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Greek Island Paradises:
Creatin 0 a new text’ at the Court of Ferrara

RaicueL LE Gorr

Introduction

The medieval Castello Estense in Ferrara can be a cold, damp and inhospitable
place. It was home to the ruling d’Este family from 1240 to 1597.' Looking at
this vast stone fortress, it is easy to imagine the Duke of Ferrara, Alfonso d’Este 1,
recovering from an illness here in the autumn of 1511 and wishing he could
escape to sunnier climes. One way he could achieve this was to enter into an
imaginary world where nymphs and satyrs danced in sylvan glades, rivers ran red
with wine and beautiful women lay naked on the beach.

Flowered garments and thrysi and fawn-skins have been cast aside as out of
place for the moment, and the Bacchantes are not clashing their cymbals now,
nor are the Satyrs playing the flute, nay, even Pan checks his wild dance that he
many not disturb the maiden’s sleep. Having arrayed himself in fine purple
and wreathed his head with roses, Dionysus comes to the side of Ariadne, “drunk
with love” as the Teian poet says of those who are overmastered by love, (Ariadne,
Dinagines 1.xv)?

These were the Bacchanalian tales from Greek mythology set forth in
Philostratus’ Imagines. His sister, Isabella d’Este, the Marchesa of Mantua, lent a
unique vernacular translation to the Duke. Written by a Greek Sophist identified
as Philostratus the Elder, active in the early third century AD, the Imagines de-
scribes a rich gallery of Greco-Roman paintings.®

The first part of this paper looks at the early manuscripts of the Imagines and
their readers leading up to the sixteenth century when the book became an icono-
graphical source for a famous series of paintings commissioned by the d'Este
family in an attempt to re-create antiquity. The second part of this paper ad-
dresses the question of whether paradise, once lost, can be.re-forged, and the
d’Este case study helps to assess the role this book played in shaping Renaissance
concepts of the Classical world.”

The Text

The Imagines of Philostratus the Elder ncluding the later addition by his grandson,
Philostratus the Younger, is the only book surviving from antiquity that deals
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solely with the appreciation of painting.® Other ancient texts contain ekphrasis
describing works of art, but unlike the Jmagines, they are abstracts taken out of
context and were not conceived as single texts dedicated to painting. These in-
clude Lucianus of Samosata’s description of The Calumny of Apelles and Longus’
description of a painting seen on Lesbos in the romance Daphnis and Chioe.* W hilst
the so-called Tubula of Cebes takes a painting as its vehicle for a dialogue, the aim
of the work is not art appreciation but a philosophical excursion into the condi-
tions of human life.”

The Imagines consists of translations of images into words. Philostratus is not
interested in the sort of travel log art history practiced by Pliny the Elder.* Instead,
he aims to instill some kind of art awareness into his audience, showing them
how to “Interpret paintings and appreciate what is esteemed in them” (Proem).
Philostratus educates his audience on art whilst simultaneously using the discus-
sion as a platform from which to narrate a wide range of Greek myths. This
discourse on Greek mythology is wrapped up in a virtuoso oral performance in-
tended to be used as an exemplar by his pupils of rhetoric. Consequently, the
Imagines of Philostratus the Elder and Younger have a threefold academic purpose
encompassing art, language and cultural history. The Elder’s compilation of for-
mal descriptions, or ekphrases, which describe a gallery of sixty-five masterpieces of
painting, can be read as a captivating literary device by which Roman philhellenes
of the 3rd century could step back in time to a distant Greek past via Philostratus’
“pure attic Greek” and the exclusively Greek subject matter.” More specifically, the
Imagines is written for the children of these affluent philhellenes and the text’s
pedagogic nature is central to our understanding of it. As a grammatical primer
for the learning of rhetoric, the Imagines enjoyed its longest success. From the
time it appeared in the third century AD till its transmission from the Byzantine
East to the Renaissance West, the Imagines was used in the teaching of classical
ekphrasis and rhetoric. It was not until the text re-appeared in sixteenth century
Italy that anyone took much intérest in its significance as a document of art
historical value. Despite no evidence the gallery itself existed, Renaissance pa-
trons and artists were perhaps justified in looking to the Jmagines for authenticity
as the paintings described by the Philostratoi have few inconsistencies with what
we know today of Greco-Roman art.

Crossing Cultures: the Imagines before Titian’s d’Este paintings

Whilst the period circa 1490-1520 is recognized as the re-birth of mythological
painting that occurred predominantly in Italy, little is known about the methods
by which artists ignorant of Greek and Latin were able to paint pictures based on
Classical texts. With only a few exceptions the Renaissance artist did not receive a




146 Seript & Print: Bulletin of the Bibliographical Sucicty of Australia & New Zealand

Classical grammar school education.™

Obliged to become the interpreters of an-
tiquity they were not the readers of antiquity, at least not until things were made
easy for artists in the shape of vernacular translations and later illustrated transla-
tions such as the 1614 French edition of Philostratus.™

Renaissance artists long schooled in Christian iconography were academically
unprepared to meet the demand for a new and fashionable taste for mythological
subjects in art. Court humanists were the guardians of the written word, privi-
leged by education and position to converse with the ancients. Patrons like Isabella
and Alfonso d’Este would consult humanist scholars such as Mario Equicola,
Paride da Ceserara and Pietro Bembo, when deciding upon a programme of deco-
ration. The scholars found suitable subjects from the ancient authors; Ovid,
Lucianus, Catullus, Lucretius and Philostratus. Artists were then given instruc-
tions orally and by letter and sometimes, hand-written translations to work from.

Letter to Isabella d’Este from the agent Francesco Malatesta in relation to a
commission to the artist Perugino:

he [Perugino] asks for you to send the measurements of the picture and simi-
larly the figures to go on it, and to write out the story or subject of the painting
as you want it to be. He will then send a reply about the price and the time that
it will rake him to do it.”?

Isabella went so far as to provide artists with sketches of her own, dictating to
Perugino where figures should stand in the picture and what size they should
be."?

The manuscripts

The story of how the Imagines arrived in Italy is not known. It could be as early
as the thirteenth century when Greek émigrés were recorded at centres of learn-
ing in Northern Italy.® Much is written about the migration of Greeks to Italy
after the fall of Byzantium in 1453 though many crossed over beforehand.
Demetrio Chalcocondylas, Alessandro Zenos, Nicolas Leonicos, Marino Becichem,
Romolo Amasacus and Nicolo Caliachius all taught at the University of Padua in
the fourteenth century."

The earliest known manuscript of the Imagines is dated to the thirteenth cen-
tury and is now in the Laurenziana library of Florence (MS Lawrentianus, 69.30
Folios 242-269).¢ Identified in the ¢.1499 San Marco catalogue as item 1117 the
volume also contains Thucydides, Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Philostratus’
Vitae sophistarum and Heroica. Upon examination of the manuscript it was appar-
ent two quite distinct hands copied the text down. Hand A writes in red ink on
parchment to folio 159 of the codex at which point Hand B writing in black ink
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continues until folio 269. Hand A concludes the manuscript with a commentary
that continues over leaf to the final folio 271. This suggests that the two scribes
were working in unison with the intention of creating a complete edition of the
Imagines. The most extraordinary feature of the manuscript is the illustrations
drawn in the margins of the first two folios. This is the only manuscript of the
Imagines that has been decorated with illustrations. Although the illustrator had
little understanding of anatomy or perspective, there is some competence in the
execution, especially in animals such as the horse that accompanies Aesop (I.11).
Visualization of the first four descriptions in Philostratus is attempted and then
stops abruptly. The parchment has been trimmed on all sides as evidenced by the
drawings being cut at vital points, hence the head of Scamander is sliced through
at the top of the page and only half of the seventh gate of Thebes remains on the
right hand margin. The drawings are in brown or red ink so it is unlikely they
were simultaneously executed by the scribe Hand A, who was using black ink for
the text. The illustrations appear to be a case of casual doodling on the part of an
inspired reader, possibly Hand B who also used red ink. The illustrator has reacted
to the strong reflex to visualize the images provoked by the reading of the
ekphrasis.'”

The Laurenziana manuscript appears to have entered the Medici collection in
the time of Lorenzo de’Medici (1449-1492) with the ¢.1499 San Marco cata-
logue providing a zcrminus ante quem for its acquisition.’ Listing one hundred
seventy-six Greek manuscripts contained in the Medici library at San Marco, the
catalogue groups Philostratus with Pausanias, Diogenes Laertius, Ptolemy and
Appian.”’ 1 have counted eleven pre-1500 manuscripts containing descriptions
from the Imagines listed in the present day Laurenziana catalogue. There was a
Greek manuscript of Philostratus the Younger in the library of Niccolo Niccoli
who also owned Philostratus’ Apollonius of Tyana, originally acquired by Cristoforo
Buondelmonti on Andros in 1419.2 Niccoli, a Florentine humanist, owned at
least 146 Greek books most of which passed into the Medici collection.” Whilst
Renaissance artists had scant knowledge of Greek, neither were many collectors
of Classical books proficient in Greek. Vespasiano da Bisticci in his Vite di uomini
illustri del secolo XV reports that Niccoli attempted to study Greek with Manuel
Chrysolaras after the Greek scholar arrived in Florence in 1397. Contemporar-
ies Giannozzo Manetti and Guarino Veronese however, wrote that Niccoli never
mastered Greek.” The great collector Cosimo de’Medici (1389-1464) founder of
the library at San Marco, had no Latin or Greek, an embarrassment he deter-
mined to rectify in the education of his own sons.

One possible candidate for introducing the Imagines to Ttaly is the Byzantine
grammarian Maximus Planudes (¢.1260-1305). Planudes brought the Fables of
Aesop to Italy before 1300.* Philostratus is linked to Aesop in the manuscript
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tradition, making it plausible that Planudes also brought the Imagines with him
when he left Constantinople. Planudes’ transcription of Aesop is to be found with
the Imagines in manuscript Laurenziana 55.8. The two works were later published
in the same volume under the title Aesopi Phrygis vita et fabellae in Basle by Johannes
Frobenium (1518). Furthermore, the Imagines would have been familiar to Planudes
as a textbook used in the progymnasmata of Byzantine education. The only extant
manuscript of Nikolaos' Progymmnasmata (MS London, BL, Add. 1 1,889) is to be
found collated in the same volume as Imagines, (Proem and Book 1. i-x only).# If
Philostratus was read in Italy during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, it is
probably due to the attention paid to his works by Planudes and his pupil Manuel
Moschopoulos. A manuscript, Laurenziana 55.7 also in the Medici collection
before 1499 and containing a fourteenth century copy of the Imagines, is described
by Fryde as “the most valuable grammatical codex of the Medici library.” The
first part of this codex completed in 1314 contains works by Planudes and
Moschopoulos. Of a later date, the second part contains fifty-seven descriptions
from the Imagines copied down by a Greek scribe identified simply as Nikolaos.
Moschopoulos has heavily annotated the Imagines with grammatical and lexico-
graphic commentary. Written and compiled if not entirely in the lifetime of
Moschopoulos, then completed close after his death in 1330, the collection of
erotemata seems to have had a cohesive intention. The inclusion in Laurenziana
55.7 of Philostratus’ Imagines along with part of the Heroica and a commentary by
Planudes, strongly suggests that both scholars recommended Philostratus as an
author worthy of serious attention to their contemporaries in Italy. It is tempting
to propose that the manuscript of the Imagines they were working from was the

3% century Laur. 69.30 which featured the hands of two scribes working in
unison. It is entirely in keeping with Byzantine scholarship that neither Planudes
nor Moschopoulos seems to have displayed any interest in the antiquarian value
of Philostratus. Their commentary is not concerned about whar Philostratus had
to say, but the way he said it.

Fryde’s study of the use of Greek texts in the Medici collection shows Philostratus
was also of interest to humanists as a model of Attic language to study.”” This way
of looking at Philostratus continues until the end of the fifteenth century. In the
Imagines the sophist states clearly that his purpose is to teach ways of viewing art,
but Byzantine scholarship took no notice. The fact that quattrocento Italian hu-
manists knew the Imagines but chose to ignore its value as a source for Greco-
Roman art, emphasizes the literary nature of the humanist movement and shows
the lack of interest they held in art in general. It is hard to estimate the extent to
which the Imagines circulated in Jtaly before it was printed in the sixteenth cen-
tury but I am aware of at least seventy-one early manuscripts currently held in
European hbraries.
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New Texts, New Readers, New Worlds

Having briefly explained the appearance of the text in the West and its recep-
tion up to circa 1500, T will now look at how the first known vernacular transla-
tion created new readers amongst artists and patrons.

Although there was ample opportunity for humanists active at courts across
Italy to transmit valuable knowledge concerning the material nature of Classical
antiquity to artists, there seems to have been very little inclination to do so. The
humanists’ link to the distant past was intellectual and centred on the written
word. Theirs was not an archaeological perspective that wanted to physically res-
urrect antiquity in the way that collectors such as Isabella d’Este desired. As a
result, the opportunity for humanists and artists to work in tandem was seldom
instigated.

When Philostratus was finally discovered by Renaissance art it came about due
to the pivotal role of the patron. As artists could not converse equally with hu-
manists on the subject of Antiquity, the patron had to act as intermediary. Utiliz-
ing the intellect of the humanist together with the artistic skill and imagination
of the artist, the patron achieved his or her preferred outcome. A review of the
d’Este family patronage at Mantua and Ferrara demonstrates just how much con-
trol the patron exercised over the production of a painting. In the case of the
Imagines it was only through an exceptional chain of events that Titian received
an Italian translation of the text to work from, two centuries before a filostrato
volgarizzato was ever published.”

1n 1505 Isabella, Marchesa of Mantua, invited the Greek scholar Demetrios
Moschos to make the first known vernacular translation of the Imagines (fig.1)
now at Cambridge (MS Cambridge, University Library, Ad. 6007). Isabella’s fas-
cination for Philostratus corresponds to her insatiable thirst for the marvels of
antiquity. Rumoured to have been well versed in Latin and Greek from an early
age, Isabella has long had the reputation of being a precocious student of Classi-
cal literature.” The question remains, that if fluent in Greek why would Isabella
commission a filostrato volgarizzato? One possible answer is that the translation
was for the express purpose of being able to pass on the text to artists in a compre-
hensible form.*

Classical texts like the Imagines provided the ideas for paintings, but the artist
was not the one who selected the subject. Even artists as revered as Perugino and
Titian had sometimes, to simply obey the patron’s instructions. In Titian’s case,
descriptions from Jsabella d'Este’s privately commissioned vernacular translation
of the Imagines were copied out and sent to Titian in Venice. This is one of the
few documented cases where we have an artist being furnished with a Classical
text that he is required to translate into an image.> Art history attributes the first
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example of classical ekphrasis converted into a Renaissance painting to the
Florentine artist Sandro Botticelli with his The Calumny of Apelles c. 1497. David
Cast, in his book devoted to the painting, argues convincingly that details in
Botticelli’s version derive not from the text of Lucianus’ Calumny but from Leon
Battista Alberti's loose translation of Lucianus in a 1437 treatise Della Pittura and
also from a manuscript translation of Lucianus’ Calumny essay produced in 1472
by the Florentine scholar Bartolommeo della Fonte. It is highly unlikely that
Botticelli drew inspiration directly from the text of Lucianus, which was pub-
lished in Florence in a Latin edition as late as 1496. Whilst this event may have
renewed interest in Lucianus among Florentine patrons and humanists, it does
not change the likelihood that Botticelli would not have had access to the text
except via Alberti and della Fonte. A contemporary of Botticelli, quoted by Vasari,
commented that the artist was “poorly educated, unlettered and almost unable to
read.”®

The text as Muse

Between 1500 and 1524 at least five paintings based on descriptions from
Philostratus were commissioned from Italy’s leading artists by Isabella in Mantua
and her brother Alfonso in Ferrara:

1. ¢. 1503, Perugino, Battle of Love and Chastiry (Philostratus, 1.6 Erotes and
1.9 4 Marsh).™

2. ¢.1504, Mantegna/Costa, Story of Comus (Philostratus, 1.2 Comus).”

3.1514-1517, Raphael, Hunt of Meleager, (Philostratus the Younger, (15)
Meleager).*

4.1517, Fra Bartolomeo/Titian, Worship of Venus (Philostratus, 1.6 Erotes)

5.1524, Titian, The Andrians (Philostratus, 1.25 Andrians)’

The last three were among a group of five paintings commissioned ¢. 1513-
1529 by Alfonso for his private gallery known as the camerino d'alabastro in the
Castello Estense, Ferrara.® The paintings by Titian tend to dominate any study
of Philostratus in Renaissance iconography.* Conversely, it is not with Alfonso
that credit lies for bringing Philostratus to the attention of artists at the begin-
ning of the sixteenth century, but rather with his sister. It was Isabelia who intro-
duced the text to Alfonso and it was her own celebrated studiolo in Mantua, a
room designed to hold contemporary masterpieces and precious antiquities, which
Alfonso most probably took as his model for the camerino d'alabastro.

In 1502 Isabella d’Este wrote to her agent Francesco Malatesta:

we desire to have in our ‘camerino’ pictures with a narrative story by the excel-

lent painters now in Traly.®
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This is somewhat close to Philostratus’ profile of his Roman collector in a villa
outside Naples whom the Sophist tells us:

had collected paintings with real judgement, for they exhibited the skill of very
many painters (I: Proem).

Isabella specifies that her camerino pictures must be ‘narrative’ paintings, the
same genre as all but one of the sixty-five paintings she read about in the Imag-
ines.” Philostratus also tells us that the collecting of paintings was a pastime
favoured by aristocrats of the Classical age, a suitable occupation for the elite:

Now the story of men who have won mastery in the science of painting, and of
the states and kings that have been passionately devorted to ir, has been told by
other writers, notably by Aristodemus of Caria, ... (I: Proem)

Reading the Imagines 1sabella encountered the idea of a splendid private gallery
owned by a wealthy Roman connoisseur. It was perhaps with this paradigm in
mind that Isabella conceived the creation of the szudiolo that took eighteen years
to perfect.* Her uncles, Leonello d’Este (1407-1450) and Borso d'Este (1413-
1471), constructed the studiolo di Bellefiore at Ferrara based on antique themes
under the guidance of the humanist Guarino Veronese. Isabella’s reading of the
Imagines may have nspired her not only to emulate the family example, but also
to arrange the programme more closely to the ideas put forward in Philostratus’
Proem. The rooms of Isabella d’Este were originally located in the tower of the
Castello di San Giorgio in Mantua and then later transferred to the Corte Vecchia.
This suite of rooms was composed to create a private paradise, the ideal humanis-
tic ambience within which to meditate upon her fabulous’ collection of books,
paintings, antiquities and rare objects. All of the paintings created for Isabella’s
studiolo are described in the Stivini inventory of 1542, together with other objects
in her vast collection.” :

Isabella had decided to acquire one work of art from each of the greartest living
artists working in the main regional centres of Italy that would represent cosa
antiqua ¢ de bello significato.™ Such interests were indicative of an overall hope to
revisit and re-forge the Classical world; a rinascimento dell Antichita as Fritz Saxl
called the Ttalian Renaissance in his defining 1922 article.*

For Isabella’s studiolo Mantegna painted the Parnassus (1496-1497) and the
Minerva Chasing the Vices from the Garden of Virtue (ca.1498-1502).* The Marchesa
was unsuccessful in obtaining a painting from Giovanni Bellini, the most famous
Venetian master of the day, whom she first approached in 1496. From Pietro
Perugino in Perugia she commissioned the Battle betwween Love and Chastity before

approaching the Ferrarese artist Lorenzo Costa to paint the Crowning of A Lady
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(1504-05). A third painting was commissioned from Mantegna, The Story of Comus
circa 1505, a subject derived from Philostratus’ description (Lii) of a painting
depicting the festivities of the God of Revelry.*” Mantegna died in 1506 and
Lorenzo Costa took over as court painter in Mantua, completing the Comus paint-
ing.

Isabella’s pride in her own learning and antiquarian expertise meant that she
was not capable of asking Mantegna or Perugino to simply re-create Philostratus
in paint on canvas; to simply let the words of the Sophist dictate the iconography.
The Marchesa rather liked to tamper with primary sources and create her own
version of antiquity. Her studiolo paintings derived from Classical sources include
extra figures and actions that introduce a faintly Christian moralizing theme of
‘virtue triumphant’ into the pagan iconography. This takes away from the ambi-
ence of eroticism that Philostratus constructs by his descriptions of ancient rituals
that take place in outdoor settings with a cast of divine beings intervening with
mortals on earth. The Comus painting has much in common with representations
of an earthly paradise as seen in medieval illuminated manuscripts where paradise
is often symbolized as a formal garden populated with elegant figures.

The artist that Isabella pursued relentlessly in her quest for masterpieces for the
studiolo was Giovanni Bellini of Venice.® The brilliant poet Pietro Bembo was
asked by Isabella to devise a theme for Bellini to paint. By a twist of fate, the
resulting Feast of the Gods ended up in Alfonso’s camerine and not his sister’s studiolo.
Added to Isabella’s original group of five paintings were two later allegorical
works by Correggio.”

Ferrara: from Script to Paint

In 1511 when Isabella sent Moschos’ translation of the Imagines to Ferrara,
Alfonso had begun formulating plans to create his own personal picture gallery.
Her Latin tutor, Mario Equicola delivered the book and whilst there, he wrote to

Isabella:

The Duke is pleased that 1 have stayed here eight days; the reason is the "pictura’
of a room in which six fables, or stories, are to go: I have found them and given
them [to him] in writing.*

Unlike his sister who strove to demonstrate erudition by devising her own
pedantically contrived compositions that borrowed elements from Classical au-
thors, Alfonso aimed at creating surrogate paintings for Philostratus’ lost Greek
masterpieces.

As early as ca. 1350 Petrarch had expressed the hope that future generations
would be able to “walk back into the pure radiance of the past™ and the Imagines
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along with other Classical texts deseribing works of art, became a vehicle through
which this could be attempted.” Titian's The Worship of Venus and The Andrians he
painted for Alfonso, remain our most accurate transliteration from text to image
arising from the Imagines. Alfonso was so concerned about ensuring Titian would
execute his painting of The Worship of Venus precisely as he envisaged, that not only
did he send Fra Bartolommeo’s original sketch and a copy of the Moschos transla-
tion, but also the canvas and stretcher upon which Titian was to paint.”

Titian's paintings might never have been realized had Isabella not had the
initiative to commission a vernacular translation of Philostratus that could be
read by artists. It would have been far easier to select mythological subjects from
Ovid. The Metamorphoses had been circulating in printed editions since 1480. The
first llustrated edition of Mectamorphoses adorned with woodcuts was issued by
Colard Mansion in Bruges in 1484 followed by an illustrated Ovidio Volgarizzato
in Venice, 1497.% Isabella’s agent Lorenzo da Pavia, records in a letter of July 26,
1501 that she had ordered a first edition Ovid from Aldus Manutius in Venice.™

It seems the purpose of the Moschos translation was to make the ancient Greek
myths hidden within Philostratus’ descriptions accessible to Titian and other Ital-
1an artists. This unique translation was to become a technical guidebook, a ‘how
to paint Classical pictures’ for a small circle of elite artists that Isabella and Alfonso
were in contact with. These artists: Fra Bartolommeo, Raphael, Mantegna, Bellini,
Costa, Garofalo and Dosso Dossi, could not rely on models of Greco-Roman
masterpieces, as none existed. All panel paintings from Classical times had per-
ished and the fresco cycles of Pompenn and Herculaneum had yet to be
excavated.” Literary descriptions were the only evidence remaining of this ‘para-
dise lost’ and Philostratus was the most complete and in depth account of Greco-
roman painting to have survived.

Islands and Paintings

Alfonso d’Este differed from Isabella in his ambitions for re-capturing the lost
glories of ancient Greece and Rome. A letter to Isabella from Mario Equicola
reported that Alfonso “cared only for commissioning pictures and seeing
antiquities.”* He was also a passionate bibliophile with an impressive library of
rare manuseripts. Unlike his sister, Alfonso was not interested in controlling the
iconography or introducing Christian morals into his Classical paintings, his in-
structions to the artists appear to be ‘follow the text.” The aim of Philostratus was
to create vivid pictures in the mind of the reader, to educate the reader whilst
making the images seem real. In the Renaissance, the process did not end there.
So successtul was the power of the ekphrasis to conjure up these images, that the
reader then wished to materialize them. A reader such as Alfonso d’Este had the
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means and the influence to take the words and mold them into works of art. This
required the creation of a golden refuge within the Estense castle consisting of a
suite of three rooms adorned with rich narrative paintings set on the Greek is-
lands of Andros and Naxos and in the woodlands of Thebes. Alfonso’s camerino
was clad in fine alabaster marble reliefs by Antonio Lombardo.” The use of this
precious material is evocative of Philostratus’ description of a magnificent villa
built on five terraces overlooking the Tyrrhenian Sea with a gallery:

resplendent with all the marbles favoured by luxury, but it was particularly splen-
did by reason of the panel-paintings set in the walls. (Proem).

Inset in the ceiling of the camerino were pictures by Dosso Dossi of Bacchic and
erotic themes and a frieze of scenes from Virgil's Aencid ran along the walls. It
was this refuge that became Alfonso’s private paradise, a place where everything
that surrounded him was otherworldly, beautiful, valuable and everlasting. When
the pressures of doing battle with the Pope and maintaining the balance of power
became too great, this Renaissance prince could retreat to his cabinet of wonders.

The first painting for the camerino to rely upon Philostratus’ text was Titian's
Worship of Venus. Philostratus conjures up a pastoral paradise set in an apple or-
chard populated with playful cupids:

Here run straight rows of trees with space left free between them to walk in,
and tender grass borders the paths, fit to be a couch for one to lie upon. On the
ends of the branches apples golden and red and yellow invite the whole swarm
of Cupids to harvest them...Do you catch aught of the fragrance hovering over
the garden, or are your senses dullz (Jmagines, Ivi)

Philostratus constantly cajoles his audience into believing they have entered
the picture, frequently referring to the reader’s sense of smell and touch.

The longest description in the book 1s simply entitled Js/ands (II. xvii). Itisa
virtual cruise throughout the Aeolian Islands colonized by the Greeks in 575 BC.
Here Philostratus describes fertile landscapes overflowing with honey, grapevines
and bubbling springs of sweet water; of forests covered in cypress, and fir, pine,
oak and cedar, where wild beasts abound. Nature’s bounty is a pre-requisite for the
notion of an earthly paradise in Ancient Greek literature. The hilly province of
Arcadia in the central Peloponnese, birthplace of Hermes and home to Pan, is
often cited as the ideal landscape.” A man like Philostratus, born on the island of
Lemnos, would have had an inherent appreciation of the life-giving value of
natural resources.

He speaks of the tiny island of Vasiluzzo, which he calls “golden” and marvels at
its famous mineral springs, which flow hot, and cold into the sea. Always with
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Philostratus, the gods dwell wherever nature is at its most beautiful. Philostratus
tells us that on the island of Panarea the honey fed by mountain flowers is so
divine that the Nereids go there to frolic along the seashore and pick the flowers
whilst Poseidon sits upon one of the island’s peaks.

Elements of this long tour around the Aeolian Islands are echoed in Philostratus’
description of the Greek island of Andros (1. xxv). Philostratus begins:

The stream of wine which is on the island of Andros, and the Andrians who
have become drunken from the river, are the subject of this painting. For by the
act of Dionysus the carth of the Andrians is so charged with wine that it bursts
forth and sends up for them a river; if you have water in mind, the quantity is
not great, but if wine, it is a great river — yes, divine!

A good many of the details narrated by Philostratus are recreated by Titian in
The Andrians (see Plate 11) including the river god who lies on a couch of grapes,
and the “tritons at the river’s mouth who are dipping up the wine” (1. xxv). Among
the revelers are two maidens who appear to be portrait figures dressed in contem-
porary fashion. The maidens are engaged in making music. Each girl holds a
recorder and before them is a sheet of music set to words carefully spelled out for
us: Qui boyt et ne reboyt/Il ne sait que boyre soit (he who drinks and does not drink
again, does not know what drinking is). These lyrics correspond to Philostratus’
admonition to drink copiously from the river of wine in order to be truly success-
ful in life. “The theme of their song,” he writes, “is that this river makes men rich,
and powerful in the assembly, and helptul to their friends, and beautiful and,
instead of short, four cubits tall; for when a man has drunk his fill of it he can
assemble all these qualities and in his thought make them his own.” At the high
point of his ekphrasis, Philostratus proposes that we in fact can “hear” the song of
the Andrians, just as in the Erotes he pretends that he can “smell” the fragrance of
the apples.

Titian completed a third painting for the camerino; the Bacchus and Ariadne that
1s the most celebrated of the entire programme. It only relies on Philostratus for
the detail of the leopards that pull Dionysus’ chariot but it does link to the other
Bacchanals in the worship of the god of wine. The Bacchus and Ariadne also takes
place on a Greek island, Naxos, situated near Andros in the Cyclades group.
Philostratus describes a painting in the Imagines relating the tale of Ariadne on
Naxos, which he calls by the island’s ancient Greek name of Dia. Philostratus has
chosen the episode that occurs prior to the scene painted by Titian. For the Soph-
ist, it is the moment Dionysus discovers the beautiful naked figure of Ariadne
asleep on the beach and abandoned by Theseus that is crucial to the narrative.
This voyeuristic snapshot in the drama seems to be the scene from the Ariadne
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story most evident in Roman wall paintings and mosaics. It is also known from a
Roman statue now in the Vatican collection. The Slecping Ariadne continued to
find favour with artists after the Renaissance and was painted by Luca Giordano
¢. 1685 and Sebastiano Ricci c. 1713, enjoying a popular revival with nineteenth
century artists. Titian reproduces the reclining Ariadne of Naxos figure in The
Andrians, seemingly happy to mix literary sources and geographical locations.

Conclusion

In his Bacchanals for Ferrara, Titian is responding not only to the power of the
ekphrasis when forging paintings from the text of Philostratus, but he is also
declaring a parallel between himself and the ancient masters, Apelles and Zeuxis.”
In this sense, both Alfonso’s and Titian’s ambitions for the camerino reflect a
Renaissance trend to regard their own highly developed culture and society as the
direct heir to the classical past. If contemporary authors could hail Titian as the
“new Apelles” then by association, his patron Alfonso became the new Alexander
the Great. The civilization of Classical Greece and Rome was not a lost world
that the Italian Renaissance stood apart from, but one which they could resusci-
tate and partake in.* So latent was the desire to connect to a nobler Classical past
that patrons like the d’Este had medals struck with their portraits in imitation of
Roman emperors. Alfonso even had a painting commissioned where he and his
wife, Lucrezia Borgia, appear thinly disguised as Mars and Venus making love in
an idvllic setting.”

The influence of Philostratus upon art was not confined to Ferrara and Mantua.
Alfonso also asked Raphael in Rome and Michelangelo in Florence to contribute
paintings to his camerino and it seems likely, they too were sent hand-written
translations of certain descriptions in the book. Although neither artist fulfilled
Alfonso's request, sketches they made from Philostratus’ descriptions of the Fall of
Phacton, Marsyas, The Calydonian Boar Hunt, Galatea and Polyphenius and The Wor-
ship of Venus, survived and inspired the next generation of artists in Italy’s most
important cities.

My main purpose in looking at the Philostratean paintings for the d’Este was
to examine the end result of a process which began with the transmission of the
text from the East to the West in the early Renaissance period as discussed at the
beginning of this paper. A painting that attempts to re-invent a lost Hellenistic
masterpiece superimposes a host of associations onto those who were involved in
its creation. The patron becomes Philostratus’ Roman connoisseur, the artist as-
pires to become a new Apelles and the humanist advisor takes on the role of the
Sophist himself. For the Renaissance viewer, the painting becomes a conduit to
the Classical era which at Jeast two centuries of humanistic culture had convinced
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them was mankind’s defining moment. There was no doubt in the Renaissance
mind that Philostratus” Neapolitan Gallery was real and that the paintings he
described, had existed. This period of artistic production after 1500 1s a departure .
point in the reception of Greco-Roman culture in Renaissance Italy. Preceding
generations epitomized by the figure of Lorenzo Medici il Magnifico, believed
that preservation of the written word was the priority.

With Isabella and Alfonso we see a stronger need to materially resurrect and
own the past. It is true the bibliophile Lorenzo Medici collected antiquities and
the d’Este siblings also hunted down manuscripts, but the d’Este pursuit of artists
all over Italy to decorate their private apartments with mythological paintings
speaks of a new direction in Renaissance patronage that reached its zenith in the
collecting activities of Lorenzo de Medici’s son, Pope Leo X in Rome.

In effect, Philostratus was the catalyst in forging three domains of paradise.
First was the virtual paradise, the vision of a lush Greek island that existed in the
mind of the reader. This phantasia was then translated into paint on canvas and
became the elusive paradise, something you could see, but not enter. The image
created a new ‘text’ from which Philostratus could be read. Finally there was the
physical paradise; the studiolo or camerino or grotto itself, an actual environment
offering sanctuary and Juxury.

The design of Isabella and Alfonso's private paradises, their szudioli and camerini
created to mimic the antique style, was highly influential. In the sixteenth cen-
tury, there was hardly a nobleman’s villa, castle or palace in Italy and France
which did not have a private gallery a//antica for the display of the most precious
masterpieces and antiquities that evoked the golden age of a long forgotten world.

University of Newcastle, Australia
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