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viii Preface

Introduction to this volume. This new introduction on Aims and Limits of Iconoly,
is principally addressed to fellow students of a technique that will remain in
pensable to art historians. The aesthetic issue that may concern the art loy,
even more is discussed in my hitherto unpublished lecture on Raphael’s Sta
della Segnatura, the greatest of the symbolic cycles of the Renaissance,

However incomplete this lecture may be, it shows, I believe, that the oppositig W

which iconology has frequently encountered for its alleged concentration on i
tellectual rather than on formal aspects of art rests on a misunderstanding.
cannot write the history of art without taking account of the changing functio
assigned to the visual image in different societies and different cultures. In t
Preface to Norm and Form I argued that the artist’s creativity can only unfold in
certain climate and that this has as much influence on the resulting works of art a
geographical climate has on the shape and character of vegetation. I may add h
that the function a work of art is intended to serve may guide the process
selection and breeding no less than it does in gardening and agriculture. An imagy

intended to reveal a higher reality of religion or philosophy will assume a differe e

form from one that aims at the imitation of appearances. What iconology has taugh
us is the degree to which this purpose of art to reflect the invisible world of spiri

entities was taken for granted not only in religious but also in many branches of!

secular art.

This is the theme of my paper Icones Symbolicae, after which this volume s
named. It is the longest and, I fear, the most technical of the essays here
assembled. In its original form it dealt precisely with the Neo-Platonic notion of
images as instruments of a mystical revelation. I have now considerably expanded
its scope to pay more heed to the equally influential teachings of Aristotelian
philosophy which link the visual image with the didactic devices of the medieval
schools and with the Rhetorical theory of metaphor. I have also extended the
chronological span of this survey to show the survival of these ideas into Romans
ticism and down to the theories of symbolism developed by Freud-and Jung, |

Here, I trust, lies the justification in making such specialized studies accessible to
a wider public. The traditions with which they deal are of more than antiquarian
interest. They still affect the way we talk and think about the art of our own tim
While I was at work on this volume I received an invitation for a one-man show at
the Royal College of Art which carried a quotation from the introduction to ifs
catalogue (by Peter Bird): “An image of something transcendent pointing to an
unseen world of feeling and imagination’. The conventional eulogy of the enigmatic
symbols created by contemporary artists still echoes the ancient metaphysical
notions with which I am here concerned. Knowing their antecedents and their
implications will help us to decide how far we want to accept or reject such claims.

In conclusion I wish to thank the editors of journals in which these essays were
first printed, most of all my colleagues on the Editorial Board of the Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, for permitting me to re-publish them. Mr.
David Thomason and Miss Hilary Smith kindly assisted in the preparation of the
manuscript and Dr. 1. Grafe of the Phaidon Press was as indefatigable and per-
ceptive as ever with his help and advice.

London, June 1971 E. H. G.

ntroduction: Aims and Limits of Iconology

There is admittedly some danger that iconology will behave, not like ethnology

: osed to ethnography, bui like astrology as opposed to astrography:

“nad Erwin Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual Arts,
_New York, 1955, p. 32

The Elusiveness of Meaning

the centre of Piccadilly Circus, the centre of London, stands the statue of Eros
:"(Fig- 1), meeting-point and landmark of the amusement quarters of the metro-
1is. The popular rejoicings in 1947 which greeted the return of the God of Love
the master of revels from a place of safety to which the monument had been
'ﬁio'ved at the outset of the war showed how much this symbol had comtla t<.) mea.n
f.ondoners. Yet it is known that the figure of the winged youth aiming his
visible arrows from the top of a fountain was not intended to mean the God of
aﬁhly love. The fountain was erected from 1886 to 1893 as a me:morrfll toa gre.at
ﬁﬂamhropist, the seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, whose championship of social

.'Egislation had made him, in the words of Gladstone’s inscription on the monu-

ent, ‘An example to his order, a blessing to this people, and a name to be by them

ever gratefully remembered’. The statement issued by .the Mern?rifil Coml_nittce
.'_gayg that Albert Gilbert’s fountain ‘is purely symbolical, and is illustrative f’f
 Christian Charity’. According to the artist’s own word, recorded ten years later in
- 4 conversation, he desired indeed to symbolize the work of Lord Shaftesb.ur?r:
“¢T'he blindfolded Love sending forth indiscriminately, yet with purpose, his missile
' éf kindness, always with the swiftness the bird has from its wings, never seeking to
i bfeathe or reflect critically, but ever soaring onwards, regardless of its own perils

and dangers.’

. Eight years later another statement of the artist shows him veering a little closer
to the popular interpretation of the figure. “The Earl had the betterment of the
" masses at heart,” he wrote in 1911—‘and I know that he thought deeply about the

feminine population and their employment. Thus, with this knowledge added to
my experience of continental habits, I designed the fountain so that some sort of
imitation of foreign joyousness might find place in cheerless London.” Perhaps
Eros is Eros after all? .
But another puzzle remains. A persistent rumour has attributed to the artist
the intention of alluding to the name of Shaftesbury by showing the archer with
his bow pointing downwards as if the shaft had been buried in the ground.‘ At
least one witness claimed in 1947 to have heard this explanation from the artist’s
I
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own lips before the unveiling of the monument. Alas, Gilbert himself in his state
ment of 1903 counted this ‘silly pun’ by ‘some ingenious Solon’ among the man
indignities he had to endure on the revelation of the fountain, which he had ne
been allowed to complete according to his design. His idea had been a drinkin
fountain, and he admirted in the same context that the chains by which th
beakers were fastened, were developed by him on the basis of Shaftesbury’s initials
an idea he evidently thought much superior to the one he was eager to refute.

Close as the story is to our own time—@Gilbert died in 1934—the conscientioug
writer of the Swurvey of London to whose research the above account is indebted
admits to a certain amount of uncertainty. How much meaning did the artist hav
in mind? We know that he was an opponent of the ‘coat and trouser school’ o
public monuments and keen to persuade the Committee to accept a different image
as a monument. He had gained his reputation as a sculptor of such mythelogical
themes as ‘Icarus’, and he was obviously captivated by the artistic possibilities o
embodying in the monument another such figure which demanded a lightness o
touch; his Eros, poised on tiptoe, is a variant of the famous sculptural problem s
brilliantly exemplified in Gievanni da Bologna’s Mercury (Fig. 2). Should we no
say that this was the meaning of the work that mattered to the artist, regardless o
the symbolic reference or punning allusions that have become the concern of th
iconologist?

But whatever motives Gilbert may have had in choosing his theme, he also ha
to persuade his Committee by accommodating his desire to a given commission
and situation. The quarrel whether it was the Committee or the artist who was
concerned with the ‘true’ meaning of the sculpture would get us nowhere. Wha
we might find at the end of such a dispute would only be that ‘meaning’ is a slippery
term, especially when applied to images rather than to statements. Indeed th
iconologist may cast back a wistful glance at the inscription by Gladstone quote
above. Nobody doubts what it means. True, some passers-by may look for an
interpretation of the statement that Shaftesbury was ‘an example to his order’, bu
nobody would doubt that the statement has a meaning which can be established

Images apparently occupy a curious position somewhere between the statement
of language, which are intended to convey a meaning, and the things of nature, to
which we only can give a meaning. At the unveiling of the Piccadilly fountain on
of the speakers called it ‘a remarkably suitable memorial to Lord Shaftesbury, fo
it is always giving water to rich and poor alike . . .. It was an easy, indeed a some
what trite comparison to make; nobody would infer from it that fountains mean
philanthropy—quite apart from the fact that giving to the rich would not fall unde
this concept.

But what about the meaning of works of art? It looks quite plausible to speak
of various ‘levels of meaning’ and to say for instance, that Gilbert’s figure has a

‘and :
‘cation. The ornamental monsters round the base (Fig. 3) no doubt are meant partly

‘from colour and texture, it also cannot signify any scale beyond itself. Eros in

@Gilbert’s imagination may have been a boy or a giant, we cannot tell.

. -eager 1o :
serious problems. Clearly there are some aspects of the figure which are meant to

 fucilitate identification—the winged youth as an archer (Fig. 143) calls up one and
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gpmenmu’omf meaning—a winged youth—that this representation c?\n be r.e—
ferred to @ particular youth, i.e. the God Eros, which tu‘rns it into the zfiufrmrzon
of a myth, and that Eros is here used as a symbol of Charity.> But on closer inspec-
' on this approximation to meaning breaks down on all levels. }‘\s soon as \_vc st;?rt
1o ask awkward questions the apparent triviality of 'I‘f:pre'sentatlonal meaning d.lti-
"'appears and we feel tempted to question the need invariably to refer the artist’s
form to some imagined significance. Some of these forms, of course, can be nam.ed
classified as a foot, a wing, or a bow, but others elude this network of classifi-

1o represent marine creatures, but where in such a composition does the meaning

‘end and the decorative pattern begin? More is altogether involved in the iterpre-

: . ; ;
tation of representational conventions than literally “meets the eye’. The artist

t _ -"Ih .
depends far more than the writer on what I called, in Arz and Illusion, ‘the be-

older’s share’. It is characteristic of representation that the interpretation can

pever be carried beyond a certain level of generality. Sculpture not only abstracts

If these limitations of the image may seem of little concern to the interpreter
arrive at the meaning of it all, the next level of illustration presents more

only one figure in the mind of the educated Westerner: it is Cupid. This applies

to pictures exactly as it applies to literary text. The crucial difference between the

two lies of course in the fact that no verbal description can ever beas parti.culal:ized
as a picture must be. Hence any text will give plenty of scope to the ar'ns_t’s ima-
gination. The same text can be illustrated in countless ways. Thus 1t' is never
possible from a given work of art alone to reconstruct the text it may ﬂl'usuate.
The only thing we can know for certain is that not all its features can be laid down

" in the text. Which are and which are not, can only be established once the text has
 been identified by other means.

Enough has been said about the third task of interpretation, the establishment

of symbolic references in our particular instance, to show the elusiveness of the
~ concept of meaning. Eros meant one thing to the London revellers, another to the

Memorial Committee. The pun of shafts-bury seems to fit the circumstances so
well that it might be argued that this cannot be an accident. But why not? It is the
essence of wit to exploit such accidents and to discover meanings where none were
intended. .
But does it matter? Is it really with the intention that the iconologist is primarily
concerned? It has become somewhat fashionable to deny this, all the more since
the discovery of the unconscious and of its role in art seems 10 have undermined
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thﬂﬁ art, Hirsch comes to the conclusion that the intended meaning of a work can
« be established once we have decided what category or genre of literature the
ﬁ}brk in question was intended to belong to. Unless we try to establish first whether
iven literary work was intended as a serious tragedy or as a parody, our inter-
+ation is likely to go very wrong indeed. This insistence on the importance of
uch a first step may at first look puzzling, but Hirsch shows convincingly how
hard it is for the interpreter to retrace his steps once he has taken such a false
mrﬂll'lg People have been known to laugh at tragedies if they took them to be
Jarodies.*
. Though traditions and functions of the visual arts differ considerably from those
¢ literature the relevance of categories or genres for the business of interpretation
is the same in both fields. Once we have established that Eros belongs to the tradi-
<on or institution of memorial fountains we are no longer likely to go very wrong

- its interpretation. If we took it to be an advertisement of theatre-land we could
ver find our way back to the intended meaning,

the straightforward notion of intention. But I would contend that neither th
Courts of Law nor the Courts of Criticism could continue to function if we reall
let go of the notion of an intended meaning.

Luckily this case has already been argued very ably in a book concerned with
literary criticism, D. E. Hirsch’s Validity in Interpretation.’ The main purpose o
that astringent book is precisely to reinstate and justify the old common-sense view
that a work means what its author intended it to mean, and that it is this intention
which the interpreter must try his best to establish. To allow for this restrictio
of the term meaning Hirsch proposes to introduce two other terms the interprete
may want to use in certain contexts, the terms significance and implication. W
have seen for instance that the significance of the figure of Fros has change
beyond recognition since the period in which it was set up. But it 1s because o
such situations that Hirsch rejects the facile view that a work simply means wha
it means to us. The meaning was the intended one of symbolizing Lord Shaftes
bury’s Charity. Of course the choice of the figure of Eros may also be said to hav
had émplications which account both for its meaning and its subsequent change o
significance. But while the interpretation of meaning can result in a simple state
" ment like the one issued by the memorial committee, the question of implicatio
is always open. Thus we have seen that Gilbert opposed the ‘coat and trouse
school’ and wished through his choice to bring a note of foreign gaiety into th
stodgy atmosphere of Victorian England. To spell out and interpret this kind o
intention one would have to write a book, and that book would only scratch the
surface, whether it deals with the heritage of puritanism, or with the idea o
‘foreign joyousness” prevalent in the eighteen-nineties. But this endlessness in th
interpretation of implications is by no means confined to works of art. It applie;
to any utterance embedded in history. Gladstone, it will be remembered, referre
to Lord Shaftesbury in the inscription on the memorial as ‘an example to hi
order’. Not every modern reader may immediately catch the meaning of tha
term, since we are no longer used to think of the peerage as an order. But here as
always it is clear that the meaning we seek is the one Gladstone intended to convey.
He wanted to exalt Lord Shaftesbury as a person whom his fellow peers could an
should emulate.

The implications of the inscription, on the other hand, are perhaps more ope:
to speculation. Was there a hint of political polemics in calling the Earl ‘an example
to his order’? Did Gladstone wish to imply that other members of the ord
interested themselves too little in social legislation? To investigate and spell out™
these implications would again lead us to an infinite regress.

‘No doubt we would find fascinating evidence on the way about Gladstone and
about the state of England, but the task would by far transcend the interpretation -
of the meaning of Gladstone’s statement. Dealing, as he does, with literature rather |

L

Iconography and Iconology

It may be argued that any conclusions derived from an example of late Victorian
art are scarcely applicable to the very different situation of Renaissance art which,
after all, is the principal subject of these studies. But the historian will always do
well to proceed from the known to the unknown, and he will be less surprised to
discover the elusiveness of meaning that confronts the interpreter of Renaissance
m, once he has discovered the corresponding problem at his very doorstep.

" Moreover the methodological principles established by Hirsch, particularly the
principle of the primacy of genres—if it may so be called—applies to the art of the
Renaissance with even greater stringency than it does to the nineteenth century.
Without the existence of such genres in the traditions of Western art the task of
the iconologist would indeed be desperate. If any image of the Renaissance could
illustrate any text whatsoever, if a beautiful woman holding a child could not be
pfcsumcd to represent the Virgin and the Christchild, but might illustrate any
govel or story in which a child is born, or indeed any textbock about child-rearing,
pictures could never be interpreted. It is because there are genres such as altar
paintings, and repertoires such as legends, mythologies, or allegorical compositions,
hat the identification of subject matters is at all possible. And here, as in literature,
an initial mistake in the category to which the work belongs, or worse still, ignorance
of possible categories will lead the most ingenious interpreter astray. I remember
a gifted student whose enthusiasm for iconology so carried him away that he
interpreted St. Catherine with her wheel as an image of Fortuna. Since the Saint
had appeared on the wing of an altar representing the Epiphany he was led from
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there to a speculation of the role of Fate in the story of salvation—a train of though
which could easily have led him to the postulation of a heterodox sect if his initia
mistake had not been pointed out to him.

The identification of texts illustrated in a given religious or secular picture i
usually considered part of iconography. Like all kinds of historical detective wor
the solution of iconographic puzzles needs luck as well as a certain amount o
background knowledge. But given this luck the results of iconography can some:
times meet exacting standards of proof. If a complex illustration can be matche
by a text which accounts for all its principal features the iconographer can be sai
to have made his case. If there is a whole sequence of such illustrations which fits
a similar sequence in a text the possibility of the fit being due to accident is very
remote indeed. I believe that there are three such examples in this volume whic
meet this standard. One identifies the astrological text or texts illustrated in th
Sala dei Venti in the Palazzo del Te (pp. 109-118), the second explains the versio
of the story of Venus and Mars in the same Palace (p. 108); and the third fit
Poussin’s Orion to a text which not only tells but also explains the story, an
explanation Poussin embodied in his illustration (pp. 119-122).

Other essays are concerned with more speculative interpretations, but then the;
deal with iconological rather than iconographic problems. Not that the distinctio
between these disciplines is very obvious, or that it would be important to mak
it so. But by and large we mean by iconology, since the pioneer studies of Panofsky
the reconstruction of a programme rather than the identification of a particular text

The procedure need only be explained to show both its interest and its hazards
There is a number of images or cycles in the art of the Italian Renaissance whic:
cannot be explained as the straightforward illustration of a given existing text. W
know moreover that patrons occasionally either invented subjects to be represente
or, more often, enlisted the aid of some learned man to supply the artist with wha
we call a “programme’. Whether or not this habit was as frequent, particularly in
the fifteenth century, as modern studies appear to suggest it is hard to say; bu
examples of this kind of ‘libretto’ have certainly come down to us in great numbers
from the second half of the sixteenth century onward. If these programmes in their
turn had consisted of original inventions or fantasies the task of reconstructin,
such a lost text from a picture would again be pretty hopeless. But this is not so
The genre of programmes was based on certain conventions, conventions closel
rooted in the respect of the Renaissance for the canonic texts of religion and o
antiquity. It is from a knowledge of these texts and a knowledge of the picture that
the iconologist proceeds to build a bridge from both sides to close the gap between
the image and the subject matter. Interpretation becomes reconstruction of a los
piece of evidence. This evidence, moreover, should not only help the iconologist
to identify the story which may be illustrated. He wants to get at the meaning o

at story in that particular context: to reconstruct—in terms of our example—
shat Eros on the fountain is intended to signify. He will have little chance of
oing 80 if he has little feeling for the kind of programme a Victorian memorial
ommittee was likely to impose on an artist. For taking the work as such, there
_ 10 limit to the significance that might be read into it. We have called the fish-
like creatures around the fountain ornamental, but why should they not allude to
the fish-symbol of Christ or, conversely, be intended as monsters over which
Bros-Charity is seen to triumph?

One of the essays in this volume deals with the problems arising from this .
methodoluglcai uncertainty. It raises the question whether Raphael’s Stanza della
Jegnatura has not been frequently over-interpreted. While its specific suggestmns
are unlikely to meet with universal assent, the problem of the limits of interpre-
tion could not well be omitted from a volume concerned with symbolism in
'énaissance art. For all iconclogical research depends on our prior conviction of
hat we may look for, in other words, on our feeling for what is or is not possible
within a given period or milieu.

The Theory of Decorum

" Once more we come back to the ‘primacy of genres’ postulated before. This is
bviously not a place to attempt a survey of all the categories and usages of art
that can be documented from the Renaissance. Not that such a survey could never
ucceed. Emile Méles has exemplified the principles along which it might be
ttempted for religious art and Pigler® and Raymond van Marle? have at least made
beginning for secular subjects. But these serve the iconographer rather than the
conologist, listing possible subject matter.

- Luckily Renaissance authors have not been totally silent on the principles by
which these subjects were to be used in given contexts. They obviously relied on
that dominant consideration of the whole classical tradition, the notion of decorwum.
The application of this term was larger in the past than it is now. It signified what
was ‘fitting’. There is fitting behaviour in given circumstances, a fitting style of
peech for given occasions and of course alse fitting subjects for given contexts.

- Lomazzo in the Sixth Book of his Trattaro® has a list of suggestions for various
types of places, starting, strangely enough, with such places as cemeteries where
-number of episodes from the Bible relating to death are mentioned such as the
Death of the Virgin, the Death of Lazarus, the Descent from the Cross, the burial
f Sarah, Jacob dying and prophesying, the burial of Joseph and ‘such lugubrious
stories of which we have many examples in the Scriptures’ (Chap. xx1r). For
council rooms, on the other hand, which are used by ‘secular princes and Lords’,
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ory of Solon’s warning to ‘remember the end’ the equally important specification
or 4 story with a moral lesson. _

There were other requirements to be considered, not least among them the
redilections and aptitudes of the artists concerned. It is often implied that the
enaissance programme paid no heed to the artist’s creative bent, but this is not
ecessarily true. The repertory from which to choose was so rich and varied that
e final choice could easily be adapted both to the demands of decorum and the
references of the artist. Again it is not always easy to decide where, in these
tersections, priority was to be sought, Describing to Aretino his frescoes from the
2 of Caesar, Vasari starts with the predilection which his patron has for this
ero, which will make him fill the whole palace with stories from the life of Caesar.
¢ had begun with that of Caesar’s flight from Ptolemy when he swam across the
ter pursued by soldiers. ‘As you see, I have made a melée of fighting nudes, first
o demonstrate the mastery of art, and then to conform to the story.’1

Here, perhaps, Vasari was his own master and could please himself, but we know
at artists would not meekly submit 10 any invention thrust upon them. In this
‘in many other respects the programmes which Annibale Caro drew up for
‘addeo Zuccaro’s decorations in the Palazzo Caprarola deserve to be studied as
adigms. The one for the bedroom with mythological figures relating to night
1d to sleep is easily available in Vasati’s Life of Taddeo Zuccaro.'* The other,
'_'r the studio of the prince, may be even more worth pondering in its implications
t the iconologist.’? Unfortunately these learned humanists had plenty of time
nd were fond of displaying their erudition. Their writings, therefore, tend to tax
e patience of twentieth-century readers, but we may look at some passages to
sample the mode of procedure, relegagng the full text to an appendix (pp. 23-25),
here connoisseurs of the genre can explore it further.

he recommends such subjects as Cicero speaking about Catilina before the Senate
the Council of the Greeks before sailing for Troy, the conflicts of captains and wis
men such as Lycurgus, Plato and Demosthenes among the Greeks, and Brurus
Cato, Pompey and the Caesars among the Romans, or the contest for the arm
of Achilles between Ajax and Ulysses. There follows an even longer list of Biblical
and ancient subjects for court buildings, of feats of military prowess for palaces
while fountains and gardens demand ‘stories of the Loves of the Gods wher
water, trees and other gay and delightful things’ come in, such as Diana an
Actaeon, Pegasus calling forth the Castalian springs, the Graces washing themselve
by a spring, Narcissus by the well, etc.

These and similar stories were clearly filed in the minds of Renaissance peopl
in such a way that they could easily name, say, Biblical stories involving fire, o
Ovidian stories involving water. Nor did this principle of decorum remain a dea
letter. Montorsoli’s Orion Fountain in Messina (Figs. 4-6) is as good an exampl
as any to show this principle at work, with its decorative marble reliefs describe
by Vasari,® showing twenty mythological episodes involving water, such as Europ;
crossing the sea, Icarus falling into the sea, Arethusa changed into a fountain
Jason crossing the sea etc. (Fig. 6), not to mention the various nymphs, river go
and marine monsters completing the decoration in accordance with the rules o
decorum,

What these examples suggest, then, is a simple principle of selection which
easy to discern. We may call it the principle of intersection—having in mind th
use of letters and numbers arranged on the sides of a chequerboard or map whic
are used. conjointly to plot a particular square or area. The Renaissance artist o
artistic adviser had in his mind a number of such maps, listing, say, Ovidian stori
on one side and typical tasks on the other. Just as the letter B on such a map do
not indicate one field but a zone which is only narrowed down by consulting th
number, so the story of Icarus, for instance, does not have one meaning but
whole range of meaning, which in its turn is then determined by the contex
Lomazzo used the theme because of its association with water, while the humanis
who advised on the decoration of the Amsterdam Townhall selected it for th
Bankruptcy Court (Fig. 7) as a warning against high flying ambition, while Arion
rescue by a dolphin symbolizes, not water, but insurance against shipwreck
(Fig. 8).

Not that the intersection of two such requirements would necessarily satisfy th
demand of the Renaissance patron for the most fitting image. The overmantel b
Benedetto da Rovezzano (Fig. 9) provides an instance of an even richer interaction
for a fireplace something involving fire was clearly de rigueur—the most conven-)
tional subject being the smithy of Vulcan (Fig. 10). But here we have the story
Croesus and Cyrus with the pyre meeting one requirement of 3 fitting subject, th

“The themes to be painted in the Study of the illustrious Monsignore Farnese must
ceds be adapted to the disposition of the painter, or he must adapt his disposition to
pur theme. Since it is clear that he did not want to adapt to you we are compelled to
pt to him to avoid muddle and confusion. Both the subjects relate to themes appro-
te to solitude. He divides the vault into two main sections, fields for scenes, and
rmament to go around.

- Caro goes on to suggest for the central field ‘the principal and most praised kind
“solitude, that of our religion, which differs from that of the Gentiles, for ours
eft their solitude to teach the people, while the Gentiles withdrew from the people
to solitude’, Hence Christ will occupy the middle and then St. Paul, St. John
he Baptist, St. Jerome and others if there is room for them (Fig. 11). Among the
agans withdrawing into solitude he suggests some of the Platonists who gouged
ut their own eyes so that sight should not distract them from philosophy, Timon,
ho hurled stones at the people, and others who handed their writings to the
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people while avoiding contact with them (Fig. 12). Two fields should show the
Law conceived in solitude: Numa in the vale of Egeria and Minos emerging from
a cave. Four groups of hermits should fill the corners: Indian gymmnosophists
worshipping the sun (Fig. 13), Hyperboreans with sacks of provisions (Fig. 15),
Druids ‘in the oak forests which they venerated . . . let them be dressed as the
painter wishes, provided they all wear the same’ (Fig. 14), and Essenes, a Jewish
sect solely dedicated to the contemplation of divine and moral matters . . . who
could be shown with a repository of the garments they have in common’ (Fig. 11)

The ten oblong fields of the decoration Caro proposes to fill with the reclining
figures of philosophers and Saints, each with an appropzriate motto, while the seven
little upright fields accommeodate historic figures who withdrew into solitude
including Pope Celestine, Charles V (Fig. 11) and Diogenes (Fig. 15).

done. If the answer is in the negative, as I think it would have to be, it becomes
the more urgent to ask why such an enterprise would have failed in this parti-
ar instance, and what obstacles there are in general which impede this work of
etranslation from picture to programme.
: Some of the difficulties are fortuitous but characteristic. Caro does not claim to
know how to dress Druids, and leaves the matter to the painter’s fancy. One
obviously would have to be a thought-reader to recognize these priests as Druids.
Slmilarly with the bird ‘Erithacus’, about which Caro has read in Pliny, who
scribes its propensity for solitude. We do not know to this day what bird, if any,
s meant, and so, again, Caro gives the painter licence to draw on his own
imagination. We could not know, and we could not find out.
There are other instances where Caro’s programme demands such fanciful
_s_éenes that the painter had difficulty in reproducing them legibly: would we be
'g'_];.le to guess that one of the Platonic philosophers is represented as gouging out
eyes, or that the tablet emerging from the wood is intended to save its owner
y contact with the people? Would even the most erudite iconologist remember
ese stories and their connection with the Platonic school?
Vasari, at any rate, could not, Though he was exceptionally well informed about
aprarola and was a friend of Annibale Caro, though he knew the main theme of
¢ cycle to be Solitude and correctly reported many of the inscriptions in the
oom, and identified Solyman (Fig. 12), he misinterpreted some of the action in
is panel (Fig, 12), which he describes as ‘many figures who live in the woods to
cape conversation, whom others try to disturb by throwing stones at them, while
me gouge out their own eyes so as not to see’.13
But even where the difficulties of identifying the stories and symbols are less
rmidable than Caro and Zuccaro made them in this instance, we might still be
e;picxed by the meaning to be assigned to the individual symbels if Caro’s text
were not extant to enlighten us.
TFor though they are all assembled here for their association with solitude, nearly
every one of them has other associations as well. The elephant worshipping the
oon (Fig. 13) is used by Caro himself in the neighbouring bedroom for its asso-
on with night;1¢ Pegasus, as we have seen, can decorate a fountain for its link
the Castalian spring; needless to say it can also be associated with Poetry or
t Virtue. The phoenix, as a rule, stands for Immortality and the pelican for
Charity. To read these symbols as signifying Solitude would look very farfetched
e did not have Caro’s words for it.

There remain twelve tiny fields and since they would not accommodate human figure
I would put some animals both as grotesques and as symbols of the theme of solitude,
[The corners will take Pegasus (Fig. 13), a griffon, an elephant turning towards the moon
(Fig. 13), and an eagle seizing Ganymede]; these should signify the elevation of the min
in contemplation; in the two little squares facing each other . . . I put the Jonely eagle
gazing at the sun, which in this form signifies speculation, and the crearure in itself i
solitary, only bringing up one of its three offspring, casting two out. In the other I plac
the phoenix, also turned to the sun, which will signify the exaltedness and refinement o
the concepts and also solitude, for it is unique.

Of the remaining six small round fields one is to held the serpent that shows
astuteness, eagerness and prudence of contemplation and was therefore given t
Minerva (Fig. 11), the next a solitary sparrow, the third another bird of Minery,
such as the owl, the fourth an erithacus, another bird reputed to seek solitude an
not to tolerate companions, ‘I have not yet found out what it looks like but I leav:
it to the painter to do as he thinks fit. The fifth a pelican (Fig. 11), to which Davi
likens himself in his solitude when he fled from Saul, let it be a white bird, le
because it draws its own blood to feed its young. . . . Finally a hare, for it is writte;
that this animal is so solitary that it never rests except when alone. . . .

There remain the ornaments which I leave to the imagination of the painter, but
would be well to remind him to adapt himself, if he can, in various ways and select
grotesques instruments of solitary and studious people such as globes, astrolabes, armil
lary spheres, quadrants, sextants, . . . laurels, myrtles and . . . similar novelties.*?

This point apart, the painter followed Caro, who probably added the furth
inscriptions and examples necessitating some changes in lay-out.

Two related questions will spring to mind when we read such a programme an
compare it with the finished painting. The first, whether we could have found th
meaning of the pictures without the aid of this text, in other words, whether v
would have been successful in reconstructing the programme from the pictures

The Dictionary Fallacy

programme confirms what has been suggested here from the outset, that
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taken in isolation and cut loose from the context in which they are embedded none
of these images could have been interpreted correctly. Not that this observation
is surprising. After all, it is even true of the words of an inscription that they only
acquire meaning within rhe structure of a sentence. We have said that it is cleap
what Gladstone meant when he called Lord Shaftesbury “An example to his order’
but the word ‘order’ derives this definite meaning only from its context. In isola
tion it might mean a command, a regularity or a decoration for merit. It is tru
that those who learn a language are under the illusion that ‘the meaning’ of an
word can be found in a dictionary. They rarely notice that even here there applies
what I have called the principle of intersection. They are offered a large variety o
possible meanings and select from them the ope that seems demanded by th
meaning of the surrounding text. If Lord Shaftesbury had been a monk the ter
“his order’ would have had to be interpreted differently.

What the study of images in known contexts suggests is only that this multipli
city of meaning is even more relevant to the study of symbols than it is to thy
business of everyday language. It is this crucial fact that is sometimes obscure;
through the way iconologists have tended to present their interpretations. Quit
naturally the documentation provided in their texts and footnotes gives chapt
and verse for the meaning a given symbol can have—the meaning that suppor
their interpretation. Here, as with language, the impression has grown up amon
the unwary that symbols are a kind of code with a one-to-one relationship betwee
sign and significance. The impression is reinforced by the knowledge that the
exist a number of medieval and Renaissance texts which are devoted to the inte
pretation of symbols and are sometimes quoted dictionary-fashion.

The most frequently consulted of these dictionaries is Cesare Ripa’s Iconologi
of 1593, which lists personifications of concepts in alphabetical order and sugge
how they are to be marked by symbolic attributes.’s ‘Those who use Ripa as
dictionary rather than read his introduction and his explanations—and there
more entertaining books in world literature—easily form the impression that Ri
presents them with a kind of pictographic code for the recognition of images. B
if they spent a little more time with the book they would see that this was not
author’s intention. It turns out, in fact, that the same ‘principle of intersecti
that has been postulated of programmes such as Caro’s applies to Ripa’s techniq
of symbolization. Luck will have it that he also lists the concept of Solitude
that his description reads like a précis of Caro’s much more ample characterizati
The Allegory is to be represented as ‘A woman dressed in white, with a singe
sparrow perched on the top of her head and holding under her right arm 2 h

and in her left hand a book’. Both the hare and the sparrow figure among C
symbols, and though we would not usually call the sparrow a solitary creature Ri
quotes the ro2nd Psalm which says ‘Factus sum sicut passer solitarius in tecto’

syone, however, now wanted to interpret any hare or any sparrow in a Renaissance
ainting as signifying Solitude he would be much mistaken. -

"Ripa establishes quite explicitly that the symbols he uses as attributes are illus-
rated mfetaphors. Metaphors are not reversible. The hare and the sparrow may
¢ used in some context for their association with solitude, but they have other
uaijties as well, and the hare, for instance, can also be associated with cowardice.
ina was also quite clear in his mind that the method only worked if it was aided
y language. “Unless we know the names it is impossible to penetrate to the
aowledge of the significance, except in the case of trivial images which usage has
ade generally recognizable to everybody.’ If we ask, then, why Ripa went to the
Publc of devising such unrecognizable personifications, the answer must be
ought in a general theory of symbolism that goes beyond the immediate task of
iphering.

Pkilosophies of Symbolism

s to this problem that the major essay in this volume is devoted. In Icomes
ymbak'cae two such traditions are distinguished, but neither of them treats the
ombol as a conventional code. What I have called the Aristotelian tradition to
shich both Caro and Ripa belong is in fact based on the theory of the metaphor
1d aims, with its aid, to arrive at what might be called 2 method of visual definition,
e learn about solitude by studying its associations. The other tradition, which I
ave called the Neo-Platonic or mystical interpretation of symbolism, is even more
ically opposed to the idea of a conventional sign-language. For in this tradition
he meaning of a sign is not something derived from agreement, it is hidden there
those who know how to seek. In this conception, which ultimately derives from
gion rather than from human communication, the symbol is seen as the mys-
ous language of the divine. The augur interpreting a portent, the mystagogue
laining the divinely ordained ritual, the priest expounding the image in the
'ple‘, the Jewish or Christian teacher pondering the meaning of the word of God
this, at least, in common, that they thought of the symbol as of a mystery that
ld only partly be fathomed,

his conception of the language of the divine is elaborated in the tradition of

hcal exegetics. Its most rational exposition is to be found in a famous passage
m St. Thomas.'®

y truth can be manifested in two ways: by things or b ignify things
' ma : y words. Words signify t

ne thing can signify another. The Creator of things, however, can not only signify

y_;hmg b3_' words, but can also make one thing signify another. That is why the Scrip-

E:s contain a twofold truth. One lies in the things meant by the words used—that is
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ange of texts, images or events, The temptation is indeed great for the iconologist

the literal sense. The other in the way things become figures of other things, and in thls
: .Bmulate this technique and to apply it in his turn to the works of art of the past.

consists the spiritual sense,

The allusion here is to the things which are mentioned in the narrative of the
Bible and which are seen as signs or portents of things to come. If the Scriptureg
tell us that Aaron’s rod ‘brought forth buds, and bloomed blossoms, and yielded-
almonds® (Numbers, xvii.8) this could be interpreted as foreshadowing the cross,
the almond itself providing a symbol, its shell being bitter like the passion but
kernel sweet like the victory of the redemption.

But St. Thomas warns us not to take this technique as a method of translatin
unambiguous signs into discursive speech. There is no authoritative dictionary o
the significance of things, as distinct from words, and in his view there cannot
such a dictionary:

Tt is not due to deficient authority that no compelling argument can be derived fro;
the spiritual sense, this lies rather in the nature of similitude in which the spiritual seng
is founded. For one thing may have similitude to many; for which reason it is impossib|
to proceed from any thing mentioned in the Seriptures to an unambiguous meani
For instance the lion may mean the Lord because of one similitude and the Devil beca

of another.

St. Thomas, as will be perceived, again links this lack of a definite meaning
‘things’ with the doctrine of metaphor. But where metaphors are conceived to be.
of divine origin this very ambiguity becomes a challenge to the reader of
Sacred Word. He feels that the human inrellect can never exhaust the meaning
meanings inherent in the language of the Divine. Each such symbol exhibits wh
may be called a plenitude of meanings which meditation and study can never reve
more than partially. We may do well to remember the role which such meditati
and study once played in the life of the learned. The monk in his cell had only fi
texts to read and re-read, to ponder and to interpret, and the finding of meanin
was one of the most satisfying ways of employing these hours of study. Nor w
this merely a matter for idle minds seeking employment for their ingenuity. On
it was accepted that revelation had spoken to man in riddles, these riddles embodi
in the Scriptures and also in Pagan myths, demanded to be unravelled again an
again, to provide the answers for the problems of nature and of history. T
technique of finding meanings would help the priest composing his sermons day
in day out on given texts which had to be applied to the changing events of
community, it would sanction the reading of pagan poets, which would otherwi
have to be banished from the monastic libraries, it would give added significan
to the fittings of the church and to the performance of sacred rites.
Nobody who has looked into medieval and Renaissance texts concerned wi
symbolism can fail to be both impressed and depressed by the learning and i
genuity expended on this task of applying the techniques of exegetics to a ¥

Levels of Meaning?

ut before we yield to this temptation we should at least pause and ask ourselves
 what extent it may be appropriate to the task of interpreting the pictures or
ages of the past. Granted that any of these images could be seen to carry all
ds of implications—to allude to Hirsch’s use of the terms—were they intended
carry more than one meaning? Were they intended, as is sometimes postulated,
exhibit the distinct four senses which exegetics attributed to the Holy Writ am;
hich none other than Dante wished applied to the reading of his poem?
I know of no medieval or Renaissance text which applies this doctrine to works
.pict?rial art. Though such an argument ex silentio can never carry complete
nvll(‘,‘[_lolﬂ, it does suggest that the question needs further examination. Such an
examination might well take its starting-point from St, Thomas’ distinction quoted
above, of the way words and things may be said to signify, Recent icon’ological
erature has paid much and justified attention to the symbolic potentialities of
gs represented in religious paintings, particularly those of the late Middle Ages
anofsky, in particular, has stressed the importance of what he calls ‘disgujseci
'_ymblolism’ in early Netherlandish art.'” “Things’ represented in certain religious
amtmgs support or elaborate the meaning. The light falling through the church
dow ln the Friedsam Annunciation (Fig. 16) is a metaphor for the Immaculate
onception,and the two styles of the building for the Old and the New Testaments
Even though one might wish for more evidence that these symbols and mctaphors':
re commissioned to be painted, there is no doubt that religious pictures do
body things as symbols. It is certainly not for nothing that Botticelli made the
Christchild bless grapes and corn, the symbols of the Eucharist (Fig. 17), and that
the trees in the background of the Berlin Madonna (Fig. 18) were infcendcd as
ymbols was attested by the scrolls with quotations from the Scriptures. 8

3

was exalted like a cedar in Libanus and as a cypress tree on the mountains of Hermon

as exalted like'a palm tree on the seashore, and as i i
L ] 3 rose plants in Jericho, and i
live tree in the plain; and I was exalted as a plane tree. ! B

(Ecclesiasticus, xxiv.3, 12-14)
_: he possibility of making ‘things® signify was not lost on such masters as
:eonaitrdo, who represented the Christchild playing with a yarnwinder (Fig. 19)
eca]]mg the shape of the cross.!® But to what extent are these and similar exm.tples
llc:atmns‘ of the principle of several meanings? The event is illustrated and the
hings figuring in the event echo and expand the meaning, But this symbolism can
ply function in support of what I have proposed to call the dominant meaning,
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gs’ at the time. In this version, then, the painting could still be seen as a

the intended meaning or principal purpose of the picture. If the picture did nog ;
.quine illustration rather than as an allegory.

represent the Annunciation, the windows could not signify by themselves, and #
the ears of corn and the grapes were not the object of blessing in a painting of
the Madonna, they would not be transformed into the symbol of the Eucharist
Here as always the symbol functions as a metaphor which only acquires its specifig
meaning in a given context. The picture has not several meanings but one.

In my view this is not contradicted by the best documented application of ex
getics to a painting in the Renaissance, Fra Pietro da Novellara’s famous descriptio
of Leonardo’s St. Anne (Fig. 20):

The Psycho-analytic Approach

50 happens that the example chosen has also been paradigmatic for the psycho-
walytic interpretation of a work of art. In his famous essay on Leonardo Freud
;w in this composition a memory of the artist’s youth, for the illegitimate child
:13 been adopted into the family, he had had ‘two mothers’, one of whom may
ve had reason to hide her bitterness behind a forced smile. It can be shown that
rend was much influenced in his reading of the childhood story of Leonardo by
. ‘Merezhkovsky’s historical novel?2 and that he was scarcely aware of the icono-
;.aphic tradition on which Leonardo drew.2s But too much emphasis on these
urces of error would miss the more important methodological point of what is
volved in interpreting an image. For even if Freud’s reading of the situation
isted on firmer evidence, even if Leonardo had been found on the couch to
'gociate his childhood situation with this particular painting, it should still be
bvious that the painting does not mean to refer to his mother and stepmother,
ut signifies St. Anne and the Virgin. It is important to clarify this issue, because
e discoveries of psycho-analysis have certainly contributed to the habit of finding
y many ‘levels of meaning” in any given work. But this approach tends to confuse
use and purpose. Any human action, including the painting of a picture, will be
the resultant of many, indeed an infinite number of contributory causes. Psycho-~
analysis likes to speak in this context of ‘over-determination’ and the concept has
5 value as a reminder of the many motivations that may overlap in the motivation
anything we say, do, or dream. But strictly speaking any event that occurs is
ver-determined” if we care to look for all the chains of causation, all the laws of
nature which come into operation. If Leonardo’s childhood experience should
ally have been one of the determining causes for his accepting a commission to
aint St. Anne and the Virgin so, we may assume, were other pressures which
ight conceivably be traced to their source. Maybe the problem attracted him
r its difficulty, maybe he was just in need of money.2+ What would matter in any
these cases is only that the innumerable chains of causation which ultimately
brought the work into being must on no account be confused with its meaning.
he iconologist is concerned with the latter, as far as it can be determined. The
storian should remain aware of the complexity and elusiveness of the first.

Perhaps we best escape from the perplexities posed by the problem of intention-
ality by insisting more firmly than Hirsch has done that the intended meaning is
not a psychological category at all. If it were, a sentence written by a computer

It represents the Christ Child, about a year old, as if about to slip out of his mothey
arms, grasping a lamb and seeming to hug it. The mother, as if about to rise from the lap
St. Anne, grasps the Child to take him from the lamb, that sacrificial animal which signj
fies the passion. St. Anne, rising a lircle from her seat, seems to want to keep her daughy
from taking the child away from the lamb: this would perhaps stand for the Church thy
does not want to have the passion of Christ prevented,20

The learned frate, Vice General of the Carmelite Order, was probably puzzled b
the amount of movement Leonarde had introduced into a subject which was tr
ditionally represented in the form of a hieratic group. Maybe the artist had th
answer ready for those who asked for an explanation. But to interpret the inte
action of the figures in terms of the coming drama of salvation does not, by itse
introduce a different level of meaning. The traditional group, such as we see it o
a fourteenth-century Sienese altar (Fig. 20a), had never been conceived as a realisti,
representation. No one was expected to believe that the Virgin ever settled in th
lap of her mother with the Christchild in her arms. The child is the Virgin
symbolic attribute and the Virgin in her turn the attribute of St. Anne. It is th
same type of symbolic nexus which is discussed in the essay on Tobias and th
Angel in this volume (pp. 26-30). Its symbolism is not hidden, but overt. Admi
tedly Novellara’s tentative identification of St. Anne with the Church introduces
an extraneous element which may have been alien to Leonardo’s intention.

In this respect Novellara’s interpretation differs significantly from that given i
a sennet on the same picture by Girolamo Casio which concludes:

St. Anne, as the one who knew

That Jesus assumed the human shape

To atone for the Sin of Adam and Eve

Tells her daughter with pious zeal:

Beware if you wish to draw Him back

For the heavens have ordained that sacrifice,2!

In this interpretation, it will be noticed, there is no hint at two meanings. It is
only implied that St. Anne had prophetic gifts and interpreted the portent o
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Gallo in 1539 for the wedding of Duke Cosimo de’ Medici and Eleonora of Toledo.?
The paintings, which drew on a vast repertory of history, heraldry and symbolism,
llustrated episodes in the rise of the Medici family and the career of the Duke
himself. But between the story of Cosimo’s elevation to the Dukedom and his
capture of Monte Murlo there was represented a story from Livy’s twentieth book,
of the three rash envoys from the Campania, driven from the Roman Senate for
their insolent demands, an allusion, as Vasari explains, to the three Cardinals who
yainly thought to remove Duke Cosimo from the Government. This is indeed an
allegorical’ reading of history since ‘allegory” means literally ‘saying something
se’. Once more nobody could possibly guess the meaning if the painting were
preserved outside its context. But even in such an extreme case it would be mis-
eading to speak of various levels of meaning. The story refers to an event, just as
Eros refers to Shaftesbury’s Charity. In the context it has one intended meaning,
hough it is a meaning which it was thought wiser not to make too explicit, since
t might have been better not to pillory the Cardinals.

It is characteristic, though, that this recourse to a code was taken in the context
f a festive decoration, which would be taken down immediately. Secret codes and
allusions of this kind have much less place in works of art intended to remain
ermanent fixtures.

Codes, moreover, cannot be cracked by ingenuity alone. On the contrary. It is
the danger of the cipher clerk that he sees codes everywhere.

- Sometime in the dark days of the Second World War, a scientist in England
eceived a telegram from the great Danish physicist Niels Bohr, asking for ‘news
f Maud’.2 Since Bohr had been one of the first to write about the possibilities of
using nuclear fission for the construction of a super-bomb, the scientist was con-
vinced that the telegram was in code. Bohr evidently wanted to have news of
-A-U-D, ‘Military application of uranium disintegration’. The interpretation
eemed so apt that the word was in fact later adopted as a code word for the work
n the atomic bomb. But it was wrong. Bohr really wanted news of an old nanny
ho lived in southern England and whose name was Maud. Of course it is always
ossible to go further; to postulate that Niels Bohr meant both his nanny and the
tom bomb. It is never easy to disprove such an interpretation, but as far as
conology is concerned it should be ruled out unless a documented example is
roduced.3®

- To my knowledge neither Vasari nor any other text of the fifteenth or sixteenth
century ever says that any painting or sculpture is intended to have two divergent
eanings or to represent two distinct events through the same set of figures. The
bsence of such evidence seems to me to weigh all the more heavily as Vasari was
bviously very fond of such intricacies both in his own art and in the inventions
f his scholar-friends. It is indeed hard to imagine what purpose such a double

could have no meaning. We are rather concerned with categories of social accep-
tance, as is the case with all symbols and sign systems. It is these wh'ich math.::[' to
the iconologist, whatever penumbra of vagueness they may of necessity exh%bm

Benvenuto Cellini’s description of his own Saliera (Fig. 21) may provide an
illustration of this point. It is a clear and conventional application of the principle
of decorum. Being destined for salt and pepper, products of the sea and of. lang,
he decorated it fittingly with the figures of Neptune and of the persenification o
Earth. But in describing his famous masterpiece he wanted to stress that this wag
not all: ‘I arranged for the legs of the male and female to be gracefully and‘skilﬁﬂly
intertwined, one being extended and the other drawn up, which sigmﬁf:d the
mountains and the plains of the earth.’zs It would be futile to ask whether this little
conceit was intended from the outset, nor would it be kind te enquire whether
Neptune’s knees signify the waves of the sea. Clearly the artist is entitled further
to embroider on his ideas and to rationalize what he has done in terms .of such
explanations. What matters here is surely that the work does not resist t}us parti-
cular projection of meaning., The interpretation produces no contradwu({n., no
jarring split. In looking at a work of art we will always prf)}t:ct some .addmona]
significance that is not actually given. Indeed we must do so if the work is to u::ome
to life for us. The penumbra of vagueness, the ‘openness’ of the. symbol is an
important constituent of any real work of art, and will be discussed m th.e essa;i f’n
Raphael’s Stanza della Segnatura.’ But the historian should also retain %us humility
in the face of evidence. He should realize the impossibility of ever drawing an exact
line between the elements which signify and those which do not. Art is always open
to afterthoughts, and if they happen to fit we can never tell how far they were part
of the original intention. We remember the conflicting evidence about the pun of
‘shafts-bury’ which had either been saddled on Gilbert’s Eros or had been part o

his original intention.

—

Codes and Allusions

It so happens that even the example of such a pun can be paralleled from th
Renaissance. Vasari tells us that Vincenzio da San Gimignano carried out a fagad
painting after a design by Raphael, showing the Cyclops forging the thu%lderbol
of Jove, and Vulcan at work on the arrows of Cupid.?” These, we read, were intended
as allusions to the name of the owner of the house in the Borgo in Rome whicl ig
these paintings adorned, one Batziferro, meaning hitting iron. If the story is tru
the subject was chosen as what is called in heraldry a ‘canting device’. The story
of such allusions should be quite salutary reading for the iconologist, for we mus
admit again that we could never have guessed.

Thus Vasari also describes the festive apparatus designed by Aristotile da San
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image should serve within the context of a given cycle or dc:c.oratlon. The exercise
of wit, so relished by the Renaissance, lay precisely in the assignment of a meaning
3

to an image which could be seen to function in an unexpected light.

The Genres

We come back to the question of decorum and the instirutional function of images

in our period. For the exposition of ambigui.ty, the demonstration of ﬁlm;maii }::l'llad
indeed a place in Renaissance culture, but it bcl{.)ngcd to‘that pecu 1arh r . 0
symbolism, the tmpresa. The combination of an image with a motto chosen fy?.a
member of the Nobility was not often witty but more frequentl?’ the cause of hl
in others. I have discussed the philosophical background of this tradition in the

ture and purpose from the work of art commissioned from a njlastcr. fAt the mClJS
they were applied to the cover of paintings or were expanded in the fresco cycles
i such an image. ‘ .
WhIISZ}:: f].f ?}zc?c;lologist must pay attention to the technique of the impresa and it
applications, he should not forget to attend to the other enc'{ of the ;pectr;;-n l())
Renaissance art, the free play of form and the grotesque which CO}]] equd y
frred into the theory of decorum. In contrast to 'Ehe ‘statcroom, a corrzd‘or, an t{:spe
cially a garden loggia, did not have to stand on dignity. Here the amusing ,t?rr;l :;q;
was allowed to run riot and artists were not only perm:tted' but even enjoir
Renaissance authors such as Vasari to let themselves go and dlsp.lay their capflce al;;
inventiveness in these “paintings without rule’.?? The enigmatic conﬁguralmon, t
monsters and hybrids of the grotesque, are profe:s.sedly t%le .pI'DdI'lCt of Zn 1;’1‘631?:]:_\
sible imagination on holiday. Take any of these images 1n isolation an‘ﬂpda:t:e i ;
a conspicuous place in a solemn building and everyone would br;:, cnt:l eh :S kci)n
for a deep symbolic significance. The grotesqllle would be.comc a hierog yph, .
to be unriddled (Fig. 22). It is true that even in the Renaissance some wivntfers :
play with this affinity between the grotesque and tlhe sacred symb? ]s1 oh a;:zzn
mysteries, but they did so only in order to defend. akind of art for wl'uc the p ﬂI;y
of decorum had so little respect.33 Unlike the serious Ietfemu., the laity en;og;ekm
play of forms and the dreamlike inconsequence of meanings it engel'ld:,rc 1 s
of no more striking document to illustrate the freedom from ioglc? cor%s -
which was permitted in a Renaissance garden tha.n the deSf.‘IlptlD]l given L
Giovanni Rucellai of the shaped shrubs in his Yi]la di Qu.aracchl, wheredone n;:; .
see ‘ships, galleys, temples, columns ar.Ld pillars . . , giants, men an \::m r
heraldic beasts with the standard of the city, monkeys, dragons, centaurs,
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amonds, little spirits with bows and arrows, cups, horses, donkeys, cattle, dogs,
stags and birds, bears and wild boars, dolphins, jousting knights, archers, harpies,
p}u‘losophers, the Pope, cardinals, Cicero and more such things’.34

- No wonder that the owner tells us that there is no stranger who can pass without
ooking for a quarter of an hour at this display. Still, it is clear that if this list of
mages occurred in any other context than that of a garden it would challenge the
;i_;genﬂty of any icolonogist to find a meaning in this juxtaposition of the Pope and
cardinals with Cicero and philosophers, giants, camels and harpies.
- Once more we see a confirmation of the methodological rule emphasized by
Hirsch: interpretation proceeds by steps, and the first step on which everything

lse depends is the decision to which genre a given work is to be assigned. The
tory of interpretations is littered with failures due to one initial mistake, Once
ou take watermarks in sixteenth-century books to be the code of a secret sect the
eading of watermarks in the light of this hypothesis will appear to you possible or
ven easy ;% it is not necessary to refer to examples nearer home, nor need we scoff
¢ such failures. After all, if we did not know from independent evidence that
‘addeo Zuccari’s fresco cycle for which Caro’s programme has been quoted was
esigned for the customary studiolo into which the Prince could withdraw from
he bustle of the court and that it is therefore devoted to the theme of solitude, we.
ould almost certainly interpret the room as a place of worship of a syncretistic

CL.

Iconology must start with a study of institutions rather than with a study of
ymbols. Admittedly it is more thrilling to read or write detective stories than to
ad cookery books, but it is the cookery book that tells us how meals are con-
entionally composed and, mutazis mutandis, whether the sweet can ever be ex-
ected to be served before the soup, We cannot exclude a capricious feast which
versed all the orders and accounts for the riddle we were trying to solve. But if
¢ postulate such a rare event, we and our readers should know what we are doing.
‘One methodological rule, at any rate, should stand out in this game of unriddling
e mysteries of the past. However daring we may be in our conjectures—and who
ould want to restrain the bold?>—no such conjectures should ever be used as a
epping stone for yet another, still bolder hypothesis. We should always ask the
onologist to return to base from every one of his individual flights, and to
I us whether programmes of the kind he has enjoyed reconstructing can be
cumented from primary sources or only from the works of his fellow icono-
ts. Otherwise we are in danger of building up a mythical mode of symbolism,
uch as the Renaissance built up a fictitious science of hieroglyphics that was based

2 fundamental misconception of the nature of the Egyptian script.

There is at least one essay in this volume to which this warning applies. The
erpretation of Botticelli’s Mythologies in the light of Neo-Platonic philosophy
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remains so conjectural that it should certainly not be quoted in evidence for any
further Neo-Platonic interpretation that could not stand on its own feet. I have

given the reason in a brief new introduction for my including this paper despite its -

risky hypothesis. I hope it gains some fresh support from some of the general con-

siderations put forward in the essay on Icones Symbolicae. But the conclusions’ of i
that paper luckily do not depend in their turn on the acceptance of my interpretation

of this particular set of pictures. Even if Maud really just meant Maud, some
telegrams in wartime meant more than they said .

Appendix: Annibale Caro’s Programme for Taddeo Zuccaro

from Bottari-Ticozzi, Raccolta di Lettere, 111, pp. 249-56

Annibal Care al P. fra Onofrioc Panvinio

L’invenzioni per dipigner lo studio di monsig. illustriss. Farnese & necessario che siano
applicate alla disposizion del pittore, o la disposizion sua alPinvenzion vostra; e poiché si
vede che egli non s’¢ voluto accomodare a voi, bisogna per forza che noi ¢i accomodiamo
a lui, per non far disordine e confusione. Il soggetio d’ambedue & di cose appropriate
lla solitudine. Egli comparte turta la volta in due parti principali; che sono vani per
storie, ed ornamenti intorno a’vani. Parleremo de’vani, dove hanno a stay istorie che
ono d’importanza. Sono questi vani di quattro sorte ; maggiori, minori, piccoli e minimi;
cosi di quattro sorte invenzioni bisogna fare per dipignerli. Per li maggiori, maggiori;
per gli minori, di men figure; per Ii piccoli, d’una sola figura; e per gli minimi che non
on capaci di figure, di simboli, ¢ d’altre cose che non siano figure umane. De’quattro
ani maggiori due ne sono in mezzo della volta, e due nelle teste. In uno di quelli del
mezzo, che ¢ il principale, farei la principale e piit lodata specie di solitudine, che & quella
della nostra religione; la quale & differente da quella de’ Gentili, perché i nostri sono
isciti della solitudine per ammaestrare i popoli, ed i Gentili, dai popoli si sono ritirati
ella solituding. In uno dunque de’gran quadri del mezzo farei la solitudine de’ cristiani;
nel mezzo d’esso rappresenterei CRISTO nostro signore, e dagli lati poi di mano in mano,
Paolo apostolo, Giovanni precursore, Ieronimo, Francesco e gli altri (se pii ve ne possono
capire) che, di diversi luoghi uscendo dal deserto, venissero incontro ai popoli a predicar
a dottrina evangelica; fingendo dall’ una parte del quadro il deserto, dall’altro le genti.
Nell altre quadro d’incontro a questo farei, per lo contrario, la solitudine de’Gentili, e
metterei pil sorte di filosofi, non che uscissero, ma che entrassere nel deserto, e voltassero
e spalle ai popoli; esprimendo particolarmente alcuni de’ Platonici, che si cavassero anco
ili occhi, perché dalla vista non fossero impediti di filosofare. Ci farei Timone, che tirasse
¢’ sassi alle genti; ci farei alcuni che, senza essei veduti, stendessero fuor delle macchie
leune tavole o scritti loro, per ammaestrare le genti senza praticar con esse. E queste due
arebbono Vistorie degli due vani principali di mezzo, che conterrebbono la materia della
olitudine in upiversale. In uno di quelli delle teste, che verrebbe ad essere il terzo
naggiore, verrei al particolar del legislator de Romani, e farei Numa Pompilio nella valle
’Egeria, con essa Egeria Ninfa, a ragionar seco appresso a un fonte, con boschi ed antii,
- tavole di leggi d’intorno. Nellaltro dell’altra testa di rincontro, farei Minos, primo
é‘gislatore della Grecia, che uscisse d’un antro con alcune tavole in mano, e che nell’
scuro dell’antro fosse un Giove, dal quale egli diceva d’aver le leggi.
* Negli quattro quadri minori faremo le quattro nazioni trovate da voi. E perché il pittore
ntenda, in uno i Ginnosofisti, nazion d’India, pure in un deserto, ignudi, in atto di
ontemplanti ¢ di disputanti; e ne farei alcuni volti al Sole, che fosse a mezzo del cielo,
perche lor costume era di sacrificare a mezzogiorno. Nel secondo, gli Iperborei Setten-
onali, vestiti, coi gesti medesimi di disputare e contemplare, sotto arbori pomiferi, con
acchi di riso e di farina intorno, di che viveano; e non sapendo il lor abito, me ne rimetto
I pittore. Nel terzo i Druidi, magi de’ Galli, fra selve di querce, le guali aveano in
enerazione; ¢ senza le loro frondi non faceano mai sacrificio: e ’1 vischio che nasceva in
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