanishing point to impose a sense of hierarchy on 
the picture. The majority of painters placed the most important figure in their painting 
in that point. This is where, for instance, Masaccio painted Christ’s face in the Tribute 
Money, finished around 1426, and where Leonardo, in the Last Supper, pinned the 
head of Christ. In both these examples, perspective functions less to suggest a three-
dimensional space than to order the flat picture surface. It seems as if Masaccio and 
Leonardo did not place their figures in space after they had constructed the space of 
their pictures; they rather organized perspective around the figures, not as a means to 
represent space but as a way to divide the picture between important and subordinate 
parts.14 This kind of perspective does the seeing for you. It objectifies experience and 
orders the picture as meaning.15

The word perspective is derived from the Latin prospectiva, which literally means 
“seeing through.” You look at a two-dimensional picture surface, but you see through 
that surface into depth as if you are looking at a space that extends from the space 
you stand in. But Rebecca Zorach has reminded us that, contrary to this definition, 
Renaissance artists usually employed perspective as a way to order the surface of 
painting, not to articulate three-dimensional space. And this ordering gave meaning to 
the picture.16 Note, for example, that Alberti’s De pictura (1435), sometimes treated 
as the first Renaissance defense of perspective, in fact does not use the term perspectiva 
at all.17 Alberti was less occupied with the construction of a three-dimensional space 
in which the figures could be placed than with ordering the two-dimensional picture 
plane. He probably never thought of perspective as a way to suggest space but rather 
as a part of circumscriptio—the fixing of contours—and compositio—of placing the 
figures on the picture’s two-dimensional plane. His primary concern was surface. “Let 
me tell you what I do when I am painting,” Alberti wrote,

First of all, on the surface [in superficie] on which I am going to paint, I draw 
a rectangle of whatever size I want, which I regard as an open window through 
which the subject-matter [historia] to be painted is seen.18

Alberti’s rectangle does not frame a world already in existence. It instead serves as 
a flat field whose surface can be filled by two-dimensional forms. These flat forms 
become three-dimensional figures only at a later stage. Begin with the outlines, Alberti 
admonished, and then give the figures shadow and color. The primary purpose of 
circumscriptio and compositio was to organize the painting in such a way that its 
meaning, that is, its capacity to illustrate a story, came across as clearly as possible.19 
Much later, in 1504, Pomponio Gaurico took perspective again as a means to systema-
tize subject-matter. Because perspective marshaled the number and place of figures, it 
secured “subject-matter’s intelligibility.”20

This is not how Piero della Francesca thought of perspective. In the Flagellation, Pie-
ro’s lines and distance point do not order the picture’s subject, like Alberti had advised 
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and fifteenth-century painters had put to practice. It did little to clarify subject-matter. 
The point from which the Flagellation was painted renders Christ the smallest person 
in the whole picture, and he is placed off-center. Piero’s perspective merely shows you 
where the figures are, not how you should read the narrative.

In his treatise on perspective, Piero put a new emphasis on the space of the painting 
and the position of the figures and architecture in it. He even said that only in pictures 
you could experience space properly. You could not possibly gauge the exact position 
of objects in real space. In his treatise on perspective, Piero distinguished between look-
ing at a picture and looking at the non-painted world. He believed that we experience 
the world according to the so-called intromission theory, which had been invented 
some 500 years before Piero’s time by Abu Ali al-Hasen (965–ca. 1040), known in the 
West as Alhazen.21 Alhazen described that the eyes see because they receive the light 
reflected from objects, which is how we still understand sight. Piero explained in his 
treatise on perspective that objects submit rays (Piero called them “lines”) that the 
eye takes in. He wrote about “the lines that depart from the edge of the object and 
go in the direction of the eye.”22 But this is not how you look at a picture, he added. 
The experience of painting works exactly the other way around. Rather than the eye 
receiving objects in the form of light, the eye emits rays that “touch” the object. Piero 
wrote of the “visual force” (virtù visiva) from which rays (raggi) depart in straight 
lines and meet the picture plane at a right angle. He also said that within the limits of 
the picture plane “the eye traces [descrive] with its rays [raggi] the things according to 
their proportions and is able to judge their measurements [mesura] within it.”23 It is 
because painting reverses the eye’s way of perceiving the world that you can measure 
depth and space in a painting.

Why is Piero making this distinction between ordinary looking and looking at a 
painting?

The way Piero imagined people looked at painting is now known as the extramis-
sion theory. This theory had been current in Europe since the fourth century, and owed 
its popularity to the fact that it perfectly accounted for the subordinate role of sight in 
understanding the world. With its idea of a ray emitted from the eye, the extramission 
theory placed the agency of vision in the body, and Christian Platonists had argued 
that the body was unstable and unreliable. Seeing was a subjective endeavor incapable 
of grasping truth. It therefore comes as no surprise that the introduction of Alhazen’s 
theory of vision in the West came with the reintroduction of Aristotelian thought, 
which placed a greater emphasis on knowledge gained through the senses. The thir-
teenth-century scholastic philosopher and Franciscan friar Roger Bacon is usually 
credited with the growing popularity of Alhazen’s theory of vision in Western Europe. 
By Piero’s time, the intromission theory counted as the dominant theory about vision.24

There were some in the fifteenth century who doubted the truth of the intromis-
sion theory. And they were not just Neoplatonists. The problem with the intromission 
theory was that it was unclear about where exactly the objects submitting rays were in 
space. The eye received the light radiating from objects without fully knowing the exact 
position of the light source. The fifteenth-century philosopher Lorenzo Valla therefore 
argued that the intromission theory could not be correct. Listen to this passage in his 
Dialectical Disputations, a book finished around the middle of the fifteenth century:

Nor are colors and shapes carried to vision by help of brightness, but come to the 
eye as though to a mirror. For thereby those images are perceived in the eye which 
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the eye itself does not see in itself but it sees what it discerns not in the air (for in 
which part of the air?) but in its own place, better or worse according to its own 
powers of projecting its gaze, and not without the help of brightness.25

Valla preferred the old-fashioned extramission theory, which allowed the eye to see the 
objects directly, in their proper place. If it were true, as Alhazen said, that the eye only 
saw the light of the object then we would not know where the object radiating light 
was.26 We would see the world as a blurred cacophony of light, making its impres-
sion on the eye without any concern for where exactly the light came from. You only 
saw an image or a reflection of the world, not the things themselves. Piero accepted 
the intromission theory and its limitations. And that is why, he argued, man needed 
painting. Looking at a painting somehow physically changed the working of the eye. 
Only then, the eye emits rather than receives a force or ray. This made it possible for 
man to know where objects are in space. In painting, all objects are fixed in their own 
position, a position whose distance to the person in front of the painting can be meas-
ured, as if a painting were not flat but deep. Without painting “one could not under-
stand how much the things foreshorten, that is, one could not represent them.”27 Only 
within the boundaries of the picture plane can space really be measured by the eye.

This is a baffling statement. Piero’s definition of painting makes the rest of the 
world look spatially undefined. The world is three-dimensional but the eye measures 
it in two dimensions. Only in painting can man understand the world as it is, in its 
full three dimensions. For Piero, painting is about position and site. His defense of 
perspective therefore rests on a completely different premise than contemporary per-
spectivists, who rather emphasized the surface of painting. Piero proposed a new value 
for painting in society. Painting offered an exclusive path to knowing the truth about 
the world we live in.

Piero invented a new term to describe this particular status of painting vis-à-vis 
reality: termine. The word termine literally means “that which marks the limits of.” 
It marks the limits of the picture plane, the frame if you will. In the case of the Flagel-
lation, these limits are arbitrary; the frame randomly cuts off a reality that the picture 
claims was there before the picture was made. Hubert Damisch wrote that Piero intro-
duced the concept of the termine as a critique of Alberti’s metaphor of the window to 
define a painting.28 A window is inclusive: It can be glanced through from different 
angles, each angle revealing information that cannot be attained from a straight per-
spective. What seems out of sight is not out of sight, for a window allows for a mobile 
eye. Looking through a window allows you to order the world you are looking at, 
including what you like to include, what you find important. Alberti’s metaphor of the 
window, then, is not much different than his description of the act of painting. Like 
a window sill, the frame in Alberti’s definition does not cut off; it rather serves as a 
given within which a world can be depicted—some things included, others left out, all 
at the will of the painter, like the viewer through a window can decide what he wants 
and does not want to see. Piero’s termine, on the other hand, fixes the things in their 
proper place—not where they were placed by the painter, but where they are in reality. 
It is the task of painting, Piero added, to clarify the space we live in.

Scienzia

Piero’s De prospectiva pingendi is divided into three books, each containing a great 
number of examples to depict increasingly complex objects from a fixed perspective. 
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Rather than using optical theories, as one would expect from a treatise on perspective, 
Piero predominantly used mathematics. Calculus and geometry provided him with a 
method to depict everything in its correct dimensions and recessions. Some problems 
are illustrated with drawings, with small numbers indicating the recession of lines in 
exact mathematical terms.

Piero was an expert in mathematics, lauded by his contemporaries as one of the cen-
tury’s best mathematicians. By the time he had come to write his treatise on perspec-
tive, he had already written two mathematical works, the Trattato d’abaco [Abacus 
Treatise] and the Libellus de quinque corporibus regularibus [Short Book on the Five 
Regular Bodies]. These were instruction manuals for future merchants to calculate 
weights and volumes, etc., even if Piero’s copies present examples of a mathemati-
cal complexity that far exceeds the needs of commerce.29 Piero read quite widely in 
mathematics. He had consulted the popular thirteenth-century schoolbooks written 
by Leonardo Pisano, called Fibonacci, which had introduced Arabic numerals and 
methods of computation to Western Europe.30 And he had read the classical math-
ematical treatises by Euclid and Archimedes.

Archimedes particularly captured his imagination. The Greek mathematician’s 
works had been translated from Greek into Latin in the early 1450s by Jacopo da Cre-
mona on the instigation of Pope Nicholas V. By the early 1460s, only a few manuscript 
copies of the Latin translation were in circulation. One was in the possession of Nich-
olas of Cusa; another was held by the German mathematician Regiomantus (Johannes 
Müller); Cardinal Bessarion possessed a third copy. Before the manuscript left Rome, 
it was copied by Piero della Francesca’s friend and townsman, the mathematician 
Francesco del Borgo.31 Francesco’s copy lacks Archimedes’s proem to Book 1 and his 
commentaries on Eutocius.32 A while ago, James Banker discovered that Piero copied 
the Archimedes manuscript prepared by Francesco del Borgo. Piero’s own copy, now 
in the Biblioteca Riccardiana in Florence (accession number: Ricc.Lat.106), has 82 
folios of Archimedes’ text, in Latin, and includes 225 geometrical figures by Piero’s 
hand. The figures show that he perfectly understood Archimedes’s complicated Latin 
text, which puts him on par with the most learned fifteenth-century mathematicians 
and ranks him among a handful of Renaissance artists who could read Latin.33

Piero students have sometimes interpreted his interest in mathematics as an effort to 
raise the status of painting to a liberal art, like Alberti had tried to do in De pictura. 
In Piero’s time, arithmetic and geometry formed part of the Quadrivium, and painting 
did not. And this was reason enough for some to disparage painting as a mere manual 
craft. Other scholars have considered Piero’s perspective and mathematics primarily as 
a contribution to the history of science.34 To raise the status of painting was undoubt-
edly one of Piero’s aims. But his interest in mathematics was not primarily fed by the 
esteem mathematics purportedly held at the time, nor was it entirely motivated by a 
wish to promote painting to a liberal art. He believed that mathematics was able to 
change painting, not just its status in society but also what a picture did as a picture. 
This becomes clear from a long discursive passage at the beginning of the third book 
of De prospectiva pingendi, in which Piero tried to explain why painting needed math-
ematics. It is an unusual passage in fifteenth-century art theory, written by a painter 
defending his own particular method. It therefore deserves to be quoted in its entirety:

Many painters disparage perspective because they do not understand the force 
of the lines and angles which are obtained from it; with which every outline 
and delineation is drawn in correct proportion. Therefore it seems to me that 
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I  should show how much this science [questa scientia] is necessary to painting 
[alla pittura]. I  say that perspective literally means, so to say, things seen at a 
distance, represented as enclosed within given limits [termini, that is the boarders 
of the picture plane] and in proportion [proportione] according to the quantity 
of their distances, without which nothing can be degraded correctly. And because 
painting is nothing if not representations [dimostrationi] of surfaces and bodies 
degraded or magnified on the picture plane [termine], placed like the real things 
seen by the eye [le cose vere vedute da l’occhio] as subtending different angles on 
the said limit [termine], and because for any quantity some part of it is nearer 
the eye than another, and the nearer part always presents itself as subtending a 
greater angle than the further one at the assigned limits [termini], and since it is 
not possible for the intellect to judge for itself of their size, that is the size of the 
nearer part and the size of the further one, so I  say it is necessary [to employ] 
perspective, which distinguishes all quantities proportionately, as a true method 
[vera scientia], representing [dimostrando] the degradation and magnification of 
all quantities by means of lines.

By following this [practice] many ancient painters acquired lasting fame. Such as 
Aristomenes of Thasos, Policles, Apelles, Andron Ephesii, Theo Magnes, Zeuxis, 
and many others. And although many have received praise without perspective, it 
is given by those who have not taken account of what is the virtue of the method 
[la virtù de l’arte], with mistaken judgment. And I lay down the rules as one zeal-
ous to promote the good name of the method in our time [la gloria de l’arte et 
di questa età] also, and as one who presumes to dare to write this little piece on 
perspective as it regards painting.35

There was once a time, Piero wrote, when perspective painters were more esteemed 
than painters less versed in perspective. Piero borrowed his list of ancient artists from 
Ghiberti, who, in turn had taken it from Vitruvius. Ghiberti had added the name of 
Apelles, an addition that Piero adopted. (Vitruvius ironically mentioned that the art-
ists were underappreciated in their times, which I think demonstrates that Piero had 
read Ghiberti and not Vitruvius.36) There is no mention in this passage, or anywhere 
else in the treatise, of the Liberal Arts and a wish for painting to be part of it. Nor is 
there any mention here, or in the other two treatises on mathematics, of the esteem 
of mathematics in and of itself. What Piero is saying instead is that the kind of paint-
ing that is based on mathematically informed perspective is better than other kinds of 
painting. Piero assumed that fellow painters were probably little inclined to follow his 
advice. This is why he added the list of ancient painters, knowing that his contempo-
raries attached great value to their antique predecessors. He never said that modern 
perspective was a revival of ancient practice, nor that his contemporaries should adopt 
perspective only because ancient artists had used it.

Piero’s used the word “scientia” for the art of perspective in the passage quoted 
above, as well as on a few other occasions in the treatise.37 Scientia, or scienzia, could 
mean different things in the fifteenth century. Sometimes it simply meant skill.38 At 
other times, it could refer to faculties, disciplines, professions, or a theory.39 The art of 
carpentry was as much a scienzia as the art of mathematics. The term had therefore 
little to do with our modern use of the word “science” as a description of a handful of 
academic disciplines. For Piero, the word meant something like “method” or “rule.” 
Perspective is “a true method,” vera scientia, that is, it is the only path to the repre-
sentation of three-dimensional forms on a two-dimensional plane. Lorenzo Ghiberti 
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used the term in a similar way. In his discussion of sight, Ghiberti wrote that percep-
tion was by itself unable to distinguish objects from one another. The mind received 
sense perceptions through the eye and only recognized what they were with the help 
of a scienza acquistata, that is, an acquired method that ordered perceptions as cogni-
tion.40 Such a method was necessary for an art bent on the imitation of reality, Piero 
and Ghiberti believed. They also thought that the ancients had possessed a similar 
method, even if their treatises had all been lost. There was simply no other way in 
which ancient artists could have made such lifelike art.41

In the passage quoted above, Piero speaks of la virtù de l’arte and la gloria de l’arte 
et di questa età. The word arte has sometimes been rendered “art,” with all its con-
notations of originality and inspiration.42 But in the fifteenth century, arte, in common 
with its Latin equivalent ars, meant skill, craft, profession, theory, treatise, or method. 
Its meaning was therefore close to that of scienzia. Ars was a competence that could 
be acquired through rule. It was therefore contrasted to ingenium, which referred to 
innate talent.43 Ghiberti used the word “arte” consistently to refer to the skill of mak-
ing things. The skill of modeling with loam (creta) was an arte, for instance.44 Piero 
thought of arte as a method that was consistent and systematic; it was a way of doing 
things that could be repeated by anyone who had acquired its rules.

Piero’s perspective imagined a kind of painting that left no room for stylistic dif-
ferences between one painting and another, even when they were produced by wildly 
different artists. In his dream scenario of every painter following strict mathematical 
rules, the idiosyncrasies of individual painters were leveled, allowing for little dif-
ferences in personal styles. Piero’s treatise proposed a world of painting of a strik-
ingly uniform kind. And mathematics secured this uniformity. An art of numbers 
and certainties, math was the exact counterpart of properties usually associated with 
art, like inspiration, invention, imagination and unrepeatability. Leonardo da Vinci, 
for instance, said that painting was unlike mathematics because, in essence, painting 
could not be taught, whereas mathematics could. This was why, according to Leon-
ardo, painting was a unique expression of an individual artist’s talent. “Painting alone 
remains noble, it alone honors its author and remains precious and unique and never 
bears children equal to itself.”45 The calculus and geometry that Piero taught in his 
treatise shifted attention away from imagination, fantasy and talent towards acquired 
skills, replication and repeatability. Whereas Leonardo located the origins of a paint-
ing in the artist’s imagination, Piero located it in the visible world, which the artist, 
with the help of perspective, claimed to be replicating or repeating, with a clarity 
unmatched by our own experience of the world.

The laborious process involved in making a perspectival picture, outlined in Piero’s 
treatise in no less than 58 paragraphs, remained invisible in the actual work of art, 
which conveyed the impression that it represented reality all at once, with no traces 
of manufacture. Piero’s perspective aims to present the made as the discovered, the 
imagined as the found. Perspective holds a middle ground between manufacture and 
discovery, between the arbitrariness of human making and the methodical of a sci-
entific discovery. Another way of saying this is that perspective “black-boxes” the 
“madeness” of art. It disguises the process by which the end result was achieved. The 
term “black-boxing” comes from a book by Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar about 
the sociology of modern science.46 Latour and Woolgar show how modern science 
hides the means by which a result was arrived at in order to make the made seem like 
the discovered. People walk into a laboratory, clean tubes, write down test results, 
order new equipment, go to lunch—all human labor that is hidden in the academic 
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articles that publish the results of that labor. In that sense, Piero’s art is like science, 
but only in Latour’s and Woolgar’s disenchanted definition of science. Piero’s paintings 
are intensely labored constructs that cultivate the illusion that they are not.

When speaking of the picture surface, Piero wrote that on it the painter could repre-
sent (dimostrare) the things observed. As I wrote in the Introduction, the verb “dimos-
trare” means “to show (monstrare) again (di-).” It points to a definition of painting as 
repetition. Painting repeats a world already there; it does not show a world invented 
by the painter. In the Introduction, I observed that fifteenth-century people compared 
the repetitive effect of realistic painting to the work of a mirror. The mirror simply 
receives the world and reflects it, shows it again. Lorenzo Valla said that objects are 
“carried” to vision as if they are brought to a mirror, which throws reality back at 
you unchanged. Alberti likened the art of painting to discovery. Narcissus discovered 
painting when he realized that the reflection he saw in the pool was his own.47

There is not a single fifteenth-century painter more interested in the mirroring quali-
ties of water than Piero della Francesca. In the Baptism, perhaps one of Piero’s earliest 
surviving works, the world you see depicted is reflected in the water—water with no 
wrinkles, with a surface as smooth as a mirror (Plate 3). The top of the hills stretching 
out behind Christ, a cloud, and the yellow and red robes of the figures who stand by the 
bent of the river double in the river Jordan. The reflections thematize the work of paint-
ing as Piero defined it, which is perhaps why he liked to paint bodies of water so much.

The artist’s presence

Piero pretended that he never took on the role of stage director that Alberti had rec-
ommended for the painter. The figures in the Flagellation are not actors answering to 
a plot Piero set out. They rather insist on a certain autonomy, avoiding contact with 
whomever stands before the painting. One of them, the man with the turban, turns his 
back to you, something an actor would never do.

The aloofness of the figures points to a lack of interference on the part of the painter. 
This is at least how the Dutch humanist Rudolf Agricola (1443–85) understood real-
ism in painting. Agricola had worked at the court of Ferrara between 1475 and 1479, 
where he wrote his book De inventione dialectica [On the Dialectics of Invention]. 
Agricola said that “in painting most things are very pleasing because of the imitation 
alone and we admire not so much the subject-matter [res] which is shown in the paint-
ing as the skill of the imitator.” A painter simply imitated what was in front of him. 
The matching between a picture and its model could be so impressive that the painter 
did not need to invent. And this, he added, was what set the painter apart from the 
writer. “When in a literary composition,” Agricola argued

the composition succeeds in making the subject-matter seem not reported but 
rather performed [non dici sed agi], through a sort of insubstantial image, the 
mind of the hearer establishes itself as though in the midst of the action and 
its upheavals. This should also be attributed to language since it comes about 
through the power of language and not as a result of the nature of the reality 
[described] [rerum natura].48

Agricola uses the Latin verbs dicere for reporting and agere for performing. To report 
(dicere) was to imitate reality exactly how it was; and this is what a painter should do 
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according to Agricola. A writer, Agricola had learned from Quintilian, needed to add 
something to his report. The word agere meant “to act” or “to perform.”

Agricola introduced the difference between reporting and performing because he 
was concerned with the authorship of images and texts, as opposed to their subject-
matter. In painting, authorship comes naturally. The realism of Renaissance pictures 
forced appreciation and praise of the artist’s skill. The better images imitated reality, 
the more the artist was praised for his skill. The performative aspect Agricola intro-
duced for writing was also meant to draw attention to the person of the writer. In 
late medieval theories of authorship, the word author (auctor) was sometimes traced 
back to its root word agere, to perform.49 The etymology of the word auctor helped 
to shape the modern definition of authorship. In earlier theories of authorship, the 
derivation of auctor from auctaritas was emphasized. An author was an authority 
to be believed and trusted. But when authorship began to be traced back to the verb 
agere around 1300, an author acquired more leeway and freedom to add things to 
the reality he was describing. By the fifteenth century, this culminated in a culture that 
allowed a text to be understood as the result of an individual author’s decisions.50

Agricola used the Institutio Oratoria by the first-century rhetorician Quintilian to 
think about the relationship between an author and his work. Quintilian wrote about 
different styles of rhetoric, each employed for a specific occasion or subject, in order 
to improve the persuasive capacities of the orator.51 Agricola used Quintilian’s work 
to explain an essential difference between texts and images. Images could do without 
Quintilian’s stylistic categories. The pure imitation of nature Agricola attributed to 
painters had nothing to do with the culture of adding to reality he associated with 
writing.

Leon Battista Alberti had done the opposite. He adopted Quintilian’s advice that 
the orator needed to change reality in order to persuade his public for his discussion 
of painting. Alberti believed that modern artists should never imitate reality as it was. 
The origins of painting lay in a perfect, unaltered embrace of reality, when Narcissus 
discovered his mirror image in a pool of water, but modern artists, Alberti admon-
ished, should move beyond a simple imitation of reality. Alberti advised the painter to 
select the best parts from nature and never depict it as he had found it. “The painter,” 
wrote the humanist

should be attentive not only to the likeness [similtudinem] of things but also and 
especially to beauty [pulchritudinem] . . . Therefore excellent parts should all be 
selected from the most beautiful bodies, and every effort should be made to per-
ceive, understand and express beauty.52

It was an explicit aim of Alberti’s treatise on painting to move painting closer to writ-
ing and to raise the status of painting to the liberal arts. Alberti’s advice would lead to 
a kind of painting that puts more emphasis on the decisions of the painter, from the 
organization the composition to the invention of new standards of beauty. What you 
find in the kind of painting defended by Alberti, you cannot find in reality. Agricola’s 
words, on the other hand, reinstall a traditional separation between text and image. 
According to Agricola, text added and ordered reality, images replicated it.

Quintilian’s rhetorical categories provided fifteenth-century authors with a model 
to understand the complicated subject of the imitation of reality in painting. In 1481, 
Cristoforo Landino included a short history of fifteenth-century Florentine art in the 
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preface to his Commentary on Dante’s Divina Comedia, from which I have already 
quoted his words on Masaccio in the Introduction. Landino used Quintilian to make 
sense of the different styles of Florentine painters and the way they imitated reality. 
Here I want to draw closer attention to Landino’s text, which is why I am quoting his 
words on the Florentine painters in full:

Masaccio was a very good imitator of nature [imitatore di natura], with great and 
comprehensive three-dimensional modeling [rilievo], a good composer [componi-
tore] and pure [puro], without ornateness [ornato], because he devoted himself only 
to the imitation of reality [all’imitatione del vero], and to the three-dimensional 
modeling [rilievo] of his figures. He was certainly as good and skilled in perspective 
as anyone else at that time, and of great ease [facilita] in working, being very young, 
as he died at the age of 26. Fra Filippo Lippi was graceful [gratioso] and ornate 
[ornato] and exceedingly skillful; he was very good at compositions [compositioni] 
and at variety, at coloring [colorire], three-dimensional modeling [rilievo], and very 
much at ornateness [ornamenti] of every kind, whether imitated after the real [dal 
vero] or invented. Andrea [del Castagno] was a great draftsman [disegnatore, also 
translatable as “designer”] and of great three-dimensional modeling [rilievo]; he 
was a lover of the difficulties of the discipline [of painting] [dell’arte] and of fore-
shortenings, lively and very prompt [prompto], and of great ease [facile] in work-
ing. Paolo Uccello was a good composer [componitore] and varied, a great master 
of animals and landscapes, artful [artificioso] in foreshortening because he knew 
perspective well. Fra Angelico was blithe [vezzoso], devout [divoto], very ornate 
[ornato], and endowed with the greatest ease at working [facilita].53

These painters were all contemporaries. Masaccio (1401–28), Filippo Lippi (ca. 
1406–69), Paolo Uccello (1397–1475), and Fra Angelico (ca. 1395–1455) were half a 
generation older than Piero (born around 1412); Castagno (ca. 1421–57) was slightly 
younger than the painter from Sansepolcro. Landino distinguished Masaccio’s art 
from the rest of the painters he mentioned. His paintings are puro, senza ornato, 
whereas the others all added something to their imitation of nature. Castagno loved 
all things difficult, and the others painted in a style that adored reality with orna-
ments. It made reality look graceful (gratioso), prompt (prompto), blithe (vezzoso), 
devout (divoto), or ornate (ornato).

Ornato is a key term. It is a quality that both Filippo Lippi and Fra Angelico pos-
sessed and that Landino said Masaccio deliberately steered clear from. It is derived from 
the ancient rhetorical term ornatus.54 In rhetoric, the term refers to the embellishment 
of a speech. It does not merely point to the overwhelming effect of eloquence but also 
to the process of making a speech.55 Quintilian, for instance, wrote that ornatus was

something that is superadded [plus est] to what is merely lucid and acceptable. It 
consists firstly in forming a clear conception of what we wish to say, secondly in 
giving this adequate expression, and thirdly in lending it additional brilliance, a 
process which may correctly be termed embellishment.

(Institutio Oratoria 8, III, 61)

This is the same passage in Quintilian on which Rudolf Agricola based his distinction 
between reported reality, which he associated with painters, and performed reality, 
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which he attributed to a successful speech. And it is also the passage that Alberti had 
in mind when he defended a theatrical definition of painting in De pictura. Ornatus is 
something that added to the mere reporting of the facts.

Landino’s text also shows how difficult it was to distinguish between reported and 
performed reality in painting. Filippo Lippi used ornaments both of a fictive kind 
(ficti) and ornaments that imitated reality (dal vero). The result was a picture that 
looked real but did not conform to an actual reality. What you see in Lippi’s paint-
ing lacked a stable referent in reality. Lippi’s idea of painting conformed to Alberti’s 
advice to the painter to select elements from nature and to order them in a new way. 
For Landino’s Lippi, a beautiful picture consisted of a composite of different aspects 
observed from nature that in reality could never have been observed in the same 
constellation.

Masaccio stands apart from the other painters. According to Landino, he depicted 
things in the exact same constellation that he had found them, as difficult as this is to 
believe in the case of a painter of mainly Biblical subjects. Of all the painters Landino 
mentioned, Masaccio was the only artist who “devoted himself exclusively to the 
imitation of reality,” all’imitatione del vero. Vero could be both translated as truth 
and as reality. Boccaccio wrote that Giotto’s realism was able to make the depicted 
seem like the truth or reality, “quello credendo esser vero che era dipinto.”56 Manetti 
said that Brunelleschi had depicted “reality as it is,” el proprio vero, in his perspec-
tive panel of the Florentine Baptistery.57 And Giovanni Santi knew about Jan van 
Eyck that he had perfected the study of reality, il vero. Both artists of contemporary 
events—Brunelleschi—and painters of Biblical pictures—Giotto, Masaccio, and van 
Eyck—were believed to have imitated reality as they had found it. The distinction we 
make today between the representation of historical events and contemporary sub-
jects in our assessment of realism did not count for the contemporaries of Piero della 
Francesca. Pictures of biblical events imitated contemporary reality as much as, say, a 
portrait of a contemporary. Chapters 2 and 3 will study this theory of time in painting 
in greater detail.

Masaccio’s purchase on veracity lay in its restraint, in a disciplined withholding 
from ornament. That restraint was intimately bound up with Masaccio’s skills in 
modeling the three-dimensional form of his figures, for which Landino used the term 
rilievo, meaning relief. And it also had something to do with the way he used perspec-
tive. Masaccio shared his skills in perspective with Uccello, but note how Landino dis-
tinguished between the two different artists’ use of it. Uccello deliberately sought the 
difficulties of foreshortening. He employed perspective for its own sake, endowing his 
pictures with an artificial effect, something artificioso. In Masaccio’s art, perspective 
was a means to draw attention away from artifice. He rather defined the picture as a 
three-dimensional space, drawing attention away from the picture’s flat, ornamented 
surface.58 Masaccio did not emphasize the painting as an object; he rather stressed 
what the picture showed or projected: Three-dimensional forms, each positioned in 
their proper place. What counted was what Masaccio showed, not how he showed it.

Piero shared an interest in perspective with Masaccio. Perhaps he even traveled all 
the way to Pisa to see Masaccio’s altarpiece in the church of Santa Maria del Car-
mine there. He copied Masaccio’s Christ in his own Crucifixion panel topping the 
Misericordia Altarpiece, and he must have looked closely at Masaccio’s Trinity fresco 
at Santa Maria Novella in Florence, still brand new when Piero resided in the city in 
1439, just over a decade after Masaccio’s death.59 In his treatise on perspective, Piero 
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argued for a similar unadorned representation of reality, a kind of painting that drew 
attention to space rather than surface. When Vasari described the angel in Piero’s noc-
turnal Annunciation to Constantine at San Francesco in Arezzo, he wrote that Piero 
“makes us recognize, in this darkness, the importance of imitating things as they truly 
are [le cose vere] and to always copy them from the thing proper.”60

Artist and work

Looking at Piero’s art gives the impression of looking at an impersonal world, a world 
devoid of movement and emotion. The three figures in the foreground of the Flagellation 
speak, it seems, but speech is implicated by extremely limited means. The man on the 
left has his mouth half-opened and his left hand gestures. The other two men listen, yet 
they avoid eye contact with the speaker. Each of them stands isolated from the two oth-
ers. Their bodies do not register the kind of gestures one would expect in a discussion.

Such isolation and alienation are hallmarks of Piero’s art. In the fresco of the Death 
of Adam at San Francesco in Arezzo, Adam forecasts his own death to Eve and their 
daughter and sons (Fig. 1.4). Adam gestures with his right hand, a speech act similar 
to the one the bearded man is making with his left hand in the Flagellation. Note, 
however, how Adam avoids contact with his family. He is not looking at them; his 
gaze is vacant. His wife and children show no response to Adam’s words. Only one 
son, probably Seth, stares in the direction of his father; he absorbs Adam’s words with 
no visible emotion. The other son, seen from the back, leans on a shepherd’s stick. 
The daughter feels nothing, it seems. Eve, supporting Adam from behind, has a vacant 
look on her face.

I am not the first to comment on the methodical aspect of Piero’s art. Bernard 
Berenson, in his remarkable book Piero della Francesca, or: The Ineloquent in Art, 
published in 1954, made a case for the strange, anti-personal aspect of Piero’s paint-
ings. “One is almost compelled to conclude,” Berenson wrote, “that Piero was not 
interested in human beings as living animals, sentient and acting. For him they were 
existences in three dimensions whom perchance he would have gladly exchanged for 
pillars, and arches, capitals, entablatures and facets of walls.”

Berenson is saying that Piero cared more for space—the domain of pillars, arches, 
capitals, entablatures and walls—than figures. He then reveals the rationale behind 
this expressionless art in an anecdote he tells about an encounter with Oscar Wilde 
around the turn of the nineteenth century:

I am reminded that one day, nearly sixty years ago, Oscar Wilde and I were lunch-
ing together. I asked what he had been doing the forenoon, and he told me that 
he had been sitting to a painter who was making a map, a landscape of his face. 
He was so speaking in derision, and I was in “expressivistic” years. Now I would 
say, “If only! What can an artist do better than portray you as a great landscape 
painter presents skies and rocks and trees.”61

A map is different than a painting because a map measures according to a fixed method 
its object of representation (the land). A map does not express, it simply lays out the 
three-dimensional world in two dimensions with accurate measurements.

This methodical aspect of Piero’s art has contributed to the idea that Piero’s style 
changed remarkably little over the fifty years or so of the painter’s activity.62 It is 
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almost as if the images duplicate themselves, with very little intervention of the artist 
who made them.63 All of this makes it very difficult to date Piero’s pictures if there is 
not documentary evidence at hand.

The apparent lack of stylistic change in Piero’s oeuvre is the result of his methodical 
approach to art-making, the appliance of a method, only trusted to paper later in life, 
that tried to filter out personal style. This, however, does not mean that there is no 
change in Piero della Francesca. What changes is the world we see in Piero’s pictures, 

Figure 1.4 � Piero della Francesca, Death of Adam (detail), before 1466, dimensions unknown. 
Arezzo: San Francesco. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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and the world changes with the place where a picture was made. Piero’s insistence on 
an almost impersonal, formulaic representation did not lead to an impersonal kind of 
art. It was rather intimate, bound to his life and biography, absorbing the landscape, 
architecture, and sometimes even people he saw in the towns where he made his art.
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Contemporaries

Some people believed that in Piero della Francesca’s Flagellation, the left side of the 
painting depicts a scene in first-century Jerusalem and the right side a gathering in 
fifteenth-century Urbino. Early eighteenth-century sources identify the three men 
in the foreground as contemporaries of the painter. An inventory of the sacristy of 
Urbino Cathedral, where Piero’s painting was displayed since the opening years of 
the Ottocento, describes the work: ‘The Flagellation of Our Lord against the column, 
and set apart our most serene highnesses the Dukes Oddantonio, Federico and Guido-
baldo; by Pietro from Borgo.’1

Oddantonio, Federico and Guidobaldo were the three fifteenth-century dukes of 
Urbino. The inventory mentions them in chronological order. Oddantonio da Mon-
tefeltro was the first duke. Born in 1427, he was raised to the duchy in 1443, at the 
age of sixteen.2 The young man was an unpopular ruler, better known for his exu-
berant lifestyle than for his just government. He was considered a tyrant, not a lofty 
prince. On a warm summer night in 1444, he was murdered in the Ducal Palace in 
Urbino. Within days of the assassination, Federico da Montefeltro succeeded him, 
first as count and later as duke of Urbino. Federico was Oddantonio’s half-brother. By 
far the most well known of the three, if only for his architectural patronage and his 
library, he commissioned his portrait and that of his wife Battista Sforza in the early 
1470s from Piero. And modern scholars assume that he commissioned Piero to paint 
the Flagellation, too, in the late 1460s, as I argued in the Introduction. Federico died 
in 1482, after which the duchy of Urbino passed on to his son Guidobaldo, born in 
1472 and the third person mentioned in the inventory. Guidobaldo had no children, 
and after his death in 1508, the Duchy of Urbino passed to the della Rovere family.

The identification of the three men must have been common knowledge in early 
eighteenth-century Urbino. It even entered the otherwise dry, formulaic description of 
a notary. Two more texts from the eighteenth century identify the same men but in a 
different order.3 One of them adds that Piero had painted the men from life.4 When the 
German artist Johann Anton Ramboux (1790–1866) drew a copy of Piero’s Flagella-
tion, he scribbled the name of Oddantonio above Piero’s blond youngster, the name of 
Guidobaldo above the bearded man on the left, and he identified the bald man on the 
right as Federico. Perhaps Ramboux was told about the identity of the three figures 
by a local who accompanied him on his visit to the sacristy. But it is more likely that 
the identification could be read on the painting’s frame, perhaps on a piece of paper 
attached to it. Frames sometimes contained the kind of information that would easily 
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be forgotten, like the name of a sitter in a portrait.5 That frame is now lost, but it 
was still there in the early nineteenth century. The German painter and art historian 
Johann David Passavant reported that there was a text close to the three foreground 
figures, almost certainly on the frame. (Passavant did not mention where exactly the 
text was; he just said that it was “near” [dabei] the three foreground figures.6 There 
is no trace on the painting itself of such a text and it had already disappeared by the 
end of the nineteenth century, probably because it was written on a piece of paper 
attached to the frame.7) Passavant wrote that the text read “Convenerunt in unum,” 
the three opening words of Acts 4:26: “The kings of the earth stood up, and the rulers 
were gathered together against the Lord, and against his Christ.” Ramboux had seen 
the same text, and he added the word tres at the beginning of the text, making the 
inscription to bear on the three foreground figures only.8 Perhaps their identification 
was written on the same piece of paper as the quote from Acts 4.

The identification of the young man in the center as Oddantonio goes back further 
than the eighteenth century. In 1587, Ferdinand of Tirol commissioned a portrait of 
the deceased duke from an unknown artist, who took the youngster in Piero’s paint-
ing as his model (Fig. 2.1).9 No fifteenth-century portraits of Oddantonio survive, but 
other portraits agree about the identification. There is another late sixteenth-century 
portrait of Oddantonio, now in Urbania, and a slightly later portrait in the same col-
lection in Urbania also harks back to Piero’s example.10 A seventeenth-century copy 
by Camilla Guerrieri (1628–after 1664) in the Museo Civico in Pesaro of another, lost 
sixteenth-century portrait of Oddantonio, too, resembles the man in Piero’s picture.11

There are, however, a few problems with the identification of the three as the dukes 
of Urbino. In a published account of 1822, the Urbinese Luigi Pungileoni pointed 
out that Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, identified as the bearded man on the left, had 
been born in 1472, too late to be included in Piero’s painting.12 The identification of 
Federico with the bearded man on the left is also unlikely. The duke’s unmistakeable 
features—his right eye and the upper part of his nose missing after the tip of his oppo-
nent’s sword had slid behind his visor during a dual in 1450—had been immortalized 
in numerous portraits, among them Piero’s double portrait in the Uffizi (Plate 4). None 
of these portraits even closely resembles the man in Piero’s Flagellation. It seems likely 
that the identification of Federico and Guidobaldo has a late seventeenth-century or 
perhaps even an early eighteenth-century pedigree. The frame that contained the text 
“Tres convenerunt in unum” dates to 1707. It is not the original fifteenth-century 
piece of carpentry. A previously unpublished document, dated December 4 of that 
year, records a payment by the canons of the cathedral for the replacement of the exist-
ing frame with a new one.13 We learn from the document that the painting had just 
been brought to the new sacristy of the church, where objects with no fixed place in 
the cathedral or elsewhere were displayed on an elaborate piece of new furniture. The 
text of the document does not reveal why the picture needed a new frame. Perhaps the 
old frame was either considered too badly damaged or out of fashion.14

And then there is the problem that the portraits in the Flagellation are not unique. 
The same men appear in earlier paintings by Piero. The bearded man stands among the 
retinue of Heraclius in the scene of Heraclius Entering Jerusalem at Arezzo (Plate 5), 
and he reappears as a soldier attending the execution of Chosroes in the same fresco 
cycle (Plate 6).15 The bald man on the right comes out of the Misericordia Altarpiece, 
finished in the early 1460s, where he sits under the Virgin’s robe on the left, also in 
profile.16 He appears a second time among the men attending to the execution of 
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Figure 2.1 � Anonymous artist, Portrait of Oddantonio da Montefeltro, 1587, dimensions 
unknown. Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum. Artwork in the Public Domain.

Chosroes at Arezzo, painted somewhat later. And the curly-haired youngster bor-
rowed his features from two identical angels in the Baptism, perhaps done as early 
as the late 1430s (Plate 3), which seems to rule out the possibility that the central 
figure was Oddantonio, still a boy when Piero painted the angels.17

All of which has led some scholars to discredit the idea that there are portraits in 
Piero’s Flagellation. Ernst Gombrich and others take the bystanders as biblical figures 
and deny the picture the sort of contemporaneity read into it since the sixteenth cen-
tury.18 Creighton Gilbert added that there is in fact nothing contemporary about the 
three foreground figures. In Piero’s time, men did not wear beards, like the man on the 
left; they never appeared bare-headed in paintings, like the bald man on the right; or 
with bare feet, like the youngster in the middle.19

I partly side with Gombrich and Gilbert. The figures in the foreground are not 
much different than the bystanders in other pictures of the Christ’s flagellation, like 
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the predella panel from the Sassetta workshop that Piero probably got the asym-
metrical composition from (Fig. 2.2). These were the Jews who according to the Gos-
pel of John had brought Christ in. Long before Piero, painters had brought in some 
variation in the group, introducing Arabs and other non-Christians to the group. The 
identification of the foreground figures as Piero’s contemporaries was sparked in part 
by their compositional prominence. They dwarf Christ, the flagellators, Pilate, and 
the turbaned man sometimes identified as Herod. Their pictorial primacy conveys the 
impression that they are important and therefore cannot be set aside as anonymous. 
Yet, in the first chapter I pointed out that the foregrounding of what in other Flagella-
tion pictures were just bystanders was the effect of the argument Piero tried to make 
about perspective: That it was the position of the figures in three-dimensional space, 
rather than their place on the surface of the painting, that counted. The three figures 
take up more picture-surface than the rest of the figures in a painting whose purpose it 
was to downplay the importance other artists had attached to that same surface. For 
Piero, the flat plane did not count as an argument for prominence or hierarchy.

Further in defense of Creighton Gilbert, the perspective of the Flagellation does 
not introduce a temporal divide between the left and right sides of the pictures, like 
the eighteenth-century sources said. But the arguments Gilbert introduced against 
that divide—that there are no contemporary portraits in the Flagellation—differ from 
mine. There are portraits in Piero’s painting, but they are not confined to the right, 
“secular” side of the picture. Nor does Piero’s use of portraits rule out that his figures 

Figure 2.2 � Sassetta(?), Flagellation, 1440s, dimensions unknown. Rome: Pinacoteca Vaticana. 
Photo: Author.
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were also biblical characters—men belonging to the time of Christ, even when Piero 
used contemporary models.

Pilate and his double

The figure of Pilate, in the left half of the painting, is a portrait of a contemporary, 
the Byzantine Emperor John VIII Palaeologus (1392–1448).20 John was the emperor 
of the Byzantine Empire from 1425 to his death in 1448. In 1438, Pope Eugene IV 
invited him to Italy to talk about the pope’s wish to heal the schism between the Greek 
and Latin Churches. John and his large retinue of Byzantine dignitaries met Eugene in 
Ferrara that year for the first installment of the meeting. And in 1439, he and many 
others traveled south to Florence to avoid an outbreak of the plague in Ferrara. The 
meeting between John and Eugene is now known as the Council of Ferrara and Flor-
ence.21 The Council initially looked successful, but the fall of Constantinople in 1453, 
five years after John Palaeologus’s death, destroyed all prospects to heal the schism. 
What remained in Italy was the memory of the Byzantine emperor and his entourage, 
as well as descriptions, drawings, paintings, and medals documenting the faces and 
fashion of the most important Byzantines. And one or two Byzantines decided to stay 
behind in Italy, like the enigmatic scholar and cardinal Basilios Bessarion.

Piero must have seen the Byzantine emperor in Florence, where he was working at 
the time of the Council with Domenico Veneziano. He never forgot what Palaeologus 
and the men in his retinue looked like. He probably recorded the emperor’s features 
and clothing in drawings, although none of Piero’s drawings survive. In 1438, when 
the council was still in Ferrara, Pisanello had made a series of drawings of the Byz-
antines, some in preparation for a medal commemorating Palaeologus’s visit to Italy, 
and others out of pure curiosity, it seems. The profile portrait of Pisanello’s medal is 
identical to Piero’s Pilate, including the emperor’s hat and beard (Fig. 2.3).

The figure  of Palaeologus and the Byzantine men who accompanied him to the 
Council of Florence and Ferrara enjoyed a remarkable historical status in fifteenth-
century Italy. They drew the interest of all people interested in the classical past. The 
Italian humanist Flavio Biondo had witnessed the Greek delegates, either in Ferrara 
(where his family home stood) or in Florence. Biondo was particularly struck by the 
appearance of the Patriarch of Constantinople, not only old in age but also ancient 
looking. In the old man’s dress, Biondo recognized the fashion of the ancient Salii, a 
college of priests dedicated to Mars by the Roman Emperor Numa. He wrote:

The sacred Salii were dressed in robes of the finest and most subtle silk and the 
color [of their robes] was cerulean, but intersected with bright white curls, as one 
can see being used by the Patriarch of Constantinople today.22

Another contemporary recorded that the Greek Patriarch was “a man of great antiq-
uity,” huomo antichissimo, not referring to his age—in which case, he would have 
simply written vecchissimo—but to his antiquated appearance.23 For both men, the 
Patriarch constituted something of a living trace of a person from antiquity, a person 
who looked antiquated and who dressed in the fashion of ancient priests. The logic of 
this way of thinking was explained by another witness of the Council, the fifteenth-
century Florentine book trader Vespasiano da Bisticci. Vespasiano believed that “in 
fifteen hundred years or more, the Greeks have never changed their dress: they wore 
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the same dress in those times as they had been wearing at said moment [during the 
Council of Florence].” He knew this because of some ancient reliefs that he had per-
haps seen drawings of, “in a place called the fields of Philippi, where there are many 
stories of marble, in which men are dressed in the Greek manner [alla greca], in the 
same manner as they are still dressed.”24

Piero did not think of the Byzantine emperor as a second Pilate. He wasn’t saying 
that the Byzantine Emperor was as evil as the Roman prefect who ordered Christ’s 
flagellation. He had already used the portrait of the emperor for the figure of Constan-
tine, the first Christian emperor, in the Battle of Constantine and Maxentius in Arezzo, 
including the cone-shaped hat, to which he had added a small crown (Fig. 2.4).25 Nor 
was Piero the only fifteenth-century artists who used Palaeologus’s features for an 

Figure 2.3 � Pisanello, John VIII Palaeologus, 1439, diameter 10.1  cm. New York City, NY: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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ancient figure. The emperor’s portrait lent itself to a wild variety of ancient people, 
not only Greek philosophers and statesmen, but also Carolingian characters.26 A mid-
fifteenth-century Ferrarese illuminator used his features for both Theseus, the mythical 
founder of Athens, and Lysander, the Spartan admiral who defeated the Athenians.27 
And in another fifteenth-century Ferrarese manuscript, a portrait of the Byzantine 
emperor is used for the Carolingian Emperor Charlemagne.28

These theories about the historical status of people like the Byzantine emperor allowed 
fifteenth-century artists to paint contemporary subjects in their biblical works. There is 
no tension in Piero’s painting between the depiction of a past event and using contempo-
rary portraits. Piero’s Byzantine model blurs the distinction between the present and the 
past; it permitted a pure kind of realism in depictions of distant and past events.

This theory about time informed the right side of Piero’s painting, too. Carlo Ginz
burg was accurate in claiming that at least the bearded man on the left and the bald 
man on the right look like contemporary portraits. Their faces are individualized and 
their clothing is contemporary.29 Ginzburg did not accept the earlier identification of 
the men as the three dukes of Urbino and instead proposed different individuals—an 
interpretation that led him to believe that the right side of the painting depicted a 
recent historical event. While avoiding Ginzburg’s splitting of the image in two differ-
ent times—the one belonging to the life of Christ and the other to the life of Piero—I 
do want to follow his suggestion that we take the portraits seriously.

Figure 2.4 � Piero della Francesca, Battle of Constantine (detail), before 1466, dimensions unknown.  
Arezzo: San Francesco. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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Take the bearded man on the left. Piero was explicit about the fact that the man did 
not come from the Italian peninsula. He wears a pointed beard, unlike any of Piero’s 
Italian contemporaries. Such a beard was known as a Greek, or Byzantine, beard in 
the fifteenth century, “barba al modo greco.”30 His dress, with its sleeves worn like a 
sling and the long cape draped over his back, is also Greek. It appears in a Ferrarese 
drawing of some of the Byzantine delegates who came to the Italian peninsula on the 
occasion of the Council, as well as in a drawing by Pisanello of the men in Palaeolo-
gus’s entourage, now in the Louvre. The high, circular, fur-covered hat, too, was an 
item worn by the men in John Palaeologus’s court when it traveled through Italy. In 
Filarete’s bronze relief of John Palaeologus Departing for the Orient on the doors of 
Saint Peter’s (1445), some men wear both the headdress and the Greek-style robe that 
Piero’s bearded man is also wearing (Fig. 2.5).

It is possible that Piero based the man’s features on a specific individual, perhaps 
on those of the Greek Cardinal Bessarion (1403–72), as Carlo Ginzburg suggested. 
Piero’s portrait conforms to the main features of known portraits of the cardinal: 
The deeply sunken eye-sockets; the heavy eyelids; the prominent, slightly arched 
nose with its deeply indented nostrils; the full lips, with their corners lowered; and 
the forked beard. Bessarion represented something of a living trace of the ancient 

Figure 2.5 � Antonio Averlino (Il Filarete), John VIII Palaeologus Departing Constantinople, 
1445, dimensions unknown. Rome: Saint Peter’s. Photo: Author.
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Greek world in Italy. He had come to Italy in 1438 to attend the Council as an advi-
sor for his emperor, and after a short sojourn back to Constantinople in 1439, he 
settled in Italy, where he died in 1472 after a successful ecclesiastical career. Raised 
to the cardinalate in December  1439, Bessarion was the most famous Greek on 
Italian soil. He was an astute theologian and his immense learning made him one 
of the most sought-after scholars in fifteenth-century Italy. He was a regular at the 
court of Urbino, tutor to the Montefeltro children, a friend of Flavio Biondo, and he 
moved in the same court circles as Piero della Francesca.31 After Bessarion’s death, 
Federico da Montefeltro included a miniature of him by the Spanish painter Alonso 
Berruguete in the series of famous men in the famous studiolo, accompanied by a 
dedicatory inscription that reads “amico sapientissimo optimoque,” “our best and 
most learned man.”

Bessarion was both familiar and strange, a central figure in the Roman curia and a 
familiar at Federico’s court as well as a man from the distant Byzantine Empire. He 
was a man, who shared his vast knowledge with his Italian contemporaries but never 
tried to look like an Italian. Contemporaries repeatedly stressed his Greek descent 
and Greek appearance.32 Some of Bessarion’s colleagues in the Roman curia disliked 
the fact that the Greek cardinal still wore a beard. Western canon law had prohibited 
priests from wearing a beard since the eleventh century. Enea Silvio Piccolomini, the 
later Pope Pius II, related an incident in the papal conclave of 1455, when the French 
cardinal of Avignon, Alain de Coëtivy, successfully stopped Bessarion from becoming 
the next pope. “So we’ll give the Latin Church to a Greek pope, will we?,” Coëtivy 
spoke. “We’ll put a neophyte at the head of the book? Bessarion hasn’t even shaved 
his beard [Nodum barbam rasit], and he’s going to be our head?”33

Like Palaeologus, the Greek cardinal became a model for pictures of ancient men, 
not just Greeks but any man of ancient decent. Towards the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury, the Venetian painter Vittore Carpaccio painted a canvas with the Vision of Saint 
Augustine, in which he endowed the church father with the features of Bessarion, 
an identification that was made explicit by placing Bessarion’s coat of arms in the 
seal that is attached to the podium.34 Augustine came from the same “Greek” world 
from where John Palaeologus and Cardinal Bessarion also came. The painting is not a 
tribute to Bessarion, who had been dead for about twenty years when it was painted. 
Carpaccio simply believed that the features of Augustine had somehow been pre-
served in the likeness of some dignified Greeks, including the Byzantine Cardinal from 
Constantinople.

Some of Piero’s contemporaries might have been reminded of Bessarion when they 
looked at the bearded man in the Flagellation. But Piero never intended the figure to 
exclusively be a portrait of Bessarion. He is neither depicted as a Basilian monk nor as 
a cardinal. The remarkable hat that Piero’s figure is wearing makes no appearance in 
known portraits of Bessarion. Piero rather borrowed the headdress from other Greeks 
he had seen in Florence. He had used the hat earlier in his oeuvre. In the Exaltation of 
the Cross at Arezzo, a Byzantine man in the entourage of Heraclius wears one, and a 
man on the right in the Proving of the True Cross wears a similar hat, now executed 
in light brown. The same hat, in gray, is worn by a native of Jerusalem, presumably 
a Jew, in the Exaltation of the Cross. Apparently, Piero did not think of the hat as an 
accessory that exclusively belonged to a Greek, but rather as an item that pointed to 
a generic kind of antiquity, both to the Greek world from where Bessarion came and 
the Jewish population in Jerusalem.
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The same counts for other pieces of clothing and accessories in the Flagellation.  
The hat Pilate wears in the Flagellation was known as a Greek hat at the time. Pal-
aeologus wore one, which Vespasiano da Bisticci described as a “cappelletto alla 
greca, che v’era in sulla punta una bellissima gioia.” But Piero put it on the hat of a 
Roman citizen—twice, in fact, because Constantine wears the hat, too. And then one 
of the flagellators in the Flagellation wears one, too. Piero also said that a Byzantine 
bystander in the Exaltation of the Cross owned a similar hat; that Queen Helena, a 
native of Rome, wore one; that some of the women from the court of the Queen of 
Sheba, who came from eastern Africa, had one; and that at least one citizen from 
Jerusalem, in the Proving of the True Cross, had a taste for similar fashion. Piero had 
encountered the hat among the retinue of the Greeks at the occasion of the Council of 
Ferrara-Florence. Around 1440, the Ferrarese artist Bono da Ferrara had put a similar 
hat on the head of Saint Jerome, probably after he had seen the Greek delegates visit-
ing Ferrara in 1438.35 For Piero and others, the hat denoted a generic ancientness, not 
a specific religious conviction or nationality. Piero was not an ethnographer.36 He saw 
the costumes and customs of the Byzantines as ancient, as representative of a time 
when apparently all peoples wore the same kind of fashion.

From the bearded man, I move two figures to the right, to the bald man. Every-
thing about him looks contemporary. There are the particular, detailed features of his 
face, which cultivate the illusion that he was a figure painted from life. He is going 
bald; he has quite small ears, brown eyes and moderate eyebrows; his nose seems 
straight, although the tip of it is missing because of a chip of paint that has been 
lost; his lips are rather pale, the same color as his complexion; he has a chubby chin 
and neck, the excess flesh of which starts to wrinkle just above his collar and in his 
neck. His hair is cut short and trimmed by his neck and temples. This was how Ital-
ian nobles cut their hair. One of the supplicants in the Misericordia Altarpiece and 
a witness to the Execution of Chosroes at Arezzo have the same cut. A bronze bust 
in Berlin sometimes identified as a portrait of Ludovico Gonzaga (and once thought 
to be the same man as the man in Piero’s picture) has short hair with a shaved neck 
and temples.37 And a medal by Pisanello of Gonzaga shows the same hairstyle. The 
cut seems to have been in fashion at the North Italian courts as well as in Arezzo, 
but not in Florence.

Piero’s figure is modeled on a contemporary man of some nobility, although it is 
impossible to know who exactly he was.38 His leather boots, or calzoni, were fashion-
able in the Italy of Piero’s time. His richly decorated brocade robe ranks him among 
the contemporary European nobility. Such robes were made in Italy, where its specific 
pomegranate-like pattern was known as griccia.39 Brocade garments are more usu-
ally associated with Flanders, because fifteenth-century Flemish painters excelled in 
imitating the fabric in paint.40 Painters believed that the kind of garment Piero’s bald 
man wears belonged to two different times at once. They believed that it revived the 
fashion of the first century AD. In his Entombment of Christ, painted around 1450 
for a Florentine patron, Rogier van der Weyden dressed the figure of Joseph of Ari-
mathea in an elaborate brocade coat that resembles the piece of clothing Piero’s man 
is wearing (Fig. 2.6). And in the Netherlandish Sforza Triptych, which Piero almost 
certainly saw in Ferrara, Saint Barbara wears a similar gown. Barbara was a princess 
from Egypt; Joseph a rich man from Jerusalem and a member of Jewish Sanhedrin. If 
you wanted to know about ancient dress, these pictures show, than you could look at 
what contemporary counts, dukes, and other nobles were wearing.
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Flavio Biondo said something similar in writing. He wrote that the current fashion 
for brocade garments went back to at least the third century BCE, when it was revived 
in the Asian world. “In Asia,” he wrote, “King Attalus was the first who rediscovered 
the practice of weaving with gold, which is why these garments were subsequently 
called Attalicis. Now they are called brocade.”41 Biondo’s argument about the origins 
of brocade garments is typical for the fifteenth century. Nobody really knew when and 
where expensive and rare garments originated. What they knew for certain was that 
they came from the east—the Far East, in the case of brocade garments—and that they 
were very old—older than the dynasty of Attalus, whom Biondo merely credited with 
a revival of the practice of weaving with gold.

Figure 2.6 � Rogier van der Weyden, Lamentation, ca. 1450, 96 × 110 cm. Florence: Galleria 
degli Uffizi. Photo: Author.



56  The time of the work

This leaves us with the figure in the red dress and blond hair standing between the 
bald and bearded men. Once, in the sixteenth century, the only man believed to be a 
contemporary of Piero, he is now considered the least likely candidate. Piero is less 
precise about his individual features. His long, blond and curly hair is the same hair 
that Piero used for the angels in the earlier Baptism. Angels are anonymous figures, 
except for a few individuals mentioned in the Bible, like Gabriel and Michael. The 
point of their existence is that they transport messages between God and individuals 
without intervening with the message. Angels have no individuality or agency. That is 
why Piero painted the three angels in the Baptism with the same features. The young 
man in the Flagellation wears the same costume as these figures.42 And like them, his 
feet are bare.

Bare feet used to be a way of saying that a figure  is not a contemporary of the 
painter. In the Raising of the Son of Theophilus, Masaccio included many contempo-
rary portraits, not just of friends and family of the patron, but portraits of himself and 
his peers as well.43 But he made sure that you could distinguish between contempo-
raries and biblical figures. Saint Peter, the main protagonist of the narrative, has bare 
feet. In the other frescos in the Brancacci Chapel, the same distinction is made. Feet 
served Masaccio to keep the two temporalities in his paintings clearly separated. Piero 
was less convinced by that separation. Figures with footwear include the angel in the 
Arezzo Annunciation, one of the angels in the Montefeltro Altarpiece (where the saints 
have bare feet), some saints in the Misericordia Altarpiece, the Mary Magdalene at the 
cathedral in Arezzo. In the Sant’Agostino Altarpiece, Saint Augustine, Saint Michael, 
and Saint Nicholas of Tolentino wear shoes, but Saint John the Evangelist does not. In 
the Flagellation, Pilate wears shoes, but the turbaned man, Christ and the flagellators 
do not. If feet used to be a way for painters to differentiate between the different tem-
poralities in the painting, then Piero disturbed the separation between contemporary 
and ancient figures. The whole point of the crimson-dressed man was to soften the 
distinction between present-dayness and pastness, between here and there.

Model and work

Some contemporaries qualified better than others to serve as models for ancient 
figures. In his fresco of Sigismondo Malatesta in Prayer before Saint Sigismund in 
Rimini, Piero took the modern Emperor Sigismund as a model for the saint, who 
had died in 524 CE (Plate 7). Saint Sigismund, depicted in three-quarter view on the 
left, had been the king of Burgundy until he retreated into a monastery after he had 
strangled his son. Sigismund of Luxemburg was the Holy Roman Emperor between 
1433 and his death in 1437.44 The emperor had stayed in Rimini in September 1433, 
when he was on his way back home to Hungary from Rome, where Pope Martin V 
had crowned him Holy Roman Emperor. On September 3, he knighted Sigismondo 
Malatesta, whom Piero depicted in prayer to his name saint.45 Piero probably never 
saw the Emperor. Their paths nearly crossed on a few occasions. The Emperor lodged 
in Siena from July 1432 to April 1433 when he was on his way to Rome, yet, Piero, 
with strong ties to Siena, was in Sansepolcro during these months.46 The emperor’s 
prolonged stay in Siena, necessitated by the refusal of Florence to house him, left a 
trace in documents, poetry and artworks, including an image of him enthroned in the 
floor of the city’s cathedral.47 Pisanello, expert in the depiction of foreign dignitar-
ies, made at least two drawings of him, possibly in preparation for a painting. One 
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carefully recorded the emperor’s facial features; another reproduced the Emperor with 
his fur hat (Fig. 2.7), the same hat that Piero also painted at Rimini.48 Painted portraits 
circulated in Italy in the years following the visit, so Piero had ample opportunity to 
learn about Sigismund’s features and his remarkable clothing and hats.

The emperor’s features were not employed exclusively for images of his sacred 
namesake.49 Masolino used the features of the Emperor, whom he had served in 
Hungary in the 1410s and early 1420s, for the figure of Saint John the Evangelist in 
his Santa Maria Maggiore Altarpiece.50 And he used a portrait of him again in his 

Figure 2.7 � Pisanello, Saint Sigismund, 1438, 31.5 × 20.9  cm. Paris: Musée du Louvre (inv. 
2479r). Artwork in the Public Domain.
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fresco of Saint Catherine’s Dispute with the Pagan Doctors at San Clemente in Rome  
(ca. 1428–30), this time for the Roman Emperor Maxentius (ca. 278–312 CE), who 
even wears Sigismund’s beautiful hat.51 Nor are examples confined to pictures by Ital-
ian artists. In about 1433, the Swiss artist Konrad Witz used the emperor’s portrait 
for an image of King David.52 And around the same time, Jan van Eyck painted the 
prophet Zacharias as Sigismund, again including the emperor’s hat.

There is a fifteenth-century source that tries to explain why Sigismund served 
as such a perfect model for all kinds of sacred men. In his Denkwürdigkeiten zur 
Geschichte des Zeitalters Kaiser Sigismunds, Eberhard Windecke explained the tradi-
tion as follows:

[The Emperor Sigismund] also was a beautiful man and lord, well-spoken and 
clever [vernünftig] . . . and he was often depicted because of his beautiful features. 
You will find him depicted in the apse of the church of Our Lady as one of the 
three Magi and in the apse of the church of the grey brothers [i.e. the Franciscans] 
in the likeness of King David.53

The images that Windecke mentions are no longer extant, but it is interesting to note 
that he not only knew a portrait of Sigismund as one of the Magi, but also a picture 
of Sigismund as David, like the picture by Witz mentioned above.

Beauty, Windecke implied, was a feature Emperor Sigismund shared with such fig-
ures as King David, the older Magus, and, as the surviving portraits show, with other 
saints, prophets, and ancient emperors as well. If silent on the precise features of most 
Old and New Testament figures, beauty is a feature that the Bible consistently points 
out: Christ was beautiful, and so were David, his sons, Esther, Leah, Solomon, and 
many others. A beautiful appearance was something many believed the emperors of 
Europe shared with sacred men. It was a sign of their dignity or ancient pedigree. In 
his memoir of the Council of Florence, Vespasiano da Bisticci said that John Palaeolo-
gus was “a beautiful man.”54

Beauty was an important function of typology, the idea that events and persons do 
not belong to one historical moment only but are prefigured in earlier moments and 
persons.55 A long tradition of biblical exegesis, for instance, finds the Incarnation of 
God in Christ prefigured in Old Testament invocations of beauty. The passage “Thou 
art beautiful above the sons of men” in Psalm 44:3 was interpreted as a reference 
to the coming of Christ, the most beautiful son of men.56 There are numerous other 
instances in the Bible and the Apocrypha where beautiful men assume the features of 
others. In the apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla, Christ appeared with the features 
of Paul before Thecla just before her execution.57

The idea that one person prefigured another could best be expressed in images. 
Moses, traditionally understood as a typus Christi, appears in the guise of Christ 
on fourteenth-century wooden doors of Santa Sabina in Rome, to mention one 
early example.58 Such resemblances become even more obvious and meaningful in 
later images that invest more energy in physiognomic detail. In Perugino’s frescos of 
Moses’s Journey into Egypt and the Circumcision of his Son Eliezer and The Baptism 
of Christ for the Sistine Chapel, Moses and Christ share the exact same features.59 And 
some images stretched the idea of typology to include contemporaries. In Pinturic-
chio’s Encounter between Eleonora of Toledo and Emperor Frederic III in the Libreria 
Piccolomini in the Cathedral of Siena, the emperor shares his features, including the 
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long curly hair and beard, with those of Saint John the Baptist in the scene of Saint 
John in the Desert in Pinturicchio’s Chapel of Saint John, also at the Sienese Duomo.

The ruling houses of Western Europe habitually traced their ancestry back to ancient 
men and women—some to saints, others to mythological characters. By the fifteenth 
century, their ancestry came to be imagined in elaborately decorated family trees, 
some including portraits.60 A manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris of 
1403 contains an illustrated genealogy of the Visconti family, rulers of Milan, which 
traces the origins of the family back to Anchises, the husband of Venus. It then moves 
down on the page and up in time from Aeneas, the couple’s son, to Ascanius and a 
whole array of mythological figures to end, at the top, with the early fifteenth-century 
members. Each family member, from Anchises to Filippo Maria is illustrated with a 
portrait.61 The artist responsible for the portraits, Michelino da Besozzo, imagined 
that the current members of family resembled the ancient, mythological ones. He cre-
ates resemblances across the generations. He makes it possible to imagine that Filippo 
Visconti looked like Aeneas. It is this possibility that artists like Piero capitalized on 
portraying ancient personages in the guise of their contemporaries.

Contact

There used to be a time, an early fourteenth-century Dominican preacher said, when 
the making of icons was an act of portraiture. The earliest Christian painters were 
realists, close observers of reality. Preaching at the Florentine church of Santa Maria 
Novella in 1305, Fra Giordano da Rivalto advised his public to look at paintings so 
that they could learn about the lives of Christ and other biblical figures. “To begin 
with,” he said,

all paintings were made by the disciples [of Christ]. In order to provide the maxi-
mum amount of information, the first saints were painted exactly as they were, 
showing their appearance, their circumstances and the way they were  .  .  . The 
disciples made these painting as to give the clearest notice of the fact; that is, 
these paintings, and especially the old ones [l’antiche], which originally came from 
Greece, are of great authority [autoritade]. Because there came to live many saints 
in that place who portrayed such things.

The paintings Fra Giordano talked about were Byzantine icons that had been imported 
to Italy since the seventh century. These pictures owed their authority to the fact that 
they were realistic portraits. The Apostles did not add anything to their report. They 
exclusively aimed at reporting what they saw and offered information that could not 
be gleaned from books. But the imitation of reality was not sustainable as a faithful 
method. The painting saints died and new generations of painters could only produce 
Christian images by copying the ones already in existence. Otherwise, the likeness 
of Christ and the others could not be sustained. The preacher added that these early 
icons were “copied by the whole world [diederne copia al mondo], from which was 
drawn great authority [autorità], such as one draws from books.”62 After the lives of 
the Apostles, the imitation of nature ceded place to the imitation of existing artworks 
in order to not disturb the authority of the original portraits. In Fra Giordano’s time, 
the most lifelike portraits of Christ and the saints were the ones that most faithfully 
copied other paintings.
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By the fifteenth century, this model of one picture copying another was no longer 
sustainable. People demanded pictures to imitate nature, not other artworks. Lorenzo 
Ghiberti, Leonardo da Vinci, and others wrote that Giotto changed art for once and 
for all when he started to take reality and not the pictures by others as his model.63  
Fifteenth-century people imagined that mimesis was a basic human inclination. Alberti 
believed that with the birth of religion, man started to paint their gods in man’s own 
likeness. He quoted the Greek hermetic philosopher Trismegistus words to bring his 
point home: “Man, mindful of his nature and origin, represented the Gods in his own 
likeness,” deos ex sui vultus similitudine figuravit.64 It is not religion that determines 
the way people behave, but it is the human condition that determines the way people 
deal with religion.

The call for realism was perceived as a call for being contemporary. Early in the 
fifteenth century, artists had already started to take contemporary models for sacred 
figures. Donatello, for instance, seemed to have asked random people to sit for the 
sacred figures he sculpted. His reliquary bust of San Rossore in Pisa is clearly based on 
a contemporary portrait.65 And Vasari reported about Donatello’s Crucifix in the Flor-
entine church of Santa Croce, made around 1412, that his friend Filippo Brunelleschi 
thought that it looked like a “ploughman.”66

Around the middle of the fifteenth century, the genres of icon and portrait started 
to get confused. Some fifteenth-century artists treated religious images as portraits by 
making the format of their images dependent on that of the portrait. Take the paintings 
by Antonello da Messina, a slightly younger contemporary of Piero, who was born in 
Messina, on the island of Sicily, and trained in Naples between 1445 and 1455. At the 
end of the 1450s, Antonello traveled to the mainland, probably to Tuscany, where he 
looked at the work of Fra Angelico and Piero della Francesca. And scholars speculate 
that he had the opportunity to see Piero’s work again in the late 1460s.67 A painting 
of the Madonna in Como, perhaps Antonello’s earliest picture, looks like a contempo-
rary portrait.68 The Virgin is depicted in three-quarter view, as a head-and-shoulders 
portrait, and she is looking out of the picture. The precision with which Antonello has 
recorded her physical features is remarkable. He painstakingly copied his model’s long 
nose with its slightly tilting tip, her thin lips, and the wrinkles under her eyes. Small 
wonder that the early nineteenth-century inventory of the Pinacoteca Civica in Como 
recorded the paintings as “A portrait of a Nun.”69 Only the halo, incised into the gold 
background, identifies her as a saint, and an inscription at the bottom that reads “Ave 
Maria gr[ati]a plena” clarifies that she is the Virgin of the Annunciation. Antonello 
would repeat this practice over the course of his entire career. But he constantly used 
different models. His Madonna and Child in London (the Salting Madonna), dated 
in the 1460s, is modeled on a Sicilian woman in her early twenties whose features 
have nothing in common with the much older woman depicted in the Como picture. 
Selecting a different model for every new commission, Antonello defied the possibility 
of consensus over what the Virgin had looked like. His pictures of the Virgin owned 
their authority to the fact that they had a referent in reality, not to their similarity to 
other paintings of Mary. This completely subverted the system championed by Fra 
Giordano, who argued that the imitation of existing paintings transmitted the true 
likeness of sacred figures and thereby created an agreement of what Mary looked like.

Some of Antonello’s pictures of Christ even cultivate the illusion that Christ sat for 
the painter at a specific moment in time. His Ecce Homo in New York shows Christ 
gazing out of the picture with his mouth half-opened, and again as a head-and-shoulders 
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portrayal that resembles contemporary portraits. The parapet behind which he stands 
was a regular feature in Antonello’s portraits, for instance in his Portrait of a Man 
in Turin (Fig. 2.8). The cartellino stuck to the painted stone in the portrait of Christ 
carries the text “[1470] Antonellus Mess[i]nus me pinxit” (the year has faded, but is 
recorded in nineteenth-century accounts of the picture).70 It is Christ himself, with his 
mouth half-opened, who speaks the words “Antonello painted me in the year 1470,” 
as if the Son of God sat for the painter at some point that year.

The art of portraiture taught painters to rethink the relationship between realism 
and the making of religious images. Before Antonello, Jan van Eyck painted several 
versions of a Salvator Mundi, which survive only in copies.71 The copies adopt the 
frontal format of early Byzantine icons of Christ, the kind of pictures Fra Giordano 
described. But the picture is painted as if it were a portrait of a contemporary done 
on the spot. Both surviving copies come with precise dates inscribed on them. The 
picture in Bruges carries the date January 30, 1440, and the one in Berlin, January 31, 
1438. Such precise dates appear more often on religious paintings. In some cases, 
they document the completion of work, in others, the moment a work was placed on 

Figure 2.8 � Antonello da Messina, Portrait of a Man, 1476, 36.5 × 27.5  cm. Turin: Museo 
Civico. Artwork in the Public Domain. Photo: Author.
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an altar, while other dates coordinated the completion of a painting with an important  
religious holiday. In the case of van Eyck, the inscriptions cultivate the illusion  
that the painting registers the coming-together of an artist and his subject on one 
specific day, as if Christ sat for the painting. The copy in Berlin states that van Eyck 
“made and completed” the painting on January 31, “Johannes de ecyk me fecit et 
complevit. Van Eyck borrowed this illusion from his portraits. His earlier Portrait of 
a Man in the National Gallery, London (probably a self-portrait) denied the painting’s 
long process of production by simply claiming “Johannes van Eyck made me on 21 
October 1433.”72

The format of the independent portrait, still relatively new in Italy by the time 
Piero was painting, soon became a measure for realism in art. At least in theory, 
the art of portraiture was an art of exact replication. It cultivated the illusion that 
an artwork was an imprint of a person’s physical appearance, an exact replication 
done in an instant, on a specific day. In Italian, a portrait was known as a “ritratto,” 
from the verb “rittrare.”73 Rittrare literally means “to retrace,” to reproduce with 
no further authorial intervention. Another word for portrait in the fifteenth century 
was “counterfeit,” the term we now use for a forgery. Versions of the word in Latin, 
English, Dutch, Italian, and French were used to denote a portrait. The noun associ-
ated the making of portraits with imprinting, with copying a model without changing 
anything. “Contraffare” or “conterfeien” is derived from a conjunction of the Latin 
words “contra” (over against, or face to face) and “factum” (made). To make some-
thing against is to relate the newly made object “face to face” with an existing person 
or object. Isabella d’Este employed the word when she complained about the difficulty 
of finding portrait painters in 1493, that is, “painters who can perfectly counterfeit the 
natural face,” contrafaciano el vulto naturale.74

Most founding stories about portraiture stress the lack of authorial intervention in 
making a portrait. They imagine an art that arose automatically from its model, out-
side the material constraints of painting and completely free from artistic invention. 
There was the story about the sudarium, the sweat cloth on which Christ’s likeness 
was miraculously imprinted after Veronica had wiped his face with it when he was 
on his way to Calvary.75 There was the tale in Pliny about the daughter of the potter 
from Sykon, who traced the shadow of the man she loved directly on the wall and 
who regarded the shadow as a spontaneously generated portrait.76 Alberti imagined 
the birth of portraiture as the birth of an authorless, spontaneously generated image. 
Narcissus, the inventor of painting, saw his image reflected exactly how he was. The 
task of painting, Alberti added, was merely to frame that reflection, not to change 
anything. “What is painting but the act of embracing by means of art the surface of 
the pool?”77

To claim that a portrait is exactly replicating the face of a sitter was more easily 
said than done. Many of Piero’s contemporaries expected artworks to rely on the 
artist’s imagination, others believed that artists added things to their imitation of real-
ity, as I pointed out in the last chapter. But there were ways to insist on replication. 
One of them was to fold the ear of the sitter at its stop. Look at the ear of the bald 
man in Piero’s Flagellation (Fig. 2.9). It is folded by something that is not depicted in 
the painting. Folded ears are an indication that a portrait was made by using some 
technique of casting. To cast someone’s face in plaster was a common way of mak-
ing portraits in clay, both of the living and the dead. Cennino Cennini wrote on this 
technique. He said that in order to protect the hair against the wet plaster, a piece of 
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cloth would be wrapped over the hair. There were two ways to do this. The first was 
to wrap the cotton over the tip of the ears, causing them to be pressed tightly against 
the head; the second was to wrap the cloth behind the ears, which made them stick 
out.78 A terracotta portrait of a member from the Florentine Capponi family, prob-
ably made around 1500 and now at the Victoria and Albert Museum, was made from 
a mold—the face and neck—and partly modeled by the artist himself—the shoulders 
and the hair.79 Note how the ears are flat against the skull for no apparent reason. It 
could be argued that the maker of the Capponi bust did not correct the stuck-out ears 

Figure 2.9 � Detail of Plate 2.
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for matters of expediency or economy. But the same cannot be argued for painters who 
based their portraits on a cast. It would have been easy for a painter to correct the ear. 
Piero’s pupil, Luca Signorelli, depicted a donor, dressed for the grave, with remarkable 
sticking-out ears (Fig. 2.10). There is no headdress that could account for the ears. And 
around 1450, Andrea Mantegna flattened the left ear of a man in a portrait in Milan 
(Fig. 2.11). Mantegna’s sitter is wearing a cap, but it sits too high to flatten the ear.

Now, most surviving death masks from the fifteenth century do not include the ears. 
Their cavities made them too difficult to cast. What artists like Piero, Mantegna, and 
Signorelli were aiming for was not so much a literal translation of the cast in paint. 
The flattened ears rather served to keep visible the process or technique through which 
a faithful replication of a face was attained.80 The ear points to the process of replica-
tion, not to the actual replica. Piero’s flat ear declares his faithfulness to replication in 
a culture that included people like Alberti writing that the modern painter should not 

Figure 2.10 � Luca Signorelli, Virgin and Child with Saint John the Baptist and a Donor,  
ca. 1491–94, 102 × 87 cm. Paris: Musée Jacquemart-André. Artwork in the Public 
Domain.
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only attend to the imitation of reality but also to beauty, selecting different parts from 
a body and reorder them on a panel as a new, more beautiful body—a body with no 
stable referent in reality.81 Even if, in reality, Piero changed things about his model, he 
left the ear visible as a sign of the portrait’s reproductive function. It is inserted into 
the enlivened portrait as a trace of his art’s dedication to realism.

Vero

The making of portraits of contemporaries is a logical outcome of the emphasis on 
realistic representation in Italian Renaissance culture. Artists began to incorporate 
portraits in their pictures right around the moment when people started to emphasize 
the realism of painting in the fourteenth century. Supplicants entered religious pictures 
around 1300 and it did not take artists too long to incorporate portraits of their con-
temporaries among the audiences of Christian miracles.

Figure 2.11 � Andrea Mantegna, Portrait of a Man, ca. 1450, 32.2 × 28.8 cm. Milan: Museo 
Poldi Pezzoli. Photo: Author.
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But it took until the early fifteenth century for the independent format of the por-
trait to be made on Italian soil. The late arrival of the portrait in the Renaissance, 
and the modest number of fifteenth-century portraits that survive, surprised Jakob 
Burckhardt, who had defined individuality as the founding principle of Renaissance 
culture. If the Renaissance marked the appearance of the individual out of the corpo-
rate identity and anonymity of the Middle Ages, then the portrait should have been  
the period’s most defining format. Burckhardt was not entirely sure what had held 
back Renaissance culture from indulging in the art of portraiture. He guessed that 
there was some undefined “custom that decides, and custom was not favorable in Italy 
to the portrait of the individual in a domestic setting.”82

Today, students of the Renaissance no longer believe that this period witnessed the 
birth of modern individuality. Historians of the Middle Ages have taught them that 
models of individuality long preceded the fifteenth century.83 And social historians 
have demonstrated a strong sense of corporate identity in Renaissance cities like Flor-
ence.84 At the same time, art historians have started to emphasize the centrality of 
the portrait in Renaissance culture, notwithstanding the modest number of surviving 
portraits. Some of them point to the large amount of portraits in less durable or less 
expensive media documented in contemporary sources and now lost or forgotten.85 
The examples cited above, too, signal the importance of portraiture as a genre, both in 
written records like Alberti and for religious pictures like Jan van Eyck’s, Antonello da 
Messina’s, and Piero’s. Now that the birth of individuality can no longer be counted 
as an argument for the importance of portraiture in the Renaissance, we need to come 
up with a new explanation. Here, I want to mention Martin Warnke’s convincing 
thesis that the making of portraits is not due to some extra-artistic pressure like the 
rise of the individual, but is rather a logical consequence of pictorial realism itself. 
“The portrait,” said Warnke, “is not evidence for a mode of being but for a mode of 
representation.”86

That mode of representation helped determine the way people look at reality. Por-
traiture, I add to Warnke’s thesis, was capable of shaping a mode of being. The double 
temporality that authors like Flavio Biondo, Vespasiano da Bisticci, and others attrib-
uted to Byzantine men in writing had long been common in the art of painting. The 
examples of Masolino, Witz, and van Eyck using the features of Emperor Sigismund 
for a variety of ancient men predate written reports by more than a decade. When 
these men saw the Byzantines and their entourage in Ferrara, Florence, or elsewhere, 
they repeated what painters had already taught them: These men are the living traces 
of ancient peoples. Pictures like Piero’s told you that you can experience history—
whether Greek, Roman, or sacred—in the present. These men treated time as if there 
was no difference between now and then. The appearance of John VIII Palaeologus 
on the Italian peninsula in 1438 and 1439, as well as the fame of important Greek 
ecclesiastics like Bessarion, endowed a picture like Piero’s with a remarkable actuality.

The use of models muddles the distinction between reality and art.87 The model 
occupies two worlds, both the world of painting and the real world we live in. He or 
she not only makes pictures look realistic; the model also makes reality look like repre-
sentation. Being a model makes you lose part of your own individuality, like a famous 
actor unable to stop people from confusing him with the role that made him famous. 
The model exists before the work, but forever loses some of his or her identity after 
the model has been absorbed in a painting. The moment John Palaeologus entered 
pictures like Piero’s, it became difficult for people to think of him as exclusively John, 
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a man of the Greek Orthodox faith, born in Constantinople on December 18, 1392. 
Florentine and Ferrarese witnesses saw him as a substitute for an ancient man. Some 
men better qualified as models than others. The demand for lifelike pictures trained 
artists to look at reality with an eye to painting. Leonardo da Vinci kept notes on suit-
able models for various subjects. A page in the Codex Forster II1 has various scribbles 
on suitable candidates for pictures, a Count Giovanni (“the one with the Cardinal of 
Mortaro”) who could serve for Christ, and a Giovannina with a fantastic face who 
could model for an unspecified subject.88 Piero, too, carefully selected his models—an 
Emperor, a Byzantine prelate, an Italian noble.

Piero’s contemporaries saw no conflict between the imitation of contemporary real-
ity and the depiction of ancient events. The distinction we make today between natu-
ralism, which describes the imitation of something not-real as if it were imitated from 
reality, and realism, which exclusively imitates contemporary reality, was not made in 
the fifteenth century.89 Quattrocento people used the term vero when they described 
realistic images of both contemporary and biblical subjects. Vero can mean both truth 
and reality. Boccaccio wrote that Giotto’s realism was able to make the depicted seem 
like the truth or reality, “quello credendo esser vero che era dipinto.”90 Cristoforo Lan-
dino said of Masaccio’s art—which almost exclusively consisted of non-contemporary, 
biblical events—that the artist exclusively attended to the representation of reality, 
vero. And Manetti said that in his perspective panel of the Florentine Baptistery, Bru-
nelleschi depicted “reality as it is,” el proprio vero.91 Fifteenth-century realism allowed 
for the imitation of immediately experienced reality without undermining the truthful-
ness of the depicted subject, even if that subject was from long ago and far away.
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Plate 1 � Piero della Francesca, Nativity, 1470–75s, 124.4 × 122.6 cm, tempera or oil on panel. 
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Plate 2 � Piero della Francesca, Flagellation, 1460s, 58.4 × 81.5 cm, tempera or oil on panel. 
Urbino: Galleria Nazionale delle Marche. Artwork in the Public Domain. Photo: Author.



Plate 3 � Piero della Francesca, Baptism of Christ, 1440, 167 × 116 cm. London: National Gal-
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Plate 4 � Piero della Francesca, Double Portrait of Federico da Montefeltro and Battista Sforza, 
early 1470s, 84 × 66 cm. Florence: Galleria degli Uffizi. Photo: Author.



Plate 5 � Piero della Francesca, Heraclius entering Jerusalem (detail), before 1466, dimensions 
unknown. Arezzo: San Francesco. Artwork in the Public Domain.



Plate 6 � Piero della Francesca, Execution of Chosroes (detail), before 1466, dimensions 
unknown. Arezzo: San Francesco. Artwork in the Public Domain.



Plate 7 � Piero della Francesca, Sigismondo Malatesta in Prayer before Saint Sigismund, 1451, 
257 × 345 cm. Rimini: San Francesco. Artwork in the Public Domain.



Plate 8 � Piero della Francesca, Montefeltro Altarpiece, early 1470s, 251 × 172 cm. Milan: Pina-
coteca di Brera. Photo: Author.



3	� The site in the work

The distance to Jerusalem

Christ was flagellated around the year 33 at the court of Pilate in Jerusalem, a place 
Piero had never visited. The Bible only offers sparse information on the event and its 
location. The Gospel of John mentions that Christ was brought to Pilate’s headquar-
ters in the early morning and after some consultation with the Jews who had brought 
Christ in, the prefect decided that he would have him flagellated and not killed before 
he released him back into the custody of the Jews. The gospel adds that Christ was 
scourged inside the judgment hall of Pilate’s court (John 18:28). There is no mention 
of the architecture of Pilate’s palace, let alone of the specific structure of the judgment 
hall where the flagellation took place. As a rule, the Bible offered very little informa-
tion about what the Holy Land and its inhabitants looked like.1 Later Bible com-
mentaries added almost nothing to the environment in which Christ was whipped, 
appending merely that he was stripped of his clothes.2

Some information about the site of Pilate’s court entered Italy through travel reports 
from pilgrims. Stories circulated about the size, color, and material of Christ’s column, 
for example. According to one traveler, the column was “large . . . and in color car-
nation porphyry.”3 Artists incorporated such information in their pictures. An early 
fourteenth-century fresco by the workshop of Pietro Lorenzetti in the Lower Church 
of Assisi shows a large, pinkish column. But whereas things like color and size could 
quite easily be reported about, the exact style of Jerusalem’s architecture could not. 
Badges with images of the Holy Sepulcher and other important shrines in Jerusalem 
had offered some visual clues about the city’s urban topography, but did not furnish 
the kind of architectural information Piero needed.4 By the time Piero was painting 
the Flagellation, just after the middle of the fifteenth century, there were no prints 
with information about the architecture of the Holy Land, at least, not that we know 
of. This would change after the publication in 1483 of Bernard von Breidenbach’s 
Peregrinatio in terram sanctam, which was illustrated with woodcuts by Erhard Reu-
wich.5 Reuwich’s illustrations were not entirely correct representations of Jerusalem’s 
landmarks, but they did install some kind of consensus about what Jerusalem looked 
like, judging by the fact that many artists followed Reuwich’s prints in their images of 
Biblical episodes.6

Drawings, pilgrim badges, and descriptions by pilgrims merely offered informa-
tion about what contemporary Jerusalem looked like, not about the face of the city 
at the time of Christ. Jerusalem had been conquered and re-conquered several times 
after Christ’s death, and the city had changed dramatically because of it. Piero and his 
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contemporaries were aware of this. The loss of the Holy City in the eleventh century 
and the subsequent destruction of some of its Christian sites made a big impression on 
everyone in the Latin West. It not only provoked plans among the European kings and 
the pope to mount a crusade in order to retake Jerusalem; it also led to the Council of 
Florence and Ferrara that brought the Greek delegates to the Italian peninsula. And it 
provoked artists and others to think and imagine what Christ’s Jerusalem looked like.

Jerusalem built from the ground up

Some of Piero’s contemporaries imagined first-century Jerusalem as a city in ruins, a 
remarkable patchwork of different architectural styles: Classical Roman architecture, 
mixed with actual architectural monuments from Jerusalem, like the Dome of the 
Rock and the Al-Aqsa Mosque.7 This is what Andrea Mantegna said the Holy City 
looked like. In the Agony in the Garden, which formed part of the predella panel of 
his San Zanobi altarpiece of 1457–9 (Fig. 3.1), Mantegna depicted the Temple of the 
Jews as an antique Roman building, citing both the Colosseum and the Pantheon. 
Perhaps artists thought that buildings like the Colosseum and the Pantheon had been 
built there by the Romans during the Latin domination of the Holy Land. Or maybe 
they believed that the monuments in Rome had been copied after ancient buildings 
in Jerusalem. In any case, Mantegna was not alone in thinking that a building like 
the Pantheon existed in Jerusalem. In an illuminated manuscript of Augustine’s City 
of God of 1459, the illuminator Niccolò Polani included it in his view of the Holy 
City.8 Mantegna also maintained that the Roman parts of the city were already in a 

Figure 3.1 � Andrea Mantegna, Agony in the Garden, 1458–60, 62.9 × 80 cm, tempera on panel. 
London: National Gallery. Artwork in the Public Domain. Photo: Author.
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state of ruins by Christ’s time, not just in the Agony in the Garden, but in many of 
his other pictures, too. The buildings in Mantegna’s paintings resemble the state of 
Roman architecture in Mantegna’s time—crumbled, half underground and overgrown 
by plants. Perhaps Mantegna’s preference for depicting decayed Roman architecture 
had something to do with his insistence on the temporal distance between his own 
time and that of Christ. In the fifteenth century, the ruin was a figure for distance. It 
pointed to the impossibility of knowing exactly what ancient architecture looked like 
when it was whole.

Piero agreed with Mantegna that the architecture of Jerusalem resembled ancient 
Roman buildings. But he also believed that Pilate’s court was still intact by the year 
33. There is not a trace of decay in the Flagellation. The courtyard of Pilate’s palace 
has large, fluted columns that hold up a coffered ceiling. There are two doors in the 
rear wall of the building: the one on the right is closed and the one on the left is 
open. Through the open door you see a staircase that leads up to the second story of 
the palace, not shown in Piero’s picture. The rear wall is clad with two large marble 
revetments. And the floor has a geometric black-and-white pattern. The courthouse 
is imbedded in a larger urban structure. It borders on a square with at least one more 
house and a bell tower. The tree arising behind the middle foreground figure belongs 
to a garden that perhaps stretches behind the palace; the garden wall has a richly 
decorated pattern.

Piero borrowed the general layout of Pilate’s court from other artists. Fourteenth- 
and fifteenth-century paintings of the Flagellation argue that Pilate’s court consisted 
of an open space adjacent to a square. They also claim that the Jewish spectators did 
not enter the court, a claim justified by the biblical story. This produced the decentral-
ized composition that also structures Piero’s painting. Fourteenth-century painters in 
Siena, where Piero might have received his earliest training, were the first to insist on 
the asymmetry.9 Closer to Piero in time, a predella from the workshop of the Sienese 
painter Sassetta, who worked in Sansepolcro during Piero’s youth, shows the same 
layout as in Piero’s painting, but depicts it in reverse (Fig. 2.5).10

Some specific architectural elements came from other paintings, too, rather than 
from real buildings. The red and green marble revetments of the back wall are too 
big to realize in reality.11 Bernardo Rossellino’s tomb of Leonardo Bruni in Santa 
Croce, Florence, which predates Piero’s picture by more than a decade, has them, 
but the revetments are much smaller than Piero’s. Masaccio articulated the back wall 
in his fresco of the Raising of the Son of Theophilus with alternating marble slabs. 
And Piero himself had used them, too, both before and after he painted the Flagella-
tion. They are in his fresco in Rimini (1451), in some of the buildings in the Arezzo 
frescos, in the panels of the Sant’Agostino Altarpiece, and in the later Montefeltro 
Altarpiece.

The inlaid floor of the Flagellation, with its checkerboard pattern and large disk in 
the center, has precedents in actual cosmati floors in the early Christian churches on 
the Italian peninsula, which Piero and his contemporaries perhaps held for antique 
floors.12 But they also occur in many pictures of Piero’s time. Piero’s former associate 
Domenico Veneziano included an inlaid floor in his Saint Lucy Altarpiece of 1440–4, 
shown from a low perspective, like Piero’s floor. And there were some artists who 
believed that Pilate’s court had been outfitted with a similar floor. The Sienese artist 
Vecchietta’s Flagellation in the cathedral of Siena has an inlaid floor with a large disk 
on which Christ stands.
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Piero replaced the Gothic building in Sassetta’s predella panel—with its slender col-
umns and barrel vault—with a building that replicates the classicizing architecture 
of his own time. The style of Piero’s architecture was modern and specific. Piero’s 
columns are fluted and they have gables (the fillings that extend from the bottom 
to half-way up the column). Gable-fluted columns were rare in the architecture of 
Piero’s time. Brunelleschi never employed them, and his student Niccolò Michelozzo 
used them only once, in the portal of the Sacristy at Santa Trinità in Florence. The 
entrance portal to the church of San Pancrazio in Florence, designed by Alberti, has 
gable-fluted columns, but these were only finished in the late 1460s, probably too late 
for Piero to cite them in the Flagellation.13 It is likely that the columns at Santa Trinità 
and San Pancrazio go back to the Florentine Baptistery, which has one fluted column 
with gables in its interior. It has been suggested that Piero remembered the column 
inside the Florentine Baptistery when he was painting the Flagellation some twenty 
years later.14

But it is unlikely that the court of Pilate in Piero’s Flagellation represents a dis-
tant memory of the Florentine Baptistery, or any of the Florentine examples cited 
above. A prominent example of a gable-fluted column is included in the architecture 
of Urbino, the town where Piero painted the picture. Maso di Bartolomeo’s entrance 
portal to the church of San Domenico, just across from the Palazzo Ducale, has two of 
these columns (Fig. 3.2).15 The entrance was built between 1451 and 1455, and was 
therefore finished by the time Piero began his painting.16 It not only includes a gable-
fluted column, it also has a coffered ceiling that comes remarkably close to the one 
Piero choose for Pilate’s court. Piero even copied the doorframes in the picture’s rear 
wall from Maso’s portal, including the spectacularly projecting cornice and the band 
of floral motifs that sits in between the doorframes and the cornice.

The right half of Piero’s painting also resembles buildings from Piero’s time. The 
pinkish house and the bell tower, of which you cannot see the top, are reminiscent of 
the communal architecture in Central Italy. A similar constellation already appeared 
in Piero’s fresco of the Verification of the True Cross at San Francesco in Arezzo, 
a scene Piero had located in the hills around Arezzo, as a view of the town in the 
background makes clear. The pink house in the Flagellation is of a particular Tuscan 
example, not only its color, but also the quotidian detail of the horizontal bar running 
in front of its façade, which could hold expensive silk banners with coats of arms. The 
pavement of the square, consisting of bricks alternating with bands of white marble, is 
similar to that of actual squares in Urbino, some of which still survive. The courtyard 
of the Palazzo Ducale, for instance, is paved in the same way as the piazza in the Flag-
ellation (Fig. 3.3). The scenery in the painting is suggestive enough of fifteenth-century 
Urbino that it has invited at least one scholar to look for its real setting in town, as if 
Piero painted his picture en plein air, like Brunelleschi had suggested in his perspectival 
paintings.17

At first instance, Piero’s insistence on the contemporaneity of his painted architec-
ture could simply be read as an indifference towards the real architecture of Pilate’s 
court in the first century. Or perhaps it was a kind of homage to Federico da Monte-
feltro, who almost certainly commissioned both the painting and the real architecture 
referenced in it. But other parts of the picture show that Piero made a real effort to 
get the architecture of Pilate’s court “right.” The flight of steps behind Pilate’s seat is 
a unique feature among Flagellation scenes at the time. The stairs had been reported 
about in some apocryphal sources. Christ had allegedly trodden the steps three times 
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before he was flagellated. But more important than these textual sources was the 
fact that a flight of twenty-eight steps at the Lateran Palace in Rome, then known as 
the Scala Pilati and now called the Scala Santa, was believed to have come from the 
prefect’s house. There was some confusion about how the stairs had arrived in Rome. 
Some thought that Vespasian and Titus had imported them, but the majority believed 
that Helena, Constantine’s mother, had brought the steps to the Lateran in the fourth 
century.18 Piero had worked in Rome between 1458 and 1459, on which occasion he 
must have seen the steps.19

Figure 3.2 � Maso di Bartolomeo, Portal of San Domenico, 1452–59. Urbino. Photo: Author.
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The statue of a sun god, illuminating the ceiling and suggesting the kind of ani-
mated, possessed idols of Christ’s time, was pieced together from fragments at the 
Lateran. Outside the Lateran palace were two giant fragments of a gilded statue that 
were described by a contemporary as “a giant’s head in bronze and an arm with a 
bronze ball.” We now know that these are fragments of a Roman statue of Constan-
tine, but in Piero’s time people agreed that they were parts of a sun god that once 
stood inside the Temple of the Sun in Jerusalem.20 Most people believed that Helena 
had brought the fragments to Rome. Piero probably thought that the Scala Santa and 
the fragments of the solar statue, visible in Rome within a few feet from one another, 
had once formed part of the same building complex in Jerusalem. In the fifteenth 
century, the Lateran basilica was the most venerable church in Rome; it was consid-
ered older and more important than Saint Peter’s.21 It was assigned primacy among 
the Roman churches because it was believed to have incorporated parts of ancient 
monuments. A Florentine banker noted around the middle of the fifteenth century 
that the church was built on the spot where Constantine’s palace once stood, and 
he added that it still contained some doorframes from the palace. One of the doors 
in the choir, believed to have come from Jerusalem, was the one Christ had passed 
through. Fifteenth-century pilgrims received an incredible amount of indulgences if 
they repeated Christ’s passage. The Scala Santa led from the square of San Giovanni 
in front of the church to the Sancta Sanctorum, which contained a portrait of Christ 
painted by Saint Luke. And then the table at which Christ had his last supper was at 
the Lateran, too.22

Figure 3.3 � Courtyard Palazzo Ducale, Urbino. Photo: Author.
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Piero’s imitation of local, contemporary Urbinian architecture was paradoxically 
part of the same logic that informed the belief that some stairs and fragments of a 
statue of Constantine in Rome came from Jerusalem. The fact that many Christian 
monuments in Jerusalem had been destroyed, together with the increasing inacces-
sibility of Jerusalem for Christians after it had been conquered by the Turks in 1187, 
incited people in Italy and elsewhere to rebuild the city’s monuments on local soil, as 
substitutes for the destroyed or otherwise inaccessible Holy Land monuments. The 
city became a site imagined at home rather than visited abroad.23 By the mid-fifteenth 
century, many Italian towns declared themselves a “New Jerusalem.” Rome and 
other cities had become substitute destinations for pilgrimages to the Holy Land. The 
humanist Nikolaus Muffel reported in 1452 that Pope Boniface had said that

if a man wanted to go to the Holy Sepulcher but lacked the means, and he went 
instead to Saint Peter’s and to Saint John in the Lateran . . . he would have made 
his penance as though he had gone to Jerusalem and to the Holy Sepulcher.24

Around the same time, Pope Nicholas V rebuilt Saint Peter’s as a substitute for the 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, with Peter’s tomb placed off-center.25

The first half of the fifteenth century was also the time when foundation myths 
started to circulate that identified long-existing local buildings as instantiations of 
buildings from Jerusalem. This is when we find the first written account of the remark-
able transfer of the Holy House from the Holy Land to Loreto by angels.26 Another, 
very early example of such a legend is the official foundation document of Borgo San 
Sepolcro, Piero’s hometown. First recorded between 1418 and 1419, it is a typical 
fabrication of the times—new, but claiming to be copying some older document. The 
document mentions that long ago, two pilgrims, Egidio and Arcano, had halted in the 
Valle di Nocea for the night. They had brought a stone relic of the Holy Sepulcher 
with them. At night, God directed them to build an oratory and to dedicate it to San 
Leonardo. The oratory was soon joined by a monastery, which went by the titulus of 
San Sepolcro, Holy Sepulcher. An account of 1454 of the foundation reported that the 
abbey of Sansepolcro was modeled exactly after the Holy Sepulcher, which, it pointed 
out, had been destroyed by the infidels in 1012.27 And it added that “our new church 
was built in the image of the destroyed church, as though it had arisen from the mate-
rials of that church as its foundation.”28

The abbey in Sansepolcro shows no resemblance to the Church of the Anastasis in 
Jerusalem (Fig. 3.4 and Fig. 3.5). It is not a measured reconstruction of the original 
building. The abbey just repeats local architectural traditions. Christa Gardner von 
Teuffel pointed out that its status as a replica was merely secured by the repetition 
of its titulus, by repeating the name of the church.29 Identity was passed on not by 
morphological likeness but by name, as Richard Krautheimer had argued long ago for 
medieval architecture.30 The fifteenth-century account of Sansepolcro’s foundation is, 
however, explicit about the fact that its abbey did not just adopt the name of the Holy 
Sepulcher, but that it consisted of the exact same materials. “Our new church was 
built in the image of the destroyed church, as though it had arisen from the materials 
of that church as its foundation.” There is no explanation of how this happened.

The fifteenth-century myth about Sansepolcro is of a different sort than earlier 
instances of churches that claimed to be exactly replicating Holy Land monuments. 
Perhaps the most spectacular replica of Jerusalem architecture is the church of Santo 
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Stefano in Bologna, built in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in the immediate wake 
of the Turkish conquest of the Holy City. According to a twelfth-century legend, Saint 
Petronius, the Bishop of Bologna, had founded the complex in the fifth century and 
modeled the convent buildings exactly after the holy sites that the bishop had visited 
in Jerusalem. In order to substantiate that claim, the eleventh-century builders worked 
with a layout and the exact measurements of the buildings in Jerusalem. The whole 
complex of Santo Stefano approximated the experience of a pilgrim in Jerusalem. It 
included an arcaded courtyard that was known since the fourteenth century as the 

Figure 3.4 � Abbey Sansepolcro, eleventh century. Sansepolcro. Photo: Author.



82  The site in the work

“Cortile di Pilato.” A basin inside the courtyard was believed to be the one Pilate had 
used to wash his hands. And in the center of the courtyard stood a copy of the column 
of the flagellation.31 The courtyard allowed access to a room in the upper church known 
in Piero’s time as the “Casa di Pilato.” It was connected to the courtyard by a stairway 
called the Scala Santa. Inside the room was a stone seat from which Pilate had passed 
his judgment, as well as a marker that indicated where Christ stood in front of him.32

The abbey of Sansepolcro did not answer to the plan of the church of the Holy 
Sepulcher in Jerusalem, nor did it have the exact same measurements as its purported 
prototype. There is no indication that the abbey was already considered a modern 
copy of the original building when it was built in the eleventh century. The foundation 
document, even when it claimed to be copying an older text, is a typical product of 
the fifteenth century. In reality, Sansepolcro’s abbey was further removed from any-
thing in Jerusalem than the complex in Bologna. Yet, the fifteenth-century citizens of 
Sansepolcro still claimed it to be a perfect replica. The old building in Jerusalem had 
miraculously resurrected itself out of its ashes, like the Holy House had been carried to 
Loreto by angels. The abbey was not considered a replica, like the Santo Stefano com-
plex, but the actual, original building. The belief that the abbey exactly resembled local 
architecture in and around Sansepolcro made nobody doubt the truth of the founda-
tion narrative. It rather installed the idea in Piero and others that the whole town of 
Sansepolcro resembled Jerusalem. One of the city’s fifteenth-century chroniclers in fact 
mentioned that with the “old” Jerusalem having been destroyed, the town of Sansepol-
cro could simply be called “the New Jerusalem.”33 This explains why the town so often 
appeared in the background of Piero’s biblical paintings. The Baptism included a view 

Figure 3.5 � Anastasis, fourth century. Jerusalem. Photo: Author.
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of Sansepolcro, even adding topographically correct information about the road and 
bridge that lead to it.34 And the village appears again in his Saint Jerome now in Venice 
(around 1465) and the Adoration of the Christ Child in London (1470–5).

Modern architecture

There is a conceptual difference between the background of Piero’s Baptism, with its 
view of Sansepolcro in the background, and the architectural scenery of the Flagella-
tion. Piero knew that the architecture of Sansepolcro was old. The year 1012, the year 
of the Temple’s destruction, continually popped up in documents as the birth date of 
Sansepolcro’s architecture. Piero’s views on Sansepolcro are depictions of an architec-
tural style at least four centuries old. And perhaps this was old enough to think of the 
architecture as really old, say, a millennium-and-a-half. The Flagellation, on the other 
hand, was quoting contemporary building styles. And Piero knew that it was fresh, 
that the mortar had hardly dried.

At the moment Piero was painting the Flagellation, the old Montefeltro Palace was 
undergoing a massive rebuilding campaign. Federico was joining the smaller separate 
buildings on the square and merging them into one large complex—a city in and of 
itself. The new palace’s architecture continued the style of the architecture of San 
Domenico’s new entrance. Perhaps Piero’s painting provided a sort of transitioning 
point between the church and the ducal palace. Some scholars even suggested that the 
painter had been responsible for the later building campaigns of the Palazzo, the cam-
paign that commenced around 1468, hence by the end of the period in which I date 
the Flagellation.35 The similarities between the architecture of the painting and the real 
architecture of the palace are striking. The doorframes in the rear wall of Pilate’s pal-
ace reappear on the ground floor and the piano nobile of the Palazzo Ducale (Fig. 3.6). 
The floral patterns over Pilate’s doors are repeated on the chimneypiece in the Sala 
degli Affreschi, dating to the late 1460s, and over one of the doors in the duchess 
apartment at the Palazzo Ducale, built in the early 1470s. The gable-fluted columns 
of Piero’s painting reappear on the terrace of Federico’s apartment, which was built 
shortly after Piero finished the Flagellation.

With the architecture of Federico’s palace nearing completion, Piero’s painting 
became increasingly anchored in the times of Federico da Montefeltro’s Urbino. The 
ducal palace had been constructed in several phases and it had incorporated medieval 
buildings whose irregularities are still visible today. Construction had been underway 
since the early 1450s, at least; by that time, chimneypieces had been installed in some 
of the rooms, and at least one room had already been decorated with frescos. But the 
slow coming of the building remained a well-kept secret. City chronicles preferred 
instead to think of the palace as built in an instant. A chronicler said in 1474 that  
Federico started building his palace in 1468 (instead of 1450).36 Another reported that 
it was begun in the year when Federico fought against Roberto Malatesta and Franc-
esco Sforza died, both events that date to 1466.37 And a long inscription that runs 
along the frieze of the palace courtyard, probably composed between 1474 and 1476 
anchors the architecture’s “moment” in recent military history.38

This stress on the instantaneous in architecture was new. Architecture was built 
over long periods of time and it registered the duration of the construction: breaks in 
the building’s style, changes of plan, changes in patronage.39 The new way of thinking 
about architecture, with its emphasis on stylistic unity, was developed by architects 
close to Piero. One of them was Leon Battista Alberti. Piero and Alberti perhaps met 
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in 1439, when they were both in Florence.40 Piero seems to have read Alberti’s De 
pictura, probably around that time. Maybe they met again in the 1470s in Urbino, 
but there is no conclusive evidence for any contact in between.41 In the early 1450s, 
both men worked at the church of San Francesco in Rimini (now known as the Tem-
pio Malatestiano) which Sigismondo Malatesta, the ruler of Rimini, was rebuilding. 
But they worked there in succession. In 1451, Piero painted his fresco of Saint Sigis-
mund over the entrance door inside the Chapel of the Relics and it is possible that 

Figure 3.6 � Francesco di Giorgio(?), Door to room IX. Urbino: Palazzo Ducale, Piano Nobile. 
Artwork in the Public Domain. Photo: Author.
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he was involved with designing parts of the church’s interior around the same time.42 
Around 1453 or 1454, Alberti became involved with a project to cover the exterior 
of the thirteenth-century Franciscan church with a veneer that was meant to convey 
the impression that the church had been built ex novo in one year. Alberti produced 
a shell of Istrian stone, for the most part pillaged from ancient monuments around 
Rimini, that completely hid the old, brick church from view. He conceived of it as a 
self-sufficient building that enveloped the existing church, like a façade behind which 
the old church lured. Writing from Rome to Matteo de’ Pasti, the architect who was 
overseeing Alberti’s work in Rimini, Alberti urged Matteo to “remember that I told 
you this façade [faccia] has to be an independent structure [opera da per sé], because 
these widths and heights of the chapels [on the north and south sides of the church] 
worry me.”43 The independence of Alberti’s “façade” allowed him to avoid having to 
deal with the irregularities of a church built over time and to cultivate the illusion that 
San Francesco had been built in an instant.

A Greek inscription on the west wall of Alberti’s veneer makes clear that the build-
ing owes its existence to a vow made by its patron, Sigismondo Malatesta, and a 
Latin inscription on the façade dates the vow to the year 1450. The building as a 
whole conveys the impression that it had not been constructed in phases—brick-by-
brick with original plans changing as building went along and problems arose, an old 
building replacing an existing building, including its irregular, temporally informed 
plan—but all at once, answering to an unchanged design by Alberti whose origins, the 
inscription said, could be dated to the year 1450. Alberti’s impression was convincing. 
Some of his contemporaries, even local chroniclers, believed that Malatesta had built 
the church from the ground up.44 The church of San Francesco in fact dated from the 
thirteenth century, and Sigismondo never demolished the old Franciscan structure. Its 
thirteenth-century walls are visible behind Alberti’s veneer.

Malatesta’s interventions predate the year 1450. He first became involved with San 
Francesco in 1447 or even earlier.45 A  local chronicler reported that the bishop of 
Rimini had blessed the foundation stone of the chapel of Saint Sigismund on Octo-
ber 31, 1447.46 Work on the Chapel of Isotta, Sigismondo’s mistress, was also part of 
this early building campaign. An inscription on the tomb in the chapel records the date 
1446, the year in which Isotta conceived her first child.47 Remarkably enough, this 
inscription was later covered up by a text that bears the date 1450. In fact, the year 
1450 appears everywhere in the church, cultivating the illusion that the whole build-
ing was built and finished in that one year. And a medal by Matteo de’ Pasti, which 
probably dates from some time after 1450, advertised the year 1450 as the moment 
the Tempio was erected.48

Alberti’s architecture substantiated instantaneity. He said that the veneer he built 
around the church was in his own style, even when the inscription on the façade made 
clear that the architect had to share authorship with his patron, whose name is only 
mentioned there. One of the builders wrote to the patron in 1454 that there was no 
reason to divert from “the style [stile] of the aforementioned Battista.”49 This was a 
new way of thinking about architecture. According to more traditional architectural 
theory, buildings had to replicate other buildings without registering the individual 
style of the architect. Architects were supposed to suppress their individual prefer-
ences and inclinations in order to allow tradition and history to dictate form. “If 
they [buildings] were all built by one [man],” the architectural theoretician Antonio 
Averlino (called Filarete) asked, “[would they be alike] as one who writes or paints is 
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known by the letters he makes?” To which he answered a regretful no.50 The Dutch 
humanist Rudolf subscribed to the same view. The authorship of a building can more 
easily be attributed to the patron of the building than to the architect, a situation he 
contrasted to painting.51 Style is what makes it possible to see a building or artwork 
as the product of a specific moment or a specific place. It traces back the origins of a 
building to an individual whose way of doing things is informed by the time and place 
in which he lives.

And yet, Alberti’s claim that the architecture of the Tempio Malatestiano belonged 
to the year 1450 and was marked by his own personal style did not contradict the 
belief that it was also the most ancient architecture imaginable. The Tempio Malat-
estiano was the first fifteenth-century building to be completely based on an ancient 
prototype.52 It is closely dependent on the Arch of Augustus (ca. 27 BCE) nearby in 
Rimini (Fig. 3.7). Alberti not only exactly adopted the structure of the arch; he also 
imitated its ornaments and materials: The Istrian stone that Sigismondo Malatesta had 
pillaged from ancient monuments around town.

The capitals were the only feature Alberti decided not to copy. The arch has 
Corinthian capitals and the capitals on Alberti’s church are of the Composite order, 
combining the Corinthian acanthus and the Ionic volute.53 This is the first time that 
Composite capitals had been adopted since Antiquity.54 Alberti had spent some time 
thinking about their historical status. In his De re aedificatoria (1462), he named 
the Composite order “Italic,” in order “to distinguish it from foreign imports.”55 In 
essence, Alberti’s “Italic” order is little more than a new name for Vitruvius’s Tuscan 
order.56 Vitruvius saw the Tuscan order as a slight variation of the Doric, with the 
same proportions (1:7). But Alberti reversed the historical development of the Orders 
prescribed by Vitruvius. Rather than having the Composite order follow the Doric 
order, Alberti argued that if the Tuscan order (Vitruvius’s Composite) was close to the 
Doric, then it must have preceded that order in time. Alberti does not further elabo-
rate on the difference between the Tuscan/Italic capital and the Doric capital, probably 
because by his time, the Doric order had not achieved the prominence it was to receive 
in the sixteenth century with Bramante. It is even likely that Alberti did not distinguish 
too much between Doric and Tuscan/Italic.57 The lack of precision about the exact 
form of the Doric order allowed him to conclude that the Etruscans had arrived at a 
form of Doric long before the Greeks.58

Other architectural treatises renamed Alberti’s Italic Order the Tuscan Order in the 
wake of Alberti’s book. In a first version of his architectural treatise written in the late 
1470s, when he was working in Urbino on the Palazzo Ducale, the Sienese architect 
Francesco di Giorgio Martini added “toscani” to his account of the Doric, Ionic and 
Corinthian orders, attributing slightly more slender proportions to the column (1:9) 
than Alberti and Vitruvius had done.59 The majority of architectural treatises written 
after Alberti and before Serlio described Alberti’s Italic order as “Tuscan.”

Alberti believed that the most novel architecture could stand in for the most ancient 
and distant building styles. In the 1460s, he was commissioned by the wealthy banker 
Giovanni Rucellai to produce a copy of the Holy Sepulcher. The building was to be 
placed inside a chapel of the church of San Pancrazio in Florence. Alberti’s build-
ing was to resemble the building in Jerusalem. Even when a letter by Rucellai to his 
mother that mentions him dispatching some engineers to Jerusalem in order to provide 
him with “the correct design and measurements” of the Holy Sepulcher is probably a 
later forgery, an inscription on Alberti’s sepulcher reports that it was made “adi[n]star 
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Figure 3.7 � Arch of Augustus, 27 bce. Rimini. Photo: Author.

iherosolimitani sepulchri,” in the fashion of the sepulcher of Jerusalem.60 The Latin 
conjunction “ad instar” could mean both “just like” or “exactly like.” The building in 
San Pancrazio roughly conforms to the original building. It is a rectangular structure 
that ends in a round apse (even if the original’s apse is polygonal); it is decorated with 
ten columns and a cornice; it has an aedicula consisting of a dome carried by columns 
on top of its roof; and inside the structure, Christ’s grave is placed to the right, just like 
in the prototype in Jerusalem. A floor slab placed just behind the apse could be lifted 
to gain access to a crypt beneath. An inscription on the slab records that it marks the 
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place where the body of Christ was placed for cleansing and embalming before the 
entombment. This means that Rucellai wished to copy part of the cult qualities of the 
original place. But the measurements of Alberti’s building show that it is almost half 
the size of the prototype; Alberti’s structure measures 4.10 × 2.25 m and the building 
in Jerusalem 8.30 × 5.50 m. The deviating measurements probably have something to 
do with fitting the new structure to the measurements of the Rucellai Chapel, whose 
foundations predate Rucellai’s commission to Alberti.61

The architecture of the building does not resemble contemporary descriptions, 
drawings or replicas of the original sepulcher in Jerusalem. The Rucellai version lacks 
a plinth and does not have arched recesses between the pilasters. The ornamenta-
tion is entirely different. According to Ludwig Heydenreich, Alberti’s architecture was 
an attempt to reconstruct the Ur-building of the Holy Sepulcher, the Constantinian 
structure that predated late medieval alterations. According to Heydenreich, Alberti 
and other historically aware humanists realized that the building they saw in contem-
porary drawings and learned about from pilgrims did not resemble the architecture 
of the Constantinian epoch. Heydenreich called Alberti’s building “eine Idealnachbil-
dung,” an ideal replica. But if Alberti’s Holy Sepulcher is a sort of reconstruction by 
proxy of the original building, then it replaces the current building in Jerusalem with 
something that still resembles contemporary, local architecture. Its architecture looks 
more like the nearby façade of Santa Maria Novella, also designed by Alberti. The 
marble plates have the Rucellai emblems and coat of arms on them, and it has the 
name of its patron and the date of its completion, 1467, written on it in large Roman 
capitals, as part of the same inscription that also claims the structure as a copy of the 
prototype in Jerusalem. The building is not just an anonymous replica; it is also the 
product of 1467 and Alberti’s style.

The modernity of Alberti’s buildings does not conflict with the claim that they were 
also old, Ur-buildings of sorts. Filarete included an account of this paradoxical status 
of the temporality of mid-fifteenth-century architecture in his architectural treatise. An 
architectural historian as well as a sculptor, Filarete knew Piero, whose name he men-
tioned among a handful of living artists worthy of giving commissions to (the others 
were Filippo Lippi, Andrea Mantegna, Cosmé Tura, Vincezo Foppa and Cristofano 
and Geremia da Cremona).62 “I freely praise anyone,” Filarete wrote

who follows the antique practice and style [la pratica e maniera antica]. I bless 
the soul of Filippo di ser Brunellesco, a Florentine citizen, a famous and most 
worthy architect, a most subtle follower of Daedalus, who revived in our city of 
Florence the antique way of building [modo antico dello edificare]. As a result no 
other manner but the antique [altra maniera . . . se non l’antica] is used today for 
churches and for public and private buildings. To prove that this is true, it can 
be seen that private citizens who have either a church [chiesa] or a house built 
all turn to this usage [usanza], as for example the remodeled house in the Via 
Contrada that is called the Via della Vigna [i.e. the Palazzo Rucellai designed by 
Alberti]. The entire façade [is] composed of dressed stone [pietre lavorate] and 
completely built in the antique style [modo antico]. This is encouraging to anyone 
who investigates and searches out antique custom [modo antico] and modes of 
construction in architecture. If it were not the most beautiful and useful [utile] 
[fashion], it would not be used in Florence, as I said above. Moreover, the lord of 
Mantua, who is most learned, would not use it if it were not as I have said. The 
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proof of this [is in] a house that he had built at one of his castles on the Po [prob-
ably a reference to the palace at Revere on the Po near Mantua, begun in 1455].

I beg everyone to abandon modern usage [usanza moderna]. Do no let yourself 
be advised by masters who hold to such bad practice [questa tale praticaccia]. 
Cursed be he who discovered it! I think that only barbaric people [gente barbara] 
could have brought it into Italy. I will give you an example. [There is the same 
comparison] between ancient and modern architecture [antico al moderno] [as 
there is] in literature. That is [there is the same difference] between the speech of 
Cicero or Virgil and that used thirty or forty years ago. Today it has been brought 
back to better usage [usanza] than had prevailed in past times [questi tempi  
passati]—during at least several hundred years—for today one speaks in prose 
with ornate language.63

Filarete contrasted the antique style of building (maniera antica or modo antico) with 
modern usage (usanza moderna). And he added that his own time had moved beyond 
the “modern.” He drew the line between modern and his own “post-modern” era with 
Brunelleschi, that is, at some point in the 1420s. This was also when people started to 
revive the language of Cicero and Virgil, “thirty or forty years ago.” Writing in 1464, 
Filarete viewed the history of architecture as a development in three stages. The first 
was antiquity, the second “modernity,” and the third his own, “post-modern” time. 
What Filarete called the modern manner is what we today would call “Gothic.” It was 
a mode of building that had prevailed for “at least several hundred years.” In a later 
passage of the book, Filarete explained that the modern manner had been brought to 
Italy by the “barbarians” from the North, mainly from France and Germany.64 He 
had little to say about what the modern manner of building looked like, except that it 
featured pointed arches.

Filarete had more to report on the morphology of antique architecture. He knew 
that ancient buildings usually featured round arches and that they had square doors 
without a pediment, like the doors in Piero’s Flagellation.65 But Filarete’s definition of 
the antique style of building was not so much based on what he knew about actual 
antique architecture; it was rather formulated ex negativo, as a style of building that 
looked different than Gothic buildings. The arches were round because they could not 
be pointed, the doors were rectangular to contrast them with doors with a pediment. 
Filarete did not arrive at an antique mode of building by matter of reconstruction. 
He instead imagined the form of antique architecture by moving beyond more recent 
building practices. That move resulted in a new kind of architecture whose difference 
from recent buildings styles allowed Filarete to say that it was also old. Filarete’s mani-
era antica was understood as something both modern and ancient.

Piero’s contemporaries did not always distinguish between ancient and contempo-
rary modes of building. In his account of the antique Roman house in his Roma 
triumphans of 1459, Flavio Biondo gave examples of modern rather than antique 
houses.66 And reading the treatises by Alberti (1462), Filarete (1464) and Francesco 
di Giorgio Martini (early 1470s), it is often unclear whether the authors are speak-
ing about ancient buildings or contemporary ones.67 Alberti called Christian churches 
“temples.” He believed that the modern church developed out of the ancient temple 
rather than the early Christian basilica, as a modern architectural historian would 
say. Alberti did not consider the basilica (basilicam) a worthy model for the mod-
ern church. He believed that the early Christian basilicas were repurposed Roman 
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judgment halls.68 Judgment halls were smaller and lower than temples, because a court 
building was less worthy than the temple of the gods. Alberti’s aim was to restore the 
modern church to the status of the ancient temple, name and all.

The modern Christian church even had to be decorated in ancient fashion. After 
he cited Cicero’s words on keeping the temple as empty as possible, Alberti went on 
to recommend the same practice for the modern church. In common with the ancient 
temple, the church should have stucco, “according to the practice of the ancients,” 
porticos for the representation of great actions, and statues rather than pictures, 
“unless they be such excellent ones as those two, for which Caesar the Dictator gave 
ninety talents, or fourteen hundred of our crowns, in order to adorn the Temple of 
Venus his progenitor”; and it needed inscriptions, because

we read that in the Capitol there were tables of brass whereon were inscribed 
the laws by which the Empire was to be governed; which, when the temple was 
destroyed by fire, were restored by the Emperor Vespasian, to the number of three 
thousand. We are told that at the entrance of the Temple of Apollo at Delos there 
were verses engraved, containing several compositions of herbs proper to be used 
as remedies against all sorts of poisons. Thus I should think it would be proper 
among us, by way of inscription, to have such precepts as may make us more just, 
more modest, more useful, more adorned with all the Virtues, and acceptable in 
the sight of God.

For Alberti, the newest-looking architecture recommended itself most favorably for 
the depiction of the deepest past.

Urbino circa 1450

And so it was with the architecture Piero depicted in the Flagellation.69 When con-
temporaries described the new architecture of Federico da Montefeltro’s palace, they 
noted that it was both recent and ancient. In the preface to a series of bound architec-
tural and mechanical drawings dedicated to Federico, Francesco di Giorgio compared 
Montefeltro’s patronage of architecture to that of Augustus, presenting the city of 
Urbino as a new Rome.70 In 1466 or 1469, around the time Piero was working on the 
Flagellation, Federico’s talent for building palaces was compared to Vitruvius’s talent.71 
In the mid-1470s, the poet Giovanni Sulpizio said of the Palazzo Ducale that it was a 
“rival to Caesar’s.”72 And later, Giovanni Santi—perhaps Piero’s closest acquaintance 
in Urbino—considered the palace as one of the Seven Wonders of the World, compar-
ing it to ancient Egyptian buildings, among other things.73 These sources make clear 
that the architecture of Federico’s palace does not evoke a historically specific era. 
Comparisons range over the full breath of antiquity, and they even include Egyptian 
architecture. The new architecture of Federico’s court somehow represented the oldest 
thinkable modes of building, even if people disagreed about how far back it stretched 
and to which specific region it referred.

Some of Piero’s contemporaries thought that the architecture of the Montefeltro 
Palace resembled the old, destroyed architecture of ancient Jerusalem. Fra Carnevale’s 
Presentation in the Temple, commissioned in 1467 for the church of Santa Maria 
della Bella in Urbino, depicts the architecture of the Temple in the style of Federico’s 
Urbino (Fig. 3.8). The temple architecture is modeled on the portal of San Domenico, 
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which Piero had also used in his painting.74 Fra Carnevale placed a column in front 
of an engaged pilaster and exactly copied the stone architecture’s capitals. In his Birth 
of the Virgin, which was part of the same commission for Santa Maria della Bella, he 
incorporated the windows of the Palazzo Ducale and the Montefeltro coat of arms, 
even registering the difference between the heraldic eagles of the 1450s, painted in 
the roundel on the left, and the later eagles in motion with spread wings in Federi-
co’s apartments. Involved both with the design of architecture and making of Biblical 

Figure 3.8 � Fra Carnevale, Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple, 1467, 146.4 × 96.5. Boston, 
MA: Museum of Fine Arts. Artwork in the Public Domain. Photo: Author.
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paintings, Fra Carnevale was trained to think about the temporality of architecture 
as double.

When Piero copied the style of the San Domenico portal, he decided not to follow 
the order of the capitals. With the exception of the Ionic column against which Christ 
is being flagellated, the columns of Pilate’s court are of the Composite order, the type 
Alberti would have called “Italic” and later theorists “Tuscan.” Piero arrived at this 
specific kind of capital by adding a second layer of acanthus leaves and the double 
amount of volutes to the capitals of the San Domenico portal.75 His contact with 
architects like Matteo de’ Pasti and Maso di Bartolommeo makes it highly probable 
that Piero was aware of the historical status of this kind of Composite capital: A recent 
invention by Alberti that claimed at the same time to be the oldest possible order.

A similar way of thinking informs the lettering of Piero’s signature (Fig. 1.2). Their 
xylography was of relatively recent origins and at the same time imitated an old script. 
Around the middle of the fifteenth century, Italian humanists became increasingly 
interested in the style of ancient letterforms. In addition to documenting the historical 
information they found in ancient inscriptions, they began to catalogue ancient let-
terforms, a project culminating in Felice Feliciano’s handbook of 1460.76 Renaissance 
artists like Donatello, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Andrea Mantegna, and Piero della Francesca 
had helped to imagine what the oldest letters looked like.77 The squared Roman capi-
tal that Piero used in the Flagellation had made an earlier appearance in Rimini just 
after 1450, in the long inscriptions on the façade of the Tempio Malatestiano. It was 
a free adaptation of the letters found in the bronze inscription on the Pantheon.78 And 
the same letter appeared in Piero’s fresco of Sigismondo Malatesta Praying to Saint 
Sigismund, painted in 1451. Carlo Bertelli even suggested that Piero had designed the 
new letterform; it at least appeared at an earlier date than Alberti’s involvement with 
the Tempio.79 Piero’s invention or not, everyone agreed that the new form represented 
ancient Roman script.

Architecture/painting

The architecture in Piero’s painting does what the painting itself avoids. It insists on 
being done in a specific style. And it also claims that this architectural mode should 
be understood as a revival of an antique style of building. Erwin Panofsky once noted 
that fifteenth-century sources on painting never really talk about the realism of fif-
teenth-century art in terms of a revival of an antique style. This distinguished the 
reception of painting from sculpture and architecture, which were described in terms 
of a revival of an antique style of representation.80 People recognized that an architect 
like Brunelleschi was imitating classical architecture and they claimed that the sculp-
tor Donatello was a “great imitator of the ancients.”81 But about a painter like Masac-
cio, they only said that he was very skilled in the imitation of nature. Panofsky did not 
say why he thought this was the case. He merely submitted that the Renaissance came 
late to painting, long after Masaccio’s death, around the time when Piero was making 
his last pictures, with Andrea Mantegna’s antiquarian understanding.

More recently, Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood endorsed the idea that fif-
teenth-century painting was not understood in terms of style. And they came up with 
a model that explains the lack in the fifteenth century of a strong concept of style. 
Style is what makes the artwork evoke a specific moment and place. Nagel and Wood 
submitted that fifteenth-century people looked at artifacts—not just paintings and 
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statues, but also at buildings—as substitutes for older objects and buildings. Even if 
the older things never existed or were considered lost, then the new work somehow 
still claimed to be a replica of the old work. This means that most artifacts adhered 
to a double temporality: They were both of the time of their production and of the 
time of the artifact they substituted for. Nagel and Wood added that Renaissance 
substitution was not just a continuation of the medieval practice of copying, say, what 
Fra Giordano said about fourteenth-century artists exactly replicating the first, true 
images of Christ (see Chapter 2). The fifteenth century allowed for the co-existence of 
replication—or the fiction of replication—with a performative logic within one and 
the same image. The performative mode bound the artwork or building to the instant 
when it was made. What makes the Renaissance special is that it produced an artwork 
that thematized its own, double temporality. This capacity to reflect on its own status 
is what defines the new image as artwork and what distinguishes it from a medieval 
conception of imagery. The sole purpose of the artwork is to create fictions, or hypoth-
eses about reality and about itself.82

My thesis partly intersects with that of Nagel and Wood. I, too, argue that in the 
fifteenth century, performativity gained importance. I would even argue that there was 
a concept of style in place that permitted the understanding of an artwork as the per-
formance of a singular artist. The Introduction gathered sources around the concept 
of aria, a term that described a biological, unavoidable relationship between artist and 
work that comes close to our modern concept of style. I further pointed out that this 
new emphasis on style existed in a dialectical relationship with realism. Realism is not 
a style. It is not punctual. Piero designed his rigid method of perspective to cultivate 
the impression that art replicated reality unmediated. All the work that went into 
painting remained invisible in the painting. In this system, the old replication theory 
of one picture copying another is replaced by the model of a picture replicating reality. 
The ethos of replication was kept alive, the model the artist replicated changed.

The sense that realism is an act of replication informs Cennino Cennini’s treatise. 
Cennini recommended the making of life-casts as an ideal model for the imitation of 
nature. Under the heading “What the use is of casting [l’improntare] from nature [di 
naturale],” Cennini wrote:

I want to acquaint you with something else [than the technique of painting] which 
is very useful and gets you great honor in design [disegno], for retracing [ritrarre] 
and making things similar [simigliare] to nature, that is, what they call imprinting 
[imprentare].

Cennini associated the imprint with the imitation of nature, not with the copying of 
earlier artworks. And he explains the technique of casting not only as an expedient 
way of making images, but also as a contribution to the artistic culture of imitating 
nature, as a form of realism.83 To make an image that claims to be replicating nature 
comes with a necessary avoidance of personal style and intervention. A painting pro-
duced under the conditions of realism attempts to overcome the fact that it is a made 
thing in order not to destroy the illusion that it replicates the phenomenal world.

Architecture does not imitate nature, but culture. Filarete regretted that buildings 
lacked the architect’s style. The look of a building instead responded to the buildings 
around it, underneath it, over it. It replicated existing styles and suppressed the inter-
vention of the architect’s imagination (fantasia). Alberti and Filarete argued against 
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this traditional way of understanding architecture. Alberti instead tried to invent a 
kind of architecture that was marked by a personal style. It was this new understand-
ing of architecture that also informed the buildings in Urbino that Piero used as the 
setting for his Flagellation. The architecture Piero painted answered to the architect’s 
hand. It looked decidedly modern and of its time, a claim, I argued above, that did not 
contradict the belief that it was also ancient. What made both claims possible was that 
the new architecture looked different than its immediate environment. It was what 
made it punctual, what pricked a building to its moment. The new kind of architec-
ture was punctual in a way that realistic painting was not. Its architecture renders the 
Flagellation dateable and local. It affixes the picture to Piero’s world, to the town of 
Urbino where Piero was living and working at the time he was making the painting.
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Viewers, first and second

The first viewer of a painting was the painter. This is a common assumption, but 
when art historians talk about the viewer, they usually mean someone other than the 
artist: An historical man or woman who looked at the painting after it had left the 
artist’s workshop. The focus on this secondary viewer has become so well integrated 
in current art historical praxis that it comes as something of a surprise that it is of 
remarkably recent origins. It can be traced back to an essay of 1959 by Leo Steinberg 
on the Cerasi Chapel in Santa Maria del Popolo. Steinberg argued that the two can-
vases by Caravaggio of 1601 on the sidewalls of the chapel anticipate the cramped 
viewing circumstance in the chapel. When Caravaggio was painting, he was thinking 
ahead; he was trying to forget about his own place in front of the canvas in his studio 
and imagined what viewers other than himself would experience inside the chapel for 
which he was making these paintings.1 John Shearman later dedicated a whole book to 
the viewers of art, in which he argued that the emphasis on the later viewing circum-
stances of the artwork was what set the Renaissance apart from earlier periods. Shear-
man even suggested that the invention of one-point perspective in the early fifteenth 
century responded to the need of a more viewer-oriented art. Perspective made the 
space in the picture continuous with the space in front of it, where the viewer stood.2

But I  am going to submit here that the popularity of research on the spectator-
ship of Renaissance paintings is in large part due to Michael Baxandall’s Painting 
and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History of Pictorial 
Style, published in 1972.3 Baxandall argued that fifteenth-century people looked dif-
ferently at painting than we do today. He called this historically determined way of 
looking the period eye. And the task of the modern art historian, Baxandall said, was 
to embody the ways of seeing of a fifteenth-century beholder. Hardly the first to argue 
that viewing is historically specific, nobody had been more specific and determinate 
about whom exactly the fifteenth-century viewer was: “a church-going business man, 
with a taste for dancing.” The life of this man consisted of the transaction of business, 
dancing, praying, gesturing, and speaking. And he brought all of these experiences to 
the experience of painting. For Piero’s art, with its strongly modeled three-dimensional 
forms, the man would bring his experience in gauging the volume of barrels.4 (Bax-
andall did not consider the possibility that people with no experience in gauging, like 
most fifteenth-century women, also looked at Piero’s paintings.) The merit of Baxan-
dall’s book was that it restored something quotidian to the experience of painting, an 
everydayness that made both art and history understandable for a public beyond the 
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art history classroom. A Quattrocento man had very little understanding of art itself; 
he had no interest in how the art he commissioned related to earlier art. And Baxan-
dall’s book implied that a modern, non-specialist viewer did not need that expertise 
either.

Baxandall could have only made this claim for the fifteenth century. A year before the 
publication of Painting and Experience, he published his first book, the no less eccen-
tric Giotto and the Orators.5 In it, Baxandall defended the thesis that fourteenth- and 
some early fifteenth-century art could only be understood by a small group of people, 
the humanist observers who formed the subject of his book. Painting and Experience 
tried to rescue fifteenth-century art from the hold of this elite art culture in which 
painting could only be understood by artists and a handful of sophisticated men. The 
fifteenth century offered a breathing space from the highly intellectual responses to art 
in the fourteenth century and the abstruse theorizing of art in the sixteenth century, a 
century in Italian culture that Baxandall never devoted any specific scholarly work to.

Baxandall’s emphasis on the life and needs of the patron came at the cost of the art-
ist. Painting and Experience leaves the artist very little agency and leeway. The artist 
simply answered the pressing needs of the devout businessman who liked to dance. 
“Painting was still too important to be left to the painters,” Baxandall claimed early 
in the book.6

This claim cannot be entirely correct. To be sure, most artworks were made on 
commission. The contracts artists signed with their patrons contained stipulations 
about formats, materials, location, and sometimes subject-matter.7 There is evidence 
that artists and patrons also talked about what an artwork could look like;8 and in 
some cases, a contract stipulated that the new work should copy an existing paint-
ing.9 But it is also clear that the worlds of the painter and the patron were divided.10 
Fifteenth-century artists were not always thinking about the patron’s experience and 
expectations when they were making pictures. Leonardo da Vinci, for instance, noted 
that his fifteenth-century predecessors did not care about the viewpoint of later view-
ers when they painted pictures in perspective. Painters on panel often forgot that the 
vanishing point of their perspective constructions needed to conform to the gaze of the 
viewer (il riguardatore). Most artists painted their pictures from their own viewpoint, 
without taking into account the destination of the picture, where it would be viewed 
in completely different circumstances by another person than the painter.11 That is also 
why Leonardo disapproved of the common practice of decorating chapels with more 
than one scene stacked upon the other, like Piero della Francesca’s Arezzo frescos, with 
each scene having its own distant point. Such frescos responded to the viewpoint of 
the painter on the scaffolding, not to that of a viewer on the chapel’s floor.12

Some of Piero’s early works anticipate Leonardo’s criticism. The faint indications of 
perspective in his Misericordia Altarpiece—the edges of the red carpet on which the 
Madonna and supplicants stand—meet around the height of the Virgin’s eyes, some 
45 cm from the bottom of the panel. With the height of Piero’s predella panel, which 
measures 22.5 cm, and another 2.5 cm to account for the original frame, the distance 
point would have measured about 70 cm from the altar table on which it stood. There 
were no standard measurements for an altar block, but most Italian altars were about 
90 to 100 cm in height. When Piero’s work stood on the altar, then, the distance from 
the ground to the distance point of the perspective construction would have meas-
ured about 160 cm. This height roughly conforms to the eye-level of a person in the 
fifteenth century. Alberti wrote that an average man measured three braccia, which 
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corresponds to 174 cm.13 At that ratio, the distance between the top of a man’s head 
and his eyes measures 9 cm, placing a man’s sight some 165 cm from the ground, only 
5 cm higher than the height of Piero’s distance point. It seems that Piero took the point 
of view of the priest officiating mass, with his face towards Piero’s panel, as the organ-
izing principle of the central panel, anchoring the work in the space for which it was 
made. The lighting in the polyptych also responds to its destination. Light enters the 
picture from the right, where a window lit the oratory.14 In the two polyptychs that 
followed the Misericordia Altarpiece, Piero again related their perspective construc-
tion to the site of the church. The vanishing points of the Sant’Agostino and Perugia 
altarpieces both conform to the height of a priest performing mass in front of the 
image.

But later in life, Piero discontinued the practice of making the distance point con-
form to the perspective of a later viewer. He stopped thinking ahead. Take the Mon-
tefeltro Altarpiece, commissioned around 1474 by Federico da Montefeltro, who sits 
kneeling on the right side of the picture, and now in the collection of the Brera in 
Milan (Plate 8). The picture’s vanishing point falls just below the Virgin’s downcast 
eyes, at about 115 cm from the bottom of the painting.15 The distance point comes 
about 50 cm short of the height of the gaze of a fifteenth-century person.16 The paint-
ing therefore needs to be lifted about half a meter from the ground for the gaze of the 
viewer to intersect with the distance point at a right angle. This is about the height 
of the lowest sport of a painter’s easel in the fifteenth century. An early sixteenth-
century drawing in the British Museum shows Saint Luke painting the Virgin behind 
an easel with adjustable sports, the lowest of which sits a little bit higher than the 
saint’s kneecap, some 50 cm or so from the ground. This means that the perspective 
of Piero’s painting conforms to the viewpoint from which Piero had painted it, not to 
the perspective a later viewer in front of the painting. Rather than making the picture 
point forward to its destination, Piero made his altarpiece point back to its moment of 
making, when it still stood on an easel in the painter’s workshop.

On the shoulder plate of Federico da Montefeltro’s armor is a reflection of the 
space in front of the painting (Fig. 4.1). The reflection shows an arched window that 
penetrates a white, grayish wall. The window is placed close to the corner of a room, 
because the strip of wall to its left abruptly changes color to a dark gray, to suggest 
that the oblique wall catches less light than the one with the window. I take a diagonal 
stroke of white paint running from left to right in the lower left corner of Federico’s 
shoulder plate as an indication of the floor. This would place the arched window not 
too far from the ground, yet still far enough to discount it as a door. The space seen in 
Federico’s armor does not look like an extension of the space depicted in the painting. 
The light fall in the painting is different from the light fall of the space reflected in the 
armor.17 And it is difficult to imagine an arched window set in a plastered wall as part 
of the kind of architecture that you see depicted in the picture. The church architecture 
in the painting is contemporary; it combines features of four contemporary architects, 
including Alberti, Luciano Laurana, Francesco di Giorgio, and the early Bramante, 
even if it cannot be likened to any particular existing church.18 It is unthinkable that 
such architecture would include an arched window not too far from the ground, let 
alone in the façade. The kind of modern church architecture that Piero depicts in the 
painting would presumably have had rectangular, all’antica windows and doorframes, 
rather than arched ones. Arched apertures belong to a more traditional and quotidian 
kind of architecture—to houses, shops, and workshops. I submit that the reflection 
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in the painting is a reflection of the site where the painting was painted, that is, the 
workshop Piero used when he painted the picture in Urbino.19 This would conform 
to the perspective construction of the painting, which places it on an easel in Piero’s 
workshop.

Similar reflections occurred in earlier Flemish paintings, some of which Piero knew 
intimately.20 Jan van Eyck’s Portrait of Giovanni Arnolfini (?) and his Wife of 1434 
has a mirror hanging off the back wall, which, in addition to the interior and a rear 
view of the couple, shows two men, one dressed in blue, the other in red, standing in 
the door opening in front of the painting (Fig. 4.2). One of them is probably van Eyck 
himself. A portrait in London, almost certainly a self-portrait, shows a similar man 
with a red turban. The reflection shows that you, as a later viewer, stand in the posi-
tion where the painter once stood, and you are invited to embody the position of the 
painter. Van Eyck radicalized that sense of embodiment in his Madonna with Canon 

Figure 4.1 � Detail of Plate 8.
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van der Paele in Bruges, a picture that is conceptually close to Piero’s.21 The buckler 
strapped to Saint George’s back reflects the image of a man with a red turban, like 
the man in the London self-portrait, standing next to an easel, pausing to observe the 
scene he is painting. The reflection brings the moment of viewing back to the moment 
of painting. In front of the painting, you stand in the place of the painter painting. 
Van Eyck also claimed that he painted the Virgin, saints and the canon on the spot. 
He painted himself standing in a space that is continuous with the space inside the 

Figure 4.2 � Jan van Eyck, Arnolfini portrait, 1434, 82.2 × 60 cm. London: National Gallery. 
Artwork in the Public Domain.
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painting; the windows reflected in George’s armor are of the same style as the win-
dows you see in the painting. Piero, on the other hand, was less concerned with the 
moment than with the place of painting. What you see reflected is not Piero painting 
his picture, but the space where the picture was made. And that space is different from 
the space depicted in the painting. Piero’s perspective pointed backward, to the world 
of the painter and to the moment when he was painting.

Piero made a similar argument in his treatise on perspective. The De prospectiva 
pingendi reads as a manual for fellow artists. It is a text that focuses on the intrica-
cies of painting when you’re painting. Its tone is instructive. Instead of addressing 
the reader in the formal “voi,” s/he is addressed in the familiar “tu,” as a fellow-
painter.22 Instructive rather than discursive, the treatise demands from its reader to 
embody the artist and the problem faced when depicting three-dimensional forms on 
a two-dimensional picture plane. The work’s intended reader, however, was not just 
the fellow-painter, or perhaps not at all. Most of the surviving copies bear a Latin title 
that suggests a learned audience; and there even circulated Latin copies of the treatise. 
Federico da Montefeltro kept a copy in Italian with a Latin title in his library, with 
a dedication to him. It was shelved next to Piero’s Libellus de Quinque Corporibus 
Regularibus. The De prospectiva pingendi demands from its readers, among them the 
Duke of Urbino, to learn how to think from the painter’s perspective. It introduces the 
viewer of paintings—a viewer who is not a painter—to the intricacies of the painter’s 
craft in the hope that painting becomes intelligible as painting.

A similar hope informs other fifteenth-century treatises on art. The fifteenth century 
alone produced at least three separate treatises on the art of painting: Cennino Cen-
nini’s Il libro dell’arte (ca. 1400, perhaps best translated as “The Book on Method,” 
rather than the modern English title, The Craftsman’s Handbook), Alberti’s De 
pictura (1436), and Piero’s De prospectiva pingendi, in addition to works on sculp-
ture and architecture that also include theories of painting. The aim of all three was to 
introduce non-painters to the culture of painters. Cennini’s Libro provides a manual 
for painting, full of recipes and practical advice, seemingly addressed to an exclusive 
audience of painters. But Cennini’s book was clearly aimed at the culture of patrons. 
Himself a painter, Cennini wrote the book in Padua in humanist circles from whom 
he borrowed the theories of imitation described in the treatise.23 The text of the Libro 
was copied in Florence in 1437 and bound in a volume with literary texts, almost 
certainly not by an artist. And then there is information in the treatise that would be 
superfluous for a painter. For instance, Cennini wrote that reading his manual was not 
enough to become a painter; you also needed to study with a master. This would have 
been advice that no real painter needed. Cennini does not disclose the reason for writ-
ing the treatise, nor does he say anything about his intended public. But in the second 
chapter, he praises those who turn their attention to art out of love (amore) and noble 
intentions (gentileza).24 In Chapter 145, Cennini claimed that panel painting could be 
practiced by a gentil huomo, even when the man wore silk.25 And this strongly sug-
gests that the treatise was made for art lovers, patrons, and amateurs. Cennini’s Libro 
familiarized those with no intention to become professional painters with the techni-
cal aspects of painting.26

Alberti’s treatise is different from Cennini’s. It is less technical and its aim is to 
defend and introduce a novel idea of painting. Whereas Cennini spent many para-
graphs on the application of gold and the preparation of panels and walls for paint-
ing, Alberti advised against the use of golden backgrounds. His main concern was the 
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rectangular, empty picture plane. In traditional paintings with a gold background, the 
place of the figures would be fixed by the gold that enveloped them and the often-
tapering shape of the panels that made up late medieval Italian polyptychs. The new, 
empty picture field is often described as a liberation for painters, but it also provided 
new challenges. It was important for patrons to understand those challenges. And part 
of the aim of De pictura was to facilitate that understanding. “First of all, on the sur-
face on which I am going to paint, I draw a rectangle of whatever size I want,” Alberti 
wrote about the initial steps of tackling the blank surface.27 I pointed out in the first 
chapter that he did not so much recommend perspective as a way to render accurately 
a three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface as a means to structure the 
subject of the painting by structuring its surface in an intelligible way. Alberti’s advice 
was not always very useful for a practicing artist. De pictura is a handbook for well-
informed amateurs and patrons. Baxandall pointed out that Alberti took his structure 
for filling the rectangular picture field—from surface, to member, to body, to picture 
or narrative—was derived from the structure of the Ciceronian periodic sentence—
word, phrase, clause, period.28 This clever identity between writing classical Latin 
and composing pictures allowed Alberti to introduce the difficulties of a new kind of 
painting to learned patrons using a structure familiar to them. Alberti hoped to famil-
iarize patrons by making the relationship between patron and painter comparable to 
that between patron and poet.29 The poet does not work on commission, but offers 
his work to the patron, who, when he likes the work, adopts him in his circle.30 This 
system worked in the realm of poetry because patrons were familiar with writing and 
poetry, things they would have learned in school. Alberti realized that you could only 
appreciate painting if you knew something about painting.

The culture implied by Cennini’s, Alberti’s, and Piero’s treatises is different than the 
culture described by Baxandall in Painting and Experience. For Baxandall, a patron 
could appreciate painting by importing experience external to the art of painting to 
looking at a picture, whereas fifteenth-century theoreticians tried to export experi-
ence internal to painting to the culture of patrons. The culture proposed by Baxandall 
believes that pictures are realistic because they conform to the way patrons experi-
enced the world, whereas the culture defended by Piero and his contemporaries makes 
pictures relate to the world of painters. For them, pictures point back to their moment 
and place of making. Painters invited their public to imagine what it must be like to 
be a painter, to be faced with the technical problems of making a painting, the empty 
picture field, or the imitation of real space. And whereas Cennini’s Libro documented 
a status quo in painting, Alberti and Piero wrote with an agenda in mind to reform the 
status quo. And they wrote to get their patrons on board. In the case of Piero’s treatise, 
this meant the introduction of a new and more rigorous system of perspective.

The fifteenth-century emphasis on the origins of painting in and around the body 
of the painter coincided with the moment when artists started to include self-portraits 
in their pictures.31 It is no coincidence that one of the earliest and most explicit self-
portraits was painted by one of the most devoted painters of perspective. Masaccio 
included his own portrait among the other contemporary portraits in the fresco of The 
Throne of Saint Peter, painted in the Brancacci Chapel around 1426. He stands to the 
right of the throne in a door opening from where he looks out of the picture at you in 
front of the painting (Fig. 4.3). Masaccio depicted himself as he saw himself looking 
in a mirror when he was making his self-portrait. He almost certainly made a drawing 
of himself, which he then used for his fresco.32 I assume that what you are looking at 
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in the fresco is a mirror image. I imagine the mirror to the artist’s right and his sheet 
of paper in front of him. The sheet was lying in a horizontal position, perhaps on a 
table. Masaccio’s head is slightly bent towards the sheet. When he looked in the mirror 
to his right he did not raise his head. He looked up in the mirror without moving his 
head, as you can still see in the painted portrait. The inclination of Masaccio’s head is 
similar to a much later self-portrait by Henri Fantin-Latour, who drew himself with 
a sketchbook in his hands, slightly bent over and looking up (Fig. 4.4).33 Masaccio 
preserved the downward inclination of his head when he transferred his drawing to 
the fresco. His self-portrait brings you back to the moment when it was made, head 
over paper in the workshop.

Piero painted numerous self-portraits.34 Vasari used an early self-portrait as frontis-
piece for his Life of Piero, perhaps derived from the Sant’ Egidio frescos, that shows the 
artist at the age of around twenty. A second portrait appeared in the Ferrara frescos, 
painted before 1450, and now lost; in the London copy of the frescos, Piero appears 
on the extreme left. Piero painted himself a third time in the Misericordia Altarpiece as 

Figure 4.3 � Masaccio, The Raising of the Son of Theophilus (detail), around 1426. Florence: 
Santa Maria del Carmine, Brancacci Chapel. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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one of the donors protected under the Virgin’s robe, as the third person from the left, 
looking up at the Virgin. And then he painted himself asleep against Christ’s sepulcher 
in the Resurrection at Sansepolcro. Piero was present in his paintings as a model for a 
variety of figures—twice for a soldier (in Ferrara and Sansepolcro) and once or twice 
as himself (once in Florence, perhaps, and once in Sansepolcro). Unlike Masaccio, he 
never pictured himself in the act of depicting himself. Piero’s body is rather submerged 
in the reality of the painting. He is model and painter at the same time. The self- 
portraits blur the distinction between painting and reality—Piero’s reality.

The site for painting

It is perhaps more common today to think about the destination of artworks than 
about their origins. What separates pre-modern from modern artworks is their site-
specificity. Painters and sculptors know about the location of their works. And they 
know about their function. Altarpieces were made to clarify the dedication of an altar 
and to incite devotion, portraits were made to commemorate a dear one, battle scenes 
to document a military victory, banners to be carried around in procession, and so on. 
We are particularly determined to know the site and function of religious pictures. Art 
historians still debate whether the earliest pictures of Saint Francis were meant to be 

Figure 4.4 � Henri Fantin Latour, Self-portrait, around 1860, 21.5 × 21  cm. Paris: Musée du 
Louvre. Artwork in the Public Domain.
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memorial tables or altarpieces.35 A similar debate inform later pictures, like Jan van 
Eyck’s Madonna with Canon van der Paele.36

Without documentary evidence, it sometimes proves difficult to ascertain the func-
tion of a religious artwork, let alone its destination. The form and format of the 
objects themselves not always help. Take Piero’s Montefeltro Altarpiece. The modern 
title of the work suggests certainty about its function as a painting that stood on an 
altar. The painting also looks like an altarpiece. The Virgin sits enthroned with the 
Christ child in her lap in the center of the composition, flanked by saints and angels. 
In the right foreground, Federico da Montefeltro kneels in prayer. A sixteenth-century 
drawing shows the painting on the high altar of the church of San Bernardino, just 
outside Urbino (Fig. 4.5). There you see that the picture once had a frame topped by 
an elaborate cornice that echoes the entablature of the real church. You also note that 
it has a base. But the picture could not have been made for San Bernardino, which 
was only built after Federico da Montefeltro’s death in 1482 as a replacement of the 
old Montefeltro mausoleum at the same site, some ten years after Piero had begun 
his altarpiece. The church was not finished until 1496.37 San Bernardino, the church’s 
patron saint, does appear among the saints gathered around the Virgin and child, but 
he stand in an inconspicuous place, squeezed in between Saint John the Baptist and 
Saint Jerome, on the left, in an inconspicuous place. The lighting in Piero’s altarpiece 
comes from the left, whereas the light in the actual church comes from the right, as 
you see in the Uffizi drawing.38 It seems more reasonable to assume that Federico 
da Montefeltro commissioned the painting before he knew exactly on which altar it 
would be placed. This was not uncommon for artworks at the time.39 It appears, then, 
that Piero’s painting was made as an altarpiece with no fixed altar in mind. It is not 
unthinkable that it grew out of an ad hoc commission. The presence of the kneeling 
Federico da Montefeltro in full armor suggests that the picture was commissioned to 
redeem a vow Federico had made. And redemption usually had to be quick.40 This 
means that Piero’s picture was perhaps not commissioned for a specific site at all. For 
at least some time, and at least for Piero, the origins of the picture mattered more than 
its destination.

A similar confusion about function and destination surrounds the Flagellation. 
There is no doubt that the picture originated with Piero della Francesca, as the inscrip-
tion in it makes clear, but there is no consensus about its destination or function. The 
architecture in the painting ties it to Urbino, as everyone since the sixteenth century 
has emphasized. Yet there is no trace of its exact whereabouts until the early eight-
eenth century, when it entered the sacristy of the Cathedral of Urbino, across from its 
present location inside the Palazzo Ducale. The sacristy had just been built, as part of 
a giant eighteenth-century campaign to restructure and redecorate the church. One of 
the new sacristy’s purposes was to store objects that had been spread over the cathe-
dral during the past few centuries and that had no fixed place. An elaborate piece of 
furniture, which no longer survives, had been commissioned to store and display these 
works. It was on this occasion that Piero’s picture received a new frame.

It is unlikely that the painting had been commissioned for a site inside the cathedral. 
If it had been, it would have probably had a fixed location and would therefore not 
have qualified for placement inside the new sacristy, a storehouse for homeless objects. 
Piero’s picture might have well come from another place of storage inside the church, 
like the old sacristy. It was not uncommon to store artworks without a fixed location 
inside a sacristy.41 Most scholars assume that the picture was made for the Palazzo 
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Figure 4.5 � Anonymous early sixteenth-century draftsman, Interior of San Bernardino, early 
sixteenth century, dimensions unknown. Florence: Galleria degli Uffizi. Artwork in 
the Public Domain.

Ducale, although there is no agreement about its exact destination inside the palace, 
let alone its function. The work was not mentioned in the 1599 inventory of the ducal 
collections, nor was it included in the local chronicler Bernardino Baldi’s description 
of the palace of 1587. This perhaps suggests that the painting had already left the 
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Montefeltro collection by the early sixteenth century, when the Duchy of Urbino, 
including the Palazzo Ducale, passed into the hands of the della Rovere family.42

Much speculation about the original location of the Flagellation has to do with a 
lack of clarity about its function. Piero’s painting measures 81 cm in width and 58 cm 
in height. Its oblong format places the painting outside any current category of reli-
gious pictures. It is too small to be an altarpiece. And its iconography seems to exclude 
that possibility, too. The scourging of Christ does not appear as the main subject of 
an altarpiece until the sixteenth century and Piero’s composition is too unfocussed 
and decentralized to serve on a fifteenth-century altar.43 The iconography of the Flag-
ellation sometimes appears on smaller paintings for personal devotion.44 But again, 
devotional panels usually have the protagonists in the center and render them at a 
considerable size.

The subject does appear quite often on predellas, as part of scenes of the Passion. 
Piero’s own Misericordia Altarpiece has a predella panel with the flagellation, painted 
by Piero’s pupil Giuliano Amadei. And I pointed out earlier that Piero remembered 
looking at Sienese predella panels when he was painting the Flagellation. He borrowed 
the asymmetrical composition from a predella panel by the workshop of Sassetta. The 
oblong format of Piero’s painting in fact approximates a predella panel’s format. And 
yet, there are two main reasons why Piero’s picture probably never formed part of 
a predella. The first is that it is too large. The second is that it includes a signature. 
Artists rarely ever signed on a predella panel. The signature, in combination with the 
panel’s relatively large format, therefore suggests that the panel was conceived as an 
independent picture. Vasari indeed wrote about Piero’s activity in Urbino that he pro-
duced paintings with small figures for the court.45 It is reasonable to assume that the 
Flagellation was one of those paintings.

The Flagellation sits somewhere in between the size of a predella panel and that of 
a spalliera. Spalliere are rather large paintings, sometimes almost 2 m long, of a hori-
zontal format. They were installed in the wooden armature over a bench or daybed 
as a shoulder (spalla).46 They usually had scenes from mythology or history painted 
on them. But there are also three surviving paintings of so-called ideal cities, one in 
Baltimore, one in Urbino, and one in Berlin. The Baltimore and Urbino panels have 
a provenance from Urbino, where they had probably been part of the furnishing of 
the Montefeltro palace; and the Berlin version probably comes from Urbino, too. 
All three panels show almost empty squares with classical buildings on either side, 
usually ordered according to a rigid symmetry.47 The panel in Berlin still has part of 
the wooden framework that would have attached it to a bed. The other two panels 
show signs of trimming. It is easy to see the similarities between Piero’s Flagellation 
and the ideal city panels. The ratio of height to width is almost the same, and they all 
show architecture painted with a rigid perspective construction. The makers of these 
pictures, one of them probably Fra Carnevale, were familiar with Piero’s Flagellation, 
about a decade or so older than the ideal cities. And Piero seems to have inspired simi-
lar cityscapes in inlaid wood in Sansepolcro. Some late fifteenth-century choir benches 
from the church of San Francesco in Sansepolcro, now at the Museo Civico, contain 
intarsia perspective scenes in their backrest that recall the Flagellation. But again, the 
measurements of Piero’s painting do not conform to the size of any known spalliera. 
It is almost half the size.

It has sometimes been suggested that Piero’s Flagellation had also been part of a 
piece of furniture. But this is unlikely. The panel shows no signs of trimming, like the 
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spalliere paintings in Baltimore and Urbino. It is more likely that Piero’s painting was 
a self-contained, perhaps even portable painting that was kept by the Duke of Urbino.

Tabula

The uncertainty about the function and original destination of the Flagellation does 
not suggest that the panel was a secular work of art. Its subject is Christian and 
therefore defines it as a religious work. The remarkable format of the picture rather 
suggests that we should relax our strict functional categories for religious artworks. 
Rather than pointing to the categories Piero’s picture does not belong to, I would like 
to determine a more generic category of images to which it does belong: a panel paint-
ing, that is, a picture that consists of pigments applied to a piece of wood.

Piero’s contemporaries would have qualified the Flagellation as a “tabula” (in 
Latin), “tavola” (in Italian), or “quadro” (again in Italian). These terms mark the 
broad category of “panel painting” (although quadro could also refer to a fresco or 
drawing). Piero’s documented panel paintings are consistently described as tavole, 
or tabulae.48 And Vasari called Piero’s pictures for the Montefeltro court “quadri.”49 
Tabula means plank or board, or an object made out of planks, including a picture. It 
describes the (flat) material of wood out of which a panel picture was made in order 
to distinguish it from statuary, murals, and paintings done on fabric. The word quadro 
means rectangle. This term only became accepted in the second half of the fifteenth 
century, when the rectangular format became the norm for painting on panel.50

By Piero’s time, painting on panel was relatively new. Sculpture in marble, clay and 
wood, mural painting, tapestries and mosaics were much older. Painters on Italian 
soil only started to paint on panel in the early thirteenth century, when the oldest  
pictures of Saint Francis are dated. By that time, the majority of panel pictures con-
sisted of icons imported from the Byzantine world since the seventh century. These 
pictures were nomadic. People knew that they had traveled from far; the distance they 
voyaged contributed to their enigma. People speculated about the origins of these 
pictures, not just about where they came from, but also how and by whom they were 
made. Most people believed that they had been painted by Christ’s Apostles, some of 
whom had come to live in the Greek world. The icons were important because they 
carried realistic, contemporary renderings of Christ and the saints. They provided 
“the maximum amount of information,” to quote the Dominican monk Fra Giordano 
(see Chapter 2). Christ and the saints “were painted exactly as they were, showing 
their appearance, their circumstances and the way they were.” And: “The disciples 
made these painting as to give the clearest notice of the fact.”51 The conviction that 
these pictures came from the Holy Land, or were believed to have come from there, 
lend them authority. The pictures captured the physical appearance of Christ and the 
circumstances in which he lived in an incomparable way; not even books were able to 
offer the kind of information contained in these icons.

The mobility of Byzantine icons set them apart from most existing church art on 
the Italian peninsula, which mainly consisted of mosaics and richly decorated balda-
chins and façades. Church altars went without altarpieces until the early thirteenth 
century.52 Byzantine images were relatively small because they needed to be mobile. 
They were usually attached to roodscreens inside the church, from which they were 
removed on special occasions, when they were carried around in procession. When 
Italian artists started to paint on panel, they domesticated the format by making 
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it site-specific. The earliest Italian panel pictures were altarpieces that were much 
larger than their Byzantine ancestors. An altarpiece was a typically Western phenom-
enon. Altarpieces were fixed to the altar, the imagery they carried was specific to the 
church whose altar they adored, and altarpieces were much more visible than the 
icons in Byzantine churches, which were only shown to the public on special occa-
sions. Visibility seemed to have mattered most. Strictly speaking, an altar did not 
need an altarpiece at all.53 Canon law merely prescribed relics, a cross, and candles to 
be placed on the altar. The altar’s dedication—its titulus—could be inscribed in the 
stone of the altar table; you did not need a picture of the saint to clarify it, except 
perhaps the illiterate. Most altarpieces go far beyond merely clarifying the titulus. 
They added a great deal more saints than necessary. And they started to indulge 
in visual excess. The earliest single-panel altarpieces were soon joined by an ever-
growing amount of side panels, predella panels, pictures in the pinnacles, above and 
under the main picture. By the late fourteenth century, the majority of high altars of 
churches in Siena, Florence and smaller towns like Borgo Sansepolcro were adorned 
by enormous polyptychs.54 The polyptych did not grow out of a change in liturgical 
needs, which basically remained the same from the Trecento to the Cinquecento.55 Its 
prominence was rather motivated by a certain want for large and elaborate paintings. 
These paintings were site-specific in a dramatic way, too heavy to be removed. They 
were anchored to the church floor by buttresses dropping down the sides of the altar 
table. They were elaborate architectural structures that copied the real architecture of 
the church. Their construction, with a large central panel flanked by slightly smaller 
side-panels, followed the plan of the church, with its nave and aisles; the shape of the 
panels, topped by an arched pediment, mirrored the church nave and lower aisles; the 
columns of the altarpiece repeated the columns separating the nave from the aisles. 
Within a century of its introduction to the Italian peninsula, the religious panel pic-
ture had moved from mobility to site-specificity.

Of course, not all religious artworks of the fourteenth century were altarpieces. 
There were, for example, banners that would be carried around on feast days. And 
there was a large amount of painted panels meant for personal devotion and therefore 
painted on a much smaller scale. Some of these were meant to travel.56 But what is 
striking about these small-scale, portable works is their structural dependence on large 
polyptychs. Most works for personal devotion and many surviving banners adopt the 
tripartite division of polyptychs and, therefore, the architectural specificity of the late 
medieval church. For example, a late fourteenth-century work by the Sienese artist 
Francesco Vannuccio, that was designed for personal devotion and later turned into 
a processional standard, shows Christ flanked by the Virgin, Saint John, a bishop and 
a donor on one side, and the Virgin enthroned among saints on the other, and makes 
the composition of the figures follow the shape of the panel and frame, with the large 
Crucifixion in the center “nave” and the saints and donors in the adjacent “aisles.” 
The format of the large polyptych proved just too dominant to escape its form, even 
in the case of a mobile work of art. By the late fourteenth century, most religious panel 
pictures produced in Italy pointed back to the shape of the altarpiece.

In the fifteenth century, the Italian altarpiece began to change. In some places, site-
specific polyptychs began to be removed from the altar. In southern Tuscany, a hand-
ful of altarpieces was replaced by a ciborium for the holy sacrament.57 The polyptych 
came under pressure. In 1459, Pope Pius II allowed nothing else on the altar of the 
Cathedral of Pienza than a cross; he considered the light that fell on the altar through 
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the chancel window as a new, immaterial altarpiece of sorts.58 By the 1420s, the archi-
tect Filippo Brunelleschi had already begun to design church buildings in Florence and 
Pisa that did not allow altarpieces on the altar.59 Brunelleschi’s Barbadori Chapel at 
Santa Felicita in Florence, his Old Sacristy at San Lorenzo, the Pazzi Chapel behind 
Santa Maria Novella, and the tribune altars at Florence Cathedral all had altars 
without altarpieces. Brunelleschi’s cleansing of the Renaissance altar was not exclu-
sively informed by a new classical aesthetics, as is sometimes thought. It was, rather, 
informed by liturgical needs. One of the aims of Brunelleschi’s unadorned altars was 
to allow the priest to celebrate mass ad populum, standing behind the altar with 
his face towards the congregation, “in contrast to current practice,” a contemporary 
added when he described the celebration of mass at Brunelleschi’s church of Santo 
Spirito in Florence.60

The removal of altarpieces from their altars was a retrospective gesture. The Early 
Christian churches had no altarpieces. And fifteenth-century people were aware of this. 
Leon Battista Alberti wrote in De re aedificatoria (1462) that Early Christians made use 
of a single, unadorned altar at which they celebrated mass once a day. The altar con-
tained nothing else than a single candelabrum, a practice that Alberti recommended for 
the contemporary, over-decorated church.61 Men like Alberti and Brunelleschi imagined 
this moment in early Christianity to largely overlap in time with the Roman antique 
world, from which they took so much of their architectural forms. There was very lit-
tle tension in their thought between the classicism of their architecture and the kind of 
restorative thought of people like Piccolomini who wanted to remove the altarpiece for 
religious purposes. Brunelleschi’s classically inspired altars, with a mensa carried by 
four Ionic columns like the altar in the Bardori Chapel, did not point to pagan antiq-
uity, but to an (imagined) early-Christian past that overlapped with Roman antiquity.62

The makers of altarpieces quickly responded to the cleansing efforts of Brunelleschi 
and others, introducing a much tidier and independent picture format than the polyp-
tych. The new type was a single, rectangular panel painting, the kind of altarpiece that 
art historians today call the pala. The development of the pala matters a great deal 
to modern art history, because it is believed to have been a step towards the modern, 
rectangular gallery picture.63 It is not entirely clear where and with whom the format 
originated. A plan of 1434 for the rebuilding of the church of San Lorenzo in Florence 
is usually taken as the origins of the new format. The plan mentions that the altar-
pieces inside the church should consist of a “rectangular panel, without floral motifs 
on its frame, painted in an honorable manner” (tabula quadrata et sine civoriis, picta 
honorabiliter).64

Artists believed that the new, rectangular altarpiece revived an old, antique format. 
The Florentine painter Neri di Bicci consistently referred to the pala as “all’antica” 
to differentiate it from the richly decorated polyptychs that he also made. In 1455, 
he recorded “una tavola d’altare . . . quadra, al’anticha, chon predella da pie’, chol-
onne a chanali da lato e architrave, fregia, chornicione e foglia di sopra” (an altar-
piece . . . square, in the antique manner, with a predella at the bottom, fluted columns 
on the sides, and an architrave, a frieze, and cornice with leaves on top). In 1471, he 
described his own high altarpiece for San Pietro in Ruoti Valdambra near Arezzo as 
“una tavola d’altare fatta al’anticha, quadra” (an altarpiece made in the antique man-
ner, square). The altarpiece, with its frame executed by Giuliano da Maiano, is still 
in situ. And in 1454, he logged a “tavola d’altare quadrata al’anticha” (an altarpiece 
squared in the antique manner).65
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No ancient Roman panel pictures (or any painting for that matter) survived in the 
fifteenth century. (Ancient sources report about paintings done on wood, but so far 
none have been discovered.) It therefore comes as something of a surprise to modern 
art historians that fifteenth-century figures such as Neri di Bicci believed some of their 
pictures to be reviving an ancient, antique format. For that reason, it is usually assumed 
that Neri’s use of the word “all’antica” refers to the new kind of frame of the Renais-
sance pala, with classicizing fluted pilasters carrying an architrave and cornice.66 And 
it is certainly correct that the straight top of the pala could have been associated with 
antique architecture. The rectangular doors at the Ospedale digli Innocenti, for exam-
ple, were described as all’antica.67 But what also made the new altarpiece antique-look-
ing was the rectangular format itself, and not just its frame. Filarete wrote that “doors 
can be quadrangular and also half-round. The ancients, however, for the most part 
used the rectangle, and in private buildings we never find anything but rectangular.”68

We might think that no ancient Roman panel painting survived in Piero’s day. Piero 
and his contemporaries believed it did, however. They were convinced that what we 
now call Byzantine icons were in fact antique paintings. Even the icons of relatively 
recent production were thought to date from the first century CE.69 A fifteenth-cen-
tury Roman cardinal called the icons in the collection of Pietro Barbo (Pope Paul II) 
“images of saints of ancient workmanship [operis antiqui] brought from Greece.”70 In 
the early fourteenth century, Fra Giordano had already described them as antiche. At 
first instance, the perception of Byzantine icons as antique contrasts with the declared 
old-fashioned style of these pictures. Ghiberti called their style the maniera greca, a 
style in painting that Giotto triumphantly replaced with realistic art. But the format of 
Byzantine icons perfectly conformed to what fifteenth-century people expected from 
the format of antique painting. Most of these icons were rectangular in shape. The 
earliest Italian responses to Byzantine icons still adopted the rectangular format, for 
instance, the Strauss Madonna in New York and the Kahn Madonna of ca. 1270 in 
Washington.71 Later in the thirteenth century, Italian artists added a pediment, imitat-
ing the form of gable-shaped tabernacles housing three-dimensional Madonna stat-
ues.72 And the added pediment would soon be integrated into the picture, of which 
Cimabue’s Madonna and Child in the Uffizi is an early example. Looking back from 
the middle of the fifteenth century, the history of panel painting looked like a develop-
ment towards an ever more complicated picture format. From that perspective, the 
“modern” format of the Renaissance pala was a revival of an old format—a format 
that in the fifteenth century was considered old enough to pass for an antiquity. When 
Neri di Bicci called the new kind of altarpiece as being in “the antique manner,” he 
was probably thinking of the format of ancient icons.

The Renaissance pala not only repeated the rectangular form of the Byzantine 
icon; it also rehearsed its lack of site-specificity. The new format was smaller than 
the polyptych. It therefore was easier to move, witnessing the faith of some of the 
earliest Renaissance pale, which changed churches within decades of their making.73 
But structurally, too, the pala was less site-specific. Its rectangular form no longer 
answered to the architecture of the church. It had a separate frame, which, in most 
cases, was attached to the picture after the paint had dried.74

This inaugurated a completely new way of thinking about the design of a painting. 
Polyptychs had been conceived from the outside in, as it were. The architecture of 
the church determined the shape of the frame, which, in turn, prescribed the position 
of the figures—“trapped” inside the tall tapering panels and enveloped by the gold 
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background, which was applied before the figures were painted. The pala, on the 
other hand, was conceived from the inside out. Painting began with filling a blank, 
rectangular field. No frame and no architecture had imposed an order on it. The art-
ist determined the order of the picture, and for Alberti, as I pointed out above, this 
meant a controlled application of circumscription and composition, in whose service 
perspective also stood.

The quadro provoked a new way of thinking about the way a picture related to 
its environment. No longer echoing the real architecture of the church, it was more 
independent, more self-contained. Rather than responding to the setting where it was 
placed, it carried its own environment with it. This, Leonardo da Vinci wrote towards 
the end of the fifteenth century, was what defined painting as painting. It was what set 
it apart from sculpture. Statues were dependent on their environment, on the amount 
of light that shone on them, for example, whereas a painter determined his own light 
source inside the painting. In the case of statuary, the environment of the workshop 
needed to anticipate the environment of the statue’s destination; in painting’s case, the 
environment of the workshop was carried with the painting to its destination.75 This 
was what the new definition of painting had in common with the ancient icon. Icons 
borrowed their authority from the place where they were made and the authority of 
the person who made them. Icons absorbed their environment, the time and place of 
Christ’s existence.

It is easy to confuse the trajectory of Italian panel painting—from simple panel paint-
ings, to elaborate polyptychs, and back to a simple, rectangular format—as a kind of 
modernization process. After all, the Renaissance pala prefigures the modern picture. 
The pala is relatively mobile, site-unspecific and rectangular, like a modern piece of 
canvas. The words used in various European languages for wood or panel painting now 
simply denote Painting. The modern French tableau is derived from the Latin word 
tabula, but tableau no longer describes the quality of wood or plank denoted by its 
Latin root-word but all pictures, including those on canvas. And in modern Italian, the 
word quadro simply means picture, because paintings are today assumed to be rectan-
gular. It is even possible to look at Piero’s oeuvre as a slow process of emancipation and 
modernization.76 Piero’s first altarpieces were giant, site-specific polyptychs. The later 
Montefeltro Altarpiece, although still an altarpiece, was less certain about its destina-
tion. It therefore put more emphasis on where it came from than where it was going.

Michael Fried has done much to define what constituted a modern idea of paint-
ing. In his Absorption and Theatricality: Painting & Beholder in the Age of Diderot 
(1980), Fried traced back the modern idea of painting to the French tableau. He 
wrote about the tableau that it was marked by a sense of unprecedented internal 
unity, the illusion that the image existed independent of anything outside of its frame, 
be it architecture or spectator. This was established, Fried said, in mid-eighteenth- 
century French art through the notion of absorption. The term absorption described 
the impression that the figures in the painting are oblivious to anything outside of the 
picture. Their actions are motivated by a source inside the painting.77 The primary 
effect of this sense of absorption was that it ignored the presence of the viewer in 
front of the picture. In a later book on Caravaggio, Fried pushed back this illusion of 
absorption to the late sixteenth century.78

In 1993, between the publication of Fried’s work on eighteenth-century French art 
and his study of Caravaggio (published in 2010), Victor Stoichita published a book 
under the title L’Instauration du tableau: Métapeinture à laube des temps modernes 
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(The Establishment of the Tableau: Meta-Painting at the Dawn of the Modern Age) 
in which he argued that the modern notion of the tableau was first recognized and 
indeed thematized in sixteenth-century art from Northern Europe and Spain.79 Sto-
ichita framed a set of features of this “self-aware,” modern picture that partly overlap 
with the terms set by Fried. Stoichita put emphasis on framing devices, both within 
the picture—door- and windowframes and fictive doors and windows—and of the 
picture itself—the actual frame placed around the image. The modern gallery picture 
was enveloped by a new kind of frame, which arbitrarily related to the picture it was 
framing and therefore established a certain freedom from the picture’s location, a 
self-containment that Fried would associate with the sense of absorption in slightly 
later Italian pictures. An extreme consequence of freedom and absorption, Stoichita 
concluded, was that, in some cases, the (religious) subject of a picture would be rel-
egated to the background. This way, modern pictures thematized their own liberation 
from the traditional creed of Christian images to instruct the illiterate. Slowly pushing 
the Christian subject out of the frame, they opened up the way to an art that took the 
making and status of art as its subject of representation.

Stoichita (and Fried by implication) associate the rise (or existence) of the port-
able, self-contained artwork with the historical moment of the Reformation, when, 
in the North, pictures were taken off the altar and artists started to produce easel 
pictures for the open market.80 These new pictures were made with no fixed destina-
tion in mind. They were considerably more mobile than the church art they replaced.81 
Owned by private persons rather than institutions like the Church, the life of the new 
picture depended on the contingencies of the life of its owner, which often meant that 
a picture would be taken off the wall and would change possession within decades of 
its production, after its owner had died or gone bankrupt.

The narrative sketched by Fried and Stoichita is complicated by Piero’s Flagella-
tion, an Italian picture produced half a century before the Reformation. The painting 
fits their criteria well. Piero’s picture is relatively mobile; it refuses to be pushed in a 
functional category of images other than “panel painting with a religious subject”; 
and the work asserts an arbitrary relation to its (lost) frame by introducing seemingly 
coincidental cut-offs. Its main subject—the flagellation of Christ—is pushed to the 
background, although this hardly counts as an argument for secularization. Most 
importantly, the painting calls attention to an extreme sense of self-containment. The 
figures in the painting are fully absorbed in what happens within the frame. No fig-
ure seeks contact with a person—you—in front of the picture. All of them are una-
ware of your presence.

To be sure, Piero was aware that he was painting in an age in which the art of paint-
ing was undergoing rapid change. The tone of the discursive passages in De prospec-
tiva pingendi participates in efforts to reform painting from within. The Flagellation 
is unthinkable without the development of the Renaissance pala. But Piero’s was not 
entirely an effort to make the picture modern. He was also looking back. He looked 
back to the time when panel painting was considerably more mobile. For us, that time 
was the beginning of painting on panel in Italy, say the early thirteenth century. But for 
Piero and his contemporaries, panel painting was antique—it was classical. The mod-
ern secularization narrative loses sight of the preoccupation in the fifteenth century 
with looking back. All efforts at modernization developed against the background of 
a revival of the past—a past better imagined than reconstructed. Piero’s definition of 
painting is not “early-modern.” It is Renaissance.
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Intimacy

Imagine Piero painting the Flagellation. The math has been done, perhaps a plan of 
Pilate’s court and the square has been drawn. The panel has been prepared for paint-
ing, nicely straightened and covered with a slick layer of white ground. Some of the 
perspective lines have been drawn with chalk and the contours of at least one figure—
the extraordinary man with a turban—have been pounded onto the white ground 
using a pricked cartoon. The dark dots of the ground charcoal are still visible in the 
man’s turban. The figures in the painting are small, much smaller than most of the fig-
ures Piero was used to painting. He had to move his eyes close to the picture surface. 
His elbow is bent and still, his shoulder frozen. The brush only follows the movements 
of the wrist and fingers as Piero paints eyes, mouth, hair, some capitals. His concentra-
tion becomes more intense when he is painting Pilate’s chair. Make sure that its left 
side hides behind the pillar! And then, when he has to paint the pillar, he carefully 
avoids it touching the frame, which, it seems, had already been attached to the paint-
ing before Piero started to paint. The paint forms a ridge—the so-called beard—where 
it runs up against the place where the frame once was. Perhaps the most difficult part 
was painting that narrow strip between the left pillar and the frame, where Piero tells 
you that Pilate’s court extends to the left.

Here, painting was intimate. Whatever the noise and activity in the room—a  
studio?—in Urbino where Piero painted his picture, work demanded a devoted rela-
tionship between the painter and his work. It demanded a certain identity between 
what was inside the picture and who was in front of it. The world in which Piero 
moved when he was making this picture looked like the world inside the picture. 
Imagine him passing by the architecture of the portal of San Domenico at night on his 
way to a tavern for dinner, walking the square in front of the Palazzo Ducale that so 
much resembles the paving outside Pilate’s court. Imagine him thinking about a way 
to make the past familiar, to bring history in line with the present, to make Jerusalem 
look like his world.

The Flagellation is personal, not just because of how it depicts, but also for what 
it represented. For Piero, perspective was not so much a way to open the picture up 
to the wider world of the viewer as it was a means to establish an intimacy between 
himself and his work. And it was Piero’s hope that viewers after him would sense that 
intimacy. Like the familiar “tu” in Piero’s treatise, Piero’s paintings invite you to step 
in the footsteps of the painter, to become him in his world for a while. Wherever or 
whenever you look at Piero’s painting, you feel that it depicts his world—a feeling 
that informed the earliest reception of the picture. Piero cultivated the illusion that 
the painting repeats our common experience of the world, an experience that is not 
ordered as neatly as pictures are, with the important things in the center and depicted 
on a larger scale. You arrive on the scene unannounced. Nobody notices your pres-
ence. But then, on the first step of Pilate’s throne, you notice a prior presence. Piero 
carved his letters in neat Roman capitals in stone, as if he had kneeled there by Pilate’s 
first step. This picture is not depicting your experience.82 It is depicting Piero’s. It is 
only in the place where the picture is defined as a work with an author that something 
inside the picture acknowledges a person in front of it. The lettering defies the studied 
contingency of the picture’s point of view. Fitted neatly between the column on the 
left and the left leg of the man with the turban, it anticipates a person in front of the 
picture, at any time, in any place. It is there for you.
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Conclusion

What made fifteenth-century art special, at least according to contemporary texts 
about art, was that it imitated reality. For mid-century writers like Lorenzo Ghiberti, 
the Renaissance consisted of a return to nature. This return was not considered a style. 
Ghiberti called it a “natural art,” which he contrasted to the “Greek style” (maniera). 
But the cultural agreement that artists should exclusively imitate nature also made 
people aware that everyone imitated nature differently. There is something subjective 
about every artwork. That subjectivity eventually came to be understood in terms of 
personal style.

Piero’s art developed against the background of this dialectics between realism and 
style. His interest in perspective was partly fueled by his wish to introduce a purer kind 
of realism, a way of imitating reality that served as an alternative to individual style. 
His methodical approach to painting, as it was outlined in his treatise on perspective, 
cultivated the illusion that the Flagellation depicted a scene that was not made but 
discovered. It looked like something you would stumble upon by coincidence. Piero’s 
perspective did not order the world for you, as perspective did in paintings by other 
artists. The spurious cut-offs and the remarkable place of the painting’s distance point 
on a bare piece of wall conveyed the impression that Piero depicted a scene that was 
there before the painting. This also meant that Piero’s realism was precise; it is Piero’s 
world that we see in his paintings.

The realism of Piero was a rendering of contemporary reality, even in the case of the 
Flagellation, a painting that depicted a past and distant event. Piero used portraits and 
contemporary clothing in the Flagellation. But he selected his models and the fashion 
he used with care. The men whose facial features he used and the clothing they and 
others wore were considered contemporary versions of a centuries-old culture. That 
culture was not specific—it wasn’t Jewish or Arabic—but more generically “ancient.” 
There is no tension in Piero’s painting between the depiction of contemporary reality 
and the claim that the painting is also a rendering of first-century Jerusalem.

The architecture in the background makes a similar claim. It is local and recent. It 
consists of the elements of recent architecture in Urbino. Architecture used to be date-
less and timeless, but this thinking about the temporality of building changed around 
the middle of the fifteenth century. The architecture in Piero’s painting is emphatically 
of his time. And Piero’s contemporaries were aware of its contemporaneity. This new 
architecture looked modern because it was designed in contrast to more recent build-
ing styles. It was different than Gothic architecture, and that difference registered as 
a proximity to antique modes of building. The most recent building styles were also 
imagined to be the oldest. Piero’s painting is dated to a specific time and place, not 
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because of the style of the painting itself, but because of the style of the architecture 
depicted in it.

It has sometimes been said that the realism of fifteenth-century paintings was meant 
to better embed them in the location for which they were made. Artists were constantly 
anticipating the viewers of their work, and these viewers were people who knew very 
little about painting. The fifteenth-century practice of writing treatises on art, how-
ever, points to a wish to acquaint the public of painting with the origins of painting: 
The difficulties of making a picture, from the grinding of colors to the construction of 
perspective, and the challenge of painting without a gold background. These treatises 
invited the public to look back and to consider how and where a painting was made. 
Some of Piero’s paintings reaffirm this thinking about origins. The Flagellation points 
back to the moment when it was made, when it stood at an arm-length’s distance 
from the body of the artist. Piero’s paintings are the result of an intimate relationship 
between an artist and his work. And it was Piero’s hope that his public would experi-
ence some of that intimacy.
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