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Foreword

If the date 1492 has been drilled into the con-
sciousness of generations of American school
children, it has, until recently, been largely
from the single viewpoint of a European civili-
zation transported to a “New World.”

Now, with a sooth anniversary, we have an
opportunity to pause and reflect on the signifi-
cance of a milestone in human history that,
however it may be interpreted from diverse
points of view, must be considered a watershed
in the history of our globe. The meeting of
worlds that took place around 1492 has, in fact,
been called “the most significant secular event
in human history,” a statement with which even
partisans of a revisionist view concur. One
opportunity this anniversary affords is to hold
an exhibition that attempts, from the lasting
perspective of art and cultural achievement, to
assess what we have loosely termed the “Age
of Exploration”; what it has meant, and by
inference, could, and even must mean to our
present world.

E pluribus unum. Pluralism is at the very
root of the American tradition: Globalism is
increasingly becoming recognized, in a country
that is not without its isolationist past, as a
necessity for survival. While Americans search
out their specific cultural identities and roots,
globalism pleads for awareness, sensitivity, and
a new sympathy for the cultural identities of
others. The single epoch in human history that
can be said to have made possible the idea of
globalism is the Age of Exploration, an age that
began in the fifteenth century with the voyages
of the Chinese admiral Zheng He, and, for the
Western world, with the Portuguese voyages
down the coast of Africa.

Circa 1492 examines, first of all, the ethos of
a Mediterranean world in which, with a new
vibrancy and energy, mankind was searching to
understand its place in relation to this earth,
bringing to bear a new consciousness, a new
humanism growing out of centuries of concen-
tration on other-worldliness. The measuring
and mapping that led to the navigation of
unknown seas sprang from the same impulses
that helped define spatial perception through
perspective, the structure of the human body,
and even the attempt to chart what Leonardo
called “the motions of the mind.”

The first section of this exhibition begins
with a prologue that sketches in the Europeans’

mounting curiosity about what were, for them,
distant worlds. It then takes the Mediterranean
littoral as an entity. It examines the Portugal
that gave contemporary navigation its start, the
Spain that sent Columbus and so many others
on their epoch-making voyages, and the Italy
from which Columbus and the humanist tradi-
tion sprang. Not limiting itself to these, it goes
on to make reference to the lands and cultures
that were connected with them, such as the
kingdoms of western Africa, linked by their
trade routes northward, and the world of Islam,
which made many astronomical and other intel-
lectual contributions to Mediterranean culture
and played a particularly crucial role in the early
interchange between East and West.

Then, as now, the world of the intellect knew
no national boundaries, and among the person-
alities reflected in this section are a Polish
astronomer, a German cartographer who worked
in Lorraine, as well as the greatest artist-

scientist from north of the Alps, Albrecht Diirer.

The section closes with the most protean ex-
plorer of them all, born within a year of Colum-
bus — Leonardo da Vinci.

The show then takes a bold leap into the
imagination. It invites the visitor on an imagi-
nary voyage, to explore the European search for
“Cathay,” the Indies, “Cipangu” (Japan),
moving into the subjunctive mode to reveal,
with the hindsight of 500 years, some of the
extraordinarily rich cultures that existed in
Asia, in the order in which Columbus would
have encountered them if he had been able to
complete the voyage that he thought he had
made until his dying day.

Finally, the reality of the American conti-
nents unknown to Europe and Asia before
Columbus is presented, selectively, with the
impact of their highly developed civilizations.
We are left to marvel at the achievements and
diversity of these cultures and the aesthetic
power of their arts.

Our hope is that, by attempting an exhibition
that for once goes horizontally through space
rather than vertically through time, we can help
sensitize our visitors to the significance of world
culture at a particular moment, in its multi-
form variety. The period of human achievement
surrounding the year 1492 was a truly epochal
one, with repercussions, positive and negative,
that inform our own age. Certain objects

selected for this show, as explained in the intro-
duction, illustrate specific historical points. But
the essence of our exhibition is to go beyond
illustration, to embodiment. This show is not
about a man called Christopher Columbus; his
name does not even appear in the title. It is
about the extraordinary age in which he played
his part. The worlds of visual art and artifact
communicate so much more than the dry facts
of historical events and do it, bridging time and
space, without words, directly. It is the thesis of
this exhibition that to grasp the lasting signifi-
cance of an epoch, there is nothing quite so illu-
minating as the experience of an original object
made in that time. When that object is a work
of art, the experience can be unforgettable.

The juxtapositions provided here will generate,
we hope, a newer, keener understanding, both
intellectually and affectively, of this historic
era, and cannot but help give new resonance

to the very concept of a Quincentennial
commemoration.

Begun at the time of our Treasure Houses of
Britain show in 1985-1986 as the Gallery’s next
large-scale undertaking, the project has been
unusually complex, involving loans from some
210 collections and individuals in 34 countries.
We are fortunate to have secured the services
for this project of Dr. Jay A. Levenson, a specia-
list in late fifteenth-century art who had started
his career at the National Gallery and then
became a mergers and acquisitions lawyer in
New York. He is chiefly responsible for the
articulate formulation and organization of the
exhibition’s many diverse elements. He has
been ably assisted by a talented staff here at the
Gallery and a team of some fifty scholars with
expertise in all the various fields on which the
exhibition touches. The contributions of many
of these gifted people are recognized in more
detail in the acknowledgments. We are grateful
for the early help of the Renaissance authority
Professor Sydney J. Freedberg before his retire-
ment as the Gallery’s chief curator, and to the
many other distinguished scholars throughout
the world who have contributed to the exhibi-
tion and to this catalogue. A special word of
thanks is owed to our editors office, and our
colleagues at the Yale University Press, Marsilio
Editori in Venice, and at National Geographic
Society, all of whom had to work under
extremely tight deadlines.
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We wish in particular to thank our museum
colleagues and all those in the various countries
who have taken a special interest in our quest.
They are listed in greater detail farther on, but
we would like to mention especially, for the per-
sonal interest they have taken in this exhibition,
His Majesty King Juan Carlos of Spain; Pres-
ident Francesco Cossiga and Prime Minister
Giulio Andreotti in Italy; President Lech
Walesa of Poland; President Mario Soares of
Portugal; and President & Mrs. Turgut Ozal of
Turkey. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 11 of
England is an especially generous lender. The
following members of the cabinets of several
governments have been instrumental in assur-
ing that the most important works of art from
their countries be included in our exhibition and
they deserve our sincerest thanks: Erhard
Busek, Minister for Knowledge and Research in
Austria; Zhang Deqin, Director of the State
Bureau for Cultural Relics in the People’s
Republic of China; Gianni de Michelis, Foreign
Minister, and Francesco Sisinni, Director-Gen-
eral for Cultural Affairs in Italy; Victor Flores-
Olea, President of the National Council for
Culture and Arts in Mexico; Pedro Santana
Lopes, Secretary of State for Culture in Por-
tugal; Marek Rostworowski, Minister of Cul-
ture and Arts in Poland; Jordi Sole Tura,
Minister of Culture and Jorge Semprun, former
Minister of Culture in Spain; Chin Hsiao-yi,
member of the Cabinet in Taipei; and Gékan
Maras, Minister of Culture and Namik Kemal
Zeybeck former Minister of Culture in Turkey.
In addition, we were particularly favored by
interest at the highest level in the Mexican gov-
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ernment in this special opportunity to consider
their Aztec treasures in a context of
unprecedented breadth, and by the high-level
attention paid in Beijing and Taiwan, the latter
Parliament changing a twenty-five-year-old law
against lending in their enthusiasm for this
exhibition. In the United States, we have been
gratified by the personal interest in this under-
taking shown by President Bush; our trustee,
Secretary of State Baker; and Chief of Protocol,
Ambassador Joseph V. Reed. Space does not
permit citing the many other supporters of this
exhibition in the federal government, but it is
impossible not to mention, with warm apprecia-
tion, our appropriations chairman in the House,
Congressman Sidney R. Yates.

Needless to say, an exhibition of this com-
plexity requires substantial funding. We were
pleased that the Congress, acting on a specific
recommendation in the President’s budget, saw
fit to award a supplement to our exhibitions
funding in recognition of this special situation.
Nonetheless, Congress has consistently indi-
cated that it expects the Gallery to raise a sub-
stantial portion of its exhibition expenses from
the private sector. In a climate of business
uncertainty and reordering of corporate priori-
ties, we consider ourselves extremely fortunate
to have enlisted the generosity of a consortium
of corporations who have understood the
extraordinary nature of this undertaking.

Ameritech, which is based in Chicago and is
the telephone company for a large section of the
central United States, was the first to come
aboard, and helped make the early development
of this project possible. Next came The Nomura

Securities Co., Ltd. and The Mitsui Taiyo Kobe
Bank, Ltd. in Japan, helping symbolize the
global reach of the exhibition’s theme. Simi-
larly, the Safras, with their South American and
Lebanese roots, brought further symbology
with the welcome support of Republic National
Bank of New York. The specific inter-American
aspect of the exhibition was underscored by

the ancillary participation of The Rockefeller
Foundation. Last, Banco Exterior de Espafia
(Grupo CBE), representing Europe and particu-
larly Spain, graciously funded the gala open-
ing dinner. The exhibition is supported by an
indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts
and Humanities.

Augmenting an exhibition program that pro-
duces each year many small and highly focused
exhibitions, and occurring in the Gallery’s fif-
tieth-anniversary year, during which a reinstal-
lation of the permanent collection has been a
high priority, this exhibition has only gone
from dream to reality thanks to the extraordi-
nary support, generosity, and efforts of what is,
for us, an unprecedented number of people,
both on the Gallery staff, and around the globe.
Our heartful thanks go to them all. The dream
of a globe wholly knowledgeable of and sym-
pathetic to its multi-form cultural components
may still be beyond us; however, it can only be
our hope that undertakings such as this can
contribute their small part to that long-dreamt-
of realization.

J. Carter Brown
Director
National Gallery of Art
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The Realms of Pride and Awe

by Daniel ]. Boorstin

In our age of overweening pride in man’s
power over the physical world, this exhibit can
balance our view of human nature and be an
antidote to the contagion of science. By opening
our eyes to art in the Age of Exploration, Circa
1492 can remind us how much of the world
that we enjoy and admire lay outside the Dis-
coverer’s ken, even when man’s discovering
energies were at full flood. Here we bring
together some of the best mementos both of
Man the Discoverer and Man the Creator, the
Realms of Pride and Awe. Seldom have these
two realms of human fulfillment been so richly
displayed in one museum, and perhaps never
before have they been so gloriously shown in

a single exhibit.

In both the sciences and the arts the Age of
Exploration was an era of spectacular achieve-
ment. But the usual rituals of the quincen-
tennial year of Columbus’ voyage are liable to
be a festival only of pride in man’s ability to
brave the unknown, to increase his knowledge
and mastery of the world. Our National Gallery
exists to show us that such a celebration would
recognize only one side of man’s adventuring
nature. Neither then nor now could man live
by science alone.

Here we have an opportunity without
precedent to see how disparate, though some-
times complementary, are the Culture of
Discovery and the Culture of Creation. The
Discoverer’s work is often the prosaic charting
and measuring and extrapolating, to define
where man has already reached. The exhilara-
tion of his work requires the artist or poet. It
took Keats to remind us of the “wild surmise”
awakened in

...some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken;
Or like stout Cortéz when with eagle eyes
He stared at the Pacific. ..

Silent upon a peak in Darien.

This exhibit, too, can remind us of the oceans
of ignorance, the vistas of human creation still
unknown to Europearns in the Age of Explora-
tion. And so help us reflect on the scope and
promise of these two ways of fulfillment.
Columbus’ life and work offered an allegory
of the Culture of Discovery —international,
collaborative, and progressive. The Genoese
Columbus had sought support from several

other sovereigns before he allowed himself to
be enlisted by Ferdinand and Isabella. The maps
he relied on had their origins in the carto-
graphic efforts of Jewish mapmakers at least a
century before, and of the Greek Ptolemy long
before that. His voyages were conspicuous feats
of organization and command, holding the
crews together and keeping up their morale
under threats of mutiny. Columbus relied on
the best manuscripts and printed books of his
time to impress Isabella’s experts. Despite the
limits to his information, and the misinforma-
tion which made his voyage seem possible, it
was the community of scientific knowledge of
his time, the accumulating heritage of centuries,
that sent him across the ocean.

The other grand voyages of the Age of
Exploration were also products of international
collaboration. In 1498 Vasco da Gama might
not have succeeded in his voyage around Africa
to India, proving the error in the Ptolemaic
maps that had made the Indian Ocean into an
enclosed sea, had he not been able to enlist an
Arab pilot at Malindi to guide his fleet the
twenty-three days across the treacherous Ara-
bian sea to Calicut. An unsung godfather and
catalyst of all these voyages had been the seden-
tary Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal.
Though a reluctant navigator himself, he had
marked the adventuring paths for European sail-
ors and cheered them on their way. Henry, too,
had found clues for the design of his miraculous
“caravels” which rounded Africa, in the Arab
“caravos” long used off the Egyptian and Tuni-
sian coasts, and modeled on the ancient fishing
vessels of the Greeks. The printing press, which
had come to Europe only decades before Colum-
bus’ voyage, was an unprecedented vehicle
for sharing knowledge, spreading information
(and misinformation) to people who earlier
had been grateful for only a trickle.

Geographic knowledge, a product of discov-
ery, was a precious international currency,
coveted by everyone, easily stolen, and valuable
to hoard. Anybody’s new bit of information
about an easy passage or a treacherous shore
could be added to anybody else’s in the race for
gold and glory. The secrecy rigorously enforced
on the fruits of discovery must have cost the
lives of many an indiscreet sailor. The Portu-
guese “policy” of secrecy was itself so secret
that some have even denied that it existed. On

the other hand, recent champions of Portuguese
primacy in the American voyages have dared to
use the very absence of documentary evidence
as proof that the Portuguese discoveries must
have been too valuable to share.

In the long run secrecy could not prevail. For
Discovery, this realm of science, was by its very
nature collaborative and cumulative. Europe’s
community treasurehouse of geographic knowl-
edge from the past was inevitably international.
Columbus was a young man of seventeen at
the death of Gutenberg, in 1468. Now printed
books, themselves potent products of this Age
of Exploration, made knowledge even more
fluid, more mobile, more difficult to confine.
The barriers of language, multiplied by the
change from Latin to the vernaculars of emerg-
ing nations, threatened to be more obstructive
than rivers and mountains. But these barriers,
too, were soon penetrated by the newly-
flourishing arts of translation. And the ver-
nacular languages became widening currents
of exchange.

Despite all obstacles, news of Columbus’ first
voyage spread speedily across Europe. Colum-
bus’ “letter” describing what he thought he
had accomplished, first written in Spanish and
printed in Barcelona about 1 April 1493, was
translated into Latin as De Insulis Inventis
and published in Rome before the end of that
month. By the end of that year there were three
more editions in Rome, and within the next
year six different Latin editions were printed in
Paris, Basel (cat. 136), and Antwerp. Soon there
was a translation into German, and by mid-
June 1493 the Latin Letter had been translated
into a 68 stanza poem and published in Tuscan,
the dialect of Florence. The Aldine Press in
Venice and others across Europe prospered by
diffusing knowledge. ‘

Discovery was obviously a progressive sci-
ence. How to add your bits of new knowledge to
others’ in the never-ending battle against ignor-
ance? In this exhibit we see the many ways
in which Circa 1492 was an epoch of scientific
advance and climax. Cartography, the proto-
science for explorers, was making great
progress. Ptolemy was still the patron saint
of astronomy and geography. But by 1459 the
Venetian Fra Mauro’s planisphere map for the
King of Portugal made in his workshop near
Venice revised Ptolemy’s version which had
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made the Indian Ocean inaccessible by water
from Europe, and bore the first mention of
“Zimpago” or Japan on a European map. Wald-
seemiiller’s world map of 1507 was the first to
put the label “America” on the new world and
his new edition of Ptolemy’s Geography came to
be known as the first modern atlas.

In the fifteenth century, as David Woodward
explains in his essay, a new way of looking at
the earth was coming into being. In place of
the legendary and theological maps which had
placed Jerusalem at the center, the earth was
being measured, and mapmakers were offering
new aid to navigators. Now the portolano pilot
books, a product of the newly extensive use of
the magnetic compass, aimed to provide accu-
rate maps of limited regions. And the portolan
(harbor-finding) charts, first designed to help
Mediterranean sailors find their way along the
surrounding coastlines, began to be drawn for
the west coasts of Europe and of Africa.

The famous Catalan Atlas of 1375, seen in
our exhibit (cat. 1), though ornate by modern
standards, was a monument to the new empir-
ical spirit. Though a quarter-century after the
return of Nicold, Maffeo and Marco Polo, it is
the first map to show the informative influence
of their travels, and the first to give Europeans
a reasonably accurate description of East Asia.
Notable for what it omitted, it showed the
courage to leave out mythical and conjectural
data that had populated maps for the Christian
centuries. And, in an impressive feat of self-
control, the cartographer actually left parts of
the earth blank, in the spirit of the harbor-
finding portolan charts which gave only infor-
mation useful for reaching a known destination.
Vast regions once embellished by anthropophagi
and mythical monsters remained vacant, wait-
ing to be filled in by the reports of hard-headed
sea-captains. And now at last geographic spaces
were shaped into the sterile geometry of lati-
tude and longitude. Even before 1501, the era of
“incunabula” when printing was still in its
cradle, there were seven folio editions of Ptole-
my’s classic Geography (cat. 127) which had
finally been translated from the Greek and was
continually being revised from the latest travel
reports. The rediscovered Ptolemy provided a
framework on which geographers could hang
the new bits of discovery.

And navigators were continually improving
their instruments. The earlier Islamic astro-
labes, like the one seen in the exhibit, were
models for the elegant late fifteenth-century
astrolabes of Martin Bylica and Alphanus
Severus (cats. 121, 123), which show us how far
the instrument-makers had come from the
primitive-wooden disk suspended by a ring that
was familiar to the ancients. One of the oldest
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of scientific instruments, the device had been
used to observe and chart the heavenly bodies.
Now the astrolabe had become an instrument
of navigation accurate enough to help mariners
find their latitude. In the next centuries it
would be displaced by the quadrant and the
sextant. In 1484, Martin Behaim was said to
be the first to adapt the astrolabe to navigation.
He is best remembered for the terrestrial globe
he constructed in Nuremberg, which is more
notable for its beauty than for its verisimilitude.

In this grand universal enterprise of Discov-
ery all scientists, explorers, and navigators were
collaborating willy-nilly, intentionally or un-
intentionally. All knew that they were working
toward the same end, a more accurate map of
the earth. And their efforts bore fruit. The
European “discovery” of America not only pro-
vided new destinations for Western civilization.
It enlarged and redefined European knowledge
of the whole earth. Whatever ills feudalism,
chivalry and the crusades may have visited on
the peoples of the West, the new centuries
never failed to improve cartography.

Still, inherited “facts” had a dignity and a
prestige that made them hard to displace. They
had become the basis not only of myth and lore
but of commercial hopes and political ambi-
tions. Discarding the old geographic knowledge
for the new was always painful, and often
resisted. Columbus found it hard to doubt that
what he saw on the shores of the Caribbean was
the Terrestrial Paradise. When Vespucci showed
these figments of ancient desire to be unimag-
ined real continents, he shocked learned Euro-
peans, but he nourished pride in the advances
of their “modern” science. Reports of pagan
temple sacrifices and cannibal feasts, docu-
mented by sacrificial knives like those in this
exhibit (cats. 389—395), impressed Europeans
with their superiority over the heathen. The
greatest discovery of an age of discoveries was
to realize how little of the earth was known to
Europe. Never before had such vast areas of
ignorance been so suddenly unveiled.

Discoverers everywhere focused their vision
on the same object — the physical, sensible world
that all shared. They brought the unknown
down to earth. All were marching in the same
direction. Ptolemy advanced along the lines
marked by Aristotle, Vespucci on the lines
marked by Ptolemy. Discovery reinforced faith
in human collaboration and human progress.
And it sparked the sense of being born again in
a Europe-wide Renaissance.

In this brilliant Age of Exploration European
man flexed his scientific muscles. When had
there been more reason for pride in what man
could do? Or in his capacity to discover new
areas of his ignorance? This age, “Circa 1492,

was a tonic for man’s belief in his power to
master wind and wave, to find and then conquer
terra incognita. “The Measure of All Things” in
this exhibit brings together the maps, astrolabes
and navigating instruments with which explor-
ers added to this increasing stock of knowledge.

A steady forward march against the unknown
is only one sort of human effort. And not the
kind to which our National Gallery is a special
monument. What our National Gallery cele-
brates is the Culture of Creation. The happy
coincidence that in Europe the epoch-making
Age of Exploration was also an epoch-making
Age of Creation gives us now the dramatic
opportunity in our exhibit to compare the two
Cultures. Renaissance belief in the inspired
unique creator gradually elevated the painter,
equipped with a newly rediscovered science of
perspective, from craftsman to artist. No longer
paid by the hour like other skilled laborers, he
began to be liberated from guild traditions. By
the end of the period covered by the exhibition,
the artist himself was being sought after by
Kings and Popes who left him free to conceive
and execute his personal vision. And we must
not allow glib attacks on the Philistinism of sci-
entists to blind us to the real gulf between the
two Cultures. Surveying not just the European
arts but the whole world of the arts, mostly still
unknown to Europeans, Circa 1492 can remind
us of the limits of the pride-nourishing Culture
of Discovery.

Peoples competing and collaborating in the
search for knowledge are inevitably converging.
Discovery is what men everywhere have found
on our same earth. But Creation is what men
have added to the world. Its hallmark is auton-
omy, the freedom to make the new. While there
are of course traditions and styles and schools
in the arts, every act of Creation is a kind of
personal declaration of independence. Which
makes the story of art infinitely more confused
and confusing than the story of science, with
countless communities of artists, each daring to
be a community of one. The diversity, the
diffuseness, the chaos is what makes representa-
tive works of art.

In this exhibit the works of artists in Por-
tugal, Spain, Florence, and Venice give us
glimpses of Europe’s variegated Culture of Crea-
tion “Circa 1492.” Artists on the other side of
the world richly embellish the fantasy. From
Japan the delicate brushwork of Sessha Toyo
and the masks and ceramics of the prolific
Muromachi era, from China the monumental
paintings of the Ming imperial palaces, and
from India sculptures of the still-flourishing
Hindu traditions. These many worlds of the
arts show us a kaleidoscope of visions and of



styles — African bronzes and ivories, Brazilian
featherwork, Mississippian stone effigies, Aztec
codices, Costa Rican and Colombian works

in gold.

If we are puzzled and startled by this mis-
cellany, still mostly hidden from Columbus’
European contemporaries, it is because we have
begun to see the distinctiveness of the two Cul-
tures and the unique message of this exhibit.
Here we can correct our myopia in this year of
Discovery-Pride. We become aware of the limits
of the kinds of fulfillment that dominate our
consciousness in an age of science. The Culture
of Discovery, an invisible community forged in
the spirit of quest, focused on the same object,
an earth to be mastered and mapped, winds and
ocean currents to be harnessed, accumulating
and sharing fragments from everywhere. But
the Culture of Creation was a host of countless
independents. Their only limits were their
inherited styles and materials. Each was aiming
at a personal target. Their heterogeneous and
chaotic worlds, instead of nourishing our pride
in a generalized mankind, inspires our awe at
the infinite capacities of atomic individuals.

We see an astonishing, even bewildering, array.
We must be struck by the diffuseness and discon-
nectedness of man’s efforts in different places to
express himself. The subtle masks of N6 play-
ers contrast spectacularly with the monumental
palace paintings of Ming artists and the massive
rotundity of Aztec sculpture. It is folly to try

to put them in a line. Not progress, surely, but
endless variety! In this fertile chaos we see
individual artists, and mankind, moving infi-
nitely in all directions. We see every artist
inventing an artist. As uncanny as the inevita-
ble collaboration of Discoverers is the uncanny
uniqueness of Creators.

Sometimes of course traditions converge or
compete, and often artists learn from other
artists, just as the Japanese painter Sesshu Toyo
learned from his visits among the artists of Ming
China, or as Diirer learned from Italian painters
in Venice. Then each does much more than
translate. He transforms these predecessors.

While Discoverers are marching, or trying to
march to the same tune, the world of Creators
tells us no such simple story. Each is his own
compass, not finding but making his directions.
This exhibit can remind us of how random and
diffuse were man’s efforts to create in an era
when, more effectively than ever before, leaders
of Western Europe were competing for the
common currency of discovery. Creations are
the strange fruit of diverging imaginations.
Vasco da Gama might not have reached India
without that Arab navigator. But there was no
Arab apprentice or mentor in Leonardo da
Vinci’s studio. The earlier maps were displaced

by the later, and Columbus’ compass itself was
an improved model. His voyage was promptly
excelled by later navigators. So, too, the anat-
omy and physics of Leonardo and Diirer would
be displaced. But Leonardo’s Lady with an
Ermine (cat. 170) and Diirer’s Knight, Death
and Devil would never become obsolete. The
designs of Ming China and Inka stonework
remain treasured originals. Textbooks can
arrange maps in a clear line of progress, from
Ptolemy and T-in-O medieval versions, advanc-
ing through Juan de la Cosa’s planisphere,
Waldseemiiller’s world, and Battista Agnese’s
portolan world atlas —and endlessly on into
the future .

In the Culture of Creation there is no correct
or incorrect, and in the long run no progress.
Works of art reveal no linear direction but
experiments radiating in all directions. While
the post-Columbian maps of the world make
their predecessors obsolete, works of art are
always additive. They provide the pleasures of
novelty and addition without pains of subtrac-
tion. Pre-Columbian arts only gain from
modern comparisons.

The two Cultures differ too in the roles they
assign to the individual. Oddly enough, though
Discovery is the arena of collaboration, it offers
its historic prizes for individual priority. There
is something decisive and exclusive about every
first discoverer. Although great discoveries,
including those of Columbus, are a team prod-
uct, it is somehow always the “Discoverer” who
gets the credit. Columbus has no peer. While
cities and nations are named after him, his-
torians still debate the Portuguese claims, some
seeking the laurels for Leif Ericson or an Irish
Saint Brendan. And the laurels that go to the
one are lost to all the others. Discovery seems
to be a history of firsts, as we see illustrated
in this exhibit.

But the Culture of Creation offers no super-
latives or absolutes. While the arts celebrate the
unique and the original, the uniqueness of the
artist, even the greatest, is usually incremental.
The individual differences between the works of
Piero della Francesca and Leonardo da Vinci are
minute, but they add up to reveal the works of
different artists. These works can easily be dis-
tinguished, and the pleasures of the art histo-
rian come from the irrelevance of “firsts” and
“bests.” We can speak of the style or “school”
of a Leonardo or a Diirer which can diminish
the value of a work claimed for the master. But
we do not speak of the “School” of Copernicus,
Columbus, or Magellan. The Culture of Crea-
tion is full of minor variants and near misses,
but the Culture of Discovery insists on naming
the winner of first prize. The scene of Dis-
coverers, then, is dominated by a star system,

with each idol displacing idols of the last gen-
eration and destined to be displaced in turn.
Yet hero-artists like our Leonardos and Diirers
never lose their starring role.

The great civilizations produce their own spe-
cial triumphs of both Discovery and Creation.
And each offers us its own distinctive large area
of overlap. Technology, bastard offspring of the
two Cultures, uses the fruits of past discoveries
for surprising future creations. And Technology
can mislead us into the illusion that there is
progress in art and that somehow the findings
of science can be made immortal, immune to
displacement. The portable, durable, and
accessible works of craftsmen put their stamp
on our popular notions of other civilizations.

In this exhibit we will be impressed by the skills
of Flemish weavers, Portuguese silversmiths,
Spanish ceramicists, Turkish swordsmiths, and
Colombian jewelers, by the makers of Chinese
lacquer and Korean porcelains. Every triumph
of craftsmen has been made possible by earlier
discoveries of the properties of wool, silver,
jade, bronze, steel, or glass. The achievements
of sculptors and painters become possible by
discovering the special qualities of marble, of
tempera and oil. The Cultures of Creation and
of Discovery meet in a fertile limbo.

“Circa 1492” was an era of awesome achieve-
ments in the three hybrid arts of Cartography,
Perspective, and Anatomy. In these years Euro-
pean cartography probably made more progress
than in the millennium before. Even after
explorers on the real earth ceased to be satisfied
by the theological symmetries and mytho-
logical embellishments on their maps, they still
expected their maps to be decorative objects.
Accustomed as we are to the antiseptic sche-
matic newspaper maps of our time, we can espe-
cially enjoy the elegance of the Islamic celestial
globe of 1275, the whimsies of camels and ele-
phants and giraffes, of sultans and emperors,
that still adorn the Catalan Atlas of 1375, the
many-handed monsters and monstrosities of the
Nuremberg Chronicle of 1493. We see science
translated onto a tapestry seen in this exhibit of
the Mechanism of the Universe (cat. 111). The
navigator’s instruments, his globe and astrolabe,
attain a filigreed elegance to equal that of the
silver for communion or for the royal table.

In the years of our exhibit, “Perspective,” a
medieval synonym for the science of sight or
optics, became a name for a rediscovered ancient
art. “Circa 1492" reveals epochal progress in
man'’s capacity to capture space on paper or on
canvas, to translate the three-dimensional world
into persuasive two dimensions. We see the
fruits of this rediscovery in the studies of
Uccello, the treatise of Piero della Francesca,
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and delightfully idealized plans for Italian cities.
And we see that Diirer himself took the trouble
to show us how a draftsman could use the new
perspective device. The technique which Giotto
had applied by rule-of-thumb became a science
in the hands of Leonardo or Diirer.

“Anatomy,” originally a name simply for dis-
section or cutting up, “Circa 1492” was begin-
ning to mean the science of bodily structure.
Leonardo and Diirer, both pioneers of anatomy
(as illustrated in our exhibit) made it the ally
and handmaid of their painting and sculpture.
Leonardo da Vinci used what he had learned at
the dissecting table (seen in his drawings of sec-
tions of a human head and of the urinogenital
system of a woman), while the mathematically-
minded Diirer constructed his Adam and Eve
with a compass and ruler. Artists felt new need
for the science of anatomy when they made
nudes a focus of their Renaissance vision. In the
history of science and of art, rarely have the
talents for both kinds of human fulfillment
been so brilliantly embodied in the same artist,
as we see in Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht
Diirer.

In our age of triumphant science, we are
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inordinately proud of the progressive powers of
discovery. Knowledge is still the most precious
international currency. The triumphs of tech-
nology, too, still bring the world together in the
marketplace and on the battlefield. Both science
and technology, but especially technology,
assimilate the ways of life of people every-
where. Photography, television, the airplane,
and the computer erase time and space. And in
the long run technology becomes the enemy

of cultural distinctions, extinguishing cultural
species.

So today we are more than ever in need of
the impulse of the arts for the variety of crea-
tion. Salesmen assure us of the progressive
improvements in every new model, every latest
“generation” of their devices. Research and
Development laboratories confidently and delib-
erately chart the course of the future. Refugees
from the extrapolations of statistics and the
certitudes of advertising, we must welcome
the wonderfully random unpredictable arts.

For us living in “Circa 1992” this exhibit of
Circa 1492 should be an especially illuminating
and chastening experience. Here we can take
ourselves off the speedy tracks of Progress and

enjoy the fertile chaos of the arts. Just as the
Europeans of the Age of Exploration were igno-
rant of the creations of most of the world in
their time, so our confident lines of discovery
can give us no hint of the spectrums of creation.
This exhibit of the world-wide creations
unknown to Europeans in one of the great ages
of European exploration can remind us of the
still vast continents of our own ignorance.
While knowledge is a moving target and old
maps are discarded for new, works of art hold
their place in expanding constellations with
richly iridescent afterlives. As every generation
and every great scientist displaces predecessors,
the stature of a scientific work is measured by
how many earlier works it makes obsolete. But
the artists only add. They are the re-creators of
the world. Later artists help us discover the ear-
lier, just as they will acquire new interest from
the works of artists still unborn. Circa 1492 can
inspire our awe and caution us against the con-
ceit, bred by all Ages of Discovery including our
own, that by mastering more of the world we
can ever encompass the mysterious vagaries of
the human spirit, of Man the Creator.

(Copyright 1991 by Daniel J. Boorstin)



Circa 1492: History and Art

JAY A. LEVENSON

“It needs to be painted by the hand of a
Berruguete or some other excellent painter
like him, or by Leonardo da Vinci or Andrea
Mantegna, famous painters whom I knew
in Italy.”

In this passage written in the 1530s, Gonzalo
Fernindez de Oviedo, author of the Historia
General y Natural de las Indias, an early com-
pendium of knowledge about the Americas, was
trying to describe a strange plant, unlike any he
had ever seen in Europe. Yet his remark not
only evokes the excitement over the wonders of
this “New World” that quickly spread among
the more perceptive European observers of his
generation; it also vividly reminds us that the
Age of Exploration was a period as celebrated
for the achievements of its artists as for those of
its explorers.

The remarkable circumstance that the years
around 1492 were a period of artistic excellence
in so many different parts of the globe has made
possible the exhibition which is the subject of
this catalogue. That fact is one that is easily
overlooked. Art history traditionally takes as
its focus a single visual tradition, and so our
timelines of artistic development tend to be
one-dimensional, oriented toward a particular
country or style. We recognize that certain
movements cut across national boundaries.
Albrecht Diirer, to take an example, is fre-
quently discussed as a contemporary of Leo-
nardo da Vinci—but that is because the Italian
master influenced specific works by the German
artist, who consciously set out to transport the
achievements of the Italian Renaissance north of
the Alps. We rarely stop to think that the two
lived at the same time as Hieronymus Bosch in
the Netherlands or the painters Sesshi Toy6 in
Japan and Shen Zhou in China, that some of the
best-known early sculpture from Benin is likely
to have been cast during the lifetimes of these
same masters, and that the finest surviving
works of art from the Aztec and Inka empires
originated during this period.

It is especially appropriate to take 1492 as the
point at which to make this horizontal survey of
the visual arts, for it was in the Age of Explora-
tion that links among continents were created
that changed the character of the relationships
between the world’s cultures forever. We need

not adopt the uncritical enthusiasm for the
exploits of Columbus and his contemporaries
that has for so long been a part of the European
tradition to recognize that their voyages
brought about a metamorphosis in international
communications. Admittedly, we may exagger-
ate the degree to which society before 1492 was
fragmented if we look at the world solely from a
European perspective. While there had been
little direct contact between western Europe and
eastern Asia since the time of Marco Polo, the
picture is quite different if we take into account
the Islamic world, whose merchants carried on a
profitable East/West trade throughout the
period. A mere glance at the Transport of the
Porcelains miniature from the Topkapi Saray
Library (cat. 100) makes it clear that the Islamic
knowledge of China was of a completely dif-
ferent order of magnitude from the European.
Moreover, Arab travelers had written exten-
sively about Africa hundreds of years before the
first Portuguese ventured down the coast, while
Zheng He’s Chinese fleets, described in E. W,
Mote’s essay in this catalogue, sailed majes-
tically across the Indian Ocean to the east coast
of Africa nearly a century before Vasco da Gama
reached it. Still, for all practical purposes the
Americas remained completely outside this net-
work of trade and tribute, and by any standard
the new connections that were established,
from about the middle of the fifteenth to the
end of the sixteenth century, were revolution-
ary indeed. If we are looking for a symbolic date
of birth for the modern world, 1492 is clearly
the most appropriate year to choose.

This exhibition includes over 600 paintings,
sculptures, prints and drawings, maps, scientific
instruments, and works of decorative art from
four continents, most of them created during
the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century. It
makes no claims to completeness, either from
the point of view of history or of art history. A
survey that included, in acceptable depth, every
significant culture that existed in the world
of 1492 would be beyond the scope of any
exhibition or catalogue. Difficult choices had
to be made in each of the major sections of
the show, and if a particular culture is not rep-
resented, that is likely to be because it is less
central to the theme of that segment of the
exhibition rather than because of any short-
comings in its artistic creations.

We have specifically tried to present each
civilization on its own terms, not as it might
have appeared to visiting Europeans of the
period. As a result, each of the sections of the
exhibition has its own special focus and individ-
ual point of view. Homogeneity was not a fea-
ture of the world of 1492, and under no
circumstances could a single theme have done
justice to the amazing variety that characterizes
the cultures that are represented in the show.

“Europe and the Mediterranean World”
focuses on the lands in which the Culture of
Discovery, as Daniel Boorstin has termed it, had
its origin. After a prologue, “Distant Worlds,”
that examines the curious image that had
evolved in Europe of the unknown realms to the
south and east, the section explores the reflec-
tion in the visual arts of the religious and polit-
ical forces that underlay European expansion.
Bosch'’s unforgettable Temptation of Saint
Anthony (cat. 18) evokes the unsettled spiritual
climate that prevailed at the end of the fifteenth
century, when many, including Columbus
himself, thought the end of the world was
approaching, and the evangelical spirit ran high.
The presentation then concentrates on those
parts of the Mediterranean world that played
special roles in the historic events of the time.
Portugal comes first, as the sponsor of voyages
down the coast of Africa that inaugurated the
Age of Exploration in Europe and led to the
opening of the sea route to Asia. Spain, itself an
early crossroads of cultures, sent Columbus on
his voyage west; though he failed to reach the
Indies, he laid the foundation for his sponsors’
rapid rise to world power. The Islamic empires
formed serious counterweights to European
might in the eastern Mediterranean. It was also
in this period that the kingdoms of western
Africa, which had long been part of the Islamic
trading network, entered the European ambient
as well. During this period African ivory carv-
ers created some of the earliest cross-cultural
works of art, combining their traditional
artistic vocabulary with new subject-matter
introduced from abroad (cats. 67—78). The last
part of the Mediterranean section ranges across
political boundaries, from Iran, to Egypt, to
Spain, Italy, Germany and Poland. It examines
the advance of scientific knowledge — particu-
larly cartography, that specially characteristic
science of the age. It also surveys those
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branches of the visual arts that have the most
pronounced intellectual and theoretical stamp:
the mathematically-structured rendition of
space and the revival of the classically-inspired
human figure. It concludes with presentations
of works by Leonardo and Diirer, the two mas-
ters whose wide-ranging intellectual curiosity —
which centered on man but ranged across the
entire natural world —makes them particularly
characteristic embodiments of the period’s
aspirations.

“Toward Cathay” presents the lands of east-
ern Asia, the goal of the early European voy-
agers. Except in the case of India, there were
few real connections between the European
states and these countries until much later in
the sixteenth century. This section conse-
quently deals not with the encounters that were
to come but rather with the civilizations of
Japan, Korea, China and India as they existed in
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century,
reflected in their visual arts. What is most strik-
ing about Asia in this period is how far its cul-
ture surpassed Europe’s in precisely that
technological dimension with which the Euro-
peans were already so enamored. China, admin-
istered by an efficient bureaucracy that had
already perfected a civil service system, was the
archetype of the great world empire. The
emerging European kingdoms seem paltry
indeed by comparison, despite the ambitious
titles which their rulers were fond of adopting.
Far Eastern porcelains were regarded as almost
miraculous objects in Europe, and printed books
were in wide circulation in both China and
Korea centuries before Gutenberg’s press.
While European maps of the fourteenth and
early fifteenth century, prior to the rediscovery
of Ptolemy’s Geography, present a fantastic
image of the East, Korea’s world map of 1402,
which is discussed in Gari Ledyard’s essay, was
systematically compiled from the best available
models and actually included a reasonably
accurate account of Europe. Major advances in
technology in eastern Asia had taken place long
before this period, and the development there
was more gradual, the consequences less revolu-
tionary. That may be why there are no real par-
allels in the Far East at this time to works like
Uccello’s studies in perspective (cats. 139—140),
which embody the artist’s exultant fascination
with his discovery of the possibilities of mathe-
matics. The early development of technological
expertise in Asia had obvious political conse-
quences: the principal countries were formidable
powers circa 1492. Several essays in this cata-
logue speculate on the reception Columbus
might have received had his voyage actually
taken him to southeastern Asia; they make it
clear that this was not a propitious moment for
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successful European expansion into the area.

The final section of the show, “The Ameri-
cas,” provides a sampling of the extraordinary
diversity that characterized civilization in the
Americas during this period. Like the other
sections, it represents a limited selection. The
Aztecs and Inkas had created great empires by
any standard, and their rulers were capable of
employing art for political ends with all the
subtlety of Renaissance princes. And yet the
extraordinary skill evinced by the works in gold
produced in the more modest societies headed
by caciques, or chiefs, in what are now Costa
Rica and Colombia indicate that the visual arts
also flourished in less complex political settings.
Chiefdoms of this sort were characteristic of
much of the Americas at this period, and the
works in the exhibition created by the Tainos
in the West Indies, the Tupinamba in Brazil,
and the Woodlands peoples in what is now the
southeastern United States document other cul-
tures of this type. The work of archaeologists
and ethnographers has given us substantial
insight into the often intricate systems of
meaning in which such works of art figure. In
the case of the Aztec religion, which absorbed
subsidiary faiths as the empire expanded, theo-
logical thought achieved particular complexity.
The exhibition includes a veritable pantheon of
Aztec deities; as Miguel Léon-Portilla explains
in his essay, however, these were in reality sub-
ordinated to more inclusive spiritual concepts.

Although the occasion for the exhibition is a
historical anniversary, Circa 1492 was conceived
as an exhibition of works of art, not of historical
documents. Even the objects like maps and sci-
entific instruments that appear in the show
were chosen for their aesthetic quality as well as
for their historical importance. It is our belief
that works of art can bring this period alive in a
way that no other artifacts can. That premise
also required us to make decisions, a process
which is most easily explained by specific
examples.

Fortunately for the organizers of an art
exhibition, visual beauty was remarkably perva-
sive in the material culture that has survived
from the fifteenth and early sixteenth century.
In the societies of 1492, artistry could be lav-
ished on the most utilitarian objects, particu-
larly if they were crafted for the wealthy and
powerful. Just to take an example, while few art
museums would exhibit contemporary weapons,
the splendid parade armor made in Innsbruck
for the young Charles v (cat. 36), or a Muroma-
chi daimyo’s colorful lacquered armor (cat. 257-
258), or an Aztec ruler’s carved and gilded
spear-thrower (cat. 384) are objects of great
beauty by anyone’s definition.

There is no guarantee, however, that each

point of historical or cultural interest in the
period will be reflected in a work of aesthetic
interest. Throughout the late fifteenth-century
world, patrons generally determined the
subject-matter of the works they commissioned,
and the achievements of royalty and the nobility
were more likely to be commemorated than
those of people of more modest origins, however
famous they may ultimately have become.
Some of the historical events that to us seem
the most crucial found no expression whatso-
ever in works of art in the period. Columbus’
landfall was depicted in only a few modest
woodcuts (cat. 136) in early editions of the
letter he wrote upon his return. Admiral Zheng
He’s voyages, which in many ways were far
more extraordinary than Columbus) are also
known primarily from texts rather than images.

The major European artists of the period, like
those for whom Fernandez de Oviedo yearned,
often traveled, but generally within Europe,
staying close to the principal centers of patron-
age. Venice’s special relationship with the Is-
lamic world enabled some of her masters to
travel to and work in the Near East; the Recep-
tion of the Ambassadors (cat. 106) is the most
impressive visual document of this fascinating
episode. The New World in this period, how-
ever, attracted far more adventurers than
artists; the latter knew it principally through
the artifacts that were shipped back to Europe.
It was on his trip to the Low Countries that
Diirer was able to view and admire the Aztec
treasures that Cortés presented to Charles v.
Maddeningly enough, although Diirer appears
always to have had a sketchbook with him, no
drawings of his are known of the now-lost mas-
terpieces which he described.

Sometimes art and history combine serendip-
itously in a single object. That is particularly
true of the celebrated Catalan Atlas of 1375
(cat. 1), the centerpiece of “Distant Worlds.”
This map of the world, produced by the Jewish
cartographer Abraham Cresques in Majorca, is
both our principal image of Europe’s vision of
the East, which was still based largely on Marco
Polo’s Travels, and a spectacular work of illumi-
nation in its own right. Its famous representa-
tion of a caravan along the Silk Route splendidly
illustrates the early land-based trade with the
East. It was indeed fortunate that the Atlas
entered the French royal collection soon after it
was created, remaining there and ultimately
entering the Bibliotheque Nationale.

Accidents of survival are particularly critical
for our image of the art of the Americas. The
widespread destruction that accompanied the
sixteenth-century wars of conquest effectively
eliminated whole categories of works of art. The
Inkas’ large-scale works in precious metals, for



example, completely disappeared. Contempo-
rary inventories describe objects such as human
and animal figures made of pure gold and
weighing over fifty pounds. What have sur-
vived are relatively small votive figurines
recovered in modern times from archaeological
sites (cats. 442—448). Sometimes still wearing
their miniature clothes, they tell us much about
Inka religious practices and give us as good a
sense as we will ever have of the much larger
works that were turned into gold and silver
ingots nearly 500 years ago.

We can also be thankful that a small number
of pre-Hispanic religious manuscripts survived
early colonial attempts to suppress the Aztec
religion. These books, on pages of deerskin
covered with gesso and assembled into screen-
fold codices, communicate through a beautiful
pictographic language that can still be read.
Represented in the exhibition by the Codex
Fejérvdry-Mayer (cat. 356) and the Codex Cospi
(cat. 359) (a work that had entered a celebrated
Bolognese Kunstkammer as early as the seven-
teenth century), they are the source for much of
our primary knowledge of the Aztec religion
and calendar. The depiction of the baneful influ-
ence of the planet Venus on different classes of
mankind that appears in the Codex Cospi strik-
ingly parallels representations of the “Children
of the Planets” in astrological manuscripts from
Renaissance Europe, like the Este De Sphaera
(cat. 116).

Works of art from such diverse cultural tradi-
tions have rarely been included in the same

exhibition, and that, too, is reflected in the
selection of objects. Large-scale secular paint-
ings designed for public display, like the Miracle
of the Relic of the True Cross of 1494 by Vittore
Carpaccio (cat. 150), which is included in “The
Rationalization of Space,” are very characteristic
of European art late in the century. The Chinese
paintings of this period that are best known, on
the other hand, are subtle landscape scrolls
intended for a scholar’s study. While such works
are well represented in the show, the presence
of monumental European paintings made it an
excellent opportunity to focus attention on the
much less familiar paintings produced by
Chinese court artists for display in the imperial
palace. Shang Xi’s splendid hanging scroll
depicting Guan Yu Capturing Pang De (cat.
287), nearly eight feet wide, which portrays a
battle scene from a novel of the early Ming
period, shows the Chinese master, like Carpac-
cio, responding to the demands of composing
for large public spaces.

The selection of specific masters to be
included in the exhibition also reflects its special
themes. Sesshii and-Shen Zhou are pivotal fig-
ures in their respective artistic traditions, but
they also form marvelous parallels to the artists
that have been singled out in the Mediterranean
section, Leonardo and Diirer. Sesshii was a
great artist-traveler, who journeyed to China,
much like Diirer to Italy, to learn the Chinese
painting tradition at its source. And Shen
Zhou's remarkable range of artistic interests
included the rendering of humble plants and

animals, drawn from life. At about the same
time as Leonardo and Diirer executed their
famous studies (cats. 184, 203, 204), Shen Zhou
produced an equally astonishing album of his
own (cat. 314).

Today’s world, which is rapidly approaching
1992, is dramatically different from the world
of 1492. And yet, as John Elliott explains in his
essay, the same could be said of the world of
1592. The changes set in motion by the Age
of Exploration were immediate and profound,
bringing together parts of the globe that had
never before been in direct contact. It is diffi-
cult for us to imagine a world in which commu-
nications between cultures were as restricted as
they were circa 1492. This fact makes it all the
more remarkable to find such consistent crea-
tive excellence in so many widely separated
lands. Even Diirer, who lived in Columbus’ age,
was struck—and moved — by this phenomenon,
when he saw the Aztec works in Brussels: “All
the days of my life I have seen nothing that
rejoiced my heart so much as these things, for
I saw amongst them wonderful works of art,
and I marvelled at the subtle ingenia of people
in foreign lands.” We hope that sense of won-
der emerges clearly from the works of art
assembled in this exhibition. From our vantage
point in a world in which cultural interchange
and mutual interdependence are almost taken
for granted, there is much to be learned from
looking back to the remarkable moment in his-
tory when the world first began to grow
smaller.
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OBSERVATIONS AND BELIEES:

THE WORLD OF THE CATALAN ATLAS

Jean Michel Massing

Tle exotic world of the Far East, which tant-
alized Columbus in the years he spent organiz-
ing his “Enterprise of the Indies,” is the world
of Marco Polo’s famous narrative. Polo, along
with several other European travelers who
reached China in the years of Mongol domi-
nance, before the borders were again closed to
Westerners in the second half of the fourteenth
century, left vivid accounts of their experiences
that remained, nearly two hundred years later,
the best available sources of information about
the Far East. One extraordinary historical and
artistic document, the so-called Catalan Atlas
(cat. 1), integrates the information provided by
these travel accounts with medieval geograph-
ical knowledge and lore into a complete view of
the then-known world, stretching from the
newly discovered Atlantic islands to the China
Sea. It is an indispensable summary of late
medieval Europe’s geographical knowledge, one
of the last great mappaemundi (map of the
world) created prior to the rediscovery of Ptole-
my’s Geography in the early fifteenth century,
and the closest we have to an image of Colum-
bus’ Cathay.

The Catalan Atlas was drawn in 1375 by a
Majorcan mapmaker, probably Abraham
Cresques.! By 9 November 13807 it had entered
the library of Charles v of France. The map of
the world proper is preceded by two sheets of
cosmological information in the Catalan lan-
guage, which reveal a mixture of ancient and
medieval conceptions of the world: that it takes
the form of a globe or sphere or, again, is a flat
disk. The first of these preliminary sheets deals
with the days of the month from the first to the
thirtieth. To the right, from top to bottom, is a
diagram of the tides; another lists the movable
feasts, and a third drawing represents a blood-
letting figure. The latter is accompanied by a
long text describing the world; it deals with its
creation, the four elements of which it is com-
posed, its shape, dimensions, and divisions.
Then come geographical accounts of countries,
continents, oceans, and tides, as well as astro-
nomical and meteorological information.

The second sheet presents a spectacular dia-
gram of a large astronomical and astrological
wheel. The earth at its center is symbolized by

an astronomer holding an astrolabe. The other
elements (fire, air, water) are incorporated into
the next three concentric circles; then come the
seven planets, the band of the zodiac, and the
various stations and phases of the moon. The
next six rings are devoted to the lunar calendar
and to an account of the effect of the moon
when it is found in the different signs of the
zodiac. Three more rings show, respectively, the
division of the circle into degrees, while the last
gives an account of the Golden Number. The
four seasons, finally, are shown in the corners as
personified figures bearing scrolls.

The world map itself combines the basic form
of a sea chart of the Mediterranean and the
Black Sea* with a traditional mappamundi.® The
origin of portolan or sea charts is still obscure,
but they seem to have appeared at the end of
the thirteenth century. Portolan charts have
rightly been considered one of the most impor-
tant developments in the history of mapmaking,
providing a relatively accurate image of the
Mediterranean based on firsthand navigational
knowledge, “a living record of Mediterranean
self-knowledge undergoing constant modifica-
tion” in the interest of greater accuracy.® As in
most portolans, the rendering of the Mediterra-
nean is especially accurate: the harbors are
clearly indicated and almost always placed in the
right order, at least in the best-known areas.
Flags specify, although not always correctly, the
political allegiances of the various towns, cres-
cents often being used for Muslim cities.
However, the farther the detail is from the
coast, the less reliable the rendering becomes —
portolan charts are, after all, navigational maps.
This is especially true for areas outside the
Mediterranean, even for Northern Europe. The
empiricism of the sea chart contrasts strongly
with the medieval tradition of world mapping,
which relies mainly on biblical, classical, and
medieval lore known through literary sources.
In the Catalan Atlas, Southern Europe, the area
bordering the Mediterranean, is carefully
recorded. Abraham Cresques, or rather the
anonymous author of the map he used as his
model,” was familiar with the political divisions,
even in eastern areas under Muslim control. In
the Near East both the Ottoman and Mamluk

powers are clearly symbolized by images of
their rulers. The Ottoman state, originally a
small power nestling between the Byzantine
and the Seljuk empires, had already greatly
expanded at the expense of Byzantium. Pro-
gressive Ottoman control over the Balkans was
to culminate in the siege and final conquest of
Constantinople by Mehmed 11, the Conqueror,
in 1453. The Catalan map does not make much
of Ottoman power. The Cilician kingdom of
Armenia Minor is more clearly indicated.
Founded at the end of the twelfth century, it fell
to the Turks in 1375, the very year in which the
Atlas was made.® There is some interest in the
cities of the Near East, but the emphasis, here as
elsewhere, is on the coastal area.’ Egypt is sym-
bolized by its sultan, curiously shown with a
long-tailed green parrot on his arm: “This
Sultan of Babylon [i.e., Cairo] is great and
powerful among the others of this region.”1
The Mamluks (1250-1517) controlled Egypt and
Syria until Selim 1 cenquered Aleppo and
Damascus in 1516 and Cairo a year later.

The compiler of the prototype used by
Cresques for the Catalan Atlas had recourse to
different, sometimes even contradictory
sources. The legendary Insula de Brazil, for
example, which is found on various medieval
maps of the North Atlantic and later gave its
name to Brazil, is shown here twice, once west
of Ireland and a second time farther south.!!
The Islands of the Blest, located in accordance
with the specifications of Isidore of Seville in
his great seventh-century encyclopedia, the
Etymologiae, are called both iles Beneven-
turades and yles Fortunades: “The Islands of
the Blest are in the Great Sea to the left. . . Isi-
dore says in his 15th book [in fact the 14th] that
these islands are so called because they possess a
wealth of all goods. ... The heathens believe
that Paradise is situated there, because the
islands have such a temperate climate and such a
great fertility of the soil.” Here, too, the text
informs us, is the island of Capraria, full of
goats, and the Canary Isles called after the dogs
(Latin: canes) that populated them.

The text adds that, according to Pliny the
Elder, “there is one island on which all the gifts
of the earth can be harvested without sowing
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and without planting. . . . For this reason the
heathens of India believe that their souls are
transported to these islands after death, where
they live for ever on the scent of these fruits.
Thus they believe that their Paradise is there.
But in truth it is a fable.”12 In this case, classical
and medieval tradition is not borne out by expe-
rience and is accordingly rejected by the map-
maker; the Canary Islands had been discovered
in 1336 and appear on Angelino Dulcert’s chart
of three years later.”® Elsewhere, however, the
weight of received opinion is still felt, as, for
example, in the various islands with fabulous
names; they cannot represent the Madeiran
group, as these islands were discovered only in
1418-1419. Nor can they be the Azores, which
are first mentioned in 1427, or the Cape Verde
Islands discovered only in 1455-1456." The
Catalan Atlas, in fact, marks the progress in the
gradual discovery of the Atlantic and the west
coast of Africa with an illustration of Jaime Fer-
rer’s ship, which, we are told, set sail on 10
August 1346 bound for the fabulous Rio de Oro
(River of Gold) in Africa.’®

Scarcely any place on the west coast of Africa
is identified —only one name, perhaps a
mythical spot, is found south of Cape Bojador in
the former Spanish Sahara—but we are told
that Africa, land of ivory, starts at this point and
that by traveling due south one reaches Ethio-
pia.’ Only a few cities in mainland Africa, such
as Timbuktu and Gao, are indicated,” and yet
the map is full of information. For here, as is
often the case in other maps of the period, the
cartographer compensated for the dearth of
known geographical points by including his-
torical facts.'® We are told, for example, that
merchants bound for Guinea pass the Atlas
mountain range —shown here in its typical form
of a bird’s leg with three claws at its eastern
end —at Val de Durcha.” More geographical
information is given on the Maghreb, which,
after all, is part of the Mediterranean. The
Sahara, however, is shown with a lake in its
center —a traditional medieval error. The text
beside a Touareg riding on a camel and also a
group of tents informs us that this land is
inhabited by veiled people living in tents and
riding camels. The crowned black man holding a
golden disk is identified as Musse Melly, “lord
of the negroes of Guinea” —in fact, Mansa
Miisa, of fabulous wealth. “The King,” we are
told, “is the richest and most distinguished
ruler of this whole region, on account of the
great quantity of gold that is found in his
land.”20 Mansa Misa, who reigned over the
kingdom of Mali, probably from 1312 to 1337,%
is known for having encouraged the develop-
ment of Islamic learning. His pilgrimage to
Mecca, including a visit to Cairo, was famous
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fig. 1., fig. 2. Preliminary sheets of cosmological information from the Catalan Atlas (cat. 1)

for the enormous amount of gold he spent on
that occasion. This is plausible enough, for he
controlled a large part of Africa, from Gambia
and Senegal to Gao on the Niger, and had access
to some of its richest gold deposits.?? Reports of
the fabulous wealth of this African ruler—
whose first appearance on a European world
map is on that of Angelino Dulcert of 1339 —did
much to encourage an interest in the explora-
tion of Africa and certainly had something to do
with Jaime Ferrer’s voyage.?

East of the Sultan of Mali appears the King of
Organa, in turban and blue dress, holding an

oriental sword and a shield. He is, we are told,
“a Saracen who waged constant war against the
Saracens of the coast and with the other
Arabs.”2¢ Still farther to the east is the King of
Nubia, “always at war and under arms against
the Nubian Christians, who are under the rule
of the Emperor of Ethiopia and belong to the
realm of Prester John.”2* A number of portolan
maps mention and sometimes even illustrate
the mythical figure of Prester John.?¢ The leg-
end of this Christian ruler living somewhere in
the east originated with a letter purporting to
have been sent by him, around 1165, to the pope
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and to two lay rulers of Christendom. Marco
Polo, among many others, searched in vain for
Prester John throughout Central Asia. As a
result, mapmakers began to locate his kingdom
in East Africa instead — for the first time, it
seems, in 1306 —and thereafter he was often
confused with the Emperor of Ethiopia.?” On
the Catalan Atlas, Africa is also symbolized by
a nude black man with a camel and a turreted
elephant. Camels were first used for the trans-
Sahara trade sometime between the second and
fifth century A.D., after being introduced from
Arabia. Thanks to their notorious capacity to
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travel long distances without water, they com-
pletely transformed African trade, opening sub-
Saharan areas to Islam.?® The elephant, which
inhabits the area south of the Sahara, signifies
the fact, as the text puts it, that Africa is the
land of ivory “on account of the large numbers
of elephants that live there.”?

In Asia the Red Sea stands out, being shown
as red —a characteristic that derives, we are told,
less from the color of the water than from that
of the sea bed.® It is cut in two by a land pas-
sage, a conventional allusion to Moses’ miracu-
lous crossing (Exodus, 14:21~22). The port of

Quseir is clearly marked, and the accompanying
text specifies that it is here that spices are taken
on land and sent to Cairo and Alexandria.>! In
Arabia, between the Red Sea and the Persian
Gulf, is located the kingdom of Sheba; the
queen, who came to visit King Solomon, is
shown crowned and holding a golden disk as
symbol of her wealth.>2 Today, we are told, the
area “belongs to Saracen Arabs and produces
many aromatic substances, such as myrrh and
frankincense; it has much gold, silver and many
precious stones and, moreover, it is said that a
bird called phoenix is found here.”* This pas-
sage is altogether typical of the approach of late
fourteenth-century cartographers, who freely
mix biblical information with later accounts of
foreign countries, in this case based on Isidore
of Seville’s Etymologiae >

Mecca and Medina are clearly marked,
although they are placed too close to the coast.?®
Between the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea
appears the King of Tauris (Tabriz) and north of
him Jani-Beg, ruler of the kingdom of the
Golden Horde, who died in 1357.% The impor-
tance of Baghdad as a center of the spice trade is
emphasized; from there, precious wares from
India are sent throughout the Syrian land and
especially to Damascus. Navigational informa-
tion is also recorded: “From the mouth of the
river of Baghdad, the Indian and Persian Oceans
open out. Here they fish for pearls, which are
supplied to the town of Baghdad.” We learn that
“before they dive to the bottom of the sea, pearl
fishers recite magic spells with which they
frighten away the fish” —a piece of information
that comes straight from Marco Polo, who men-
tions that the pearl fishers on the Malabar coast
are protected by the magic and spells of the
Brahmins.?” Various trading stations are indi-
cated on the shore of the Indian Ocean from
Hormus, “where India begins,” to Quilon in
Kerala.*® There, pearl fishers are mentioned
again with reference to magic spells. So are
boats (called nichi) with a length of keel of sixty
ells (a unit of measurement that in England was
equal to 45 inches) and a draft of thirty-four,
with “at least four but sometimes as many as
ten masts, and sails made of bamboo and palm-
leaves.” One of these boats is illustrated next to
the text and another east of the Indian penin-
sula: with their transom bow and stern, rails on
the stern galley, portholes, and as many as five
masts with unmistakable mast and batten sails,
they are undoubtedly Chinese junks such as
Marco Polo had described.?® From the Persian
Gulf and the Red Sea, from the African coast to
Sumatra and China, maritime trade developed
considerably in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries; with the improvement in maritime
technology, Arab and Persian, Gujarat and
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Chinese boats sailed the South Asian seas, car-
rying pepper and spices, dyes and drugs, as well
as porcelain and the other exotic wares that
were so valued in the West.*® This is the world
that Vasco da Gama finally reached in 1498 and
explored with the assistance of local pilots,
opening the area to European influence.*!

The Indian powers are represented on the
Catalan Atlas by the Sultan of Delhi and the
Hindu King of Vijayanagar, who is wrongly
identified as a Christian.*? Farther north appear
the Three Wise Men on their way to Beth-
lehem* and at the top (or bottom) of the map a
caravan; all of the latter figures are drawn
upside down, as the map was probably meant to
be laid horizontally and viewed from both sides.
Camels laden with goods are followed by their
drivers; behind them various people, one of
them asleep, are riding horses. Next to this
group is a mass of fascinating information based
once more on Marco Polo’s travel account: “You
must know that those who wish to cross this
desert remain and lodge for one whole week in a
town named Lop, where they and their beasts
can rest. Then they lay in all the provisions
they need for seven months.” Farther on we
read that “when it happens that a man falls
asleep on his camel during a night-ride or wan-
ders away and loses his companions for some
other reason, it often happens that he hears the
voices of devils which are like the voices of his
companions and they call him by his name and
lead him in all directions through the desert, so
that he can never find his companions again. A
thousand tales are told about this desert.”* The
scene thus clearly refers to the Silk Road, the
overland route to China. The caravan is crossing
the Sinkiang desert through the Tarim Basin.
The province and town of Lop mentioned by
Marco Polo can be connected with the modern
town of Ruogiang (Charkhlik) south of Lop
Nor.#

For more than a thousand years trade with
the Far East had been conducted not only by the
sea route but also, whenever possible, overland.
The Greeks traveled as far as India, while the
Romans developed economic relations with the
Chinese empire.* The land road linked Europe
directly to China but was more prone to polit-
ical turmoil. The Mongol conquest, which
united large areas of Central Asia in the mid-
thirteenth century, led to the reopening of the
route from the Black Sea to the Far East and
China, especially after 1264 when Kublai Khan
moved his capital to Beijing. Marco Polo’s father
and uncle, Nicolo and Maffeo, must have been
among the very first Europeans to take advan-
tage of this development when, sometime after
1260, they set out for Cathay, where they were
received by Kublai Khan. They returned to
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Europe in 1269 but revisited China only two
years later with the young Marco. Marco Polo’s
Description of the World (also called Il Milione)
is the most comprehensive account of China to
be written by a Westerner before the sixteenth
century, for he described in great detail his life
and travels in the service of Kublai Khan. Marco
Polo left China in 1292, returning by the sea
route from Zhangzhou to Sumatra, Ceylon, and
India, and providing a firsthand account of these
countries.¥” The Catalan Atlas, in fact, presents
the Far East as he described it, but without
much geographical accuracy. Historically it
illustrates the political disintegration of the I1-
Khanid state after the death of Genghis Khan
(Chingiz-Khan), with Jani-Beg (here called
Kaniebek) ruling the Golden Horde from 1340
until his death in 1357, Kebek Khan leading the
Middle Horde from 1318 to 1326, and Kublai
Khan (1215-1294), who founded the Yuan
dynasty, reigning over China.*® In the areas that
these rulers controlled and the bordering lands,
towns and cities are not often correctly located;
towns such as Bukhara and Samarkand in west-
ern Turkestan, for example, are shown south
rather than west of the caravan. Cities are often
located simply in the order in which they appear
in lists rather than according to their relative
geographic position.

Quite a number of harbors are indicated on
the eastern coast of India, a few of them still
identifiable, while a sailing junk testifies to
trading activity, especially with the island of
Tana (?), which is here associated with the leg-
endary isle of the Amazons (regio femarum
[sic]) and symbolized by its queen.** The text
describes the richness of the area: “on the
island of lana are many trees of aloe, camphor,
sandalwood, fine spices, garenga, nutmeg, cin-
namon trees, from which the most precious
spice of all India comes, and here are also mace
and leaves.”*® The mention of a regio femarum
and of two of its cities, Malao and Semescra,
seem to refer to Marco Polo’s Malaiur and
Semenat (Sumatra).*! The location of this land
“in India” and its geographic position, however,
suggest it is instead Ceylon.

In mainland India, King Stephen has been
represented: the text beside him indicates that
this Christian ruler is “looking towards the
town of Butifilis” Marco Polo’s kingdom of
Mutifilis.’2 The notion that there were Chris-
tian rulers east of the Islamic world stems
largely from the legend of Prester John; also
important, however, were the real Christian
minorities in India and the fact that the tomb of
Saint Thomas was thought to be in Mailapore, a
suburb of Madras, the Mirapore of the map.>
Farther north is the realm of Kebek Khan, a
historical figure who reigned from 1309 to

1326: “Here reigns King Chabeh, ruler of the
Kingdom of the Middle Horde. He resides in
Emalech.”* Next to him, between India and the
Chinese empire, is a group of pygmies fighting
cranes: “Here are born men who are so small
that they do not grow to above five spans in
height, and although they are so short and
incapable of hard work, they are strong enough
and in a position to weave and herd cattle. And
know that these people marry at the age of
about twelve years and generally live to be 40
years old. But they are happy and defend them-
selves valiantly against the cranes, which they
hunt and eat.” The ancient writer Pliny had
already described pygmies who lived in the
remotest mountains of Asia, and he commented
on their antagonism to cranes; they were later
mentioned in the travel accounts of Odoric de
Pordenone and Mandeville, but Marco Polo
doubted their existence. They are, however, also
shown on the Ebstorf map of 1284.5

Above, upside down, is a curious scene of the
cremation of an old man to the accompaniment
of music: “Know that the men and women of
this region, when they are dead, are carried
away to be burnt, to the sound of instruments
and in ecstasies of joy. ... And it sometimes
happens though rarely, that the widow of the
dead man throws herself into the flames,” a
practice that recalls widow-burning (sutti) of
India.* Here the text conflates information
from Marco Polo’s account of how in the prov-
ince of Malabar the death of criminals, who are
compelled to commit suicide, is celebrated by
their relatives with his observation on the
custom of widows immolating themselves on
the pyres of their dead husbands, mentioned a
few lines later.’” Also upside down, as it is on
the upper half of the map, are people seeking
diamonds. Their rather peculiar method of
doing so is explained at length: “As they cannot
get between the mountains where the diamonds
are, they ingeniously throw lumps of meat to
the place where the stones are lying, and the
stones adhere to the meat and come away from
their original site: then the diamonds that are
attached to the pieces of meat are carried away
by the birds and thus obtained by the men.”>®
Alexander the Great, we are told, was already
familiar with this method: it is illustrated on
the map by two men cutting off pieces of meat
and a bird flying over the mountains of Baldasia
[Badakhstan], from which flows the stream that
marks the eastern border of India (finis indie).
Abraham Cresques has shown snakes in the
crevices of the rock: Marco Polo, after all, tells
us that the diamonds are found in deep valleys
with “so many serpents” that “he who should
go down there would be devoured
immediately.”>



Alexander the Great is shown in the upper
right half of the map. There we are told that
Satan came to his aid and helped him to im-
prison the Tartars Gog and Magog. Alexander
then had two bronze figures made by which to
bind them with a spell. The reference is to the
gate that Alexander is supposed to have built in
the Caspian Mountains to exclude Gog and
Magog, who are here equated with various
Central Asian tribes. The text on the map spe-
cifically refers to the “various tribes who have
no scruples about eating any kind of raw
flesh.. ., the nation from which the Antichrist
will come forth,” but which will ultimately be
destroyed.®° There is a further allusion to Alex-
ander having erected two trumpet-blowing fig-
ures in bronze; these, according to various
medieval legends, resounded with the wind and
frightened the Tartars until the instruments
were blocked up by various nesting birds and
animals.’! The text freely combines the
medieval legend of Alexander with biblical tra-
ditions. This applies equally to the corre-
sponding scene, where the great lord and ruler
over Gog and Magog is shown with his men,
the devil painted on their banners: “He will
march out with many followers at the time of
the Antichrist” but will ultimately be defeated
as predicted in the Book of Revelation (20: 7-
10).62 To the south are those who will be sent to
declare his glory among the Gentiles. The text
here refers to Isaiah 66:19: “I shall send those
who are saved to the peoples of the sea, to
Africa and Lydia”; and further, “I will send to
the isles afar off, that have not heard my fame,
neither have seen my glory; and they shall
declare my glory among the Gentiles.”®® To this
prophetic inscription is added a text about the
Antichrist.

Farther south, the supreme ruler of China
(CATAYO on the map) is identified as Kublai
Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan: “The most
powerful prince of all the Tartars is named
Holubeim [i.e., Kublai Khan], which means
Chief Khan. The emperor is far wealthier than
any other monarch in the whole world. This
emperor is guarded by 12,000 horsemen.”¢* The
Catalan Atlas contains the names of various
towns placed apparently at random, some of
them mentioned twice; this reflects the fact that
the map was evidently composed with the help
of various sources. It emphasizes the importance
of the capital, Chanbalik, the modern Beijing, in
an account once more based on Marco Polo’s
text: “This town [Beijing] has an extent of 24
miles, is surrounded by a very thick outer wall
and has a square ground-plan. Each side has a
length of six miles, the wall is 20 paces high and
10 paces thick, has 12 gateways and a large
tower, in which hangs a great bell, which rings

at the hour of first sleep or earlier. When it has
finished ringing, no one may pass through the
town, and at each gate a thousand men are on
guard —not out of fear but in honor of the
sovereign.” The description emphasizes the
richness and urbanity of the Chinese capital at
the edge of the civilized world.®> This contrasts
strongly with the people of the islands farther
east who are described as savages living naked,
eating raw fish, and drinking sea water.5¢ They
are obviously to be identified with the Ichthyo-
phagi, one of the fabulous races traditionally
placed in Asia or in Africa.”

Farther south is the island of Trapobana
already found on maps attributed to Ptolemy.
For Pliny and classical authors it was evidently
Ceylon, % but it was later associated with Suma-
tra, as it is here, described as “the last island
towards the east.”® Altogether, we are told,
there are 7,548 islands in the Indian Ocean;
they are rich in gold, silver, spices, and precious
stones, so much so that “great ships of many
different nations” trade in their waters. Here
again the information is from Marco Polo, who,
however, spoke of 7,448 islands.” There
Cresques placed some of the fabulous and mon-
strous races legendary in classical antiquity and
the Middle Ages: “On this island are people
who are very different from the rest of man-
kind. In some of the mountain-ranges. . . are
people of great size, as much as 12 ells, like
giants, with very dark skins and without intel-
ligence. They eat white men and strangers, if
they can catch them.” The reference is to giants
familiar from the medieval Alexander legend,
specifically defined here as Anthropophagi.” To
these far-distant waters are also relegated mer-
maids, some of them probably the traditional
half-woman and half-fish, the others more
siren-like half-birds. The one illustrated has two
fishtails, in accordance with one of the most
common medieval conventions.”

At the center of the world is Jerusalem, more
or less as in the tradition of medieval mappae-
mundi.”? But in contrast with the mappae-
mundi, Europe and the Mediterranean form
only the western half of the world. To the east
is an enormous region whose importance is
clearly understood but whose exact form is to a
large extent still unknown. This is the world of
spices, of precious wares, of silver and gold that
Marco Polo so tantalizingly described. This is
the world that Columbus had in mind when he
conceived his “Enterprise of the Indies,” and
that he set out to reach by the western path.

10.

11.
12.

13.
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the author of the Catalan Atlas see Campbell 1981,
116.
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in [eds. J. B. Harvey and David Woodward,] The
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PORTUGUESE NAVIGATION: ITS HISTORICAL

DEVELOPMENT

Luis de Albuquerque

Navigation made spectacular progress in

Europe during the fifteenth century. In the
course of that period, it became a technique
rather than an art. This change was brought
about not through any conscious decisions made
by its leading practitioners, but rather by their
responses to the external conditions with which
they had to contend.

At the beginning of the fifteenth century,
the European navigators who sailed the longest
routes were exclusively Mediterranean peoples,
the Genoese and Venetians in particular, and
also the Aragonese. Their vessels followed the
existing trade routes, from termini in the Near
East all the way to the coast of Flanders, the
location of the large European spice fairs which
were the main incentive for this trade. This
maritime traffic had taken a major step forward
at the end of the thirteenth century, when the
ships plying the route had begun regularly to
sail around the Iberian Peninsula and to unload
their goods at the ports of Flanders, rather than
ending their voyage in southern France and
consigning their cargoes to overland transport
to their final destination. This change had dra-
matic economic consequences, for it brought
irremediable decline to the principal crossroads
of the land route, such as Cahors, which had
previously been an important financial center.
It had little effect on methods of navigation,
however, since the ships still kept as close as
possible to the coastline from the point they
entered the Atlantic until they reached the
English Channel.

Sailing conditions in the Mediterranean had
made it possible to use coastal routes, and this is
what had been done in most cases. There were
clearly some navigators who did not hesitate to
sail in a north-south direction—the frequency
with which ships traveled to Cyprus and to
Malta proves this—but one could almost say
that the Mediterranean was a landlocked sea
"especially navigated lengthwise.”” In fact the
difference in latitude between any two points
on the Mediterranean coast never exceeds six
degrees.

It is clear that the new practice of sailing
around the Iberian Peninsula to Flanders did
not significantly change the art of navigation,

which remained coastal. This is demonstrated
by the fact that ships, especially Italian vessels,
would often stop on the way to and from
Flanders at Portuguese ports, principally Lis-
bon. The Portuguese ports were practically en
route, and stopping there enabled captains and
merchants to open up additional opportunities
for trade. The continued increase of these visits
led to the enactment of legislation in Lisbon to
regulate the life of foreigners, their rights, their
trade, and the taxes they were required to pay.
There was some conflict with locals who were
interested in the same activities, but the royal
government knew how to handle these difficulties
so as not to frighten away the foreigners; they
provided a good income for the royal coffers.

Not all the ships in the Mediterranean sailed
from Genoa, Venice, or Aragon; there were of
course others engaging in maritime trade, in-
cluding the Portuguese. However, the routes
sailed by these other vessels were not as long,
and they knew the art of navigation only by
adoption. The Genoese, the Venetians, the
Aragonese and perhaps navigators from other
Italian provinces had created the art of naviga-
tion to suit the requirements of their own
shipping; the others applied the techniques as
best as they could.

A primary tool for navigation was the portolan,
a written description of the course along which
the ships sailed, indicating bays, capes, coves,
ports, magnetic thumb-lines, and the distances
between these places. These writings had their
antecedents in the so-called peripli of classical
antiquity, some of which are still known, the
principal one being the periplus of the Red Sea.
One essential difference between the classical
periplus and the medieval portolan is that the
information in the former was mainly commer-
cial whereas in the latter it was primarily nauti-
cal. Today more than ten portolans survive, all
written in Italian. Motzo published and studied
the most important, which circulated under the
name of Il Compasso da’ Navigare (The Navi-
gational Compass). Kretschner analyzed and
edited the rest, almost all of which are known
now by reference to the collection or library to
which the particular manuscript belongs. The
texts employ a direct and little-varied language

and provide no commentary beyond the nauti-
cal information for which they were used.

I believe that the idea of representing mari-
time information graphically can be traced back
to the written portolans. They gave rise to
nautical charts, which in the nineteenth cen-
tury came to be called portolan charts. The
oldest known portolan chart is the anonymous
Carta Pisana of the late thirteenth or early
fourteenth century, so called because it was
found in Pisa. It is in the collection of the
Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris, but is not well-
preserved. Motzo related it to the particular
portolan he published; however, a portolan can
always be related to a chart, since the chart is
simply the graphic equivalent of the written text.

What is certain, however, is that the nautical
charts inevitably improved in tandem with the
improvement of the textual portolans. We even
have written proof that there were nautical
charts before the familiar portolan chart; the
pilots were able to mark their location when
they were in open sea. The gradual improve-
ment of the nautical charts is particularly obvi-
ous when one examines the progress of the
representation of northern Europe or the
Canary Islands on the portolan charts. These
eventually emerged fully indicated, with their
relative positions very accurately depicted. The
Canaries, along with Cape Bojador on the Afri-
can coast, virtually to their east, marked the
southern limit of the area of the Atlantic which
was represented. Some charts continued the
African coast to the south of that cape, some-
times giving it a different name (“’river of
gold,” for example), but the coastline is shown
as being so even that it soon becomes obvious
that no navigator had ever seen it. So when
Gomes Eanes de Zurara wrote in his Chronicle
of the Discovery and Conquest of Guinea,
dated 1453, of the addition beyond Cape Bojador
made to the traditional nautical chart by order
of Prince Henry the Navigator (1394-1460), he
indicated specifically that this addition corres-
ponded to the truth as ‘“something that had
been seen.”

Even before the nautical chart, however, the
so-called mariner’s needle (the magnetic needle
or compass) had been introduced into naviga-
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tion. The magnetic properties of iron when
rubbed against natural magnets was a phenom-
enon that had long been known. At about the
time the needle was introduced, there are vari-
ous written references to it, the most important
of which is that of Pierre de Maricourt (or
Petrus Peregrinus). The needle was first used
on ships in a rather rudimentary manner: after
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being dipped in oil it was set to float in a pan of
water. Over the years this elementary device
was greatly modified, and when the pilot Joao
of Lisbon described it in 1514, it had already
become an effective nautical instrument. The
origin of the magnetic needle and its introduc-
tion to navigation are still obscure. A dubious
and late suggestion, repeated by Father Fran-

cisco da Costa in the seventeenth century in his
Arte de Navegar (Art of Navigation), is that its
use in navigation originated with an Italian
from Amalfi named Flavio Gioia. The origin of
the device may be Chinese (although when
historians do not know the origin of a technical
innovation in the Middle Ages they show a
great tendency to attribute it to distant China!).



There are thirteenth-century Arab texts that
refer to the magnetic needle, and it is therefore
very probable that it reached Europe through
the Islamic world.

Whatever the history of the magnetic needle
itself, the rhumb-lines mentioned in the porto-
lans and later represented graphically on the
nautical charts were magnetic and not geograph-
ical. The phenomenon later known as magnetic
declination (that is, the angular deviation of the
compass needle in relation to the meridian line,
which changes from place to place) was then
unknown, and observers believed that the line
indicated by the compass needle was identical to
the geographic one. This is proved irrefutably
by the nautical charts themselves, since they
always distort, for example, the shape of the
Mediterranean basin, because the magnetic
declination varies from place to place. It is
noteworthy, nonetheless, that the nautical charts
of the Mediterranean remained unaltered until
the eighteenth century; this is to be expected,
because recent studies of magnetism in earlier
periods show that the degree of magnetic decli-
nation itself was practically unchanged for about
four centuries.

This, then, was the knowledge and equip-
ment to which a pilot in the early fifteenth
century had access. Alfonso X of Castile
(r. 1252—-1284), in his Partidas (Ships’ Crews),
required of the pilot some additional knowl-
edge, such as an understanding of maritime
currents. He did not refer to the traverse board,
which allows a pilot to return to the straight
course if he has had to leave it because of winds,
currents or natural obstacles such as islands or
shoals. Its invention has been attributed, with-
out sufficient foundation, to Ramon Llull of
Majorca. If it was Llull's contribution to the art
of navigation of his time, it is the only one he
made. The Aragonese did have a school of
cartography partly under the influence of
Majorcan Jews, and in documents mentioning
the fifteenth-century Aragonese court, there is
reference to an Arte de Navegar (Art of Navi-
gation), a text which unfortunately has since
been lost.

XN NN H

The growing nautical traffic in the Atlantic

in the course of the fifteenth century did not
completely change the methods of navigation
described above. Since Prince Henry encour-
aged navigation beyond Cape Bojador, his ships
having reached Sierra Leone at the time of his
death, it is often stated that he surrounded
himself with scholars of different origins, who
came together at some kind of academy at
Sagres at the southwestern tip of Portugal,
where he set up some sort of meteorological

observatory. There, it is said, he resolved all the
problems posed by the navigation of the Atlantic.

Although the idea of the "“School of Sagres”’
is widely accepted, it must be a fallacy for
several reasons. First, neither Prince Henry nor
any European, Arab, or Jewish scholar could
foresee the geophysical conditions that would
be encountered in the Atlantic and find ade-
quate solutions for them in advance. Second,
there is no evidence of any such group of
scholars having been assembled, except for Jaime
of Majorca, who was simply a cartographer, the
son of Abraham Cresques (see cat. 1). More-
over, it would not have been possible to set up a
meteorological observatory at Sagres, as the
science itself did not exist in the fifteenth cen-
tury. Furthermore, we know that Prince Henry
did not spend much time in Sagres until the last
two years of his life, when decisive progress in
the new techniques of navigation had already
been made as a response to the demands of
Atlantic navigation. Until 1458 he visited Sagres
only occasionally and did not stay long enough
to direct a school. The idea of the “School of
Sagres,”” which is as fallacious as it is famous,
goes together with the idea that advanced stud-
ies in astronomy were necessary to develop a
new manner of navigation, as well as the idea
that the Prince took a great personal interest in
these studies. The romantic historian Oliveira
Martins even hypothesized that he had read the
works of the German astronomers Peuerbach
and Regiomontanus, which were not in print
until 1460, the year Prince Henry died!

While extremely important, the fifteenth-
century change in the art of navigation did not
require specialized scientific training, and the
little astronomy that was necessary was so
simple that pilots were able to find the solutions
by their own means. When this was not possi-
ble, they consulted astrologers, who had no
difficulty in responding because the required
information was recorded in a variety of books.
We can still speak of a ““school of navigation”
metaphorically, because it was the navigators
who departed from the Algarve who contrib-
uted their experience to resolving the difficulties
in an unprecedented way, thereby bringing
about the developments in technique. In this
school, so to speak, each pilot was both appren-
tice and master. As Luciano Pereira da Silva
wrote: “‘the school of Sagres was the planks of
the caravels’’—the practice of navigation rather
than theory dictated the nautical solutions the
pilots developed.

Let us look at the essential points of this new
method of navigation. Sailors returning to the
Algarve and later to Lisbon from their voyages,
which reached increasingly farther south along
the African coast, met with serious difficulties

because of unfavorable currents and winds.
Since it was not easy to overcome these obsta-
cles, even when they used ships such as caravels
that were able to sail close to the wind, the
pilots tried out new ways of dealing with them.
They would sail out into the Atlantic until, at
about the latitude of the Azores, they encoun-
tered winds that would take them home to
Portugal. This maneuver, which took more
time the farther south the point of departure
was, meant that for several weeks, sometimes
for up to about two months, the ships had to
navigate in open sea without any land as a point
of reference. The pilots therefore needed to
establish their approximate location so that
they could proceed with some security, a pro-
cess that led to increasingly more effective
navigation techniques.

Initially, the navigator would estimate his
north-south distance from a place of reference
based on the difference in altitude of the pole-
star—or any other easily identifiable star—on
the transit of the same meridian. The result
would be the number of leagues, counted on a
meridian, that separated the parallel of the
observer’s location from the parallel passing
through the place of reference. For example, if
the navigator took as his point of reference the
parallel of latitude passing through Lisbon,
where the upper meridian passage of the pole-
star was at the astronomical altitude of 42°, and
at sea he measured the equivalent transit of the
polestar at 35°, he could conclude that the
parallel of his location was separated from that
of Lisbon by 7° (that is, the meridian distance
between these two parallels was 7 times 16 %,
leagues, the value then used for the unit of one
degree of latitude).

This idea must have originated through the
influence of Joannes de Sacrobosco’s thirteenth-
century treatise Da Esfera (The Sphere). This
book was well known in Portugal and served as
an instruction manual for pilots. In a passage at
the end of Chapter I the cosmographer gives
instructions on how to measure the distance
encompassed by one meridian degree of the
earth by measuring the distance separating two
points along a single meridian, and more pre-
cisely by observing the altitude of the polestar
at points one degree apart from each other. In
the context of Da Esfera this information was
merely theoretical, because it required measur-
ing the distance between the two points without
the observer’s leaving the meridian where he
happened to be, which made the technique
impracticable.

The instrument used in these observations
was the quadrant, and we know from a remark
made by Diego Gomes that it was customary to
write the name of the place where the star was
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observed on the altitude marked on the gradua-
tion of the instrument. Since it was not always
possible to observe the polestar’s meridian
transit—sometimes, for example, clouds dark-
ened the sky at the moment of observation—
it was then noted that other positions in the
polestar’s movement could be used. The star
appears to trace a circular movement around
the pole (the angular distance of the star to the
pole was then estimated at 3° 30'). In addition
to the two transits of the meridian, the posi-
tions chosen for observations corresponded to
the other two main cardinal points (east and
west) and also to the intermediate cardinal
points (northeast, southeast, southwest, and
northwest). Of course only altitudes observed
under the same conditions could be compared.

At this stage it was not possible to engrave
directly on the quadrant the eight altitudes of
the polestar to be used. Instead, their values for
Lisbon and other places of reference were writ-
ten at the end of the radii of a circle correspond-
ing to the eight bearings indicated, so that the
circle would thus represent the apparent daily
movement of the star in the sky. This manner
of calculating was then known as the “Polaris
Wheel,”” and such wheels are reproduced in
early sixteenth-century nautical texts. This pro-
cedure was of decisive importance for the devel-
opment of navigation. Knowing the latitude of
Lisbon—then estimated at 39° north—it was
not difficult to conclude that it would be sufficient
to add or subtract certain quantities to the
altitudes marked on the wheel for Lisbon in
order to obtain the latitude at a particular place;
and it was believed that what was valid for
Lisbon would always be valid. With the value
of these constants properly applied, the altitude
of a star was no longer simply observed, but
rather the latitude of a place was calculated
directly by making the corresponding propor-
tionate adjustment.

This ability to determine the geographical
coordinates of latitude on board ship was the
major step toward the modern art of navigation.
Naturally the longitude of a place still had to be
calculated, and a practical shipboard technique
for that calculation was not developed until the
second half of the eighteenth century, even
though several astronomical processes, includ-
ing procedures based on the movement of the
moon, were previously known for determining
the coordinate. In observations made by some
of these astronomical processes, however, even
as practiced by navigators of great skill, errors
of up to 20° or more are common. The rules
that indicate those constants (constituting the
so-called ““rule of the north’’) were also often
represented in “‘wheels’’ (not with altitudes, but
by indicating the correct numbers of the eight
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fig. 1. “Polaris Wheel”” based in Valentim
Fernandes, Reportério dos Tempos (1518)

rules). In an analysis to which Pedro Nunes
(who was appointed cosmographer-major of Por-
tugal in 1547) submitted this rule, he wrote that
the regulatory numbers varied with the lati-
tude. While this is true, Nunes did not calculate
this variation. Had he done so, he would have
found that within the latitudes of 45° north and
45° south (limits that the navigators of the
fifteenth century rarely exceeded and frequently
did not reach), the variation was insignificant,
particularly in view of the much greater and
inevitable errors of observation on shipboard.

The three early phases of navigation, leading
to the measurement of latitude by solar obser-
vation, probably began around 1455 and con-
cluded in 1485. It was in the latter year that the
groundwork was laid for determining latitude
by means of the sun, as can be seen in a note in
the margin of a book that was said to belong to
Christopher Columbus. This note was written
in an impersonal manner, and today serious
doubts have been expressed as to whether it was
actually written by Columbus, but the informa-
tion is consistent with other sources and should
be accepted.

The southward progress of the Portuguese
voyages made it necessary to find a replacement
for the polestar, for when ships began to ap-
proach the equator, it became impossible to
observe the polestar. While navigators evidently
tried to use other stars for their observations,
they clearly preferred the polestar, for they
tried unsuccessfully to find a star that fulfilled
an equivalent role in the southern hemisphere;
this is clear from a letter to the Portuguese king
Dom Manuel 11 written in Brazil on 1 May 1500
by Mestre Joao, a member of Pedro Alvares
Cabral’s fleet.

The solution was at hand in astrological
writings. Since at least the ninth century, as-
trologers had rules for determining latitude

based on the altitude (or zenithal distances) of
the sun at its meridian transit (the moment
when it reaches its highest point in the sky).
These frequently appeared in treatises dealing
with the use of the astrolabe (less frequently,
the quadrant), but they were generally incom-
plete. The authors lived in latitudes north of
the Tropic of Cancer and were interested only in
rules of observation that applied to their own
situations. They did not consider the case of an
observer situated between the tropics and the
equator, or observing the sun to the north of his
zenith. These cases were of interest to the
maritime navigators, and so it was necessary to
enlarge upon the traditional rules and then try
thern out in practice. For this reason, Dom Joao
11, as we know from a letter that is still gener-
ally attributed to Columbus, decided to send his
physician Mestre José (doubtless the Jewish
scholar José Vizinho) to Guinea to observe the
altitude of the sun and thus verify in practice
the effectiveness of the rules that he himself
had established. One of these “rules of the
sun’’ survives in its entirety; it is found in the
Livros del Saber de Astronomia (Books of Knowl-
edge of Astronomy), which also contains a
second incomplete version.

Unlike the stars, whose altitudes remain fixed
throughout the year, the declination of the sun
changes from day to day. To find their latitude
on the basis of solar observations, therefore,
navigators needed to know the sun’s declination
on the day in question. Abraham Zacuto, a
Jewish astronomer, had prepared a set of solar
tables before he left Spain in 1492. In Portugal
Zacuto's tables were put into use while he was
still living in Spain; they were published in
Latin in 1496 at Leiria after he had arrived in
Portugal. The determination of the declination
of a celestial object using this work was a task
which presented some difficulties. In the first
place, the book includes monthly tables for
four consecutive years, which it calls a complete
revolution of the sun. In one of these tables
one could read the ““place of the sun” in the
determined number of degrees, minutes, and
seconds covered from the sun’s entrance into a
given zodaical sign. The place tables of Zacuto
were calculated for the period 1473-1476 (1472
was said to be its ““root year”’); for dates later
than 1476 it was necessary to add 1" 46" to the
value given in the tables for each complete
revolution beyond that period of four years.
This reflects the fact that the true tropical year
did not coincide with the average year of 365
days and 6 hours of the Julian Calendar then in
use, with the result that the sun advanced and
the value of the coordinate would have to be
corrected, once the correct place was obtained;
reference was made therefore to a fifth table,



where, based on that coordinate, the solar decli-
nation was read. But this table of Zacuto re-
ferred only to entire degrees of ‘places,” which
he subjected to mathematical operations that,
given the ignorance of adequate logarithms at
that time, were complex and certainly beyond
the understanding of a pilot.

Therefore, mathematicians already able to
undertake such calculations were commissioned
to provide tables with solar declinations for the
use of pilots at sea. At first they were prepared
roughly and for only one year at a time (only
one of these tables is known). Later they were
prepared for four-year periods, that is, for com-
plete revolutions of the sun, and with greater
accuracy. Such quadrennial tables of solar decli-
nations existed in the fifteenth century, of
which some remains are found in the Livro de
Marinharia (Book of Seamanship) by Andre
Pires, which includes a series of tables covering
the period 1497 to 1500. These must have been
used by Vasco da Gama’s pilots. It is not known
who calculated these tables, but Gaspar Correia
suggests in the Lendas da India (Legends of

India) that it was Abraham Zacuto himself.

The most famous and most widely dissemin-
ated quadrennial tables of solar declinations
cover the period 1517 to 1520. These were
published (with printing errors) in the so-called
Guia Nautico de Evora (Nautical Guide of
Evora), and later copied many times. It is
known that Gaspar Nicolas calculated them,
because Valentim Fernandes so states in his
1518 edition of the Repertdrio dos Tempos
(Repertory of the Times), which contains a
transcription of the tables. Gaspar Nicolas was
the author of the first treatise on arithmetic
published in Portugal, in 1519.

X6 X F

This historical summary of the development of
the art of navigation during the second half

of the fifteenth century leads us well into the
realm of modern navigation. This progress was
widely recognized as such throughout Europe.
Indeed, at least since the beginning of the
sixteenth century, it was recognized within
nautical circles in Lisbon that it would be useful

to combine rules to be used by mariners with
the Portuguese version of Sacrobosco’s treatise
Da Esfera, to shed some light on elementary
cosmography. At least two known publications
did just this, the second constituting an im-
provement on the first. These pamphlets, each
known from a unique copy, are today called
Guia Nautico de Munique (Nautical Guide of
Mupnich) (1st edition, copy in the Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich) and the Guia Nautico
de Evora (2nd edition, Biblioteca Piiblica e
Arquivo Distrital de Evora); some believe that
the Munich edition is in fact a reprint. It is
certainly surprising that this pamphlet, which
does not bear a date but can be dated to 1509,
presents only a one-year solar table, when
better quadrennial tables with the declinations
of the sun had already been calculated. The
material in these Portuguese pamphlets was
translated or adapted into Spanish, French,
Italian, English, Flemish, and German. The
knowledge they contained was recognized as
new and was widely disseminated.
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SPAIN IN THE AGE OF EXPLORATION: CROSSROADS
OF ARTISTIC CULTURES

Jonathan Brown

Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon,
the Catholic Monarchs, are best remembered
today as the sponsors of Christopher Columbus’
daring enterprise of 1492.! However, they loom
even larger in world history as the founders of a
Spanish empire whose territories were to encir-
cle the globe. In keeping with this potent his-
torical role, Isabella and Ferdinand are given
credit for opening the way to the golden age of
art that was soon to dawn over their Spanish
realms. Indeed, a special term —arte or estilo
Isabel —has become a conventional way to
describe Spanish art of the late fifteenth and
early sixteenth centuries.? However, although
[sabella was a major patron (Ferdinand was a
negligible figure in the arts), she was only one
player in the drama of Spanish art during this
crucial phase of its development.

The practice of naming artistic styles after
reigning monarchs first seems to have been
applied to French art of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, when much artistic pro-
duction was centered in the royal workshops.
This form of systematic patronage, a byproduct
of the absolute monarchy established by Louis
x1v, could not be achieved by the less powerful
monarchs of the late medieval and Renaissance
period who bartered with their subjects for
power. Thus in Spain, as elsewhere in fifteenth-
century Europe, uniformity was the exception
in art as in politics. The artistic mixture in the
Isabelline period, moreover, was exceptionally
rich, reflecting three influences: a late Gothic
style from Germany and the lowlands, a classi-
cizing style from Italy, and an Islamic style from
the Muslim (mudéjar) and morisco (Muslim
converts to Catholicism) populations of the
Iberian Peninsula. Often coexisting in the same
monuments, these stylistic traditions were util-
ized in the creation of complex, idiosyncratic
works of art.

The late Gothic style characterizes the
patronage of Isabella, although it was by no
means unique to her. In fact, Isabella’s patron-
age might be called “adoptive,” in the sense that
she appropriated a fully developed model and
applied it to her own ends. During the fifteenth
century the crown of Castile had rested upon
the indecisive heads of the Trastdmara dynasty,

whose members were manipulated by ambitious
noblemen eager to expand their wealth and
influence at the expense of the king. A singular
expression of the rising power of these aristo-
crats is the group of sumptuous funerary
chapels they constructed to proclaim their fame,
perpetuate their memory, and promote the
redemption of their souls. Two important
chapels exemplify the phenomenon and set a
standard for what might be called conspicuous
salvation.

One of these is the chapel of Alvaro de Luna
in the Toledo cathedral.? Luna, like many of his
powerful peers, was a recent arrival to the ranks
of the nobility. In 1420 he became the favorite
of the father of Isabella, Juan 11, who ruled from
1419 t0 1454, during much of which time Luna
actually held the reins of power. However, he
finally reached too far and fell victim to a rival
faction, which persuaded the king to order his
execution in 1453.

Luna may have died in disgrace, but he was
buried in splendor. At the height of his career
he had appropriated three chapels in the
cathedral of Toledo, the primatial see of Spain,
which he converted into a large-scale family
funerary monument. The work began in 1430,
but was partly destroyed a decade later when
the populace rose up against Luna and vented its
wrath on this symbol of his glory (proof that its
intended meaning was widely understood). By
1448 the monument was rising again with the
participation of an architect newly arrived from
the north, Hannequin of Brussels, who designed
one of the earliest examples of flamboyant trac-
ery in Spain in the spaces above the cornice.*
The present tombs, the originals of which were
destroyed in the uprising of 1440, were not
completed until 1489. By its sheer size and rich
ornamentation the Luna chapel established the
criteria for new-rich opulence and, as such, was
bound to inspire competition.

The undoubted winners in the race for
earthly glory were Pedro Fernandez de Velasco,
who bore the title of constable of Castile, and
his wife, Mencia de Mendoza. Around 1482 the
constables took possession of a chapel in the
Burgos cathedral and commenced the construc-
tion of a sizable edifice known as the Capilla del

fig. 1. Chapel of the Count of Luna. Toledo
Cathedral

Condestable.> The architect was Simén de Colo-
nia (Simon of Cologne), whose father, Juan, had
come from Germany in the 1440s and been
appointed master of works of the cathedral. Juan
introduced a German late-Gothic style into the
region, which was perpetuated by his family
workshop well into the sixteenth century. The
interior of the constable’s chapel is an una-
bashed exercise in aristocratic ostentation.
Flanking the altarpiece (which was executed,
after the constable’s death, between 1522 and
1532) are the coats of arms of husband and wife,
repeated twice on a mammoth scale to remove
every doubt about the identity and importance
of those interred within the marble tombs at the
foot of the altarpiece. Outsize family escutch-
eons are also displayed on the exterior of the
chapel. The Velasco, like certain egocentric
American billionaires of the 1980s, spared no
expense in trumpeting their wealth and position
of power over lesser mortals.

Rich chapels required rich furnishings, and
here again the constables were equal to the
occasion. They acquired numerous devotional
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fig. 2. Capilla del Condestable. Burgos Cathedral

paintings, which were displayed in the sacristy,
and also donated dozens of liturgical vessels
made of gold and silver and decorated with pre-
cious stones. Most of these have vanished over
the centuries, their high intrinsic value having
tempted impecunious institutions and unprin-
cipled individuals. But while intact the chapel
constituted a brilliant display of the family’s
power.

These late Gothic chapels were the principal
models available to Queen Isabella when she
began her career as a patron of the arts, and
would determine her involvement with the arts
of architecture and sculpture. The goals of royal
patronage were manifold. Isabella and Ferdi-
nand needed to assert their hegemony over the
nobles, and of course they were equally con-
cerned with displaying their zeal as defenders of
the Christian faith. They were also preoccupied
with an issue that was especially charged during
this period — dynastic legitimacy and continu-
ity. A final desire was to signal the dominant
presence of the monarchy throughout the king-
dom. All these elements were conjoined in
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fig. 3. Gil de Siloe, Tomb of Juan 11 and Isabella of Portugal. Cartuja de
Miraflores, Burgos

what was to become the characteristic Isabelline
foundation, the funerary chapel, examples of
which were built in the prevailing Gothic idiom
by the same artists already employed on impor-
tant projects for patrons in the nobility.

The earliest of the queen’s commissions was
the church of the Carthusian monastery of
Miraflores, on the outskirts of Burgos.® Mira-
flores was founded in 1442 by her father, who
had intended to be interred at the site, but he
died before much work had been done. After
assuming the crown of Castile in 1474, Isabella
at once turned her attention to Miraflores,
undoubtedly with the idea of shoring up her
claim to legitimacy as a monarch as well as hon-
oring the memory of her parents. Establishing
what would become her usual pattern, she
sought out the leading local masters to complete
the building and to provide the tombs and the
adjacent altarpiece. Thus Simén de Colonia
became the architect in succession to his father
and brought the building to completion in 1488,
even while still engaged in finishing the Capilla
del Condestable in the cathedral.

Colonia’s severe design, a prerequisite of
churches built for the Carthusian order, makes
an effective foil for the extravagant sculptural
ensemble in the major chapel, where Juan 11 and
Isabella of Portugal are buried in a freestanding
tomb that is complemented by the wall tomb
of the queen’s brother, Alfonso.” These tombs,
completed in 1493 and carved in alabaster, are
the work of Gil de Siloe, who also designed the
altarpiece, executed in polychromed wood and
finished in 1499.% Like Simén de Colonia he was
employed by the Burgos cathedral and thus was
on hand when Isabella required the services of a
sculptor for the monastery.

The tombs and the altarpiece are among the
masterpieces of late Gothic sculpture and con-
stitute a worthy reply to the Capilla del Conde-
stable. Gil de Siloe’s aesthetic is akin to a
medieval goldsmith’s and depends on the accre-
tion of finely wrought details to produce the
sensation of overwhelming magnificence. Splen-
dor, achieved by intricate surface effects, is the
byword of the Isabelline period, and here it is
proclaimed loud and clear.



The next significant architectural project
sponsored by the queen was again prompted by
a mixture of religious, political, and dynastic
considerations. This is the chapel of San Juan de
los Reyes in Toledo, which was founded in the
first instance to commemorate the victory at
Toro in 1476.° San Juan, however, was also
intended to serve another purpose, the funerary
chapel of the Catholic Monarchs. Therefore
every effort was made to endow the edifice with
grandeur and majesty.

As at Miraflores, Isabella once more chose an
architect and a sculptor employed by the nearby
cathedral. Juan Guas, the designer, and Egas
Coeman, the sculptor, were both connected to
Hannequin of Brussels, who had become master
of works at the Toledo cathedral following his
participation in the reconstruction of the Luna
chapel. Coeman was Hannequin’s brother and
Guas, a native of Brittany, had begun his career

fig. 4. Gil de Siloe, Altarpiece. Cartuja de Miraflores, Burgos

as a member of Hannequin'’s team of sculptors.

San Juan, which was substantially complete
by 1496, was never to fulfill its destiny as the
royal funerary chapel. After the conquest of
Granada in 1492, Isabella changed her mind and
decided to be buried in the city where the
reconquest of Spain from Islam reached its glo-
rious conclusion. Isabella then dedicated San
Juan to the service of the Franciscans and
installed the order there. However, by that time
the seal of royal patronage had been stamped
everywhere on this building. A dedicatory
inscription in stately Gothic lettering runs
along the cornice of the nave and proclaims the
glory of “Ferdinand and Isabella, king and
queen of Castile, Ledn, Aragon and Sicily, who,
through blessed matrimony, united the said
realms.” The program reaches a resounding
climax on the walls of the transept, where the
royal shield, held in the talons of an eagle

(symbol of Saint John the Evangelist), is re-
peated five times on each side in monumental
high relief, heralding the royal presence in this
key city of Castile.

The final building project of the monarchs
was their ultimate place of burial, the royal
chapel of Granada.’® By a royal decree of 13 Sep-
tember 1504, Ferdinand and Isabella ordered
that their remains be interred in the city that,
according to Ferdinand'’s testament, was “con-
quered and taken from the power and subjuga-
tion of the faithless Moors, enemies of our holy
Catholic faith.” The queen died two months
later (26 November 1504), but the work pro-
ceeded as if she had been alive to direct it. The
architect, Enrique Egas, was the nephew of Han-
nequin of Brussels and the son of Egas Coeman.
He had also worked with Juan Guas at San Juan
de los Reyes and became his successor as master
of the works at the cathedral at Toledo. Conse-

fig. 5. Interior. San Juan de los Reyes, Toledo
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quently his design for the chapel follows the
norms of the Toledan late Gothic favored by the
queen. Construction began in 1506 and termi-
nated in 1519, by which time the emperor
Charles v, grandson of the Catholic Monarchs,
had ascended the throne of Spain. He was
decidedly unimpressed by what he saw, dryly
characterizing the chapel as a “meager sepul-
cher for the glory of my grandparents.”!! His
remark reflects the major change in artistic taste
from Gothic to Renaissance that began in the
early sixteenth century, and his orders to adorn
the chapel paid little heed to the existing style.

Although Isabella was to die without seeing
her final resting place, she was concerned from
the start that it be suitably decorated with
impressive liturgical objects and devotional
paintings. Ferdinand respected her wishes and,
in due course, transferred numerous objects to
the royal chapel. These objects came from the
extraordinary art collection that the queen had
accumulated during the thirty years of her
reign, a collection that was one of the most
important in Europe at the time.

Isabella’s collection comprised four parts:
illuminated manuscripts, tapestries, paintings,
and decorative objects including gems and
jewelry.”? Although only a small percentage of
the collection has escaped destruction and
depredation, numerous inventories evoke the
impressive size and extent of her holdings.

In assessing the queen’s collection it may
seem perverse to focus initially on its size and
not on its contents. By modern criteria, which
are highly selective and emphasize exemplary
works, a large collection is not necessarily a
great collection. But in Isabella’s period, art was
a means to display magnificence, the unmistak-
able hallmark of powerful rulers. It was also
a time when the intrinsic value of objects —
precious metals, rare gemstones, expensive
cloths —counted at least as much as exquisite
craftsmanship or artistry. Thus Isabella owned
impressive quantities of gold and silver objects
and tapestries which, to her contemporaries,
would have overshadowed her nonetheless sig-
nificant collection of paintings.

[sabella’s taste in tapestries, paintings, and
illuminated manuscripts, as in architecture and
sculpture, leaned heavily toward the Nether-
lands. The important commercial ties between
Castilian sheepherders and Flemish cloth manu-
facturers furnished the perfect conduit for
works of art, especially tapestries.”® Isabella may
have owned as many as 370 of them, a truly
enormous collection for the time. She acquired
some of them from merchants involved in the
cloth trade.™*

The importance of this sizable accumulation
is difficult to overestimate. In this period
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tapestries were the most esteemed and valued
medium of the pictorial arts, far surpassing
paintings as treasured objects. Collectors
admired not only the intricate workmanship but
also the sumptuous effect produced by what
were actually portable mural decorations capable
of transforming even the humblest surround-
ings into appropriate settings for royal majesty.
For an itinerant court tapestries were an indis-
pensable component of political stagecraft.
Unfortunately their inherent fragility made
them susceptible to damage, and all but a few
panels of this enormous collection have
disappeared (see cat. 33).

The illuminated manuscripts have fared
somewhat better, although again only a small
portion of the original holding survives.
Isabella, who had a serious interest in languages
and learning, amassed a library of some 393
books and manuscripts, mostly kept in the Alca-
zar of Segovia.” The majority were religious
texts, but there were several grammars as well
as romances, chronicles, histories, and juridical
treatises. Her small but choice collection of illu-
minated manuscripts featured several exquisite
examples from Flemish workshops, notably, in
addition to the manuscript from Cleveland in
this catalogue (cat. 34), the Book of Hours of
Isabella of Castile (Biblioteca de Palacio,
Madrid) and the Breviary of Isabella of Castile
(British Library, London), the latter being one
of the richest manuscripts produced in the late
fifteenth century. In addition the queen patro-
nized Spanish miniature painters such as Juan
de Tordesillas, who illuminated the text of the
Missal of Isabella the Catholic (Capilla Real,
Granada). The royal account books list a
number of illuminators, both Spanish and for-
eign, who illustrated books for the library.

The northward bias of the queen’s taste
naturally extended to the art of painting.
During the middle years of the fifteenth cen-
tury Castile virtually had become an artistic
province of Flanders. As early as 1428-1429,
Jan van Eyck, renowned as the artist who had
renewed late Gothic painting in the lowlands,
had visited the Iberian Peninsula and been
received by Juan 11. Copies after his works are
known to have existed in Spanish collections of
the period. Thereafter each new wave of Flem-
ish painters found markets and imitators in
Castile, giving rise to the distinctive adaptive
style known as Hispano-Flemish.

[sabella inherited several important works by
northern masters and avidly acquired others,
and these composed the majority of her collec-
tion of more than two hundred paintings. Fate
has been somewhat kinder to them. A repre-
sentative sample is preserved in the royal
chapel, Granada, where some were sent in

response to a stipulation in the queen’s last will
and others later by her family.!¢ Paintings by or
attributed to Rogier van der Weyden, Hans
Memling, and Dirk Bouts attest to Isabella’s
refined taste in Flemish painting.

Such was her admiration of this art that she
hired two excellent Flemish masters to work at
her court. In 1492 Michel Sittow, a native of
Estonia trained in the Ghent-Bruges school, was
appointed court painter at the elevated salary
of fifty thousand maravedis, which placed him
fifth on the pay scale of all court servants.”?
Sittow had an excellent reputation as a portrait-
ist, a skill apparently lacking among his Spanish
contemporaries. The survival rate of his por-
traits is fairly low, but the few extant works bes-
peak his excellence in the genre.

Four years later Sittow was joined by an artist
known as Juan de Flandes, who was also a prod-
uct of the Ghent-Bruges school.’® A painter of
exquisite sensibility, he collaborated with Sittow
on what has become the best-known work of
the Isabelline period, the so-called Polyptich
Altarpiece of Queen Isabella (cats. 43—46). This
ensemble was left unfinished at Isabella’s death,
at which time it consisted of forty-seven small
panels depicting scenes from the life of Christ
and the Virgin. Sittow is thought to be the
author of some of the extant panels, including
the Assumption of the Virgin (cat. 45), a work
of great refinement and delicacy. Juan de
Flandes, who did the major share of the work, is
no less an artist, even surpassing his colleague
in the creation of limpid light effects that wash
gently over the landscape.

Sittow and Juan de Flandes ceased to work
for the Spanish court after the death of Isabella,
further proof that she was the driving force
behind the monarchs’ artistic policy. While
Sittow returned to the north, Flandes decided to
remain in Castile and worked for a succession of
ecclesiastical patrons until his death in 1519.

Sittow and Flandes were undoubtedly the
most refined painters in Isabelline Spain, but
their activities account for only a tiny part of
the pictorial production of the period, most of
which was in the hands of Spanish artists. The
demand for paintings from the ecclesiastical
sector was far greater than from the court, and
this demand was satisfied by practitioners of
the Hispano-Flemish style.”” These masters have
fallen into oblivion, in large measure because
the quality of their work pales compared to
their models, the masters of fifteenth-century
Flanders. The problem is further complicated
because the most successful of these painters
tended to take an artisanal approach to their
practice, establishing workshops that absorbed
their personal identities.

The problems in assessing these artists are



exemplified in the work of Fernando Gallego, a
painter from Salamanca who was a leading Cas-
tilian painter from about 1475 to around 1507.2
Gallego’s stock in trade was the retablo, a large
ensemble of panel paintings set within an archi-
tectural framework and erected behind the altar.
Retables lent themselves to corporate execution;
the master designed the compositions and then
delegated much of the execution to his assis-
tants. The collective labor of these works and
the patrons’ apparent indifference to the mas-
ter’s personal touch need to be kept in mind,
even if they make a mockery of our concern for
the division of artistic responsibility. This
approach was taken because retables did not
invite or permit close inspection of their con-
stituent parts; the distance between viewer and
object was too great, the illumination too mar-
ginal for this sort of studied contemplation.
Thus the painters had to simplify and exagger-
ate their models in order to ensure a modicum
of legibility for the worshipper. The term legi-
bility is intentional, for these images were
meant to be read: to provide instruction to the
faithful and not to be admired solely as aes-
thetic objects. With these considerations in
mind Gallego’s intentions become obvious. He
set out to remake his sources of inspiration,
which were mainly works by Rogier van der
Weyden, Dirk Bouts, and their followers.

This process can be observed in Gallego’s
Pieta, datable perhaps to around 1470, which
can be compared to a version of the composition
by Rogier van der Weyden executed some thirty
years earlier and owned by Isabella of Castile. It
is immediately evident that Gallego was thor-
oughly indebted to his Flemish model for his
pictorial vocabulary: the bony, angular bodies,
the studied, chiseled drapery, the composition of
foreground figures set against the expansive
landscape all are appropriated from this source.
However, Gallego systematically schematized
Rogier’s composition, compressing the space,
exaggerating the expression, and heightening
the linearity of the Virgin’s drapery. The colors
are also transposed into a different key, with
tawny yellows and dusky tans replacing the rich
reds and lush greens employed by Rogier. Fi-
nally, the landscape is altered to conform to
local conditions and building styles. Thus the
delicacy of emotion and execution in Rogier’s
work is converted into a sterner, starker image.
Gallego stripped away the adornments of simu-
lated architecture and sculpture and focused
attention on the image of the dead Christ and
his grieving mother.

This hardy, emphatic interpretation of Flem-
ish painting spread into every corner of Castile,
where it remained dominant until the second
decade of the sixteenth century. However, in

the 1480s it was enriched by the addition of
Italianate elements introduced in the work of
Pedro Berruguete.?! Berruguete was born at an
unknown date in the agricultural town of
Paredes de Nava, near Palencia, and was trained
in the Hispano-Flemish tradition. It is almost
certain that he traveled to Italy in the 1470s,
although the trip is not recorded. In 1483 he
was employed in the cathedral of Toledo execut-
ing a work in fresco, a technique he could only
have learned in Italy. From then until his death
in 1503 he received important commissions in
Toledo and Avila, including three altarpieces in
Santo Tomads, Avila, which was patronized by
Ferdinand and Isabella and was the site of the
tomb of their son, Prince Juan.

Berruguete represents the leading edge of
Italianism in Castilian painting, although he is
clearly a hybrid artist. His experience in Italy
imposed a veneer of Renaissance style on his
panels, but at the core he was faithful to his
Hispano-Flemish origins. In the splendid series
of portraitlike biblical prophets executed for an
altarpiece in his native Paredes de Nava (cat.
46), Berruguete aligned himself with the vigor-
ous realism of northern European art.

Throughout much of the fifteenth century,
Castilian artists and patrons were little
informed or inspired by the renascent classicism
and innovative naturalism of Florentine art,
which came into being as a response to the ideas
of Italian humanism. The lack of interest in

fig. 6. Fernando Gallego, Pieta.
Museo del Prado, Madrid

Italian art at the Spanish court is particularly
baffling because the queen did patronize Italian
scholars, notably Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, who
was brought to Castile from Milan to establish
a school of humanistic studies. Yet Isabella
remained faithful to her northern artists until
her dying day.

However, toward the end of her reign and
especially during the regency of Ferdinand
(which ended with his death in 1516), the Italian
Renaissance style began to make itself felt in
Spain. Some of the principal sponsors of this
importation were members of an important
noble family, the Mendoza, who deserve to be
counted among the great European art patrons
of the fifteenth century.

The Mendoza family originated in the prov-
ince of Alava and came to prominence in Castil-
ian politics after around 1400.22 A few years
earlier they had been granted privileges in Gua-
dalajara, which became the family seat and the
locus of some of their most important artistic
enterprises. They negotiated their way through
the turbulent politics of fifteenth-century Cas-
tile with shrewdness and agility, culminating in
somewhat tardy but nonetheless effective sup-
port of Ferdinand and Isabella. Under the rule
of the Catholic Monarchs they enjoyed royal
favor and grew exceedingly rich and powerful.

The rise of the Mendoza to political promi-
nence was attended by their increasing presence
in the world of arts and letters. Ifiigo Lépez de
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Mendoza, first marquis of Santillana (1398-
1458), is renowned as one of the important
Spanish poets. He initiated a family literary
tradition that reached its pinnacle in Garcilaso
de la Vega (1501-1536), the first important
Italianate poet in Castile.

As patrons of the visual arts the Mendoza
were even more conspicuous. Much of their
patronage was centered in Guadalajara, where
they sponsored building projects that dominated
the city and its surrounding territory. Of these
the most important is the Palacio del Infantado,
built for Ifiigo Lopez de Mendoza, the second
duke of Infantado (d. 1500).

In its original state the Palacio del Infantado
was a building of unstinting magnificence.?®
(The structure was extensively remodeled in the
later sixteenth century, and then gradually fell
into disrepair. It was seriously damaged in the
Spanish Civil War and has since been recon-
structed.) With a prodigality accessible only to
the very rich, the duke decided to demolish the
existing palace and build anew. A lapidary
inscription in the courtyard explains his pur-
pose. “The illustrious Sefior don Ifiigo Lépez de
Mendoza [his several titles follow] in 1483,
having [inherited] a sumptuous house, built at
great expense by his ancestors, destroyed it
entirely, and to increase the glory of his fore-
bears and of himself, ordered a new one built to
honor the greatness of his line.” The palace was
completed thirteen years later.

Infantado was unencumbered by modesty,
and in his palace he left no stone undecorated.
The architect was Juan Guas, who designed the
facade in the manner of a conventional late
Gothic townhouse?* but turned the courtyard
into a decorative fantasy emblazoned with the
escutcheons of the duke and his wife, Maria de
Luna. Richer still were the principal rooms,
adorned with carvings and crowned by intricate
gilt ceilings in the Moorish style (artesonado).

As the construction documents show, numer-
ous artisans of Muslim origin participated in
the decoration, executing ceramic tilework,
fountains, and decorative carvings. The exotic
blend of Hispano-Flemish Gothic and Islamic
elements was in fact a commonplace in Castilian
architecture. Christian patrons were under-
standably impressed by the inventive designs
and superb craftsmanship of Islamic archi-
tecture, which were perfectly suited to enhance
the intricate surface effects considered indis-
pensable to the expression of magnificence.
This architecture of ostentation reached new
heights in the Infantado Palace.

Infantado, in this display of visual magnifi-
cence in the service of the glory of the Men-
doza, seems to have been rivaled by his brother,
Pedro Gonzalez de Mendoza, cardinal of Santa
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Croce and archbishop of Toledo (1428-1495).2°
Although the youngest of the ten children of
the marquis and marchioness of Santillana, Car-
dinal Mendoza became the head of the family
and with true dynastic instinct provided money
and position for the numerous members of his
clan as well as for his three illegitimate sons.
Mendoza owed his fortune not so much to
inheritance as to political acumen. At just the
right moment he threw his support to Ferdi-
nand and Isabella and was rewarded with a
series of dignities, culminating with the arch-
bishopric of Toledo, the richest see in Spain.

Part of the wealth derived by Cardinal Men-
doza from ecclesiastical rents was spent on art.
He appears to have been a voracious collector,
although only the inventory of his precious
objects has come to light.?¢ The line between art
and investment was almost entirely eradicated
in this part of the cardinal’s collection. The
inventory lists some 3,844 coins and medals,
sixty-one cameos, and precious stones almost
beyond measure. At his death he owned more
than nine thousand pearls, not to mention
impressive quantities of gems and gold- and
silversmith’s work.

His sponsorship of architecture is more diffi-
cult to assess, although much has been claimed
for it.”” Cardinal Mendoza had a superficial
knowledge of central Italian architecture, prob-
ably obtained from his nephew, the second
count of Tendilla. As his architect the cardinal
employed Lorenzo Vézquez, who was versed in
the ornamental vocabulary of the new classicism
but almost completely ignorant of its syntax.
The only important remains of their collabora-
tion, the central panel of the facade of the Co-
legio de Santa Cruz, Valladolid (1486-1492),
was altered in the eighteenth century and in
any case was superimposed on an existing
Gothic structure. The entrance portal affords a
good idea of how Véazquez spoke the language of
the Renaissance with a thick Gothic accent. Car-
dinal Mendoza, then, is at best a transitional
figure in the introduction of the Italian Renais-
sance to Spain.

The true protagonist of this momentous story
is the aforementioned second count of Tendilla
(1442-1515) who, as if to confound historians,
was one of at least a dozen members of the fam-
ily to be called Ifiigo Lopez de Mendoza.?® Even
to his contemporaries Tendilla was the perfect
gentleman — wise, witty, brave, and cultured. In
1458 he accompanied his father to Rome on an
embassy to Pope Pius 11, and the experience left
him a devoted admirer of Italian art and culture.
He returned to Italy in 1486 as an emissary of
Ferdinand to Pope Innocent v111, stopping first
in Florence where he initiated a friendship with
Lorenzo de’ Medici. Then he traveled to Rome

and successfully completed his mission. Ten-
dilla returned for good to Spain once his work
was done, but managed to keep informed about
artistic developments in his beloved Italy.

Tendilla’s sponsorship of Renaissance style is
associated with a group of funerary monuments
for his own and the royal family, which were
executed in Italy and assembled in Spain. The
first of these is the tomb of Cardinal Mendoza,
which was erected in the major chapel of the
Toledo cathedral in 1503.° The history of this
monument, much but not all of which was made
in Italy, is beset with problems that becloud
the identity of both the sculptor and patron,
although the latter in all probability was either
Tendilla or the cardinal’s son Rodrigo, marquis
del Cenete (c. 1466-1523).

A second Mendoza tomb clarifies the pattern
of Tendilla’s patronage. Diego Hurtado de Men-
doza, the cardinal of Seville who died in 1502,
had nominated Tendilla, his brother, to provide
a suitable funerary monument in the cathedral.
For this purpose the count contracted with the
Tuscan sculptor Domenico di Alessandro Fan-
celli (1469-1519) to carve the tomb of Carrara
marble in Italy and then send it to Spain where
he assembled it.3° This was soon to become
established procedure. It explains how a first-
class work of Italian sculpture came to be situ-
ated in the cavernous Gothic setting of the
Seville cathedral.

Presumably with Tendilla’s backing Fancelli
obtained a new and even more prestigious com-
mission, the tomb of Prince Juan, the only son
of Ferdinand and Isabella, who had died sud-
denly in 1497 just months after his marriage to
Margaret of Austria. In July 1511 the sculptor
was in Granada for consultations with Tendilla,
after which he returned to Italy to carve the
tomb. The work was finished by December 1512
and was shipped to Avila for installation by the
sculptor in Santo Tomés the following year.
Prince Juan’s tomb is a horizontal monument
executed in Carrara marble and modeled on the
bronze tomb of Pope Sixtus 1v, which had been
executed by Antonio Pollaiuolo for the basilica
of Saint Peter’s in Rome.

The procedure was repeated a third and final
time for the tombs of Ferdinand and Isabella,
which were commissioned in 1513. Fancelli
returned to Carrara and worked on the tombs
until the spring of 1517. He then packed up his
sculptures and sent them along to the Royal
Chapel, Granada, supervising their placement
in the summer of 1518. The indefatigable
sculptor was given yet another set of tombs
to execute — those of Philip the Fair and Joanna
the Mad —but the hardships of his career as a
commuter-sculptor finally took their toll. He
died in Zaragoza in 1519, en route to his native



fig. 7. Salén de Linajes. Palacio de Infantado, Guadalajara

Italy. As far as is known the tomb sculptor par
excellence was buried in an unmarked grave.

The arrival —or outbreak as it has sugges-
tively been called — of the Renaissance in Spain
is an extraordinary phenomenon. In central
Italy the Renaissance evolved over time from a
body of theoretical concepts; in Spain the Re-
naissance arrived in wooden crates. And not
only tombs but entire architectural ensembles
were sent, the most notable of which is the
magnificent courtyard of the Castle of la Cala-
horra, ordered by Cardinal Mendoza’s son
Rodrigo and largely executed by the Genoese
workshop of Michele Carlone between 1509 and
1512.3 Such works must have seemed like
extraterrestrial beings to the artists and patrons
of Spain, who slowly and only with difficulty
began to assimilate their novelty.

Yet these new arrivals from Renaissance Italy
had to be given a home, and home was a Gothic
structure with Gothic furnishings. This phe-
nomenon is by no means unique to Spain. The
Genoese workshop of Pace Gagini, which also
fabricated Renaissance tombs for Spanish cli-
ents, produced, for instance, the double sepul-
cher of Raoul de Lannoy and Jeanne de Poix
(1508-1509), which was installed in a Gothic
niche in the parish church of Folleville in Picar-
dy.32 A more renowned example is Pietro Torri-
giano’s tomb of Henry vir and Elizabeth of York
(1512—1519),”® which is set in the Lady Chapel of
Westminster Abbey, famous for its extravagant
fan vaults.

In Spain, however, a third ingredient was
added to the brew, the Islamic style, resulting in
creations of awe-inspiring heterogeneity. The
best-known examples of these hybrid combina-
tions are found in the Toledo cathedral and are
associated with the name of Cardinal Mendoza’s

successor, Francisco Jiménez de Cisneros (c.
1436-1517).>* Cisneros’ ascent to power in the
religious and political life of Castile was secured
in 1492, when he became the queen’s confessor.
By then Cisneros, who had entered the Francis-
can order in 1464, had acquired a considerable
reputation for austerity and devotion and
become a leading advocate for the reform of
Spanish monasticism. However, following
his elevation to the see of Toledo in 1495, he
became increasingly enmeshed in the affairs of
state. He twice served as regent of Castile (Fer-
dinand could not inherit the crown of Castile)
and personally led a military campaign against
the Muslims in Oran, Morocco, in 1509.

Historians are currently debating the legiti-
macy of a special term —estilo Cisneros— that
was coined to describe the cardinal’s artistic
patronage (see cat. 35).3° He sponsored several
important buildings in Alcald de Henares,
including its famous university as well as the
Franciscan convent and church of San Juan de la
Penitencia in Toledo. Most of these works com-
bine Hispano-Flemish Gothic with Islamic ele-
ments, and this has been taken to be the
hallmark of the style Cisneros preferred. Yet
there is nothing distinctive about this aspect of
his patronage; he simply appropriated the pre-
vailing aristocratic fashion (as in the Infantado
palace) and adapted it to ecclesiastical founda-
tions. This said, it would be a mistake to dismiss
Cisneros as a mere imitator of the secular elite.
As his taste and his career developed he came to
feel increasingly comfortable with the exercise
of power and with the employment of the Ital-
ian Renaissance style as the appropriate way of
emphasizing his position.

Cisneros’ first significant project was the
monumental high altar of the Toledo cathe-
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fig. 8. Domenico Fancelli, Tombs of Ferdinand and Isabella. Capilla Real, Granada
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dral % In 1498 a design competition was won by
an otherwise unknown French master called
Peti Juan, who produced a standard if elaborate
late-Gothic plan. Most of the carving was done
by established local masters of northern origin.
Yet even as this Gothic extravaganza was taking
shape, Cardinal Mendoza’s Renaissance tomb
was being erected right in front of it, much to
Cisneros’ displeasure. As one of Mendoza's
executors he proposed substituting a tomb of
Gothic design for the Renaissance creation, but
was overruled by the queen. Thus to this day
Mendoza's Italianate effigy gazes on the lacy
pinnacles and spiky gables of Peti Juan’s
altarpiece.

Fortunately Cisneros’ taste was not immuta-
ble, and little by little he integrated the Italian
Renaissance style into his choices, although not
always abandoning his earlier preferences. From
1508 to 1511 he undertook the renovation of the
chapter room of the cathedral, where Italianate
and Islamic features are improbably but unself-
consciously mixed. The chapter room is a rec-
tangular space with an impressive fresco cycle
by Juan de Borgofia, a northern painter who is
first recorded in Toledo as an assistant of Pedro
Berruguete.’” He continued to be employed at
the cathedral until 1504, when in all probability
he traveled to central Italy for a stay of some
three years. Upon his return his style had been
transformed from that of a Burgundian to that
of an Italianate painter, fully in tune with an
artist like Pinturicchio (1454-1513), who worked
in Rome at the time of Borgofia’s supposed visit.
Borgofia’s frescoes, with their elaborate, sophis-
ticated perspectives, sculpturesque figures, and
measured compositions, represent a drastic
break with the prevailing Hispano-Flemish
style. Yet the ceiling above them is a typical
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fig. 9. Juan de Borgofia, Anteroom of Chapter
Room. Toledo Cathedral
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example of artesonado, carved in a geometric
pattern and covered with gilding and bright
colors. The anteroom, executed slightly later, is
another inspired melange of two cultures. The
frescoes, designed by Borgofia but executed by
assistants, represent an illusionistic landscape of
fruit trees and flowers populated by fluttering
birds. However, the door leading to the chapter
room is framed by a low-relief Islamic design
carved in plaster (yeseria).

In the final work commissioned by Cisneros
for the cathedral his transformation into a Re-
naissance prince of the church is complete. This
is the Mozarabic Chapel, so-called because it is
reserved for the celebration of the mass accord-
ing to the medieval Mozarabic rite. In 1514 Bor-
gofia executed three frescoes of the battle of
Oran, in which the saintly prelate Cisneros is
depicted as a victorious military commander.
On the vault Borgofia painted the illusion of a
coffered ceiling in correct antique form, making

fig. 10. Juan de Borgofia, Mozarabic Chapel. Toledo Cathedral
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no concession to the Gothic or the Islamic.

By the time of Ferdinand’s death in 1516 the
Renaissance style had established a beachhead in
Castile, although a few more decades would pass
before it conquered Spanish art. The triumph of
classicism was secured by Philip 11 (r.1555—
1598), the great-grandson of Ferdinand and
Isabella, who grasped the potential of harness-
ing the style to express the formidable power
and faith of his Catholic monarchy. Before the
middle of the sixteenth century, however, Span-
ish art was caught up in the play of contradic-
tory forces that were shaping the society
itself. As the geographical frontiers of Spain
expanded, its mental world began to turn
inward. In that elastic moment many kinds of
artistic expression, both traditional and innova-
tive, native and imported, were possible. The
resulting heterogeneity makes the period one
of the most fascinating in the history of Euro-
pean art.
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by Spanish art historians, although the religious
convictions of the practitioners are not always easy
to discover) and the northern late Gothic style as
parallel, not convergent phenomena. The art of the
Isabelline period has been little studied in the last
twenty-five years and is badly in need of new think-
ing and research.
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Kasl, who is preparing a doctoral dissertation on
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. See Harold E. Wethey, Gil de Siloe and His School

(Cambridge, Mass., 1936), 24-55.
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Lépez Mata, El barrio y la iglesia de San Esteban de
Burgos (Burgos, 1946), 102—106, refers to a certain
Gil de Urliones as sculptor of the main retable (no
longer extant) of San Esteban, Burgos, and reason-
ably suggests that he is Gil de Siloe. Although “Ur-
liones” is thought to be a corruption of the French
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Lens. The same word is used in the documentation
(1591) of the Hall of Battles, El Escorial, where it
unmistakably refers to this town.
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SCULPTURE IN CASTILE c. 1492

J. ]. Martin Gonzdlez

rI-;e Age of Exploration, a great historical
era for the Spanish nation, coincides with a
fascinating period in the history of Spanish art.
The Gothic style, which remained a dominant
influence in Spain right up to the very end of
the fifteenth century, began to lose ground to
the emerging Renaissance manner, which was
imported from Italy. And yet there was also a
marked conservatism on the part of some pa-
trons: Gothic could still be considered “mod-
ern,” and Renaissance thought of as “ancient”
or “Roman.”

The demand for sculpture in the later fifteenth
century was high and fueled both by religious
patrons — cardinals, bishops, and cathedral
chapters —and by the crown and the powerful
nobility. Much of this sculpture was created by
artists from northern Europe. Importing works
of art from abroad or bringing in foreign sculp-
tors was an obvious sign of the patron’s wealth.
Most of the Gothic sculptors were Flemish,
while others came to Spain from Germany. As
Spanish taste shifted to the Renaissance style,
Italian sculptors, or Spanish artists who had
trained in Italy, came to the forefront.

Political and economic power in Spain in this
period centered in the great cities of Burgos,
Toledo, Seville, and Barcelona, which were also
the principal centers of the visual arts. The
selection of Spanish sculpture that has been
assembled in this exhibition (cats. 46—51)
centers on works from Castile, which is also
the focus of this essay. It should, however, be
understood that parallels to the developments
outlined here can be found elsewhere in Spain
at this time and that it is impossible to do justice
to the many different strands of this history in
a brief survey.

Egas Cueman (active c. 1450—1495) and his
brother Hanequin, both from Brussels, brought
the Flemish sculptural style to Toledo.! Shortly
before 1454 they were commissioned to execute
the choir stalls of the cathedral of Cuenca (now
in the Colegiata of Belmonte), with Hanequin
responsible for the architectural framework and
Egas for the carving. These were the first stalls
to be executed in Spain in the Flemish style.

The Lion’s Door of Toledo Cathedral was
built under Hanequin’s supervision after 1452.>
The inner part of the door portrays the Tree of
Jesse; the outer part includes works by several

different hands, one of whom can be identified
from documents as Juan Aleman or Juan “el
Aleman (the German),” whose drapery is clearly
in the Germanic style.?

Egas Cueman executed several tombs for the
Monastery of Guadalupe — which had been
built under royal patronage — including the
magnificent tomb of Alfonso de Velasco and his
wife Isabel de Cuadros, commissioned in 1467.
Egas also participated in the architectural pro-
jects of Juan Guas, including the Palace of the
Infantada in Guadalajara of about 1483, the
transept of the church of the Monastery of San
Juan de los Reyes in Toledo, and the screen
around the nave of Toledo Cathedral (1490-1493).
Egas’ workshop continued after his death under
the direction of his sons Anton and Enrique.

Sebastian de Toledo has been called the finest
tomb sculptor in Spain in the late fifteenth
century.® He created the lavish tombs in Toledo
Cathedral for Don Alvaro de Luna and his
wife Dona Juana de Pimentel, countess of Mon-
talban,® which were commissioned from this
“entallador de imagineria” in 1489. Don Alvaro,
at that time Grand Master to the Order of
Santiago, had endowed a funerary chapel in the
cathedral and had the chapel built to exalt that
Order. A kneeling knight is shown at each
corner of the free-standing tomb.

The great tomb in Sigiienza Cathedral of “El
Doncel de Sigtienza” has been convincingly
attributed to Sebastian de Toledo.® This master-
piece honors Don Martin Vazquez, known as
“El Doncel,” a knight of the Order of Santiago
who died on the battlefield near Granada at the
age of twenty-five. It was inspired by the design
of Egas Cueman, Sebastian’s master, for the
tomb of Don Alfonso de Velasco. At El Doncel’s
feet is a weeping page holding his helmet. The
young knight is shown leaning on one elbow
and reading a book, a new kind of image in-
spired by Etruscan and Roman funerary models.”

Rodrigo Aleman of Toledo (active between
1489 and 1512) is celebrated for the series of
choir stalls he carved. Though his surname
suggests Germanic ancestry, he must have come
from the Lower Rhine region, and his style is
clearly Flemish.? The choir stalls he carved for
Toledo Cathedral between 1487 and 1489 cele-
brate the Spanish military offensive against
Granada. The program was probably devised by

Cardinal Mendoza, archbishop of Toledo and a
close adviser to the Reyes Catdlicos, who ac-
tively participated in the campaign. Each scene
portrays a siege or a surrender, although the
compositional variety maintained is remarkable.
Its purpose was propaganda for the crown.

Maestro Rodrigo subsequently worked on the
choir stalls of Plasencia (Caceres), a royal com-
mission awarded in 1497 with the stipulation
that Egas Cueman would first approve the mod-
els.? The stalls are remarkable for the consider-
able number of secular themes they contain,
some erotic in nature, evidently intended to
represent sins and vices, some of which are
quite amusing. '° The Plasencia stalls show the
influence of the choir stalls of Seville Cathedral
and indicate that Rodrigo had been there. In
1498 Rodrigo contracted to execute the stalls for
the cathedral of Ciudad Rodrigo (Salamanca),
which were not finished until after 1503. It is
clear that by this time a sculptor’s fame could be
quite widespread and that important masters
could travel far from their places of origin in
connection with their work.

The most important sculptural work in To-
ledo during this period was the retablo mayor,
begun in 1498,'! which was the work of a team
of artists. Peti Juan, probably a French carver,
an ensamblador, contributed to the design,
worked on the architectural frame, and proba-
bly executed some of the sculptures.'? Rodrigo
Aleman worked on the predella reliefs, while a
certain Diego Copin “de Holanda,” clearly of
Dutch origin, together with Sebastian de Almo-
nacid, executed most of the reliefs. The project
even involved Felipe Bigarny from Burgos, a
major Renaissance sculptor who will be dis-
cussed later in this essay, who in 1500 was paid
to carve a figure of Saint Mark and to design
historias.

Burgos’ fame as an artistic center in this
period rests with the achievements of two fami-
lies of foreign artists: a German family from
Cologne (Colonia) and the Siloe family from
Flanders. Juan de Colonia, the earliest of these
artists, is supposed to have come to Burgos in
the service of archbishop Alonso de Cartagena
in 1436, when the latter returned from the
Council of Basel. Juan is reported to have been
at work on the towers of Burgos Cathedral in
1442, serving as chief master.'? His Spanish
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wife, Maria Fernéndez, bore him a son named
Simén, who also became a gifted architect and
sculptor. Juan de Colonia supervised the build-
ing of the towers of the cathedral and the
sculptural program of the west facade. He died
in 1480.

Other works of sculpture executed in Burgos
during this period indicate that there was a
flourishing local school. Archbishop Alonso de
Cartagena died in 1456, and his tomb is an
extravagant example of the florid Gothic style.'*
Although the sculptor is unknown, the work
seems to have been executed in Burgos, since
several saints especially venerated in the prov-
ince of Burgos are included in the program.
Moreover, the numerous tombs from this
period in Burgos Cathedral which differ in
manner and style from those executed by Gil
de Siloe — the most important of which is the
tomb of Alonso Rodriguez de Maluenda'® —
record the presence of masters working outside
his sphere of influence.

Simoén de Colonia, Juan’s son, was born in
Burgos, and his style developed under the
influence of the sculptors with whom he worked
in Burgos and Toledo. In 1481 he was appointed
chief master of the works at Burgos Cathedral.
He was in charge of building the great Capilla
del Condestable, sponsored by Don Pedro
Fernandez de Velasco, Constable of Castile and
husband of Maria de Mendoza, the daughter of
the marquis of Santillana. The sculptural deco-
ration includes statues at the entrance to the
chapel and, on the walls, wild men holding
coats of arms. The manner of these works is
tranquil, the drapery elegant, though rather
stiff, and the whole suggests the participation
of Simén’s workshop.

Simon is also responsible for the facade of the
church of San Pablo in Valladolid, completed in
1500. !¢ Although the contract no longer exists,
it is referred to in a document dated 1501:
“contrato sobre la portade que se habia de hacer
en el dicho monasterio...entre el obispo de
Palencia Don Alonso de Burgos y Maestre
Ximon, vecino de la dicha ciudad de Burgos.
Another document of 1503 indicates that Simon
de Colonia and his son Francisco had carved

7”17

several statues for the monastery of San Pablo.
The available documents show that Simén was
in charge of the construction of the facade and
of the inner doors, and we know that it was he
who set up the workshop for the project. There
is no way of determining, however, how much
of the sculpture is directly attributable to him.
It is clear that special care was taken with the
execution of the central relief of the Coronation
of the Virgin, which includes the patron, bishop
Don Alonso de Burgos, portrayed kneeling in
prayer. The facade was constructed like a retablo,
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and the sculptural decoration was essential to it.
We can better appreciate Simén'’s style on the
inner doors. The entrance to the funerary chapel
of Don Alonso (in the adjacent Colegio de San
Gregorio) depicts San Ildefonso receiving the
chasuble from the Virgin, with the bishop
shown, as in the facade, kneeling in prayer.

Francisco de Colonia assisted his father in the
works in San Pablo and also executed the high
altar of the church of San Nicolas in Burgos, in
polychromed marble, between 1503 and 1505.
This retablo, with its small-scale figures, is
related in design to the facade of the church of
San Pablo. Its completion marks the end of the
Gothic style in Burgos; it is contemporary with
Felipe Bigarny’s earliest Renaissance works in
the cathedral.

Gil de Siloe headed the other great family of
sculptors in Burgos. There are two hypotheses
with regard to his origins. One identifies him
with a certain “Gil de Emberres (Antwerp)”
mentioned in a lawsuit concerning the Monas-
tery of San Pablo in Valladolid.'® Another
proposal is that he is to be identified with the
“Gil de Urliones” (perhaps a reference to
Orléans),'® who is referred to in the contract
commissioning the retablo of the church of San
Esteban in Burgos. We know that Gil de Siloe
lived in Burgos, where he married a Spanish
woman, who bore him four children; one of
them, Diego, himself became a prominent
architect and sculptor.

Gil de Siloe’s first known work was the
altarpiece for the chapel of the Colegio de San
Gregorio in Valladolid, since destroyed. Old
descriptions of it emphasize its quality. He also
created marvelous works in the monastery of
Miraflores outside Burgos, a building under
royal patronage. Between 1496 and 1499 he
executed the high altar, which presents an
allegory of the Eucharist, a polychromed wooden
retablo which still shines like a jewel. Its geo-
metrical composition, with a great circle at the
center surrounded by a number of smaller ones,
recalls the German Rosenkranzaltaren (Rosary
altars). King Juan 1 and his wife, Isabel of
Portugal, appear on the retablo, kneeling as
donors.

Gil de Siloe also executed the high altar of the
Chapel of Santa Ana in Burgos Cathedral,
which was commissioned by bishop Don Juan
de Acuna, who appears kneeling in prayer in
one of the reliefs. The central motif is the Tree
of Jesse. Gil also worked on a second altar
dedicated to Santa Ana, this one in the Capilla
del Condestable, Flemish rather than Spanish in
type and similar to altarpieces actually executed
in Flanders and then brought to Spain. In its
present form it combines sculptures by Gil with
others by his son Diego (cat. 50), creating vivid

contrasts between their respective Gothic and
Renaissance styles.

The facade of the Colegio de San Gregorio in
Valladolid displays some of the principal fea-
tures that characterize Gil de Siloe’s style.?* It is
a posterlike composition, symbolizing royal
power. Wild men appear near the door. At the
very top, surrounded by a pomegranate emerg-
ing from a fountain that symbolizes the Tree
of Life, is the coat-of-arms of the Catholic
monarchs. It has been suggested that the pome-
granate is intended as a reference to the con-
quest of Granada in 1492. It is equally possible
that it is meant to symbolize theology, a disci-
pline of central importance to the Colegio de
San Gregorio.

Gil de Siloe’s talent achieves its highest
expression in his funerary monuments. King
Juan 11 had very generously endowed the mon-
astery of Miraflores, where Henry 11 had pre-
viously erected a palace adjoining the church.?!
The church itself was built at the command of
Queen Isabella, who commissioned tombs to be
erected for her parents, Juan 11 and Isabel of
Portugal. Gil de Siloe’s preliminary sketch for
the tombs dates from 1486.%2 Isabella, who
visited Miraflores in 1483 to view the body of
Juan 11, had doubtless heard of Gil — quite
possibly from bishop Alonso de Burgos, who
was her confessor — before commissioning such
an important work. There is a key precedent
for Gil de Siloe’s free-standing composition
in the tombs of the dukes of Burgundy,
originally in the Carthusian monastery of
Champmol at Dijon. With the help of several
assistants, Gil de Siloe completed the alabaster
tomb in 1493. It is one of the great masterpieces
of Gothic funerary sculpture in Spain (see
cat. 48). He did not hesitate to draw heavily on
the mudéjar style of ornament. The effigies are
in a recumbent position, although they are
sculpted as though standing. Isabel of Portugal
is portrayed reading a book, resting on a lav-
ishly embroidered pillow. The garments are
shown richly brocaded and bejeweled. The tomb
is an important document of official court taste
and the sense of luxury and wealth that were
favored in its commissions. The tomb of the
Infante Don Alfonso, which shows him kneel-
ing in prayer, is located in a wall niche in the
church. The garments are again richly embroi-
dered, with an openwork collar. The carving
shows great technical virtuosity and is clearly
the work of Gil de Siloe himself.

Gil de Siloe also carved the tomb of Juan de
Padilla, a page in the royal service who was
killed in 1491, at the age of twenty, in a battle
fought near Granada. This tomb was created at
the request of the monastery of Fresdelval and
is now displayed in the Museo Arqueoldgico



Provincial in Burgos. The quality of the carving
is as fine as that of the Infante Don Alfonso; the
youth’s face is idealized, and his garments are
sumptuously embroidered.

Palencia, Valladolid, and Leén also developed
sculptural workshops, but none comparable to
those in Burgos and Toledo. When an impor-
tant work was required, patrons in Valladolid
did not hesitate to invite artists from the more
important centers. This was the case with Juan
Guas’ work at the chapel of San Gregorio and
with Simén de Colonia’s work on the facade of
the monastery of San Pablo.

In 1505 the cathedral chapter of Palencia
commissioned Alejo de Vahia to carve statues of
Mary Magdalene and of Saint John the Baptist for
the high altar.?*> The document refers to him as
“Alejo de Vahia, imaginero, vecino de Becerril.”
The Gothic statue of Mary Magdalene is still in
place on the altar, and Alejo’s manner is dis-
cernable in many other figures in the cathedral,
suggesting that he had set up his own shop. His
style is archaic, belonging to the final stage of
Gothic art. Alonso de Portillo was a tomb sculp-
tor who worked in the Flemish style, signing
his works “Portillo me fecit.”** Valladolid also
had a local workshop, which produced the wooden
doors of the Collegiate church that are displayed
in the exhibition (cat. 41), richly ornamented
with branches twined around scrolls and the
figures of wild men. The Master of San Pablo
de la Moraleja, author of the Lamentation
(cat. 49) was also a sculptor of distinction of this
period.

Another important category of Gothic carv-
ings consists of choir stalls. Exotic figures
appear amid the vegetal ornamentation of the
stalls in Santa Maria de Duenas.?® The choir
stalls of the cathedrals of Zamora, Ledn, and
Oviedo are the work of Flemish carvers. We
know that Zamora Cathedral commissioned its
stalls from Juan “de Bruselas (Brussels),” who
lived in Leén.?® Juan de Malinas, another Flemish
sculptor, was the author of the stalls of Leon
cathedral between 1476 and 1481 and afterward
carved the stalls at Oviedo Cathedral.

XK XN X

The introduction of the early Renaissance into
Spain was brought about by the actual import
of Italian sculpture, by works executed in Spain
by Italian and French sculptors, and by those
created by Spanish sculptors trained in Italy.
Tombs were an especially important category
of patronage; symbols of eternity and of earth-
ly fame, they were usually commissioned by
forward-looking patrons. Thus Cardinal Men-
doza had his Renaissance-style tomb erected in
the presbytery of Toledo Cathedral, following a

design created in 1494; the work was finished

in 1504 and is thought to be by the Florentine
sculptor Andrea Sansovino. The tomb’s formal
inspiration is a Roman triumphal arch.?” Other
tombs were carved in Italy and then shipped to
Spain, like those commissioned in 1520 by Don
Pedro Enriquez and his wife Catalina de Rivera
from Antonio Maria Aprile and Pace Gaggini,
now in the University church in Seville. Other
examples are the tomb of Don Francisco Ruiz,
bishop of Avila, in the church of San Juan de la
Penitencia in Toledo, commissioned in 1524
from Giovanni Antonio Aprile and Pier Angeli
della Scala,?® and the tomb of Ramén de Cardona,
viceroy of Naples, executed by Giovanni Merliano
da Nola in Naples in 1524 and then shipped to
the church of Bellpuig (Lérida),?” which like
Cardinal Mendoza’s tomb follows the form of a
Roman triumphal arch. Various tombs executed
by Domenico Fancelli of Florence are discussed
by Jonathan Brown in his essay in this catalogue.

In Burgos the starting point of the Renais-
sance style was marked by the arrival of the
French sculptor Felipe Bigarny, who came from
Langres in Champagne. His Spanish name ap-
pears to be an adaptation of his French surname,
Bigarne,*” and he may well have been born in
Marmagne. His training appears to have taken
place in Dijon, and his Renaissance style could
well have been formed in France, which was
already deeply influenced by the Italian man-
ner; it certainly does not require us to hypothe-
size an actual trip to Italy. Bigarny was in
Burgos by 17 July 1498, as is indicated by the
document in which he agrees to execute reliefs
of the “trasaltar” in Burgos Cathedral: “Tom¢
asiento Felipe Bigarny, Borguinon, didcesis
Lingonen.”*! He had been recommended by
Simon de Colonia, who thereby, as the scholar
Proske put it, “signed the death warrant for his
own kind of art.”3? Bigarny’s work shows clear
Renaissance elements, like the city gate that
appears in the relief of Christ bearing the Cross,
designed in quattrocento-style perspective. His
work quickly won acceptance not only in Burgos,
but also in Toledo, in Salamanca, where in 1503
he was requested to execute an altarpiece for
the chapel at the University, and in Palencia,
where the cathedral chapter in 1505 asked him
to execute the sculpture for the high altar. This
marked the end of Alejo de Vahia's style of
sculpture.?

The Mendoza family were especially noted
patrons of the Renaissance style; the facades of
their family palaces were richly ornamented
with Italianate forms and subjects, among them
the Palace of Santa Cruz in Valladolid and the
Castle of La Calahorra (Granada), whose sculp-
ture was designed by Michele Carlone for Rodrigo
de Vivas y Mendoza, marquis of Zenete. The

doorway of the “Salon de las Marquesese” in
the castle is decorated with marble reliefs made
in Genoa in 1509. The Mendoza family were
also the patrons of the Hospital of Santa Cruz
in Toledo; the tympanum over its main door-
way contains a relief showing the Cardinal
kneeling before Santa Elena.

In Burgos Diego de Siloe, son of Gil, and
Bartolomé Ordéniez, both trained in Naples,
worked in the Renaissance style. Diego returned
to Burgos in 1519, where he was commissioned
to execute the tomb of Bishop Don Juan de
Acuna in Burgos Cathedral. It was modeled
after the tomb of Pope Sixtus IV in the Vatican
by Antonio Pollaiuolo. Diego also added several
statues to the altar of Santa Ana in the Capilla
del Condestable, including the splendid Lamen-
tation displayed in this exhibition (cat. 49).

A key figure in the development of Renais-
sance style in Castile was Alonso Berruguete,
son of the painter Pedro Berruguete (see cat. 46).
Alonso was born in Paredes de Nava around
1488 and trained in Italy. Vasari tells us that
around 1510 Bramante ordered Jacopo Sansovino
to model in wax the classical sculptural group of
Laocodén, which “Alanso Berugetta Spagnuolo”
and other sculptors were also modeling.**
Berruguete brought back with him to Spain the
influence of such classical masterpieces as the
Laocoon, as well as that of Renaissance masters
like Ghiberti, Donatello, and Michelangelo. In
1523 he was commissioned to execute the
altarpiece of the Monastery of La Mejorada,
now in the Museo Nacional de Escultura in
Valladolid.>*> On 8 November 1526 he received
the commission to carve the altar of the church
of the monastery of San Benito of Valladolid.*®
It is also preserved in the Museo Nacional de
Escultura and is his most famous work; the
impressive Sacrifice of Isaac in this exhibition
(cat. 51) forms a part of this masterpiece. In the
altarpiece architecture, sculpture, and painting
form a unified ensemble, and all are the work of
Alonso Berruguete.

The years around 1492, then, marked the
conclusion of one important stylistic phase in
the history of Spanish sculpture and the suc-
cessful launching of another. In both phases
artists of the most diverse national origins —
the Low Countries, Germany, Italy, and France,
in addition to Spain — made important contri-
butions to a cultural heritage that was to be-
come uniquely Spain’s own.
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THE SPAIN OF FERDINAND AND ISABELLA

Richard L. Kagan

By his own account, Christopher Columbus
left Portugal and arrived in Spain sometime in
1485. He came in search of royal support for
what he later described as the “enterprise of the
Indies.”! Columbus’ enterprise was to journey
to India, China, and Japan by sailing westward
from the Canary Islands into the Atlantic. This
scheme was both risky and expensive. For one
thing, Columbus’ cosmographical calculations
challenged traditional notions about the size

(if not the shape) of the world. He believed
that the circumference of the globe was much
smaller than geographers generally accepted.
Furthermore, he had an exaggerated notion of
the extent of the Eurasian landmass and was
convinced that the “ocean sea” separating
Europe from Asia could be easily crossed.

Born in the Italian maritime republic of
Genoa in 1451, Columbus already had a dec-
ade’s experience sailing in the Atlantic by 148s.
Under Portuguese auspices he had ventured as
far south as the Cape Verde Islands and the
coast of Guinea and as far west as Madeira. Co-
lumbus had proposed his enterprise to John v,
king of Portugal, but had generated little inter-
est. The Portuguese had already established
important trade links with southern Africa and
were seemingly committed to reaching India via
what would soon be named the Cape of Good
Hope. Columbus also may have explored the
possibility of English and French backing for his
seaborne adventure, but as we now know, the
mariner’s future actually lay with the Spanish
monarchs, Isabella 1 of Castile (1474-1504) and
Ferdinand v of Aragon (1482-1516).

The Spains

Strictly speaking, Spain did not exist in the fif-
teenth century except as a geographical refer-
ence to the ancient Roman province of Hispania.
Columbus himself addressed Ferdinand and
Isabella as “king and queen of the Spains,”

a term that referred to the crown of Castile
and Ledn, Isabella’s domain, and the crown of
Aragon, an amalgam comprising the inland
kingdom of Aragon, the principality of Catalo-
nia, the Levant kingdom of Valencia, and the
Balearic Islands, together with Aragonese
dominions in the south of Italy. “The Spains”
also encompassed the small Cantabrian states

stretching along Iberia’s northern coast: Galicia,
Asturias, and the Basque country, all of which
owed allegiance to the crown of Castile. Each of
these kingdoms maintained its own identity, a
situation that the union of Isabella and Ferdi-
nand did not alter. The monarchs had no inten-
tion of constructing a unified realm and even
rejected a suggestion to adopt the title of king
and queen of Spain. Instead they called them-
selves in traditional fashion: “King and Queen
of Castile and Ledn, Aragon, and Sicily, Toledo,
Valencia, Galicia, Mallorca, Seville, Sardinia,
Corsica, Murcia, Jaen, Algarve, Algeciras,
Gibraltar, Count and Countess of Barcelona,
Lords of Vizcaya and Molina, Dukes of Athens
and Neopatria, Counts of Rousillon and
Cerdagne.”

Within the monarchs’ extensive domains, the
kingdom of Castile and Ledn enjoyed pride of
place. Its five million inhabitants outnumbered
the population of the crown of Aragon by
almost five to one. Castile’s economy was also
the most dynamic of all the Spains. Its economic
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fig. 1. Felipe Bigarny, Ferdinand the Catholic. Poly-
chromed wood. Capilla Real, Granada Cathedral

strength derived from the production of wool.
Its arid climate and mountainous terrain were
ideal for grazing, and sheep raising had domi-
nated the economy of Old Castile since the
eleventh century, when Berbers from North
Africa introduced the merino, a species known
for its fine, long-staple wool. Most of these
sheep —estimated at more than three million in
1492 —were herded in flocks whose long annual
migrations from winter to summer pasture and
back again were conducted under the supervi-
sion of the Mesta, the royal sheepherders’
guild. Wool from these flocks was then shipped
to northern Europe in exchange for finished
textiles and other manufactured goods. The
wool trade was Castile’s golden fleece, enriching
various sectors of society: the nobles and
monasteries owning large flocks; the merchants
of Burgos, the commercial capital of Old Cas-
tile; the shippers of Bilbao, the Cantabrian port
through which much of this cargo moved; and
the crown, which taxed the transhumant flocks
as well as the trade fairs in Medina del Campo
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fig. 2. Felipe Bigarny, Isabella the Catholic. Poly-
chromed wood. Capilla Real, Granada Cathedral
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where foreign merchants gathered annually to
buy Spanish wool.

The economy of Andalusia in southern Spain
was even more prosperous. The former Islamic
caliphate of al-Andalus had been incorporated
into the crown of Castile following the con-
quests of Ferdinand 111 in the mid-thirteenth
century. The region’s principal city, Seville,
with a population of almost forty thousand in
1492, was a major entrepdt with trade links to
North Africa and the Mediterranean as well as
northern Europe. Its principal exports were
olive oil and wine, along with hides, soap, salt,
and pickled tuna produced in one of the many
fisheries lining the coast around Cédiz. Anda-
lusia also had an important offshore economy
that extended far into the Atlantic, as fishermen
from Palos, Sanltcar de Barrameda, and other
ports plied the waters as far south as Cape
Bojador and the Canaries. It was this important
maritime tradition, much of it financed by
Genoese merchants in Seville, that attracted
Columbus to Andalusia and encouraged him to
present his enterprise to the king and queen of
the Spains.

Ferdinand and Isabella

“Although they are monarchs, they are human
beings.”? Such was the judgment of Fernando de
Pulgar, one of several chroniclers employed by
Ferdinand and Isabella. Such platitudes aside,
contemporary descriptions of the two monarchs
depict them as paragons of Christian virtue:
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pious, charitable, prudent, temperate in both
food and drink. This image actually better suits
Isabella than Ferdinand, who was something of
a philanderer known to have fathered at least
four illegitimate children, including two after
his marriage. Yet Isabella had her weaknesses
too, including a fondness for fine clothing and
jewels and a love of luxury partly conditioned
by her elevated notion of monarchy and her
desire to endow the Castilian throne with the
dignity and majesty it previously lacked. In Pul-
gar’s words, “She was a woman who was very
ceremonious in her dress and adornments, in
the choice of her daises and thrones, as well as
in the service of her person; she only wanted
great men and nobles to attend them and then
with humility and respect. One has never read
about any previous monarch who had so many
great men as their servants.”? Unlike most
women of her era, Isabella learned to read and
write, and even studied Latin. She carefully
cultivated an image of piety and chastity, going
so far, it was said, as to sleep surrounded by
chambermaids whenever Ferdinand was away
in order to preserve her reputation.

Isabella was born in 1451, the third child of
Juan 11 (d. 1454). She was raised by her mother
in Arévalo, a small town in Old Castile. Her
older brother Henry inherited the crown in
1454, but as a child Isabella had only limited
contact with the royal court. Henry 1v was a
weak, unpopular monarch whose alleged impo-
tence prompted rumors that Juana (b. 1463), his
infant daughter and designated heir, was in fact

Juana “la Beltraneja,” fruit of an illicit union of
Henry’s queen with Beltran de la Cueva, a
prominent courtier. Whatever the truth of this
rumor, it placed the royal succession in doubt.
The infante Alfonso, Isabella’s younger brother,
was supported by one noble faction, Isabella by
another. Alfonso’s premature death at the age of
fifteen in July 1468 favored Isabella’s cause, and
in a treaty signed later that year King Henry
finally agreed to name Isabella his successor on
the condition that she marry his ally, Alfonso v
of Portugal. The independent Isabella, afraid
that Henry might change his mind, preferred an
Aragonese alliance and arranged to marry Ferdi-
nand, the young son of John 11 of Aragon. Born
in 1452 and one year her junior, Ferdinand, the
very model of a Renaissance prince, cut a dash-
ing figure. Isabella’s choice of a husband was not
primarily dictated by affection, but by politics.
Isabella needed Aragonese support against
Henry and his Portuguese allies. For his part
the ambitious Ferdinand hoped to utilize
Castile’s resources in order to defend tradi-
tional Aragonese interests in Italy and the
Mediterranean.

The young couple’s marriage, celebrated se-
cretly in Valladolid, immediately plunged Cas-
tile into a bitter war of succession involving the
intervention of French and Portuguese troops
loyal to Henry 1v. Ferdinand and Isabella had a
number of powerful allies, including Alonso
Carrillo, archbishop of Toledo and primate of
the Spanish church, but most of the Castilian
nobility held aloof. Henry 1v’s death in Decem-



ber 1474 marked the beginning of the new
regime, and Isabella deliberately used the occa-
sion of the deceased monarch’s obsequies to
demonstrate her new authority. Immediately
after the funeral ceremony she changed out of
black mourning clothes into a richly jeweled
dress and proceeded to the cathedral, riding
majestically on horseback and attended by noble
footmen who held her train and elevated a can-
opy above her head. At the forefront of this
stately procession one of Isabella’s courtiers
brandished an unsheathed sword, a symbol of
royal authority and a sign that the new queen
would no longer tolerate opposition to her rule.*

Despite this charged symbolism, critics
alleged that the queen had no business display-
ing attributes that rightfully belonged to her
husband. Such reservations exemplified the
new monarchs’ continuing lack of support, and
in fact the couple remained relatively isolated
until February 1476, when Ferdinand defeated
the Portuguese at a battle near Toro. Inter-
preting this victory as a sign of divine favor, the
monarchs later celebrated it by founding the
monastery of San Juan de los Reyes in Toledo,
an imposing structure whose church they desig-
nated as their tomb. The victory at Toro also
helped Ferdinand and Isabella to persuade Cas-
tile’s representative assembly, the Cortes, in
April 1476 to create the Santa Hermandad, an
urban league that provided them with both
money and troops. Even more important for the
monarchs’ prospects was the birth of a male heir
in June 1478. The Infante Juan promised the
continuity of the double monarchy created by
Ferdinand and Isabella’s union and reassured
Castile’s anxious nobility that their kingdom
would not be ruled by Ferdinand, a “foreigner,”
in the event of Isabella’s death. One by one,
previously hostile noblemen pledged their sup-
port, enabling Ferdinand to defeat enemies both
foreign and domestic. In 1479 the Treaty of
Alcagovas ended hostilities with Portugal, and
by 1480 Ferdinand and Isabella had begun to
consolidate their regime and to restore royal
authority. Their new monarchy, as Ferdinand
himself later acknowledged, would be “consti-
tuted in the service of God” and dedicated to
the “increase of our realms.”

“The Increase of Our Realms”

Scholars tend to describe Ferdinand and Isabella
as two of the fifteenth century’s “new mon-
archs,” rulers who increased their power at the
nobility’s expense. In addition, they have been
credited with the creation of new governing
institutions that represented the nucleus of the
modern bureaucratic state. Actually, Ferdinand

and Isabella were rulers of a traditional stripe

whose principal policy —the assertion of royal
authority —differed little from that of earlier
Trastdmara monarchs, the ruling dynasty to
which Isabella herself belonged. What distin-
guishes Ferdinand and Isabella is the determina-
tion and the skill with which they pursued this
traditional program.

Both rulers made the dignity of their office a
prime concern. Ferdinand and Isabella cloaked
themselves in an aura of majesty, spending
unprecedented sums on court entertainments,
the foundation of new churches and monas-
teries, the construction of a royal pantheon, as
well as the patronage of artists, poets, and vari-
ous men of letters. The distinguished Castilian
grammarian Antonio de Nebrija was a member
of their court, as were various Italian scholars,
including Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, a Milanese
whose palace school helped to establish an
important tradition of humanist learning in
Castile. Their entourage lacked the glitter of
contemporary Italian Renaissance courts, but
Ferdinand and Isabella won praise for cultivat-
ing what were generally described as the “arts
of peace.” Moreover, contemporaries generally
regarded them as rulers who had initiated a
period of unprecedented peace and prosperity,
and this particular memory serves to explain
why they are commonly credited with the
inception of Castile’s golden age in both litera-
ture and art.

Yet no fifteenth-century ruler, not even the
pope, could hope to govern by artistic patronage
alone. The assertion of royal authority also
required money —lots of it. In fifteenth-
century Castile most of the crown’s ordinary
revenues came from a sales tax known as the
alcabala. Owing to the kingdom’s buoyant
economy, the income Ferdinand and Isabella
derived from this tax tripled during the course
of their reign, but their spending, most of
which was earmarked for war, grew at an even
faster rate. The monarchs’ search for additional
revenues began at the Cortes of 1476 when the
cities of Castile voted to establish the Santa
Hermandad and continued at the Cortes of
1480, when the cities voted additional support
in exchange for promises of certain govern-
mental reforms. The king and queen also used
this gathering to recover certain royal rents
alienated by previous rulers along with others
usurped illegally by the nobility during the war
of succession. Historians have interpreted this
particular episode as if Ferdinand and Isabella
won a great victory over the nobility, but in fact
the monarchs were anxious to avoid a confron-
tation with the nobles, particularly the sixty or
so magnates who controlled much of the Casti-
lian countryside. Ferdinand and Isabella suc-
cessfully worked out a compromise that allowed

the nobles to retain most of their landed income
together with other privileges but also
increased the crown'’s revenues.

The rulers struck a similar deal with the
church. Not all of Castile’s clergymen were as
wealthy as the archbishop of Toledo, a prelate
whose income far exceeded that of any Castilian
grandee. But together the clergy constituted a
privileged group whose income, derived princi-
pally from tithes paid by the faithful, was
largely exempt from royal taxation. Ferdinand
and Isabella, however, skillfully used the cru-
sade they launched against the Moorish king-
dom of Granada in 1482 to ask the clergy for
additional financial support. After considerable
prodding, the church agreed to a special subsidy
of a hundred thousand gold florins in 1483 and
was subsequently persuaded to provide similar
grants in later years. Similarly, the monarchs
used the war in Granada to obtain a papal bull
granting them revenues derived from the sale of
indulgences. In theory, the cruzada was a vol-
untary contribution to be employed solely in
the struggle against Islam, but it quickly
evolved into a tax the monarchy used for other
purposes. The money Ferdinand and Isabella
invested in Columbus’ 1492 voyage, for exam-
ple, came from this particular levy.®

Ferdinand and Isabella’s continuing search for
new sources of revenue was complemented by
various governmental reforms, particularly in
the realm of finance and the administration of
justice. The latter was essential to their policy
of reasserting royal authority because justice
was considered the highest of the monarchy’s
temporal prerogatives. During the civil war,
however, royal justice had deteriorated con-
siderably, prompting the Cortes to complain
about the independence and quality of the
crown’s magistrates. In theory, rulers were
expected to render important decisions person-
ally, and Ferdinand and Isabella attempted to
live up to this ideal by holding regular weekly
audiences as they moved their court, in tradi-
tional fashion, from town to town. Yet they also
recognized the need for competent judges and
consequently reorganized the Royal Council,
formerly an aristocratic preserve, into a body
composed principally of university-trained
jurists. Meanwhile, other legal tribunals, not-
ably the Real Chancilleria de Valladolid, the
monarchy’s principal court of appeals, were
reformed and expanded and new ones estab-
lished in order to make royal justice more
accessible. Efforts were likewise made to
improve the education of magistrates and to
make royal law more comprehensible and easier
to use. Compared to the administrative pro-
grams of previous monarchs, these reforms
were not particularly innovative and served
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only to make marginal (and in some cases tem-
porary) improvements in the overall quality of
royal justice. Yet the reforms helped Ferdinand
and Isabella establish a reputation for being just
rulers who successfully ended the “anarchy”
and “tyranny” of previous regimes.

Even more important for the monarchs’ repu-
tation was their success at what contemporaries
labeled the “arts of war.” Like other medieval
rulers, Castile’s were expected to be warriors,
and for all practical purposes this meant per-
sonal participation in the liberation of the pen-
insula from Islam. Muslims first entered Iberia
in A.D.711, when combined Arab and Berber
armies toppled the weak regime of the Visi-
goths and conquered the whole of the peninsula
with the exception of some small Christian
enclaves in the north. What is generally called
the reconquest began in the late eleventh cen-
tury as the westward leg of the Crusades and
culminated in the conquest of Seville in 1248.
Following the capture of Gibraltar in the mid-
fourteenth century, however, a combination of
weak kings and civil war brought the progress
of the reconquest to a virtual halt. Granada, the
last Moorish stronghold, survived by paying
a regular tribute, usually in gold, to Castile’s
rulers, its nominal overlords. Hostilities contin-
ued along the frontier, but in the course of a
century the two states developed a workable
modus vivendi partially reflected in Castile’s
taste for Islamic decoration in architecture, pot-
tery, and the minor arts, the so-called mudéjar
style. Yet the dream of completing the recon-
quest and restoring Hispania to Christianity
remained.

Ferdinand and Isabella revived this dream in
January 1482 by announcing the start of a cru-
sade to liberate Granada from the clutches of
Islam. Granada’s rulers had provided the mon-
archs an excuse for this war with a raid on the
Christian enclave of Zahara, but the motivations
for the crusade actually went deeper. Granada, a
prosperous silk-producing region, was a tempt-
ing prize. The war also provided an opportunity
for Ferdinand and Isabella to unite their king-
doms under the banner of a crusade. Religious
considerations also played a part in their deci-
sion to restart the reconquest. The fall of Con-
stantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 had
sparked growing fear of Islam throughout much
of Christendom, and there were calls for a new
crusade after the Turks captured the southern
Italian town of Otranto in 1480. In view of Ara-
gonese interests in the region, many looked to
Ferdinand as their savior, and he responded by
sending a fleet to Italy the following year. Thus
Ferdinand had already emerged as the champion
of Mediterranean Christendom when the mon-
archs announced the beginning of a “just and
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holy war” against Granada.

Contemporaries considered Granada’s sur-
render ten years later, on 2 January 1492, as
Ferdinand and Isabella’s greatest achievement,
certainly one far surpassing their sponsorship
of Columbus’ voyage. Congratulations poured
in from across Europe. Calling Ferdinand and
Isabella “athletes of Christ,” a grateful pope
bestowed on the rulers the title of Catholic
Monarchs. Others called Ferdinand a “new
Charlemagne” and claimed that he should now
embark on the liberation of North Africa and
Jerusalem from Islam. “This triumph is reserved
for you,” wrote Hieronymus Miinzer, a German
traveler who urged the monarchs to follow in
the footsteps of Louis 1x of France and King
Richard of England and to add “this jewel to
your diadem.”” Ferdinand never attacked Jeru-
salem, but his aspirations to increase his realms
in North Africa were manifest, starting in 1493,
in a series of crusades directed against Oran. In
the end Ferdinand’s imperial ambitions were
thwarted, but his dream of a universal Christian
empire under Spanish dominion lived on in
the person of his grandson and heir, Emperor
Charles v (1500-1556).

A Catholic Monarchy

Ferdinand and Isabella’s idea of a monarchy
“constituted in the service of God” did not end
with the reconquest and the war against Islam.
It accounts for Isabella’s particular interest

in monastic reform, a policy that led to the
appointment of Fray Jiménez de Cisneros, her
confessor and a member of the reformed or
“spiritual” branch of the Franciscan order, as
archbishop of Toledo in 1495. Once installed in
this powerful office, Cisneros instituted a series
of measures aimed at improving monastic dis-
cipline, and founded the University of Alcald de
Henares, an institution designed expressly to
improve the clergy’s education. Yet Cisneros
was also a prelate whose intolerance for other
faiths led to the forced conversion of the Mus-
lims of Granada in 1498.

The idea of a monarchy dedicated to God also
helps to explain why Ferdinand and Isabella
sought to establish an inquisition to investigate
heresy among Castile’s converted Jews (conver-
s0s). The monarchy’s so-called converso prob-
lem began after a series of violent pogroms had
swept across Castile and Aragon during the
summer of 1391. In the decades that followed as
much as half the Jewish population—estimated
at two hundred thousand in 1391 —underwent
baptism. Many Jews did so sincerely, one of the
more famous New Christians being Salomén
Ha-Levi (13507-1435), chief rabbi of Burgos,
who, after having been baptized Pablo de Santa

Maria, subsequently became archbishop of the
same city. Thousands of other Jews converted
solely to escape persecution and continued to
practice Judaism secretly. Clergymen viewed
them with increasing alarm and used their pul-
pits to denounce these marranos as dangerous
heretics and apostates who threatened to sub-
vert the faithful. Most Old Christians, however,
failed to distinguish the judaizers from other
conversos, and by the middle of the fifteenth
century the entire population of New Christians
in many cities was subjected to increasing dis-
crimination and armed attack.

In order to resolve this particular dilemma
King Henry 1v in 1461 had asked for papal per-
mission to establish an inquisition under royal
control. This request represented a departure
from the medieval inquisition, which was sub-
ject to episcopal jurisdiction, and the papacy
refused. Ferdinand and Isabella renewed this
request in 1477 after a visit to Seville, a city
with a large converso community, convinced
Ferdinand that a new inquisition was absolutely
essential. Isabella’s initial commitment to the
inquisition is not entirely clear. Fernando de
Pulgar, a converso himself, counseled the queen
that education was the best way to resolve the
converso problem since he believed that most
judaizers were ignorant souls lacking basic
instruction in the rudiments of Catholicism.
But Ferdinand, a firm believer in religious
orthodoxy, was determined to make religion the
business of state. He pressed the issue, and in
November 1478 Pope Sixtus 1v authorized what
is now known as the Spanish Inquisition.

This new inquisition began operation in
Seville late in 1481. News of its coming spread
panic among the city’s conversos. Those who
could —four thousand by one estimate — fled,
but by 1486 six hundred heretics had been
burned at the stake. By this date tribunals were
functioning in other Castilian cities as well as
in Aragon, where Ferdinand forcibly managed
to overcome opposition to their establishment.
In 1483 the monarchs also had named Fray
Tomds de Torquemada as Spain’s first inquisitor
general.

The purpose of the Holy Office is frequently
misunderstood. By law its authority extended
only to Catholics; neither Jews nor Muslims
were subject to its authority. In the sixteenth
century its jurisdiction encompassed a variety of
religious crimes, but initially the inquisition
had only one mission: to try conversos sus-
pected of judaizing and to reconcile these “here-
tics” to the faith at the auto da fe, the public
ceremony at which the inquisitors solemnly
pronounced penances that ranged from whip-
ping and public humiliation for repentant
judaizers to death by fire for those who proved



recalcitrant. At one such auto, staged in Toledo
on Sunday 12 February 1486, the local inquisi-
tors, working diligently before what the event’s
chronicler described as a “great number of spec-
tators,” managed to dispatch the cases of no
fewer than 750 male and female penitents in the
course of a single morning.® Similar autos were
held with terrifying frequency throughout most
of the 1480s; nevertheless, many conversos
escaped unharmed and were assimilated suc-
cessfully into Castilian society. In 1484 one
Polish traveler even reported that Isabella “has
greater confidence in baptized Jews than in
Christians. She entrusts them with her rents
and revenues. They are also her counsellors and
secretaries, and so are those of the king.”® But
the tendency to equate New Christians with
heresy enabled overzealous inquisitors to perse-

fig. 3. Pedro Berruguete, Saint Dominic Presiding at an Auto da Fe.
Oil on panel. Museo del Prado, Madrid

cute thousands of innocent conversos and to
confiscate their goods. In Aragon these abuses
were so flagrant that even the papacy com-
plained about the inquisitors’ “love of lucre”
and lack of concern with the salvation of souls.
For Ferdinand the Holy Office was a means of
increasing royal authority and there was no
turning back: “no cause or interest, however
great, will make us suspend the Inquisition.”1
Ferdinand and Isabella’s decision to expel the
Jews from their kingdoms in 1492 represents
yet another part of their effort to protect what
they sincerely believed to be the true faith. By
law, Jews belonged to the royal patrimony. “All
the Jews in my kingdom are mine,” Isabella once
remarked, “and they are my Jews, and they are
under my help and protection, and mine is the
obligation to defend, help, and maintain them in

justice.”"! The Jews’ survival, however, depended
totally on the monarchy. Royal sufferance

alone guaranteed their existence and then only
by virtue of a special concession granted in
exchange for certain taxes and other services.

Notwithstanding the inherent precariousness
of their situation, Jews came to occupy a rela-
tively important place throughout the Spains.
Most were small merchants, itinerant traders,
small moneylenders, and shop owners; others
worked as physicians; some even owned land,
despite prohibitions to the contrary. On the
other hand, Jews did not figure prominently
either in industry or international commerce,
although a few did manage to occupy high
offices of state. Isabella, for example, named
Abraham Seneor, grand rabbi of the Jewish
alhamas (ghettos), treasurer of the Santa
Hermandad in 1486.

Generally speaking, Jews in the Spains were
tolerated, if not exactly loved. For all practical
purposes they constituted a separate commu-
nity, subject to their own law and officials.

In the wake of the pogroms of 1391, however,
Jews met with growing intolerance, much of it
sparked by preachers belonging to one of the
mendicant orders. Christians complained about
the Jews’ special legal position, pointing to their
exemptions from imprisonment for debt, from
serving in the militia, and the like. Munici-
palities enacted new and more restrictive
measures against Jews, including limits on pro-
selytizing (1455), prohibitions against the con-
struction of new synagogues (1465), insistence
that Jews wear special clothing (1476), as well as
the requirement they live in walled ghettos
(1480). The last measure was designed to mini-
mize communication between Christians and
Jews and was specifically aimed at separating
conversos from their former brethren.

Ferdinand and Isabella generally attempted to
protect “their” Jews from discrimination, but
the monarchs’ support began to waver shortly
after the inquisition commenced operation. In
January 1483 Seville’s inquisitors expelled the
Jews from that city on the grounds that their
continued presence contributed to heresy and
apostasy among local conversos. The Jews pro-
tested, but the monarchs did little to rescind the
order. Nor did they intervene in subsequent
years when other cities, again citing Jews as the
source of apostasy among conversos, expelled
their Jewish populations.

Similar reasoning may be found in the royal
edict of 31 March 1492 that ordered the whole-
sale expulsion of the Jews from both Castile and
Aragon. The document specifically faults “close
communication between Christians and Jews”
as the primary cause of “bad Christians [con-
versos] who judaize and apostatize.” It also
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blames Jews for attempting “to subvert and to
reduce Our Holy Catholic Faith” by instructing
conversos in Jewish rites and laws. The edict
stipulated that Jews had four months (or until
31 July 1492) to leave the kingdom. In the
meantime they were guaranteed full legal rights
and entitled to sell or otherwise dispose of their
property. The Jews were further entitled to take
with them all their possessions except gold,
silver, and other items prohibited by royal law.12

Such an edict was by no means unprece-
dented; French monarchs and several Italian
states had previously ordered the expulsion of
their Jewish subjects on similar grounds. In the
Spanish case, however, the edict, a product of
euphoria created by the conquest of Granada in
January 1492, represented the continuation of
the monarchs’ determination to unite their
kingdom under one religion or law. Isabella
may have hoped that the edict would spark a
general conversion among “her” Jews, and by
publicly celebrating Abraham Seneor’s conver-
sion on 15 June 1492 as a great victory it was
probably hoped that others would follow the
example of this prominent Jew. In the end,
however, the edict had the opposite effect, serv-
ing to unite a Jewish community previously
divided by sharp differences in religious out-
look. Rabbis described the forced exile as a new
Exodus comparable to the Jews’ departure from
Egypt, and one Christian chronicler left behind
the following emotional description of the
actual event.

The Jews left their birthplaces, children and
parents, young and the old, on foot, riding on
burros and other beasts, as well as in carts.
They travelled to the ports of embarkation to
which they were assigned, by way of the des-
ignated roads and places. They journeyed
with great suffering and misfortune; some
falling, some getting up, some dying, some
being born, and some getting sick. There was
hardly a Christian who did not feel sorry for
them and wherever they went the Jews were
invited to be baptized. Some converted and
stayed behind, but very few. Instead, the
rabbis went among them, urging them on and
making the women and boys sing and play
drums and tambourines to raise their spirits.
Thus they left Castile.”®

How many left? No precise figures exist, but a
minimum of forty to fifty thousand Jews
departed, primarily for destinations in Portugal
(from which they would be expelled in 1496),
North Africa, Italy, and Turkey. Some of the
exiles converted and returned to reclaim their
property, but most of these Sephardim aban-
doned their Iberian homeland for good.

The economic consequences of this exodus
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have been frequently exaggerated, particularly
among scholars who tend to regard the Jews as
the nucleus of Castile’s incipient bourgeoisie.
Only a few Jews had actually been involved in
large-scale economic enterprise. As in the case
of Abraham Seneor, moreover, some of the
kingdom'’s most prominent Jews opted for con-
version rather than exile. The edict did not
result in an economic windfall for the crown nor
did it substantially diminish Castile’s entrepre-
neurial skills, thus assuring, as often alleged,
the kingdom'’s economic backwardness in subse-
quent decades. It is also a commonplace to
attribute the expulsion to antisemitism, but the
edict probably represents less an attack on Jews
as an ethnic minority than a desperate attempt
to defend Christianity against Judaism. As
reprehensible as this decision now appears, it is
best understood within the context of Ferdinand
and Isabella’s efforts to create a monarchy dedi-
cated to the “servicio de Dios.”

Columbus, God, and the Millennium

Is there a connection between these events and
the monarchs’ decision in April 1492 to sponsor
Columbus’ “enterprise of the Indies”?

At the beginning of Columbus’ journal of his
voyage to the New World appears the following
entry:

This present year of 1492, after Your High-
nesses had brought to an end the war with
the Moors who ruled in Europe and con-
cluded the war in the very great city of Gra-
nada. .. [on] the second day of the month

of January I saw the royal standards of Your
Highnesses placed by force of arms on the
towers of the Alhambra, which is the citadel
of the city, and I saw the Moorish king come
out of the gates of the city and kiss the royal
hands of Your Highnesses and the Prince,
My Lord.*

Later in January Columbus claimed to have
given the Catholic Monarchs information about
India together with the “Great Khan's” interest
in learning about Catholicism. He then wrote
that the monarchs decided to send him to India
to report on those lands and to see how “their
conversion to the Holy Faith might be under-
taken.” The journal states: “So, after having
expelled all the Jews from all of your kingdoms
and dominions, in the same month of January
Your Highnesses commanded me to go, with a
suitable fleet, to the said regions of India.”’®
Columbus’ chronology is confusing, but he
clearly linked the expulsion of the Jews to the
monarchs’ decision to support his enterprise.
As it turns out, little is known about the nego-
tiations leading to the Capitulations of Santa Fe,

the agreements of April 1492 that stated the
terms and conditions under which Columbus
was to set sail.® Columbus had attempted to
secure royal backing for his voyage as early as
January 1486 but had been rebuffed, partly
because of the royal preoccupation with the
Granada campaign then approaching its final
stages. Meanwhile Ferdinand and Isabella
demonstrated their interest in Columbus with
subsidies and grants of cash. After the fall of
Granada Columbus renewed his request,
appealing directly to the monarchs’ messianic
aspirations and particularly to Ferdinand’s
vision of himself as a great Christian champion.

It is now known that Columbus was a pro-
foundly religious man much influenced by the
Spiritual Franciscans, the order to which Cis-
neros, Isabella’s influential confessor, also
belonged.”” In the late Middle Ages, Franciscan
prophetic tradition envisioned the spiritual con-
quest of Islam, the liberation of Jerusalem, and
the conversion of the Jews as preludes to the
millennium and the second coming of Christ.
Columbus’ fascination with these subjects is
demonstrated in his Book of Prophecy, written
around 1498, a treatise in which he calculated
the millennium as imminent, only several dec-
ades away. For Columbus, therefore, it appears
that the fall of Granada and the expulsion of the
Jews from Castile and Aragon appear to have
marked the beginning of the millennial scenario
that the prophecies outlined. His enterprise also
belongs to this scenario, and should be inter-
preted, at least in part, as a spiritual quest
pointing toward the millennium.

What is certain is that Columbus harbored
messianic ambitions of his own. After 1493, for
example, he regularly signed his letters “Chris-
topher Columbus, Christ Bearer.” In 1498 he
even referred to himself as a messiah: “God
made me the messenger of the new heaven and
the new earth of which he spoke in the Apoca-
lypse of St. John after having spoken of it
through the mouth of Isaiah; and he showed me
the spot where to find it.”*® To be sure, Colum-
bus had other, more worldly desires including
aspirations to nobility as well as to high office
and honor. His letters also demonstrate his fas-
cination with gold, a metal he clearly invested
with spiritual meaning. “Gold is most excel-
lent,” he wrote. Yet Columbus also stated:
“Gold constitutes treasure, and he who
possesses it may do what he will in the world,
and may so attain as to bring souls to Paradise.”?

According to Columbus, Ferdinand and
Isabella’s view of this precious commodity was
strikingly close to his own. On 26 December
1492, still aboard ship in the Caribbean, Colum-
bus recalled in his journal having instructed
Ferdinand and Isabella that they should spend



the gold to be derived from his voyage on “the
conquest of Holy Places.” The text reads: “I
urged Your Highnesses to spend all the profits
of this my enterprise on the conquest of Jeru-
salem, and Your Highnesses laughed and said
that it would please them, and that even with-
out this profit they had that desire.”2
Historians have traditionally explained Ferdi-
nand and Isabella’s support for Columbus as the
logical outcome of their interests in exploration
and colonization. Competition with the Portu-
guese, and specifically the desire to profit from
the spice trade of India and South Asia, are
viewed as an additional rationale. Yet if Colum-
bus is to be believed, royal support for his
voyage was also predicated upon the monarchs’
image of themselves as messianic rulers with
a divine mission to conquer Jerusalem, release
Asia and Africa from the grip of Islam, and
establish universal Christendom as a prelude
to the millennium. The adventure undertaken
by Columbus led to what one of the monarchs’
chroniclers would later describe as a New
World. For Ferdinand and Isabella, however,
Columbus’ “enterprise of the Indies” heralded
something even more momentous, the end of
time itself.
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THE ART OF WESTERN AFRICA
IN THE AGE OF EXPLORATION

Ezio Bassani

’Ill:e age of European maritime expansion
coincided with an extraordinary period in the
history of west African art. The brass sculptures
cast in Benin (cats. 60—65) are the most famous
of the works produced at this time, but that
kingdom was by no means the only major
center of artistic creativity in this part of the
continent, as the works included in this exhi-
bition indicate. Moreover, the late fifteenth
century also marked the first direct contact
between sub-Saharan Africa and Europe, as the
Portuguese sailed down the west African coast
on the route that was ultimately to take them
to India in 1498. An early consequence of this
encounter was the creation of the remarkable
corpus of works known as Afro-Portuguese
ivories (cats. 68—78), created for trade with
Europe.

Mali

The successive empires of Ghana, Mali and
Songhay, on the south flank of the Sahara, were
inland civilizations. All their important cities —
Niani, Walata, Jenne, Mopti, Timbuktu, Gao—
were located in the interior of the continent,
and their connections with North Africa and
the Mediterranean were through the caravan
routes that had long crisscrossed the desert.
The initial nucleus of Mali was a small king-
dom of Mande population that took shape in the
region of the present-day Guinea following the
dissolution of the empire of ancient Ghana at
the end of the eleventh century. It was only
around 1230, with the reign of the legendary
emperor Sundiata, that Mali began to make its
mark as a great power. Because its ruler (known
as Mansa, or king) controlled the gold of
Bambuk and Bore and the trans-Saharan trade,
he accumulated vast wealth. The empire’s elite
soon adopted Islam as its religion. The ruler’s
fame spread throughout the Arab world and
reached Europe after the spectacular pilgrimage
to Mecca undertaken in 1324 by Mansa Masa,
with an imposing escort of courtiers and serv-
ants and a seemingly limitless supply of gold
that was used for both expenses and gifts, in
such measure as to make the value of the pre-
cious metal plummet in the markets of Egypt.!

It was from that point on that European maps
began to include Mali as a place name. On the
1339 world map of Angelino Dulcert, a Genoese
mapmaker active in Mallorca, “rex Melli” iden-
tifies the figure of an enthroned king, and on
the Catalan Atlas of 1375 (cat. 1), drawn by
another Mallorcan, Abraham Cresques, “Musse
Melly” (that is, Masa of Mali) is identified by
name.? Mali’s empire at its peak in the mid-
fourteenth century extended from the capital of
Niani in the upper Niger valley westward to the
coast, and eastward along the Niger valley to
the borders of Hausaland. Its government was
much admired by the famous traveler Ibn Bat-
tuta of Tangier, who visited the area in 1352—
1353.° By the next century, however, its power
was in decline. The vassal states of Mali
included the strategically located kingdom of
Songhay, which in the reign of Sonni Ali
(c. 1464-1492) was finally able to defeat the
emperor of Mali and begin to create an empire
of its own. The Songhay empire ultimately
became even greater than that of Mali.

Sonni €Ali’s successor, Askiya Muhammad
(1493—1528), who overthrew the former’s son
to establish the Askia dynasty, was a faithful
Muslim (like Mansa Musa he made a pilgrim-
age to Mecca in 1495-1497) and an enlightened
and tolerant ruler. He permitted the populations
of his empire to preserve their traditional reli-
gions. As the emperors of Mali before him
had already done, he encouraged an influx of
learned Muslims from North Africa and the
Middle East into his domains, promoting cul-
tural exchange and the formation of a lively and
complex civilization. Timbuktu, at the bend of
the Niger River, became one of the most impor-
tant marketplaces of sub-Saharan Africa. It was
not only the point of arrival and departure of
caravans to and from Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia,
Libya, and Egypt, but also a great center of
Islamic culture, said to house as many as 180
schools of Koranic learning. Leo Africanus, a
learned and wide-ranging Arab traveler who had
converted to Christianity, wrote about 1523 that
at Timbuktu there are “great store of doctors,
judges, priests, and learned men, that are boun-
tifully maintained at the king cost and charges.
And hither are brought divers manuscripts or

written bookes out of Barbarie, which are sold
for more money than any other merchandize.” 5

If Timbuktu was the gateway to the Sahara,
Jenne on the inland delta of the Niger was the
center to which were brought the continent’s
products —gold, ivory, skins, pepper, kola,
rubber —to be exchanged for goods from the
North: fabrics, salt, glass beads, iron, copper,
and manuscripts. In 1943 the French archaeolo-
gist Théodore Monod brought to light, in the
vicinity of Jenne, along with numerous other
archaeological finds, a terra-cotta human figure.
In the course of the following years, other terra-
cottas were found between Jenne and Mopti, in
the triangle defined by the courses of the Bani
and Niger Rivers, and in a few sites farther
south, in the environs of Bamako. The corpus of
terra-cottas from the inland Niger delta region
of Mali is often called Jenne, after the site of the
first discoveries, and those from around Bamako
are often called Bankoni, after the village in
which they were first found.

For the most part the terra-cottas are human
tigures portrayed in different positions, some
apparently depicting mother and child, others
horsemen (cat. 58), and others representations
of serpents. According to the results of thermo-
luminescence testing, the terra-cottas were pro-
duced over a long period of time, stretching
from the tenth to the sixteenth century.$
Morphologically they differ a good deal among
themselves, and stylistically they can be divided
into two large groups based on the principal
sites of the diggings: one from the Jenne-Mopti
region, the other from the Bamako region. The
figures in the second group are characterized by
an exceptional elongation of the trunk and
limbs.

In the absence of archaeological data for most
of the terra-cottas, however, definitive elements
for making stylistic distinctions are still limited.
For the same reason we remain uncertain, at
present, of the function of these works and of
the culture within which they were created.”
The ruling elite in this area had adopted Islam
and clearly would not have used representations
of the human figure in religious ceremonies,
although traditional religious practices contin-
ued to be tolerated.® The reports of the Arab
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fig. 1. Seated figure, Sapi peoples, Sierra Leone.
16th century? steatite. Carlo Monzino collection.

travelers to Mali make no mention of any such
terra-cottas. These uncertainties notwithstand-
ing, the quantity and the artistic quality of the
terra-cottas from Mali permit us to consider the
region one of the great centers of early produc-
tion of African earthenware, along with Chad,
Ghana, and, above all, Nigeria.

Sapi

The earliest Portuguese accounts of what is now
Sierra Leone suggest a social organization with-
out the cosmopolitan character that prevailed in
the large Sudanic cities. The Sapi or Capes—the
inhabitants of the coastal region and the imme-
diate hinterland —lived in villages governed by
chiefs who, more nominally than in fact, were
subject to the authority of rulers of small king-
doms which, in their turn, formed a kind of
confederation.

The Sapi were the ancestors of the Bullom,
Temne, and Kissi peoples now living in this
region. According to Walter Rodney, they con-
stituted a loose community with a common
culture more than a true ethnic entity or a uni-
fied state.® Early Portuguese accounts described
the Sapi as a cultivated and peaceful people,
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“given to feasts and pleasures”!® and extremely
gifted in the arts. The latter trait quickly led to
trade with the European visitors, as we know
from the reports written by Duarte Pacheco
Pereira and Valentim Fernandes as early as the
first years of the sixteenth century.!

It was around the middle of that century that
the lands of the Sapi are thought to have been
invaded by a warlike people of Mande stock, the
Mani or Manes, who came down from the
northeast. According to a late sixteenth-century
account, the Mani “committed so many vexa-
tions on the indigenous peoples that the latter
have become less and less concerned and have
given up the exercise of their arts.”’? On the
basis of thoroughgoing enthnolinguistic ana-
lyses, P. E. H. Hair has expressed doubts that a
Mani invasion ever took place, at least on the
scale and with the disastrous effects reported in
the Portuguese chronicles which, in any case,
were written several decades after the pur-
ported events.’> Whatever the truth may have
been, there seem to be grounds for thinking
that the Sapi carvers ceased to produce ivory art
objects on Portuguese commissions of the type
discussed later in this essay sometime before
the middle of the sixteenth century, an indica-
tion that some kind of traumatic event may
indeed have occurred in the area.

In addition to these ivories that shall be con-
sidered later on, the corpus of Sapi art includes
a relatively large number of sculptures in soft
stone (steatite), the first of which were dis-
covered by chance in the course of farming,
while additional examples were unearthed
through systematic explorations. For the most
part these are human figures, in a few instances
associated with animals, mostly the elephant or
crocodile. There are also heads of considerable
size, great expressive power, and notable sculp-
tural quality.

The scholars who have researched these
sculptures agree that they were produced at a
time preceding and immediately following the
arrival of the Portuguese.** The obvious formal
analogies with the figures carved on the Sapi-
Portuguese ivories support this hypothesis, and
there is contemporary confirmation in the chro-
nicle of Valentim Fernandes, written in the first
decade of the sixteenth century, who noted that
the inhabitants of Sierre Leone “love to make
idols of wood and stone.”®

Ife, Benin, Owo

Farther south, in what is now Nigeria, an
extraordinary corpus of works of art, the most
important in both quantity and quality in all of
Africa during this period, records the existence
of complex and highly developed civilizations.

These centered in Ife, Benin, and Owo, three
great city-states surrounded by a large tributary
territory.'6

Ife, situated in the southwest of the country,
some 9o miles from the coast, is the oldest of
these cities. Its first settlement appears to date
to the eighth century, but little is known for
certain about how it developed. Although Ife
has remained the most important religious
center of the Yoruba people, its political power
began to decline in the fifteenth century.

The known corpus of Ife sculpture —some
thirty works cast in metal and a large quantity
in terra-cotta— attests to an artistic production
of extremely high quality that, as is indicated by
the thermoluminescence analysis of some of the
works, lasted from the twelfth to the sixteenth
century. The dates for the terra-cottas appear
relatively earlier than those for the works in
metal and suggest that the artists of Ife may
have worked in clay initially and only later,
when artistic production had already developed
and been refined, turned to metal. The metal, a
copper alloy, is often generically called bronze,
although since the copper is alloyed with zinc
rather than tin, brass is the correct term.

Virtually the only subject of Ife art is the
human figure and, in particular, the head, which
is rendered with a sublime fusion of realism and
idealization. It was precisely the exceptional
formal perfection and the aristocratic realism of
the facial features —unique in African art—that
led the German scholar Leo Frobenius, who in
1910 discovered a group of Ife heads in terra-
cotta and bronze, to propose the notion that the
culture of Ife was to be linked to a hypothetical
Mediterranean colony that settled in ancient
times on the Atlantic coast of Africa.” The idea,
of course, reflects the prejudices of the period
and is entirely without basis in fact. More
recently Frank Willett has discovered, through
careful comparisons, a number of relationships
between the art of Ife and that of the Nok cul-
ture which flourished between 500 B.c. and 200
A.D. on the upland plain of Jos in southern
Nigeria, helping to confirm that the art pro-
duced in Ife was completely African in both
origin and character.’

South of Ife was the kingdom of Benin, which
had its capital, Benin City, some fifty miles
inland. The origins of that kingdom are
shrouded in myth. According to the Nigerian
historian Jacob Egharevba, the first king of the
Yoruba derived dynasty acceded to the throne of
Benin, whose people belong to the Edo ethnic
group, in the thirteenth century. R. E. Brad-
bury dates that event a century later.’” What is
certain is that at the time of the arrival of the
Portuguese in 1485 there was a highly orga-
nized society in Benin, wealthy and militarily



powerful and governed by an absolute monarch,
the Oba, supported by a court aristocracy and
an efficient bureaucracy. Artists and craftsmen,
such as the metal casters and ivory carvers,
were organized into guilds and worked exclu-
sively for the king, living in separate neighbor-
hoods set aside for them.

Despite the transformations that came inevi-
tably through contact with the Europeans, this
system of organization lasted until 1897, when
Benin City was occupied, sacked and destroyed
by a British punitive expedition sent to avenge
the death of an English consul who had been
murdered, with his escort, en route from the
coast to the capital for a visit to the Oba. It
must be remembered, however, that the ruler
had at the time been absorbed with ceremonies
in honor of his ancestors, which rendered him
unapproachable to foreigners, and he had expli-
citly forbidden the visit.

The booty from Benin, comprising thousands
of works of art, was for the most part put up for
sale in London in order to recover the costs of
the expedition, and most of it found its way into
the major museums of Europe. There were
sculptures in ivory and terra-cotta but chiefly in
brass, both figures in the round and plaques in
relief that had decorated the pillars of the inner
courts in the royal residence. The unexpected
arrival of so many works of art of exceptional
formal and technical quality (the works from Ife
and Mali were not yet known) made an enor-
mous impression in European cultural circles.

According to one oral tradition, the technique
of metal casting was introduced into Benin by
masters from Ife toward the end of the four-
teenth century. Whatever its origin may have
been, no other African artistic production is as
well known as that of Benin; hundreds of stud-
ies have been devoted to it. William Fagg, the
eminent specialist in Nigerian art, has divided
the art of Benin into three broad periods. The
first period is typified by the commemorative
heads, which reveal a degree of naturalism
which may have been derived from Ife art, and
is thought to have extended from the end of the
fourteenth century to the middle of the six-
teenth. The production of the middle period,
from the mid-sixteenth century to the end of
the seventeenth, includes the cast plaques,
which often contain figures of Portuguese. The
late period, marked by an increasing decline, ran
from the eighteenth century until the sack of
Benin in 1897. Scholars have debated the chro-
nology of the Benin sculpture at great length,
without any consensus having yet emerged.?

The art of Benin is a court art, whose prin-
cipal aim is the glorification of the ruler. For all
its extraordinary formal perfection, it lacks the
moving humanity of the art of Ife. That human

quality also comes to the fore in the art of Owo,
the Yoruba city-state located midway between
Ife and Benin. Owo sculpture, as Frank Willett
has shown, has points of contact with that of the
two other capitals and shows the influence of
both their cultures.

It was only with the excavations conducted by
Ekpo Eyo between 1969 and 1971 that the terra-
cottas of Owo were brought to light.?! Although
the works are still being studied, they have
already shown their importance not only as
major documentary materials of Owo culture
but also as works of art of an intense expressive-
ness. Dating obtained through thermoluminesc-
ence tests indicates the fifteenth century as the
period of manufacture.

Kongo
At about the time the Portuguese arrived in

Benin they also established contact with
another great African state, the kingdom of the

Kongo. At that time it occupied roughly the
strip running from the Atlantic to the Kwango
River, bordered on the north by what is now
Gabon and on the south by the course of the
Kwanza. This area was inhabited chiefly by
Bantu populations of the Kongo group. At the
close of the fifteenth century much of the king-
dom, divided into provinces, was directly gov-
erned by the Manicongo, the king of Kongo,
through a hierarchy of chiefs and subchiefs,
while a few vassal states flanking the kingdom
were in the process of removing themselves
from domination by the Manicongo or were
striving to do so. The king kept a firm grip on
the wealth of the country, on the activity of the
mines and on commerce. He collected tribute
from his subjects, and he was served by a mone-
tary system, judged functional by the first
European chronicles, which was based on a par-
ticular type of shell over whose gathering, on
the island of Luanda, he held the monopoly.??

Between 1482 and 1488 Diogo Cao carried
out three voyages into the region. On his

fig. 2. Crowned Head of an Oni from Wunmonije Compound, Ife, Nigeria, Yoruba
peoples. 12th—15th century, zinc brass. Museum of the Ife Antiquities, Ife.
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return from the second of these he brought
with him as hostages a few local chieftains who
were received in Lisbon with the honors due
their rank. In 1487 they were sent home bear-
ing greetings from the Portuguese monarch to
their own king, along with an offer of friend-
ship and an invitation to convert to Christian-
ity. As a positive response the king of Kongo
sent an embassy to Portugal headed by the
noble Nsaku, one of the hostages who had been
sent home, and a large cargo of gifts. In 1491,
on the occasion of a new Portuguese expedition,
the Manicongo and his family converted to
Christianity and had themselves baptized,
although as soon as the Portuguese left, the
king resumed his traditional religious practices.
The case was different, however, with his
eldest son, Nzinga Mvemba. Baptized as Afonso
in 1491, he reigned as a Christian from 1507
until his death in 1543. His commitment to
Christianity was sincere and profound; he
changed the name of his capital to Sdo Salvador,
ordered the destruction of all the “idols,” called
insistently for missionaries to be sent to him,
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and even sent his son Henrique to study in
Lisbon. It was his wish to remodel his kingdom
along European lines.

The Portuguese responded with an ambiva-
lent policy to the African ruler’s faith and
eagerness to modernize his country. They
interpreted the right of “patronage” over the
African lands that Pope Alexander vi had
granted to King Manuel 1 of Portugal in 1499
not as a privilege and a responsibility to spread
the Christian faith but as a sort of exclusive
right to exploit the lands included in the Act of
Patronage. The Regimento— the rules for gov-

erning that the Portuguese king sent to his
counterpart in the Kongo in 15122° —suggested
a model of European organization for the
African state but at the same time explicitly
requested that the Portuguese ships returning
to Lisbon be loaded to the maximum with
slaves, copper, and ivory (“asy descrauos como
de cobre e marfim”) to compensate for the costs
of spreading the Christian faith. It was thus
inevitable that the relations between Portugal
and the Kongo would soon degenerate.
Although there are no Kongo art works or
craft objects known that can be attributed with



any certainty to the period before the arrival of
the Portuguese, there is considerable support
for the conclusion that artistic creation and a
high level of artisanry flourished in the king-
dom prior to contact with Europe. The Portu-
guese chronicles, in fact, record among the gifts
received from Kongo in 1488 “objects in ivory
well worked and many garments in palm fiber
well woven and with delicate colors.”?* Such
fabrics and ivory objects found their way into
the European princely collections and curiosity
cabinets in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies.

Two splendid ivory oliphants, with their sur-
faces covered by an exquisite geometrical deco-
ration using typical Kongo motifs, were among
the possessions in 1553 of Grand Duke Cosimo 1
de’ Medici, ruler of Florence (cat. 78). It can
reasonably be supposed that these were gifts
sent by the Kongo monarch, a convert to Chris-
tianity, to a pontiff of the great Florentine fam-
ily, perhaps even Giovanni de’” Medici —who
was Pope Leo x from 1513 to 1521 and who
appointed the Kongo prince Henrique bishop
of Utica in 1518.%

The first explicit mention in a European
source of palm fiber fabrics worked like velvet,
using the same geometrical decoration that was
carved on the ivory horns, is found in Duarte
Pacheco Pereira’s invaluable account, Esmeraldo
de Situ Orbis, which is thought to have been
written between 1506 and 1508. There the
author states that “in this kingdom of Kongo
they make fabrics with a nap like velvet, some
of them worked in velvety satin, so beautiful
that nothing finer is made in Italy,”? no mean
compliment at that time.

The passage quoted is intriguing, as is the
listing of some Kongo fabrics in the inventory
of the estate of a Portuguese colonist who died
in Sao Tomé in 1507,” where they are specified
as avjlotados, “velvety.” These demonstrate

beyond any doubt that the procedure for making

palm fiber textiles similar to velvet was an
independent African achievement, the product
of a textile industry that must have had roots
far in the past, if it could produce cloth of such
refinement. The chorus of European admiration
for these textiles runs through the centuries.
For example, in 1664, Paolo Maria Terzago
noted that the Kongo textiles in the Museo Set-
taliano in Milan reflected “an art so great as to
surpass our cloth of worked silk.”2

Afro-Portuguese Ivories

In Sierra Leone, Benin, and perhaps Zaire, the
encounter and resulting cultural interchange
between the Portuguese and Africans produced
a phenomenon unique in the history of African

figurative arts at that time: the creation of
works of art for export, those now known as
Afro-Portuguese ivories.

The term, coined in 1959 by William Fagg,?
covers a group of saltcellars, pyxes, spoons,
forks, knife and dagger handles, and oliphants
that were carved within the span of a few dec-
ades beginning at the end of the fifteenth cen-
tury, either commissioned directly by the
Portuguese visitors or created to be sold to
them. Elements native to the two cultures are
harmoniously integrated in these ivories, of
which a corpus of about two hundred works has
thus far been identified.*® European models are
particularly recognizable in the decoration of
the saltcellars and liturgical vessels, and in many
cases it is possible to identify the probable
source of the designs (see Fagg and Bassani,
1988).

The records from 1504—1505 of the treasurer
of the Casa de Guiné, the Portuguese admini-
strative headquarters for overseas commerce,!
along with statements from Portuguese chroni-
clers of the time, like Duarte Pacheco Pereira
and Valentim Fernandes, are evidence that such
ivory objects were indeed sent to Portugal from
Africa. The chronicles are in accord in their
admiration for the African carvers’ skill. Fer-
nandes, in his description of West Africa writ-
ten between 1506 and 1510, states that “in
Sierra Leone, men are very clever and make
extremely beautiful objects as spoons, saltcel-
lars, and dagger hilts.”3

For the ivories from Benin, on the other
hand, we have only a single and considerably
later account. The English navigator James
Welsh, in the report of his voyages that he
wrote in 1588, stated that the inhabitants of
Benin produce “elephant tooth spoons, curi-
ously carved with different kinds of birds and
animals on them.”3? It is clear, however, that the

fig. 3. Raffia cloth, Zaire or
Angola. Seventeenth
century. Nationalmuseet,
Copenhagen

production of these ivories began before, for as
early as 1560 five spoons from Benin figured
among the possessions of the Florentine Grand
Duke Cosimo 1 de’ Medici (cats. 72—76).3

The reason such precious objects were pro-
duced —works destined in some cases for the
kings of Portugal and Spain, as we know from
the coats of arms carved on some of the saltcel-
lars and oliphants (cats. 70 and 77)*°—is readily
explained by the abundance of ivory available at
this time and by the proven professional capac-
ity of the local carvers. It is inconceivable that
objects of such sophistication and technical per-
fection could have originated only in response
to a sudden demand from abroad. In any case,
the ultimate proof that the origin of these
works is connected to local artistic traditions
lies in the stylistic characteristics we have
described that relate the Afro-Portuguese
ivories to works of art that do not presuppose
contact with Europe, to the stone sculptures in
the case of the Sapi and to the indigenous
ivories and bronzes in the case of Benin.

This brief survey is meant to serve simply as
an introduction to a broad and complex subject,
as is the selection of objects included in the
exhibition. The cultures described and repre-
sented are by no means the only art-producing
cultures of the period. The Age of Exploration
did not bring about this period of extraordinary
artistic production. As we have seen, in each
cultural area the indigenous roots of the tech-
niques and styles are clear. Even the Afro-Por-
tuguese ivories are a logical outgrowth of local
traditions, although they also reflect the oppor-
tunities presented by the new European market.
Taken as a whole, these West African works
remind us of the exceptional artistic vitality that
prevailed in the world around 1492, all the more
extraordinary in that its manifestations were so
often independent of one another.
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‘THE GORGEOUS EAST’: TRADE AND TRIBUTE IN
THE ISLAMIC EMPIRES

J. Michael Rogers
The Ottomans and Constantinople

I n 1453 Constantinople fell to the Ottoman
Sultan Mehmed 11, “the Conqueror” (cat. 107).
To Europe it appeared to be a catastrophe, but
the city was in fact no great prize, little more
than a collection of villages and virtually “the
dead centre of a dead empire.”! Mehmed 11, who
aspired to conquer all the lands that the Byzan-
tines had formerly ruled, chose it as a fitting
capital. To restore its economic prosperity he
transferred populations from the provinces —
wealthy Muslim merchants, skilled craftsmen,
and notables from Bursa; Greeks from the
Morea (1460-1462); Muslims and Armenians
from central Anatolia and Karaman (1468—
1474); and Armenians, Greeks, and Jews from
the former Genoese colony of Caffa in the
Crimea (1475) —simultaneously converting
the city into a Muslim capital by encouraging
the building of mosques and other pious
foundations.

Already at the accession of Bayazid 11 in 1481,
Constantinople/Istanbul had regained its status
as a great metropolis. The conquest of Constan-
tinople turned the Ottoman sultans’ attention
more than ever towards Europe. Beneath the
city walls in 1452 Mehmed had discoursed on
history and empire with the Italian antiquarian
Ciriaco d’Ancona.> Mehmed’s library® contained
European classics as well as Arabic, Persian, and
Turkish literature. He summoned to his court
Italian medalists and portrait painters,* the most
famous of whom was Gentile Bellini in 1479.
And from the monasteries and churches of
Constantinople, the Balkans, and Anatolia®,
Mehmed collected, not altogether impiously,
remarkable Christian relics. His successor, Bay-
azid 11, had no use for his father’s Italian pic-
tures, and the Italian merchant Angiolello, who
wrote a history of Bayazid’s reign, says that
they were sold off in the bazaar and collected by
Italian merchants.® The great Jewish diaspora
following the fall of Granada in 1492, however,
further strengthened the Ottomans’ links to
Europe, for, in addition to the fact that a com-
munity of Sephardic Jews settled at Salonike
(transforming it into the most important com-
mercial city of the eastern Mediterranean),
Bayazid took as his physician Joseph Hamon,

a Jewish refugee from Andalusia.”

Mehmed 11 did not neglect the East, however.
Within ten years Trebizond, the last Byzantine
stronghold, had fallen (1461) to his troops, and
the capture of Caffa and other Genoese trading
colonies on the Crimean coast in 1475 made
the Black Sea an Ottoman lake. Mehmed'’s cam-
paigns in Anatolia, on the other hand, brought
him up against a complex mosaic of ruling
dynasties of almost kaleidoscopic confusion.
The Mamluks, in a last flash of glory under the
Sultan Qa'it Bay (r. 1470-1496) (cats. 85, 86,
95) controlled Egypt, Syria, and Southeastern
Turkey; Baghdad to Tabriz was under the sway
of the tribal confederation of the Aqqoyunlu
(White Sheep) Turcoman, whose notable ruler,
Uzan Hasan (d. 1478) appears, anachronistic-
ally, in Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the
Great; and while the rest of Iran, up to the
limits of Transoxania, was ruled by Timurid
epigones in full decline, the court at Herat
rivaled in splendor those at Tabriz and Istanbul.
Within a decade, however, the Timurids had
fallen to a new Turkish confederation, the
Uzbeks; the Aqqoyunlu had fallen to the Safa-
vids (Turks, but champions of Iranian national-
ism); and in two decades the Mamluks were
absorbed into the Ottoman empire.

The activities of Mehmed 11's successor, Baya-
zid 11 (r. 1481-1512), on the European front
were hampered by his younger brother, Cem?®
(cat. 91), with whom he had disputed the suc-
cession. Cem was defeated and fled straight to
Cairo, but on his return to southeastern Turkey
in 1482 Bayazid stood firm. Cem then turned to
the Knights Hospitallers of Rhodes, to whom
Bayazid agreed to pay a lavish annual subven-
tion to keep him captive. He remained a pris-
oner of the Knights in France for seven years
but in 1489 he reached Rome, where Matthias
Corvinus of Hungary and Q&'it Bay of Egypt,
who had been at war with Bayazid since 1485,
contended for his support. Bayazid was forced
to buy off the pope with further largesse and
some choice specimens from his father’s collec-
tion of relics.” Notwithstanding, Cem was
released into the hands of Charles vir of France,
who took him off to Naples in 1493, where he
died two years later. Further gifts of both relics
and cash, as well as copious threats, were

fig. 1. Sinan Beg, Portrait of Mehmed. Topkapi
Sarayl Museum, Istanbul, Library JR-K

required before his body was returned to Bursa
for burial. Cem’s potential value in an anti-
Ottoman crusade was in fact never realized, but
Bayazid was made to regret bitterly that he had
survived so long. The code of laws promulgated
by Mehmed 11 had provided that, to avoid civil
strife, a sultan on his accession should have his
brothers killed. Selim 1, who gained the throne
in 1512, did not repeat Bayazid’s mistake.

In the East, Bayazid 11 continued his father’s
campaigns against the Mamluks but with indif-
ferent success. To counter this threat to their
trade, Venice and Genoa had pursued alliances
with the Aqqoyunlu ruler, Uziin Hasan, in
Tabriz, but these initiatives came to nothing
because the essential artillery from Venice had
failed to reach Uziin Hasan in time to prevent
his defeat by Mehmed 11 at Bagkent near Erzin-
can in 1473. Although the Mamluks were favor-
ably disposed to such an alliance, Uziin Hasan
had been no less anti-Mamluk than anti-
Ottoman. The struggle with Iran continued
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under the Safavid Shah Isma¢il, who seized the
throne in 1501, but by Bayazid’s death in 1512
most of eastern Anatolia was definitively under
Ottoman control.

In conquering these new and largely tribal
provinces the Ottomans invoked the traditions
of the great Turkish conqueror and destroyer,
Tamerlane, whose legendary exploits had
inspired the Aqqoyunlu no less than his numer-
ous descendants, both in war and, paradoxically
perhaps, in learning and the arts. Tamerlane had
outdone his predecessors in despoiling the lands
he conquered of artists, craftsmen, and scholars
to adorn his capital, Samarkand, though, as with
the workers of enameled glass he deported from
Aleppo and Damascus, sometimes without any
practical result. His successors followed his
example, and the booty of the later fifteenth-
century Turkish states from victorious cam-
paigns was henceforth not merely of luxuries,
heirlooms, and cash but also of craftsmen and
scholars.

Not all the Eastern scholars who reached
Istanbul had been conscripted.’® Some were
attracted by the growing reputation of the Otto-
man sultans as patrons of learning. After Ulugh
Beg’s death in 1449, ‘Ali Qushji, the head of his
observatory in Samarkand where a new, radi-
cally revised set of star tables had been com-
piled, found his way to Istanbul after some
years at the court of Uziin Hasan at Tabriz. On
his arrival there in 1471 he was appointed, at
the colossal stipend of 200 akge (rather more
than 4 ducats) per diem, to the staff of the

fig. 2. Master of the Vienna Passion. Il Gran Turco.
engraving. Topkap: Saray1 Miizesi, Istanbul
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mosque of Ayasofya. On his death in 1474, the
bequest of his large library, which included
works from the observatory at Samarkand,
completely transformed Ottoman astronomy.
The earlier works of the great Herati poet,
CAlishir Neva'i, who singlehandedly trans-
formed the local Turkish dialects of Central Asia
into classical Chaghatay,"! were in Mehmed 11s
own library. And on his arrival in Istanbul in
14741475 the jurist Al b. Yusuf Fenarizade,
who had studied at Samarkand, Bukhara, and
Herat and who was to reach high office under
Bayazid 11, brought with him a copy of the
famous early Turkish work of counsel for kings,
the Kutadgu Bilik, executed in Uyghur script at
Herat in 1439-144o0.

These scholars were welcomed, and the works
they brought with them to Istanbul made a fun-
damental contribution to Ottoman learning and
literature. But Mehmed 11 and his successors
actively acquired artists and their works from
the East as well as from Europe. In 1472
Mehmed captured the Aqqoyunlu prince Yasuf-
cha Mirza and demanded as part of his ransom
albums of prized drawings, paintings, and callig-
raphy from the Agqqoyunlu collections in the
Royal libraries of Tabriz, Shiraz, and Herat.
These are still for the most part in the libraries
of Istanbul. More of this material came to Istan-
bul after Mehmed’s victory at Bagkent in 1473
and after Selim 1's sack of the Hasht Bihisht
palace at Tabriz in 1514. Although some of the
albums were already bound,? they were
reviewed in Istanbul and Ottoman heirlooms
were added, including a portrait of Mehmed
after Costanzo da Ferrara and a miscellaneous
collection of Florentine engravings dating from
the 1460s and 1470s.)> Among these was a
hand-colored male portrait in profile wearing a
tournament helmet, now attributed to the
Master of the Vienna Passion after Antonio
Pollaiuolo and in later states entitled, pic-
turesquely but groundlessly, Il Gran Turco
(actually “The Sultan”).

Palace registers state that many of the
Muslim painters working for Siileyman the
Magnificent in the 1520s were conscripted from
Tabriz' by Bayazid 11, while the Tabrizi painters
sent to Istanbul after Selim 1's victory at Cal-
diran in 1514 included a certain Shahquli®® (d. c.
1556), who was to become the head of Siiley-
man the Magnificent’s studio. Bayazid 11, who,
according to the historian Spandugino,!® inau-
gurated pomp at the Ottoman court, conscripted
other craftsmen, prisoners of war, and slaves for
his palace workshops,” including embroiderers
in gold thread, swordsmiths, boot-makers,
tailors, and furriers, but above all jewelers and
goldsmiths. These were divided into two
groups, Rumi (Anatolian) and “Acemi (Persian),

not on the basis of their origins but by their
styles and the materials in which they worked.
Menavino,'® who himself had been a slave of
Bayazid 11, states that they numbered seventy.
In their virtuoso work the fashions of Herat
and Tabriz were brilliantly adapted to
Ottoman taste.

Recruitment of foreign craftsmen by con-
scription presupposed a careful check of their
qualifications, but since an important function
of the Ottoman palace workshops was to
furnish gifts for the sultan on the great feasts
of the Muslim year, inferior work would not
go undetected. In any case, the benefits of con-
scription far outweighed the disadvantages.
Conscription on a massive scale was the means
used to provide the skilled labor for Bayazid’s
occasional building works such as his great
foundations at Edirne (inaugurated 1487-1488)
and in Istanbul (inaugurated 1505).

The Mamluks and the India trade

Trade with India placed the Mamluks in a
pivotal position in the Mediterranean world in
the waning years of the fifteenth century. From
the India trade the Mamluks acquired luxuries
primarily for their own consumption — Chinese
porcelains, Indian cottons, ivory and ambergris,
gemstones and pearls. Far more important eco-
nomically, however, was the export trade for the
northern Mediterranean in spices, drugs such

as Indian opium, preservatives, incense from
Somalia and Oman, and Indian dyestuffs, par-
ticularly lac, which gave the finest crimson for
the velvets of northern Italy.”” Sultan Barsbay
(d. 1432) had transformed the export trade into
a state monopoly, and although the Italian docu-
ments inveigh against its extortions the monop-
oly also protected European merchants from
piratical exactions and corsairs in the Red Sea
and off Alexandria.?

Immensely profitable as the monopoly was
to the Mamluks, they were, like all middlemen,
highly vulnerable, requiring enormous amounts
of silver for the settlement of accounts in India
and a large and efficient seagoing fleet. Egypt,
however, depended abjectly upon imports of
both raw metals, including copper and brass,
and of timber, down to the minutest details of
naval equipment, though contraband largely
frustrated the periodic papal embargoes on
timber exports to Egypt from the northern
Mediterranean. In the later fifteenth century
the supply of silver, which came in payment by
European merchants for spices, was threatened
by growing demand in the sea trade with India
and by a growing shortage of silver resulting
from Ottoman control of the Bosnian silver-
mines in the hinterland of Dubrovnik. Critical



disturbances to shipping in the northern Medi-
terranean also occurred. Venetian hostilities
with Bayazid 11 in the 1490s led to the virtual
suspension of the spice trade: in 1500 so many
ships had been diverted to the defense of the
Venetian possessions in the eastern Mediterra-
nean that only three ships to Beirut and three to
Alexandria could be raised, and that only on
condition that the Serenissima, already almost
bankrupted by the cost of equipping galleys,
provide armed convoys at its own expense. In
Mamluk Egypt the increasingly heavy commit-
ments in the east and the shortage of silver
from the north brought catastrophic inflation,
which was an obvious cause of Mamluk weak-
ness?! that made Egypt such an easy prey to the
Ottoman Sultan Selim 1 in 1516.

The Mamluk spice monopoly confined for-
eign merchants to Alexandria?? and only excep-
tionally did foreign embassies reach Cairo.
Among these were embassies from the Bahma-
nids, the Muslim rulers of the Deccan, who
also maintained diplomatic relations with the
Aqqgoyunlu and the Ottomans.?* The purpose
of the Bahmanid embassy received at Tabriz in
1471%* was evidently commercial, for from the
Bursa archives?® we learn that in 1479 the Bah-
manid vizier, Mahmud Gavan Gilani (executed
1481) had three agents in Bursa and that in 1481
there were another six. Some of these were
from Gilan, a principal producer of raw silk for
export to Europe on the Bursa market, and may
well have been wholesale merchants; but some
had come from the Hijaz, where they had
doubtless traded at the great fairs attending the
annual pilgrimage to Mecca. This may well
explain Ludovico di Varthema’s observation?
that the Hijaz in 1503 abounded in cottons, as
well as the appearance of fine Indian cotton
stuffs in early sixteenth-century Ottoman
palace inventories.

Mamluk relations with the Indian sub-
continent were, however, much stronger with
Gujarat, an important entrepot and textile man-
ufacturing center. Abundant finds of Gujarati
block-printed cottons at Fustat and Qusayr al-
Qadim on the Red Sea also argue for large-scale
imports for a mass market, and popular Gujarati
figural scenes also evidently found a ready
sale.?” In the general panic in the Mediterranean
following the Portuguese discovery of the Cape
route to India, which briefly united the Mam-
luks, the Ottomans, and the Italian trading
republics, embassies from Cambay in Gujarat
were also received in Cairo?® and in 1505 Sultan
Qanguh al-Ghawrl dispatched an expeditionary
force to drive the Portuguese out of Gujarat. On
its annihilation by the Portuguese he ordered
munitions and timber from Turkey, and in
1511 Bayazid 11 presented him with three hun-
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dred pieces of artillery, and powder, ropes, oars,
and rigging to re-equip the fleet. Strangely, the
Mamluks did not think to use this arsenal in
their own defense against Selim 1in 1516, and it
remained to be used by the Ottoman governors
of Egypt, who continued the Mamluks’ anti-
Portuguese struggle in the Red Sea and the
Indian Ocean.®

For the Italian trading republics diplomatic
relations with the Mamluks and Ottomans were
no sham, for they guaranteed the security of
their shipping, which had a virtual monopoly in
the eastern Mediterranean and was the main-
stay of their economies, and of the Italian fac-
tories at Alexandria and Beirut, Damascus, and
Aleppo. War, like the sixteen-year Venetian
War with Mehmed 11 (1463-1479), was a catas-
trophe, permanently weakening Venetian power
overseas and fatally depriving the Republic of
European allies, who had always piously repre-
hended its accommodations with the Infidel.*!

Magnificent diplomacy: from Italy to China

Despite the Muslim threat, the East in the Ital-
ian Renaissance remained the land of the Magi,
of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Long after

Marco Polo, whose account of his travels was, as
Paul Pelliot demonstrated, an attempt to follow
the legendary journeys of Alexander the Great
in the Alexander Romance, the persistence of
books of travelers’ tales and marvels of the East,
the science fiction of the time, demonstrates the
extreme disinclination of the Renaissance public
to abandon its view of the East as a source of
entertainment.

Reality also nourished fiction. The magnif-
icence of Q&'it Bay’s embassy to Florence in
1487°? with a draft treaty was still vividly
remembered when Vasari depicted it sixty years
later in the Palazzo Vecchio. It brought balsam,
musk, benzoin, and aloeswood; finer porcelain
than any hitherto seen in Florence; colored
stuffs, cottons, and muslins; sweetmeats, myro-
balans, and ginger; and a grand ceremonial tent.
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s secretary, Pietro di Bibbi-
ena also lists a bay horse, long-haired goats,
and a fat-tailed sheep, to which Landucci** adds
animals that even the Mamluks would have
found exotic, a lion and a giraffe. Although, to
judge from the final text of the treaty, it was
not intended as a move against the Ottomans,
the lavishness of the gifts certainly might have
suggested an ulterior motive, and it was the
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animals on which the Commune of Florence
prudently chose to dwell in its report of the
embassy submitted to Bayazid 11.3

Such dazzling embassies were, however, a
commonplace of Muslim diplomacy. That from
the Safavid Shah Isma‘il to Qansih al-Ghawri
in Cairo* in a last-minute attempt to bring
the Mamluks into an anti-Ottoman coalition,
brought seven cheetahs with silk jackets; horses
and horse-trappings; fine arms and armor; gold
cups and silver basins and ewers; gold brocades
and satins from Bursa; Turkish prayer rugs
and runners; and fine cottons and velvet robes.
The Bahmanid embassy of 1471 to Aqqoyunlu
Tabriz described by the Venetian Josafa Bar-
baro® brought a whole menagerie —a lion, a
tiger, a giraffe, civet-cats, and parakeets; as well
as fine muslins and calicoes; sandalwood, aloes-
wood, and gems; and porcelains to add to Uzian
Hasan'’s already fine collection. A charming
scroll fragment in the Topkapi Saray Library3®
showing a gamboling giraffe in a deep blue
embroidered jacket may be a record of this
embassy. Nor were the Ottomans excluded.
Among the gifts of the Bahmanid embassy of
1485 to Istanbul were elephants and a giraffe.

While at Tabriz Barbaro also learned, from an
ambassador of “Tartarie” (probably from Far-
ghana),* of an overland route to Cathay, east-
ward from Tana on the Sea of Azov. This was
the route traveled by Western merchants and
missionaries during the “pax mongolica” of the
first half of the fourteenth century, and by it
Europe obtained chinoiserie silks from Il-
Khanid Iran, as well as Chinese silks, which
strongly influenced the design of northern Ital-
ian silks of the later fourteenth century. By the
early fifteenth century the sea route had taken
over, when the great Ming naval expeditions
reached Arabia and the Gulf* with enormous
war junks in which celadons and blue and white
porcelains evidently formed a substantial ele-
ment of the ballast.

Overland trade with China was from Central
Asia: Barbaro’s informant rightly gave him to
understand that Western merchants would not
get beyond Samarkand —if they got even that
far. This trade was, moreover, much complicated
by the fact that in Chinese eyes trade was trib-
ute. In the Confucian tradition the emperor
was the divinely appointed ruler of the world,
graciously accepting the humble tribute of his
vassals and their ambassadors, even if the “dip-
lomats” were actually merchants. This elaborate
make-believe perhaps gave the Chinese court
a better pick of merchandise than if foreign
traders had sold their wares on markets at the
frontier, and counterfeit embassies with coun-
terfeit credentials were thus continually wel-
comed in Beijing. Provision for them was
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lavish, for the system admitted only those for-
eigners whom the Chinese court was prepared
to impress, while tribute intervals could, theo-
retically at least, be adjusted to suit its own
demand.#!

By the mid-fifteenth century, however, this
pseudo-diplomacy was getting out of hand.
Faced with an annual horde of merchants from
Central Asia, the Ming administration in 1456
reduced the official scale of exchanges to four
pieces of variegated silk and eight garments of
cheap silk for each Turcoman horse (the most
highly prized steeds in the Ming cavalry); ten
garments of cheap silk for three camels; and
for each Tatar horse only a piece of hempen
cloth and eight pieces of cheap silk.2 The exotic
animals presented by foreign embassies, even
when they were from foreign rulers, were much
more critically received. When an embassy
from Sultan Ahmad (1468-1493), the Timurid
ruler of Samarkand, arrived with two lions, it
was objected that lions were useless beasts that
were expensive to keep but which could neither
be sacrificed nor even, bizarre thought, be
harnessed to a carriage. In 1489 when another
embassy arrived from Samarkand with parrots
and a lion, the emperor, quite against the
Confucian imperial tradition, declared that he
disliked both rare birds and strange beasts. The
following year yet another lion and an Asiatic
lynx were brought by an embassy from Turfan.
Their pictures were drawn at the northern
capital and sent to the emperor who this time,
though against his ministers” advice, deigned
to accept them.*

The lists of gifts and the commodities
exchanged for them clearly show that unless
merchants surreptitiously succeeded in striking
profitable bargains in the Chinese cities they
passed through on their way to or from Beijing,
trade was small-scale and rather trivial and
could scarcely have been the basis of a Chinese
export trade westward from Samarkand. In the
early sixteenth century the Ottomans were nev-
ertheless informed of the overland route to
China, though their political concerns probably
reached no further eastward than the Uzbeks
in Transoxania. In 1516 a certain Sayyid Ali
Akbar presented a work on the China trade, the
Khitayname* to Selim 1, though his advice to
offer gifts of cheetahs, lions, and lynxes sug-
gests that he was unaware that for decades the
Ming court had been suffering from a glut
of unwanted animals. Though the Ottoman
sources say nothing of any embassies to China,
the Chinese annals mention two embassies
from “Rum” (Anatolia) that could conceivably
have been official.* One in 1524 arrived with
a lion and a Western ox, but the envoy was
arrested as a spy. The second embassy arrived

in 1526, but when the envoy claimed twelve
thousand gold pieces for his expenses it was
indignantly dismissed.

The menageries that the Muslim rulers of
India and the Middle East presented to each
other, and the lions and other animals that they
believed were acceptable to the Ming court at
Beijing, make exotic animals a surprisingly
important item of international trade across
Asia. How the trade worked is unknown, but
the animals may have been obtained as a by-
product of the enormous traffic in thoroughbred
horses exported annually from the Gulf ports*
for the cavalries of the warrior states of north-
ern India and East Africa. Albuquerque’s
rhinoceros, which was to be commemorated in
Diirer’s famous woodcut (cat. 206), may have
added a new dimension to Renaissance pag-
eantry, but it was in a well-established Muslim
diplomatic tradition.

An oriental obsession

The spectacle of Muslim embassies fueled the
Venetian idea of the East as the source of all
benefits and luxuries, to the exclusion of north-
ern and western Europe. Unfortunately, the
Venetians wilfully ignored the most conspicu-
ous drawback of trade with the East, bubonic
plague. For more than a century after the Black
Death first arrived, it reappeared annually*
with the galleys from Alexandria, whose crews
were constantly reinfected through the Mam-
luks” importation of slaves from the Crimea and
the fur trade from the Black Sea and the Volga
to Cairo.

An Eastern import that added conspicuously
to the comfort and splendor of Renaissance
furnishing was the carpet. Those that reached
the northern Mediterranean were for the most
part nomad weaves from western Anatolia
and large carpets from Cairo.* The “Holbein”
pattern of small Turkish carpets used to cover
tables (tappeti di tavola), not for the floor, goes
back to the 1450s.5° The pattern was most prob-
ably traditional, uninfluenced either by Italian
demand or by the Ottoman court.! They were
exported by Italian merchants resident at Alto-
luogo, the medieval port of Ephesus, and by
merchants on Rhodes who acquired them from
agents in the hinterland.

Carpets from Cairo arrived via Alexandria
and Damascus, in such numbers that there must
have been a large, uncontrolled market in them,
though they were much prized by the Mamluk
Sultans and later by the Ottomans too. They
were also large, sometimes enormous. In 1515
the Sultan Qansth al-Ghawri rode in state
through Cairo to the Citadel, and the whole
way from the entrance of the Hippodrome at its



base to the great tent erected for him, a distance
of at least a hundred meters, was spread with
silk carpets.*

In Venice too, the Signoria had a collection
of Cairene and other carpets (Marino Sanuto
[1466-1535] more than once describes them as
caiarini et cimiscasachi, the latter evidently
from Cemiggezek on the Upper Euphrates®?) for
state occasions: they appear in pictures of pro-
cessions in the Piazza San Marco, thrown over
the balconies of the Ducal Palace and the Pro-
curatorie Vecchie. Cairene and Turkish carpets
were also, though briefly, woven in northern
Italy. A letter from Barbara of Brandenburg
dated 1464 asks for a Turkish slave to weave
carpets for her at Mantua, and Rodolfo Signori-
ni’s recent publication of the Camera Dipinta in
the Ducal Palace there suggests that the carpet
Mantegna painted was the work of this slave.
From 1490 onward, there was a carpet workshop
at the ducal court at Ferrara, run by a Muslim
from Cairo, Sabadino Moro.>* Though the
Ferrara workshop remained active until c. 1530,
these initiatives did not lead to the establish-
ment of any permanent carpet manufacture in
Renaissance Italy.

Many of the objects in the Treasury of the
Cathedral of San Marco in Venice were also
believed to have come from the East. Such was
definitely the case with some of the rock-
crystals from the Fatimid Treasury (cat. 13)
which reached Venice via Acre or Jerusalem in
the mid-thirteenth century. These were, evi-
dently, diverted booty from the sack of Con-
stantinople in 1204 —though this was not
demonstrated until the nineteenth century.®® It
was not the actual provenance but the Venetian
belief that objects coming from the East thereby
gained glamor that is so striking, and this
remains as strong as ever.¢ One of the more
remarkable cases is a bowl of heavy opaque glass
of Fatimid type in the Treasury of San Marco,
with molded lobes and panels of stylized hares
datable to ¢. 1000 AD, which is almost certainly
also from the Fatimid Treasury. This has long
been believed to be a gift to San Marco from the
Agqqoyunlu ruler, Uztin Hasan, in Tabriz, even
though that is ruled out by the mounts, which
include Byzantine cloisonné enamels and north-
ern [talian medieval filigree plaques of far too
early a date to be connected with that ruler.”

Though the Venetians were not to know it,
however, Uziin Hasan, or one of his immediate
predecessors, must have owned Western hard-
stones, notably the famous classical sardonyx
cameo made for Ptolemy Philometor of Egypt,
known as the Tazza Farnese, now in the Museo
Nazionale in Naples. This was acquired by
Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1471 from Pope Sixtus 1v,
to whom it had been bequeathed by Paul 11. The

piece appears in an accurate drawing attributed
to Muhammad Khayyam in an album of fif-
teenth-century graphic material from Herat and
Tabriz, which was presented to Johann Gottfried
von Diez, the Prussian ambassador at the Sub-
lime Porte in the 1770s.%8 The absence of model-
ing gives the drawing a misleadingly
neoclassical appearance, but Muhammad b.
Mahmidshah (al-)Khayyam is known from
signed drawings in Berlin and Istanbul that are
attributable on the basis of their style to Tabriz
c. 1460, and stylistically the Tazza Farnese
drawing fits with these very well. The Tazza
Farnese must thus have come from Tabriz: how
and when it reached that city is unknown, but
the drawing of it shows that if it was a chance
acquisition it was a highly esteemed curiosity.
Classical cameos, improbably perhaps, are
nevertheless not difficult to fit into an Aqqoy-
unlu context. A developed taste among Tamer-
lane’s successors for vessels in eastern Asiatic
jade brought with it a fashion for objects in
agate, onyx, and chalcedony, all of which mate-
rials were readily procurable from the Deccan
and are listed in late fifteenth- and early six-
teenth-century Ottoman Palace inventories: of
these an agate cup survives, dated 1470-1471,
made for the Timurid Sultan Husayn Bayqgara,
ruler of Herat.> The jades subsequently traveled
westward, as well as toward India, where their
Timurid associations made them prized by the
Mogul emperors. A cup® bearing the name of
Tamerlane’s grandson, Ulugh Beg, has a silver
plug at the rim with an Ottoman Turkish
inscription indicating that at some time, very
probably in 1514 (a partial inventory of booty
from Tabriz in the Topkapi Saray archives, D.
10734, lists jade vessels, without however
describing them in detail), it came into the
Ottoman Treasury: if, as suggested here,
it came from Tabriz it may well have been in
Uziin Hasan'’s Treasury as well. And a dark
green jade pot inlaid in gold with scrollwork and
the name of the Safavid Shah Isma¢il, now in
the Treasury of the Topkapi Saray®! and clearly
booty from Tabriz as well, is so similar in pro-
file to a white jade jug bearing the name of
Ulugh Beg?? that it too must also have been of
Timurid origin, appropriated by Shah Isma¢il
and elaborated to his own taste when he seized
the throne in 1501. The histories of these pieces
and the list of treasuries through which they
passed are thus remarkably similar to the his-
tory of the Tazza Farnese, and to those of many
of the Antique hardstones in the great Italian
Renaissance collections. In that at least, East and
West were one.
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PICTURING THE LEVANT

Julian Raby

In 1492 two paintings that were to depict
scenes set in the eastern half of the Old World,
in the Levant, were commissioned in Italy. Both
paintings were to take as their subject a saint
associated with the city of Alexandria in Egypt,
both used oriental figures in an attempt to
convey an Egyptian setting, and both based
their depictions of Muslims from studies drawn
from life. In this sense the two paintings reflect
a fundamental change and significant develop-
ment; for the first time, Europeans had begun
to acquire realistic images of the Muslim world.
In most other respects the two paintings dif-
fered greatly, and their differences can tell us
much about how Europe had acquired these new
images of the East and how it reacted to them.
One was Gentile Bellini’s Saint Mark Preaching
in Alexandria (Brera, Milan), for the Scuola di
San Marco in Venice, to which we shall return
later. The other was Pinturicchio’s fresco of the
Disputation of Saint Catherine in the Sala dei
Santi in the Borgia Apartments in Rome.!
Pinturicchio’s fresco was painted for Rodrigo
Borgia, Pope Alexander vi. As a saint of Alex-
andria, who is said to have disputed the mys-
teries of the faith with fifty philosophers so

successfully that they converted to Christianity
and were prepared to die for their new belief,
Saint Catherine became the protectress of those
with the name Alexander. She is also the pro-
tectress of bastards, and, in Corrado Ricci’s
words, “Alexander had good reason to commend
his sons to her.”?

Such explanations trivialize, however, the
role that the Disputation plays in the program
of the frescoes of the Sala dei Santi. The fres-
coes depict instances of how the Lord rescued
His saints in times of need. The saints are
emblematic of the Church, and the Disputation,
which is the culminating scene, appears to refer
to Pope Alexander’s concern at the threat that
the Church faced from the Muslims. As a Span-
iard himself, Pope Alexander perhaps made the
particular choice of Saint Catherine because it
was on her feast day that the capitulation of
Granada, the last Moorish Kingdom of Spain,
took place.

But above all Rodrigo Borgia, like his uncle
Pope Calixtus 111 before him, was concerned
with the threat to Christianity from the Otto-
man Turks, and he had long advocated a crusade
against them. This helps explain why Turkish

figures are so prominent in Pinturicchio’s
fresco: several members of the crowd wear
quasi-oriental outfits that look no more con-
vincing than fancy dress, but there are also
three more accurately attired oriental figures,
who can be identified as Ottoman Turks, one of
them wearing the tall felt hat of the Janissaries.
Pinturicchio thus conveyed the contemporary
concerns of his patron rather than an historicist
interest in conveying an idea of Alexandria,
where the disputation took place. In this respect
his approach differed fundamentally, as we shall
see, from that of Gentile Bellini. Pinturicchio
made no attempt to indicate an Alexandrian
locale for the incident. The major element of
architecture was a triumphal arch based on the
Arch of Constantine, but it served not as an
indication of place, but as a symbol of Constan-
tine’s victory, which took place a few years after
Saint Catherine’s supposed disputation.?
Pinturicchio was better able to convey Pope
Alexander’s Ottoman concerns because he had
recently acquired realistic depictions of Turks.
Two Turkish figures are depicted flanking the
Tetrarch Maximinus’ throne. That they are
borrowings is clear because the accuracy of their

fig. 1. Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, Saint Mark Preaching in Alexandria. c. 1504-1507, oil on canvas. Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan
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fig. 2. Pinturicchio, Disputation of Saint Catherine. Fresco. Sala dei Santi, Appartamenti Borgia, Vatican

costume, their solid presence, and the directness
of gaze contrast with the winsomeness of Pin-
turicchio’s customary figures. Pinturicchio’s
source is traditionally thought to have been
Gentile Bellini, who visited Istanbul between
1479 and 1481, but the models are more likely
to be by another artist who was in Istanbul in
the 1470s, Costanzo da Ferrara (cat. 108).
Another Turkish figure is the rider on the
extreme right of the scene. He is probably to be
identified as a historical figure whom Pinturic-
chio could have seen in Rome —the Ottoman
Prince Cem Sultan (cat. 91), son of Mehmed the
Congqueror, who spent his last years as a fugitive
in the West and arrived in Rome in 1489.*

As the first Renaissance artists to work in the
Muslim East, Gentile and Costanzo were able to
bring back the earliest empirically observed
studies of the Levant, and their visits mark the
beginning of Europe’s pictorial documentation
of the East. We can best appreciate their impor-
tance and the reason why they visited Ottoman
Turkey if we take a brief glance backward.

In the early fourteenth century painters such
as Ambrogio Lorenzetti and Giotto had made
attempts at realistic depictions of orientals, but
the figures were mostly Mongol in derivation,
who were easily distinguished by their facial
characteristics as well as apparel. The Mongol
type survived into the second half of the four-
teenth century and the early fifteenth century
as a symbol of cruelty and anti-Christian
beliefs. Stereotypes of turbanned Muslims with
less well-defined racial features but identifiable
apparel and accouterments also abounded.
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These stereotypes were the visual counterparts
of the literary fictions of eastern travel then in
vogue, of which the most popular was Sir John
Mandeville’s travel fantasy (cat. 124).5

In fifteenth-century painting, the Muslim
figure expressed three traditional conceptions
of the East—its wealth, its cruelty, and its
wisdom. Quasi-Muslim figures did service in
the retinue of the Magi, conveying the notion
of eastern luxury in paintings such as Gentile
da Fabriano’s Strozzi Adoration (Uffizi, Flor-
ence) and Benozzo Gozzoli’s frescoes in the
chapel of the Medici Palace.® Others served as
pagans in scenes of the Crucifixion or Christian
martyrdom. Often, particularly in northern
Europe, the warrior pagan was identified with
a scimitar and pointed hat;” in Italy the eastern
sage Avicenna was characterized by a turban,
kaftan, and long beard.?

These exotic types were based on long-
standing exempla and literary images, and bore
little relation to reality. New models based on
studies from life became available only around
the middle of the fifteenth century, as one
reflection of a growing concern in European art
with empirical observation. The earliest in-
stance was not, however, of Muslim Arabs or
Turks but of Byzantine Greeks. In 1438 the
Byzantine emperor John viir Palaeologus visited
Italy for the Councils of Florence and Ferrara.
John viir himself cut a striking figure: he wore
a tall Timurid hat with pointed brim, and his
robe was apparently embroidered with an
inscription in the name of an Egyptian sultan.’
His entourage was equally picturesque: his

ecclesiastics wore huge stove-pipe hats and
shovel-hats, and he was accompanied by a Tatar
or Kalmuck, possibly his groom, whose Mongol
features, exotic costume, and weaponry caught
the eye of Pisanello. Pisanello used the Tatar
figure in his fresco of Saint Anastasia (San
Zeno, Verona). This was not a continuation of
the fourteenth-century topos of Tatar images
but the reworked gleaning from an actual
incident.1

Pisanello also produced a portrait of Emperor
John viir that served as the basis for the first
portrait medal of the Renaissance. The visit of
the Byzantines to Italy was commemorated by
other artists such as Filarete, and Byzantine
figures continued to appear in works of art for
several decades, whether for political commen-
tary, as in Piero della Francesca’s Flagellation, or
as classical figures, as in the work of Apollonio
di Giovanni."* The costume of the Byzantines
appealed to an observer such as Vespasiano da
Bisticci on two counts: it was grand in appear-
ance and antique in origin, unchanged, or so he
believed, for 1500 years or more. In reality Ves-
pasiano was mistaken, because late Byzantine
costume was under strong influence from the
Muslim world to the East.

tig. 3. Pisanello, Portrait of John viir Palaeologus.
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Samuel H.
Kress Collection



The Byzantine image, however, was doomed
by the advance of the Ottomans. Like a balance,
Christendom’s push down against Islam in the
West, in Spain, was matched by the rise of the
Ottomans in the East, as they drove into the
Balkans and Hungary. The Ottomans’ military
impact should have been clear to the West at
least as early as 1396, when Ottoman forces
routed a combined Crusader army at the battle
of Nicopolis. But it was with the conquest of
Constantinople in 1453 that they entered into
the consciousness of all of Europe. The year
marks a turning point in European images of
the Levant for several reasons.

Following 1453, Ottomans replaced Byzan-
tines as the principal Near Eastern type in
European visual imagery. The change can be
summarized by comparing Pisanello’s medal of
John vi11, the penultimate emperor of Byzan-
tium, with Costanzo da Ferrara’s medal of
Mehmed the Congqueror, first Ottoman Sultan
of Istanbul (cat. 107). It represented more than
a mere change of costume. Whereas the image
of the Byzantine emperor resulted from John
VIII's Visit to Italy, the figure of the Ottoman
was based upon sketches by Italian artists who
had visited Istanbul. However, it must be
stressed that these visits to the Levant were not
occasioned by a European spirit of enquiry but
by the patronage of a Muslim potentate,
Mehmed the Conqueror. The artists traveled
East because they had been invited, and the
scope of their work in Istanbul was dictated by
their patron’s interests.

The conquest of Constantinople in 1453 made
the twenty-one-year-old Mehmed 11 master of
an empire that straddled East and West, giving
political justification to interests he shared with
the humanist princes of Italy —in geography
and cartography, for example, in military mat-
ters from advances in artillery to star-shaped
fortresses, and, most pertinently, in history and
portraiture. Mehmed sustained an interest in
medallic portraiture throughout his life so that
he became, in quantitative terms at least, the
most active patron of Italian medalists in the
Quattrocento. He was depicted by a greater
number of medalists than any other patron,
though he was never, as far as we know,
depicted more than once by the same artist.1?

The most famous Italian artist to visit Meh-
med’s court was Gentile Bellini. When he
arrived back in Venice, dressed in Ottoman cos-
tume, he was greeted on the quayside by the
Doge, as well as his brother Giovanni, and “half
the populace of the city.”* The legend of his
oriental adventure had already begun. Although
Gentile Bellini benefited greatly from this visit,
receiving fame and official honors in his life-
time and being credited by scholars as the father

of late Quattrocento orientalism, the truth is
more complicated.’” In the first place, Gentile
Bellini was not the only artist of talent to visit
Mehmed’s court. The mistake has been to credit
him uncritically with each and every late-fif-
teenth century portrait of an oriental. His influ-
ence has been exaggerated and the contribution
of his fellow visitors underestimated. Bellini’s
influence, as we have seen, was believed to have
spread beyond his native Venice, for he was
thought to be the source of the Ottoman types
in Pinturicchio’s frescoes in Rome and Siena. As
a consequence, the artist to whom this group of
drawings of Ottomans is here attributed, Cos-
tanzo da Ferrara, has languished in obscurity,
even though his talent should have been obvious
from the quality of his medal of Mehmed the
Conqueror, which Hill justly described as one of
“the finest portrait medals of the Renaissance.”16

Gentile Bellini’s Ottoman studies had far
greater impact outside Venice than in his native
city. By influencing the young Diirer during his
first trip to Venice in 14941495, Bellini even
achieved an influence, by proxy, in northern
Europe. Ever receptive to exotica, Diirer seems
to have responded with enthusiasm to the Otto-
man figure studies he saw in Venice in 1495. He
copied a group of Three Orientals (cat. 110)
after Gentile Bellini’s model either from a now
lost preparatory drawing or directly from the
background of Gentile’s Procession in Saint
Mark’s Square (Academia, Venice), a painting
that is dated 1496 and which was presumably in
progress during Diirer’s visit. Diirer made other
copies of Turkish figures, as well, and in the
decade between his first and second visits to
Venice his graphic work was filled with Otto-
man types wearing either the turban wound
around a ribbed cap or the tall felt hat of the
Janissaries.””

Diirer transformed the northern European
visual platitude of a Muslim into a more specific
Ottoman image that mirrored contemporary
reality. In almost all cases, though, Diirer’s
Ottomans continued to fill the traditional role
of the oriental in European art, as the epitome
of despotism — the emperor Domitian ordering
the torture of Saint John in one of the images
from his woodcut Apocalypse, for example —or
as a symbol of corruption kneeling before the
Sea Monster of the Apocalypse.’ Diirer also
placed Ottomans in attendance on the Three
Kings. This was appropriate since, according to
a tradition that began in Cologne, the coat-of-
arms of the Magus Caspar was the Crescent and
Star, and Europe associated that symbol with
the Turks in particular.” Diirer used other Otto-
man types for sages of the East such as the
astrologer al-Sufi (“Azophi Arabus”) (cat.
118).2° Only rarely did he depict them specifi-

Pen and gouache on paper. Isabella Stewart Gardner
Museum, Boston

cally qua Ottomans.?! In short, Diirer affected
the appearance rather than the function of the
oriental in northern European art.

Gentile Bellini can take credit for being one
of the main sources of the “Ottoman mode” in
European art of the late fifteenth century, but,
as we have seen, he was not the only direct
source. Moreover, the “Ottoman mode” was not
the only expression of orientalism in European
art of the period. Another drew not on the
world of the Ottomans but on that of their great
rivals, the Mamluks of Egypt and Syria. The
“Mamluk mode” is evident in the other paint-
ing that was commissioned in 1492, Bellini’s
Saint Mark Preaching in Alexandria.

For the Mamluk figures in this painting,
Bellini had to rely on someone else’s models,
because Gentile himself never visited Egypt
or Syria. In 1492 Gentile agreed with his con-
fraternity, the Scuola di San Marco, to renew
the paintings of the life of Saint Mark that had
been destroyed in a fire of 1485, though in fact
the cycle was not completed until long after his
death in 1506.2 Saint Mark had been the first
Bishop of Alexandria, which made an Egyptian
setting for the paintings appropriate.

Gentile’s concern with place was greater
than Pinturicchio’s. His primary concern was
to suggest Alexandria. His method was, first,
to provide a synopsis of the city’s best-known
monuments, producing a pictorial equivalent
of the literary encomium. His church, based
on the Basilica of Saint Mark in Venice, would
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stand for the Church of Saint Mark in Alexan-
dria, his pillar, for the Pillar of Pompey, his
obelisk for the “needles of Cleopatra,” and

so forth.2 Second, the inhabitants of Bellini’s
Alexandria were not Pinturicchio’s motley
crowd, but rather based upon the actual
inhabitants of fifteenth-century Alexandria,
the Mamluks.

The Mamluk elite could easily be distin-
guished from the Ottomans by their costume.
The most distinctive contrast was in turbans. As
portraits of Mehmed the Conqueror show, late
fifteenth-century Ottoman taste ran to turbans
wound horizontally around a red, gadrooned
hat; the Mamluks, on the other hand, favored
turbans with a distinct vertical emphasis. These
were often extravagantly tall and sometimes
equipped with “horns.”?* Such differences
explain why Bellini and his colleague Giovanni
Mansueti made limited use of Bellini’s Ottoman
studies for the Scuola di San Marco cycle. If the
city was to be Alexandria, its inhabitants should
be Egyptians.

Gentile Bellini’s work thus parallels Pinturic-
chio’s in adopting both Ottoman and Alexan-
drian themes, but in contrast to Pinturicchio,
Gentile does not combine the two. In general
Venice had a greater understanding than other
European cities of cultural differences in the
Levant, and such distinctions were deemed
important in the context of history paintings,
because the Venetians regarded the historical
testimony of the visual arts as equivalent to that
of the written word. As a record of an historical
event in Alexandria, Gentile’s painting, by
Venetian standards, should convey the peculiari-
ties of at least the place. What enabled Gentile
and his colleague Giovanni Mansueti to observe
this principle was the arrival in Venice in the
mid-1490s of a painting that accurately por-
trayed the Mamluk world.

The importance of this painting— the Recep-
tion of the Ambassadors (cat. 106) — transcended
its novelty appeal. It was the first realistic Euro-
pean portrayal of Mamluks, but more than that,
it was the first European attempt to depict an
exotic locale in all its detail, from the fauna and
flora to the architecture and inhabitants.

Accustomed as we are to photography, it is
difficult for us to imagine the impact that this
panorama must have had on contemporaries.
Artists such as Gentile Bellini and Costanzo da
Ferrara had brought back portraits and figure
studies from their sojourns in Istanbul, but
these were characters abstracted from their
environment. The Reception depicted not just
Mamluks, but Mamluks in a Mamluk habitat.
The military elite and a handful of common
folk, including women, were shown against a
backdrop of the Damascus skyline, dominated
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by the Great Umayyad Mosque. The details
were rendered exactly — from the black and
white marble decoration of the arches and
minarets to the blazon of the Mamluk sultan
Q#’it Bay.

The Reception of the Ambassadors spawned
derivatives in painting and in tapestry, and ele-
ments were freely plundered by artists such as
Carpaccio and Mansueti. On his second trip to
the city in 1505, Diirer adopted the Mamluk
type the Reception had introduced to Venice and
for a few years he abandoned Ottoman figures
in his graphic work in favor of Mamluk, though
the change was cosmetic, not functional. The
Reception’s greatest influence, however, was in
inspiring the “Mamluk” setting of Gentile’s
Scuola di San Marco cycle which represented a
new consciousness in the use of oriental figures
for Christian themes.?s

The Reception seems also to have encouraged
the use of oriental settings for comparable
cycles commissioned by other scuole. Carpac-
cio’s series of paintings for the Scuola di San
Giorgio was ostensibly set in North Africa,
but he had no single source comparable to the
Louvre Reception and resorted to a composite
Near East drawn from a variety of sources. One
was the Louvre Reception; another the first
printed travel book with illustrations, the record
of a pilgrimage to Egypt and the Holy Land by
Bernhard von Breydenbach, Bishop of Mainz,
which was published in 1486. The woodcuts in
this volume provided Carpaccio with models for
human and animal figures, as well as architec-
tural ideas. Carpaccio combined these disparate
sources with such an easy grace that he has
deceived many into believing that he had visited
the Near East.?

To return to the comparison between Bellini
and Pinturicchio’s paintings of 1492, we may
note that the artists conveyed their eastern
themes in different ways and with differing
intentions. Pinturicchio’s effort was directed to
contemporary concerns at the expense of geo-
graphical accuracy: the Ottomans were not to be
masters of Alexandria for another twenty-five
years. Vice versa, Bellini’s concerns were his-
torical, which led him to emphasize topography
and regional costume. Pinturicchio’s orientalism
was excerptive; Bellini’s was more sustained and
better informed. The paradox was that it drew
on another Italian painting, the Louvre Recep-
tion, rather than the artist’s firsthand experi-
ence in Istanbul. Geography was the main
factor, but there was also a marked contrast in
the character of Gentile’s Istanbul oeuvre and
the Louvre Reception. The manner in which the
artist of the Reception combined a historical
scene with a panorama was designed to satisfy a
Venetian patron. Gentile’s work in Istanbul,

however, was circumscribed by Mehmed’s
tastes. As Mehmed's patronage focused on por-
traiture, there were limitations to the range of
images brought back from the East by artists
such as Costanzo da Ferrara and Gentile Bellini,
which in turn affected the way their models
could be employed in Europe. Bust portraiture
could only be adapted with difficulty to a figural
scene; full-length studies were more easily
included but they were not placed in an architec-
tural or environmental setting that was Eastern.

In the 1490s, as Europe made its first contact
with the Americas, Europe —or rather Venice
“the eye of all the West” — produced the first
dispassionate record of an exotic locale. Yet this
did not lead immediately to similar records. In
concept, style, and historical connections the
Louvre Reception was peculiar to the Venice of
the 1490s. In historical terms it reflected the
close mercantile and political ties between
Venice and the Mamluks in this decade, but the
“Mamluk mode,” like the Byzantine fashion
before it, was doomed by the Ottoman ad-
vance.?”” The first two decades of the sixteenth
century were not propitious times for European
artists and travelers in the Levant.

The Louvre Reception owed its conception to
the fact that the Venetians believed that paint-
ings had a testimonial value analogous and
equal to that of the written word. Stylistically,
the studied realism of details in the Louvre
Reception, such as the body harness of the mon-
key or the wooden armature of the adobe hous-
ing, expressed and confirmed the painting’s role
as attesting to a historical event. This style of
“inventory” painting was the visual equivalent
of the chronicle style of Venetian historical
writing, but both were to be superseded in the
early sixteenth century. Just as Giorgione and
Titian displaced the generation of “inventory”
istorie painters led by Gentile Bellini, Giovanni
Mansueti, and Carpaccio, so the last great
example of Venetian chronicle writing was
Marino Sanuto’s Chronache.?®

These are some of the factors that explain
why the precedent of the Louvre Reception
was not taken up by Venetian artists until well
into the sixteenth century. The next phase in
Europe’s visual documentation of the Levant
was in the 1530s, but then the initiative came —
as it had under Mehmed the Conqueror —from
the Ottoman court rather than from Europe
itself.?® It was only in the late 1550s that a Euro-
pean artist —Melchior Lorck of Flensburg—
working for a European patron, produced a
comprehensive record of Istanbul that ranged
from portraits to costume studies and from city
views to architectural and archaeological studies.®

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 provoked
many reactions in Europe, but for a decade or so



scholars such as Nicholas de Cusa and Aeneas
Sylvius attempted to view the world of Islam
with reason and clarity. Sir Richard Southern
has termed it “The Moment of Vision.”*! The
drawings of Costanzo da Ferrara and the paint-
ing of the Reception of the Ambassadors lacked
the intellectual horizons of such scholarship, but
they were based on experience and dispassion-
ate in tone, devoid of Christian or Classical
glosses, and free of the emotional overtones of
popular illustration; mutatis mutandis, they
can be regarded as “a moment of vision.” By the
end of the fifteenth century, however, Europe
was becoming increasingly concerned with
apocalyptic visions. It was a fitting commentary
on Europe’s perception of the Levant that, in
Diirer’s woodcut series of the Apocalypse of
1496—1498, it was the Ottomans who served as
the Emissaries of the Bottomless Pit.?
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MAPS AND THE RATIONALIZATION
OF GEOGRAPHIC SPACE

David Woodward

Modern historians have emphasized that

both the abruptness and significance of the
change from the medieval to the modern world
have been grossly exaggerated.! Rather than
focusing on the fifteenth century as a time of
dramatic transition between the two ages, as
earlier historians had done, they point backward
to the several renaissances that took place in the
Middle Ages and forward to the medieval and
occult character of much sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century science. Although this caution
is also appropriate when discussing the specific
case of the conceptual shift between medieval
and Renaissance cartography, the overwhelming
conclusion is still that a rapid and radical change
in the European world view took place during
the fifteenth century.

In retrospect we can see that in the late
Middle Ages there were several fundamentally
different ways of looking at geographic space
and representing geographic reality. One relied
on the concept of consistent physical measure-
ment and scale, another on the notion of vary-
ing scale depending on perceived importance or
the affective qualities of iconography, and
another stressed qualitative topological relation-
ships of adjacency and connectedness rather
than those of measured distance and area. It is
not unusual to find side by side, and often in
the same manuscript, maps drawn on different
structural frameworks and with widely different
functions. In many fifteenth-century world
maps, the various structures appear even within
the confines of the same map: a frame and
center of an iconographical medieval mappa-
mundi (world map), the configuration of a mea-
sured nautical chart for the Mediterranean, and
towns, rivers, and regions topologically fitted in
between.

The medieval mappaemundi were derived
from two fundamentally different sources. On
the one hand, there were the maps of the known
world (sometimes known as T-in-O maps, from
their layout), derived from Roman sources in
which the world was divided into the three
known continents: Asia, Africa, and Europe.
This concept was readily adapted by the Chris-
tian church to accommodate the biblical notion
of the world as divided among the three sons of
Noah— Shem, Ham, and Japheth —and thus to

illustrate the three great races of the world —
the semitic, hamitic, and japhetic. These T-in-O
maps, of which early typical examples appeared
in the Encyclopedia of Saint Isidore of Seville
(seventh century), were, with important excep-
tions, usually circular, oriented to the east, and
centered on the Holy Land. Well-known large
examples based on this model included the
Ebstorf map (1239) and the Hereford map

(c. 1290). The frame and center of these maps
are rigidly predetermined, and the scale natu-
rally changes in proportion to the relative famil-
iarity of the area being represented. These maps
reflect a blending of history and geography, a
projection of history onto a geographical frame-
work, emphasizing the spiritual rather than the
physical world. On them could be represented
the symbols of the deepest Christian truths: the
earth as a record of divinely planned historical
events from the Creation of the world through
its salvation by Jesus Christ in the Passion to
the Last Judgment. Mappaemundi were them-
selves epitomes of the earth and the cosmos,
showing the physical relationships among earth,
man, and God.

Similar in function, but quite different in
structure, were the zonal maps, in which the
medieval church adopted the Hellenistic Greek
model of the earth divided into five climatic
zones. This concept, which can be traced back to
the ancient Greek philosophers Aristotle and
Parmenides, postulated two temperate and
habitable zones (the oikoumene and the anti-
podes), a torrid uninhabitable zone at the equa-
tor and two frigid uninhabitable zones at the
poles. It was transmitted to the medieval world
largely through manuscripts of Macrobius’
Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (fifth cen-
tury) and dramatically illustrated the Christian
dilemma of incorporating into Christ’s flock a
potential fourth race of people to the south in
the antipodean temperate zone that could not be
reached through the impassable equator. The
zonal maps were circular, like the T-in-O maps,
but were usually oriented to the north. Combi-
nations of the two types appeared in many
forms.

In the thirteenth century, a completely dif-
ferent kind of map appeared, based on maritime
measurements of distance and direction. The

Mediterranean sea charts —the so-called porto-
lan charts —are technological marvels whose
origin has still not been fully explained. They
seem to have been based on books of sailing
directions (statements of sailing distances with a
traditional wind direction). The earliest surviv-
ing example is the Carte Pisane (c. 1275). Their
structure could therefore be said to be route-
enhancing. Their frames result from the natural
shape of the sheepskin that was the source of
the vellum, and their centers are arbitrary,
based on the geometry of the radiating direc-
tional lines. Although at first confined to the
Mediterranean and Black seas, the scope of such
maps was soon expanded to encompass the
known world, as in the Catalan Atlas of c. 1375
(cat. 1).

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, a
new concept of ordering geographic space was
introduced to the Christian West. Although
Roger Bacon in his Opus maius (c. 1265), had
already proposed mapping the earth with coor-
dinates of latitude and longitude, it was a cen-
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fig. 1. Simon Marmion, World Map (T-in-O Map).
From Jean Mansel, Fleur des Histoires, MS g231.
Bibliotheéque Royale Albert 1, Brussels
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tury and a half later, with the translation into
Latin of the Geography of the second-century
Alexandrian Greek geographer Claudius
Ptolemy, that abstract, geometric and homoge-
neous space began to be used for mapping. In
Greek mathematics, this concept had been nec-
essary for the theorems of Euclidean plane
geometry, and without it the achievements of
Apollonius and Hipparchus on the concepts of
mathematical projection could not have taken
place. By plotting points of known location
from perpendicular axes intersecting at an arti-
ficial origin, the cartographer could fit existing
surveys into the synthetic whole; the measure-
ments would thus be less subject to cumulative
errors. It was a shift in thinking away from
piecing together local surveys in order to create
a whole—a change from inductive to deductive
cartographic thinking.

Ptolemy’s Geography provided a coordinate
structure for such a synthesis. This work had
been part of the classical scholarly inheritance
in the Arab and Byzantine worlds, but its con-
cepts had not been fully implemented there in
terrestrial mapping. As Byzantium was increas-
ingly subjected to attacks by the Turks at the
end of the fourteenth century, the Greek scholar
Manuel Chrysoloras was sent to Venice to enlist
help. He and other scholars rumored the exis-
tence of the Geography and other manuscripts
that Italian humanists were eager to examine
and translate. The Latin translation of the Greek
text of the Geography was completed by Jacopo
d’Angelo in Florence in 1406, and manuscript
and printed versions with and without maps
appeared throughout the fifteenth century

84 CIRCA 1492

(cats. 126, 127), establishing Ptolemy’s prime
authority as a geographer.

The practical application of the idea of coordi-
nates for geographical maps did not take effect
either in the Islamic or the western world until
sufficient observations had been gathered and a
clear need was felt. Thus, despite Bacon’s impas-
sioned plea that a framework of locations was
essential “for the conversion of unbelievers and
for opposing unbelievers and the Antichrist and
others,” neither the data nor the demand were
ready for the concept.?

Ptolemy explained that his proposed scheme
of mapping places by their longitude and lati-
tude was intended to preserve the correct pro-
portion of small areas (chorography) to the
whole earth (geography), working as a painter
might sketch in the broad strokes before filling
in the detail. The abstract, numbered graticule
(that is, the network of lines of latitude and lon-
gitude) could thus theoretically be applied to
the whole earth as well as the known world. But
the map projections that he described to trans-
form systematically the spherical surface of the
globe to the plane surface of the map could not
contain this global view. To show it all, he said,
an actual globe was necessary.

Ptolemy’s second projection, which he re-
garded as his most advanced, curved the merid-
ians to imply the sphericity of the earth but
only covered 180° of longitude. It was not con-
ceived as a projection, in the sense of being geo-
metrically projected from a model sphere onto a
developable surface, but was constructed to
preserve scale along certain parallels and merid-
ians in an abstract coordinate space. Its geome-
try is thus unrelated to the projective geometry
of perspective.

The construction of Ptolemy’s third pro-
jection, however, appears at first glance to be a
bona fide geometrical projection of the armil-
lary sphere on a plane passing through the
earth’s center. Upon closer inspection, however,
the graticule of the earth’s surface is not drawn
on a true geometrical projection but is adjusted
so that it can appear unimpeded between the
rings of the equatorial and summer tropic on
the armillary sphere from an observer’s view-
point at a given distance from the earth. The
timing of the appearance of Ptolemy’s manu-
script in Italy in the early fifteenth century and
its similarity to Brunelleschi’s concept of van-
ishing point perspective have led some scholars
to postulate that the map projection had a cru-
cial role in forming the new ideas of how pictor-
ial space could be ordered, but it is difficult to
establish any direct causal relationship.?

Even if precise associations between cartogra-
phy and the emergence of perspective in its
early years cannot be proven, there was demon-

strably a community of scholarship and practice
that grew up later in the fifteenth century
around the idea of measured space. There was a
common interest in geometrically proportioned
representations of nature among artists and
engineers of the fifteenth century that is the
hallmark of the “universal man” of the Renais-
sance.* Surveying and mapping the earth were
at the very heart of this activity. Similar instru-
ments were designed for observing angles and
distances in astronomy (see cats. 120, 123),
artillery range finding, building construction,
land surveying, and navigation. Methods of
calculating the position of inaccessible points
using similar and congruent triangles were
developed as the precursors of triangulation.
One result for cartography of this infatuation
with measurement was the blending of carto-
graphic traditions that had remained distinct in
the Middle Ages. The mappaemundi—previ-
ously structured on a strictly religious and
symbolic space —started to incorporate the
information and methods of Ptolemy: Andreas
Walsperger’s mappamundi of 1448 bears the
note that it was “made from the cosmography
of Ptolemy proportionally according to longi-
tude, latitude, and the divisions of climate” and
it bore a graphic scale as if to confirm this state-
ment.> Likewise, the portolan charts —previ-
ously structured solely on a network of lines of
constant compass bearing for the aid of the
navigator —also began in the early sixteenth
century to bear latitude scales derived from the
idea of Ptolemaic coordinates.® Local maps and
town plans, too, saw a profound change in their
geometrical structure. The tradition of Roman
planimetric representations of land holdings,
buildings, and cities —as demonstrated most
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fig. 3. Ptolemy’s Third Projection. Harley and
Woodward 1987, 1:188



dramatically by the Corpus agrimensorum and
the Forma urbis Romae —was not apparently
sustained in the Middle Ages (although the
ninth-century Plan of Saint Gall is an obvious
exception). The rediscovered importance of rep-
resenting cities in measured proportion is strik-
ingly shown by comparing fourteenth-century
city views, in which the position of buildings is
shown topologically, with the scaled plan of
Vienna and Bratislava, the content of which
dates to 1421-1422.7

For geography, cartography, and the associ-
ated practical mathematical arts in the western
world, therefore, the fifteenth century was cru-
cial in forming “the first coherent, and ration-
ally cumulative pictures of the world since
antiquity.”® A key ingredient was that a transi-
tion took place in the way people viewed the
world, from the circumscribed cage of the
known inhabited world to the notion of the
finite whole earth. The transition began with
the concepts of the universality and intercon-
nectedness of knowledge, neo-Platonic ideas
that the circle of thinkers that included Leon
Battista Alberti, Paolo Toscanelli, and Nicolas of
Cusa was to share. For geography, this meant a
movement away from local topological concepts
toward those of a finite, spatially referenced

fig. 4. Hermann Wagner, Reconstruction of Toscanelli’s Map, “Die Rekonstruktion der Toscanelli-Karte vom
Jahre 1474. ..."” From Nachrichten der K. Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen, Phil. Hist. K.

(1894), 313

lande inhabitable nor sea innavigable.”® The cir-
cumnavigation of the world in 1522 had made
everything possible.

Columbus could not have made his voyage

spherical earth, a tabula rasa on which the
achievements of exploration could be cumula-
tively inscribed. Robert Thorne, merchant and
geographer, boasted in 1527 that “there is no
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