
Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu

Boston University Theses & Dissertations Dissertations and Theses (pre-1964)

1959

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio, a stylistic

study of his work

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/16954

Downloaded from DSpace Repository, DSpace Institution's institutional repository

























PART I 

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio 

His Life and Style 







to painting for pleasw.·e and not as a means of livelihood. The 

tomb and mortuary stone originally were placed in the church of 

San Paolo in Compito in Milan where it remained until it was moved 

to the Accademia di beJLli arti in the Brera, September 24, 1806, -·­

as recorded by Gustavo Uzielli. 1 ' 2 The writer has been unable· to 

determine what disposition was made of the body·of the artist as 

the records merely mention the moving of the stone. However, for 

us the importance lies with the stone and its inscription, not 

the body. 

The third date, 1500, alluded to previously was originally 

on the painting of the Casio Madonna (Plate I) in the Louvre 

Museum, Paris, and was accompanied by the signature of the artist. 

However, due to some unfortunate and unknown incident the signa-

ture and date were obliterated, thus depriving us of a source 

of valuable documentation. Both Giorgio Vasari an.d .Abate Luigi 

Lanzi recorded in their respective publications the date of the 

painting as 1500 and attested to the signature of the artist. 3 ' 4 

Vasari at least was in the advantageous position of having been 

1carlo Bianconi, Nuova ida di Milano 
belle arti e della sacre, e profane antichita 
1787), no pagination- count 193. 

2Gustavo Uzielli, Richerche intorno a Leonardo da Vinci, 
(Torino: Ermanno Loesche, 1896), I, p. 367. 

3Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Most Excellent Italian 
Architects, Painters, and Sculptors, Trans. A.B.Hinds, (4, 2nd & 
rev. ed.; New York: Dutton & Co., Inc., 1927), II, p. 168. 

4Abate Luigi Lanzi, History of Italian Painting, Trans. Thomas 
Roscoe, (4, London: Simpkin & Marshall Co., 1828), IV, p. 252 
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limited during his period of convalescence. 

The final and most important annotation set forth by Leonardo 

is dated September 24, 1513. He notes there, 11Left Milan for Rome 

with Giovanni Antonio, Francesco di Melzi, Salai, Lorenzo, and il 

Fanfoia (commonly known as Gianpietrino).n1 This is most interest-

ing because it heightens the anticipation that Giovanni Antonio 

Boltraffio is the real author of the Madonna with Donor, in Sant' 

Onofrio in Rome, still ascribed to by the church as being a work of 

Leonardo himself. However, most art historians and connoisseurs 

take a different stand, usually attributing it to the hand of Bolt-

raffia. The writer includes this point only in passing, but will 

return to it with more convincing evidence on behalf of Boltraffio 

in a later chapter. 

Giorgio Vasari in his Lives acknowledges the artistic exist-

ence of Boltraffio when he cites the Madonna, Child, Saints, and 

Casii Donors, now in the Louvre, as being signed and dated by the 

artist. 2 He also adds in this short but informative paragraph that 

he was the pupil of Leonardo, who was Ita very skillful and intelli­

gent man.tt 3 There is little else that Vasari tells us about the 

artist; however, this appended to the scanty accumulation of evi-

dence helps to enlarge the scope of activity of this Milanese artist. 

1Ibid., p.378 

2Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Most Eminent Architects, 
Scul}tors, and Painters in Italy, (4, New York: Dent and Sons, 
1927 , II, p.l68 

3Ibid. 
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a patrimony, and a home in Milan, tlsituated where the via San Paolo 

is now. 111 The suggestion of nobility is strengthened when we con­

centrate our attention on one part of the epitaph, picturae ad 

guam puerum sors detuerat studio inter seria non abstinuit, which 

assures us that Giovanni Antonio Boltra:f:fio dedicated himself to 

the practice of art for pleasure rather than as a vocation. 2 Such 

a statement as this helps to support the contention that he or his 

:family had sufficient wealth to support him and his advocation, 

which at that time was considered a vocation beneath the dignity 

of the well to do classes. 

If we accept the authorities cited above, our anticipations 

are :further elevated when we reflect on some o:f Boltraffio's at-

tributed protraits of such persons as Il Moro, Isabella d'Aragon, 

Girolamo Casio and others, all of whom the artist would have known, 

thus receiving their :favor much more easily and perhaps without in­

sistence of monetary consideration. None of the other followers 

or imitators of Leonardo da Vinci portrayed this class of society 

in Milan as much or as often as did Boltra:ffio. Permit the fact 

to be pointed out again, that the statements made by Merejkowsky 

concerning Boltraffio are utter :fantasy and far exceed plausibility 

when he discusses his association with the higher class of society 

in Milan. 

In fact, to heighten the assertion of nobility concerning this 

artist, Frizzoni refers to Boltraf:fio as the "Milanese gentleman­

painter," and :follows it by a statement that, Uit (painting) is 
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omission. I£ Boltraffio had died after September of 1516, the sus­

pected month :forLeonardo 1 s departure for France, then it would 

have been some time before news of the artist's death reached his 

ears, and thus Leonardo never made an acknowledgement of the fact. 

Such a supposition is not too far reaching in its plausibility, and 

to some extent seemS reasonably feasible when one considers the 

friendship of Giovanni Antonio with tbe master. 

Assu:tedly at this point it can be adamantly maintained that 

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio was a close friend and pupil of 

Leonardo da Vinci; this leads us to the conclusion that he must 

have also been associated with other pupils and some of the follow­

ers of the master. It has already been established and can be 

stated at this point that one of his fellow-pupils was the Milanese 

artist, Marco d'Oggione. From what can be ascertained from the 

style and characteristics shown in their individual art, these two 

artists were of different temperments and intent·, both showing more 

individuality than the other followers. Marco was a person who not 

only sought the style and refinement of Leonardo, but also infused 

it with other qualities of animation and emotionof a physical 

nature - an influence derived from another source• Giovanni Antonio, 

on the other hand, was much more subtle with his employment of 

emotion while any movement was so well calculated that the result 

sometimes has the tendency to be hesitant. 

There were other students of Leonardo with whom we can be 

certain Boltraffio had some connection and acquaintance as their 
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however-, there are no other- records of this trip so the nature of 

Boltraffio's activities in Rome is open to speculation, but this 

will be considered later in the dissertation. Bertolotti mentions 

neither Leonardo nor Boltraffio having been in Rome nor any of 

th . t. •t. 1 e1.r ac I.Vl. I.es. As other author-ities confirm-the trip of 1513 

to Rome, we must assume Bertolotti's omission of the fact to be 

an oversight. There is no indication of: when Boltraffio returned: 

to Milan, but as we know Leonardo spent little time in Rome, it 

might be ventured that Giovanni Antonio Bol traffio returned home 

not later than the following year. Charles Blanc cites a drawing 

published by Felice Lemmonnier at Florence for the judicious 

annotators of Vasari; a drawing of a landscape· on which Leonardo 

had written, ttSulla rive del Po vicino a Sant'Angelo 1514, addi 27 

di septembre.n2 If this is the actual date in Milan1 we can suppose 

that Boltraffio had returned to his native city with Leonardo some­

time previous to the date recorded on the drawing·. 3 Such writers 

as Richter and Villot consider this date significant as showing the 

hereabouts of Leonardo, and if it shows where he was, we may assume 

Boltraffio was with him. If for any reason-we are not inclined to 

accept the foregoing contention, it is obvious that Boltraffio was 

1A. Bertolotti, Artisti lombardi a Roma nei secoli XV-VXIII, 
(:Milan: 1881). 

2 Charles Blanc, Histoire des peintres de toutes les ecoles, 
(14 1 Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1861-1876), VIII, p.4, note 1. 

3Due to political causes, the actual dates recorded by Florence 
and many Florentines outside their native city state are one year 
behind the other city states in Italy and Europe at that time. This 
might create a problem here. 
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possibly have made Casio poet-laureate of Italy. 1 ' 2 The writer 

would certainly be in agreement with the addition of the wreath on 

Girolamo's head, but would hesitate accepting the theory concern-

ing the change in the positioning of the head or the repainting 

of the Madonna. Later, when the analysis of the composition is 

made we will be able to see more convincingly the necessity of 

this particular angle of the inclination of the head, which Bolt-

raffio himself might possibly have changed soon after the original 

attempt was made in order to satisfy his own sensitivity to the 

organization and composition. There is no scientific report 

that a different type of paint or technique was employed. The 

hand of St. Sebastian is an exceedingly awkward passage and the 

writer seriously doubts if Boltraffio would have intentionally in-

eluded such an unpleasant object in what is otherwise a fine work 

of art. Perhaps it was the addition by another painter or, by 

chance, a restorer. 

Another interesting factor brought out by the radiograph con-

cerns the musical angel at the top of the picture. It is definitely 

not repainted and the analysis shows that the paint density of the 

angel on the immediate area of the panel is much weaker and is 

covered by a layer of varnish. 3 Pedretti believes that the angel 

2Benvenuto Cestaro, ttGirolamo Casio,n Enciclopedia italiana, 
(Padua: 1931-1939), VI, p.308. 

3carlo Pedretti, Documenti e memoria ri ardanti Leonardo da 
Vinci a Bologna e in Emilia, Bologna: 1953 , p.51. 

42 







Composition 

The composition as conceived by Boltraffio for the Casio 

Family Madonna is triangular in disposition, even though the Virgin 

and Christ are the focal center of interest and are positioned 

slightly below eye level. Closest to the viewer on the picture 

plane and in each of the lower ·c-orners of the picture are Giacomo, 

donor on the left, and his son Girolamo Casio the poet, on the 

right. They are kneeling in profile and have assumed the attitude 

of reverential adoration. Showing a certain aggressiveness and 

considerably more earnestness, the father is quickened more physi­

cally while the son Girolamo is more self-contained and pensive in 

attitude. In the center, the Madonna sits in a three-quarter pose, 

holding the Christ Child on her knees and restraining Him with her 

left hand• The Child, twisting and facing front, indicates with a 

gesture of His right hand the sign of the blessing• Behind Giacomo 

and slightly nearer the vertical center of the picture is St. John 

the Baptist in a slightly twisted position, looking directly at 

the observer and pointing with his right hand to direct attention 

of the observer toward the Virgin. St. Sebastian balances out the 

composition opposite St. John, directing his head and glance toward 

the focal group. The completion of the pyramidal composition is 

effectuated by the musical angel at the apex of the triangle, and 

poignantly accented by the diagonal thrust of the Baptist's staff. 

The foreground is made obvious and emphasized by the microscopic 

botanical detail of plant...:life, soil, and stones in a strikingly 

executed Leonardesque manner. 
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placement of St. Sebastian's right hand, Both upper arms are in 

the same parallel position, making it an absolute physical impossi­

bility for the hand to be tied in such a way that· the right hand is 

visible on the left side of the body, nor would the theoretical 

line of the hidden right forearm allow for the present positioning 

of the right hand. 

Another incongruity might be marked in the physical structure 

of the Virgin with particular reference to the awkward position of 

the neck and head. This will again be seen later in other at­

tributed works by this artist, when he attempts to turn the heads 

of his sitters• The relationship of the lower limbs with the body 

of the Virgin creates a malajusted concept of a torso which is 

too short. However, on close inspection it can be determined that 

the body is adequate, but that any displeasing illusion is attribut­

able to the inharmonious handling of drapery rendered without 

adequate regard for the form beneath. This is pointed out only 

as an acknowledgement of an Unskillful attempt on the part of the 

artist, Boltraffio, to perceive and execute the form accurately. 

The refinements of this picture can Be seen in the multi­

farious repitition of diagonal movements. The upward diagonal 

of St. John's right leg is repeated in his torso and head, and 

his left arm; other corresponding diagonals to this one are per­

ceived partially in the upper arms, and the head of St. Sebastian 

and in his right leg and left foot; in'the upper arms of Christ; 

and in Gir'olamo' s arm and bodily profile. An opposing set of 
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diagnnals having about the same intensity receive their major 

accent from the staff of St. John alongwith that created by his 

upper· right arm and left leg; they are repeated in the forward 

thrust of Giacomo's body and head, the draped legs and upper left 

arm of the :Madonna; the Child's body and lower rigl:rt leg; part of 

the lower torso of St. Sebastianwhile the upper part corresponds 

to the reverse diagonal. The strongest parallel diagonals of the 

composition are observed in the right forearm of the Baptist; the 

right arm of Giacomo as well as the suggested line of his shoul­

ders; the head and right leg of Christ; the right foot of St. Sebas­

tian, as well as by the intimated line of his left arm obscured 

behind his back; and the right arm of the angel. The inward di­

agonal slant of the Baptist's shoulders is the reverse of those of 

St. Sebastian which have a pronounced tendency to reduce the verti­

cal height of the apex of the pyramidal comp-osition. 

The accented horizontals of the Casio Family Madonna have 

their greatest potency in the planistic banding of the background 

recession and re-affirmed by the right forearm of Christ; the 

Virgin's left forearm and the hem of her drapery; and the implied 

horizontal of Girolamo's left arm. The major emphasis on the ver­

ticality of the composition is accomplished chiefly by the free 

fall of the drapery and its folds, the overall upright position 

of the figures, and the suggested verticality in nature's growth 

in the background. 

A rather difficult refinement, but completely successful, is 

the foreshortening of the musical angel which in its own subtle 
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manner emphasizes the horizontality and directs the eye back down 

to the main subject. The soaring height of the theoretical apex 

of the triangular design which is above the framing is lowered by 

Boltraffio's positioning of the angel below this apex and his 

allowing it to hover closer to the central group. An interesting 

notation is the branching of the tree on the right side of St. 

Sebastian which parallels and corresponds to the profile outline 

of his left arm and its muscular modeling silhoutted against the 

background. 

Because of the many crossing and intersecting parallels, 

the composition builds up in a tectonic structure in somewhat of 

an occult fashion. However, in order that this pyramidal building 

should not be too evident, stabilizing devices are employed. The 

use of nvs11 or inverted triangles, as observed in the right arms 

ot the Baptist. and Giacomo, counteract this upward movement, 

broadening and filling out the entire arrangement·. 

Observing Boltraffio's meticulous and schematic handling of 

the composition, one is aware that the crossing of lines and 

parallels was the prime motivating concern of the artist to achieve 

complete stability within the composition while infusing with it a 

stability of movement. Undoubtedly this is a method and technique 

derived from his careful tutelage under the watchful pedagogy of 

Leonardo da Vinci, again another of the factors which has to be 

taken into account and consideration as creating greater difficul­

ties and pitfalls withrespect to positive attribution. 
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the lower point of the jaw. There is a peasant quqlity to the face 

with its wide, deep set eyes; long, full nose; wide, flat forehead; 

and broad mouth with a puffy under lip. The deep set eyes are 

dark, whose flattened arc-like curve of the upper lid is swollen at 

the outer extremity, and a rounded swollen ridge serves as the under 

lid, curving in reverse at the inner corner. The eyes express a 

decidedly meloncholic aspect. The eyebrows are merely suggested 

in the bone contour of the eye socket, but accented above by the 

gossamer like veil on the forehead which flows down on either side 

of her face and onto her shoulders. A definite feeling of skeletal 

structure lies beneath the skin surface and is indicated by the 

blunt semi-pointed chin, the heavy jaw line, the cheek bones, and 

the wide forehead, all of which appear prominent and individually 

characteristic of Boltraffio. Even though there exists a vigor 

and animation in the transition of the planes of the face, there is 

a sureness of modeling, which is still delicate in the adopted use· 

of chiaroscuro, eliminating any hard:delineation of these planes. 

His shadows on the face frequently become quite strong, particularly 

in such areas as beneath the nose and mouth; however, this is 

beautifully relieved of harshness in other areas such as the jaw 

and cheek by a soft reflected light, giving the execution of the 

painting a nimbleness and refinement. The lighted planes of the 

face would be considerably harsher if it were not for the coolness 

of som·e· colors in relationship to the juxtaposition of the Wip:'m 

shadows. These lighted areas have the tendency to become somewhat 

agitated, thus smothering ever so lightly the too heavily delineated 
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lines of the mouth and the nose and their adjacent shadows. The 

Madonna's left hand has a rather broad, swollen_back·area, but 

lacks good form. The tong--like fingers which are long, delicate, 

and nervous, give a sensitivity to the hands, an aspect which other­

wise they would completely lack. The one visible foot, only part 

of which is showing, is executed with conviction and firmly modeled. 

In many respects, there is much to recommend the figure style of 

this peasant-like Virgin of Boltraffio's creation, and we will see 

her humane and realistic type used again. 

The Child, turning and facing forward, indicates with his 

right hand the gesture of a blessing. He is completely nude, thus 

revealing actually the sensation of organic structure beneath the 

flesh of His chubby form. The flesh tones are warm, soft, and 

subtle, rendering a definite sense of refinement to the figure 

while the linear movement is steady but restrained. The chiaro­

scuro is much softer in the case of this figure and would enhance 

any aspect of tenderness and softness of the child. The face is 

square with a little rounded chin, widely separated eyes, a rather 

long and well developed nose for a child, fat cheeks and puffy 

lips. He has a 1 sleepy-eyedness' to His gaze that lends to the 

melancholic attitude, similar to that of His mother. This ex­

pression, coupled with the slight tilt of the head toward His 

left shoulder, suggests a pleading attitude. His hair is blond 

and arranged in ringlets close to his head. Christ is well 

modeled, being realistically heightened by the cast reflection 

on.the shaded areas. A tactile sensation is given to the flesh of 
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the Child that sharpens the realistic and psychological acceptance 

of the painting. The Child, as a specific type, seems to have a 

great affinity to the pre-Leonardesque types of Foppa and Borgognone 

is style andmanner. This type appears to be well established as 

part of the tradition of the Milanese school before the arrival 

of' Leonardo in the locale, about 1482. There are other artists 

of' the Milanese school before and after Leonardo who employed 

this very same type. It might be suggested that Leonardo looked 

to this school for his prototype of the Christ Child when one 

refers to his drawings for the painting of the Adoration of' the 

Magi in the U:ff'izi, begun in 1481. The child in this picture is 

different from any in the drawings and paintings of' children after 

his stay in Milan, and as contrasted to the Child in the Madonna 

of the Rocks, and Ste. Ann and the Virgin, both in the Louvre, 

which are more closely allied to the Milanese tradition and which 

were executed after his arrival in Milan. 

St. John the Baptist and St. Sebastian represent the second 

figure type in this picture, a purely idealized concept of' sainthood 

strengthened by serenity and classical restraint. On first obser­

vation, they possess a sculptural effect even though their attitudes 

can be associated with effeminacy of' a Prarltilian character ... Hence, 

any likelihood of' protraiture in these figures has been completely 

suppressed, and the figures provide a distinct contrast to the 

individual portraits of' the donor and his son. Both heads, St. 

Sebastian's in profile, continue Boltraff'io's use of' the long oval 
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because of the individualistic quality of the figure and the in­

dependently personal style of Boltraffio. The right hand ex£ St. 

Sebastian, of which the dislocated portion has already been men­

tioned, has verylittle structure, fingers widely splayed at the 

knuckles - incongruous to the rest of the picture. This might 

insinuate repainting, however, to the knowledge of the \vriter the 

discovery of any repainting has never been recorded in connection 

with this painting. 

The tree to which St. Sebastian is supposedly bound and which 

he stands in front of, appears from all ascertainable evidence· to 

be lacking a lower trunk. This omission on the part of the artist 

·would then have to be added to the list of incongruities listed 

above. 

The three wouftd marks made by the extracted arrows cause the 

saint little or no pain as he looks down with a thoughtful but 

saddened countenance of sensuousness on the seated Madonna and Child. 

St. John, the muscles of whose right arm and hand are beauti­

fully and sculpturally executed regarding structure and modeling, 

points toward the Virgin and Child; this gesture considerably helps 

to direct the observer's attention to them, actually forcing the 

viewer to focus his attention on the central group. The Baptist 

is clad:·.in the heavy lamb skin garment in· which he is customarily 

depicted and realistically suggestive of a tactile quality. With 

the exception of the neck region, all the planes are rendered with 

extreme delicacy, produced with restraint and demonstrating certain 

strength of technique. 

56 











Leonardesque followers, which would result in falsifying its sin­

cerity and meaning. If not in portraiture alone, the realistic and 

idealized types convey their individual messages and thoughts in 

harmony with the entire picture and its composition. This confirms 

Boltraffio's prowess in maintaining an individual style and his 

ability to translate it into different types all within the same 

panel. In this picture, there is an overall consistency in manipu­

lating the various types and in maintaining an harmonious relation­

ship of balance among all. 

Hovering in the sky above the central group, is a musical 

angel, whose face is considerably foreshortened. The use of such 

a device decidedly limits the analysis of the figure. However, 

with the stretching of one 1 s imagination within the limitations of 

feasibility, the head is not unlike that of the Christ Child. Im­

mediately the broad, smooth forehead, fat cheeks, rather deep set 

eyes, puffiness of the undulating mouth and soft brown hair are all 

of the Boltraffio vocabulary of style and not unfamiliar to the 

preceeding discussion. More outstanding in similarity and of con­

siderable interest is the fact that both pudgy hands of the angel 

with their short and very pointed fingers are identical to the left 

hand of Christ. This fact alone would leave little doubt as to the 

authorship of this angel. 
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66 

the Baptist is sharply delineated against the sky, yet, a softness 

is created by breaking the line with small plant-life which re-

strains any blatant harshness that might otherwise have existed. 

The general vertical stratification seen in the rocks on the right 

helps considerably to reduce the monotony of the horizontal accents. 

There is also a relievement of harshness because of the delicacy 

and meticulousness in which the vegetation is rendered. The small, 

rounded and heavily foliated trees along the base of this small 

mountain in the center have the tendency to stand out as if in re-

lief, while those in the same area but in the middle ground are 

tall, slender and supple with a feathery quality given to their 

foliage. These latter trees are very reminiscent of those seen in 

the paintings by Umbrian masters. 

That which holds more importance for us can be. seen in the 

microscopic execution of the small plant•life in the foreground, 

which would almost appear to be abstract from the drawings of 

Leonardo da Vinci - the same drawings as used in the painting the 

Madonna of the Rocks, Louvre. Its detail is handled w1th great 

care and restraint which Boltraffio's technical proficiency demon-

strates. 

The same calmness and quietude prevail in the landscape as 

was seen in the figures themselves. There_is not so much as a 

breeze. The only hint of expression, other than the inborn tender-

ness of the panel, is the slight agitation seen in the sky at the 

very top of the frame, and this is a questionable and uncertain 

quality. The landscape enhances the mood and attitude of the 



figures while they in turn aid in establishing and heightening the 

very subtle meaning of the landscape. 

As can be distinctly seen, Boltraffio is not only a capable 

and sensitive master of composition with respect to balance, se­

quence, and harmony, but he is most competent in pulling together· 

all objects within the design so that individually they echo each 

other repeatedly, establishing an overall harmony of·a universal 

nature where the entire panel as a whole produces the same effect, 

expression, and meaning. Boltraffio has interwoven the total com­

position so meticulously that movement and very subtle animation 

are produced; consequently any dryness of design or boredom to the 

composition is eliminated. For all this, the conclusion must attest 

to the great talent of this Milanese artist; we might wish he had 

followed art as a vocation rather than merely as an avocation, 

that he had had more leisure time, and that he had not died at such 

an early age. 
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PART II 

Artists of Leonardo da Vinci's School 

and Their Styles 



CHAPI'ER III 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STYLES OF THE FOLLOWERS 

OF LEONARDO DA VINCI IN MILAN 

The continuation of this dissertation on Giovanni Antonio 

Boltraffio would hardly be conclusive if there were not some con­

sideration given to his contemporary fellow artists residing in 

Milan. These artists were either pupils of Leonardo or direct 

:followers of his style and teachings. Were it not for the fact 

that the artists herein discussed have a direct connection with 

Leonardo, his school, or the school nf :Milan at that particular 

time, the task hi' investigation would be limitless with possibili­

ties of such an investigation leading as far as France and Flan­

ders to the northwest and Naples to the south. Therefore, the 

study must be confined within reasonable andworkable boundaries 

which have definite relationships and bearings on the immediate 

subject under consideration, that being the confused connection 

these artists have with Boltraffio and the attribution of his work 

as distinct and separate productions stylistically identifiable 

from theirs. 

Naturally these men will exhibit varying degrees of associa­

tion and similarity with the style of the master and Boltraf:fio; 

however, these men.are of different talents and demonstrate 

heterogeneous intricacies of style, but as is so often the case 

with followers and pupils, they sometimes lack in creative 
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authority and to use those works as representative of their style 

for the purpose of analysis. The establishment of these styles 

will be systematically ordered with sufficient proof that an in-

dividuality of types and style will evolve to identify and dis-

tinguish the various personalities implicated. In all but two of 

the mentioned artists, there remains sufficient material of signed 

and dated works or reliable documentation to construct and compile 

precise evidence to substantiate the contentions set forth. 

It will be observed that all these men can be separated and 

maintained as individual artists with positive representations of 

their works. Such a study inserted into the dissertation at this 

point will alleviate the necessity of constantly referring to 

extraneous material and the repetition of such to establish Bolt-

raffio as an individual artist and eliminate questions and con-

fusion concerned with the style of the followers and imitators of 

Leonardo da Vinci. 

Ambrogio de'Predis 

Ambrogio de'Predis, who was active in Milan between 1472 and 

1506, formed in his style under the influence of Zenale and Butinone. 

The second strong influence on his art was that of Leonardo da Vinci 

when he became a closer follower of the master. Outside the school 

of Milan, Ambrogio de 1 Predis shows rather strongly some distinct 

influences of Antonello da Messina from time to time as pointed 

out by Adolfo Venturi. 1 He is technically a well equipped artist; 

1Adolfo Venturi, Storia dell'arte, (Milan: Hoepli, 1901-1939), 
VII, n.4, p.l017. 
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of squarish angularity and lineament having deep, dark cut con­

tours. The general structure o:r his human :forms is superficial as 

is the muscular movement seen beneath the surface of the flesh. 

In this respect, he has a great deal in common with many of the 

other Lombard artists who also possess a spineless and careless 

assemblage or separate partg of the composite figure. Ambrogio 

exhibits an individuality in the solid padding of the flesh with 

a strong accent on relief resulting in a compartmentalizing of the 

surface due to the deep contours, while the :flesh lacks the :firm-

. ness which so well characterizes Boltra:f:fio. The tone o£ the :flesh 

painted by de'Predis has a dry greyish quality resembling a cha1k­

ness with harsh and abrupt transitions from one plane to another, 

caused mainly by the weaker handling o£ color• Hence, the textures 

and the qualities o£ the paint can hardly be referred to as marvel­

ous, concerning a tactile sense, yet they possess a realistic 

aspect about them. 

The heads in these portraits seem almost colossal in compari­

son to the proportion of the figures. Regardless o£ this, his 

foreheads are less expansive in comparison to most o£ those ex­

hibited by his :fellow imitators. The eyebrows are hard and usually 

drawn in a :flattened arch and accompanied by a continuous puffiness 

below, accenting the deep set structure of the eyes. The eyelids 

are hard and unbending in their execution which only heightens 

the penetrating quality o£ the eyes themselves. The upper lid is 

marked by a distinctive hard line at the edge while the lower is 

accented by a whitish rim of light. There is a decided undulation 
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given to the mouth although the large lips tend to be compressed. 

Ambrogio d'Predis did relieve to a considerable extent the puffi­

ness given the upperlip, a characteristic most evident in the work 

of his fellow aspirants. 

As stated above, any subtle transition in the planes of the 

face is lacking, the result is harder accompanied by a sculptural 

sensation suggestive of a bony quality. This is particularly evi­

dent in areas of the jaw, nose, and cheek bones, the nose appears 

almost to be detachable. The execution demonstrates greater angu­

larity and harshness and is intensified by the irrational distribu­

tion of light in the shaded areas with no attention given to 

correctness of perceptive execution. His shadings are rendered 

with about equal value and intensity, resulting in a learned but 

heavy chiaroscuro of a hard metallic quality and zigzag lineament. 

Ambrogio de'Predis when painting hands was as consistent in 

their rather poor structural handling and manipulation as he was 

in other physical features. He gave them an unnatural puffiness 

which poignantly detracts from a persuasive articulation of the 

joints. 

The expression o:f character with which he embued his sitters 

was more distant and detached when compared to Boltraffio and the 

other Lombardian painters, thereby diminishing the relationship 

between the sitter and the spectator. This particular type of 

expression lends to the profound dignity of the person, while an 

intimated meditative docility suggests an alleviation of what might 

otherwise be called a dominating personality on the part of the 
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sitter. Thusthe concentrated state of sobriety of the sitter is 

reduced to some degree by the overall stillness and quietude of 

interpretation. 

Even though the textures created by Ambrogio de 1 Predis are not 

always convincing in a tactile sense, there is some resemblance to 

actuality. In the execution of his drapery especially, he demon­

strates a hard if not brittle effect in the folds which are often 

heavy and have the appearance of molded concrete. The drapery does 

not always conform to the structure of the body in a persuasive 

manner and is frequently lacking in realism. Another way of de­

scribing these rather disturbing folds is that they resemble square 

modeled clay. 

As Ambrogio de'Predis was principally a portrait painter, we 

find no work with a positive attribution that includes landscapes 

other than the copies he made fvom paintings by Leonardo, such as 

his Madonna of the Rocks in the National Gallery, London. Thus 

to attempt to establish a particular or distinctive style in this 

area of his production would be difficult, uncertain, and unreliable. 

In comparison to Boltraffio, Ambrogio remains for us essen­

tially a portrait painter with qualities considerably harder and 

less refined. He carries on the late Quattrocento Leonardesque 

tradition, but without the subtlety or cultivation of the adopted 

style. In this respect, it has to be admitted that Boltraffio was 

more prone to the adaptation of a learned style and can be said to 

be a better technician with reference to performance. Obviously, 

there is neither the hardness nor the poorness of physical pro-
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where the textures are often hard, soliciting little tactile re­

sponse, yet there is a certain delicacy occurring in the folds. 

There is a voluminous quantity of drapery not always conforming to 

the figure it covers. Occasionally the hardness of the drapery 

resembles metal; however, there is in all circumstances a precision 

of detail. 

Landscape executed by Andrea Solario shows several influences, 

none of which can actually be called Leonardesque. They often ad­

here to a Florentine stylization in the combined flatness and calm. 

Consistently, they are low and rolling countrysides with little de-· 

tail, and thin delicate trees not unlike those of Raphael. However, 

throughout his work, inclusive of the landscape portions, the 

dominating coloration is close to that of the Venetians with occa­

sional suggestions which indicate influences from the northern 

regions of Europe with particular reference to Flanders in the 

quality of warmth. · 

Andrea Solario like Marco·d'Oggione is an identifiable indi­

vidual amongst the Leonardo followers in Milan as former traits and 

characteristics perpetuate themselves in his style developed during 

the period of Leonardesque influence. He, unlike Ambrogio de'Predis, 

Boltraffio and the others, experienced dominating influences from 

outside the locale which he was unable to divorce himself from 

completely, and unconsciously persisted in employing them. Even 

in the Vierge au Coussin Vert, in the Louvre in which he most 

successfully adopts the Vincian technique, there are still traces 

strong enough to indicate other influences on Solario 1 s style and 
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with uncontested evidence; hence we will have to rely on Vasari 

and Lanzi to affirm those works from the hand of the artist to 

1 establish his style. The listing which Vasari gives us ±s The Bap-

tism in the Principe de Molfetta, Milan, (landscape by Bernazzano), 

Salome, in Vienna, a Young Saint, s. Rocco, Rome, and a Madonna, 

Child and Lamb, in the Brera, Milan. Remarks will be confined to 

those examples of his art which follow the Leonardesque tradition 

in order to discover the basic traits of his art which distinguish 

him from the other representatives of the school. 

The composition of Cesare da Sesto, like that of all artists 

in Milan at the time, followed the Quattrocento tradition of basic 

pyraniidal construction and circular movement. Cesare placed his 

figures in such a manner having very erect posture and a slight 

turn to the head. Where his Madonnas are concerned, he added the 

charm, idyllic sweetness and quietude found in much of Raphael's 

work, the type of sweetness that is saccharine and distinguishes 

him readily from Boltraffio and the other Milanese. There is 

always the softness and gentleness to touch combined with a strength 

of attitude, sureness of movement and calculated restraint. How-

ever, when movement, as displayed by this artist, is forced, it is 

transformed into contortion possessing a certain pomp and chaotic 

disorder. Thus far, we can easily recognize his tendency toward 

academicism and virtuosity, which cannot exist side by side with 

the sincerity of Boltraffio. 

1Giorgio Vasari, The Lives, (London: Dent and Sons, 1927), 
III, p.325. 
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of Leonardo da Vinci, but due to a tightening of the cheek muscles 

there results a rounded point under the cheek bone. Gianpietrino's 

modeling of the bodies as well as the head is heavy in comparison 

to the other Leonardesque followers. He utilizes brilliant shadow 

effects; however, his employment of chiaroscuro appears hurried 

and often exaggerated destroying any delicacy of transition between 

planes. The hands as painted by Pedrini vary greatly in their in­

dividual handling being either nondescript or structurally over­

developed so that they inevitably lack reality and character. 

The tactile quality of Pedrini's textures have a limited range 

as can be seen in a great deal of his drapery which more often than 

not resembles marble or other fine stone. None of his tactile sen­

sations are convincing whether it be flesh, drapery, or foliage in 

the landscape. 

There is an infantile quality of approach to Gianpietrino 1 s 

Leonardesque landscape which occasionally is directly copied from 

those of Leonardo's paintings or drawings. He employs the master's 

technique of sfumato, but with certain clarity which is incongruous 

to the principle. Interestingly, however, this stylized landscape 

can propagate a combined sentimentalism and idealized state 

similar to that which was observable in his figures. On occasion 

he produces a landscape of decided northern character of Flemish 

art, particularly in the rendering of mountains and other topo­

graphical detail. 

It is easily discernable that there is little in common sty­

listically between Boltraffio and Gianpietrino as the totality of 
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pictures are well defended by Venturi.1 

Bernardino de'Conti had anything but an original mind or tech­

nique as he copied isolated parts of different figures previously 

executed by Leonardo and others, put them together, and thus pro­

duced a picture. His work on the whole is typified by very smooth 

surface area with little attention given to detail or modeling 

other than that absolutely necessary to produce a summary effective­

ness of reality. This is sharply evident in the landscape and 

drapery. In connection with these two items, it should be noted 

that ni:s form of drapery is developed on a parallel repetition of 

folds, which limits any genuine sensation of actuality; his geo­

logical formations are constructed by means of the same technique. 

This alone becomes a significant stylistic character by which to 

isolate this artist from the other Leonardesque followers. 

Bernardino's modeling was reduced to a minimum having a hard 

incised effect which creates a metallic impression. The contrast 

between values is exceedingly drastic in his work, limiting per­

ceptibly the quality of convincing textures or evoking a tactile 

sensation. The rendering of flesh immediately comes to mind in 

this connection. Again when the fine points of any particular 

painter's style are examined, Bernardino becomes isolated and once 

again this artist is placed at the polar opposite of Boltraffio. 

The majority of heads painted by de'Conti are long, oval and 

expressionless being accompanied by a hardness of the lineament. 

1Ibid., p.l051 
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is the apparent overshot construction of the upperlip and the 

obvious pointedness of the slightly upturned nose. 

As Bernardino develops, there is a progressive firmness in the 

manipulation of the flesh which is similar to that of Boltraffio, 

but is lessened in its effectiveness because of his inability to 

maintain a high standard of development in his modeling. In this 

connection there is a strong feeling of some influence of Braman­

tina, another Milanese painter, but from outside the domination of 

Vincian potency. 

As for landscape in his work, little can be called his uwn as 

far as style is concerned in that a sizable part of what remains 

to us is merely a reiteration of Leonardo's with little originality 

of his own. His obvious parallelism of construction has already 

been mentioned. It is noticeable he tried to utilize Leonardo's 

technique in respect to aerial perspective and sfumato, but this 

results in mere vagueness with a deficiency of suggestive reality. 

Bernardino de 1 Conti stands apart from Boltraffio in his in­

dividual style and character, and ultimately aids in making both 

capable of supporting themselves and their works independently on 

a stylistic basis. Naturally where any of these men under dis­

cussion are concerned there is going to be an overlapping and con­

fusion of styles, but eventually they develop their own individu­

ality of style and become stylistically identifiable. However, 

there remain paintings within this designated school which will be 

annonymous as they reside in ambiguous area of individual produc­

tion. Hence, not only these men but Boltraffio himself, will not 
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be given their full honor and credit because of chance proximity 

in the growth and experimental periods of the artists' lives. 

Lorenzo di Credi 

A curious case arises in the personage and artistic activity 

of Lorenzo di Credi (1459-1537), who is usually classified as a 

member of the Florentine school. However, he is closely associated 

with the style of Leonardo da Vinci because he was a fellow pupil•_ 

of this master when they both were in the workshop of Verrocchio.1 

There are no known signed works by Lorenzo di Credi as far as the 

writer was able to ascertain; however, there are many attributed 

and accepted works by this man which we can rely on and which are 

within the realm of his style. Such paintings are his as the 

Baptism in St. Domenico de Fiesole, Madonna del Letto in the Cathe-

dral of Pistoia, a Bartholomew in Or San Michele, a Nativity for 

s. Chiara - now in the Accademia, Florence, to mention only a few 

works.
2

'
3 

With the exception of portraiture in which he adheres closely 

to the style of Verrocchio, Lorenzo di Credi's work is generally 

characterized by the strong influence of Leonardo, but occasionally 

infiltrated by the influences of Botticelli and Fra Bartolomeo. 

1Bernard Berenson, Italian Pictures of the Renaissance, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932), p.296. 

2Ibid. 

3Giorgio Vasari, The Lives, (London: Dent and Sons, 1927), 
:u' p.288. 
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These two artists show their influence over him largely in terms 

of composition. It is Leonardo da Vinci whose technique and meticu­

lous articulation he imitates in his work. There is always a deli­

cate finish and high polish to his panels which is seldom achieved 

by others. Regardless of his great technical skill, one occa­

sionally observes that the structural relationship of parts in his 

figures is not wholly satisfying. His modeling also has features 

about it that are not gratifying in conjunction with contrasted 

areas, due somewhat to his performance and his limited knowledge 

of chiaroscuro. This property of contrasting values is often 

strong, but the flesh tones are often pallid and frequently monoto­

nous. Naturally, Leonardo had not fully developed his idea about 

chiaroscuro when he left the bottega of Verrocchio, thus one might 

suspect that Lorenzo had ceased to develop the technique past this 

point. 

Heads as executed by Lorenzo di Credi, geometrically speaking, 

are elongated ovals, being·rather expressionless and lean toward 

an overt sweetness. All the features of the face have the appear­

ance of being rendered entirely within one plane resulting in a 

decided flatness created by his deficiency in modeling, yet there 

is a solidness given to the flesh in spite of this. This feature 

alone isolates this painter from other Milanese artists and from 

Boltraffio in particular. The brow is high and wide with exagger­

atedly arched eyebrows, while the eyes are often nondescript. 

The most identifiable trait in Lorenzo di Credi's style is the 

pouting quality of the mouth which actually decreases the 

98 



possibility of a Leonardesque smile. This painter is inconsistent 

in his use of textures showing considerable variance; however, there 

is usually an apparent hardness·that decreases the convincingness 

of reality. 

The children seen in Lorenzo's works are flat and poorly 

modeled in their comparitive relationship of individual parts. 

They possess the general formula of the majority of children pre­

sented heretofore. This is a curious note to consider; as has 

already been pointed out, the prototype of these children is Milan­

ese in origin and there is no knowledge of Lorenzo's going to 

Milan, yet any likelihood is faint of a relationship between Leo­

nardo and Lorenzo after the former's departure for Milan in 1482. 

There is one outstanding stylistic character about the artist's 

children and that is the great intensification given to the undu­

lation of the mouth. 

The manner in which he renders the hands of his subjects is 

not unfamiliar to us. In most cases, they lack a certain structure 

that is occasionally obscured by puffiness. They demonstrate little 

imagination with limited powers of attracting attention. 

His drapery can either be heavy or light depending on the 

texture represented. At times it is so hard that a loss in tactile 

realization results producing a metallic semblance; however, there 

exists a bulkiness and voluminous quality. The folds are broad 

and most adequately handled, revealing the form beneath rather con­

vincingly, a quality seen less frequently among the Milanese 

followers. 

99 







position. Undoubtedly one of the finest details in his pictures 

is the coloration. It is accomplished with great discretion and 

refined delicacy possessing a transparancy which emits a vibrance 

giving his paintings a living quality that might otherwise be 

lost to dullness and sobriety. 

The heads of Luini 1 s figures are generally oval and long 

with a convincing structural quality beneath the flesh. They 

exhibit fine transitions between the well articulated planes while 

occasionally employing a rather heayy chiaroscuro. The eyes and 

brows have a sculptured feeling while his noses become the punc­

tuating feature of the physiognomy, being long and broad in their 

disposition. This artist executes the mouths of his figures in 

varying manners from what might be indicated as a hard thin line 

slightly curved upward to a heavy undulated type, overaccentu­

ating the typical Leonardesque smile. The jaw is without angular­

ity, becoming rounded and contiguous to an adequately modeled chin. 

There are times when his female figures have an incongruously 

masculine type face as do his youths who appear to have an advanced 

yet unpleasant maturity. This characteristic of Luini 1 s is in­

dividual to himself and directly opposed in the majority of cases 

to what we are accustomed to witnessing in the other Vincian 

imitators. Boltraffio is a fine example of this opposite tendency 

of Bernardino's. 

The superficiality of his gestures is readily caught by the 

eye and prove themselves to be a combination of several styles, 

thus placing this phase of his artistic rendering into the realm 
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of ecclecticism. The superficiality of such borrowing is also 

evident in his' attempts to become dramatic where the resulting 

action falls short of being convincing. 

Bernardino Luini is exuberant in the amount and use of drapery 

in many of his pictures. The copious drapery hides the form of the 

body that lies beneath. The definition of textures also varies 

greatly, not only within the realm of stuffs, but w'jth other materi­

als and objects as well, ranging from that which is convincingly 

true to that which holds little association with the tactile re­

sponse of the article. The drapery can be either hard and sculp­

tural or as soft as cotton; either dry and crisp or wet and matted; 

or have folds that conform in parallel patterning or fall free and 

restless in a highly realistic manner. From this position he be­

comes very difficult to attach a definite style so as to distinguish 

him from the other Vincian imitators. 

It is under such circumstances as these that one can readily 

go astraywhen an attribution is required. If this had been 

merely a change in style from one period to another of the artist•s 

activity, more accuracy could be maintained; however, he springs 

from one to the other without the slightest provocation. Some of 

his drapery as in the St. Catherine frescoes is highly suggestive 

of Piero della Francesca 1 s work at Arezzo. 

Little landscape is used by this artist and the genuine 

authenticity of those works which have any amount of it is some­

times questioned. However, suffice it to say, what does remain for 

us today in this genre is borrowed from Leonardo, but without the 
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latter's deftness or precision. 

To draw a conclusion or establish a style as being individual 

to Bernardino Luini would be somewhat difficult as his $tyles and 

types are capable of varying within definitely defined periods. 

Actually to give a concrete attribution on this premiss might be 

disastrous, but resorting to and utilizing the strong subjective 

qualities of tranquility, sweetness and charm of quietude indivi­

dual and characteristic of Luini along with a combination of his 

varying styles proves to be the only certain manner in which an 

attribution may be substantiated in favor of this artist• 

Once again and the closer we come to the end of this chapter, 

the more individuality and character each of these artists has 

from the Milanese school. The differences and ramifications are 

sometimes narrower and slighter than we might wish for, but enough 

exist so that identification, with more than average certainty, can 

be made with reliability. 

Giacomo Salai 

The last two men under discussion are the most mysterious with 

regard to their work. There is a great lack of reliable reference 

to any completed works or any works which can be ascribed to them 

with any certification. Very few sources today wil3h to ;aclmowledge 

the fact that one Giacomo Salai (Salaino) was an artist. Beren­

son and Venturi among many, are the sources to which the writer 

refers. However, Giorgio Vasari writes for us in his Lives, that 
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Leonardo took Salai as a pupil, but makes no further mention of 

the youth or works executed by him. 1 Leonardo himself makes sever-

al entries in his notebooks about Salai both as a pupil and as an 

incurable thief and servant. 2 ' 3 Why Leonardo should have kept a 

youth of such character in his household is difficult to determine. 

Vallentin states that Salai was both pupil and servant, but judging 

from what can be ascertained from the research on this individual, 

Leonardo received little worth out of this young man from either 

4 source of employment. It has been written by several, and with 

particular elaboration by Vallentin, that Giacomo was a youth of 

extreme beauty and marvelously developed physique. 5 

This statement adequately establishes the existence of Salai, 

but it does nothing to indicate that the man was a painter. As 

mentioned above, many writers have refused to mention him in their 

1Giorgio Vasari, The Lives, (London: Dent and Son, 1927), II, 
p.163. 

2 Edward MacCurdy, Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci,' (New York: 
Geo. Braziller, 1954), p.ll49. 

3Jean Paul Richter, Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci, (Lon­
don: Oxford University Press, 1939), II, pp.63, 81, 96, 142, 367. 

Richter has translated the notes of Leonardo and compiled 
them in chronological order of dates. Leonardo noted the following: 
UJuly 10, 1490, Salai joins the studio (age.lO); st. Mary's day 
(August 14, 1490), lists the articles stolen:·by Giacomo Salai; Sep­
tember 7, 1490, Salai stole silver point; Apri'r 24, 1491, Salai stole 
a silver point from Boltraffio; September 24, 1513, Leonardo leaves 
for Rome with pupils (Melzi, Salai, Lorenzo, il Fanfois, and Bolt­
raffia)." There are also many references concerning the money 
spent by Leonardo on clothing for Giacomo Salai. 

4Antonina Vallentin, Leonardo da Vinci, (New York: Viking Press, 
1938), p.l64. 

5Ibid., p.240. 
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catalogues, and there are no signed or dated works, or one attrib-

uted to him with substantiating reliability. Hence, it is hardly 

possible that any style can be established. Those pictures which 

in the past have been given to this person are of such uneven quali-

ty, character, and type, that the suggestion of a definite style 

becomes impossible to establish or maintain. Again to repeat, the 

only indications that he might have been a painter are the refer-

ences made of the articles of the artist's trade purloined by Salai. 

Francesco Melzi 

The other artist, whose artistic career is dubious, if Fran-

cesco Melzi. He was born of a well-to-do Milanese family and be-

came interested in painting only as an avocation, but became so 

attached to Leonardo that he remained with him until his death in 

1519 at Chateau Cloux, France. There is no proof in any form that 

would indicate that Melzi left a single painting. Francesco Melzi 

as a painter has been contested over the years by many men such as 

Berenson; the latter avoids making any reference to him as an 

artist, or on another occasion refuses to recognize him in his 

1 2 catalogue. ' In his notes Leonardo himself makes no reference to 

3 him as an artist or having accomplished any work. It is common 

1Bernard Berenson, Italian Painters of the Renaissance, 
(London! Phaidon Press, 1952). 

2Bernard Berenson, Italian Pictures of the Renaissance, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932). 

3 Edward MacCurdy, The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci, (New 
York! Geo. Braziller, 1954). 
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knowledge as so adequately described by Rachel Taylor, that Melzi 

was with his master at the time of the latter's death and inherited 

the largest part of the drawings and manuscripts which Leonardo had 

compiled during his long life. 1 Melzi kept these intact until his 

own death. 

However, there are two pictures occasionally given to Melzi 

which for no better reason than that their style is close to the 

work of Leonardo and that they both appear to be from the same hand. 

They are of consistent quality and adequate production. These are 

the pictures entitled, Columbine, in the Hermitage, Leningrad, and 

the Vertumnus and Pomona, in Berlin. Definitely these two works 

are of the Leonardesque school in Malan, but fail in every cate-

gory to resemble in the faintest the style of any artist previously 

discussed, so they have to be linked with this person for want of 

another name. 

The figures have a slightly oval face of sweetness and at-

tempted delicacy, but are shallow and almost devoid of expression 

of any description other than contentment. The eyes have the usual 

Milanese characteristic, but the noses show a pointedness which ex-

tends straight down from the foreheads. The mouths possess the 

familiar archaic smile yet small and pursed. The figures are 

mannered in conjunction with the small scale rendering of the head 

and the structurally elongated nature of the forms. The forms are 

rounded and heavy in proportion, but reveal little sensation of 

1Rachel Taylor, Leonardo the Florentine, (New York: Harper & 
Bros. Inc., 1928), p.462. 
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skeletal articulation beneath the surface. 

These two particular works have a specific roundness even to 

the flattened areas and the attempt toward realistic facial ex­

pression eventuates in mere cariacature of the master while the 

gestures become mere affectation. The heavy drapery has a shiny 

metallic quality and the @ajority of its folds are contrived in a 

parallel patterning. 

The sparse landscape seen in the background is painted in an 

attempt to imitate the Leonardesque manner but lacks either clarity, 

structure, or a quality of aerial perspective and sfumato. It is 

seen merely as a cluttered and ill-defined attempt at copying its 

parts from botanical drawings of the master. In the Leningrad 

Columbine the artist has merely placed these colored tdrawings' of 

plant-life on the background with no reference or suggestion of 

the environment in which they exist, and the result resembles 

tapestry or wallpaper. 

An analysis as disjointed and unconclusive as this would not 

lend itself to the establishment of a well defined style and can­

not substantiataFrancesco Melzi as an artist, if he were one. The 

writer included these two works, not so much to prove Melzi a 

painter, but to focus attention on two paintings of almost identi­

cal style of the Milanese school of Leonardo which have to be con­

sidered to complete the totality of the study of the Vincian school 

so that from the profusion of material existing, Giovanni Antonio 

Boltraffio can be sequestered and identified as an individual 

artist with a style personal to himself. 
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PART III 

The Works of 

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio 





It requires no great stretch of the imagination to perceive 

the sensitivity £or design, composition, and color, as the second 

chapter of this study has maintained, which motivated the artistic 

talents of this man even though as some have stated, he was a 

dilettante in the field. Nonetheless, there is evidence in his 

work of latent power and artistic craftmanship which, had he de-

voted himself more prodigiously to painting, he might have borne 

fruit of even greater significance than is displayed in the skill-

ful and aesthetically satisfying work which remains fnr us today. 

He is an artist who can not be just merely passed over lightly; 

his works possess a power to command attention, revealing a depth 

of character, interpretation, and a meaning for the spectator. 

An altarpiece undeniably from the hand of Giovanni Antonio 

Boltraffio is that of Saint Barbara (Plate II), Kaiser Friedrich 

Museum, Berlin, originally painted for the church of San Satiro in 

Milan in 1502. This fact is known and proved by the existence of 

the commission of October 27, 1502, which states that Boltraffio 

was the artist commissioned and San Satiro the pictures destination.1 

The altarpiece was still situated in its original place according 

1Arch. di stato. Fondo de Religione, Cause Pie. Milano, Santa 
Maria presso San Satiro. MD!I, C.I., v.: da noi edito in ARCHIVIO 
STORICO LOMBARDO. Mar 20, 1905, 11Per la storia artistica della 
chiesa de San Satiro in Milano.n 

Copy of the commission: "Nota che a di 27 de octobre del 1 anno 
suprascrito fu concluso nel Capitolo et ne la Concregazione del 
priore et scolari de domina Santa Marfa de Sancto Satiro de Milano 
che se dovesse far dipingere per Johanne Antonio Boltraffio di­
pintore de Milano suso una tavola una figura de sancta Barbara per 
essere posta a lo altare de suprascripta sancta posto la supra­
scripta giesia. 11 
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Some passages are stiff to the point of being almost brittle. In 

comparison with the large flat folds of the Virgin's drapery in the 

Casio Family Madonna (Plate I), the drapery in the Berlin picture 

has greater texture--it is massive and heavy to the point of being 

burdensome. The striped scarf of sheer material thrown about her 

neck and shoulders is a type of material which the artist for 

effect juxtaposes to the heavier type. 

The sophisticated facial features of St. Barbara are idealized 

in the feminine genre and correspond to the features and expression 

observed in St. John the Baptist and St. Sebastian in the Louvre 

painting (Plate I). She has the same long oval countenance with 

wide forehead, wide-set eyes, long nose which appears to dilate 

slightly at the nostrils, undulating mouth that does not mimic the 

Leonardesque smile yet has a full underlip, and a strong, dominant 

chin and jaw line. These are the features which were stressed as 

individual to Boltraffio's style of executing the idealized type 

of figure or portrait. The sculptured arc of the eyebrows and the 

puffiness above the eyelids only reaffirm the extablished charac­

teristics noted in the Casio Madonna, as do the two heavy shadows 

cast by the nose and the mouth. The modeling is executed with 

delicacy and beauty which we associate with the refined use of 

chiaroscuro employed by Leonardo. Her long flowing dark hair is 

kept in place under a gossamarlike net held by the diadem. 

St. Barbara in her own majestic and sophisticated manner main­

tains a classic stance which turns the torso into a three quarter 

position of the shoulders while her head is facing straight forward. 
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whatever the criticism levied against this painting may be, a 

sufficiently large portion of it is of such excellent quality as 

to recommend its intrinsic worth. This picture coupled with the 

Louvre painting enlarges considerably our knowledge of Boltraffio's 

style, enabling us to proceed more intelligently with the examina-

tion of other works. 

The Madonna and Child (Plate III) in the National Gallery of 

London, according to the Burlington Fine Arts Club Catalogue, is 

the finest work by Boltraffio while the Casio Family Madonna was 

his most ambitious work.1 The provenience of this picture states 

that the National Gallery purchased it at the June 12, 1863, sale 

of the Rev. W. Davenport Bromely Collection, having formerly been 

acquired from the Northwich Collection on August 3, 1859. 2 There 

is no other information concerning this picture prior to this date. 

Boltraffio deyiates from the traditional costuming of the 

Virgin in that she wears a ruby red bodice, a Prussian blue gar-

ment, and a sage green mantel, the latter color repeated in the 

altar cloth behind her and the Child, and in the deep green band 

around his waist. Binding the head of the Virgin, a veil allows 

the hair to fall loose onto her shoulders; an identifiable custom 

of the fifteenth century Milanese tradition which eventually in-

1Burlington Fine Arts Club, Illustrated Catalogue of Pictures 
b Masters of the Milanese and Allied Schools of Lombard , (London: 
p.p., 1899, p.lviii. 

4National Gallery of London - Descriptive and Historical Cata­
logue of British and Foreign Pictures, (London; Stationary Office, 
1921), p.61. 
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The writer of this study is inclined to agree with such a statement 

rather than with the criticism by Berenson, who mentions this pic-

ture along with others when he states 11Boltraffio contrives to 

spoil with sugar and perfume," his personages.1 

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio has in the Madonna in the National 

Gallery, London, as well as in the previously inspected works, ren-

dered a very stable composition of a pyramidal form superimposed 

upon a vertical rectangle, a transposition which creates sufficient 

movement to enliven the picture. The use of the altar cloth and 

the positioning of the Virgin with her Son is identical in its icon-

ography with the Venetian tradition of the same era. Little of the 

landscape in this composition is visible, but the discernable por-

tions to the left suggest an Alpine mountain range. What else is 

visible is so minute that speculation is eliminated. There is, how-

ever, a relationship between this and that viewed in the panel of 

St. Barbara (Plate II). 

The London picture (Plate III) is a marvelous piece of work 

and certainly enhances the artist's reputation as a formidable 

-· person worthy of our attention, both technically and intellectually 

stimulating from his iconographical subtleties to his expression 

and spiritual content. 

There exists in Bergamo at the Accademic Carrara a tondo 

which resembles in facial features both the London Madonna and 

more precisely the Berlin panel of St. Barbara. However, from 

1Bernard Berenson, The Italian Painters of the Renaissance, 
(London: Phaidon Press, 1952), p.l83. 
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the evolutionary development of the artist's type of physiognomy 

with reference to the Virgin, it would seem that the Bergamo tondo 

{Plate IV) followed closely the completion of.the altar {Plate I) 

for the Church o:r the Misericordia in Bologna mainly because of 

its tonality and the manner in which the physical structure of the 

Virgin and Child have been executed. The half-length erect figure 

of Mary combines the expression of maternal love and tenderness 

with a superimposed quality of sophistication and dignity. As in 

many works by Boltra:ffio, a regal aspect pervades the panel and 

suggests a static nobility that might have the force to dominate 

the mood if it were not for the animation of Jesus. This slight 

suggestion and appearance of rigidity does have a correlative 

association with Andrea Solario, who Venturi insists had an influ­

ence on Giovanni Antonio. 1 However 1 the writer is inclined to 

believe that the noble and solemn aspects of this artist's inspira-

tion are derived from the serious and modest influences of the 

Florentine master, a contention supported by Gustavo Frizzoni. 2 

Frizzoni notes that the coloration of this picture is excep-

tionally deep with a marvelous enamel-like surface texture which 

qualifies Boltraffio as one of the most distinctive artists of 

h . t• 3 J.S J.me. The style varies little from those thus far examined 

1Adolfo Venturi, Storia dell'arte italianna, (Milan: Hoepli, 
1915), VII, n.4, p.l032. 

2Gustavo Frizzoni, "Exposition de maitres de 1 1 ecole lombarde 
a Londres, 11 Gazette des beaux-arts, (Paris: 1898), XX, p.300. 

3Gustavo Frizzoni, Le allerie dell 1 accademia Carrara in Ber­
gamo, (Bergamo: Istituto italiano d'arti grafiche, 1907 , p.51. 
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