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A Computer-aided Iconological Analysis o f Anthropomorphic 
Landscapes in Western Art 1560s -  1660s

(abstract)

This study is concerned with anthropomorphic landscapes in the 16th and 
17th century art in Western Europe, their origins and legacy. The composition o f  
such works is based on the idea o f double-imaging : they are visual representations 
o f  fantastic landscapes depicted in the form o f  human heads or whole figures, in 
which trees, rocks, buildings and other elements o f  the natural and man-made 
environments are used to represent anatomical features. Such images escape 
classification and make terms traditionally used in the history o f  art to describe 
pictorial genres redundant. N o earlier monographic study o f  anthropomorphic 
landscapes has been located. When considered previously, individual examples o f  
anthropomorphic landscapes were considered as anamorphoses (art o f  distorted 
perspective) or composite heads in the style o f  Giuseppe Arcimboldo, i.e. 
grotesque depictions o f  people whose bodies are constructed o f  various objects. 
By stressing the ‘portraiture’ aspect o f  the composition earlier scholars neglected 
the landscape. In this study these approaches are re-examined in the light o f  
contemporary visual and textual evidence and a different iconological 
interpretation is proposed. Within the double-imaging the image o f  man and the 
image o f  Nature are regarded here as equally important and totally interrelated: 
man is the image o f  the world. Anthropomorphic landscapes are seen as 
meaningful cosmological representations o f  the world. They illustrate the 
religious, philosophical, scientific and artistic concept o f  man being ‘a little world’. 
This ancient tenet o f natural philosophy has been replaced by modem concepts o f  
the world and the cosmological meaning o f  anthropomorphic landscapes has been 
lost.

This research is also concerned with the use o f  digital technologies in 
iconographical analysis and interpretation. The catalogue raisonné o f  
anthropomorphic landscapes has the format o f  an interactive multimedia 
application. It also incorporates an anthology o f  texts on anthropomorphism and 
a biographical dictionary. The iconographical analysis o f  the works was greatly 
aided by image processing, and the use o f  pattern recognition techniques was 
investigated as an alternative to traditional classification systems. The implications 
o f  digital imaging methods and the role o f  digital discourse as an interpretative 
technique for iconographie studies are also considered.



Terms of Reference
Aims and objectives as formulated on the registration form:

THE PROGRAMME OF RESEARCH

Title of the proposed investigation

A computer-aided iconological analysis o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in Western Art 
c. 1550- 1650

Aim(s) of the investigation

•  To assemble a computerised catalogue raisonné of anthropomorphic landscape paintings, drawings and 
prints, i.e. double images, identifiable both as landscapes and as depictions of a human head.

•  To consider comparatively the role and characteristics of this corpus, and to examine its relationship 
to conventional landscape painting of the period.

•  To consider the art historical importance of this corpus, and determine a chronology for the works 
included.

•  Using computer-aided analysis, to isolate and determine compositional features and motifs, and to 
find common features leading towards a consideration of a shared iconological interpretation.

•  To evaluate the use o f digital image-processing in iconographical analysis.

Proposed plan of work, including its relationship to previous work, with appropriate references

(a) Literature search o f  secondary material to include (i) Landscape painting, drawing and print-making in
period c. 1550-1650; (ii) anthropomorphism, in artistic theory and practice; (iii) computing literature and 
investigation o f the use o f multi-media applications for related projects .............. ............. (12 months)

(b) Art historical investigation of contemporary material including original images and documentary texts
( 12 months - partly concurrent with (a))

(c) Design and build the computerised catalogue with text and images using commercially available multi- 
media software. Some computerised catalogues o f  major art collections are now complete, and others are 
under way. Similarly many projects incorporating images are in process. The specialist research 
application o f this project is the iconological analysis o f  this corpus o f  works, using the computer-aided 
analysis not simply to provide organised data, but to investigate the benefits and limitations o f this type 
o f detailed analysis o f  the compositions. The design o f this application must facilitate the close 
comparison o f  features, enabling the researcher to work with multi-layered classifications o f motifs.

(24 months - concurrent with (a) and (b))
[Transfer to PhD]

(d) Use the application to undertake analysis of the corpus; to categorise and classify; to refine chronological 
understanding; to analyse and classify motifs and facial features.

(12 months - following (c))

(e) Evaluation of the results of the analysis to determine the benefits and limitations of the method.
(6 months - partly concurrent with (d))

Total time taken: 3 years. November 1994 - November 1997.



Introduction

In the Museum o f  Fine Arts in Brussels, in the gallery dedicated to the 

Netherlandish Old Masters there is a pair o f  enigmatic paintings. Each o f  the two 

works depicts mountainous scenery which, at the same time, constitutes a bizarre, 

horizontally positioned head: a curious combination o f  two images within one. 

The label titles them as anthropomorphic landscapes, by an unknown South 

Netherlandish artist o f  the second half o f  the 16th century. A  number o f  questions 

arise immediately when standing in front o f  these two works. What was the 

purpose o f  depicting such scenes? What were they supposed to mean? Are the 

two works in Brussels isolated examples, or are there any other, similar works? 

N o other painting in the gallery shares the peculiar double composition o f  a 

landscape and effigy. The tiny figures filling in great number the big head that 

outlines the landscape, and other details o f  the outdoor scenery look, however, 

familiar and have their equivalents in the Netherlandish landscapes o f  the period 

on display. Curiosity arisen, looking for the answers in the literature on the 

subject is for the spectator the obvious next step. It is clear that the pair 

represents a marginal phenomenon in the world history o f  art, not covered by 

standard literature. One is not sure what type o f  material would best answer the 

above questions. But this problem may seem o f  little concern in the age o f  

computerised subject bibliographies offering the option o f  almost unlimited 

combinations o f  key-word searches. The message ‘no match for that search 

found’ repeatedly appearing on the screen will, however, make clear that 

distinctive criteria for identification o f  this genre o f  art are, to say the least, 

problematic.

The theme o f this research is ambiguity. Anthropomorphic landscapes, such 

as the two paintings in Brussels, are interesting because they do not fit into 

existing categories that the history o f  art elaborates for ease o f  classification o f  

varied visual material. They escape any traditional classification because they
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Introduction

border on several genres o f  painting. They depict natural scenery but cannot be 

regarded as conventional landscapes. They depict people whose gender, age and 

anatomical features can be clearly distinguished, but cannot be called portraits. 

They are akin to caricature, grotesque, metaphor, personification and allegory, but 

none o f  these categories describes their character fully. They impose upon the 

researcher the necessity o f  working with ambiguities and require breaking o f  

established interpretation techniques.

Anthropomorphic landscapes use double-imagery and are often rotatable. 

The position in which the rotatable works should be displayed is already an 

interpretative decision. They are intriguing because they are diverse and 

enigmatic. They have been overlooked by mainstream history o f  art. Little 

studied, their meaning and purposes remained for long obscure. The research 

problem has, therefore, been to consider such visual representations o f  fantastic 

landscapes depicted in the form o f  human heads or whole figures, in which trees, 

rocks, buildings and other elements o f  the natural and man-made environments are 

used to represent anatomical features, as an art historical phenomenon and subject 

them to systematic analysis; and to consider them in their own intellectual and 

visual context.

The other, equally important aspect o f this research is concerned with the use 

o f  select digital techniques from which such an art historical analysis can 

potentially benefit. The advancement o f  computer technologies affects the history 

o f  art increasingly, challenging conventional methodologies and offering new 

opportunities for research. In certain areas, such as documentation and 

management o f  art collections, information technology has been applied long 

enough for its benefits to be generally acknowledged. Computerised methods are 

commonly regarded as best suited for managing vast amounts o f  structured data. 

The application o f  digital methods in other areas o f  the history o f  art, and in 

research in particular is, however, exposed to criticism and often divides the 

community into the enthusiasts and opponents o f  computerisation. On the other 

hand, the pressure to adopt these methods is such that there is still the risk o f  them
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Introduction

being applied only because o f  their novel character and not necessarily with the 

view to a real or potential deepening understanding o f  the subject.

In this research the iconological method o f  analysis o f  painting has been put 

on trial in order to examine whether it can benefit from digital technologies, 

especially from digital imaging. The term digital iconology has been, therefore, 

introduced to distinguish it from the conventional method, originally devised in the 

1920s by Aby Warburg (1866-1929) and developed by its chief exponent Erwin 

Panofsky (1892-1968). Iconology is concerned with the meanings o f  works o f  

art. The method was first used in the studies o f  the 15th and 16th century 

figurative art. Its aim was to identify, describe, classify and interpret the subject- 

matters o f  the art o f  the Renaissance. As a method o f  iconographical 

investigation, iconological interpretation seeks to reveal how works o f  art were 

understood by contemporary beholders. This aim is here understood as the 

analysis, interpretation and presentation o f  the content o f  the works, their own 

artistic and intellectual context, as well as - through the related, visual and textual 

materials - possible traditions from which these meanings stem.

Panofsky proposed that iconological interpretation was reached through 

intermediate steps.1 They involve detailed formal analysis o f  the composition (pre- 

iconographical analysis) and identification o f  pictorial types (iconographical 

analysis). These original three levels o f  investigation have all been retained here, 

but greatly modified through the use o f a digital medium. The chapter that follows 

explains the choice o f  this particular method and describes how the old, and often 

criticised method, has been adapted for the purpose o f  this research. It describes 

how digital imaging supports Panofsky’s requirement o f  looking at pictures 

without any preconceived ideas, and helps in creating the ‘world o f  artistic motifs’ 

that he considered the indispensable part o f  the first level o f  analysis. The 

techniques o f  pattern recognition applied to digital reproduction o f  works o f  art 

offer the potential alternative classification system to one used conventionally in 

history o f  art, as well as new ways o f  matching and comparing images. Some o f  

these techniques have been tried and the outcomes are presented in Chapter II.B.
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Introduction

N o earlier study o f  sixteenth and seventeenth century anthropomorphic 

landscapes has been located. Such landscapes have always been considered in the 

context o f  other works. N o monographic publication has been issued or 

exhibition mounted, and no iconographie evidence gathered in any systematic way. 

This project started, therefore, with the compilation o f  the catalogue raisonné. 

This illustrated catalogue has taken the form o f  an interactive computer 

programme and constitutes an important part o f  the research. Its content is 

described in Chapter HI. A. The catalogue consists o f  three parts: the first shows 

precedents, the second is concerned with anthropomorphic landscapes in the 

period from the 1560s to 1660s, and the third with their artistic legacy.

Double images that can be read simultaneously as depictions o f  natural 

scenery and a human face or figure, from the period 1560s to 1660s constitute the 

main part. Paintings, drawings and prints, including cartographic maps, garden 

designs and book illustration, have been considered. The dates need explanation. 

A  print dated plausibly for c. 1566 is the earliest example found o f  a head- 

landscape that is independent from other genres, i.e. in which the whole 

composition contributes to the double image (Cat. No. 20). Earlier, 

anthropomorphic motifs were occasionally used by artists but in paintings o f  a 

different subject-matter. A  selection o f  these early works ( ‘Pioneers and 

Antecedents’) are also included in order to show the origins o f  anthropomorphic 

imagery in landscape painting and other representations o f  Nature.

The book illustration o f  1667 (Cat. No. 55) is the last work from the 17th 

century. N o later examples from the 17th century have been found other than a 

brief sketch repeating an earlier composition (Cat. No. 56). Sporadic reworking 

o f the earlier models are also characteristic for the 18th and 19th century. The 

interest in multi-imaging revived in the 20th century through the Surrealists. A  

selection o f  modem works have been included in the catalogue to show how these 

later artists interpreted some o f  the earlier anthropomorphic themes in a variety 

o f media, including land art and film.

The catalogue entries are linked to the Biographical Dictionary where
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Introduction

individual contributions o f  artists, patrons and authors, to the arts, science and 

thought, are considered. There is also an Anthology o f texts on anthropomorphism 

and related writings, dating from antiquity to the middle o f  the 17th century. 

While substantiating the discussion o f  specific issues these texts explain many 

contemporary concepts whose meanings changed in due course making the 

reading o f  anthropomorphic landscapes difficult to later beholders. The texts and 

information on individual careers both contribute to the understanding - in the 

words o f  Panofsky - o f  the contemporary ‘general tendencies o f  mind’ that throw 

light on the purposes o f  the images in question.

The corpus o f  works assembled in the catalogue raisonné, containing over 

seventy examples, is relatively small but large enough to prove that the 

phenomenon o f  anthropomorphic landscapes cannot be ignored and invites a 

sound study. The repetitiveness o f  certain types o f  composition confirms the 

persistence with which the theme preoccupied artists.

The literature o f  the subject is limited to considerations o f  singular works, 

and all too often to just brief comments. They have been collated and presented 

in appropriate catalogue entries. However brief, these comments contribute to a 

number o f  clear readings o f  anthropomorphic landscapes by modern scholars. 

These approaches have been identified, examined and critically presented in the 

second part o f  Chapter III. This critical presentation represents the second level 

o f  iconological interpretation.

The Arcimholdo Effect, a book commemorating the exhibition o f  the same 

title, held at the Palazzo Grassi in Venice in 1987 is often referred to critically, 

both positively and negatively. In this book twelve anthropomorphic landscapes, 

the largest number ever, were brought together. Although in most cases the 

information on particular works has been reduced to captions only, this 

publication cements the prevailing approach to the images in question, by seeing 

them as composite heads in the style o f  Giuseppe Arcimboldo (1527-93); by 

stressing their ‘portraiture’ aspect and neglecting the landscape. The exhibition 

and book both investigated the issue, as formulated in the subtitle, o f  the

9
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Introduction

transformation o f  the face from the sixteenth to the twentieth century and the 

influence o f  Arcimboldo. It was the recurring fascination with the compositional 

idea o f  a composite head, as well as various distortions o f  the face that constituted 

the main concerns o f  this important exhibition. The exhibition was dedicated and 

paid tribute to Alfred H. Barr, the first director o f  the Museum o f  Modem Art in 

N ew  York who fifty years earlier ‘introduced Arcimboldo into the history o f  

modem art.’2 Barr himself owned an anthropomorphic landscape (Cat. No. 27). 

Relying on the opinion o f  Panofsky he regarded it as in the tradition o f  

Arcimboldo. A  number o f  publications on the artist, including the important 

monograph o f 1954 by Benno Geiger, seem to have labelled this type o f  work for 

ever. In the discussion o f this approach the role o f  Arcimboldo as the inventor o f  

composite heads and head-landscapes is re-examined. The myth is confronted 

with iconographical evidence that suggests that although the role o f  the artist in 

the dissemination o f  composite heads cannot be questioned, he should not be 

credited with the invention o f  the genre, and that anthropomorphic landscapes 

clearly stem from a different, and much earlier painterly tradition.

Anthropomorphic landscapes have also been contused by modem scholars 

with anamorphoses, i.e. optical exercises in distorted perspective. Popular in the 

16th and 17th century, anamorphoses were used by artists to conceal normal 

appearances o f  objects. Often elongated beyond recognition they could not be 

corrected in normal vision. Jurgis Baltrusaitis, whose research and writings greatly 

contributed to the knowledge o f  curious aspects o f  art, and the history o f  

anamorphoses in particular, introduced the term ‘anamorphic landscapes’. While 

discussing his approach, which was followed by other scholars, it is argued here 

that anthropomorphic landscapes do not use distorted perspective. The argument 

is based on the comparison o f  several anamorphoses, including ones that feature 

both portraits and landscapes within one composition. Interesting 17th century 

texts are also called upon as the evidence that anthropomorphic landscapes should 

be regarded as separate from anamorphoses.

Hardly ever have anthropomorphic landscapes been considered as examples

10
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Introduction

o f  landscape painting. The question, therefore, arises whether they can be 

regarded as such. Does the theory and practice o f  conventional landscape painting 

relate to them in any way? Is the figure - landscape relationship in conventional 

landscape relevant to the way anthropomorphic landscapes depict figures and 

landscape? What are the distinctive features o f  a landscape that can make it look 

like a ‘portrait’ and what are the sources o f  such imagery? How can the 

transformation o f one into the other be explained? Is there any explanation for the 

commonness o f  man’s and Nature’s fabric other than artistic fantasy? While 

looking for answers, contemporary theoretical considerations o f  landscape 

painting and practical instructions for the landscapists are considered. Two 

important literary traditions o f  landscape painting are called upon and their 

relevance to anthropomorphic landscapes examined. One is the ancient theory 

that images created in Nature by chance are sources o f  artistic inspiration. The 

other, called here ‘Ovidian’ metamorphoses for convenience, pertains to pagan 

mythologies rich in images o f  Nature-bom human forms, as well as bodies 

transformed back into mountains, trees and other creatures. Revived in the 

Renaissance, the theory o f  chance images became very influential especially on 

Italian artists, as H.W. Janson who elaborated the problem, has proved.3 In the 

discussion o f  this problem here the issue is raised o f  the extent to which 

anthropomorphic landscapes illustrate the accidental character o f  human forms in 

Nature, and that o f  the opposite process, o f  forms being intentionally and 

superficially imposed on Nature.

After analysing the evidence, it is argued that in the 16th and 17th century 

anthropomorphic landscapes were perceived as double images in which the image 

o f  man and the image o f  Nature were equally important and totally interrelated. 

The approach adopted here follows Simon Schama’s belief that perception and 

landscape are inseparable, landscape being 'the work o f  the m ind’. 4 It also 

shares Kenneth Clark’s opinion that perception o f landscape marks stages in man’s 

understanding o f  Nature.5 Anthropomorphic landscapes were seen by 

contemporary beholders as cosmological representations o f  man, his micro- and

f
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macrocosm. This concept explains the physical unity o f  human flesh and the fabric 

o f  Nature, even when the latter is man-made. A  house that is also a head is no 

exception. The whole is built o f  small parts, and every part contributes to the 

functioning o f  the whole. Philosophical, political, religious and scientific thoughts 

all accommodated for this very traditional cosmological concept o f  the world. 

Today the immediate ability o f  this reading has been lost, the meanings o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes became obscure. Their fanciful composition no 

longer evokes any serious thoughts about the nature o f  the world. The 

inscriptions on the works and related documentary text provide invaluable clues 

to their contemporary understanding. The concept o f  man being the image o f  the 

world seems to have been hard to reject, and kept attracting artists, art theorists 

and natural scientists alike. Despite calls for direct observation (Van Mander), 

‘a faithful eye’ (Hocke) and accurate recording with the use o f  the recently 

invented microscope (Huygens), despite new geographic and scientific discoveries 

that have changed man’s perception o f  the world and made him capable o f  

examining Nature’s apparatus, the attractiveness o f  the ancient philosophical 

theory was irresistible. This is the essence o f  the iconological interpretation 

presented in Chapter III.B.iii.d.

Chapter IV is concerned with the role o f  the computer in this particular 

project and describes how its use has affected the iconographical analysis. The 

use o f  quality, but standard, commercially and generally available equipment and 

software was the prerequisite o f  this project. It is anticipated that some o f  the 

relatively new methods will soon become standard in the work o f  an art historian, 

as word-processing is today, regarded as an office revolution in the 1980s. Digital 

images replace the traditional ways o f  reproduction and documentation o f  art, but 

also - due to the specific nature o f  electronic data - allow for immediate further 

applications. The implications o f  digital image processing are enormous also for 

reading o f  art. The technique may be used with great benefit but also easily 

abused. A  digital sequence o f  images in which the drawing o f  a self-portrait o f  

Leonardo da Vinci is transformed (morphed) into Mona Lisa is technically

t
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accurate and visually attractive, but the new reading o f  the world’s most famous 

painting, implied by the process, is not convincing. However, once suggested, it 

will stay in the back o f  one’s mind, possibly difficult to reject definitively.

Editing o f  images in many ways contradicts the almost sacrosanct status o f  

works o f  art, that applies even to their reproductions. Images have been edited 

and manipulated in the computer part o f  this thesis. The objectives o f  the 

processing were always clear: to support the iconographical analysis, test and 

visualize the existing and new interpretations. The results are presented in the 

form o f  an interactive computer programme which right from the beginning 

constituted an on-going application. It grew as the assembled material expanded 

and its interpretation was becoming ever more complex. This way, the dynamic 

and non-linear discourse has complemented, and often replaced the static and 

linear form o f  the conventional thesis. Some o f  the techniques used were o f  

immediate benefit, some proved to be disappointing, others have shown potential 

for further development.

The assembled visual material invites approaches from different positions 

than history o f  art. As images that constitute a specific pictorial system o f  

signification, superimposing and transforming symbolic meanings they could 

certainly be an interesting subject o f  a semiological study. They could be 

approached from a purely philosophical stance as representations o f  beliefs based 

on pathetic fallacy, as well as studied from the non-ethnographic, anthropological 

perspective that attempts to establish a model o f  the human mind. Similarly, 

cognitive science and psychology o f  vision could use the material to examine the 

theories o f  perception. While making occasional excursions into some o f  these 

areas, this study concentrates on the historical aspect o f  the contemporary 

perception o f  the 16th and 17th century anthropomorphic landscapes. When 

investigating ambiguities o f  their formal composition and complex meanings the 

use o f  digital discourse as a technique o f  interpretation arouse as a major issue, 

challenging the established conventions and showing the enormous potential for 

further development.

13
f



Acknowledgements

I wish to thank Professor Claire Donovan, Southampton Institute, for her 
constant support and enthusiasm for this research. I am also very grateful to 
Professor William Vaughan, Birkbeck College, Dr Kirk Martinez, Department o f  
Electronics and Computer Science, Southampton University and Dr Seamus Ross, 
Humanities Computing and Information Management, University o f  Glasgow, for 
their valuable advice. This research would not have been possible without the 
financial assistance o f  Southampton Institute. I wish to thank Professor Anne 
M assey, Dean o f  Media Arts Faculty for supporting my participation at 
conferences, seminars and workshops which enabled me to follow current 
developments in computing for the humanities. Jenny Grant and Andy Forbes o f  
the Mountbatten Library, Southampton Institute were always o f  great assistance.

I am indebted to many people who over the last three years have helped in a 
variety o f  ways, discussing my work, answering my queries and assisting with the 
examination o f  material, in particular: Sir Ernst H. Gombrich for his much 
appreciated words o f  encouragement and important bibliographical information, 
Joost Vander Auwera, Sabine van Sprang and Eliane D e Wilde o f  the Koninklijke 
Musea voor SchoneKunstenvan België; Paul Canart, Vice Prefetto di Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, Ian Chamock, Maxime Copeland, Sir Francis Dashwood, 
Bt., Dr Mark Dobie, Department o f  Electronics and Computer Science, 
Southampton University, Catherine Grout o f  the Van Eyck EC Imaging Project, 
Thomas Heinemann o f the Uppsala University Art Collections, Dr Gerhard Laux, 
Munich, Dr Sarah Lawson, Dr Katarzyna Murawska-Muthesius, Tadeusz 
Pluciennik, Department o f  Classics, University o f  Warsaw, staff o f  art collections 
and libraries, particularly at the British Library, Print Room o f  the British 
Museum, Print Room o f  the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, the Masarykova 
Università in Brno, Slovakia, the National Gallery in Prague, Département des 
Arts Graphiques du Musée du Louvre, Bibliothèque National de France Richelieu, 
the Print Room o f  the Victoria and Albert Museum, London and the Royal 
Library, Wmdsor Castle. I wish to express my gratitude to my family for relieving 
me o f  many duties, but particularly for sharing my fascination with faces in the 
enigmatic landscapes.

*
14



II. Methodology

Digital Iconology

Iconology assumes that a representational work o f art conveys a deeper 

meaning. Erwin Panofsky coined the term of “disguised symbolism” .6 He argued 

that for someone who is not familiar with the culture, traditions and conventions 

of the period of a given image the latter may be inferred with a different meaning 

from that intended by the artist, or the image may even seem meaningless. The 

role of the iconologist is, therefore, to try to re-discover the contemporary reading 

o f works o f  art. Panofsky’s method was initially applied to the art of the 

Renaissance. In the 1970s and 1980s an iconological approach was particularly 

favoured in emblematic studies o f the 17th century Dutch painting.7 While these 

studies have greatly contributed to the better understanding of the often hidden, 

deeper meaning of the paintings, they have also exposed the risks involved in the 

unrestricted use o f the iconological method. Setting the limits to the possible 

associative meanings on some occasions proved to be particularly difficult. 

Iconology has become an object of strong criticism by some scholars to the point 

o f its complete discredit.8 Even the protagonists have regarded iconology as 

unsuitable for landscapes and portraits, the two genres with which the subject- 

matter of images o f this thesis has much affinity. And yet, despite the limitations 

of conventional iconology the method has been consciously decided upon for this 

project. It has been, however, greatly modified in its techniques.

One of the prominent advocates of iconology is Roelof van Straten for whom 

theoretical considerations and practical applications o f the method became a 

lifelong interest.9 In his handbook of iconography he presents the characteristics 

o f iconology as follows:

•3* iconology seeks to establish the content and meaning o f pictures;

•s* the attribution o f works to specific artists is beneficial but not necessary, 

they can remain anonymous;
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ra* iconological analysis is separate from the stylistic analysis; 

ks5 iconology is not concerned with a strictly historical analysis, does not 

require establishing accurate dates for works or their chronology; 

iconology is not concerned with purely aesthetic values o f works o f art; 

it, therefore, does not differentiate between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, and 

works belonging to all aspects o f visual arts can be considered 

comparatively;

iconology makes extensive use o f contemporary textual documents that 

either relate directly to the works or generally to the cultural and 

intelectual climate o f the period;

«s’ iconology seeks to cross-reference all type of evidence.

These were the factors that have influenced the choice o f iconology as the method 

of investigation in this project. However, when considered in relation to 16th and 

17th century anthropomorphic landscapes it was felt necessary to modify van 

Straten’s approach.

It was once said that such pictures "do not possess great meaning or quality, 

and are interesting only for their amusing and decorative effects. ” 10 

Approaching them from iconological stance is synonymous with a contrary belief 

that the 16th and 17th century works under consideration must have had specific, 

deeper meanings for the contemporary audience. This is the underpinning 

hypothesis o f this research. It seems that the majority o f works under 

consideration were lacking aesthetic quality and are often o f too small a size to be 

considered fit for interior decoration. It was, therefore, felt that they were 

conceived for private contemplation as carriers o f meanings that were important 

for their makers and beholders alike; that they were made because of the weight 

o f these meanings.

The double imaging is in the majority o f cases easy to decipher, and 

anthropomorphic symbolism overt. Despite these factors the immediate ability of 

the easy reading of these images and understanding of their meanings were lost
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in due course. The reasons for the artists to depict landscapes in the forms o f  

human figures, or human figures as landscapes have also became obscure. It is no 

longer clear which aspect was contemporarily more important, that o f  landscape 

or that o f  a figure? Personifications were popular in the arts o f  the period, and a 

female figure holding some attributes was commonly used to represent abstract 

concepts. But the analogy with such representations is readily rejected for the 

personifications o f  lands and Nature seem to have little in common with figure- 

landscapes. It is difficult to immediately relate anthropomorphic landscapes to any 

specific literary fable which could, as it is the case o f  some mythological paintings 

o f the time, explain the transformation o f  human forms into landscape. How else 

can the unity o f  man’s body with landscape be explained? What made the 

commonness o f  their fabric possible? Certainly a specific thinking behind such 

representations made them popular in the 16th and 17th century more than in any 

other period. One type o f  composition was particularly persistent, repeated over 

and over again. The phenomenon o f  anthropomorphic landscapes must represent 

particular interests o f  the time which have stimulated their demand. The cultural 

and intellectual climate o f  the period must have made conditions favourable for the 

production o f  such images. Did these images represent novel approaches or rather 

a traditional way o f  thinking? Where they easily accepted or, may be, they have 

generated some kind o f  opposition? These are typical iconological questions.

While looking for answers it is not crucial to name the artists who made these 

images. But despite strong post-structuralist voices rejecting the idea o f  

authorship the magic o f  names affects the appreciation o f  art. We will look with 

much greater interest at a small print with a head-landscape in the collection o f  

HM the Queen (Royal Library, Windsor), considered as by an unknown artist, if  

its link with such a great artist as Nicholas Poussin could be substantiated (see 

Cat. No. 29 for discussion). For an iconologist artists are not important: for him 

there are only paintings, drawings, sculptures etc. With this approach the issue o f  

who made a work o f  art, and whether the artist can be named, should not affect 

the interpretation o f  its meaning. Such, at least, is the theory. In practice, o f

Methodology: Digital Iconology
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which this research is an example, the knowledge o f the makers affects the reading 

o f their works, allowing for certain and preventing from other associations to be 

drawn. The history o f  art deals frequently with changing attributions. A  well 

known example o f  the intentionally confused attribution, or simply faking, is the 

print The Big Fish Eat the Little Fish made by young Peter Bruegel the Elder (c. 

1525-69). The print was issued in 1557 by Hieronymous Cock with the 

inscription Hieronymus Bos [sic!] Inventor in the hope o f  cashing in on the fame 

o f  Bosch (c. 1450-1516). Whether the print is by Bosch or Bruegel does not 

affect the interpretation o f its meaning. In this particular case the strong influence 

the older master had on the younger, and their belonging to the same school 

means that the careers o f  both artists were shaped by the same cultural and 

painterly traditions. The print reflects these traditions. The situation changes 

dramatically when works belonging to completely different traditions are involved. 

The shift in attribution from, for example, an Italian artist to a Netherlandish one 

may imply different directions o f  influences and familiarity with different sources 

and traditions; such a situation certainly affects the context, if  not the meaning o f  

the works. Such an important change o f  attribution is proposed in this research. 

A number o f  paintings and prints that have been regarded for a long time as works 

o f  Giuseppe Arcimboldo, are not regarded here as by him, and this change is 

important enough to suggest that origins o f  anthropomorphic landscapes belong 

to the realm o f other than Italian traditions. The issue is further complicated by the 

fact that this artist, although regarded by himself and his contemporaries as a great 

Milanese master, spent much o f  his professional life in Vienna and Prague. The 

problem is discussed in Chapter III.B.i.

The analysis o f  individual styles and techniques o f  artists should, again 

theoretically, be independent from the iconological considerations o f  meanings 

carried by their works. In practice, the direct examination o f  works may provide 

invaluable clues as to the authorship, date, origins and circumstances surrounding 

the making o f  a particular work, all contributing to a better understanding o f  a 

particular artistic event and its historical and geographical context. Whether a

f
18



Methodology: Digital Iconoloev

landscape is painted on an oak or poplar support, use a particular type o f  blue 

paint, and show a particular type o f  craquelures, are all indications o f  a technique 

characteristic for a specific school at a specific time. Once identified, such 

information may indicate the direction for further interpretation. A  good example 

here is a print o f  a head-landscape (Cat. No. 20) whose analysis o f  the technique, 

formal composition and handling enabled to clarify its ambiguous attribution (to 

Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder and not the Younger), confirm it through the 

comparison with other certain works o f  the same artist and, as a result, place the 

work in the specific Netherlandish printmaking and painterly tradition o f  Bosch 

and Bruegel. The events in the artist’s life suggest the date for the print as c. 1566 

and not early 17th century as has been published (see the catalogue entry for 

discussion). Through the combination o f  stylistic and historical analysis it is 

possible to place the print as the first independent anthropomorphic landscape, 

a strong argument against the opinion o f  this type o f  imagery being dependent 

entirely on the art o f  Arcimboldo.

This example also contradicts Van Straten’s claim that iconological 

interpretation is separate from historical analysis, there is no need for an 

iconologist to establish accurate dates o f  the works or their chronology. This 

general rule certainly needs modification, and the approach adopted by individual 

researchers should depend on the nature o f  the material studied. Most o f  the 

material under consideration is very difficult to date, however, an attempt at 

establishing its chronology has been made. It is believed that in this thesis this was 

necessary in order to relate possible traditions and influences that help in 

understanding the context and meanings. The lives o f  artists and authors, and the 

developments o f  their careers were also studied for the same purpose, although 

Straten does not see the need for such considerations. The facts about the lives, 

works and patrons enabled to identify important centres o f  production, establish 

their predominant cultural tendencies, and the ways o f  dissemination o f  particular 

artistic and intellectual ideas. This knowledge often influences the interpretation 

o f  meanings. The example o f  Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder (c. 1 5 3 0 -c . 1590)
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considered as artistic successor o f  Hieronymus Bosch and Peter Bruegel is further 

strengthened by the fact that he was probably directly involved in production o f  

prints after Bruegel. Gheeraerts’s use o f  anthropomorphic symbolism in the 

context o f  Church ideology and morality, much in keeping with his predecessors, 

was probably partly the result o f  his training. Other important links have been 

confirmed between the German Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher (1601-90), the 

scientist Gaspar Schott (1608-66), the patron Cassiano dal Pozzo (1588-1657) 

and the artists Pietro da Cortona (1596-1669) and Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665). 

Personal details o f Matthäus Merian (1593-1650) and his marriage to the daughter 

o f  Johann Theodor de Bry, the owner o f  an important printing house in Europe 

helped to re-examine the role played by the artist in the dissemination o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes; his familiarity with scientific and philosophical 

treatises published by this house, some o f  which he illustrated, justify the use o f  

these titles as comparative material. These are just some o f  many examples o f  the 

network o f  personal and artistic links that have been traced to reveal the cultural 

context for the works considered. The Biographical Dictionary, forming part o f  

the computerised catalogue, is rich in such information. The network o f  links has 

been translated into the programming language used for computer scripts.

The assembled visual material represents a variety o f  arts: painting, drawings, 

graphic art (including single leaf prints, book illustration, cartographic maps, 

garden designs), sculpture, as well as photographs o f  real views. The computer 

format o f  multimedia additionally offers the possibility o f  using other type o f  

material such as film and sound. Iconology treats all type o f  evidence equally, 

and renounces a single criterium o f  validity or appreciation; it does not 

differentiate between ‘high’ and ‘low ’ arts. Whether a newspaper advertisement 

for a rent a car service, with talking rocks, or Albrecht Dürer’s watercolour with 

a face carved in a mountain cliff, they both are regarded as manifestations o f  a 

certain ‘mind set’: a set o f  concepts characteristic for a specific convention o f  

representation stemming from the same cultural tradition.

Similarly, the texts assembled in the Anthology come from a variety o f
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sources. The selection includes philosophical writings, art handbooks and 

treatises, scientific and pseudo-scientific books, travel literature, memoirs and 

letters, a collection o f  Christian sermons, poetry, as well as a table o f  content for 

an intended, but never written, book on the art o f  gardening. These documents 

have different functions. Some o f  them describe the works o f  art under 

consideration, and provide direct clues for the understanding o f  images. Such, 

for example, is the text by William Sanderson, which can be plausibly linked with 

an engraving o f  Wenceslaus Hollar (see Cat. No. 32). Both text and print ‘paint’ 

the same image. There is a different text - image relationship in the case o f  a set 

o f prints showing views and a plan o f a garden and the poem by the founder o f  the 

garden. The poem explains the nature o f  anthropomorphic symbolism o f  the 

garden that would have otherwise been impossible to reveal from the prints alone 

(see Constantin Huygens’ text on ‘a thing that possesses arms, shoulders and legs’ 

in the Anthology). Some other contemporary texts proved invaluable for solving 

the confusion surrounding the reading o f  anthropomorphic landscapes as 

anamorphic perspectives. Athanasius Kircher’s and Gaspar Schott’s texts on 

parastatic magic support the argument for rejection o f  this reading.

Finally, the study o f  selected 16th and 17th century texts was important in 

order to understand contemporary vocabulary and concepts. Language evolves 

constantly and words undergo transformation o f  meanings. Roland Barthes 

coined the term metabola for such words. Sometimes without revealing the past 

meaning o f  a word it is impossible to understand the context in which it has been 

used. In modem terms when something is artificial it cannot be natural at the 

same time, fantastic cannot be life-like, invention must be original and cannot be 

modelled on anything already existing, landscape is no longer synonymous with 

perspective. The 16th and 17th century writings suggest, however, that fantastic 

could be life-like for realism could be selective and one could imitate with pen or 

brush but not with mind, and vice versa; this was Lomazzo’s imitazione 

fantastica. The term landscape did not exist in most national languages until late 

16th or early 17th century and prospect, borrowed from the Italian prospettiva,

9
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was often used instead. An artist borrowing ideas from others could have well 

been original in his way o f  putting these ideas together. These examples, further 

elaborated in the chapters that follow, show the importance o f  reconstructing the 

contemporary meaning o f  metabola and their correct understanding if  the final aim 

o f iconological interpretation, that o f reconstructing contemporary thinking behind 

anthropomorphic landscapes, is to be successful.

In conclusion, the methodology o f  this research is faithful to the aims o f  the 

conventional iconology, but often modifies its techniques. It retains the original 

three levels o f  interpretations instead o f  four proposed by Van Straten who 

postulated the need for the additional analysis o f  ‘unconscious “symbolic” values, 

not explicitly intended by the artist’.11 Setting limits to such an approach seems 

almost impossible. The intentions o f  an artist can only be confirmed through 

evidence, and even this cannot always be trusted. In this research textual sources 

only occasionally relate directly to the examined works, more often constitute 

these works context. In the reconstruction o f  this context the stylistic-historical 

analysis has not been neglected and, where possible, supports the iconological 

interpretation.

Computerised techniques were used at all levels o f  interpretation, and are 

described in the chapters that follow. As other research suggests, the use o f  

digital medium in iconographical analysis is regarded problematic if  its application 

is to go beyond the formal analysis o f  composition.12 This thesis draws on several 

aspects o f  conventional iconological practice and adapts them to digital discourse. 

It follows Panofsky’s requirement o f ‘scientific’ observation o f  artefacts without 

any preconceived ideas; constant relating o f  one document (image, text) to 

another and - by presenting the evidence through dynamic digital display - solves 

his problem o f  the order in which documents should be examined (the order o f  

examination influences the reading, Panofsky believed). Finally, this thesis 

investigates whether, and to what extent, digital discourse can contribute to the 

recreating the network o f  references to the ‘invisible world o f  ideas’, considered 

by Ernst H. Gombrich as part o f iconology.13 Digital discourse can be ambiguous:

Methodology: Digital Iconologv
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the almost unlimited network o f  references that can be created through 

hypertextual links constitutes a research opportunity for an iconologist as well as 

a threat. It allows for a very efficient use o f  information but can also become a 

labyrinth.

Methodology: Digital Iconology
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Pre-iconographical analysis: the world of artistic motifs

Panofsky argued that the first level o f  iconological interpretation, which he 

called pre-iconographical analysis, should be concerned solely with formal 

analysis. This first stage consists o f descriptive enumeration or, according to Van 

Straten ‘exact enumeration o f  everything that can be seen in the work o f  art 

without defining the relationships between things ”14 All parts o f  the composition 

are treated equally, and no importance should be attached to any particular detail 

more than to an other. At this stage all motifs should be regarded as meaningless 

forms. The classic example o f  this approach is Panofsky’s man lifting his hat.15 

The iconologist is supposed to describe what he sees without identifying the scene 

as that o f  greeting. But is such an unbiassed approach necessary? Why is it 

important to select motifs without naming, identifying, interpreting them right 

from the beginning? Such an approach in which one is required to forget about 

immediately recognisable symbols, stories or conventional representations, is often 

practically impossible. To talk about a naked man with outstretched arms, nailed 

to a cross, for example, instead o f  naming the man straight away as crucified 

Christ, and identifying the story as the Crucifixion, is superficial for anyone who 

is familiar with Christianity. The method seems, however, less superficial when 

one is dealing with obscure material or complex representations whose meanings 

are not immediately recognisable.

Anthropomorphic landscapes have become such unconventional and complex 

representations for a modem beholder. Their complexity derives from the double 

imaging, necessarily inviting multiple readings. The interpretation o f  landscape 

alone does not represent specific problems. I f considered as an image separate 

from the landscape, the head (or figure) can be interpreted as a grotesque or 

caricatural type o f  portraiture. But when the two images are combined as 

inseparable entities, the above criteria become confusing, even no longer valid. A  

number o f  works which are composed o f  more than two images within one, and
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whose perception is based on multiple vision, complicate the matter even further. 

Panofsky’s ‘rule o f  the hat’ seemed ideal as a starting point o f  investigation o f  

images which are packed with minute motifs and, as a group o f  works that 

potentially share common features, have never been looked at before. Similarities 

and possible patterns o f  representation, if  thus identified, were expected to be 

beneficial to the next levels o f  interpretation.

The facilities o f  enlarging, dissecting and cropping images, offered by digital 

image processing may be regarded as the modem variant o f  conventional pre- 

iconographical analysis. It achieves what the original method could not: that is the 

almost mechanical approach to the process o f  creating, what Panofsky called “the 

world o f  artistic motifs”.16 The choice o f  details remains with the investigator, 

but the computer-cropping tools he uses dissect forms without attaching any 

meaning or interpretation to motifs thus identified. The whole image is displayed 

on the screen; motifs cropped, saved and closed; they disappear from the screen 

building libraries o f  images in the memory o f  the computer. It is later when they 

are open and displayed in sequences, to enable comparison, that classification and 

interpretation begin. This is clearly an objective and uniform approach to 

preparing the visual material for interpretation.

This type o f  dissecting analysis is particularly suitable for landscape pieces 

because it reflects, in reverse, the way in which they were made. The painting o f  

a constructed landscape in the 16th and 17th century (discussed in Chapter 

m.B.iii.a) was often preceded by the construction o f  a physical model: the artist 

took stones, little branches, wax figurines and other objects and placed them in a 

box or on a table. He examined what he had assembled, adding something, then 

maybe taking away, and kept changing the assembly until he was satisfied with the 

arrangement. The digital pre-iconographical analysis in a sense enables one to 

continue this examination o f  the composition, and by de-composing what was 

already assembled reverses the creative process o f  the constructed landscape.

Hundreds o f digital images showing details o f  landscapes have been prepared 

for further analysis and comparison. When original works are not available for

Digital Iconologv: Pre-iconographical analysis
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constant and direct examination, the process contributes greatly to the detailed 

knowledge o f  the visual material, possibly to the extent that is difficult to match 

when editing o f  images is based on the dark room wet photographic process, or 

the reprographic material is prepared by a third party. N ot all images have been 

subjected to the process o f  digital enumeration and identification o f  motifs. A  

representative group o f  particularly complex images has been selected. Details o f  

images have been so arranged as to form comparable sequences. Although in other 

contexts the idea would sound macabre, separate libraries o f  eyes, ears and noses 

have been created in order to examine how the makers o f  anthropomorphic 

landscapes dealt with the representation o f  anatomical features.

Before proceeding with the interpretation o f  the nature o f  double-imaging o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes, the way in which the artist has achieved the effect 

o f  transformation o f  landscape into anatomical features (or vice versa) was 

considered. It is interesting to identify what elements o f  the composition make the 

landscape look like a face, or a face like a landscape. The same can be formulated 

as: when a face stops to be a face and becomes something else?17 While looking 

for the answer a simple task was devised, using the painting that shows a 

landscape in the form o f  the bust o f  a woman (Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, 

Brussels). The task is illustrated and can be tried in the companion computer 

programme [see: image analysis, Cat. No. 22 ].'The digital reproduction o f  the 

painting was cut into smaller images showing particular motifs. They were 

rearranged randomly, which made the illusion o f  the face disappear completely. 

To reconstruct the face by moving small images back to their original position 

proved to be very difficult, if  not impossible without looking at the model, to 

everyone who had agreed to carry out the task. This outcome, therefore, shows 

that the reading o f  facial features within the landscape was based on the 

configuration o f  the motifs and not on their content. This demonstrated, a simple 

child-like drawing o f a face was drawn on the screen. Eyes, mouth and nose were 

moved around to check what stops a face looking like a face. Although the results 

tended to depend on individual abilities, generally the drawing was perceived as

Digital Iconologv: Pre-iconographical analysis
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a face as long as the eyes remained in their normal juxtaposition, but not 

necessarily in their usual position above the nose and mouth. The nose and mouth 

can be displaced, and the image will still be perceived as a face, although it may 

look distorted. The eyes do not need to be positioned horizontally, even when 

they are placed vertically most people will see the face. And this is the 

configuration o f  the woman’s face on the painting: her face is depicted in the 

horizontal position. While perceiving the horizontal landscape through normal 

vision, it is likely that the image o f  the head is mentally turned to its vertical 

‘portrait’ position, taking the right side o f  the picture for the base.

In a profile representation a face can be recognised from the outline alone. The 

information about the surface within the profile’s outline may be negligible and the 

illusion o f  the face will not be affected. In this type o f  anthropomorphic 

landscapes the role o f  the eyes as a prime facial feature is also apparent. One o f  

the most intriguing eyes identified is one that simply looks like an eye and, at first 

sight, does not resemble anything else. This is rather unusual for double-imagery. 

The eye is regular in its white oval shape and distinctive black pupil. This motif 

is particularly striking, and gives away the human profile, on the landscape in the 

Barr Collection, N ew  York (Cat. No. 27) from which several variants derive. It 

is with some delay that a little figure o f  a man with a rifle, shown at a distance, is 

noticed. The man and his action transform the reading o f  the ‘eye’ into a round 

shooting target. The examination o f  the whole sequence o f  ‘eyes’, previously 

isolated from a number o f  works that share a similar composition, shows that the 

idea for such an eye did not come to the artist spontaneously but derives from 

another painting considered, therefore, as an earlier work and possibly a model. 

In the man-landscape (Cat. No. 21) the companion piece to the woman-landscape 

in Brussels, the eye is formed by a little pond complete with ducks and a little 

figure o f  a man kneeling in reeds on its bank, shooting at a duck. This image has 

been transformed and simplified by the artist o f  the painting in the Barr Collection: 

he moved the man away from the pond, and reduced the pond to a graphic sign; 

the purpose o f  the motif remained the same but its reading has changed.

Digital Iconoloev: Pre-Iconographical analysis
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The usefulness o f  the method became apparent at later stages, when it was 

necessary to return to previously identified motifs in order to establish common 

compositional features and types, when looking for an alternative classification 

system, and checking whether the meanings o f  details did not contradict the 

reading o f  the whole image. The analysis o f  tiny motifs contributed on some 

occasions to a change in the previously established chronology o f  a group o f  

works that shared the same composition, as in the case o f  the paintings in the Barr 

and Brussels collections, where the comparison o f  the treatment o f  the eye 

resulted in reversing the model-copy relationship (see: Cat. No. 27 for discussion).
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Iconographical analysis: establishing categories and types

Iconographical analysis, the second level of iconological investigation, requires 

establishing categories and types o f visual material. The classification should 

reflect the subject content, and the categories should be as meaningful and 

distinctive as possible. An exhaustive classification for works under consideration 

has always been problematic. The terms conventionally used in the history o f art 

to define pictorial genres are here almost redundant. The terms that can be found 

in contemporary writings on anthropomorphic landscapes are scarce and 

inconsistent, and those used by modern scholars interpreting their iconography 

equally discrepant; the types that have been used mix subject content with formal 

characteristics. They will now be presented and confronted with alternative, 

automated systems of indexing, matching and comparing.

As the result o f formal analysis o f the images under consideration, three 

predominant types o f composition o f anthropomorphic landscapes have been 

identified in the period from c. 1560 to c. 1660:

^  Type A: The most popular was the horizontal landscape depicted in the form 

of a recumbent figure, half-figure or head. In one o f its variants the landscape 

has to be turned sideways to reveal the human form. This type is represented 

by Cat. Nos. 21, 22, 24, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 40, 41, 49 and 51.

*3* Type B: The composition of the second type is similar to that o f a bust portrait 

with landscape in the background. The head, however, is not only set in the 

landscape but also, as in the first type, ‘filled’ with a landscape. This type is 

represented by Cat. Nos. 20, 25, 36, 37, 38, 42, 43, 44 and 45.

“*■ Type C: Images in which human forms are assigned to parts o f the landscape 

only constitute the third distinctive type. Most often a figure rising from a 

mountain, or a reclining figure blending with stones and trees, is depicted. The
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whole composition is determined by this quality which in earlier works was

usually applied only to a secondary motif. This type is represented by Cat.

Nos. 23, 26, 46, 47, 48, 50, 52, 53, 54 and 55.

Double imaging is characteristic for all three types.

The urge to name and define works o f  art is not only a practical necessity or 

linguistic exercise in its own right, but an attempt to capture the essence o f  their 

meaning. As already said, a consistent system o f  classification for images under 

consideration does not exist. The three types o f  pictorial composition that have 

been identified through formal analysis also reflect differences in subject content 

and literary traditions represented, as will be demonstrated later. While both 

formal and content differences between the types are distinctive, the lack o f  clear 

and unambiguous categories makes these types difficult to name. There is no 

single term which would instantly trigger a mental image o f  a landscape within the 

human form. There is no term which would adequately express the content o f  all 

the works assembled. The term ‘anthropomorphic landscape’ used here is not a 

fully satisfactory solution to the problem.

The terms traditionally applied in history o f  art to describe pictorial genres are 

based on subject-matter. Some o f these conventional terms apply to some, but not 

all aspects o f  the works under consideration. Landscape is the subject o f  all o f  

them for they all depict outdoor scenery: mountainous lands, vast valleys, rivers 

winding away, steep fields and pastures. The state the Nature is in, seasons and 

type o f  weather can all be identified. Some pictures can be called seascapes (for 

example Cat. No. 41), others townscapes (Cat. Nos. 25 and 40). None o f  these 

terms considers the human form given to the landscape. Like in portraiture, age, 

gender, specific appearances and aesthetic qualities can be assigned to these 

human forms. And they can be described as portraits normally are: a young 

woman wearing hair jewels, ear-rings and a necklace with a pendant (Cat. No. 

22); a bearded man in a fur-trimmed hat (Cat. No. 27); a monstrously ugly, 

tonsured monk (Cat. No. 20); a man with short hair and moustache, fashionably
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dressed in ruffed attire (Cat. No. 25). Some suggestion o f  a psychological mood 

is often captured too. And yet none o f  the works can be called a portrait. A  

caricature, the variant o f  the art o f  portraiture has, for example, some relevance 

to the head o f  a monk for he represents a poignant political satire. The monk 

cannot, however, be identified with any real person, as it is the case o f  the 19th 

century caricature in which a crumbling palace set in a landscape forms the profile 

o f Napoleon.18 Understandably, the categories specific to a portrait fail to define 

the landscape.

The lack o f consistency in the terms used to name a landscape in human form, 

or a human form shaped as a landscape, was already characteristic for the early 

writers on these works. Historical terms include Campus anthropomorphus (1646 

and 1657)19, a complete head-piece (1658)20 and an enigmatic thing that possesses 

arms, shoulders and legs to indicate the corporeal design o f  a garden (1653)21. 

Many texts clearly avoid naming things or use more descriptive expressions such 

as the simple promontory o f  land, like a  mans head  (1658) or, a longer one: ein 

Landschafftlin, wan man es umbkeret [umgekehrt] ist es ein mansangesicht - a 

little landscape which shows a man’s countenance when rotated (1610). This is 

the type A  identified at the beginning, for which Verkehrkopf (a reversible head) 

was another name (1610) . Ein Verkehrbild (a reversible picture) also reflected 

the rotatable nature o f  composition. There is no evidence to suggest that the 

contemporary Vexierbild ( ‘tableau a secret’, a hidden picture) was used in other 

contexts than that o f  optical, anamorphic distortion. In 1624 two landscapes in 

the human form by Giovanbatista Bracelli (Cat. Nos. 40 and 41) were published 

in a collection o f  his etchings titled Capricci e Bizzarie di varie figure. These 

caprices and bizarre figures also included letters o f  the alphabet composed o f  small 

silhouettes o f  acrobats.22 Published a year later, the title o f  another bound 

collection o f prints that included a head-piece (Cat. No. 28) does not emphasize 

the bizarre or fanciful aspect o f  caprices but, quite the opposite, that o f  realism o f  

views o f  real places: Novae Regionum Aliquot amenissimarrum delineationes ex 

naturali locorum positu desumptae, et aeri incisae (Basel, 1625). The set
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included views o f  towns and conventional landscapes. And the Dutch Drolls, was 

yet another, later solution for a title given (probably in the 18th century) to a 

volume o f  various prints ranging from costume and genre studies, to French 

satirical prints after Jacques Caillot (1592/3-1635).23 It includes three 

anthropomorphic landscapes (Cat. Nos. 29, 37 and 38).

The modem writers o f the last few decades have enlarged the vocabulary, but 

did not make the matter any clearer. ‘Composite heads’, used already in 1584 by 

Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo {teste composte) in relation to Arcimboldo’s 

compositions, have been revived within the same context. The term covers well 

the second type (B) identified within the corpus o f  the 16th and 17th century 

anthropomorphic landscapes, but is less accurate as a descriptor o f  the first type 

(A) and o f  no use for the third type (C). The ‘anamorphic landscape’ {le paysage 

anamorphotique) introduced by Jurgis BaltruSaitis (1955, 1966 and 1996) is a 

misunderstanding, but was readily used by others (see Chapter III.B.ii for 

discussion). The view that anthropomorphic landscapes are anamorphoses permits 

reference to them as Vexierbilder. Eine anthropomorphe Halbinsel and ein 

Kopflandschaft, both used by L. H. Wuthrich (1966) is a modem version o f  the 

promontory o f  land, like a mans head and head-piece familiar from a primary 

source (1658). The modem writings enriched the vocabulary o f  anthropomorphic 

landscapes by the expression ‘the Arcimboldo effect’ (1987). It reflects well the 

compositional qualities o f  the images o f  the type B without actually attributing 

them to any artist. Per analogiam, ‘the Dinocrates effect’, could be introduced 

for type C, to reflect a specific literary tradition this type o f  anthropomorphic 

landscape represents.

The problem with all the above terms is that they are confusing for anyone 

who is not already familiar with the subject. It is also unlikely that their use would 

lead to any successful iconographic or bibliographic searches. The use o f  

‘anthropomorphic landscape’ in the title and throughout this research project is 

not an entirely satisfactory solution. It is the only term which represents a certain 

balance between the two aspects o f  double imagery, without giving a priority to

Digital Iconologv: Iconographical analysis

32
f



the depiction o f the human form over that o f  landscape. It is an equivalent o f  the 

17th century campus anthropomorphus, but less specific for in modern languages 

the meaning o f landscape is so broad that it can relate to both the physical as well 

as the metaphysical ‘inner’ landscape. As an art-historical term ‘landscape’ is a 

well established name for a familiar pictorial genre. Historically, however, it is 

a term which - with the exception o f  German - did not exist in the 16th century at 

the time when the first anthropomorphic compositions were created.

Art collections and visual archives rely on traditional classification systems. 

The process o f on-going and systematic computerisation implemented in museums 

brings considerable changes to old methods, urging for compatibility if  not 

standardisation o f  terminology. Although far from being perfect, new methods aim 

at easing indexing, storage and retrieval o f  visual material. Double-images which 

border on several pictorial genres and represent complex ideas pose a considerable 

challenge to both old and new systems. In many collections, for example in the 

Print and Drawing Department o f  the British Museum and the Witt Library, 

Courtauld Institute in London, subject catalogues are not available; the material 

can only be searched according to artists’s names or schools. With 

anthropomorphic landscapes being often anonymous works, or o f  uncertain 

attribution, this is a real hindrance. None o f  the subject catalogues available in 

other collections, for example in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London and 

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford contains an entry on anthropomorphic landscapes 

(in any verbal form) despite the physical existence o f  such works in the collection. 

The only secure way o f  retrieval is the beforehand knowledge o f  their existence, 

preferably supported by the accurate inventory number. Practically, it is often the 

assistance o f  the staff who have the in-depth knowledge o f  the collection that 

makes retrieval possible.

The ICONCLASS, the Iconographic Classification System, is an old system in 

recent years adapted for the computer technology. Introduced in 1948 by Henri 

de Waal and continued by Leendert Couprie, University o f  Leiden it was published 

between 1973 and 1985 in seventeen printed volumes. A  CD-ROM up-dated
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version is now available. The system has been implemented, or is in the process 

o f implementation, in some o f the major art collections and archives in the world, 

including the Inventory o f  Art in Germany and the Witt Computer Index (British 

Art) o f  the Courtauld Institute in London.24 ICONCLASS is regarded as a 

comprehensive method o f  classifying the content and subject matter o f  fine art 

material. According to Catherine Gordon, it “provides means o f  describing what 

we can see as well as w hat we can know, or interpret in images” [bold- AB].25 

These means are very important in iconological analysis. It is a system in which 

every broad category (called notation) among nine primary divisions can be 

expanded further by many layers o f  subdivisions (called queues). Every notation 

and queue are coded by alpha-numerical decimal values which made it possible to 

convert the system into a computerised format. The code 2.25 .H. 113, for 

example, represents Nature>Earth>Landscapes>(high) Hill; with ‘Nature’ being 

the main division. Within this division many categories apply to some but not all 

aspects o f  anthropomorphic landscapes. Such is the category 23 E: seasons o f  the 

year represented by scenes showing human activities, usually in landscape. O f 

relevance to some o f these works is the category 29A1 which represents: ‘mundus 

inversus', the reversed world, the topsy turvy world, ‘le monde bestoum ’, 

‘verkehrte Welt’. ‘Human Beings’ constitute a separate division from Nature. 

The search for ‘a head’ leads to the category 44G361 which, among others, will 

reveal “head o f  the executed shown to a few people” which is o f  no interest here. 

iconclass is specifically oriented towards content searches, and unlike the 

Gamier System does not include terms that relate to style or technique.26 One 

category 98B reflects, but does not state the double-imagery. It relates to a 

specific literary theme: a portrait o f  Alexander the Great cut out o f  Mount Athos, 

represents him holding a town in one hand, and a river pouring from the other 

hand. This ‘portrait’ illustrates a story known from Vitruvius and the above 

mentioned ‘Dionocrates effect’ at the same time, but the notation does not make 

such a link between the two.

Van Straten claims that ‘The ICONCLASS system gives iconography a solid
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scientific basis by means o f  a systematic classification o f  all pictorial objects and 

subjects that occur, or could occur, in the visual arts.”[bold - AB]27 Indeed, the 

list o f  categories within iconclass is so rich that it could probably cover all 

possible variants o f  anthropomorphic landscapes if  these categories could be 

linked in a more flexible way. The evaluation CD-ROM with the full version o f  

iconclass System and Bibliography sent in by the iconclass Research and 

Development Group, Department o f  Computing and Letters, Utrecht and 

Department o f  Art Histoiy, University o f  Leiden, to perform tests on the material 

under consideration, offers the option o f  key-word searches. It would, therefore, 

seem that the way in which the system is arranged is irrelevant as long as the 

required information can be found. Unfortunately, the query formulated as 

‘anthropomorphic + landscape’ resulted in ‘no item found’ response. Other 

queries combining possible key-words relating to ‘personified’ landscape, 

anthropomorphism in general, and human forms represented in Nature did not 

bring any useful results. The inclusion o f  the anthropomorphic landscape queue 

with links to historical terms and some o f  the already existing ones, has been 

suggested to the ICONCLASS Development Group.28

It is characteristic o f  computerised word searches that they often bring 

unexpected types o f  information, often in vast amounts. The Internet combined 

query o f  the existing search engines (http://www.dogpile.com) performed in 1996 

resulted in over six thousand hits for the word ‘anthropomorphism’, and over 

eight thousand a year later (February 1997). They related to a variety o f  

disciplines and topics. Modem art, particularly animated films and cartoons 

received strong coverage. A  review o f  Stewart Guthrie’s book Faces in the 

Clouds (1993) and images o f  anthropomorphic landscapes by Salvator Dali in 

private American collections, were among the interesting finds. However, the 

slowness o f  accessing every single document makes such a query o f  little practical 

use, and confirms that word searches based on generic concepts that relate to a 

variety o f  disciplines does not lead far. They must be more specific and narrowed 

down in such a way that is ‘logical’ to the system; how the system works is not
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always clear to the user. The query formulated as ‘anthropomorphism + art’ 

received no response. The information on the World Wide Web changes on a 

daily basis, and the above results do not reflect its current state. The text o f  this 

document, if converted to the appropriate hypertext format and placed on the net, 

even as a personal site, would immediately influence any query relating to the 

problem o f  anamorphism.

The fear o f any researcher is to overlook an important piece o f  evidence. To 

be unable to access the existing evidence just because o f  an inability to ask the 

right questions in the right way is even more fearful. The images under 

consideration escape the hunter. There is no satisfactory conventional art 

historical category (categories) for the group, whether formal, subject or content 

based. A  number o f  images within the types A  and B have been found through the 

‘ Arcimboldo label’ traditionally attached to them, but images o f  type C cannot be 

retrieved using this method for they cannot, even hypothetically, be associated 

with the artist. Looking for a more objective classification and retrieval system, 

independent from ambiguous interpretations, was regarded as a potential way 

forward. The results could be o f importance for other iconographical searches o f  

material consisting o f  hybrids that cross boundaries o f  established conventions.

At the stage o f  assembling the iconographical evidence the possibility o f  

alternative computerised ways o f  comparing and matching visual material was 

explored, including a potentially reliable automated method o f  searching through 

vast archives for images that would be similar to a given model. The typical 

situation at the beginning o f  the research can be formulated as follows: this is a 

sample image o f  a landscape in human form; how can I find more similar images? 

The problem addressed in this way may relate as much to the formal as subject 

content. A  number o f  methods and software packages were tried with varying 

results. The evaluation o f  the trials and the implications o f  the technique for the 

iconographical analysis are presented in Chapter IV. A.

“Image analysis is a process o f  discovering, identifying, and understanding 

patterns...[It requires] (1) the ability to extract pertinent information from a
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background o f irrelevant details; (2) the capability to learn from examples and to 

generalize this knowledge so that it will apply in new and different circumstances; 

and (3) the ability to make inferences from incomplete information.” 29 These 

words come from a handbook o f  digital image processing, but the source could 

be easily mistaken for a handbook o f  iconology if  only the word ‘patterns’ were 

specified to read ‘patterns o f  representation’. The aims o f  automated recognition 

and interpretation o f  images and those o f  iconology are close; their techniques 

differ. Both disciplines are governed by vision, perception and intelligence: one by 

the artificial and machine based, the other by natural and human. The gap between 

the two disciplines seems unbridgeable for one cannot replace the other. They 

can, however, complement each other.

Pattern Recognition is a technique o f  computer vision that is concerned with 

image content analysis. The image content relates here to the binary (binary - as 

opposed to decimal) structure o f  a digital image and is, therefore, different from 

the iconological notion o f the image content which is concerned with establishing 

meaning. The developments in computer vision, however, also aim at recognition 

o f  semantic information represented by an image. This knowledge-based 

recognition relies on classification o f  regions within an image according to 

measurable properties. It can, therefore, relate to shape, texture and colour 

distribution. A  number o f  projects developed in recent years have explored the 

potential o f  image recognition and interpretation techniques, as well as the 

possibility o f  their link with textual indexing, for the needs o f  iconographical 

analysis.30

A result o f an IBM research project, Query by Image Content (QBic) is among 

much advanced image-recognition software.31 QBIC has been introduced with no 

specific user domain in mind. The software’s potential use by art historians for 

image content comparison was tested at the University o f  California Davis’s Art 

and Art History Departments.32 A  practical application o f  QBIC in the art-related 

domain has been matching the shape, texture and colour o f  jewellery. The 

software has been used in this capacity in the United States by an auction house,
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private detectives and in restoration, for matching pieces belonging to the same 

set, or a replacement gem for a missing one. The results contributed to the 

recovery o f  lost or stolen property, as well as assisted in repair o f  damaged 

pieces.33 The best matching results in QBIC are obtained with images in which a 

small number o f  objects o f  distinctive shape are represented on a plain 

background, where the latter can be eliminated from the query. An image o f  a 

gem resting on a surface o f furniture or plain fabric is an ideal case. Such a legible 

distribution o f  colours and shapes may not be found in a painting with complex 

foreground and background. Spatial and colour relationships o f  objects in real life 

are different from those in their pictorial representation. Spatial parameters o f  

colours in a digital image are based on yet different principles and should not be 

confused with colour distribution in a painting. When applied to art-related 

images qbic’s rate o f  matches has been estimated at ten per cent only.34

Unlike QBIC, the Morelli matching system was devised specifically for 

iconographical research.35 The Morelli system forms at present part o f  the Van 

Eyck Project, supported by the European Commission, with Birkbeck College, 

University o f  London, the Witt Library o f  the Courtauld Institute among the 

participating bodies. Metaphorically, the system refers to the method o f  Giovanni 

Morelli, the 19th century Italian physician who became an art historian. Morelli 

believed that the process o f  attribution o f  figurative works can be reduced to, 

what he considered, a scientific principle o f  comparing the artist’s treatment o f  

anatomical features such as hands, ears and eyes. This approach, aimed at stylistic 

analysis, is relevant to any study o f  anthropomorphism that considers the 

treatment o f  these anatomical parts. The Morelli computerised system aims at 

enabling quick retrieval o f  images that share similar, or identical, composition 

from within a large, digital archive containing hundreds o f  thousands o f  items. It 

works on the principle o f  comparing matrices that are automatically generated 

from the images. Two ways o f  matching are available: crude matches based on 

4x4 and 32x32 matrices and a fine match based on 64x64 matrix.
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A sample o f twelve anthropomorphic landscapes was prepared for the 

techniques of image pattern recognition to be applied in order to test whether the 

assembling of iconographic evidence could potentially be supported by such a 

searching mechanism, had it been implemented in art collections catalogues. The 

sample was representative o f all three compositional types (as identified 

previously) and included paintings as well as prints, i.e. colour and black and white 

images. There were no specific technical prerequisites for the sample. The system 

accepts low resolution images. The sample consisted o f uncompressed true colour 

(24-bit) images, as well as greyscale. In most cases the images did not exceed 

300x200 picture elements (pels or pixels), and were saved in the Tagged Image 

Format ( tif). The system was not yet fully operational at the time o f performing 

the test and the existing database to which the sample was added contained eighty- 

five images. The system could automatically generate the outlines within an 

image, but they could not be overlayed for comparison.

In the test situation the twelve images o f anthropomorphic landscapes entered 

into the database were known beforehand. A situation where only the sample 

image is known and the content of the database cannot be predicted is more likely 

on other occasions. The minimum of results expected from the trial were as 

follows:

the images within the sample should match between themselves, at least 

within the types identified earlier;

a print made after a painting should match that painting, and vice versa (if 

both, the painting and print, have been put into the database); 

the software should be, therefore, ‘able’ to check automatically for and 

take into account compositions that are reversed left to right, and right to 

left;

all matches between images in the database should be automatically 

performed in a variety o f directions, checking for both horizontal and 

vertical matches. This is important for matching two images of type A, if 

one was entered into the database as a ‘portrait’ and the other as a
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landscape;

the compositions o f similar images should match irrespective o f their 

colour schemes, and irrespective o f image resolution.

The results of the trial are illustrated in the companion computer programme 

by ‘shots’ of the Morelli screens. The results can be summarised as follows. The 

matching process proceeded irrespective of the size or resolution o f the images. 

The colour did not matter either for the system converts all images to greyscale. 

Prints and black and white drawings are, therefore, matched with colour images 

automatically. Images were, however, not reversed or flipped automatically in any 

way. Matching was performed according to the orientation o f images as entered 

into the system. To check for other orientation, images had to be rotated or 

reversed manually. The painting in the Barr Collection, New York (Cat. No. 27) 

did not match with the man-landscape in Museés des Beaux Arts, Brussels (Cat. 

No. 21) although both share a very similar composition but in reverse. The latter 

found its companion piece, a woman-landscape (Cat. No. 22). Both the Barr and 

Brussels paintings failed to match with their variant in print (Cat. No. 32). This 

type o f image matched with other landscapes when displayed horizontally, and 

with portraits when placed vertically. Some o f the matches were most 

unexpected. When reversed left to right the Barr painting matched (crude match) 

in 87 per cent with Georges Seurat’s Le pont de Courbevoie and 76 per cent with 

Eduard Manet Déjeuner sur l'herbe, but only in 75 per cent with the Brussels 

painting. All these paintings were lost in fine match, and no similar work was 

found. None o f the 16th and 17th century anthropomorphic landscapes matched, 

even crudely, with the Paranoiac figure by Salvador Dali (Cat. No. 63), despite 

its presence within the database, and - for normal vision - evident similarities in 

composition.

Matching anthropomorphic landscapes of the type B (the ‘bust’ type of head- 

landscape) brought better results. The Winter head-landscape (Cat. No. 45) 

found four similar compositions, but Vincent van Gogh’s Self-Portrait with
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Bandaged Ear came second, before another painting from the same series o f  

Seasons (Cat. No. 44), the Allegory o f the Iconoclasts (Cat. No. 20) and two 

other head-pieces (Cat. Nos. 36 and 37). Surprisingly, Auguste Renoir’s La loge 

was included in the group with its similarity rated at over 80 per cent.

The Morelli system has found the vertically positioned Barr painting in 87,5 

per cent similar to Parmigianino’s The Virgin and Child, and a 75 per cent match 

with La Poudreuse by Seurat. These examples confirm the extent to which 

computer vision is different from the human eye. They also show how the 

interpretation o f the notion o f  the ‘similar’ varies depending on the computer and 

human perceptions. Some insufficiencies o f  the Morelli system, such as the lack 

o f automatic re-orientation o f  images, can be improved by modifying the software. 

Other limitations in content-based reading are more difficult to correct for they 

depend on the deficiency o f  artificial intelligence in general. The juxtaposition o f  

a head-landscape with the Virgin and the Child, as two similar semantic entities, 

is only possible for a machine which finds patterns o f representation by looking for 

groups o f  picture elements that resemble each other in terms o f  distribution o f  

dark and light areas. The Morelli system allows for combined text and image 

searches (e.g. the name o f  the artist or the title o f  painting and the image) which 

result in a much greater rate o f  success.

The system is very easy to use and retrieval o f  images is extremely fast. It is 

not a perfect system, and it cannot satisfy all needs. Even so, imperfect as it is, it 

may be beneficial to research. The largest number o f  relevant images retrieved 

from the database containing eighty records was four. It is not difficult to imagine 

that even this small number would be o f  enormous value had it represented new 

evidence.

The matches performed using the Morelli system were applied to the images 

o f the whole compositions. This approach was modified by the additional use o f  

images o f  details in the next test performed on MAVIS software. MAVIS was 

originally developed in 1988 by John Bradley o f  Southampton University. At 

present, it forms part o f  the Microcosm project which has been carried out at the
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University o f  Southampton, by the Digital Library Research Centre in 

collaboration with the Department o f  Electronics and Computer Science, the 

Department o f  History and the University Library.36 The project is concerned with 

storage and retrieval o f  information from large archives o f  photographs, text 

documents, sound, film and video recordings. The work was initiated in the early 

1990s after the University acquired the archive o f  Lord Mountbatten. The project 

investigates the best possible ways o f  retrieval (displaying) o f  multimedia material 

after it has been digitised. It seeks to establish hypertext links between various 

formats o f  documents that would enable the user to find (display) the information 

he requires. The work concentrates on such a design o f  the system so it can 

respond to a variety o f  ways in which a query can be addressed. Content based 

navigation (CBN) and content based retrieval (CBR) o f  non-textual information is 

among its prime aims, mavis can be used to query images according to object 

outline, colour distribution and texture. The software has been applied to 

archaeological objects and photographs o f  people and events, but not to fine art 

images. At the time o f  the trial the database contained approximately 500 images 

scanned from the Marks & Spencer’s catalogue o f  furniture and home furnishings. 

The latter applications aimed at testing whether the system could be used by 

customers who wish to decide upon a purchase o f  an item through matching it 

with other objects they like or already possess, e.g. to select a sofa because its 

fabric matches the pattern o f  a wallpaper or curtain.

When applying mavis to anthropomorphic landscapes a similar approach, 

aiming at retrieving separate objects from within an image, was adopted. One o f  

the queries consisted, for example, o f  searching the database for similarities in the 

treatment o f  ‘anatomical’ features o f  landscapes. Such a Morelli-type search is 

possible because the software facilitates any selection on the image first and then 

the process o f  matching it against the information contained in the database. In 

this way details with eyes, noses and ears were selected, bringing in response the 

whole images from which the selections originated, but no other images with 

similar features. Among matches performed on the whole images, using an edge
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detection algorithm, the most successful was the search for similar compositions 

to th q Paranoiac figure by Salvador Dali (Cat. No. 63). MAVIS found this work 

similar to the photograph o f  an African village on which Dali modelled his 

painting, as well as two other anthropomorphic landscapes: a print by Hollar (Cat. 

No. 32) and its variant, the Campus anthropomorphus from Athanasius Kircher’s 

book on parastatic magic (Cat. No. 49). In this instance MAVIS was more 

successful than morelli.

N one o f  the above methods o f  indexing, classifying and retrieval, whether 

conventional (text-based) or automated (QBC based) proved to be fully reliable. 

Each had its advantages as well as limitations. All could support certain, but not 

all requirements o f the researcher. Pattern recognition, allowing for image content 

based searches, is certainly a way forward. It can be independent from text-based 

criteria, but can also incorporate conventional classification and indexing systems. 

Anthropomorphic landscapes escape both, providing an ideal study case for 

checking their reliability.
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Iconologica! interpretation: meanings and context

Iconology “is the branch o f cultural history that uncovers the cultural, social, 

and historical background o f themes and subjects in the visual arts ", writes Van 

Straten.37 This definition exposes immediately the great risk o f  over-interpretation 

for which the method was criticised on many occasions.38 Cultural, social and 

historical backgrounds are such broad areas that the researcher who embarks upon 

their exploration risks forgetting about the main object o f  his investigation, i.e. 

about the works o f  art themselves. To draw the limits o f  such exploration may be 

difficult indeed. Iconological studies o f  painting provide examples o f  

interpretations concerned more with the general, cultural and intellectual 

atmosphere o f  the period than with the works’ own context. They may also use 

a particular, often subordinate motif in a painting to draw an association with a 

specific theme that goes beyond the meaning o f  the work.

To remain within the realm o f landscape studies, the example o f  such an 

approach is W. Wiegand’s iconological interpretation o f  Jacob van Ruisdael’s art. 

His over-interpretation, in my view, finds themes not present, and not intended by 

the artist to be illustrated. Van Ruisdael (1628/29-82) was one o f  those Dutch 

painters o f the Golden Age who made landscape the main subject o f  their art. In 

many paintings he shows Dutch monotonous plains, giving the sky its prominence. 

In the panoramic views o f  his native Harlem he conjured some drama from clouds 

floating in the sky, reducing the architecture to a strip o f  decorative ornament on 

the horizon. To emphasize the scale o f  the landscape, the vastness o f  the open 

space, he placed tiny figures in the foreground. Women washing linen on the 

banks o f  the river can be distinguished, among other activities depicted. Although 

mere signs o f  human presence, the women and the work they do justify the title 

often given to the paintings in the series as the Bleaching o f  Linen outside 

Harlem. Wiegand goes much further in reading the meaning o f  the motif. For 

him the white o f  the linen symbolises the purity, immaculacy, as well as the
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cleansing from sin through washing o f  one’s hands, or through baptism.39

Wiegand is right in his understanding o f  the symbolic meaning o f  the colour 

and the washing o f  the white cloth. A  similar motif o f  a woman, leaning over and 

washing linen spread on the grass, can be seen in the background o f  the Virgin 

cmd Child and Angels (c. 1520, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool) by Joos van Cleve 

(f l . 1511-40/41). Within the context o f  this painting the m otif can be rightly 

understood as the allusion to the Immaculate Conception and the role o f  Christ as 

the Redeemer from sin. There is no such direct explanation for the use o f  the 

motif in Ruisdael’s painting. The silhouettes o f  the churches springing above the 

town cannot justify Wiegand’s interpretation o f the painting in terms o f  the dogma 

o f the Catholic Church. In both works the motif is subordinate to the main theme, 

supporting rather then overshadowing the latter. These main themes are different 

and clearly set limits to the possible interpretations o f  particular motifs. The 

meaning o f  Ruisdael’s landscape is clearly secular and any religious interpretation 

should be expressed with much caution. There is no other evidence to 

substantiate Wiegand’s interpretation o f  the Harlem plains as reflecting the artist’s 

deeply religious concerns at the time o f  painting the view o f  his city.

The iconological method makes great use o f  contemporary texts because they 

often provide evidence in support o f  a specific meaning o f  a work o f  art, which 

would otherwise be difficult to discover or substantiate. Were it not for the 

description by the artist’s own hand, any interpreter o f  the famous gold salt-cellar 

(1540-3, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum) by Benvenuto Cellini (1500-71) 

suggesting that the piece represents an anthropomorphic concept o f  a landscape 

could be accused o f  over-interpretation. The salt-cellar is surmounted by two 

reclining figures, male and female. Cellini explains that they personify Rhea, the 

goddess o f  Earth, and Neptune, the god o f  the sea: an apt choice for a container 

o f salt, a treasured commodity that comes from salt mines but can also be obtained 

from the sea. They are accompanied by other figures signifying the four seasons, 

and the four times o f  the day and night, and the four winds - the whole spectacle 

o f Nature. While such allegorical representations were characteristic for the arts

45



o f the period Cellini’s understanding o f  the poetic metaphor is literal. The artist 

describes how he “so devised it that the legs o f  the male & the female were 

crossed most gracefully one with the other, and in each one leg was bent and the 

other extended, thus typifying the mountains & the even places o f  the earth. ” 40 

Without this text, any modern interpretation suggesting that the placement o f  the 

legs reflects the disposition o f  mountains and planes would never be taken 

seriously. In the light o f  Cellini’s own writings the argument retains its validity, 

and brings the element o f  tangible reality to the scene represented.

Cellini’s text on the salt-cellar, which comes from his Treatise on 

Goldsmithing, goes beyond the design and the making o f  such a piece, explaining 

also its meaning. It combines the practical issues with abstract concepts, 

explaining both. It is a source for understanding certain aspects o f  the 

contemporary perception o f  Nature translated into the visual language o f  art and 

through the vocabulary o f  ancient Roman mythology. Later, in his 

Autobiography, Cellini confirmed “I  said before how I  had represented Sea and  

Earth, seated, with their legs interlaced, as we observe in the case o f  firths and  

promontories; this attitude was therefore metaphorically appropriate. ” 41

Cellini’s texts are interesting because they raise several issues. On the one 

hand they reveal meanings o f  a particular work o f  art that may not be immediately 

recognisable, on the other they open a string o f  possible further associations that 

can be made in relation to the piece. While writing about an unique object Cellini 

exposes, in a very natural kind o f  way, a whole artistic, literary and cultural 

tradition in which his work is deeply rooted. An iconologist may feel invited to 

develop further the associations that had been made with mythology, cosmology 

and real landscapes, being all sources o f inspiration or reference for the artist. The 

limits for making such associations must be drawn individually for particular 

works and particular artists. Some will allow far more than the others. A  careful 

balance between what can be seen and what can be known is necessary.

Although Panofsky urged that the interpretative process be preceded with the 

pre-iconographical analysis, he believed that iconological interpretation arises from

Digital Iconology: Iconoloeical interpretation
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synthesis rather than analysis.42 The iconological interpretation culminates the 

intermediate stages by identifying, what Jan Bialostocki called, a ‘framework 

theme’, to which all works within the identified corpus can be related.43 The 

ancient cosmological view, according to which man mirrors the structure and 

principles that govern the world, is such a framework theme in this research. It 

is a broad ontological concept which cannot be fully conveyed through compact 

verbal terms. It is argued here that anthropomorphic landscapes express this 

concept iconically representing clear meanings to all familiar with the convention. 

The framework theme identified in this thesis accommodates all three types o f  

composition o f anthropomorphic landscapes (A, B and C) and embraces a variety 

o f  sources contributing to their visual imagery. It also reflects the merging o f  

biblical, mythological, philosophical and scientific concepts within an image which 

can be regarded as their visual synthesis.

This interpretation has been reached through several stages. The 

contemporary texts that relate directly to the works under consideration did not 

prompt this interpretation but greatly helped in renouncing some o f  the earlier 

opinions o f  anthropomorphic landscapes being mere optical games, thus setting 

the investigation in a different direction. Other writings, like the text o f  Cellini, 

have revealed the complexities o f  the contemporary understanding o f  

anthropomorphic symbolism in relation to representations o f  Nature; Nature being 

the subject o f  every single work within the group considered. The close 

examination o f  visual material was the most important. Many works abound in 

motifs whose emblematic or symbolic meanings are rich, but which do not 

necessarily contribute to the understanding o f  the framework theme. The role o f  

these motifs is often subordinate, like that o f  the women washing linen on 

Ruisdael’s landscape. To elaborate upon these meanings would be synonymous 

with Wiegand’s approach. Some details o f  the works do provide invaluable clues. 

Such is, for example, the inscription homo OMNIS CREATURA on one o f  the 

paintings (Cat. No. 36) that can be regarded as a model for many others. It is 

possibly the strongest confirmation o f  the framework theme.
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47



III. ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES in WESTERN ART 

Computerised catalogue raisonné - the evidence assembled

Pioneers and Antecedents

In 1936 the Dada and Surrealism exhibition opened at the Museum o f  Modem  

Art in N ew  York. The museum's director Alfred H. Barr Jr. decided to 

complement the works by Salvador Dali, Jean Arp, Juan Miró, Max Ernst and 

other modem artists with old masters who were fascinated by bizarre and fantastic 

themes. Barr's intention was to show certain pioneers and antecedents o f  the 

difficult and still controversial new art, and to root the Surrealist movement into 

an established pictorial tradition.44 The first part o f  the catalogue that 

complements this thesis, borrows its title from Barr. It includes some o f  these 

early works in order to show the influences to which the creators o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes from the 1560s onwards, have almost certainly been 

exposed. The selection o f  these early works differs from those chosen by Barr. 

Here the emphasis is on the anthropomorphic treatment o f  Nature rather than 

general interest in imaginary subject-matters.

The works o f the old masters constitute only a part o f  the ancient tradition o f  

anthropomorphic symbolism. In the everyday observation o f  landscapes, in 

religious and philosophical thought, in literature in general and poetry in 

particular, in other aspects o f  visual arts - not only in painting, man has often 

resorted to personifications o f  Nature. His disposition to read faces into shapes 

observed in nature seems natural, so is his tendency o f  assigning human attributes 

to many aspects o f  nature’s life. And from the earliest times o f  tectonic activity 

on the Earth, Nature itself has acted as the 'artifex' and formed giant figures, 

shaped profiles in rocks, and transformed tree trunks into human-like forms. The 

manifestations o f  this ART o f LAND can be found in all parts o f  the world. The 

Twelve Apostles off the south coast o f  Australia, not far from Adelaide, are 

among the most famous. The Giewont in the Tatras, the chain o f  the Carpathian
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Mountains, is less known (Cat. No. 1). It has been chosen not only as an example 

o f a form that looks like a petrified giant figure, immortalised in the real landscape, 

but also to illustrate the link that is often made in folk traditions with archetypal 

myths o f  the creation o f  the Earth and the struggle o f  the Elements. Myths and 

legends reflect man’s urging desire to find the purpose and reason behind nature’s 

phenomena; they combine fantasy with reality, historical facts with fiction, leaving 

interpretation much freedom.

The occasional patches o f  snow on Pendle Hill, Lancashire look like the 

silhouettes o f  witches. The local tradition associates them with a group o f  women 

who in 1612 were charged with witchcraft. In Wales, a profile created by the 

natural arrangement o f  rocks and greenery on the slopes surrounding Llyn Peris, 

has been given the name o f the fictional Lady o f  Snowdon (Cat. No. 2). These 

examples o f  the art o f  land introduce the problems o f  sources as well as the 

perception o f  double-images, both in nature and in the visual arts.

Once spotted the profile o f  the Lady o f  Snowdon ‘engraved’ on the hill is a 

clear image. But spotting it proved to be extremely difficult, often impossible for 

most people, as the tests carried out have shown. In the computer catalogue the 

entry is illustrated by a photograph o f  the place. This digitised image offers a 

choice o f  three ways o f  seeing the face. Presented untouched (similar to a 

photograph on paper) it invites the reader to look for the profile. Nothing is given 

away to help in this task. If the face cannot be found, a black outline can be 

superimposed on the face. Thirdly, another image, with the contours enhanced 

through the edge detection technique, can be shown. Once the profile o f  the Lady 

o f  Snowdon has been discerned, it is impossible to look with the ‘innocent eye’ 

again: to discard her image and to switch back to the first reading. This well 

known phenomenon has been observed and elaborated upon by many scholars in 

relation to the psychology o f  perception and optical illusion.45

The occasional image o f  the Pendle Witches and the permanent, though 

possibly not everlasting image o f  the Lady o f  Snowdon, are works o f  Nature. 

Man, always competing with the powers o f  Nature, has tried to imprint faces and
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figures on the earth’s surface and make his own giants. This activity is given here 

the name o f land ART (despite the term being used to designate a specific artistic 

movement in the United States in the 1960s). The purposes o f  the ancient figures, 

often made through superhuman efforts, are not always clear today. The sheer 

scale o f  some o f the designs cut out in soil or turf, makes it certain that they were 

not made to be admired by those who created them for the ‘bird’s-eye’ view was 

not available to them. The Ceme Abbas Giant in Dorset (Cat. No. 3) made 

probably in the first century, if  not earlier, represents one o f  the many forms in 

which man tried to shape earth in his own image.

Later works show that man also tried to map earth into human forms. 

Cartography is not sufficiently recognised as a domain that reflects the stages in 

the knowledge o f  the world and its phenomena. The borders o f  maps are often 

rich in images o f  inhabitants o f various lands and their customs, o f  exotic flora and 

fauna, that transform cartographic information into an encyclopaedia o f  

knowledge. Mapmakers often go beyond strict rules o f  geometric projection to 

convey important statements. An early example is a map o f  Europe that 

renounces the then convention o f  lands arranged in the ‘T’ shape, drawn in c. 

1337 by Opicinus Canistris (MS, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana). Canistris’s map 

surpasses the aims o f a cartographic representation being also a personification o f  

Europe as a queen and the defender o f  Christianity at the same time. This image 

o f  lands contained within a figure recurs later, in the 1584 edition o f  Sebastian 

Munster’s Cosmography (Cat. No. 24) at the time o f  the ongoing debate on 

Europe’s identity and the role played by its kingdoms.

Anthropomorphic imagery in cartographic representations is ancient in origins 

and pertains to the whole universe as well as to its parts. The comparison o f  the 

globe to a human head, and its parts to anatomical parts o f  the human body was 

a metaphor used in antiquity, particularly by Ptolemy, to show in terms easy to 

grasp the differences between the subject o f  geography and chorography. This 

metaphor was taken on board and made popular by later cosmographers, including 

Peter Apian in whose Cosmography (ed. princeps 1524) the concept is illustrated
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(Cat. N o. 7). The illustrators o f  the subsequent editions o f  the work hesitated 

whether the world should be compared to the head o f  Christ (ed. Paris, 1551) or 

better to that o f  a fool (ed. Antwerp, 1584). The Earth, shown upside-down is 

similar to the globe depicted by Hans Holbein the Younger in the Ambassadors 

o f  1531. Holbein collaborated with some o f  the greatest cartographers o f  the 

time, drew and embellished maps for them. The Ambassadors features another 

book by Apian. The computer catalogue entry offers the facility o f  comparing 

woodcuts in the 1551 Paris and 1584 Antwerp editions o f  Apian’s Cosmography, 

as well as Holbein’s globe. Numerous editions o f  Apian’s scientific book must 

have imprinted its images, in all their variants, on many minds. At the same time 

the author’s emphasis on cosmography as a description o f  the world composed o f  

four elements - Earth, Water, Air and Fire - strengthened this old and familiar 

concept.

The woodcut that illustrates the first, 1516 edition o f  Thomas More’s Utopia 

can be regarded, though speculatively, as an attempt to map the author’s ideal 

state in human-like forms (Cat. No. 6). Its inclusion in the catalogue becomes 

clear through a number o f  references that are made to it in the discussion o f  the 

later works. The composition o f  the illustration, the placement o f  the island within 

the surrounding landscape, the treatment o f  the latter is echoed by a whole group 

o f  the late 16th and early 17th century anthropomorphic landscapes. In the 

accompanying computer programme these similarities are examined through the 

juxtaposition o f  different prints, dissection and replacement o f  details. The 

resulting digital collages are seen in the catalogue as a strong argument for 

attributing works that show similarities to the image o f  Utopia to the German or 

Netherlandish school o f landscape painting, rather then to Giuseppe Arcimboldo, 

as has commonly been accepted. The illustrations in the second, 1618 edition o f  

More’s book, published in Basel is believed to be by Ambrosius Holbein (1494- 

c. 1519) with a possible contribution from his brother Hans. The artist o f  the first 

edition, published in Louvain, is not known. Apart from the artistic consideration 

o f  the woodcut, the inclusion o f  More’s work is important for the literary and
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philosophical tradition it represents as well as develops. Some o f the later 

anthropomorphic landscapes borrow heavily from the same Platonic, possibly also 

Utopian tradition. As will be demonstrated, they depict the world shaped 

according to the rules o f  mind and the principles o f  a specific philosophy that 

dictate selective imitation o f  real appearances.

Human-like shapes observed in clouds, mountain cliffs, rocks and tree trunks 

were always an inspiration for artists. The Renaissance gave chance images a 

theoretical consideration, reviving similar interests o f  the ancients (see Chapter 

III.B.iii.b for discussion). The cloud in the form o f  a rider in Andrea Mantegna’s 

(1430/1-1506) Saint Sebastian o f  c. 1459 (Cat. No. 8) is one o f  the earliest, and 

certainly a very vivid illustration o f  the theory. Human-like forms o f  clouds, 

trees, even cracks in a wall appear on his other works. While the faces in the sky 

on two canvases in the series o f  the Triumphs o f  Caesar (1490s, Cat. No. 9) can 

be interpreted simply as faces o f the Moon, the purpose and meaning o f  the profile 

in the cloud in Pallas Expelling the Vices (before 1502, Cat. No. 10) are not clear. 

Like in many other paintings by Mantegna, the scene seems to be approached from 

the position o f  an antiquarian. In a painting where every element confirms the 

thorough planning on the part o f  the patron, her scholar advisor and the artist 

himself, the accidental nature o f  a prominent m otif is difficult to accept. Even if  

inspired by the observation o f  shapes formed in nature by chance, the distinctive 

cloudy face in the sky above Pallas was surely intended to convey a meaning. It 

is possible that this meaning was so obvious for the contemporary beholder that 

adding an inscribed banderole or an identifying attribute, like in the case o f  other 

motifs within the painting, was not necessary. This message, if  intended, has been 

lost for the later beholders and is now open to speculation (see the catalogue entry 

for discussion).

Piero di Cosimo (c. 1462-1521?) also assigned human forms to Nature, but 

his treatment o f  such motifs differs greatly from that o f  Mantegna. Both artists 

use, for example, the motif o f  an anthropomorphic tree. The half-female laurel 

tree on Mantegna’s Pallas is wrapped in a scroll with an inscription which
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explains the subject-matter o f  the painting. The Latin inscription on the scroll, 

repeated also in Greek and Hebrew, introduces the story. It is an invocation to 

the divine virtues o f  Justice, Fortitude and Temperance, to come and expel the 

vices. The creative powers o f  the intellect, represented by Pallas, are contrasted 

with idleness and sloth, good with bad. The immediate association o f  the tree with 

Daphne, whose name means virtue in Greek, comes to mind. Mantegna’s erudite 

display o f  mythological themes is entwined with elements o f  Christian 

iconography. Piero di Cosimo is less intellectual, more poetic and elusive. While 

depicting myths he chooses to explore the primitive and pagan. The willow in 

Piero’s Discovery o f  Honey looks as if  it had an open mouth and eyes (Cat. No. 

11). The Misfortunes o f  Silenus features a similar willow. In Mantegna the 

depicted stories suggest reasons for the transformation o f  elements o f  natural 

landscape into human forms. N o such direct link can be made in Piero. The line 

between the realistic depiction and symbolic representation is subtle. Other 

paintings by Piero are rich in anthropomorphic features: from human faces 

assigned to animals in his Fire o f  the Forest to human profiles in the rocks in the 

Incarnation with Saints (c. 1505, Uffizi, Florence). The life o f  Piero written many 

years after his death by Giorgio Vasari (1511-74) suggests that his 

anthropomorphic forms may have been inspired by Nature’s chance images (see 

Chapter ill.B.iii.b)

Piero’s contemporary Giovanni Agostino da Lodi (Pseudo-Boccacino) in 

another mythological subject, Pan and Syrinx (Thyssen Collection, Madrid) 

contained explicit profiles in rocks. His other paintings show his particular 

predilection for assigning human forms to the elements o f  landscape. As he was 

active in the Veneto his example has probably inspired Giorgione (1476/8-1510) 

to similar attempts. In several o f  Giorgione’s paintings, including II Tramontano 

and the Three Philosophers (Cat. No. 12) human profiles and faces o f  human-like 

creatures in rocky formations can be discerned. Covered with roots and moss they 

blend naturally with the landscape. They contribute to the artist’s poetic vision o f  

Nature, show its secret qualities, richness o f  forms and subtlety o f  colours and
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light. For a great painter to depict these forms’ texture and colour is an artistic 

purpose in itself, but a deeper meaning o f  Giorgione’s creatures in rocks, 

reflecting contemporary concept o f  Nature, is also likely.

Looking at clouds and accidental stains on the wall in order to find artistic 

ideas was a particularly Italian phenomenon, strongly supported by an ancient 

Roman tradition confirmed by such writers as Pliny and Cicero.46 As has been 

shown through select examples, the theory was applied to works o f  various Italian 

schools. The practice o f  painting faces in rocks spread to the north o f  Europe. 

Albrecht Dürer’s watercolour study o f the Arco Valley o f  c. 1495 seems to be the 

earliest treatment o f  the motif by a German artist (Cat. No. 13). A  distinctive 

profile o f  an old man can be seen, cut out in the rocky cliff o f  the steep mountain. 

This little painting is, however, a result o f  the direct experience o f  the Italian 

landscape. The valley is situated on the borders o f  the Veneto and Tyrol and was 

visited by the artist during his first journey to the area. The importance o f  this 

watercolour has rightly been noted by Vittorio Sgarbi in relation to the origins o f  

similar anthropomorphic motifs in painting. Sgarbi, however, considers Giorgione 

as the inventor o f  such motifs.47 The directions o f  possible influences are 

sometimes difficult to follow for the works that show similarities cannot always 

be dated precisely. Dürer’s journeys to northern Italy in the 1490s provided him 

with the opportunities o f  studying the Venetian artists. Mantegna is another 

Italian artist whose influence on young Dürer is generally acknowledged. The 

latter’s detailed studies o f  Mantegna’s engravings possibly also included the 

anthropomorphic treatment o f  images o f  nature. Especially the idea for profiles in 

clouds in a number o f  Dürer’s works might have been inspired by the Italian 

master. The important role o f Dürer in the dissemination o f anthropomorphic ideas 

in the North extends beyond one particular watercolour.

His interest in human like forms o f  non-human objects are reflected in many 

o f  his works covering a variety o f  subject-matter, including studies o f  everyday 

objects, landscape and architecture (Cat. No. 14). Some o f  these works date from 

the years before his first Italian journey. The artist bridges the southern tradition
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o f  anthropomorphic imagery with that o f  the North, and the View o f  the Val 

d ’Arco  constitutes here a very important, direct link. The way in which Dürer 

experimented with anthropomorphic forms in nature seems to contradict his 

apparent determination to renounce fantasy and invention. This determination on 

the part o f  the artist, known from his own writings, has been stressed among 

others by Christopher Wood: “Nature for Dürer meant the physical world. This 

nature ought to curb the artist’s impulse to invent and embellish, to pursue private 

tastes and inclinations. 7  consider nature as master and human fancy [Wahn] as 

fa llacy  ’, wrote Dürer.”48 Val d ’Arco has been praised for its realism based on 

actual observation, and as one o f  the earliest topographically accurate 

representation in western art (see the catalogue entry for discussion). The 

comparison with the actual site, made by K. Gerstenberg, shows that the artist 

constructed the view choosing some, and leaving aside other elements o f  the real 

landscape.49 The spectator is not necessarily aware o f  the artistic transformation 

involved and takes the apparent realism for a faithful representation o f  real 

appearances.

The Italian theory o f  chance images, and the influence o f  Italian artists may 

explain some but not all aspects o f  Dürer’s anthropomorphism. The theory may 

reveal the sources o f  the poetic vision o f  landscape all the artists mentioned here 

shared to some extent, when trying to capture the fleeting and changeable profiles 

in clouds and elusive faces in rocks.

On several occasions Dürer assigned features o f  a human face to architecture. 

The role o f such motifs varies and depends on the context o f  the whole work. The 

only remaining part o f  the stone wall o f  the Ruined Alpine Shelter o f  c. 1495, 

forms a profile o f  a man (Cat. No. 14). The crumbling process is not a predictable 

one and the face had been formed by chance, its features enhanced by the artist’s 

brush. A  house depicted behind the kneeling figure o f  the Prodigal Son (c. 1496, 

engraving) with a door that resembles a mouth and windows ‘staring’ like eyes, 

belongs to a totally different realm: that o f  religious eschatology. The scene 

conveys meanings that are not visibly present but known. The title o f  the print
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and key motifs are given by the artist to the beholder as means for making 

associations with well known religious themes: that o f  repentance, penance and 

redemption o f  sin. The biblical texts are the sources o f  their lasting visual imagery 

and many interpretations. In 1612 the Jesuit Jan David quotes extensively from 

the Books o f  the Old Testament to preach about those who sin through their eyes 

(Cat. No. 25). He constructs his moralising sermon around the familiar image o f  

a house whose unprotected windows and doors are left open and expose man to 

risks.

One o f the most powerful metaphors in the Bible is that o f  the door: “I  am the 

door: by me i f  any man enter in, he shall be saved", says the Lord (John, X, 9). 

The door indicates the passage: from the earthly life, through death, to the eternal 

life: "Open to me the gates o f  righteousness: I  will go in to them, and I  will 

praise the Lord” (Psalms, cxv ill, 19). Jacob, when faced in his dream with the 

image o f  the ladder, found the prospect o f  reaching Heaven terrifying: “And he 

was afraid, and said, How dreadful is this place! This is none other but the house 

o f  God, and this is the gate o f  heaven" (Genesis, XXVIII,17). The way to 

damnation also leads through the gate. The image o f  the Mouth o f  Hell, both in 

the Bible and in art, leaves the beholder with no illusion. When depicting the 

Mouth o f  Hell artists took it also as an opportunity for exercising their imagination 

and fantasy.

The devouring, wide open mouth o f  a beastly creature, belching fire, belongs 

to  a common repertory o f  representations o f  the Mouth o f  Hell. Although for 

many reasons an exceptional work among medieval manuscripts, a miniature in the 

Book o f  Hours o f  Catherine o f  Cleves, c. 1440, has been used here just as an 

illustration o f  this iconography (Cat. No. 5). In Peter Bruegel’s 1557-8 version 

o f  the subject the image has no longer its zoomorphic look. It acquires a most 

unusual shape o f a windmill in the human form (Cat. No. 18). This Mouth o f  Hell 

is a feature o f  a landscape in Gula (Gluttony) from the series o f  The Seven Deadly 

Sins o f  1558. Set in a human but mad land, the scene is a terrifying mockery o f  

man’s own actions that can so easily lead to damnation. The bodies burning in a
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cauldron in the proximity o f  the windmill leave little doubt as to the nature o f  the 

place. The man climbing the ladder is carrying on his back a sack for milling. This 

is the burden o f  his own sins, that he amassed through his life o f  which the 

windmill, exposed to the winds, was a popular emblem. The owl, perching on the 

top o f  the roof, is here probably a symbol o f  Christ, the ultimate Redeemer.

The windmill is depicted as a man in the form o f  a half-figure. His torso 

emerges from the ground, being this ground at the same time. His body 

transforms into an architectural structure with a door and windows. The access 

is through a ladder only. The nature o f  the activities inside is not clear. The man 

leaning out o f  the side window looks as if  he is trying to escape the place. The 

smoke coming out from the chimney is a sign o f  the fire inside. The surrounding 

scenes show punishment and death and within this context the windmill is clearly 

the Mouth o f  Hell.

Earlier iconography o f  the Mouth o f  Hell explains the function o f  Bruegel’s 

windmill-man but not its form and the commonness o f  the fabric o f  his body with 

architecture as well as the earth. This compositional idea can be found in earlier 

works by Hieronymous Bosch (c. 1450-1516) Bruegel’s master whom he imitated 

for many years. A Hill-man who is a Tavern-man at once, depicted by Bosch in 

the triptych with the Temptation o f Saint Anthony is a likely model for it combines 

the human body, architecture and earth elevation within one, partly natural, partly 

an artificial structure (Cat. No. 15). These anthropomorphic formations belong 

to several realities. They are filled with a variety o f  objects that normally do not 

constitute parts o f  a human body; as well as with small figures o f  other people 

performing a variety o f  tasks; and finally they are also independent beings 

themselves. The multi-imaging makes these motifs very rich. The meanings they 

carry have many sources and are complex. Despite humorous elements and 

weird ideas these anthropomorphic creations form part o f  deeply devotional 

works, often inscribed with quotations from the Bible. Such is Bruegel’s 

Temptation o f  Saint Anthony, 1556, where a giant rotting head lying in water, 

populated by misfits and outcasts, is a central m otif (Cat. No. 17). Charles
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Tolney argues that the corrupted, devoured from within head is the ‘Peterskopf 

(the head o f  St. Peter), synonymous with the Catholic Church.50 There are many 

features which confirm his view: monks, the sign o f  cross, a church window  

placed instead o f  an eye. The head represents the disorganised and demoralized 

state o f  the Catholic institution o f  the time, exposed to strong criticism also on 

the part o f  those artists, who like Bruegel, were actively engaged in religious 

movements. This very important and serious problem is presented in the disguise 

o f a satire and under a pretext o f  depicting a scene in the life o f  a saint. The main 

character is reduced to an almost insignificant figure. But the accompanying words 

o f  the Psalmist give the sense and purpose to the whole scene.

While governed by fantasy the anthropomorphism o f  Bosch and Bruegel has 

also tangible and ordinary aspects. Around and within the most fantastic creatures 

ordinary people are depicted preoccupied with mundane activities, surrounded by 

simple tools and objects. They often look like illustrations o f  proverbs, folk tales, 

popular songs. And Bruegel’s Temptation o f  Saint Anthony is believed to also 

illustrate the proverb ‘His head is hollow like an empty egg-shell’. The 

combination o f  devotional themes with proverbial knowledge contributed to the 

popularity o f  the works for many could, and still can, relate them to as one’s own 

life. This bridging o f  different aspects o f  man’s life, from the ordinary to the 

spiritual, contributes to the richness o f  the visual experience o f  works o f  Bruegel. 

A  good example is his Dulle Griet, or Mad M eg (the dates 1562 and 1564 given 

alternatively, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, Antwerp; see Cat. No. 19). In this 

elaboration o f  the Seven Deadly Sins and Seven Virtues Bruegel, like some o f his 

predecessors, assigns human features to architecture and transforms buildings into 

heads with staring eyes and widely open mouths. E. H. Gombrich calls this work 

“A daring exploitation o f  our disposition to readfaces into things Here the

building on the right with its one window becomes a devouring face, aided by the 

juxtaposition with a  more realistic image o f  the mouth o f  hell. ” 51 The Italian 

works considered earlier lack this tangible and everyday character. It can be well 

illustrated by using once again the examples o f  anthropomorphic trees o f
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Mantegna and Cosimo in comparison with Bosch’s treatment o f  the motif. The 

examples come from works dated to the period c. 1490-1505.

Bosch’s anthropomorphic trees could not be more different from Mantegna’s 

creation, inspired by classical mythology. In the drawing Tree-man in Albertina, 

Vienna and in the triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights (Prado, Madrid) Bosch 

represents himself as a tree (bos meaning forest or wood) thus relating to his name 

that he had adopted after ‘s-Hertogenbosh (Bois-le-Duc) his birthplace. Another 

o f his man-trees illustrates the proverb The Field Has Eyes, the Forest Has Ears 

(Cat. No. 16). Seven eyes strangely placed in the field, and ears added to the tree 

trunk, are used here (as in Apian’s book mentioned previously) to explain abstract 

concepts through simple and overt images. While representing himself and other 

characters o f  his paintings as trees, the artist extends the metaphor beyond the 

allusion to his name, and beyond the proverbs he illustrated, to convey thoughts 

o f  a religious nature. There is a striking similarity between some o f  the texts 

circulated at the time that, although representing different religious orientations, 

elaborate upon the metaphor o f  a tree-man and use the very same imagery. These 

texts pertain to ontological and eschatological consideration using a tree not only 

as a metaphor o f  life and death, but also exploring physical unity o f  a tree with a 

human body. The thought was already elaborated upon by Gregory the Great (c. 

540-604) and in the 12th century by Honorius Augustudiensis both o f  whose 

writings remained in circulation in the times o f  Bosch. Honorius said that man's 

bones are as hard as stones, his nails are as rough as tree bark, and his hair as 

beautiful as grass. Bosch seems to keep with and contribute greatly to this 

medieval tradition sustaining it for the next generations. When at the end o f  the 

16th century Agrippa d'Aubigne gives his account o f  the resurrection o f  the dead 

one might have the impression that it was inspired by Bosch’s painting: “And 

here the tree feels how from his tentacular roots /Human breast emerges, and an 

alive head begins to froth... ” 52 Reflecting common beliefs this vocabulary and 

imagery, present in theological thought, literature and visual arts, was persistently 

attractive.
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Bosch’s hill-man emerging from the ground, with his feet in the form o f  roots, 

and branches sticking out o f  his head, and Bruegel’s windmill-man, supported by 

further examples o f their anthropomorphic creations, are regarded in this thesis as 

far more influential on the conception o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in the 

second half o f the 16th century than Italian precedences in the work o f  Mantegna, 

Piero di Cosimo or Giorgione considered earlier. The first part o f  the catalogue 

raisonné aims to show representative examples o f  anthropomorphic motifs in 

medieval and Renaissance art, both in Italy and the North, to show where these 

two established pictorial traditions depend on each other, and where they differ. 

The works by great artists such as Dürer, Bosch and Bruegel the Elder, 

disseminated throughout Europe as prints, were particularly influential. It is not 

always possible to confirm the first-hand knowledge o f  a particular work, or even 

the direction o f  a specific influence. It is more often the climate o f  a particular 

work, the visual and cultural association that it triggers that are equally important. 

The 16th and 17th century phenomenon o f head-pieces stems, in my view, from 

the northern tradition. Visual associations and formal similarities are often 

striking: the artists o f  later anthropomorphic landscapes seem to borrow a ready 

m otif and develop it into an independent work. Their treatment o f  landscape is 

traditional and compares with contemporary conventional landscape paintings. 

The selection o f  early examples o f  anthropomorphic imagery o f  landscape has 

been arbitrary showing deliberately those aspects o f  double imagery which are 

echoed by later works that combine the depiction o f  natural scenery and a face or 

figure within one image. Canistris’s map and Dürer’s drawings are the precedents 

o f  reversible composition within an anthropomorphic double image.

There is also evidence that shows that later, independent anthropomorphic 

landscapes retain some o f the original meanings conveyed by the early works with 

anthropomorphic motifs. Their understanding as purely decorative works means 

denying the tradition they stem from.
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Anthropomorphic landscapes 1560s - 1660s

Anthropomorphic landscapes in the period between 1560s and 1660s 

constitute the main part o f  the computerised catalogue raisonné and receive 

substantial interpretative coverage in Chapter III.B o f  this thesis, as well as in the 

computer package (‘Interpretations and Approaches’). The content o f  this part 

o f the catalogue and its computer format are, therefore, only summarized here.

The main part o f  the catalogue is concerned with a group o f  works which 

depict anthropomorphic landscapes as an independent subject-matter. A  head- 

landscape by Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder (Cat. No. 20) made probably in 1566 

or shortly after, is the earliest such an independent work placed. An illustration 

showing a god rising from a mountain in Athanasius Kircher’s book on China, 

published in Amsterdam in 1667 is the last entry in the main catalogue. The total 

o f  thirty five works from the period from 1560s to 1660s are included. The 

interest in double compositions, combining an effigy with the image o f  Nature 

within one image, declined later in the 17th century. The section ‘Legacy’ which 

follows includes select examples o f  the treatment o f  the subject by modern artists.

The period from mid-16th to mid-17th century is marked in the history o f  art 

by the careers o f  some o f  the greatest artists: Tintoretto (1518-94), El Greco 

(1541-1614), Diego Velazquez (1599-1660), Nicholas Poussin (1594-1665) in the 

south, the late Peter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525-69) and his sons, Rembrandt 

(1606-69) and Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) in the north o f  Europe, to mention 

just a few. It is in the shadow o f  these great artists that anthropomorphic 

landscapes were made. Marginalised by mainstream art these little images met 

with little interest from modem art historians. It is believed that the iconographie 

evidence has been assembled in the computer catalogue for the first time, enabling 

analysis and interpretation o f  the material.

A  number o f  works, mostly from the 16th century, are anonymous or o f  

uncertain attribution. The artists who can be named with certitude include:
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Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder (c. 1530-c. 1590), Jacob de Gheyn II (1565-1629) 

and Jacob de Gheyn m  (c. 1596-1641), Matthäus Merian the Elder (1593-1650), 

Anton Mozart (1573-1625) and Wenceslaus Hollar (1607-77) who belong to the 

Northern schools, and Giovanni Battista Bracelli (active 1624-49), Pietro da 

Cortona (1596-1669) and François Spierre (1639-81) who worked in Italy. 

Works are also attributed to Joos de Momper II (1564-1634/5) and Abraham 

B osse (1602-76). Hans Mayer and Rogier o f  Brussels were two artists 

particularly difficult to identify (see Cat. No. 38 and Chapter II.B.i).

The list o f  artists o f  anthropomorphic landscapes include both famous and 

relatively little known artists. Among those famous within their own disciplines 

are Pietro da Cortona, the leading Baroque painter o f  monumental illusionistic 

frescos in Rome, and Merian, one o f  the most prolific graphic artists o f  the time, 

specializing in topographical views. The anthropomorphic landscapes o f  these 

two artists, included in this catalogue, represent a marginal aspect o f  their art and 

have attracted little attention on the part o f  the artists’ scholars. In Giulio 

Briganti’s seminal work on da Cortona (rev. ed. 1982) the artist’s 

anthropomorphic drawing (Cat. No. 52) receives a few words o f  comment and in 

Jörg Martin Merz’s monograph the work is not even mentioned.53

Despite the broad division made above between the northern and southern 

schools, several o f  the artists mentioned were truly international and worked in 

more than one centre. Merian, for example, was bom in Basel and worked in 

Oppenheim and Frankfurt am Main where he established a successful printing 

business. His pupil Hollar was bom in Prague, moved to Germany then to 

England, as well as travelling to Africa. The careers o f  some o f  the authors whose 

writings were illustrated with anthropomorphic landscapes, also included in the 

catalogue, were equally international. Salomon de Caus, today a forgotten figure, 

was a successful French engineer at the palatine court in Heidelberg and served 

also the Prince o f  Wales. Athanasius Kircher, bom in Fulda, moved to Würzburg, 

then to Avignon, settled in Rome, but published in Amsterdam. In this research 

the biographies o f  the artists, authors and patrons have been studied carefully and

Anthropomorphic Landscapes in Western Art

62



provided a wealth o f  information on dissemination o f  artistic ideas. A  variety o f  

sources used to piece together the information on often forgotten figures are given 

in the bibliography. The biographical dictionary constitutes an integral part o f  the 

catalogue, can be studied independently or jointly with the entries on particular 

works.

Anthropomorphic landscapes were executed in a variety o f  techniques. 

Paintings constitute one third o f  the works in the catalogue, the rest are drawings 

and prints. The prints include single leaf works as well as book illustrations, 

cartographic maps and garden designs. Paintings are mostly small in size, the 

largest measures 106 x  75 cm (Cat. No. 36), the smallest is an ivory miniature 

decorating a curiosity cabinet, 58 mm in diameter (Cat. No. 35). The size o f  

paintings may be the indication o f  cabinet pieces intended for a private 

contemplation.

Today several paintings remain in private hands, scattered over Europe and the 

United States. They include Cat. No. 33 last located in Basel, Cat. Nos. 42-45 in 

Paris, Cat. No. 36 in Turin, and Cat. No. 27 in New York. A  few works appeared 

at auctions, one is lost. The provenance o f  the majority o f  private works has not 

been established. The histoiy o f  works in museum collections, equally paintings, 

drawings and prints, is better known although often covers the 20th century only. 

The curiosity cabinet with the anthropomorphic miniature is in the Art Collection 

o f the Uppsala University, and its provenance and history is known (Cat. No. 35). 

Museum collections include the Musées des Beaux-Arts in Brussels (two 

paintings, Cat. Nos. 21 and 22), a print in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 

London (Cat. No. 28), three prints in the Royal Library, Windsor (Cat. Nos. 29, 

37,38), one print in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Cat. No. 32, also another 

state o f  No. 38). The Pierpont-Morgan Library, N ew  York, The Institut 

Néerlandais, Paris and the Witt Collection o f  the Courtauld Institute o f  Art, 

London have one drawing each. They are Cat. Nos. 48, 46, and 47 respectively. 

There is one drawing and two prints made after it at the British Museum (Cat. 

N os. 52-54) which also houses the engraving Cat. No. 20. The 16th and 17th
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century books illustrated with anthropomorphic landscapes were studied in the 

Bristish Library and the Bibliothèque National in Paris.

The thirty five works dating from 1560s-1660s include copies and variants o f  

the same composition. Cat. No. 21 and Cat. No. 36 provided the most popular 

models. It is unusual to include copies as separate entries in a catalogue raisonné. 

In the light o f  limited evidence on the original anthropomorphic landscapes the 

detailed analysis o f  changes introduced to the subsequent reworkings o f  the same 

composition provided invaluable information on the development o f  the genre and 

greatly supported the iconological interpretation (e.g. the analysis o f  inscriptions, 

see for example Cat. Nos. 36 and 38). The reuse o f  images is a fascinating and 

little researched problem in the history o f  art as well as science. In the period 

under investigation ready-made patterns were used both in portraiture and 

landscape, the same practice was applied to scientific images. Two 17th century 

books on optics and magic included in the catalogue here use the same illustration 

slightly altering details (Cat. Nos. 49 and 51). Albrecht Dürer’s image o f  the 

rhinoceros is a more famous example o f  an image repeatedly used in later biology 

charts and books. The repetition o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in this research 

is considered in the context o f  such borrowings in landscape painting and book 

illustration (see Chapter III.B.iii.a and individual cat. entries). .

The structure o f  the catalogue entries follows the standard convention and 

includes the information on the artist, or author (linked with the Biographical 

Dictionary), title, technique, dimensions o f  the work, location (collection), 

provenance (where available), literature and a commentary o f  varying length. All 

entries are illustrated. The format is that o f  an interactive computer programme 

which can be compared with a number o f  similar art collection catalogues 

available in situ or on CD-ROMs. The catalogue o f  the National Gallery in 

London is an example o f  such a publication.54 Although a much larger, 

commercial undertaking, it shows many problems which arise when a conventional 

format is adapted to the new medium. The text o f  the CD-ROM is the same as 

in the book version o f  the catalogue. In his review o f  the title, Christopher
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Townson finds this repetition ‘disappointing’ stressing his expectation o f  a more 

in-depth, scholarly discussion: ‘It was rather disappointing to see that all text 

entries were identical to those in the [book] catalogue. With the extra space 

available, it would have been excellent to have seen extended entries that perhaps 

summarised the course o f scholastic debate on the image and examined the work’s 

place in the history o f  art.’55 The catalogue o f  anthropomorphic landscapes 

certainly aims at presenting the debate as fully as possible, and makes it to a large 

extent through a verbal description. The catalogue is also linked with the 

Anthology o f  texts on anthropomorphism. This selection comprises texts that 

comment on the works included in the Catalogue directly, or relate more broadly 

to the literary and philosophical theories, as well as artistic practice o f  the time. 

The Anthology can be regarded as a collection o f  documents available to the 

contemporary beholder o f  anthropomorphic landscapes. It also provides a rich 

source for understanding the meaning o f  contemporary key-concepts and the 

vocabulary o f  anthropomorphic symbolism.

The computerised catalogue o f  this thesis exceeds the format and purpose o f  

a conventional publication o f  this type, and should be regarded as a multimedia 

archive serving a variety o f  aims.
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Legacy

Judging by the definition o f  anthropomorphism that can be found in the 

Dictionary o f  Modem Thought, edited by Alan Bullock, one could think that the 

concept has become redundant in modern times. The short entry reads: 

"Anthropomorphism - Less an architectural movement o f  the 1980s than a 

recognition that the combination o f windows and doors and porches in buildings 

could sometimes be read as faces or parts o f  the human body. One or two 

architects actually designed buildings in this form. ” 56 Is this really all that 

modern thought has retained as a legacy o f  centuries o f  anthropomorphic 

thinking? The centuries-long perception o f  man as the image o f  the whole 

universe, even God, reduced to a marginal aspect o f  architecture practised by no 

more than one or two individuals?

The works assembled in this part o f  the catalogue o f  anthropomorphic 

landscapes show that Bullock’s Dictionary, despite its claim to be ‘a companion 

to all fields o f modem thought’, has reduced the problem to only one o f  its many 

aspects. Modem artists have not only kept the tradition o f  anthropomorphic 

imagery and symbolism alive but have also enriched this tradition by original 

contributions. The ancient belief that man’s life is common to earth, stone and 

trees is no longer based on the theory o f  four elements constituting every body, 

but the mysterious unity o f  the universe continues to intrigue artists (see André 

Masson, Cat. No. 64). The perpetual cycle o f  life, death and re-birth in Nature 

embraces man’s physical and spiritual existence. For some artists man’s ties with 

Nature remain as strong as ever. They look for archetypal myths and icons, and 

revive old beliefs. The anthropomorphic landscape o f  Alexander Hogue (1938, 

Cat. No. 66) evokes the myth o f Mother Earth and shows that man’s survival still 

depends on the nourishing power o f Nature. Using an ancient technique, the land 

artist James Pierce (1976-7, Cat. 68) shapes soil and turf in a country field into a 

female figure whose form resembles the palaeolithic Venus o f  Willendorf.57 The 

more the industrialised, urban style o f living separates man from natural habitat the
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stronger his longing for Nature is voiced by artists. As ever, Nature remains the 

object o f  a romanticised dream.

Man tirelessly anthropomorphises Nature. Scientists tirelessly seek to find the 

reasons. ‘The most common image is the Man in the Moon. [...]  As an 

inadvertent side effect, the pattern-recognition machinery in our brains is so 

efficient in extracting a  face from a clutter o f  other detail that we sometimes see 

faces where there are none. ’ -  believes sceptic Carl Sagan.5® He might have not 

been aware o f  repeating a conclusion reached by the 17th century scientist 

Athanasius Kircher who in 1667 wrote: ‘Our imagination is so free that it can 

easily form an image where there is none. ’ 59 Richard Dawkins makes a similar 

point: 'The human brain seems actively eager to see faces: it seeks them out He 

writes about rocks on a grassy hillside in Hawaii weathered into a shape which can 

be read into a familiar profile. ‘Once you have been told, you can ju st see a  slight 

resemblance to either John or Robert Kennedy. But some don't see it and it is 

certainly easy to believe that the resemblance is accidental. You couldn't, on the 

other hand, persuade a  reasonable person that Mount Rushmore, in South 

Dakota, hadjust happened to weather into the features o f  Presidents Washington, 

Jefferson, Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt. We do not need to be told that these 

were deliberately carved (under the direction o f  Gutzon Borglum). They are 

obviously not accidental: they have design written all over them. ’60 Dawkins’s 

text makes one realise that there is a historical aspect to the reading o f  chance 

images in Nature. Before the election o f John Kennedy to the presidentship o f  the 

United States the Hawaiian rock represented just a face. It became a meaningful 

icon after the event. Similarly the patches on Pendle Hill in Lancashire (Cat. No. 

2) could begin to have been associated with the local women after they had been 

accused o f  witchcraft at the beginning o f  the 17th century.

Mount Rushmore was, according to Mrs. Borglum, a monument to ‘the 

emotional value o f  volume’ (1927-41, see Cat. No. 58). The project was 

preceded by a gigantic portrait o f  Lenin carved in the cliff in Crimea.61 Similar 

earlier monuments, for example the monument to Frederic the Great conceived in

Anthropomorphic Landscapes in Western Art
LEGACY

67



Anthropomorphic Landscapes in Western Art
LEGACY

1770 at the court o f  Ansbach, were never executed. They stem from the ancient 

tradition o f  colossi and the revived interest in the myth o f  Dinocrates. In the 18th 

century the story o f  this Macedonian architect, best known from Vitruvius (see his 

text in the Anthology) inspired a number o f  artists to rework the theme. Johann 

Bernard Fischer von Erlach’s 1726 The Mount Athos Colossus (Cat. No. 58) has 

an antiquarian look as if  it were a record o f  an existing, gigantic monument. 

Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes’s painting o f  the story in the Art Institute, Chicago 

(Cat. No. 59) is Arcadian in spirit and much indebted to Nicholas Poussin 

(compare with the latter’s Landscape with Polyphemus, The Hermitage, St. 

Petersburg). Giovanni Battista Gaulli’s sketched version (Cat. No. 56) resembles 

a child’s drawing: charming, naive and simple.

The memory o f  the modem British sculptor Anthony Gormley o f  his early 

attempt to carve a profile in a rocky cliff near the home where he lived was, at the 

time unknowingly to the future artist, a manifestation o f  the ‘Dinocrates’ effect. 

One can see here the analogy with the young Michelangelo who, as Ascanio 

Condivi records, had a similar idea which he always regretted not to put in 

practice: ‘a  crazy idea that came to me because I  was young... had 1 been sure o f  

living four times as long I  would have embarked on it’.62 In the 1990s Gormley 

embarked upon a project which although not lacking scale and vision marks a 

complete departure from such gigantomania. Organized in England, Norway and 

Brazil, his Fields were installations consisting o f  thousands o f  small clay figures 

made by local people, including children. The artist filled with these clay figures 

various spaces, interiors and open spaces (Cat. No. 70). His work has a strong 

environmental bias and reflects the concerns o f  local communities. In the context 

o f  this research it can be seen as belonging to another old iconographic tradition. 

As the image o f  a community Gormley’s Field  can be seen as an echo o f  Thomas 

Hobbes’s idea o f  a commonwealth (Cat. No. 50). The large body built o f  small 

human figures is a visual allegory o f  a whole built o f  small parts which signify 

citizens upon whose relationships and behaviour depends the well being o f  the 

community. The modem clay gnomes have replaced the figures filling the body
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o f  Hobbes’s Leviathan. Some o f their concerns are much the same.

The selection o f  works included in the catalogue confirms that landscapes in 

the human form remained attractive with modern artists who continued many o f  

the old themes, and not only formal compositions as it has been claimed. 

Anthropomorphic images o f  Nature are still entwined in the iconography o f  

ideology and power. A humorous example in the catalogue is a Polish cartoon 

showing the face o f  Lech Walesa as the setting sun, an allegory o f  the decline o f  

a hero (Cat. No. 71). Anthropomorphism has not been forgotten in the modem  

garden design. Well over three hundreds years after the example set by Constantin 

Huygens, the Duke and Duchess o f  Bedford imprinted the images o f  their bodies 

into the layout o f  the gardens o f  their estate (Cat. No. 67). Unlike the visitors to 

the Huygens’s Hofwijck the visitors do not need to be equipped with the 

knowledge o f  ancient writings to reveal the secrets o f the design. The two profiles 

etched in 1969 by Bruce McLean in the lawn o f  Wobum Abbey were easily 

recognisable as those o f the Duke and Dutchess to any visitor to the estate if  only 

he were given the opportunity o f  a bird’s-eye view o f  the garden.

Whether consciously or unintentionally modem artists keep with the 

anthropomorphic iconography and embark upon exploration o f  old themes. They 

still depend on the natural tendency, much strenghtend by visual traditions o f  

western culture, o f  perceiving (seeing and understanding) Nature, and generally 

the world around them through personification. They do not necessarily draw on 

specific earlier models, although direct borrowings can sometimes be 

demonstrated. In 1702 Giuseppe Maria Mitelli (Cat. No. 57) makes an engraving 

o f  a head-landscape modelled on the familiar 16th century composition known, 

among others, from the landscape in Brussels (Cat. No. 21) and its later variants 

(e.g. Cat. No. 27). By signing the print 'Mitelli in.fvenit] e fe c e ' the artist claims 

that the composition is his own invention. This is one o f  a number o f  such false 

claims to originality in the history o f art, pronounced equally by the greatest artists 

(see the comment on Leonardo, p. 118) and minor masters on someone else’s 

behalf (see Hans Mayer, Cat. No. 38). The two lithograph landscapes made in
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the 19th century (Cat. Nos. 61 and 62) clearly derive from the 16th century 

rotatable compositions, but other than visual evidence o f  this dependence has not 

been found.

The idea o f  chance images as the source o f  artistic inspiration has not only 

retained its attractiveness for modem artists but has become one o f  the driving 

forces behind Dada, Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism, among other 

movements which explored the accident in the process o f  artistic creation. This 

idea has been coupled by the continuing desire o f  a beholder to read the ever-less 

figurative works into real appearances. Similar to the attempts to map Thomas 

More’s Utopia (Cat. No. 6) into the British Isles or Athanasius Kircher’s Campus 

anthropomorphus (Cat. No. 49) into the Montalti garden in Rome, modem  

scholars likewise look tirelessly for topographic inspirations behind even the most 

surreal paintings. In the BBC film shown on television to coincide with the 

publication in 1997 o f Ian Gibson’s book on Salvador Dali the author is shown in 

the artist’s native Cadaques ‘mapping’ the surrealistic landscapes onto real 

places.63 A  low camera screened the spongy consistency o f  rocks on the beach 

washed by sea waves then juxtaposed these images with close-ups o f  very similar 

shapes depicted in Dali’s Enigma o f  Desire (1929, Beyerische 

Staatsgemaldesamlungen, Staatsgalerie modemer Kunst, Munich). After watching 

this film renouncing these associations is unlikely. The abstract and metaphysical 

paintings became something o f  a record o f  the artist’s personal experience. The 

composition o f  another o f  Dali’s great paintings, the Great Masturbator was 

partly inspired by a rock at Cape Creus near Port Lligat, a place o f  the artist’s 

excursions. The photograph o f  the rock taken by his friend Robert Deschames, 

titled by Dali Idée que la géologie dor sans someil, confirms the similarity with 

the painting’s main motif. Behind Dali’s Paranoiac Figure was yet another 

chance observation. As the artist claims, he conceived the idea for this painting 

after accidentally spotting a face on a postcard from Africa. The photograph was 

actually showing black people sitting in front o f  a tent, but the artist looked at it 

from the ‘wrong’ angle and saw a different image. He transformed the scene into
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a face embedded in a landscape (Cat. No. 63).

The same urging desire to enrich the reading o f  an anthropomorphic landscape 

by finding the real place which has potentially inspired its creation is characteristic 

for Richard Kendal’s study o f the art o f  Eduard Degas (Cat. No. 72). In his book 

on the artist’s landscape painting Kendal re-traces the places visited or inhabited 

by Degas and juxtaposes their photographs with the painted landscapes, among 

them the photograph o f  the monolith at Le Pierre d’Amphilly-le-Sec as a possible 

inspiration for his erotic Landscape with a phallus (Houston, Art Museum). 

Topographic faithfulness was not Degas’s intention for he is known to have said: 

'Even when working from nature, one has to compose... No art was ever less 

spontaneous than mine ’. According to Georges Jeanniot Degas believed that 'It 

is very good to copy what one sees; it is much better to draw what you can‘t see 

any more but in your memory. It is a transformation in which imagination and 

memory work together. You only reproduce what struck you, that is to say the 

necessary. That way, your memories and your fantasy are freedfrom  the tyranny 

o f nature. ’ 64 Degas worked on the composition o f  his post-impressionist, tonal 

and sensuous landscapes using the ancient method o f  constructing models with 

stones, branches and small figurines (see p. 98). His view o f  selective imitation 

and the working o f  fantasy echoes the Mannerist concept o f  ‘fantastic imitation’. 

It may not always be easy to find instances where the art o f  Mannerism meets 

modern art, but anthropomorphic landscapes are an interesting case for 

investigation. They certainly invite the approach o f  Degas who is recorded to 

have said: A painting requires a  little mystery, some vagueness, some fantasy. 

When you always make your meaning perfectly plain you end up boring 

people \ 6S
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Anthropomorphic Landscapes in Western Art 1560s-1660s 

Existing approaches and new interpretations 

- a critical presentation
Introduction

Anthropomorphic landscapes that share the double composition o f  a landscape 

within a head have been predominantly regarded as grotesque, composite heads 

in the style o f  the 16th century artist Giuseppe Arcimboldo (1528-93). These 

works have been typically ascribed to either himself or his many followers. As 

double images anthropomorphic landscapes have also been considered as 

anamorphoses, i.e. pictorial optical games in distorted perspective. Such 

compositions must be inspected at acute angle or through a special optical 

instrument to restore the normal perspective, otherwise they show ‘nothing but 

confusion’. While emphasising formal characteristics o f  the composition these 

readings reflect fascination with the unexpected optical effects, surprise and 

wonder at the mysteries o f  art and science. There were also attempts to link 

anthropomorphic landscapes with stories familiar from ancient literature that had 

been revived in the Renaissance. Within the double imagery o f  landscape and 

effigy the former aspect has met with lesser interest than the latter. When 

considered the landscape has been seen as likely to be inspired by images that 

Nature forms by chance. The theory o f  images made by chance as source o f  

artistic inspiration is ancient, and so is the idea o f  metamorphosis o f  one body into 

another. The ancient beliefs, myths and literature according to which man was 

bom from a clump o f clay and those concerned with the concept o f  man consisting 

o f  Elements have retained persisting attractiveness throughout the Middle Ages 

and Renaissance. They were also hard to be renounced. The belief in the 

commonness o f  the elements that built all bodies lies at the root o f  the 

cosmological interpretation o f  anthropomorphic landscapes as meaningful 

representations o f  man's micro- and macrocosm.

Anthropomorphic Landscapes in Western Art
LEGACY
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Anthropomorphic Landscapes 1560s-1660s - Approaches and Interpretations:
INTRODUCTION

In this chapter all the above six approaches to anthropomorphic landscapes 

will be considered, re-examined and modified in the light o f the evidence. The 

following will be discussed:

anthropomorphic landscapes as composite ‘ Arcimboldesque’ heads;

"S’ anthropomorphic landscapes as anamorphoses (curious, distorted 

perspectives);

anthropomorphic landscapes as landscape paintings:

* anthropomorphic landscapes in the context o f the theory and practice 

o f landscape painting in the 16th and 17th century;

* anthropomorphic landscapes as images created by chance;

* anthropomorphic landscapes as ‘Ovidian’ metamorphoses;

* anthropomorphic landscapes as cosmological representations o f the 

world.
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Anthropomorphic landscapes as ’Arcimboldesque'

composite heads

[1. Arcimboldo and the introduction of composite heads - the myth and the evidence;
2. 'Arcimboldesque' heads and the art of portraiture; 3. Arcimboldo and landscape painting; 

See also Chapter III.B.iii.d: Cosmological representations of the world, p. 149]

Margaret Barr recalls that when her husband Alfred H. Barr Jr 

showed this painting (Figure) to Erwin Panofsky shortly after they 

had bought it in 1931 in Bad Gastein in Austria, the latter’s 

judgement was that it was o f the School o f Giuseppe Arcimboldo 

(1528-93)66. Alfred H. Barr Jr included the work in the exhibition of Surrealist 

and Dada art he was curating at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 

alongside a photographic reproduction o f Arcimboldo's other painting from the 

series o f Seasons, it was a composite head representing the allegory of Winter 

(1563, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna). In a book complementing the 

exhibition, the landscape was published hesitantly as a late 16th century work by 

a North Italian artist, as if to suggest a painter o f the same origins as Arcimboldo, 

or by an Austrian artist, thus linking the attribution with the painting’s recent 

provenance.67 Although the painting has since been published as an early 17th 

century work o f Matthäus Merian the Elder (1593-1650)68 publications concerned 

with this type of head-landscapes have generally followed Panofsky’s view o f such 

paintings as being ‘Arcimboldesque’. Despite a few isolated voices claiming to 

the contrary, anthropomorphic landscapes remain to be regarded as works either 

by or in the tradition o f Arcimboldo: there is hardly any publication on the latter, 

an art collection or visual archive that would not have attributed such landscapes 

to this artist or his followers.69 The adjective derived from the artist’s surname 

works as a label, as if to compensate for the lack o f a term which would 

unmistakably identify depictions o f heads composed o f objects and substances 

other than human flesh.

Art history has credited Arcimboldo with the invention o f composite-heads
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Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
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and, almost automatically, with the introduction o f  head-landscapes. The great 

authority on the artist, Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, in his most recent article 

(1996) considers Arcimboldo’s composite heads as “his most famous 

inventions’\ 70 Vittorio Sgarbi (1987) calls them “his strange inventions” 11 They 

thus support the very same views held by other scholars expressed over forty 

years, or so. Among them is Benno Geiger, the author o f  the first major 

monograph on the Mannerist master, published in 1954, especially valuable and 

well documented source for the artist’s Italian years.72 In his book Geiger 

mentions four paintings depicting figure-landscapes (paesaggi-persone) as works 

o f  Arcimboldo. They are: the painting bought by Alfred H. Barr Jr in Bad Gastein 

(Cat. No. 27), the pair o f man- and woman-landscapes in the Collection o f  F.C.E. 

Wintle in Durban, South Africa (now the Musées des Beaux Arts in Brussels; see 

Cat. Nos. 21 and 22) and the head-piece in the collection o f  Roberto Minerbi in 

Venice (Cat. No. 36). The problem whether these paintings are certain works o f  

Arcimboldo does not even occur to the author who does not discuss them in any 

detail. The paintings are used to illustrate the panegyrical argument, showing the 

role o f Arcimboldo as the innovator (un innovatore) and ‘the revolutionary father 

o f  proper Surrealism’ (‘un rivoluzionario [...]  per dare paternità a l proprio 

surrealism o')73 Although the painter was not interested in exploring the 

unconscious, dreams or the spontaneity o f  artistic actions, like the 20th century 

Surrealist artists, the latter have found in him the precursor o f  their own interests 

in the irrational, fantastic and the unexpected juxtaposition o f  objects belonging 

to different realities. Geiger presents Arcimboldo as a direct source o f  their 

inspiration. He considers, for example, the head-landscape in the Barr collection 

as a model for Salvador Dali’s Paranoiac Figure from the 1930s (whereabouts 

unknown) despite Dali himself claiming a different source (see Cat. No. 63). 

According to Sgarbi, who also investigates ‘the path o f  surrealism’ in 16th century 

art, Geiger must be blamed for ‘recklessly’ attributing a number o f  head-pieces to 

Arcimboldo 74. Geiger, however, should also be credited, alongside with A. H. 

Barr Jr, for introducing new audiences to the artist’s forgotten art.
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The results o f this research support the argument that Arcimboldo did not 

invent composite heads, did not paint anthropomorphic landscapes, and should 

neither be credited for the introduction o f the reversible compositions. 

Anthropomorphic landscapes were dependent on different painterly traditions.

The fame of Arcimboldo as the inventor o f composite heads and head- 

landscapes spread already during his lifetime and soon after his death in 1593. 

Gregorio Comanini wrote in his Figino, overo del fine della pittura, published in 

Mantua in 1591, about two recently painted pictures of Arcimboldo that “it was 

his own caprice and invention to make a woman all o f flowers and a man all o f 

fruits: a thing that never had being in any other mind”.75 An early 17th century 

woodcut with an anthropomorphic landscape (see Cat. No. 38) shows a stone, 

placed prominently in the foreground, that bears the inscription Inventio 

Arcimboldi (Figure). Can such a well established view be challenged?

Confusing attributions of the works in question have a long tradition. As 

contemporary inventories of picture galleries suggest, already in the 16th and 17th 

century there was no clear cut distinction between the works o f Arcimboldo and 

those o f Bosch, the latter often regarded as synonymous with strange and peculiar 

art. The inventory o f the “Bóvedas de la Priora” at the Alcazar o f Madrid, 

compiled in 1666, lists “A head on panel two thirds o f a vara high, made up of 

various types o f fruit and grain, o f the school o f Hieronymus Bosch. ” 76 This 

brief description suggests a painting similar to Arcimboldo’s Summer (1563, 

Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna and 1573, Formerly Cornelia Collection), and 

one that might have been among works that travelled with the members o f the 

Hapsburg family between the imperial courts o f Prague, Vienna and that of
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Madrid.

In the light o f  numerous contemporary prints and paintings, created either as 

copies after Arcimboldo or as pastiches o f his composite heads, the important role 

o f the artist in dissemination o f  this monographic type cannot be disputed, but he 

should not be regarded as their inventor. It is not difficult to show that the 

compositional idea o f  both composite heads and anthropomorphic landscapes 

originated earlier. Pontus Hulten may be right in stating that "... the origin o f  the 

idea fo r  the great "composite heads” is likely to remain unknown" 77 It is, 

however, possible to trace this origin further back than to the time o f  Arcimboldo. 

In challenging Hulten’s opinion R.B. Waddington calls upon composite heads on 

the reverse o f  the two Italian 16th century medals o f  Pietro Aretino and Paolo 

Giovio which are likely to date from the decade from the mid-1530s to mid- 

1540s.78 An Italian majolica bowl made when Arcimboldo was seven years old 

(1536, Priv. Coll.) and some other exotic artefacts from remote places o f  the 

world, like an ivory head o f  a Balinese fertility demon from the 14th century 

(Beate Ushe Museum o f Erotica, Berlin) prove, if  dated correctly, that the idea 

originated much earlier than Arcimboldo’s first series o f  composite heads upon 

which he embarked in 1563. Such objects cannot be regarded as specifically 

influential for Arcimboldo’s paintings. But they should not be regarded, as they 

occasionally have been, as culturally too remote to prompt the idea for the formal 

composition. It is even tempting to think that they would have constituted 

desirable specimens in the imperial Wunderkammer, to which supplying objects 

o f art was one o f  Arcimboldo’s duties. What many o f  these composite heads that 

precede those by Arcimboldo have in common is that they are made o f  phalli (the 

medals and the bowl) and small copulating figures. Bearing in mind their explicitly 

erotic, if not obscene character their omission from inventories would come as no 

surprise. Objects o f this type may also be hidden behind ambiguous, vague or too  

brief listings that make their identification impossible.

Arcimboldo’s mastery in caricatural transformation o f  faces and his skill o f  

constructing human bodies with objects more appropriate for other genres o f

Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
ARCIMBOLDESOUR HF.A D.9
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painting, seemed to also apply to head-landscapes, especially that the reversible 

ones can be viewed vertically as ‘portraits’. There are two paintings by 

Arcimboldo that suited the Mannerist idea o f  trickery and surprise particularly 

well. They depict still-lives and human effigies at the same time, and must be 

turned upside down to transform one into another. The face o f  the Cook (c. 1570, 

private coll., Stockholm) is visible when a plate with a roasted pig and poultry is 

turned sideways through 180 degrees. Similarly, the Gardener (c. 1590, Museo 

Civico Ala Ponzone, Cremona) can be transformed into a bowl with vegetables. 

The reversible composition o f  these two paintings possibly lead Geiger and other 

scholars to suggest that Arcimboldo also made anthropomorphic landscapes 

whose double imaging is based on the same idea o f  a rotatable composite head, 

and that the artist should be credited not only for the invention o f  composite heads 

but also for the introduction o f  head-landscapes. The Cook and Gardener are, 

however, too late works to have influenced the latter. In that respect much o f  the 

credit given to Arcimboldo is due instead to one o f  the greatest German artists.

Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528) experimented with reversible anthropomorphic 

objects nearly eighty years before Arcimboldo’s Cook. One o f  the examples is a 

study o f  profiles in crumpled pillows (1493, Metropolitan Museum, N ew  York). 

More faces can be revealed by turning the drawing upside down. Another 

drawing in the Staatliche Museen, Berlin shows a row o f  heads with drapery in the 

background, and the gradual transition from detailed studies o f  men’s profiles to 

caricatural physiognomies, culminating with abstract forms o f  drapery. Both these 

works are drawings. Their role as models for other artists should, therefore, be 

considered with caution. Other compositions into which Dürer embedded human 

faces, including a number o f  landscapes, were disseminated as prints. His 

anthropomorphic treatment o f  Nature is different in character from that o f  

Arcimboldo. While the latter stretches the imagination, his own and that o f  his 

beholders, to produce the most unexpected, fantastic arrangements o f  objects that 

are normally not associated with his subjects. Dürer emphasises the forms and 

arrangements that either exists or are possible in reality. According to his own
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account, quoted earlier, he never let fallacy govern. He may add or take away 

something but the spectator has the impression (not illusion) o f  real appearances.

The example set by Dürer is seen here as far more influential for the makers 

o f the early head-landscapes than the art o f  Arcimboldo, for they drew heavily on 

local, Northern traditions. These Northern traditions are rich in artistic precedents 

that enable to trace, at least partly, the origins o f  head-landscapes.

Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo was the first author to comment on the art o f  

Arcimboldo. He did it in his Trattato d e ll’Arte della Pittura published in Milan 

in 1584. Arcimboldo was then still working at the imperial court o f  Rudolf II in 

Prague. While praising the talent o f  his co-Milanese, Lomazzo mentions a certain 

Rogier (Ruggiero) o f  Brussels who also preoccupied himself with painting 

composite heads.79 Lomazzo’s discussion o f  composite heads shows that their 

concept was not regarded solely as specifically an Acimboldian phenomenon, 

restricted to Italian or Rudolphinian art, but was also seen as akin to infernal 

pictorial inventions by Bosch (see Lomazzo’s text). Rogier o f  Brussels has not 

been identified but certainly constitutes a line o f  inquiry that needs further 

investigation. He might be the South Netherlandish artist from the circle o f  Jacob 

Grimmer (c. 1526-90) who is believed to have painted the pair o f  head-landscapes 

(M usées Royaux des Beaux Arts, Brussels; see Cat. Nos. 21 and 22 for 

discussion). One o f  the landscapes, depicting the man, was later much imitated, 

as numerous repetitions, varying in detail show. Within this group there is a 

striking affinity o f  disposition and treatment o f  particular motifs with the tradition 

established by Peter Bruegel the Elder. Especially the land divided into small plots, 

with tiny figures, and the vast perspective stretching into the distance, echo 

Bruegel. It was probably this observation that led the Sotheby’s experts to auction 

in 1954 A Rocky Landscape in the shape o f  a head o f a bearded man (see Cat. No. 

30) as a work o f Brueghel, but without specifying which o f  the many Brueghels.®0 

When revealing the Northern origins o f  the idea o f  a giant head full o f  various 

human activities, that is so characteristic for the peculiar imagery o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes, one o f  the well known patterns o f  artistic influences

Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
A R C I M B O L D R S O U E  H E A D S

79



must be called upon: from medieval imagery and representations o f  the Mouth o f  

Hell to Hieronymus Bosch’s and Pieter Bruegel’s the Elder anthropomorphic 

visions (see Chapter III. A.i).

The knowledge o f  Bruegel’s art spread naturally through his sons, who also 

became artists, and other personal artistic contacts, as well as through the 

dissemination o f  the original works and widely circulated prints. The painting 

Dulle Griet, for example, was acquired for the imperial gallery in Prague. It is not, 

however, known when it entered the collections, for Karel van Mander is the first 

to record it only in 1604 as belonging to Rudolf II (1572 - king o f  Hungary, 1575 

- Holy Roman Emperor). The same court o f  Rudolf II employed artists from the 

Netherlands, including Barthlomeus Spranger (1546-1611), and later Roeland 

Savery (1576-1639) and Jan Brueghel the Velvet (1568-1625). The collaboration 

between artists also contributed to the borrowing o f  ideas. Within the Antwerpian 

milieu these contacts were particularly strong. Jan Brueghel the Velvet, for 

example, used to paint figures in Josse Momper’s landscapes. The depiction o f  

landscape within a head and the overall composition o f  a series o f  four paintings 

o f  the Seasons associated with the circle o f  Momper (Paris, Jean Jacques Lebel 

Collection, see Cat. Nos. 42-45) could have been stimulated by Bruegel’s world 

view landscapes and his windmill-man.81 Hieronymus Cock who published a series 

o f  prints to Bruegel’s designs, including Gula, in his workshop in Antwerp 

probably employed Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder (c. 1530 - c. 1590), a 

contemporary o f  Giuseppe Arcimboldo (1527-1593). Like the famous 

compositions o f  the Italian master Gheeraerts had created a grotesque composite 

head that represents an allegory. He, however, used anthropomorphic symbolism 

for a different purpose and in a different context than Arcimboldo. Gheeraerts’s 

composition provides a link between the tradition established by Bosch and 

Bruegel on the one hand and later works in which a composite head is used to 

represent landscape. The discussion o f  16th century composite heads 

concentrated so much on Arcimboldo, that this important contribution by another 

Netherlandish artist has been overlooked. The image, created probably in 1566

Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
ARCIMBOLDKSnUE HRA DS
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or shortly after 82, is the earliest known to me independent head-landscape, in 

which the whole composition contributes to the double image (see Cat. No. 20). 

It differs from the earlier examples with an anthropomorphic m otif embedded in 

a painting o f  a different subject-matter. Gheeraerts’s composite head comes three 

years later than Arcimboldo’s first composite heads, created in 1563. It is, 

therefore, possible that Gheeraerts knew Arcimboldo’s first series o f  Seasons 

(Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando and Kunsthistorisches Museum, 

Vienna). If he knew the paintings they inspired him little. It was from Bosch and 

Bruegel that he seems to have borrowed the overall composition as well as 

directly imported some o f the motifs. The idea o f  a giant head, populated by small 

figures and placed in the landscape seems to be taken from these two masters and 

so is the motif o f  a dead tree with day and night birds. It is plausible that 

Gheeraerts was influenced by the series o f  Bruegel’s engravings, including The 

Temptation o f Saint Anthony, in whose production he could have been involved 

at Cock’s house. If this was the case, he also felt appropriate to keep his own 

print, a devastating critic o f  the corruption o f  the Catholic Church, within a similar 

ideological context. The art o f  Arcimboldo could not be more distant.

Gheeraerts’s print shows a giant head densely crowded by Catholic clergymen 

o f  various distinctions and a group o f  Calvinist iconoclasts in a fierce act o f  

destruction o f  church instruments. The image is a clear ideological statement o f  

the artist who because o f  his pro-Reformist sympathies was forced to flee 

Flanders and seek exile in England. This lesson in anthropomorphic symbolism 

was carried into the next generation by his more famous son, also Marcus who 

resorted to it in his portraits o f  Elizabeth I (see the entry on Gheeraerts II in the 

Biographical Dictionary).

Such motifs as Bosch’s hill-man, Bruegel’s windmill-man and the rotting 

Peter’s head, regarded here as sources o f  inspiration for the composition o f  two 

major types o f  head-landscapes (types A  and B), are taken from works that belong 

to the history o f  religious and moralizing rather then landscape painting. If one, 

therefore, considers them as too remote from the grotesque depictions o f  head

Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
A R C I M B O L D E S O U F .  H F . A D S

81



Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
A R C I M B O L D E S O U F .  H  F A  H R

landscapes, one can be corrected by a 17th century beholder for whom the head 

on Wenceslaus Hollar’s print (Cat. No. 32), a version o f  the painting in the Barr 

Collection, looked “like Si John’s head in a  plate o f  blood”. When instructing 

artists how to paint a ‘complete head-piece’ as late as 1658 William Sanderson 

writes in his Graphice: "A Promontory o f land which bears it se lf into the sea and 

makes a  Cepe o f Land (formed by Nature) in fashion o f  a  Mans Head. The face  

(as it were) lying upwards, Necke and Shoulders fixed; like to St. John's H ead in 

a  Platter o f  bloud. The Grove o f  Trees rising thick and round, shagging 

themselves in shew downwards, like curled locks. The Brow-part forceth  

outwards, (with Hills) leaving a  Valley towards the rising Nose, a Rocky Clift so 

formed by Nature as needs no Art to modell it, to be the same. [ ...]  Then comes 

the Throate and Neck; a large Valley with small Hedge-rows in breath and length 

orderly in frame; fo r  the rising o f  Veines, to make up the whole fabrick a 

compleat Head-piece, so we see, Art and Nature can counterfeit each other. ” 83 

Sanderson carefully lists elements o f  landscape and explains what part o f  body 

they signify.

To conclude on the role o f Arcimboldo in the development o f  composite heads 

and head-landscape. There is substantial evidence o f  earlier works that use the 

compositional idea o f  a human head built o f  objects, or materials, that do not 

constitute man’s flesh, to challenge the long-held tradition that this painter was its 

inventor. However, he superseded those who had mastered this art before him, 

and through the use o f  the concept in imperial allegories made them well known 

and hight status. His works provided almost an everlasting inspiration for others. 

The inscription ‘Inventio Arcimboldi’ on Hans Meyer’s print has retained its 

power. It does not need to be corrected or substituted with the name o f  any other 

artist, as it has been suggested by Vittorio Sgarbi (for his suggestions regarding 

Giorgione, see Cat. No. 38 and 12). The reason for the inscription may be that 

the little known maker o f  the print wanted to cash in on the fame o f  Arcimboldo. 

Such precedents are well known in the history o f  printmaking, and include the 

already quoted Bruegel’s print The Big Fish Eat Little Fish bearing the inscription
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‘Hieronymus Bos[ch] Inventor’ (see p. 18). The proper understanding o f  the 

meaning o f  the inscription ‘Inventio Arcimboldi’ may require no other than a 

linguistic key. The meaning o f ‘invention’ as something original and introduced 

for the first time; o f  something that nobody has never done before, is a modern 

one and does not correspond to the contemporary understanding o f  the word. 

When in his Figino Comanini writes in 1591 about Arcimboldo’s paintings 

representing Flora and Vertumnus, he makes a point o f  praise o f  the fact that the 

artist used other painters and other poets who explored the same subjects as his 

sources. By reworking earlier ideas Arcimboldo created paintings at “his own 

caprice and invention. ” 84

Another, important argument for considering the surviving anthropomorphic 

landscapes as works by other than Arcimboldo’s hand is simply that they are 

different and mostly inferior in handling than any o f  his certain, fine works. This 

probably prompted some scholars to believe that the surviving landscapes are 

copies o f  his lost originals. Sgarbi, for example, resorts twice to such an 

explanation. He also criticises Benno Geiger for attributing Cat. No. 36, indeed 

by a mediocre hand, to Arcimboldo.85 Arcimboldo’s certain, i.e signed, dated and 

well documented works often also exist as replicas (copies by his own hand) and 

copies by his followers. It would be an extraordinary coincidence if  only his 

supposedly original head-landscapes have not survived, and could not be traced 

in any contemporaiy document. It is, after all, impossible to comment on lost 

originals o f  which no evidence exists. Many o f  the surviving paintings show  

remarkable mastery o f Arcimboldo’s brush. There are compositions that suggests 

that the choice o f  depicted objects was dictated by the opportunity for displaying 

this mastery in depicting a variety o f  textures and colours. Such a level o f  

painterly skills cannot be matched by any o f  the surviving 16th century 

anthropomorphic landscapes.
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2. Arcimboldo's composite heads and the art o f  portraiture

Although Arcimboldo is mentioned in the records o f  the Holy Roman 

Emperors as Hof-Conterfetter and his post had succeeded the portraitist and 

copyist Seisenegger, no portrait o f  the imperial family by his hand, other than a 

drawing o f  Rudolf II (Narodni Muzeum, Prague) are known. His composite 

heads seem to have little in common, at least formally, with portrait painting in the 

strict sense, but they were regarded by his contemporaries as caricatural effigies 

o f  real people from the circle o f  the imperial court in Vienna and Prague: the 

librarian (c. 1566, Skoklosters Castle, Sweden), cook (c. 1570, private coll., 

Stockholm), gardener (c. 1590, Museo Civico Ala Ponzone, Cremona) and others. 

According to Gregorio Comanini 'Laughable to the highest degree was the 

portra it [...]  o f  a  certain Doctor (of Law), [Jurist, 1566, Gripsholm Castle, 

Sweden], whose entire face had been ravaged by syphilis, leaving only a  few  

hairs on his chin. It is all composed o f  various roasted animals and fishes, and 

[the artist] caught the likeness so well that anyone who ju st glanced at it 

recognized the true features o f  the good Jurist”.86 There was no authority too 

high for such a caricatural and ugly representation. Rudolf II has been famously 

portrayed as a pile o f  vegetables, fruits and flowers; the emperor’s forehead is 

composed o f  a pumpkin and a red pear substitutes his nose (c. 1590, Skoklosters 

Castle, Sweden). This unflattering portrait is an allegory o f  the Emperor as 

Vertumnus. A  follower o f  Arcimboldo represented Herod in a purple attire 

decorated with gold and gems accordingly to his royal status, but with his head 

constructed o f  tiny bodies o f  infants (Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum, 

Insbruck).

It is clear from the above comment by Comanini contained in his Figino, overo 

delfine dellapittura  (Mantua, 1591) that such paintings functioned as portraits. 

The contemporary beholder took considerable pleasure in revealing the true 

identity o f  the familiar ‘sitter’. It is also clear that true features and well caught 

likeness are relative statements, which should not be associated with the modern

Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
A R C I M B O L D R S O  TJF. H F .A  r> S

84



Approaches and Interpretations: ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES AS
A R C I M B O L D E S O U F .  H E A D S

notion o f  realistic depiction. Comanini uses the term imitazioni fantastiche 

(fantastic imitations) and says that the painter is resorting to it when he takes 

something that exists outside (in reality) and transforms it into something that has 

no existence but inside his own mind. What he means, however, it is not only that 

the artist borrows real appearances o f  fruits, flowers or other objects which he 

uses to construct the ‘portraiture’ heads, but also borrows ideas from other artists, 

who have depicted similar objects, and from other poets who explored similar 

ideas in verse.87 Comanini’s notion o f  the fantastic imitation is therefore a much 

broader term that the modem ‘selective realism’ which applies to select real 

appearances o f  physical objects. The two realms to which Arcimboldo’s heads 

belong, being fantastic and real at the same time, are possible because o f  the 

double imaging.

The Mannerist artists loved tricks and games, not only as a way o f  showing 

off their compositional skills, but also to engage the spectators in the game and 

play with their senses. They were not the first to employ multiple vision in 

portraiture but their use o f  conceit was different to that o f  their predecessors. 

Lorenzo Lotto’s (c. 1480-1556) portrait o f  a jeweller (c. 1524, Kunsthistorisches 

Museum, Vienna) shows the sitter in three different positions. Like the later 

Portrait o f  Charles I  (1636, HM the Queen, London) by Anthony van Dyck 

(1599-1641) or Philippe de Champagne’s (1602-74) similar Portrait o f  Cardinal 

Richelieu, Lotto’s portrait is believed to be made for the use o f  a sculptor working 

on a bust. Titian (c. 1485-1576) resorted to triple imaging when he painted three 

portraits within one, showing three stages in man's life (An Allegory o f  Prudence, 

c. 1560?, National Gallery, London). His painting was possibly based on a triple 

head that illustrates Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (Venice, 1499). None o f  these 

great masters broke the barriers o f  conventional portraiture whose primary aim 

was to convey the likeness. The above examples confirm how much different was 

the Renaissance and Mannerist understanding o f  the art o f  imitation.

The Mannerist trick was to show and hide at the same time, to engage the 

spectator in the game, and play tricks on his ability to perceive. N ew  devices were
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introduced in order to transform the traditional portraiture into a more exiting art 

by enriching the experience o f  looking and reading. Paulus Roy, active in Prague 

about 1600, depicted three emperors Maximillian II, Ferdinand I  and Rudolf II 

(Office o f  the President o f  the Czech Republic) in such a way that although all 

three faces are represented, only one can be seen at a time. The artist has 

achieved this effect by densely overlaying, at an angle, vertical slabs over canvas 

and painting over them as well as on the canvas. This way the spectator must 

progress from the left, to the centre and finally to the right o f  the portrait (looking 

at it from an angle, then frontally and from an angle again) to reveal all three 

effigies. Much earlier, in the 1530s Erhard Schon, the pupil o f  Albrecht Durer, 

also made a triple portrait o f  the Holy Roman Emperors, set in landscape, and also 

gave his image the form o f an optical game. His anamorphosis (see next chapter) 

was different for it distorted the faces to the point o f  making them impossible to 

reveal through normal vision. Roy’s faces o f  the rulers were painted as 

undeformed, normal portraits but on an uneven, slabbed surfaces.

In the German countries the tradition o f  making such delusionary images, 

combining portrait with landscape, continued well into the 17th century. The 

inventory o f  the Dresden Kunstkammer o f  the Electors o f  Saxony lists "a panel 

depicting a  landscape, fighting soldiers, and other faces among them, painted on 

wood, framed in an octagonal, and so skilfully made that when you look through 

a special 'perspiciW you see the effigy o f  his Royal Highness the Emperor, the 

work o f  a  painter from Bautzen called Bischoff they say." [transl. AB]88 The 

entry is dated 24 December 1659, i.e. during the reign o f  Johann Georg II (1656- 

80). H ow old was the painting then is not known, not even which o f  the Wettin 

Electors was portrayed. The present whereabouts o f  the portrait-landscape are 

not known.
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3. Arcimboldo and landscape painting

Arcimboldo was not an artist interested in depicting space, the sine qua non 

condition o f  any landscape painting. None o f  his mature works show any interest 

in depicting spatial extension into depth. On the contrary, his pictures are flat 

decorative compositions. He used flowers, leaves, branches, fruit and other natural 

elements as the building material for the ‘flesh’ o f  his ‘sitters’, depriving these 

objects o f  their natural environment, consciously putting them in an unexpected 

context. This, in part, is where the wit and joke lay. He choose flat and plain 

backgrounds as if  not to distract the beholders from the play o f  forms. His many 

sketches for court masques and parades, likely to be staged in the open air, do not 

show his interest in spatial relationship characteristic o f  any landscape study. 

Similarly, in a series o f  13 drawings showing the stages in the production o f  silk, 

these clearly out-door scenes have no landscape settings (1586, Museum o f  Fine 

Arts, Boston). A  suggestion o f  some shade is all one gets in some o f  his drawings, 

as for example in the Peasant Woman Going to the Market (1563, Biblioteca 

Nacional, Madrid) in which the whole area behind the figure is hatched as if  the 

artist wished to exclude any illusion o f  space.

The year 1562 when the artist entered the imperial service in Vienna was a 

turning point in his career. It must be assumed that he had been a successful artist 

to receive the post o f  a court portraitist, but no evidence o f  his paintings made 

during his 35 years spent in Italy prior to the appointment exists. In terms o f  

style, techniques and subject matter, his career lacks continuity. There is a strong 

discrepancy between his early and mature works, and the former do not 

foreshadow the latter. The early works have been attributed to Arcimboldo by 

Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann. The settings o f  his early designs for tapestries, such 

as The Passing o f the Virgin (Como, Cathedral) with a single tree in the 

background, and St John the Baptist Preaching and Baptizing on the banks o f  the 

Jordan (Monza, Museo di Duomo), as well as a fresco with the Tree o f  Jesse in 

the cathedral in Monza were possibly his only encounters with conventionally
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treated landscape.89 In later years spent in Prague and Vienna, nor at the end o f  

his career when he returned to Milan, Arcimboldo never returned to these or any 

other subjects considered suitable for landscape setting. The success o f  his 

composite heads was probably such that he never had to look back. He began to 

sign and date his paintings and his Italian friends and collaborator were 

commissioned to praise them in verses. Despite the panegyrical bias, myths and 

anecdotes, the writings o f  Paolo Morigia (1525-1604), Giovanni Battista Fonteo 

(C.1546-C.80), Gregorio Comancini (1550-C.1608), Gherardo Borgogni (1526- 

1608) and Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo (1538-1600) have provided us with detailed 

information on the life and work o f  Arcimboldo.90 They had had a chance o f  

seeing some o f  his paintings and write about them from direct experience. They 

write not only about Arcimboldo’s completed but also some o f  his unfinished 

works; they do not discuss any o f  his landscapes.
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Anthropomorphic Landscapes as Anamorphoses

[ 1. What is an anamorphosis? 

2. Why a head-landscape is not an anamorphosis?]

The landscapes in the form of human figures, such as the 

Campus anthropomorphus that illustrates Athanasius ip  

Kircher’s Ars magna lucís et umbrae (Rome, 1646) and two 

views by Giovanni Battista Bracelli [Figures] have been 

occasionally regarded by some modern scholars as anamorphoses. Jurgis 

Baltrusaitis called these compositions les paysages

anamorphotiques, and understood them in the context of
m- contemporary studies and pseudo-scientific experiments in 

curious perspectives that aimed at understanding the 

wonders o f Nature.91 In his study o f the literary and pictorial wit in the 17th 

century, Ernest B. Gilman has used the example o f Kircher’s Campus 

comparatively, retaining the term ‘anamorphic landscape’.92 Wenceslaus Hollar’s 

version o f the same head-landscape is called ‘catoptric landscape’ by James 

Turner, in an article in which he examines the association between landscape and 

perspective.93 The analysis of the contemporary understanding o f an 

anamorphosis suggests that none of the above mentioned anthropomorphic 

landscapes should be considered as such.

The art o f anamorphoses consists o f drawing objects by projecting them on a 

plane in such a way as to conceal from the spectator their real form; they appear 

to him deformed like elongated shadows or twisted beyond recognition 

anamorphous shapes. For Shakespeare such distorted images were 

“perspectives, which rightly gaz'd upon, show nothing but confusion 94 The 

normal appearance of the object can be restored when an anamorphosis is looked 

at from an acute angle, or through a peep-hole box or a similar optical device, or -
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in the case o f  catoptric anamorphoses - reflected in a cylindrical mirror. This way 

the elongated projection is shortened or straightened and the object regains its 

normal proportions. The process o f  creating an anamorphosis starts with the artist 

drawing a normal view o f  the object, as well as he can. This view is then 

projected onto an elongated rectangular, square, trapezoid or circular grid, 

depending on the final effect o f  distortion required. A  perspective frame (Alberti’s 

velo, Dürer’s window or Kircher’s mesoptic instrument) as for costruzione 

leggitima can be used in the process. What for the artist is the final image for the 

spectator becomes a starting point for the deconstruction o f  the confusing 

anamorphosis and restoring the perfectly drawn object.

Numerous 16th and 17th century handbooks o f  perspective explain the 

principles o f  anamorphic projections and give practical instructions "how to make 

inverted Perspective which shall seem true being viewed through a small hole ”.95 

Giambattista della Porta’s Magia naturalis (Naples, 1558 and Antwerp 1561) and 

G. Barozzi da Vignola’s Le due regole dellaprospettivapractica, written in the 

1530s but not published until 1583, were among the first such manuals to appear 

in Italy.96 The 17th century saw an even greater number o f  such considerations 

o f  unusual optical effects and their geometrical principles. Jean-François 

Nicéron’s La perspective curieuse ou magie artificielle des effects merveilleux 

(Paris, 1638) and Gaspar Schott’s Magia universalis naturae et artis (Würzburg, 

1657) confirm that anamorphic projections continued to be regarded as 

manifestations o f  mysterious acts o f  Art and Nature.

The practice o f  making anamorphoses precedes their first known theoretical 

considerations and was probably originated by Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519). 

He made the elongated drawings o f  a child’s face and eye (Codex Atlanticus, fol. 

98, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan) and, according to Lomazzo, also that o f  a lion 

and dragon.97 The practice spread to the North to become something o f  a long 

lasting fashion in the German countries, but was also pursued in France, the 

Netherlands and England. In 1530s Erhard Schön (1491-1542) the pupil o f  

Dürer, and Hans Holbein the Younger (1497/8-1543) produced some o f  the most
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interesting anamorphoses.

An anamorphosis is famously depicted in Hans Holbein’s Ambassadors (1533, 

National Gallery, London). A  very strange looking object is placed prominently 

in the foreground o f this double portrait o f  Jean de Dinteville, the French 

ambassador to the English court, and Georges de Selve, the bishop o f  Lavaur. For 

the spectator standing in front o f  the picture, the object is unidentifiable in normal 

viewing, usually at a slight angle or perpendicular to the plane o f  the picture. 

When, however, the spectator stands on the right hand side o f  the panel, as close 

to its plane as possible, looking at the painting at a very acute angle, the object can 

be recognised as a skull with considerable ease. At the exhibition dedicated to the 

making and meaning o f  the portrait, organised at the National Gallery in London 

in 199798, a little wooden step has been provided to mark the right viewing point, 

at an angle and level that is needed for the eye to transform the confusing form 

into a meaningful symbol o f  Vanitas. The other device provided for the visitors for 

examining the anamorphosis consisted o f  a glass cylinder suspended at an angle 

from a wooden frame positioned in front o f  the painting (in reproduction). The 

view  through the cylinder partly restores the normal appearance o f  the skull, 

making one wonder whether it has not been the intention o f  the artist, to extend 

his memento mori beyond the painting itself, -- For it is possible, as the 

demonstration suggested, that those who gathered in de Dinteville’s Château o f  

Polisy, for which the portrait was created, could see the skull reflected in the 

glasses they raised in enjoyment, being thus reminded that all earthly pleasures and 

riches, including the sumptuously decorated palace, are also transient.

Computer graphics and digital imaging offer yet other ways o f  restoring the 

anamorphosis o f  the skull to its normal shape. Using software that enables editing 

the image by ‘contracting’ and ‘extending’ the number o f  picture elements (pels) 

in parts, leaving the rest intact, can be used to reveal the concealed image. The 

M ovieFlo morphing software has been used and a still image is included in the 

computer programme accompanying this thesis." This method can be useful for 

visualization, but implies the knowledge o f  the final image beforehand. No
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example o f  an unknown anamorphosis, i.e. one o f  which the restored, oblique 

view would not be predictable, was available to check objectively the usefulness 

o f such a method. Having access to higher specification equipment, software and 

expert technical skills, the organizers o f  the London Holbein exhibition at the 

National Gallery, have produced a sophisticated computer simulation. It can be 

seen documented on a video film produced by the Gallery to complement the 

exhibition, as well as tested (actively manipulated) on the Internet on a platform 

w i t h  t h e  V i r t u a l  R e a l i t y  v i e w e r  ( h t t p :  

//www. ecs.soton.ac.uk/~km/pics/vrml/embas.wrl). Starting with the 

anamorphosis o f  the skull it was possible to manipulate it, and by simulating the 

creative process in reverse, to check alternative methods o f  projection the artist 

might have used. These new techniques, applied to the digital reproductions o f  

the picture, help in analysing and understanding the principles o f  anamorphoses, 

but contradict the way the process o f  revealing concealed figures was originally 

intended to be carried out. During the computer simulation the painting (in 

digital reproduction) is rotated, and the spectator (who manipulates the image 

on the screen) does not change his position; a variety o f  viewing points can, 

however, still be applied. This process o f  computer simulation is closer to the 

reading o f  anamorphic drawings and prints for to change the viewing point they 

can be easily moved physically.

Whatever way o f  restoring the normal view o f  an anamorphosis one chooses, 

it will always remain obscure in normal vision. If the composition o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes, such as those used as examples by Baltrusaitis, 

Gilman and Turner, were based on the principles o f  distorted, anamorphic 

perspective, then any o f  the above methods, whether physical or electronic, used 

to transform the anamorphic representation into a normal one, should bring similar 

results.

A  simple computer image simulating the acute view o f  an anthropomorphic 

landscape makes clear that the sideways view distorts the image, contrary to 

anamorphoses in which such an angle restores the normal form. As the evidence
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gathered for the purpose o f  this project suggests, none o f  the figure-landscapes 

require an unusual way o f  viewing comparable with that which is necessary for 

Holbein’s skull. What, therefore, is the reason for misreading such landscapes as 

anamorphic representations?

It seems that Baltrusaitis, whose research and writings on the theory, practice 

and history o f  anamorphoses have greatly contributed to the knowledge o f  the 

artistic and intellectual culture o f  the period, in this particular instance misread 

Athanasius Kircher’s discussion o f  the subject.

In his exposition o f  parastatic magic, i.e. the magic o f  representation, this 17th 

century Jesuit scholar o f  considerable intellectual capacity, considers the head- 

landscape: a landscape which is a profile o f  an old, bearded man at the same time. 

Kircher writes: “To better understand my point, look at the picture o f  a  man 

which when looked at close proximity, while the side LM  is taken as a basis, will 

represent hills, cities, valleys, precipices, rocks, rivers, lakes, trees and similar 

fields o f non harmonious landscape. However, i f  you look from fa r  away, taking 

the right edge MD as the basis, you will discover suddenly, not without surprise, 

a  picture o f  a  human figure, composed o f  various shadows o f  trees, rocks and 

rivers, as shown on the illustration." [transí. AB; for more o f  Kircher’s text see 

the Anthology]100Like an anamorphosis Kircher’s Campus is a double image and 

requires two different points o f  viewing. Unlike an anamorphosis, however, none 

o f the images within the head-landscape is concealed, or geometrically distorted; 

the two views it requires are a close-up view and from a distance. Both views 

should be both taken at the same perpendicular angle in relation to the picture’s 

plane, and not acute - as in the case o f  an anamorphosis. In the words o f  

Shakespeare, the campus anthropomorphus should be “rightly gaz'd  upon ", that 

is at the right, 90° angle, and then it will not show any confusion”.101 In Kircher’s 

book the head-landscape is printed horizontally, as a landscape. The second image 

within the composition, the head, can be revealed by turning the picture sideways.

Kircher suggests other uses o f  the same composition which can be transferred 

onto a larger scale panel. When standing in front and close to the panel positioned
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horizontally (as the illustration in Kircher’s book shows, with the side LM as the 

basis) only the landscape will be seen or observed first. The outline o f  the profile 

will not be as striking as when the picture is viewed from some distance. This 

phenomenon confirms yet another difference between Kircher’s head-landscape 

and an anamorphosis. Kircher shows the landscape and wants us to discover the 

face. We find the face by observing its profile; what is depicted within the profile 

does not suffice to make the face. On the contrary, the object concealed by 

anamorphic projection cannot be revealed by restoring its outline alone, its content 

is also needed if w e do not want to confuse objects o f  similar shapes (eg. a skull, 

head, globe, bowl, etc). N o optical device is needed to read the tw o images within 

Kircher’s head-landscape, but a mesoptic instrument, o f  which he claims to be the 

inventor, is recommended for drawing the landscape, as for drawing any other 

subject. This device was nothing else then Diirer’s window that the latter 

recommended for perspective construction, the art which he also considered 

mysterious ( "die Kunst in geheimner Perspective ").102

Anamorphic projection was applied to conceal secret messages and illustrate 

a variety o f  subject matters in a curious and playful way. Equally, it suited serious 

as well as frivolous themes: devotional and political, as well as erotic scenes. 

Images o f  different objects, animals and people could all be transformed into 

anamorphoses. While these subjects were often set in landscape the landscape 

itself did not receive distorted treatment. William Scrots’s well known 

anamorphosis o f  Edward VI as a prince (1546, National Portrait Gallery, London) 

is not a good example because, as Roy Strong has shown, the landscape was not 

made at the same time as the portrait but is a later addition o f  c. 1600.103 A  

number o f  other works can be quoted, among them the 16th century, Italian 

Landscape with St. Jerome and the Baptism o f Christ (Cacetta Collection, Rome) 

and Expulsion from Paradise o f  1639 by J.-H. Glaser o f  Basel. Erhard Schon is 

well known for his anamorphic prints in which portraits o f  famous people are 

surrounded by a landscape. Such is his Portrait o f  Charles V, Ferdinand I, Pope 

Paul III and Francis 1 (woodcut, dated variably between c. 1525 and c. 1533) in
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which faces are elongated beyond recognition, but the landscape together with 

its figurative staffage remains ‘normal’. Every part o f  the landscape is different and 

seems to intentionally prompt the identity o f  the sitter it is accompanying. The 

siege o f  Vienna (1529-32) is depicted next to Ferdinand I, for example, and a 

Turk on horseback, chased by God in the cloud, can be seen next to the Pope. 

Another woodcut by Schon with Ferdinand I  (c. 1531-4) shows the same 

composition o f  an anamorphic portrait within a conventional landscape.

The technique o f  making these anamorphic woodcuts confirms the separate 

treatment o f  landscape and figures. The two parts o f  the composition were cut 

from two different blocks and use different perspective, which clearly shows that 

the artist had no intention o f  distorting the landscape.104 The term ‘anamorphic 

landscape’ suggests distortion, and should therefore not be used in relation to such 

compositions as illustrated in Kircher. The difference between the two is clearly 

demonstrated in Gaspar Schott’s M agia universalis naturae et artis, published in 

Wurzburg in 1657. This student o f  Kircher re-considers Campus 

anthropomorphus, re-using the material from Ars magna lucis et umbrae in his 

discussion o f  optics as part o f  the parastatic magic (Liber IV: De magia 

parastatica). Schott simplifies the illustration but adds to the text (see Cat. Nos. 

49 and 51; both texts in the Anthology). He keeps the whole matter separate from 

anamorphoses with which he deals in a separate chapter (Liber III: D e magia 

anamorphotica).105 This clear differentiation between the two is made even clearer 

by the fact that Schott is the first to use the term ‘anamorphosis’. The term was 

not yet known to Kircher in 1646 and his campus anthropomorphus cannot, 

therefore, be regarded as an alternative. The majority o f  surviving 

anthropomorphic landscapes were created in the late 16th and early 17th century. 

Their possible understanding as anamorphic representations o f  landscape cannot 

rely on the etymology o f  the word anamorphosis. The term cannot be found in 

handbooks that deal with its principles. Art and pseudo-scientific books are, 

however, a good source for their contemporary understanding, recreating the aura 

o f  wonder and mystery that surrounded them.

Approaches and Interpretations
ANTHROPOMORPHIC LANDSCAPES A S ANAMORPHOSES

95



Kircher’s campus anthropomorphus is accompanied in the book by two other 

illustrations showing engraved stones and an experiment with a variant o f  a double 

sided camera obscura. It is an experiment aimed at understanding the nature o f  

shadow projection and based on the same principle as light beams reflected from 

an object, travelling and crossing each other to go through the hole. An inverted 

(but not distorted) image is the result. Similarly, Schott’s campus 

anthropomorphus (not anamorphus) is complemented by an illustration o f  

scientific instruments. In both books, the figures illustrate separate problems 

discussed in separate chapters. They both, however, represent not the science but 

magic o f  natural phenomena: curious, even mysterious, intriguing both to the eye 

and to the mind. Anamorphoses, sometimes called in German Vexierbilder (secret 

pictures) were truly enigmatic optical games, not easy to give their secret away. 

They covered a variety o f  subject matter. Head-pieces, known as Verkehrkdpfe 

(topsy-turvy heads) were more tangible and limited to the combination o f  just two 

subjects; the message they carried was addressed more to the mind than to the 

eyes.

Anamorphoses, head-pieces and composite heads, together with some other 

artefacts, rare objects and natural specimens, belonged to the exotic content o f  

curiosity cabinets. The cabinet made in 1632 in Augsburg for king Gustav 

Adolphus o f  Sweden (University o f  Uppsala Art Collection; see Cat. No. 35) is 

one o f  the most exquisite surviving examples, and is known to have contained 

anamorphoses alongside devotional pictures, precious stones, and other most 

unusual objects.106 Four out o f  a number o f  ivory miniatures decorating this lavish 

piece depict grotesque heads similar to Arcimboldo’s Seasons. There is also an 

anthropomorphic landscape, a variant o f  the same composition that governs the 

campus o f  Kircher and Schott At the same time the ‘Paper Museum’ o f  Cassiano 

dal Pozzo in Rome featured the same familiar image (see Cat. No. 29). In Ars 

magna lucis et umbrae and Magia universalis naturae et artis both Kircher and 

Schott endeavoured to create a true Museo Cartaceo by enclosing in their books 

a similar content to that o f  a still fashionable Wunderkammer.
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Approaches and Interpretations

Anthropomorphic landscapes in the context of the theory and 

practice of landscape pieces in the 16th and 17th century

It is a paradox o f  landscape painting o f  the past that even when the artists did 

not intend to represent real appearances faithfully, the beholders and critics alike 

have tended, throughout the ages, to see imitation as their chief aim. And mimesis 

has also remained a most common critérium o f  appreciation. Despite clearly 

perceptible superficiality o f  their composition anthropomorphic landscapes have 

been no exception. Dürer’s Val d'Arco (c. 1495), a freely interpreted view, has 

been praised for its ‘topographical truth‘ (vérité topographique).107 N ot only 

Kircher’s campus anthropomorphus (Cat. No. 49) was believed to depict a real 

landscape but it has even been located in two different places. ‘Kircher has no 

other intention than to give faithful representation o f  what he has been intrigued 

by. The profile is the promontory o f  Scylla dominating the port o f  Messina. ’ 

[transi, and bold AB] - wrote F.C. Legrand and F. Sluys.108 Meanwhile, J. 

Baltrusaitis, J. Turner, E. B. Gilman and L. H. Wüttrich, in the publications 

already mentioned, regarded the very same image as a representation o f  the garden 

laid out in Rome by Cardinal Montalto at the end o f  the 16th century. Another 

anthropomorphic landscape (Cat. No. 55) with the god Fe rising from a mountain 

illustrates Kircher’s book on China, has been associated by Simon Schama with 

the statues o f  Buddha carved into the hillsides o f  Ling Ying Su in Fukien (Fujian) 

Provence.109 Kircher’s intention was clearly to leave the pleasure o f  guesswork 

to the reader: ‘Our imagination is so free that it can easily form  an image where 

is none. Likewise, the Chinese mountain is not really a  human work o f  art, but 

a trick o f  the imagination. ’ he wrote.110 Dürer’s Val d'Arco was certainly based 

on the artist’s experience o f  the real place, but it is impossible to say how much 

o f  the work, if  at all, was done in situ. A  Landscape with a  River among 

Mountains dated c. 1525-30 (National Gallery, London) by an unknown 

Netherlandish artist is possibly the earliest evidence o f  an artist working in the 

open air. The painting shows an artist sitting with his sketchbook on the high cliff
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and drawing the river valley below.111 Three landscapes by Pieter Bruegel the 

Elder with a similar figure date from 1553.112 Although artists relied on direct 

observation, as well as on pen and water-colour sketches made in the open air, 

they interpreted them with much freedom. What for the spectator appears to be 

a naturalistic scene had often been superficially constructed. Summarizing the 

experience o f  the late 16th century, Karel van Mander encouraged young artists 

to  draw from nature, but transform what they drew with their imagination after 

returning to the studio, and “improve upon natural appearances by the 

imaginative combination o f  different elements from nature. ” 113

Landscape painting was a studio affair. The construction o f a landscape was 

based not on imitation o f  real appearances in their entirety, but on their selection 

and transformation according to prescribed rules and individual skills or 

preferences. The final piece was, therefore, a combination o f  real experience and 

direct observation, as well as images retained in the artist’s memory with ready 

patterns and their creative transformation. The making o f  a landscape piece was 

often supported by three-dimensional wooden models which enabled artists to test 

the composition, light effects and spacial relationship between objects. There is 

evidence from the 1660s o f  Nicholas Poussin working with his grande machine, 

a box containing so-called planche Barlongue with wax and clay figurines, rocks 

and trees and studying the effects o f  candle light coming through a side hole, 

before proceeding with the actual painting o f  his Four Seasons (Paris, Louvre).114 

The method itself is old. It is described by Cennino Cennini as early as c. 1400: 

" i f  you wish to acquire a good manner o f  depicting mountains and make them 

look natural, get some large stones, which should be rough, and not cleaned, and 

portray them from nature, applying the lights and darks according as reason 

perm its you. ” 115 If one considers that late in the 19th century Edgard Degas 

used the very same method o f  arranging stones and other found objects, and that 

none o f  his impressionists landscape paintings (see Cat. No. 72 as an example) 

were created outside the studio, it becomes clear that the practice changed 

surprisingly little throughout the ages.116
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A  woodcut in Hieronymus Rödler’s handbook o f  drawing Eyn schön nützlich 

büchlein und underweisung der Kunst des Messens mit dem Zirckel, Richtscheidt 

oder Lineal [A little useful book for art instruction in measuring with a compass, 

set square or ruler] published in 1531, shows an artist in the studio drawing a 

landscape. He is sitting at a table with his cartoon, all squared, supported on a 

drawing-rest. He is looking at the landscape in the window through a grid o f  

squares that breaks the whole scene into small units. The grid helps the artist in 

transferring the image on paper. It is impossible to say whether the artist is 

looking through the grid in the window, at a real outdoor scene, or at a squared 

cartoon hung in the window so that light shines through it. I f the artist is looking 

through the window than the woodcut illustrates literally Alberti’s concept o f  a 

painting being a window open onto the outside world (1435). I f the second is 

true, then the illustration shows the practical application o f  Alberti’s veto, or 

rather Dürer’s window, based on the same principle. Rödler’s woodcut is an 

interesting example o f  the use o f  the window in the making o f  a landscape piece 

which, like any other painting required construzione artiflcialis. The woodcut 

dates from the same period as the river landscape with the artist sketching from 

life.

Perspective was directly pertinent to landscape painting. In his Trattato dell ’ 

arte della pittura  (1589) Lomazzo considered the art o f  painting ‘diverse lands’ 

as the most difficult o f all because it required representing onto a small surface o f  

a panel, or canvas, the enormous space stretching endlessly to the sides and into 

the depth, to the distant horizon.117 As shown by Rödler, the veto assisted the 

artist in this virtually impossible task. Kircher still recommended its use in 1646. 

In my view, he believed that the campus anthropomorphus required the use o f  the 

frame like any other painting. This was in keeping with the practice o f  painting 

in general and not specifically with the distorted projection (which to be drawn 

required a grid) as claimed by those who regard anthropomorphic landscapes as 

anamorphoses. To claim that the device was his own invention Kircher gave it 

a new name, that o f a mesoptical instrument. Being a philologist and professor o f
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languages he has chosen the words ‘inter(mediate) optical instrument’ with 

considerable care. The process o f  translating three dimensions into two, 

supported by ‘scientific’ devices, contributed to the notion o f  the art o f  

perspective as being difficult and mysterious. The numerous handbooks o f  optics 

for artists, published in the second half o f  the 16th and in the first half o f  the 17th 

century, almost invariably stress curious aspects o f  perspective and its broad 

understanding.

The link between anthropomorphic landscapes and curious perspectives, or 

anamorphoses, made by many modem scholars, is likely to be also prompted by 

the terms applied to landscape pieces in the 16th century. With the exception o f  

the German Landschaft, the word landscape has not yet appeared in national 

vocabularies.118 One o f  the substitutes was prospect, from the Italian prospettiva, 

relating to vast panoramas stretching towards the distant horizon. Contemporary 

understanding o f  the word echoed its Latin etymology, prospectare meaning 

looking into the distance or looking through, and prospectus - a distant view. 

One o f  the earliest English texts to use the word landscape, dated c. 1600 still 

reflects these meanings: ‘. . .o f  a ll kindes o f  Topiarie, Landskip is the cheefeste, 

which expresseth places o f  larger prospecte, as whole countries where the eye 

seemeth not to be hindred by any object [ ...]  ether o f  nature or arte, but to passe 

as farre  as the force therofe can pierce  ’ [bold A B].119

Perspective was a scientific as well as artistic concept, embracing artificial as 

well as natural perspectives, manifestations o f  magical and miraculous forces o f  

Nature. For Kircher, and his student Schott, the art o f  perspective remained in the 

realm o f  magic representation (magia parastatica) and landscape was part o f  it. 

A lso for Poussin, who is reported to have been instructed in perspective by 

Kircher, prospect meant more than strict geometrical projection; it was 

synonymous with a kind o f  informed vision, a function o f  reason, as opposed to 

aspect being ‘a simple reception o f  the shape o f  objects by the eye.’ 120

Prospects was the name given to panoramic views o f  towns, particularly 

popular in the 17th century, o f  which Matthäus Merian’s multi-volume Theatrum
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Europeum (163 5-continued after Merian’s death, until 1723) and Wenceslaus 

Hollar’s Prospect o f  London and Westminster, the view o f  London before the 

Great Fire o f  1666, are among the most famous.121 Both Merian and his pupil 

Hollar contributed anthropomorphic landscapes (Cat. Nos. 28 and 32). But 

prospects o f  towns continued also to be called portraits, as exemplified by several 

illustrations in the popular Cosmography o f  Sebastian Münster. One o f  these 

illustrations in the 1575 French edition, published in Basel, titled 'Le vray plan ou 

portraict de la ville d'Engoulesme', makes the contemporary terminology and 

understanding o f  landscape pieces even more confusing. It is neither a plan nor 

panoramic view o f  the city but a conventional landscape scene with architecture 

and figures, that can hardly be identified with any specific place.122

Landscape pieces in the 16th century were in any case merely depictions o f  

natural scenery. Traditionally, artists painted them to provide backgrounds to 

other subject-matters. Although often enriched with symbolically charged motifs 

and attributes relating to the main scene or sitter, in this role landscape was 

considered as a “servant to other peece” or parerga, a by-work, a distraction 

from the argument (Edward Norgate, 1649).123 “Seldom it is drawne by it seife, 

but in respect & fo r  the sake o f  some thing els, wherefore it falleth out among 

those thing[s] which we call Parerga. wrote Henry Peacham in 1612. 124 In 

Germany, workshops specialised in producing ready models for inclusion in a 

variety o f  narrative pictures. “ Workshops collected model drawings o f  landscape 

motifs which were later copied into paintings. Nuremberg and Bamberg 

workshops in Altdorfer ’s  time, fo r  instance, preserved accurate drawings and 

water-colours o f  local buildings and skylines and inserted them in backgrounds 

o f altar paintings. ” - writes Christopher S. Wood, confirming at the same time the 

practice o f  outdoor drawing for indoor painting.125 It is impossible to imagine a 

painting like Leonardo’s (1452-1519) Mona Lisa (Louvre, Paris) making the 

same impact had it been devoid o f  the landscape setting, and yet such a 

background scene was o f  little individual importance. Only occasionally ‘a by- 

work’ was copied as a work in its own right.126 It is generally accepted that at
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the turn o f the 15th century Joachim Patenier (d. 1524), Albrecht Dtirer, Albrecht 

Altdorfer and Wolfgang Huber (c. 1490-1553) liberated landscape from its 

servitorial role, contributing to the rise o f  pure (made for its own sake) and 

independent (from other genres) landscape painting. The landscape continued to 

exist in its double role o f ‘servant’ and ‘master’.

The presence, or its lack, o f  figures in the landscape and their size determine 

the stages in the development o f  the genre. The smaller and less significant they 

become, the more independent and pure is the landscape. In the 17th century 

Poussin and Claude had found a new balance between the vastness o f  landscape 

and minuteness o f  figures. Despite reversing physical proportions o f  natural 

scenery and figure, they were able to retain the literary narrative in a 

predominantly landscape setting.127 Numerous studies in the role o f  the figure in 

landscape painting deal, understandably, with interpretations o f  depicted stories.128 

The role o f  landscape in narrative pictures, including the relationship between 

landscape and portrait, and more generally, the human figure, seem to do little to 

inform the study o f  anthropomorphic landscapes. Here this relationship is all- 

encompassing, and pertains as much to the form as to the content. The figure and 

landscape are superimposed on each other in a way that cannot be compared with 

conventional genres o f  portraiture and landscape. Although the ‘portraiture’ 

aspect o f anthropomorphic landscape has met with much greater interest than the 

depiction o f  natural scenery, the problem o f  which o f  these two genres serves the 

other is not an issue. The double imaging is inherent to their nature. It can, 

however, be argued that if  the outline o f  the figure is ‘mentally’ removed, or 

digitally blurred the landscape will retain its integrity, whereas the human form 

cannot exist without the landscape which constitutes its fabric or ‘flesh’. When 

the illusion o f  an effigy disappears the landscape becomes prominent. The detailed 

depiction o f  natural scenery and a wealth o f  architectural and figurative motifs: 

rivers and lakes, fields and woods, castles and towers and numerous tiny figures 

busy with various work and activities, initially o f  little notice, come forth. These 

motifs seem to ‘dissolve’ again when our observation concentrates on the face
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alone and especially on the profile. While suggesting close-up and distant viewing 

Kircher was conscious o f  this process.

The use o f  the human form in anthropomorphic landscapes is particularly 

complex. The figure is shown against and in a landscape, but also other figures 

are shown within the main figure, which in turn is filled with a landscape. This 

means firstly, that the whole composition is based on an outline o f  a human figure, 

half-figure or head. Secondly, this main figure is shown, like in a portrait, against 

the background landscape. Thirdly, the landscape which constitutes the flesh o f  

the main figure has a figurative staffage. These little figures do not contribute to 

the appearance o f  the main human form, if  removed the latter will not change. 

The role o f  the staffage is however vital to the liveliness o f  the depicted scene: it 

brings colour, movement and variety. It gives the impression o f  the scale and 

distance. It also brings the narrative. As any landscapist o f  the time, the artists 

took seriously the advice expressed by van Mander that they “must not forget, 

under any circumstance, to place small figures next to huge trees. ” "Show them 

either ploughing or mowing, or loading up a  cart further away. Elsewhere you 

may show them in the act o f  fishing, sailing, catching birds or hunting. ”129 These 

motifs have their independent life which ‘obeys’ the conventions o f  the traditional 

landscape painting, but they also contribute to the main theme.

It is one o f  the conventions o f  paintings representing Months or Seasons, 

whose popularity in the North was revived in the mid-16th century by Bruegel, to 

show a particular time o f  the year not only through the state o f  vegetation and 

nature is in, in general, but also through little figurative scenes showing work and 

activities characteristic for that season. Hunting, for example, is an autumn 

occupation, and the killing o f  a pig in winter is a December theme. Among artists 

who specialised in these subjects, as well as followed the manner o f  Bruegel, were 

Jacob and Abel Grimmer, active in Antwerp, with whose circle the two 

anthropomorphic landscapes in Musées Royaux des Beaux Arts in Brussels have 

been associated (Cat. Nos. 21 and 22). Josse Momper (1564-1635) also from 

Antwerp, best known for his dramatic vision o f  mountainous valleys, is believed
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to have painted a traditional series o f Seasons (Brussels, Galerie Finck 1966). The 

landscape in the foreground and middleground is divided naturally by trees, fields, 

waterways and roads into smaller spaces, each o f  which is treated like a miniature 

scene in its own right. Peasants harvesting, shepherds looking after flocks o f  

sheep, a gathering in front o f  an inn, a man leading pigs on a rope, and many other 

activities in the life o f  a village, pertinent to a particular time o f  the year, are 

shown. The way in which the artist represents natural scenery and assigns 

anecdote to each o f  the four seasons is conventional. His style and composition 

are identifiable with a particular school o f  landscape painting at a particular time. 

The steeple o f  Antwerp Cathedral, in the background o f  the winter piece, is a 

realistic m otif incorporated into a constructed landscape. The panoramic view, 

stretching endlessly towards the horizon is no longer divided into three distinct 

zones o f  browns, greens and blues, characteristic o f  earlier Flemish works, but 

shows a more subtle transition. There are a number o f  anthropomorphic 

landscapes which share this convention: the motifs, their disposition and the 

anecdote they convey are similar, so is the composition o f  the vast view and its 

colour scheme. Two distinctive groups can be identified: one deriving from the 

Brussels models (being the reversible type A), the other resembling Bruegel’s 

windmill-man in the form o f  a bust emerging from the earth (type B). The latter 

is best represented by a series o f four paintings in the Lebel Collection, Paris (Cat. 

N os. 42-45), one o f  which, Winter, is a work o f  Momper. The depth o f  the 

distant view in the background, contrasted with the solidity o f  rocks and hills in 

the fore- or middleground draw the lesson from the vast panoramas o f  Bruegel. 

So do the little figures o f peasants, travellers and well-dressed parties, indifferent 

to the spectacle and grandeur o f  Nature. Like in other paintings by Momper, these 

figures are likely to have been contributed by Jan Brueghel.

The four paintings in the Lebel Collection have been traditionally regarded as 

representations o f  the Seasons. The same theme has been suggested for the two 

Brussels paintings but, with the other two works missing in the series, this is 

difficult to confirm. The rest o f  the surviving anthropomorphic landscapes are
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single pieces. Paintings belonging to such series in the 16th century usually show  

a continuation o f  the narrative, with one depending upon another: they 

complement each other and have to be read in the order predetermined by the 

artist. With such links and continuation being broken, it is difficult to assess 

whether the other surviving examples o f  anthropomorphic landscapes originally 

formed part o f  the Months or Seasons series. The evidence is insufficient.

The fact that the same artists are known to have contributed conventional as 

well as anthropomorphic landscapes confirms the continuation o f  the specific 

painterly tradition. The comparison o f  the works themselves, through an 

arrangement o f  digital images, has confirmed the argument for the strong 

dependence o f  head-pieces on the tradition o f  the Netherlandish landscape 

painting. This is particularly important in the light o f  the previous attributions o f  

many o f the anthropomorphic landscapes to Arcimboldo. Details selected from a 

number o f  Netherlandish landscapes, representative o f  the conventions and style 

just considered, have been compared with some o f  the anthropomorphic 

landscapes which, in my view, show similarities to such an extent that particular 

elements o f  the natural scenery, figurative and architectural details, scenes, 

anecdotes, characters, their costumes and accessories seem to be interchangeable; 

there are motifs in Patenier’s and Bruegel’s landscapes that can be placed in the 

anthropomorphic landscape, or vice versa, and the final effect will not result in a 

stylistic clash, dissonance o f  form or content. Such physical comparison o f  images 

is more exposing than the one based on verbal argument. When Geiger published 

the pair o f  head-landscapes in Brussels (then in Durban, South Africa) as works 

o f  Arcimboldo he did not consider their place in the context o f  contemporary 

landscape painting, and certainly did not look for comparison with the tradition 

established by Flemish landscapists.

These works have been also overlooked in literature on landscape painting. 

Categories o f  landscape painting evolve around variously interpreted concepts o f  

fantasy and realism, and are based on subject-matter rather then style. For 

Kenneth Clark, author o f  the standard Landscape into Art, Piero di Cosimo’s
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Forest Fire (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) and Giulio Romano’s The Fall o f  the 

Giants (fresco in Palazzo del Te, Mantua) both o f  which incorporate 

anthropomorphic motifs, are landscapes o f ‘fantasy’. Albrecht Durer’s View o f  Val 

d'Arco belongs to ‘the landscape o f  fact’. Anthropomorphic landscapes border 

on both these categories. Wolfgang Stechow, had he included any o f  them in his 

survey o f  Dutch landscape painting, would likely have regarded them as imaginary 

scenes from foreign lands: “neither real nor possible He would probably have 

seen them as a continuation o f  a Mannerist tradition reminiscent o f  Lucas van 

Valckenborgh (died 1597), Gillis van Connixloo (died 1607) and Paul Bril (died 

1626). Stechow writes that Josse Momper “as late as ca. 1620 ... was still 

fascinated by gigantic mountains rising over plains and coasts which are as 

unreal as is the brown-green-blue division o f  the ground”. 130 The 

anthropomorphic winter landscape, with a massive head o f  a bearded man skilfully 

composed out o f  rocks, frost whitened trees and cascading water, from the series 

in the Lebel Collection just mentioned (Cat. No. 45) is one o f  such works painted 

late in his career.

It is clear from these sample approaches to the landscape painting that they are 

formulated from modem positions, for which ever-increasing naturalism remains 

a predominant criterium.131 For both Clark and Stechow, despite all other 

differences in their approaches, there is a clear cut division between a fantastic and 

real landscape. In the Mannerist notion o f  imitazione fantastica the two are 

brought together, and the concept applies as much to anthropomorphic landscapes 

as to the well-caught likeness o f  Arcimboldo’s composite head (see p. 84). The 

theory and practice o f  landscape painting, as it has been presented, demonstrate 

that a fantastic scene was often rich in naturalistic elements, and the overall 

impression was often that o f  a view o f  a real place.

In the 16th and 17th century the notions o f  the real and fantastic were often 

hidden behind the concepts o f  the natural and artificial. The place where the two 

could have been best demonstrated was a Mannerist garden. The garden was a 

place where, like in a landscape painting, natura naturalis met natura artificialis,
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i.e. real nature and nature transformed through art.

The aim o f the Renaissance garden was to provide a locus amoenus, a 

pleasurable place for entertainment and intellectual reflection. In order to create 

such an environment the real landscape had to be transformed to comply with the 

idea o f  ideal nature: nature had to be corrected by man to suit his idea o f  

perfection. The Mannerist garden, o f  which the best (although isolated) example 

is Bomarzo near Rome, completed in 1560, also reflects a new intention o f  

surprising the visitors through the unexpected interplay o f  natural formations with 

unusual, often grotesque forms. Mingling with the vegetation is a gigantic stone 

mask, so expressive that it is likely to frighten an unsuspecting spectator. With its 

eyebrows raised in amazement, wide open eyes and gaping mouth forming the 

entrance, it is one o f  the garden’s wonders. Vincenzo Orsini’s Bomarzo and the 

later Pratolino, created for Francesco de Medici were, as confirmed by the guide 

to the latter, intended as theatres o f  astonishment where a marvel coexisted with 

an amazement.132

One o f the visitors to Pratolino late in the 16th century was Solomon de Caus, 

the French engineer and garden designer in service to princely courts in Germany 

and England. In his tract titled Von Geweltsamen bewegungen [On the reasons 

behind the moving forces] published in Frankfurt in 1615, simultaneously in 

German and French, he wrote with professionalism about his visit and design ideas 

stimulated by the experience: ‘When I  was in Pratolin, five  miles from Florence, 

among other grottos with which this house is richly embellished, I  saw a  large 

figure o f  Cyclop [the mountain god Appennino o f  1577-81 by Giambologna] 

inside whose body there are several grottos, created through great artifice [orig. 

very artificially]; following this invention o f  the saidfigure, I  shall present two 

others, equally suitable fo r  making grottos inside; the size o f  the figure, a t least 

sixty to eighty fee t high i f  it were standing; inside the terrace on which it is 

sitting, one could make a  few  grottos to represent a  number o f  themes relating 

to the saidfigure which could be given the name ofTmolus, to follow the fable  

told by Ovid, about the judgement o f  the said Tmolus, over Apollo and Midas;
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the Problem that follows describes [how] to make the inside grottos in 

accordance with the subject, ’[transl. AB] 133 The designs that follow include one 

for an artificial garden mount (Cat. No. 26). The side o f  the mount looks like a 

giant face overrun with plants and moss. Its round ‘staring’ eyes are formed by 

round windows. The door, oval at the top, looks like a mouth. Despite dense 

vegetation, the resemblance to the Bomarzo’s mask is almost complete. One only 

needs to open the door to create a similar fearful effect. The purpose o f  the 

mount was to provide an elevated platform from which the whole garden could 

be admired. The true reason behind de Caus’s projects was, however, the 

application o f  the principles o f  Cartesian science to the ingenious fountains and 

sculptures that could move, emit sounds and produce other effects, arousing 

amazement in the spectators (see the cat. entry for discussion).

Anthropomorphic imagery was very much part o f  the garden design and 

ambiance at the time. Descartes, de Caus’s master, suggested trimming hedges 

so that they can project human-like shadows. Statues and fountains commonly 

resorted to the familiar language o f  personification. Designs modelled on a human 

form were so much part o f  the art o f  garden that the whole garden could have 

been shaped according to man’s body.

When, however, James Turner writes on Wenceslaus Hollar’s print (Cat. No. 

32) that ‘This image, the campus anthropomorphus or landscape-head, was 

originally built as a  garden. ’ he is mistaken.134 Turner believes, like J. BaltruSaitis 

whom he follows, and other scholars listed at the beginning o f  this chapter, that 

campus anthropomorphus illustrating Kircher’s Ars magna lucis et umbrae 

depicted the real appearance o f Cardinal Montalto’s garden laid out near the Baths 

o f  Diocletian in Rome. They all have misread a 17th century Latin text o f  

Kircher’s assistant Gaspar Schott who wrote about a panel in the garden, and not 

a panel o f the garden, which was amongst the most precious in the Cardinal’s 

collection. Next to the caption Campus anthropomorphus Roma in tabula 

depictus [which should be read as ‘An anthropomorphic field depicted in Rome 

on a panel’ and not ‘An anthropomorphic field in Rome depicted on a panel’] on
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the margin o f  his Magia universalis naturae et artis, Schott writes: ’And it is 

through this art [o f parastatic magic], 1 suppose, that an anthropomorphic fie ld  

was drawn which I  remember seeing often in Rome, i f  I  am not mistaken, in 

Cardinal M ontalto’s garden, magnificently laid out by Pope Sixtus V near the 

Diocletian Baths; a fie ld  drawn on a stone panel, as it seems, two palms long 

and two palms wide, hanged on a  wall o f  a  building among other precious 

pictures. The panel, when looked at directly, shows only mountains, towns, 

valleys, rocks, rivers, lakes, trees, figures o f  people and animals - in another 

words - a beautiful and most artistically [in original: artificially] depicted scene 

[campus]. But when looked at an angle and from a  distance, it represents an 

image o f  a  human face crowned with leaves that is highly admired by the 

spectators who found it most pleasurable. Father Athanasius Kircher had this 

very image most artistically [in original: artificially] drawn and engraved; it can 

be found in Ars magna lucis et umbrae, in the middle o f  the Plate X X V ill, with the 

same effect as in the said garden, as has been said before. ’ [transl. and bold 

AB]13S Baltrusaitis writes that before being laid out this real garden in the human 

form had been first tried out on a painting, according to the common practice o f  

the time. This explains for him the purpose o f  the panel. 136 

Although Schott writes uncertainly and is historically inaccurate (he presents 

Cardinal Montalti and Pope Sixtus V  (1585-95) as if  they were two different 

individuals, when in fact they were one and the same person) his text clarifies the 

confusion surrounding the campus anthropomorphus. It has never been intended 

to represent the Montalti’s garden. The two ways o f  looking at the panel, directly 

and at an angle, can indeed be easily confused with the same way o f  viewing o f  

anamorphoses. As has already been discussed, Schott makes clear that the campus 

is an example o f  the parastatic magic concerned with the representation o f  

mysterious acts o f  Art and Nature, and not o f  anamorphotic magic which fathoms 

the arcana o f  deformation and reformation ’ o f  projected images.137

The gardens o f  Villa Montalto are considered particularly important in the 

history o f  the early Baroque gardens in Rome for they represent a certain easing
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in rigidity o f  design. Some parts o f  the garden were left uncultivated for the 

pontiff’s own enjoyment o f gardening (the pleasure he drew from weeding by his 

own hands is recorded). This more natural approach pertained, however, more 

to the rustic character o f  the buildings and their relationship with the park, with 

the aesthetic o f  the place in general, than irregularity o f  natural settings. With its 

tree lined alleys and plazas, walled sections and symmetrical parterres, the design 

remained formal. Such is the view o f  this enormous estate o f  160 acres o f  land, 

engraved by Giovanni Battista Falda in his Giardini di Roma.138 To see the design 

o f  the gardens modelled on the campus anthropomorphus is a fabrication. An 

artificial anthropomorphic mount as a panoramic view point also seems most 

unlikely. Domenico Fontana, the architect in charge o f  the works, writes that for 

the villa ‘a very great amount o f  money was spent in this undertaking [moving o f  

an obelisk] because the site is fu ll o f  hills and valleys, which are levelled and 

filled  in to reduce the site to evenness, although it is true that in some places 

there are left artfully many gentle slopes and most pleasant valleys fo r  greater 

beauty. ”139 A  gentle slope was unlikely to accommodate an anthropomorphic 

mount, and if  this had been the case Falda would have surely mentioned it in his 

detailed legends o f  the garden features.

The plan o f  a whole garden modelled on a human body is present in poetical 

works o f  the time. Edmund Spenser’s Garden o f  Adonis, in the third book o f  The 

Faerie Queene (1590) is filled with wonders and is anthropomorphic, but its exact 

shape eludes the reader. The description o f  the garden is rich in erotic symbolism 

for it is a place o f  love, regeneration and procreation. 140 Another instance is the 

garden o f Phineas Fletcher so shaped as to imitate the body o f  a naked woman; a 

choice o f  perspectives is available from which ‘she’ can be looked at.141 These 

gardens might not serve but for a poetic metaphor for there is no evidence o f  a 

real anthropomorphic garden modelled on a woman’s body before the 18th 

century. It was only in the 1730s that the notorious rake Sir Francis Dashwood, 

the founder o f the Hell Fire Club, had his grounds in West Wycombe shaped in the 

form o f  a woman’s figure with pavilions, streams and bushes marking particular
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parts o f  her body.142

In the 17th century corporeal garden at Hofwijck near Voorburg in Holland 

allusions to love were also present but the design was very different from the 

above examples. Created between 1639 and 1642, and extant in much altered 

form, the garden reflected in its layout the proportions o f  the body o f  its creator, 

Constantin Huygens (1596-1687) secretary to the Stadholder Frederick Henry 

(1625-47). I f the surviving plans and a view o f  the garden, similarly to the 

Montalti’s gardens, surprise by a formal, geometrical design and the lack o f  visible 

anthropomorphic features, the poem dedicated by Huygens to the garden clears 

any doubts. He describes the garden as:

A thing which possessed Arms, Shoulders and Legs, 
A fair body from Head to Toe.

In another place Huygens writes:

There the track divided the plot,

As the belt divides a man into an upper and lower lot, 

And separates the jacket from the trousers. 143

It may seem surprising that with such an approach Huygens did not use any 

anthropomorphic designs o f  the D e Gheyn’s artists to embody his idea. Jacques 

de Gheyn II (1565-1629) was native o f  Antwerp but in 1594 moved to the Hague 

were he became Huygens’s friend and neighbour. The biography written by 

Huygens is a major source on the artist. Huygens encouraged him to use a 

microscope, then a recent invention, to create most accurate drawings o f  natural 

specimens. And indeed his dedication to the study o f  nature resulted in a great 

number o f  detailed drawings o f  flora and fauna, including disturbing images o f  

decaying bodies. This aspect o f  his career is in sharp contrast with his witchcraft 

scenes and garden designs dominated by the spirit o f  the fantastic, even weird. 

The grotto at the Buitenhof that De Gheyn II created for the Princes o f  Orange 

is known from his own drawing (coloured pen drawing, British Museum, London, 

inv. no. 5237 54 Sloane Coll.). This is a dense mythological composition with a
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multitude o f  imaginary, zoo- and anthropomorphic creatures. Similar subjects 

were undertaken by Jacques de Gheyn III (c. 1596-1641) and works o f  both 

artists, father and son, are often confused. A  number o f  drawings with grotesque 

faces in rocks (Cat. Nos. 46-48) attributed to D e Gheyn II, may have been 

intended as designs for such grottos or other garden decoration. One o f  these 

drawings in the Pierpont-Morgan Library, N ew  York (Cat. No. 48) illustrates the 

artist’s interest in the transformation o f  human faces and their changing 

expressions. The sequences o f  profiles echo earlier studies by Dtirer and 

Leonardo, but are also akin to the contemporary fascination with physiognomic 

studies and similarities between humans and animals. A  gradual transition o f  an 

owl-like bird into a Leonardesque head o f  an old man with a crooked nose is 

accompanied by another rock, and another sequence in which a child’s face is 

contrasted with a quadruple-faced old man. The peculiarity o f  the latter face 

surpasses any o f  the earlier experiments with multivision applied to portraiture 

(see p. 85). It shows the same face from both sides and en face, and the whole o f  

this triple-head is topped with the same face, placed horizontally instead o f  hair. 

The beard o f  the man transforms itself into yet another profile. These faces look 

like masks and naturalistic effigies at once, reminiscent o f  the busts o f  ancient 

philosophers that invite respect for age and status. On the other hand they are 

Nature’s most weird creations, made o f  rock and leaves, covered with moss and 

protruding roots. A  drawing (Cat. No. 47) in the Courtauld Institute Witt 

Collection, London, attributed to De Gheyn III, is inscribed diss Js Jeyts (?) 

Wonderlijk. These confusing words have been interpreted as a signature o f  J. 

Wonderlyn, o f  whom nothing is known but also, it seems more appropriately, as 

meaning ‘this is something strange’ (see cat. entry for discussion).

Huygens’s Hofwijck was not influenced by the De Gheyns’ designs. Although 

he must have been familiar with them, none o f  the strange grotto rocks with mask 

faces were to be found in his garden. Huygens probably considered their imagery 

too overt, too straightforward to provoke and exercise the intellect. His garden 

reflects both the proportions and shapes o f  the man’s body but not in any visible
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form. It is a creation o f  the mind for the mind, and mind is emphasised in the 

design by the placement o f  the library - the treasure house o f  knowledge - in the 

garden’s ‘head’. For the intentions o f  its creator to be well understood 

intelligence and knowledge is also required from the reader (and visitor): 

‘...sharpen your intellect henceforth to see through the secret o f  my musing 

phrasing' calls the author. How else can the beholder guess that the key to the 

garden is hidden in its founder’s heart, that ‘ the right and left [o f his body] are 

like door’s equal valves ’ or that roses stand for pink cheeks o f  his beloved? 

Huygens uses metaphoric language, present in contemporary poetry, o f  which he 

was a more than keen reader. His translation o f  John Donne (1571-1631) from 

English into Dutch must have made him particularly conscious o f  the power o f  

poetical imagery in which frequent allusions are made to the correspondence o f  

man and his outside world. ‘The hart in that body is the king, and the brain his 

council... ’ (Meditation, xii) and on another occasion: ‘...into some rooms o f his 

thy house, my body, temptations will come, infections will come; but be my heart 

thy bedchamber...' (Prayer, xi) writes Donne. Roses indicating red cheeks can be 

found in Sir Philip Sidney’s Astrophel and Stella (1591) Sonnet 102: ‘Where be 

those Roses gone, which sweetened so our eyes? Where those red cheeks... How 

doth the colour vade o f these Vermillion dies, Which Nature’s selfe d id  make, and 

selfe engraind the same? \ 144 Huygens has transformed these literal and concrete 

references into a corporeal, yet metaphoric body o f  the garden.

With no visible manifestations o f  anthropomorphic symbolism it was also the 

knowledge o f  the Vitruvian idea o f  an ideal human body as a paradigm o f  ideal 

proportions and symmetry that was needed to appreciate the structure o f  

Hofwijck. Huygens’s poem does not mention Vitruvius but there is no doubt that 

the garden represents his influence. Huygens can be regarded as a contemporary 

expert on Vitruvius whose Ten Books on Architecture (written 1st century, ed. 

princeps 1486) he had in his library. Having a sound knowledge o f  the treatise 

Huygens advised on the style o f new architecture in The Hague that was modelled 

on classical, Vitruvian principles (see entries on Huygens in the Biographical
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Dictionary and Anthology).

De Caus’s designs were influenced by his Italian experience o f  the gardens in 

Pratolino and Bomarzo and served his own application o f  Cartesian science. De 

Gheyn II’s design for Buitenhof was an imitation in the Italian manner (Italorum 

exempio, rupium aquatilium abrupta solertissime imitari coeperat...- writes 

Huygens145) and contained a grotto o f  extraordinary invention. It was created 

alongside his naturalistic observations and studies. The garden was completed by 

De Gheyn IQ who also continued with his father’s witchcraft scenes and drawings 

o f  rocks with imaginary heads. These excesses o f  fantasy were patronized by 

Huygens. But in his own garden he resorted to different models.

Hofwijck was created after Huygens’s visit to the Hortus Palatinus in 

Heidelberg. This garden, completed in 1613-19 (destr.) was the most important 

commission ever received by de Caus. It is known today from plans and views 

exquisitely engraved by Matthäus Merian.146 In its layout Hofwijck repeats some 

o f the features o f  the Hortus Palatinus, but first o f  all reflects the fascination with 

Vitruvius disguised in the costume o f  Nature and poetry. The garden thus 

constructed became a retreat where Huygens could escape official duties and 

dedicate time to books, poetry, research and correspondence. The latter included 

an exchange o f  letters with Descartes spanning twelve years. It is in this 

atmosphere that Huygens’s famous son Christiaan was brought up.

Persistently Nature, Art and Science provide the context for anthropomorphic 

landscapes. The latter are proofs o f  their creators’ beliefs that science can be 

applied to art and art to nature. They illustrate the experiments in the use o f  

perspective, proportions, light and shadow - the constant struggle o f  the 

landscapists in transferring space onto surface, and their aim to represent 

contemporary understanding o f  the world spectacle. As a landscape piece, an 

anthropomorphic landscape emerges here as a record o f  construction that required 

direct observation and the use o f perspective devices as well as three-dimensional 

models to support the process. It could have been drawn with the use o f  Dürer’s 

velo at the turn o f  the 15 th century and Kircher’s mesoptical instrument published
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in the mid-17th century. Kircher’s Campus anthropomorphus illustrates the 

chapter in scientific consideration o f  optics, in which the author, after explaining 

the use o f  the device for drawing a double-headed eagle, suggests its use for other 

subject-matter, including garden designs. Before Kircher, the same head- 

landscape was engraved by Merian (Cat. No. 28). It was a marginal work in the 

latter’s prolific graphic output that included the already mentioned topographical 

views o f  European towns, Theatrum Europeum, and the Palatine Garden, as well 

as illustrations to Robert Fludd’s monumental work Utriusque cosmi (Frankfurt, 

1615).

The term that often appeared in the texts quoted from art and science 

handbooks o f  the time was ‘artificial’: artificial image, artificially depicted (Schott 

p. 192: dictam imaginem artificiosissime delineari et lïneas incidi curavit P. 

Athanasius Kircherus), artificial garden, artificial grotto (Caus, P. XIV: les grotes 

fort artificiellement faictes), artificial mount, etc. Artificial meant created through 

art or artifice and had no modem, pejorative character. It was, therefore, often 

translated into English as ‘artistic’. The coexistence o f  art (artifice), science and 

nature, imitating each other is stressed on many occasions.

In 1657 Schott introduces his scientific exposition on parastatic magic with the 

invocation to 'Art, the Ape o f  Nature ’. A  year later William Sanderson, in his 

instruction on how to paint a compleat Head-piece (the idea that probably 

originated either from a print by Hollar, or from Kircher) writes about ‘a Cape o f  

Land (formed by Nature) in fashion o f  a Mans Head' where only ‘a little Lodge- 

House raised (per chance) fo r  necessary use, appeares, as i f  by Consent o f  Art 

and Nature, to answer for the nether Lip. ’ This consent o f  naturalistic artifice and 

artifice o f  nature, so characteristic for campus anthropomorphus, was manifested 

particularly well in gardens. Seeking to improve upon Nature, according to the 

words o f  Tasso, by ‘imitating her imitator, A r t’ 147, gardens show the struggle 

between two philosophical concepts, one that is based on rigid geometrical rules 

and formal appearances, the other based on the belief that beauty comes by 

chance.148 The play between the artificial and the natural have been explored by
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the makers o f  anthropomorphic landscapes to the limits.
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Approaches and Interpretations

Anthropomorphic landscapes as images created by chance

When describing an anthropomorphic landscape William Sanderson states, in 

his Graphice. The Use o f  the Pen and Pencil or the M ost Excellent Art o f  

Painting o f  1658, that in the whole Head-piece only the little Lodge-House (that 

forms the man’s lower lip) has been raised per chance - but fo r  necessary use - to 

make up the fabric o f  the head compleat. An anonymous author o f  the distych 

accompanying another head-piece presents the whole giant head as inspired by a 

real mountain shaped into a human form. The print, signed with a monogram HM 

(Cat. No. 38), is a graphic variant o f  Autumn (Cat. No. 44, Lebel Collection, 

Paris) a painting attributed to the circle o f  Josse Momper. The print bears the 

following inscription:

Mi Formo in monte & mi ritrasse in Carte,
Natura a caso I'Arcimboldo ad arte.

[Me into mountain didst form and onto paper didst impart 
Nature by accident Arcimboldo by art.149 ]

Sanderson and the author o f the verse on the print both relate an anthropomorphic 

landscape to an image created in nature by accident.

In the real world o f  Nature there are mountains, rocks and other natural 

formations that resemble an animal, a fantastic creature or a human figure. 

Clouds, though fragile, fleeting and changable, give sometimes the illusion o f  real 

beings. Despite the familiarity o f  such images, they remain a constant source o f  

fascination. A  selection o f  real views suggestive o f  human forms, included in the 

catalogue that accompanies this thesis (Cat. Nos. 1 and 2) points out the power 

with which such images are incorporated in the eyes and minds, stimulating the 

imagination to create stories around them. Accidental images stimulate artists to 

similar inventions. Leon Battista Alberti observed this phenomenon as a source 

o f artistic inspiration for a sculptor and associated it with the origins o f  sculpture.
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The first lines o f  De statua, written in the 1460s, read:

"Those [who were inclined to express and represent (...) the bodies brought 

forth by nature] would at times observe in tree trunks, clumps o f  earth, or 

other objects o f  this sort certain outlines (lineamenta) which through some 

slight changes could be made to resemble a  natural shape. They thereupon 

took thought and tried, by adding or taking away here and there, to render 

the resemblance complete." [bold-A B]150 

Alberti is concerned only with sculpture and discusses clay and wood as materials 

used by a sculptor. He limits his observation to the past though similar 

observations were inspirational for painters o f  his own time. 'Other objects o f  this 

sort' are unlikely to include clouds o f  which Andrea Mantegna’s The Martyrdom 

o f  St. Sebastian (c. 1459, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Cat. No. 8) with 

a horseman in the clouds, would be a perfect illustration. When Vasari in his Lives 

writes about an artist who had a habit o f  staring at clouds and stained walls 

"imagining that he saw there equestrian combats and the most fantastic cities 

and the grandest landscapes ever beheld” he is not referring to Mantegna but to 

Piero di Cosimo.151 In Cosimo’s work there are no combats or cities in the sky 

but, as it has already been pointed out, there are other frequent anthropomorphic 

allusions. The idea o f  stains on the wall is clearly borrowed from Leonardo. In 

his Treatise on Painting Leonardo writes not only on accidental stains splashed 

on a wall but also on suggestive shapes "of stones o f  various mixed colours”. 

"I shall not fa il to include among these precepts a  new discovery, an a id  to 

reflection, which although it seems a  small thing and almost laughable, 

nevertheless is very useful in stimulating the mind to various discoveries. This 

is: look at walls splashed with a  number o f  stains or stones o f  various mixed 

colors. I f  you have to invent some scene, you can see there resemblances to 

a number o f landscapes, adorned in various ways with mountains, rivers, 

rocks, trees, great plains, valleys, and hills. ” 152 

Although Leonardo stresses that the observation o f  accidental images as a source 

o f  artistic ideas is his own new discovery, the statement is as untrue as the
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inscription Inventio Arcimboldi in relation to head-landscapes. As amply 

demonstrated by W. H. Janson in his two articles on the subject, the theory o f  

chance images was ancient in origin. It was elaborated by a number o f  Greek and 

Roman thinkers. Aristotle wrote in Meteorology about images in the clouds; so 

did Pliny in his inexhaustible Natural History where he was also concerned with 

centaurs and faces o f  bearded kings formed by cracks in marble, and a dog 

‘painted’ by Protogenes by throwing onto a panel a sponge dipped into paint. 

Cicero wrote in De divinatione on ‘pigments flung blindly a t a  panel [that] might 

conceivably form themselves into the lineaments o f  a  human face  ’. [bold - AB]1S3

In Vasari’s text there are further excerpts that show how influential was the 

idea o f  the inspirational role o f  images created by nature. In line with Alberti’s 

remarks on sculptors, Vasari recalls that Michelangelo went to Carrara (probably 

in 1503) to select marble for the tomb o f  Julius II. He spent eight months "in the 

mountains, where inspired by the masses o f  stone he conceived many fantastic 

ideas for carving giant statues in the quarries, in order to leave there a memorial 

o f  himself, as the ancients had done. " 154

It is not certain what ancient monuments Vasari had in mind. He may be calling 

upon one o f  many stories o f  ancient giants, a story o f  a Macedonian artist 

Dinocrates who had once proposed to shape Mount Athos into a figure o f  

Alexander the Great. This legend, known from Plutarch and Strabon, had been 

retold by Vitruvius and is contained in the introduction to the second book o f  his 

Ten Book on Architecture. It became widely known in Europe after the 

publication o f  the treatise in 1486. Vitruvius writes about a young Macedonian 

architect who set up to seek employment at the court o f  Alexander. Let down by 

friends who promised to recommend him to the king, Dinocrates decides to 

recourse to his own cunning deceit. Dressed as Hercules, in a lion skin and 

holding a club, he mixes with the crowd in front o f  the tribunal where Alexander 

is performing his duties, and immediately catches the king’s attention. The 

opportunity given Dinocrates presents 'a design fo r  the shaping o f  Mount Athos 

into the statue o f  a  man in whose left hand I  have represented a  very spacious
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fortified city, and in his right a bowl to receive the water o f  all the streams which 

are in that mountain, so that it may pour from the bowl into the sea. ’ 155 The text 

does not say whether this giant monument to Alexander is made in his likeness, 

stating only ‘a  design worthy o f  his renown ', but later authors and artists 

interpreted it as an imaginary portrait o f  the ruler. The lack o f  earlier images 

suggests that despite the enormous influence o f  Vitruvius over many aspects o f  

the arts, the story o f  Dinocrates was not popular with the artists before the mid- 

n t h  century. The reason for this lack o f  interest in depicting the story may be 

found in Vitruvius’s text. Vitruvius uses the project for reshaping Mount Athos 

as an example o f  bad planning judgement, pointing to the impracticability o f  a 

town laid out on a steep rock and without the support o f  local farming. N ot many 

artists were interested in illustrating such an urbanistic failure. When Pietro da 

Cortona (1596-1669) finally took the story on board, possibly for the first time, 

he had translated the story into a different historical reality, with a clear 

propagandistic aim.

Pietro da Cortona’s drawing in the British Museum, London (Cat. No. 52) 

shows Dinocrates’s project but adapts the ancient legend to the requirements o f  

contemporary iconography o f  the Catholic ideology o f  power. The figure o f  the 

king is depicted according to Vitruvius, but the artist does not try to be accurate 

to the letter. The town held by Alexander is not fortified and is dominated by a 

spire o f  a Gothic church. Dinocrates, also present, does not wear the lion skin. 

He is shown in the foreground, as if on the proscenium, in the company o f  another 

man, possibly Cortona himself, who points towards Athos visible behind the 

group, in the distance over a vast river valley. The kneeling Dinocrates presents 

his drawings not to Alexander the Great but to Alexander VII (Fabbio Chigi) who 

was the pope from 1655 to 1667. Although the pontiff claimed that he has chosen 

the name in memory o f  Alexander III who lived in the 12th century, the model o f  

the great leader and patron was probably closer to his grandiose ambitions. A  

great patron o f  the arts, Alexander VII commissioned Bernini to encircle the plaza 

in front o f  the Basilica o f  St Peter with the colonnade, and he embellished Rome
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with many equally monumental structures. The inscription on the drawing, on a 

banner held by putti, stresses the analogy o f  names. N ow  illegible, it has been 

reconstructed for the purpose o f  this research through its version engraved by 

François Spierre (1639-81) (Cat. No. 52): Nomen idem, a tm aior virtus, facit 

ausibus artem. The star placed on Cortona’s drawing above the pick o f  Athos is 

like a seal o f  the pontiff: both star and a mount are features o f  Chigi’s coat-of- 

arms. In his engraving Spierre makes personal allusions to the pontiff even more 

concrete. By adding the cupola o f  St Peter to the town held by Alexander the 

Great he transforms it into the panorama o f Rome. He also adds a cartouche with 

Chigi’s full coat-of-arms placing it centrally in the foreground. Spierre must have 

been an artist conscious o f  the changing time and tides: after the death o f  

Alexander VII to ‘sell’ the print he produces a new, up-dated version, replacing 

the figure o f  the pontiff and changing the inscription accordingly (Cat. No. 53).

The project o f  Dinocrates, in its Vitruvian account, is mentioned by Schott in 

M agia universalis naturae et artis o f  1657 as an example o f  representationes 

artificiosa. 156 It features, together with the campus anthropomorphus, in the 

Second Magical Parastasis (Representation) in which the author advises ‘how to 

arrange rocks in mountains, trees and plants in vineyards and gardens, through 

artificial culture’ so they represent various parastatic images. A  few years later, 

in 1667 Kircher also refers to Vitruvius and Dinocrates when he reports on ‘a 

mountain shaped like an idol’ (Cat. No. 55) much admired in China: ‘It is found  

near the city o f  Tunchen in the province o f  Fokien. This is described by Fr. 

M artini in his Atlas on Folio 69. He says: “The most admirable thing in this 

province is a  mountain on the bank o f  the Fue River, where an idol is form ed by 

the mountain. The idol is not so much monstrous as mountainous. They call it 

Fe. It sits crosslegged with hands jo ined across its breast. Its magnitude can be 

judged in that its eyes, ears, nose, andface are more than two thousand paces in 

length. This would not have seemed marvellous at all to our antiquarians. Once, 

according to Vitruvius, a famous architect, Dinostratus, prom ised Alexander the 

Great that he would make a  statue from Mt. Athos. In one hand it would hold a
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large city and in the other a river or lake, the waters o f  which would be sufficient 

fo r  the needs o f  the inhabitants, and its head would be big enough to hold 

both. ”157 Kircher relies on Martino Martini’s Novus Atlas Sinensis (Amsterdam, 

1655), for he himself never went to China. More successful in his volunteering for 

the mission to the Far East than Kircher (who had to stay behind) Martini became 

a mathematician to the Chinese Emperor. Kircher compiled his China 

Monumentalis (published in Amsterdam, 1667) from which his description o f  the 

idol Fe is taken, without moving from Rome. His knowledge o f  the country was 

based on the information provided by Jesuit missionaries, like his own student 

Martini, and other travellers. Nearly four hundred years separate China 

Monumentalis from Marco Polo’s account o f  his travels to Asia. Until the 19th 

century Kircher’s work remained the standard source for West Europeans on 

Chinese religion, language, customs and natural history. The latter is presented 

by Kircher as an accumulation o f  wonders.

Kircher ponders on the nature o f  the figure o f  Fe: ‘ Whether this Chinese 

mountain was sculpted by the hand o f  an artist or by nature one cannot really 

say. I  haven’t left a stone unmoved and have talked with a ll o f  our fathers. They 

all assure me that there is no mention in Chinese history o f  the building o f  such 

a  statue, which is larger than the seven wonders o f  the world. This would not 

have been passed over in silence by the ancient writers, who have described many 

lesser things than this in their geological books. Hence, I  judge that this 

mountain was not created by man, but that the rock and the crags are naturally 

arranged to seem to an onlooker to be an id o l’s  face. ’

While presenting various opinions Kircher makes his own view clear. He first 

quotes what looks like Martini’s witness account o f  an enormous crossed-legged 

figure o f  an idol, supported by seemingly ‘antiquarian’ evidence o f  the 

Dinocrates’s project. Martini does not writes about a statue o f  Buddha, but ‘an 

idolformed by the mountain \ Kircher believes that if this huge figure, whose face 

alone was o f  an impossible size o f  over two thousand paces, was carved by an 

artist 'this would not have been passed over in silence With no other source to
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confirm such a work o f  art, he is inclined to consider Fe as a work o f  Nature. He 

supports this by quoting a number o f  places in Europe, some o f  which he is well 

familiar with, where similar human forms can be observed: ‘Also, in many 

provinces o f  Europe there are mountains which form  similar figures. A t the 

village o f Palermo in Sicily on a rock there is a  so beautiful a  likeness o f  Caesar 

that one would swear it had been carved by a  skilled craftsman. Also, a t the port 

o f Messina which circles the promontory o f Scilla the figure o f  a  human head can 

be seen even at 12,000fee t distance. I  admired this more than once when 1 was 

there. Innumerable other examples could be brought forward at this time i f  I  had 

not already made mention o f them in my other works. ' In conclusion, however, 

Kircher twists his own argument to suggest the opposite view, that o f  the figure 

o f  Fe being sculpted by man; and again he has no problem with finding similar 

examples: ‘However, if  someone wanted to assert that this mountain was a  peak  

which had been transformed into the figure o f  an idol by a  skilled artist, I  would 

hardly contradict it. The huge mass o f  the heads, arms, feet, and other parts o f  

colossal statues on the Capitoline Hill a t Rome clearly teach that such an 

undertaking is possible. Olaus Magnus in his Northern Flistory says that from  

the Norwegian shore a huge rock can be seen in the middle o f  the ocean, and it 

looks like a monk fa r  away. ’

The illustration in Kircher’s book does not depict Martini’s crossed-legged god, 

nor does it allude to Vitruvius’s account o f  Dinocrates’s design in any way. The 

image is closer to the iconography o f  Christian west than Chinese east. The 

artist, probably supervised by the author, was faced with the difficult task o f  

illustrating something o f  which they both had limited knowledge. They seem to 

have been more inspired by miniatures in medieval manuscripts in local church 

archives in Rome than by images from Chinese mythology on which Kircher was 

one o f the first to report. Like with other plates in the book he finds the solution 

by freely combining familiar images and symbols. The half-figure o f  Fe rising from 

the top o f  a mountain, the crown on his head, two trees and the serpent have all 

their equivalents in the representation o f  Mater Ecclesia on the 11th century
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Exultet Roll Barberinus Latinus (Biblioteca Vaticana, Barb. Lat. 592). The pagan 

Mother Earth forms part o f  this representation (Cat. No. 4) as a préfiguration o f  

both Eve and Mother Church. The two spheres into which Kircher’s illustrator 

encircles the ‘Chinese’ variants o f  the tree o f  knowledge and tree o f  life are a 

rather ingenious, if  amusing replacement for the goddess’s breast. The roll is an 

example o f  the well known imagery to which the Jesuit scholar resorted to create 

aparastasis o f  something he was not familiar with. The roll is not a direct model, 

although it is not impossible that it was known to Kircher. It belonged to the 

Barberinis in Rome with whom Kircher was close.

On Kircher’s image representing the Idol Fe expressed in a  mountain there is 

yet another face that can be discerned on the slope at the right hand side. This 

other face o f  Fe is an equally superficial creation, which makes one ponder how  

such images could have at all been contemplated as created by chance. The head- 

landscape, modelled on Momper’s Autumn is even more striking an example o f  a 

superficially constructed view. And yet this view, impossible to imagine as even 

a most fanciful work o f  Nature, has been described in verse (quoted at the 

beginning o f  this chapter) as an accidental, natural formation. Clearly, these 

figures have been raisedfor necessary use, as Sanderson would have said.

The confusion is caused by the two-sidedness o f  the theory o f  chance images. 

Its two aspects have been rightly observed by W. H. Janson in relation to the 

difference between Alberti’s understanding o f  the role o f  chance images in artistic 

practice and that o f  Leonardo. Although much o f  Leonardo’s thinking derives 

(without being acknowledged) from Alberti he ‘understands more clearly than 

Alberti d id  that chance images are not objectively present but must be “read  

into"the material by the artist’s  imagination. ’ 158

For Alberti chance images really exist. An artist can take something away, or 

add a little, but he generally retains the original, randomly created image. 

Mantegna’s faces in the clouds are open to such an interpretation. Similarly, the 

profile o f  Dürer’s old man in the cliffs o f  Arco, Giorgione’s faces in rocks (Cat. 

No. 12) and Cosimo’s profiles in the background o f  the Incarnation with Saints
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(Cat. No. 11) all border on forms that may exist in reality and in the artist’s 

imagination. D e Caus’s design for a fountain o f  the River God, for which he 

advises the use des pierres rustiques also shows a face on one o f  the side stones 

that may have been formed naturally. And some o f  D e Gheyn I ll’s studies o f  

rocks show a transition from what may be regarded as natural stones suggestive 

o f  human forms to artificially (artistically) composed faces. The perception o f  

these anthropomorphic forms pertains constantly to the inter-play o f  the natural 

and the artificial. As late as 1657 Schott introduces his chapter on optics and 

parastatic magic, in which he is concerned with the campus anthropomorphus, 

with the words Natura illudit sensibus nostris... meaning ‘nature plays with our 

senses’ (in accordance with the aetiology o f the Latin illudo si) or ‘nature deceives 

our senses’.

Alberti is clearly suggesting that perception o f  a meaningful form is prompted 

by its outline. The same was earlier expressed by Cicero in relation to human 

forms observed in random splashes o f  paint: ’they might conceivably form  

themselves into the lineaments o f  a  human face  ’. This concept o f  lineamenta is 

close to Kircher’s understanding o f  the outline o f  the campus anthropomorphus 

in particular, and any parastatic image created with the use o f  the mesoptical 

instrument in general. He also applies the same to the planes in a garden which 

to represent a particular image must be clearly outlined. An outline is created by 

points corresponding to straight, invisible rays which link the eye with the model 

image being projected onto semi-transparent fabric stretched on the frame, the 

latter being positioned between the eye and the model image. Whether the outline 

is clearly visible depends on the position o f  the observer. To see it well he must 

be close and face the image directly: ‘with your eye close to the surface o f  the 

mirror G, watch carefully what parts o f the parastatic figure will be created by the 

lines o f  the image on the canvas along the optical ray’ ( ‘...applicatoque oculo ad  

diptrum tigilli G, deligenter observa, quas partes obiectorum parastaticorum 

lineamenta imaginis in tela depicta iuxta radiorum opticum facet f  I f  the 

observer moves away from the frame and looks at the image at the wrong angle
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the outline will disappear. (This rule has lead, wrongly, to the interpretation o f  the 

campus as an anamorphosis.) Kircher is not original in his exposition o f  this 

parastasis. Alberti is one o f  his sources.

The campus anthropomorphus cannot exist without its lineament. Despite this 

formal analogy, anthropomorphic landscapes are compositions created 

intentionally and on purpose, and illustrate an opposite process from that 

described by Alberti. They impose superficial appearances onto the real images 

o f  Nature, ‘reading’ forms into a landscape. The inspiration coming from 

accidental images may be part o f  this process, alongside other sources. 

Transformed through imagination (‘fantastic imitation’) naturally created images 

are read into artificial forms ‘for necessary use’. Final composition are free from 

the tyranny o f mimesis, understood as producing likenesses, and never accidental.

Giovanni Battista Bracelli is not concrete about the reasons o f  his interest in the 

playfulness o f  human forms but he states that they are products o f  his intellect. 

His Bizzarie di varie figure, which include two etchings depicting a town and 

sandy beach, both shaped as figures o f  reclining giants (Cat. Nos. 40 and 41) were 

created - as the artist claims - ‘as a  flock o f  various and most choice fancies 

formed in the bottom o f  my intellect’} 59 Other artists and authors who illustrate 

their works with anthropomorphic landscapes are clear about their purpose o f  

representing specific ideas. Such images are not pure fantasies created through 

imagination but rather conscious parastases created through knowledge and for 

its demonstration.

A  whole group o f the late 16th and early 17th century images deriving from (or 

preceding) the painting with the inscription HOMO OMNIS CREATURA (Cat. No. 36) 

represent a particular cosmological concept o f  the world (see Chapter III.B.iii.d). 

It is a traditional and old fashioned concept which resists novel approaches. In the 

17th century the image is adopted by the religious scholars to represent scientific 

arguments in books on magical optics, mechanics and hydraulics. A  believer in the 

very same concept, Jan David uses an anthropomorphic image and metaphor in 

his theological exposition o f morals (Cat. No. 25). Cortona draws Alexander the
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Great into the hillside o f Mount Athos because he knows the story o f  Dionocrates 

and makes a specific use o f  it. Kircher invents his idol Fe because he had been 

told about its effigy in Fukien province. He tries to create a convincing image by 

resorting to well known iconography. The makers o f anthropomorphic landscapes 

read their knowledge into the images they create. I f the image is to retain its 

meaning the same is expected from the beholder. Such understanding o f  mimesis, 

as a combination o f ‘the use o f hands and mind in producing imitations ’ and the 

beholder’s share in the imitation by the use o f  his own mind, in relation to chance 

images had been proposed since antiquity. If the spectator is not engaged in the 

reading ‘...cloudshapes [will] have no meaning in themselves, [for] they arise by 

pure chance \ 160 When perceived with an ‘innocent eye’ an anthropomorphic 

image will be read as an image created purely by chance or, as suggested by 

Pontus Hulten, purely for decoration.

The crowned figure o f  Leviathan (Cat. No. 50) that rises from the mountains, 

on the title page in Thomas Hobbes’s treatise o f  1651, bears formal resemblance 

to the figure o f  the god Fe and other similar mythological representations. He is 

not, however, a product o f  an accident in nature or the ‘Dinocrates’ effect. 

Leviathan marks a total departure from the confusing concepts o f  the natural and 

artificial. Leviathan is 'but an artificial man ’ for the whole Nature, created by 

G od’s artifice is artificial. 'NATURE (the art whereby God hath made and  

governs the world) is by art o f  man, as in many other things, so in this also 

imitated, that it can make an artificial animal. ’ - Hobbes makes clear in the very 

first sentence. The name o f  Leviathan derives from a biblical myth and his figure 

is used metaphorically in the exposition o f  the theory o f  the natural world. This 

world, o f  which man, his religion and politics are all parts, did not come by 

chance.
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Approaches and Interpretations

Anthropomorphic landscapes as ‘Ovidian’ metamorphoses

Piero da Cortona’s version o f  the story o f  Dinocrates and Kircher’s 

representation o f  a Chinese god, are also indebted to the iconography o f  Greco- 

Roman mythology. In their own circle in Rome mythological subject-matter, 

conventionally set in landscape, was popular with many artists, including Nicholas 

Poussin whom they knew well. The drawings to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, made 

c. 1623 are the first certain works by Poussin (Royal Library, Windsor). He made 

them for Giovanni Battista Marino (1569-1625) and it was through this poet that 

the artist was introduced to Cassiano dal Pozzo (1588-1657) secretary to Cardinal 

Francesco Barberini. Poussin and Piero da Cortona were commissioned by Pozzo 

as copyists to make drawings for his unique Paper Museum.161

The figure o f  Alexander the Great, reclining on the slopes o f  Mount Athos, and 

the half-figure o f the idol Fe, rising from the top o f  a mountain, are motifs known 

from mythological scenes. They can be compared with Poussin’s paintings. In 

Narcissus and Echo (c. 1629-30, Musée du Louvre, Paris) Poussin uses a human 

form merging with a rock (nymph Echo was transformed into a rock), and the 

Landscape with Polyphemus (The Hermitage, St. Petersburg) is dominated by a 

giant Cyclop residing on the top o f  a mountain. Similar human forms provide a 

compositional framework for Caus’s designs for fountains and artificial mounts 

with internal grottos. Tmolus, as discussed earlier, is a figure used for such one 

o f  these designs, while another shows a reclining figure o f  the river god. Like 

Alexander on Cortona’s drawing, the god holds a vessel from which cascades 

water. D e Caus writes on the custom o f  the ancient Egyptians, Greeks and 

Romans o f  representing their rivers through personifications, and advises on 

drawing inspiration from fountains still extant in Rome.

Mythology was a popular source o f  narrative art in the period under 

consideration. By embodying supernatural beliefs and ideas on the natural world,
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the role o f  myths goes beyond being just a provider o f  subject-matter. Myths 

draw from nature, and nature speaks through myths. Being fictitious they also 

pertain to tangible reality. In the past they gave sense to some o f  Nature’s 

inexplicable phenomena while still leaving space for mystery. It is through myths 

that reasons for the annual return o f  Spring, the presence o f  ‘eyes’ in the 

peacock’s tail, the echo resounding in rocky mountains, can all be explained. The 

knowledge o f myths change the perception o f  Nature. The peak o f  Giewont in the 

Tatras, because o f  its form which is suggestive o f  a reclining giant, has been read 

into a knight and linked with stories o f  early man struggling against the Elements. 

Its static form has been given a meaningful, even emotional content. A  natural 

formation gave rise to the myth and the myth in popular imagination has justified 

the purpose and reason o f  the human form in the real landscape.

Myths personify Nature and turn its components into gods’s attributes. They 

also explain the transformation o f  one body into another and the commonness o f  

the fabric o f  different bodies. The whole o f  Ovid’s M etamorphoses has been 

created around this underpinning idea, becoming an inexhaustible source o f  artistic 

inspiration. This text can be regarded as an early attempt in the systematization 

o f popular beliefs, and knowledge o f  the natural world, as well as a literary work 

in its own right. The analogy with some o f  the biblical stories, like the account 

o f  the creation and flood, made it acceptable to Christian thought. In the first 

book Ovid is concerned, among other things, with the transformation o f  chaos into 

the ordered universe and the creation o f  man, like in the Bible, from a clump o f  

earth. After the flood, the only surviving couple Pyrrha and Deucalion are chosen 

by the gods to become the founders o f  the present race. Ovid uses the metaphor 

o f  mother earth. Readers discover the meaning o f  the metaphor alongside his 

characters: they both question the events and accept the story with incertitude. 

Pyrrha is asked to ‘throw the bones o f her great m other’. Pyrrha wonders: 

unless my intuition deceives me, our great mother is the earth, and by her bones 

I  think the oracle means the stones in the body o f the earth. ’ [Book I, 392-4], 

This truth discovered, Deucalion and Pyrrha restore the human race by
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transforming stones into human beings: ‘They went down the hillside (...) And 

threw the stones behind them, as they had been bidden [by the oracle]. Who 

w ould believe what followed, d id  not ancient tradition bear witness to it? The 

stones began to lose their hardness and rigidity, and after a  little, grew  soft. 

Then, once softened, they acquired a  definite shape. When they had grown in 

size, and developed a  tenderer nature, a  certain likeness to a  human form  could  

be seen, though it was still not clear: they were like marble images, begun but not 

y e t properly chiselled out, or like unfinished statues. The damp earthly parts, 

containing some moisture, were adapted to make the body: that which was solid  

and inflexible became bone. What was lately a  vein in the rock kept the same 

name, and in a  brief space o f  time, thanks to the divine w ill o f  the gods, the 

stones thrown from  male hands took on the appearance o f men, while from  those 

the woman threw, women were recreated. So it comes about that we are a  hardy 

race, w ell accustomed to toil, giving evidence o f  the origin from  which we 

sprang. ’ [Book I, 399-415]

Ovid is aware that his story is not easy to believe, its logic superficially 

constructed, so he calls upon a witness (tradition) and the evidence (the story 

itself). The metamorphosis o f  stones into human beings explains the physical 

nature o f  the bodies in some detail (including veins) and the difference between 

the genders. His tale continues with creatures o f  different kinds being also 

produced by the mother earth by mixing heat and moisture, ‘the source o f  

e v e r y th in g Ovid compares the stages in the creation o f  man to the artistic, 

therefore intentional process, but in other instances he also acknowledges the role 

o f  accidental works o f  Nature.

Anthropomorphic vocabulary and imagery are pertinent to the metaphors 

contained in Metamorphoses. But images that illustrate the 16th and 17th century 

editions hardly resort to such a visual vocabulary, showing a conventional 

treatment o f  the subject ( ‘normal’ people in ‘normal’ setting). They rarely depict 

the process o f  transformation itself, rather the stage before or after, as if  normality 

was an added value to the depicted stories. The illustration in the Venice edition
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o f  1585 is the only direct reference to the Ovidian text in the catalogue o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes that accompanies this thesis (Cat. No. 23). It comes 

from B ook XII and shows a landscape ‘in the centre o f  the world, situated  

between earth and sky and sea, a t the point where the three realms o f the universe 

meet'. [Book XII, 14-16] Here, where sea, earth and sky meet, a sea wave (or a 

mountain) takes the shape o f  a woman (Rumor) and a mountain (or a wave) 

transforms itself into an old, bearded man, while Jupiter in his chariot oversees 

their metamorphoses from the cloud.

The other works assembled in the catalogue may not make direct references to 

specific mythological literature but it is clear that the knowledge o f  such texts as 

M etam orphoses influences their perception. Without illustrating specific 

mythological subject matters anthropomorphic landscapes make the extensive use 

o f  the concepts and imagery o f  myths which deal with human forms in nature. 

Such associative reading was certainly common for contemporary beholders 

whom the school curriculum made familiar with Ovid’s writings, and who in this 

period rarely had alternative views on the ‘rational’ explanation for the mysteries 

o f  Nature. From all ancient texts known in the West in the late 16th century it was 

the M etamorphoses that Karl Van Mander has chosen for inclusion in his H et 

Schilderboek, as an indispensable text for artists. H e translated large excerpts into 

Dutch and annotated the text with explanations o f  metaphors. Van Mander’s own 

text on landscape painting uses mythological vocabulary extensively and is rich in 

poetic metaphors which personify nature: pine-trees kiss the sky, the stream s are 

murmuring, cornfields are like the blond-haired Ceres, etc. The importance 

attached to Ovid’s epic poem seems to go beyond a collection o f  themes for artists 

to pick and choose from. Among its other functions there was also that o f  an aid 

for the understanding o f  Nature, as well as the making and reading o f  landscape 

painting.
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Approaches and interpretations

Anthropomorphic landscapes as cosmological 

representations of the world

Pagan mythologies and world religions personify gods. The Christians do it 

through the dogma o f  the Incarnation o f  Christ, as well as by inverting the belief 

that man is the image o f  God. The thought o f  man made in the likeness o f  God is 

universal in the Christian world. 'Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish  o f  the sea, and over the fow l 

o f the air, and over the cattle, and over the earth, and over every creeping thing 

that creepeth upon the earth. So God created man in his own image...'  reads the 

Book o f Genesis [1, 26-27],

According to Catholic theology the Man-God, Jesus Christ, is the Head o f  the 

Church, the mystic body. God hath put a ll things under his feet, and gave him

to be the head over a ll things to the church, which is his body, the fulness o f him 

that filleth  a ll in all. ’ - says St Paul in his Letter to the Ephesians [I, 22-23] 

Since the times o f  St. Augustine’s De civitate D ei (413-26) the Church is 

synonymous with God’s kingdom on earth. The Church represents God on earth, 

its priests continue the work o f  Jesus: they preach His gospel to every creature 

baptize, retain or remit the sins as He asked them to do [John, 20, 23]; they 

minister the Eucharist, receive marital vows and anoint the sick; those who believe 

them do not have to be afraid o f  serpents [Mark, 16, 15-17], God’s kingdom on 

earth - the Church, and the work o f  his ministers whose every action is watched 

by the devil (serpents) is depicted in a print by  Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder: it 

shows an enormous head formed within a most extraordinary mount (Cat. N o  

20). It is a terrifying representation o f  monstrosity. In the light o f  the theological 

dogma there is only one word to describe the artist’s vision o f  the Catholic 

Church: heresy. On 1st December 1568 the artist was indeed proclaimed a 

heretic, banned from his native Bruges, his property confiscated. He must have 

expected such an outcome for his support o f  the Calvinist cause in their rebellion
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against the Catholic Church, for in March 1568 the artist and his family sought 

refuge in England. It is not known whether the print had contributed to his 

condemnation by the Catholic authorities. What is certain is that the work 

demonstrates the artist’s strong feelings, even antipathy for this power, clearly the 

reason for his banishment.

The print is an Allegory o f Iconoclasts, and illustrates the Calvinist revolt which 

swept across the Netherlands in 1566. The corruption o f  the Catholic Church, the 

moral decline, greed and obesity o f  its priests was subject to strong opposition. 

In fierce attacks the Calvinist mob tried to eradicate the signs o f  the Catholic 

presence. Churches were devastated, statues, altarpieces and instruments 

destroyed. Gheeraerts relates to these events by depicting the breaking o f  the 

instruments and showing the reasons for the revolt. He mocks the Church as a 

hierarchical institution, and as a religious organisation o f  the followers o f  Christ 

who administer the Sacraments. The congregations o f  the pious who receive the 

Sacraments are accompanied by monkeys and serpents. The artist constructs his 

vision o f  the Church using a familiar image o f  a rock surrounded by water. In 

Christian iconography a crag resisting waves and storms symbolises moral virtues 

and the strength o f  faith. It also relates to the foundation o f  the Church and 

papacy by Christ who declared to his disciple Simon, from then on called Peter 

(Greek Petros, Latinpetra. stone, rock), to become His successor: ‘...thou art 

Peter, and upon this rock I  w ill build my church; and the gates o f hell shall not 

prevail against it. ’ [Mt.16.18], Gheereaerts’s Church is represented as a rock in 

the shape o f  a giant head o f  a tonsured monk. It is filled, like the Tower o f  Babel, 

with a multitude o f  figures ascending along a spiralling path. (See the catalogue 

entry for the identification and description o f  the twenty two different scenes.) 

What are the sources o f  this Allegory?

The image is a sharp ideological satire prompted by real events and inspired by 

hatred. The form o f the monstrous head assigned by the artist to the allegorical 

representation o f  the Church was likely to have been influenced by the work o f  

Peter Bruegel the Elder. As mentioned above, the knowledge o f  Bruegel’s art
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was widely disseminated through prints and it is even possible that Gheeraerts, 

working in Antwerp, was involved in their production at the printing workshop 

o f  Hieronymus Cock.162 The idea o f  a giant, monstrous and rotting head 

representing the Church is present in Bruegel’s Temptation o f Saint Anthony (Cat. 

No. 17). It is a central motif o f  the composition. Although a humorous element, 

and not without vulgar, even obscene features, it forms - characteristically for 

Bruegel - part o f a deeply devotional subject-matter. The head has many features 

which symbolically relate to the Church and literally to a building o f  a church. 

Inside the head there are monks. Instead o f  an eye there is a window with broken 

glass pierced with a beacon. A  banner with a cross is hanging from a dead tree 

growing from inside a big fish which lies on top o f  the head. The big fish and a 

smaller one, just caught on a line from a small boat, as well as other elements o f  

the dense composition could all be accompanied with quotations from the Bible, 

similarly to the existing one from the Psalmist that comments on the trials to which 

man is exposed by the Lord.

It seems possible that Gheeraerts has borrowed the idea o f  the rotting head in 

water as a metaphor for the corrupted Church, and adapted several o f  Bruegel’s 

motifs for his own purpose. Like the older master, he places figures inside the ear 

and mouth o f  the large head and repeats the motif o f  the dead tree with birds. The 

banner is also present, though in a different place and with the papal emblem o f  

St. Peter’s keys instead o f  the cross. Other details, including omnipresent 

monkeys signifying - among others - the yielding to temptation, might have also 

been inspired by the influential art o f  Bruegel and carry the same or similar 

meanings. The Allegory o f Iconoclasts, the title given by modern scholars, does 

not do the work justice. It is the wrongdoing o f  the Church which is the subject 

o f  the allegory, not the actions o f  the Calvinist image breakers which give the 

impression o f  being depicted with considerable truthfulness. The artist’s main 

concern is with the criticism o f  the practices o f  the Catholic institution, as well as 

the deviation from the theological dogma it professes. He does not restrain from 

the parody o f  its most sacred emblems: among the instruments carried in the
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cortege for destruction there is a statue with the face o f  an ape. The whole work 

ridicules the words o f the Lord addressed to Peter, quoted above from Matthew’s 

gospel, for Gheeraerts’s vision o f  God’s Kingdom is closer to that o f  a Mouth o f  

Hell. This association with the image o f  hell might have also been prompted by 

a print by Bruegel. The anthropomorphic windmill in Gula - Gluttony (1558, Cat. 

No. 18) signifies the Gate o f Hell. The similarities with Gheeraerts are subtle but 

appear intentional; they pertain to the whole o f  the human form as well as its 

particular motifs. Bruegel’s partly artificial, partly natural windmill might have 

stimulated the idea o f a most fantastic bust o f  a man emerging, as if  naturally, from 

the ground, inside whose ear and open mouth small human figures are placed. 

Figures climbing up a ladder are depicted in both works; this image is used in the 

Bible as a metaphor o f  man ascending to God, as well as that o f  God’s 

Providence. Both Bruegel and Gheeraerts top the monstrous heads with an owl, 

an ambiguous biblical symbol o f  the Redeemer but also that o f  sinners who avoid 

the light o f  Salvation. In the context o f  Bruegel’s work, the owl - placed next to 

a chimney from which smoke is billowing - seems to illustrate Psalm 102 [1-7] in 

which the troubled Prophet complaints to the Lord: ‘...m y days are consumed like 

smoke, and my bones are burned as an heart... I  am like an owl o f  the desert. I  

watch, and am as a sparrow alone upon the house-top. ’ Gheeraerts’s owl, 

wearing the papal tiara and being attacked by birds o f  the day, may refer to the 

line that follows: ‘Mine enemies reproach me a ll the day; and they that are mad 

against me are sworn against me. ’ - a poignant allusion to the scene below that 

demonstrates the fierceness o f  the Calvinist attack.

The legend with explanations o f  the meaning o f  particular scenes, all marked 

with letters, which originally must have accompanied Gheeraerts’s print, extant 

in one single copy, is lost. Its wording cannot be reconstructed, only assumed. 

The association with Psalm 102 seems to go even deeper and mock the Psalmist’s 

image o f  God. ‘Hide not thy face from  me in the day when I  am in trouble; 

incline thine ear unto me. ’ Has the giant head lending its ear to the confession o f  

sinners been meant to represent God o f the Catholics or just His earthly ministers?
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The artist’s true intentions remain unknown. His satire is sharp and pitiless He 

paid a high price for showing o ff his convictions .

Gheeraerts and Bruegel were affected by the same social and religious unrest, 

particularly the events that took place in Antwerp. Some ten years separate the 

Iconoclasts, made probably in 1566 (or shortly after) from Bruegel’s St Anthony 

(1556) and the series o f  The Seven D eadly Sins (published 1558) to which Gula 

belongs. None o f  Bruegel’s works can be regarded as a direct model for 

Gheeraerts. It is rather their reflection o f  the general, socio-religious climate 

expressed through traditional, local painterly imagery that prompt so many 

associations to be drawn. The monstrosity and abnormality contained within a 

devotional framework, clear biblical references to most fantastic scenes and the 

specific repertory o f  pictorial motifs with symbolic connotations, bring such an 

extraordinary merging o f  meanings. The legacy o f  Bosch resounds here with 

particular strength.

In the context o f  the later anthropomorphic landscapes the art o f  Peter Bruegel 

and the tradition he represents, as well as develops has yet another influential 

aspect. It is the convention o f  the so-called world views, a type o f  cosmic 

landscape painting established in Antwerp by Joachim Patenir between 1515 and 

1524, developed by Peter Bruegel under the influence o f  his Italian journey in the 

1550s, and imitated in the Southern Netherlands by generations o f  artists, among 

them Joos de Momper and Peter Paul Rubens. “The world view has a symbolic 

value because it suggests the insignificance o f  the tiny figures who populate the 

landscape, and so recreates God’s-eye view o f  humanity. It seems to provoke in 

the viewer’s mind thoughts about the divine plan and the individual’s 

inconsequential role within it. The world view is a continuing feature o f  Flemish 

landscape in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, although its theological 

resonance may have largely been lost by 1600.” - writes Christopher Brown.163

The pair o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in Brussels (Cat. Nos. 21 and 22) 

derive from this local tradition. By applying the so-called bird’s-eye view the 

artist was able to depict enormous panoramas, stretching endlessly into the distant
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horizon. Despite a relatively small size o f  panel (50 x 65 cm) it contained several 

mountain ranges, divided by valleys with cities in the far distance. Much o f  the 

space is taken by the sky. The three zones o f  brown, green and blue give the 

illusion o f depth, but are applied less rigidly than in the early 16th century works 

which use the scheme. Also the more naturalistic depiction o f  gently sloping 

mountains departs from the earlier dramatic forms o f  rocks. Only the giant rock 

in the human form, the main feature o f  the middle-ground, retains its fantastic 

character. It occupies, like in Gheeraerts, the greatest part o f  the composition, 

and anatomical features such as the eyes and ears provide settings for the 

figurative scenes. Like in Bruegel’s Temptation o f  Saint Anthony the head must 

be rotated to be seen vertically in its ‘portrait’ position. The juxtaposition o f  

fantasy-bom forms with a normal landscape, with an inn and church, a meandering 

river, an embracing pair with a fishing rod on the river bank, all characteristic for 

The Temptation, is also a feature o f  the Brussels head-landscapes. Here, too, the 

imaginary forms o f  Nature coexist with the naturalistic, peaceful image o f  country 

life. The artist o f  the Brussels landscapes is certainly rich with the experience o f  

Bruegel's works which introduced this convention, namely his M onths (National 

Gallery, Prague; Metropolitan Museum, N ew  York and Kunsthistorisches 

Museum, Vienna) and the series o f  twelve engravings published by Cock, known 

as Large Landscapes. The impression o f  the rustic idyll is achieved not only 

through the harmony o f  the landscape but also through the painstaking depiction 

o f everyday activities dictated by the rhythm o f  Nature. Easy to be overlooked at 

first sight, it is only after careful observation that the richness o f  detail and 

anecdote o f  the anthropomorphic landscapes comes forth. On the big bust o f  the 

reclining man peasants are ploughing fields, haymaking, binding wheat and taking 

sheafs on a cart to a bam; some are netfishing from a boat; others are resting, 

picnicking while looking after sheep or eating in front o f  an inn; a party o f  dancers 

are hopping to the music o f  a small band o f  players; under a tree a man is lying on 

his back in a position familiar from Bruegel's Land o f Cockaigne (Alte 

Pinakothek, Munich); on the bank o f  the river another man is putting a sock on,
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after having washed his feet. In the woman-landscape the same richness o f  

anecdote is present and a variety o f social classes represented, a feature which may 

be compared with some o f  the works by Jan Bruegel (1568-1625) for example 

with his Fair (1600, HM The Queen, Buckingham Palace, London). Two well- 

dressed parties can be seen alongside peasant women washing cloths in the river, 

fishermen, a man carrying heavy bags to a boat, a sower in the fields, and a 

woman chasing a man with a stick in front o f  an inn. One group is dancing to the 

music o f  a violin and cello; the members o f  the other are eating fruit served on a 

plate while listening to a mandolin player. In the w ood a hunter on horseback 

with dogs can be seen - a ‘noble’ variant o f  the peasant shooting ducks on the 

pond in the companion painting.

D. Bax has suggested that a number o f  scenes in the woman-landscape may 

relate to the story o f the return o f  the Prodigal Son [Luke, 15, 11-32].164 Bax 

might have been thinking about the man in a red robe on horseback, passing 

through the city gate, as representing the biblical character; the scenes with 

dancing and flirting could allude to his wasteful past. The lack o f  continuity 

within these scenes, especially the lack o f  a main character, speak against this 

suggestion. A  specific devotional allusion contained within the two Brussels 

landscapes seems unlikely but for the generic sense o f  a theological landscape, as 

considered by Christopher Brown. Both paintings certainly invited the 

contemporary reading o f  these world views as God’s work, with people having 

dominion over the fish  o f the water, and over the fo w l o f the air, and over the 

cattle, and over the earth (see the first paragraph o f  this chapter).

The figures are tiny and there are a great many o f  them; they are all 

preoccupied with their own business and seem to be unaware o f  living on a giant 

body. They depend on Nature but their own presence and actions do not affect 

the harmony o f  Nature. The diversity within the unity (discordia concors) is 

characteristic o f  a large number o f  anthropomorphic landscapes, not only those 

deriving from the Brussels models but also those whose composition can be 

compared with the giant head by Gheeraerts. The latter type, showing a big head
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or bust composed o f  landscape, and set in a landscape (like a portrait) is best 

represented by the anthropomorphic landscape Cat. No. 36. The painting keeps 

with the convention o f  Flemish world views, and shares many features with the 

Brussels landscapes including similarities o f figurative staffage and architectural 

details (compare, for example, the semi-circular shape o f  the stairs next to the ear, 

and the houses forming the eyes, with similar motifs in the woman-landscape in 

Brussels). People are shown as tiny parts in the cosmic mechanism.

In all anthropomorphic landscapes the relationship between man and the outside 

world changes, however, dramatically within the man giant body: the surrounding 

world becomes the world within him as well as around him. Man becomes the 

embodiment o f  everything that exists, a total unity. None o f  the elements can be 

removed without damaging the whole. The earlier writers commonly regarded 

anthropomorphic landscapes as no more than fanciful arrangements o f  forms in an 

optical game, but this unity o f  man’s body with the outside world invites a more 

‘rational’ ontological explanation. D oes such an explanation exist ?

The Latin inscription Homo omnis creatura placed above the head in the 

landscape Cat. No. 36 is a key link between anthropomorphic landscapes and an 

ancient cosmological theory according to which man is the image o f  the world, his 

microcosm a reflection o f  the macrocosm.165 This relationship is that o f  an 

analogy, not similarity, and is based on the concordance o f  the constituent parts. 

The analogies between man’s body and the world pertain to material as well as 

spiritual domains. Two concepts, known at least from the 5th century B.C. lay at 

the basis o f  the theory: one o f  Empedocles (484-424 BC) who claimed that all 

bodies are composed o f  four Elements: Water, Air, Fire and Earth, and the other 

o f  Hippocrates (c. 460-c. 377) who equated them with four humours, or 

temperaments.166 The theory became the cosmological tenet o f  Plato’s (c.428- 

c.348 B.C.) natural philosophy and remained valid throughout the Middle Ages 

and the Renaissance.167 Plato’s concept o f  man consisting o f  a material body 

endowed with soul and created in the image o f  the divine Artifex is echoed in the 

biblical account o f  the Creation. In Timaeus Plato writes about the Creator

Approaches and interpretations
COSMOLOGICAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE WORLD

139



(tektainomenos) that ‘ when he was fram ing the universe, he pu t intelligence 

in soul, and soul in body, that he might be the creator o f a  work which was by 

nature fairest and best. On this wise, using the language o f  probability, we may 

say that the world came into being - a living creature truly endowed with soul 

and intelligence by the providence o f God. [ ...]  Now that which is created is o f  

necessity corporeal, and also visible and tangible. And nothing is visible where 

there is no fire, or tangible which has no solidity, and nothing is solid  without 

earth. Wherefore also God in the beginning o f creation made the body o f the 

universe to consist o f fire  and earth. [ ...]  Now the creation took up the whole o f  

each o f the four elements; fo r the Creator compound the w orld out o f a ll the fire  

and all the water and all the air and a ll the earth, leaving no part o f  any o f  them 

nor any power o f them outside. ’ [bold - A B ]168

The Fathers o f  the Church and other writers adapted Neoplatonic ideas o f  the 

Elements, humours or complexions to the Christian thought. Among patristic 

literature is De natura rerum by Isidore o f  Seville (c. 560-636) who says: ‘The 

world is prim arily the totality o f  everything, consisting o f  heaven and earth (...). 

In the second mystical sense, however, it is appropriately identified as man. For 

as the w orld has grown out o f fou r elements, so  does man consist o f  fou r 

humours. ’ [bold - AB] 169 Isidore’s argument is based on four analogies, the 

unquestioned tenet o f  medieval natural philosophy: Air =  Spring =  sanguine 

humour =  blood, Fire = Summer = choleric humour =  yellow gall, Water = 

Winter =  phlegmatic humour =  phlegm, Earth =  Autumn =  melancholic humour 

=  black gall. These analogies also comprised corresponding planets.

The Neoplatonic texts exposing the theory abounded (a selection has been 

included in the Anthology). Brunetto Latini’s late 13th century Li Livres dou 

Tresor, an encyclopaedic compendium o f  contemporary knowledge, is a good 

example. Latini is one o f  many to believe that ‘the nature o f  things in this world’ 

relies on four properties. While writing about four elements he makes a link with 

four humours, complexions, seasons o f  the year and human personalities, all in one 

brief comment falling short o f  a moral judgement: ‘We w ill be now talking
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prim arily about the nature o f things in this world. Heat, cold, dryness and 

humidity constitute this nature, and everything that exists is made o f  them. Four 

elements which constitute a kind o f foundation o f the w orld are also dependent 

on these four properties. Because fire is hot and dry, water is cold and moist, air 

is warm and humid, and earth is cold and dry. The bodies o f people, animals and 

all other creatures, are constructed in a  similar way, because they also have four 

humours: gall, which is warm and dry, phlegm  - cold  and humid, melancholy - 

cold and dry, and blood- hot and humid Four seasons o f the year also have such 

properties, because spring is warm and humid, summer hot and dry, autumn - 

cold and dry, and winter - cold and humid. We can, therefore, assume that fire  

g a ll and summer are a ll o f  the same complexion; whereas water, phlegm and 

winter are different; air, blood and spring are between the firs t and the latter - 

therefore their structure is the best. And that o f  the earth, melancholy and 

autumn - being their opposite - is the worst. ’ 170 [transl. AB]

For a modern beholder o f  anthropomorphic landscapes there is no rational 

explanation o f  the unity o f  the fabric o f  the large human form and the landscape 

but this oneness posed no problems for a contemporary spectator. His mind did 

not question this physical unity o f  human flesh and Nature’s materials for 

everything, i.e. every creature, was composed o f  the same ‘ingredients’. The 

certainty o f  this principle must have guided Bosch when he placed the figure o f  the 

Hill-Man (Cat. No. 15) in the scene o f  the Temptation o f  Saint Anthony. The 

artist shows the symbiosis o f man and Nature, his belonging to the world governed 

by the correspondence o f  the Elements. Anthropomorphic landscapes develop the 

same idea o f  correspondence into an independent subject matter.

Anthropomorphic landscapes as works in their own right, independent from 

other subjects, have not been placed before the 1560s. Before their advent, there 

were many ways in which the perfect harmony o f  all the elements o f  the universe 

was represented graphically. One o f  them was a diagram, used among others by 

Isidore o f  Seville, o f concentric spheres with intersecting semicircles showing the 

relationship between man, the four Elements, the four seasons and their equivalent
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humours, as well as the influence o f  the Sun, M oon and other planets. In medieval 

manuscripts the geometrical microcosm is often transformed into images which 

depict real appearances and personifications o f  these concepts. Also common 

were images which combined a diagram with the naturalistic scheme showing, for 

example, a figure o f half-man half-woman divided into four squares, encircled by 

clouds that contain graphic signs and text relating to corresponding elements 

temperaments and signs o f  the zodiac.

Man is central to all these representations. He is encircled by a sphere, the 

most perfect form o f  all according to Plato, but also to the 12th century mystic 

Saint Hildegard ofBingen (1098-1179). Her Liber Divinum Operum (1163-73) 

describes (and in later copies is illustrated with) the macrocosm consisting o f  three 

concentric spheres, containing man’s microcosm. The whole is embraced by God- 

Man. The traditional sequences o f  four elements, humours and seasons are 

enriched with animals representing the parts o f  the world, winds and virtues. The 

scheme is metaphysical as well as numerical and geometrical. It uses the idea o f  

man not only encircled but also squared. Homo quadratus is one more analogy 

with the number four.

The figure o f  a man with his arms outstretched, inscribed into a square and 

circle was central to Vitruvius’s concept o f  man as a paradigm o f  ideal 

proportions. A  rational design, writes Vitruvius in Ten Books o f  Architecture 

(Book III, I) ‘must use an exact system, corresponding to that seen in the limbs 

o f a well shaped human being’. But man has lent not only his proportions to ratio 

compositionis. Drawing on the ancient traditions Vitruvius compares the orders 

to human appearances and characters. The ionic column, for example, mirrors a 

slender female figure; the volutes o f  the capital resemble her curls, the fluted shafts 

her dress, and the base her shoes. Later, at the turn o f  the 15th century, the friend 

and collaborator o f  Leonardo, Luca Pacioli (1445-1514) associated the Ionic 

column with the melancholic character. He wrote in his D e divina proportions 

'The Ionic or so-calledpulvinate capital is melancholic, since it does not raise 

itself upwards, but makes a  melancholic and mournful impression like a  window.
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(...) It only has volutes turned downwards in the length o f the column like a 

distraught hatless woman. ’ 171

Leonardo’s version o f  the Vitruvian man is not only a model o f  perfect 

proportions but also an image o f  the world’s permanent movement and constant 

change within both macro- and microcosm which will eventually lead to man’s 

destruction: ‘Now you see that the hope and the desire o f  returning to the firs t 

state o f chaos is like the moth to the light, and that the man who with constant 

longing awaits with jo y  each new spring-time, each new summer, each new month 

and new year-dreaming that the things he longs fo r  are ever too late in coming- 

does not perceive that he is longing fo r  his own destruction. But this desire is the 

very quintessence, the spirit o f the elements, which finding itse lf imprisoned with 

the soul is ever longing to return from the human body to its giver. And you must 

know that the same longing is that quintessence, inseparable from  nature, and 

that man is the image o f  the world. ’ [bold - A B ]172

The Vitruvian canon o f ideal proportions and Leonardo’s concept o f  man being 

a little world both appear in Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo’s Trattato d e ll’arte della  

pittura  o f  1584, one o f  the chief texts o f  Mannerism. Both are approached from 

a historical stance in the discussion o f  Noah’s ark and Greek temples. Lomazzo, 

quoted here in the 1598 translation o f  Richard Haydocke, follows his predecessors 

and writes: God ‘taught Noah to builde the Arke [in ] the proportions o f  mans 

body: according to the similitude whereof, G od... in his excellent wisdom fram ed  

the world, heaping a ll the perfections thereof infarre greater aboundance upon 

man, in such sorte, that one is called the greater w orld and the other the lesser. ' 

[bold - AB]173 The analogy between man and the divine macrocosm is shown as 

an old but still valid issue. Cosmological references have for Lomazzo practical 

applications for contemporary art. They can be traced, among others, within his 

discussion o f  images which are appropriate for decoration o f  specific places. He 

sees, for example, Arcimboldesque composite heads representing the Elements as 

appropriate for luoghi M ercuriali, Mercurial places. [Book VI, Chapter xxvil] 

The idea o f  correspondence between man’s microcosm and the world’s
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macrocosm bridges artistic theory and practice o f  schools o f  different periods and 

different stylistic orientations. It indicates a common ground where a medieval 

mystic meets a 17th century scientist. This ground is the 17th century garden o f  

Constantin Huygens at Hoftwijck. Its design is an interesting example o f  

incorporating the Vitruvian canon o f  human proportions into an intricate 

cosmological plan. It is modelled on the body o f  the founder: 'Before I  started  

to dig, I  took the precept o f  the wise as guideline fo r  my actions; /  looked a t 

myself, which is a ll anybody should do ’ - writes Huygens in the poem on the 

garden (see the Anthology). He compares his body to ‘a little square’, which must 

be his idea o f  homo quadratus, covered with the hemisphere o f  heaven. He 

describes how he climbs above the clouds, approaches the Moon, then the Sun to  

finally arrive at ‘the third world’. The third world serves as a metaphor o f  the 

third mystical sphere, the one embraced by God in the vision o f  Hildegard o f  

Bingen, and familiar from the medieval diagrams. Huygens’s journey through 

three worlds is the reflection upon the Neoplatonic structure o f  the universe 

mirrored by man’s microcosm. Man’s Body, Soul and Mind find their equivalents 

in the Elements, planets and God, respectively. The Hofwijck is The sm all 

world, Man, whom God gave once to live. ’ Transcience, therefore, is the theme 

o f  the garden: Nature and man both head for destruction but also for re-birth 

Huygens’s man shares the fate o f  Leonardo’s moth while he enjoys the certitude 

o f  reaching the third world.

The structure o f  Huygens’s garden was influenced by the Neoplatonic tripartite 

analogy drawn between body and Elements, Soul and the Celestial world, as well 

as Mind ascending God through contemplation. This scheme is present in the 

thought o f  Robert Fludd, the surgeon and scientist from Oxford, whose Utriusque 

CosmiM aiorisscilicet etMinorisMetaphysica, Physica Atque TechnicaH istoria 

probably helped Huygens with the design.174 The title page o f  this monumental 

work, published in Oppenheim in 1617, shows the Vitruvian man with the 

accompanying word ‘Microcosmus’, as well as the names o f  humours and signs 

o f the zodiac, all encircled by ‘Macrocosmus’. The little world (man) encircled by
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the greater world (the celestial sphere) are modelled on medieval diagrams o f  

concentric spheres but with a difference. The embracing figure o f  God is missing, 

and the whole universe is put into motion by Saturn (a winged figure o f  half-man 

half goat) pulling a string encircling the spheres. Further similar illustrations can 

be found in the first chapter dealing with the ‘Art o f  Nature’. A  year earlier a 

similar diagram appeared in the book Septimcma Philosophica (Frankfurt, 1616) 

written by Fludd’s German acquaintance Michael Maier (1568-1622) with whom  

he shared the interests in alchemy and hermetic sciences. In the chapter illustrated 

with the diagram Maier examines the constellation o f  the Sun and Moon and their 

influence over the Earth represented as the sphere in the centre. The Earth 

incorporates the figure o f  a crowned queen with an orb and sword. This figure, 

inscribed ‘Europa’, can be interpreted as a personification o f  Europe in the 

popular convention established late in the 16th century with Caesare Ripa’s 

Iconologia. The Moon (Luna) contains a similar figure. But Maier’s Queen 

Europe can be also interpreted in the context o f  the cosmological theory o f  Fludd 

and his predecessors. The direct source o f  Maier’s Europa can be found in the 

1584 edition o f  Sebastian Munster’s Cosmography where the map o f  the 

continent can only be revealed after the figure o f  the Queen is rotated through 90° 

(Cat. No. 24). The iconographic and conceptual ideas behind this image can in 

turn be traced back to a medieval source. Munster’s Europa derives, probably 

indirectly, from Opicinus de Canistris (MS, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana) who 

in 1340 used a similar image o f a cartographic maiden to represent the allegory o f  

Christianity being threatened by Islam. In the same work Opicinus uses a diagram 

to represent the Church as the mystical body o f  Christ. The oval plan incorporates 

the central sphere with the Crucifixion, embraced by a larger figure o f  Christ. The 

attributes o f  the Evangelists are placed at either side. The image illustrates 

discordia concors as a theological concept often referred to in the Scriptures, 

among others by St Paul who writes in his First Letter to the Corinthians 12, 27: 

'Now you are C hrist’s body, and each o f you a limb or organ o f i t . '

The concept o f  the whole built o f  small parts, readily adopted to the Christian
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understanding o f the divine world mechanism, was central to Ptolemaic geocentric 

cosmology and remained popular throughout the 16th century in Europe despite 

the Copemican revolution. The mathematician and geographer Peter Apian o f  

Ingolstadt (1495-1552) was a follower o f  Ptolemy. In his Cosmography, which 

begins with the ancient definition o f  cosmography as a description o f  the world 

composed o f four elements (see: Anthology), he explains the concept o f  the whole 

by juxtaposing the globe with a man’s head, and that o f  the parts by comparing 

places on Earth with an eye and ear (Cat. No. 7). In the 1551 edition the Globe 

is compared to the effigy o f  Christ. For a Christian reader the image was probably 

an illustration o f  his own belonging to Christ's body. Leonardo also drew on 

Ptolemy in his consideration o f human anatomy. He wrote: ‘Thus, in fifteen  entire 

figures, you w ill have set before you the microcosm on the same plan  as, before 

me, was adopted by Ptolemy in his cosmography; and so I  w ill afterwards devide 

them into lim bs as he devided the whole w orld into provin ces.’ m  The link 

between anatomical parts and the world’s composition is that o f  total analogy 

Empedocles, Plato and their many followers all conceived man as a composite 

body. Homo omnis creatura encapsulates this concept. Giovanni Pico della 

Mirandola (1463-94) the leading Florentine Neoplatonist, in his deeply humanist 

Oratio de dignitate hominis (1486) marvels this constitution o f  man: ‘Are there 

any who would not admire man, who is, in the sacred writings o f M oses and the 

Christians, not without reason described sometimes by the name o f ‘ all flesh’ 

sometimes by that o f 1 every creature’, inasmuch as he him self molds, fashions 

and changes him self into the form  o f  a ll flesh  and into the character o f  every 

creature? ’ 176 Pico places man in the world’s centre and gives him the power o f  

observation o f  ‘whatever is in the world’, as well as the power o f  moral judgement 

over his life. The tripartite scheme o f  man’s macrocosm retains its validity: ‘Thou 

shall have the power to degenerate into the lower form s o f life, which are brutish. 

Thou shall have the power, out o f thy sou l’s judgement, to be reborn into the 

higher form s, which are divine. ’ The references made by Pico to the ‘sacred  

writings o f the Christians ’ are probably to John 20,23, Mark 16,15 and the Letter
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o f  St Paul to the Colossians 1, 23, all calling man ‘every creature’.

For Plato the anatomical structure o f  man finds its analogy in the structure o f  

the whole universe, the functioning o f  the human body is synonymous (not similar) 

with cosmic events. There is an analogy between eyesight and weather, tears - for 

example - being equivalent o f  rain, as well as between perspiration and heat. The 

composition o f  bones resembles that o f  stones: they are made o f  earth soaked in 

water and hardened in fire, the process which made them insoluble. The flow o f  

blood in the vessels is identical with the current o f  a river, the movement o f  blood 

cells 'reproduce the movement o f the universe'. 177 The Neoplatonic thought 

retains the metaphors. Leonardo compares the flow o f  blood to the circulation o f  

water between the sea and mountains. 178

In this context the river which flows across Thomas M oore’s 

anthropomorphous Island o f  Utopia (Cat. No. 6) can be seen as an analogy with 

the stream o f  blood cells which nourish the brain (or Mind in the micro- 

/macrocosmic scheme). This association alone might not withstand criticism if  not 

for the other direct borrowings from Plato. Moore openly acknowledges his debt 

to the philosopher and the inspiration he drew from Republic (see the catalogue 

entry for discussion). There is no reason for this influence not to pertain to even 

the smallest detail o f  the graphic representation o f  Utopia. The fortified tower 

placed at the entrance to the port, as if  between the head and neck, may be an 

allusion to Plato’s idea o f  a castle, or citadel. Plato writes: 'That p a rt o f  the soul, 

then, which is o f  a  manly spirit and ambitious o f  victory they housed nearer to 

the head, between the midriff and the neck, that it might jo in  with it in restraining 

by force the desires, whenever these should not willingly consent to obey the 

world o f  command from  the citadel. ’ 179

Towers, castles and other architecture are prominent in many anthropomorphic 

landscapes and often dominate depicted scenes. Placed within the large head 

usually to form the nose (see, for example, Cat. Nos. 21 and 43) they might have 

been intended to reflect the figurative meanings associated contemporarily with 

castrum humani corporis. Such as, for example, 'The head, the Castle and tower

Approaches and intpr™ -»^^,.
COSMOLOGICAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE WORLD

147



o f the soul, the seat o f reason, the mansion house o f  wisdom, the treasury o f  

memory, judgement and discourse...190 Possibly a more ‘physiological’ 

interpretation, still in line with the microcosmic theory discussed here, was more 

likely. When placed to represent the nose, a tower, or a castle, might have been 

understood as ‘a conduit that gives and takes the spirit on which we are living, 

a tube through which spongy bones absorb the sweet odour from  the humid brain, 

a gutter through which the excrements are disposed to the lower parts ’.181 All 

anatomical parts o f  the body landscape could be associated with similar 

metaphorical meanings but the works themselves do not provide any direct 

indication for such a reading o f  particular motifs. There is, however, strong 

evidence for a metaphorical reading o f  a body-castle within Christian iconography 

which uses the image o f  a body’s defence system with the aim o f  religious and 

moral instruction. The metaphor o f  a human body as an unprotected house, left 

by the owner with open windows and doors, thus exposed to risks, is central to  

the sermon on the care o f  sight (Visus custodia) by the Jesuit Jan David (Cat. No. 

25). The image o f  the architectural defence system as moral protection from evil 

is both literal and figurative, anatomical and religious.

The world depicted in anthropomorphic landscapes is ‘o / necessity corporeal, 

and also visible and tangible’ to use the words o f  Plato; according to William 

Sanderson (1658) its elements are chosen fo r  necessary use ’. The contemporary 

texts which consider anthropomorphic representations o f  macrocosm, such as the 

poem  on the Hofwijck, confirm that being corporeal such representations are 

metaphorical at the same time. Certainly they represent scientific understanding 

o f  the world’s natural mechanism which is also God’s work. In his 

Microcosmographia published in London in 1615 Helkanah Crooke summarizes 

the origins, character and meaning o f  the cosmological concept o f  man in a 

concise statement: ‘The body also, as fa r  as it was possible, carieth the image o f  

God, not in figure as Audius and his follow ers the anthropomorphites have 

sottishly dream ’t (...) But because the admirable structure, and accomplished 

perfection o f the body, carrieth in it a  representation o f  a ll the m ost glorious and
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perfect workes o f God, as being an Epitome or Compend o f  the whole creation, 

by which he is rather signified them expressed. And hence it is that man is called  

aMicrocosme or little worlde. (...) The divines ca ll him omnem creaturam, every 

creature, because he is in power (in a manner) A ll things; not fo r  m atter and 

substance, as Empedocles would have it, but analogically by participation or 

reception o f the sever a ll species o f things. ’

The anthropomorphic landscape with the words ‘Man is every creature’ (Cat. 

No. 36) confirms that the painting represents man as the little world. A  variant o f  

the same image bears a reference to the concept o f  humours (the print Cat. No. 

37). There is also evidence, though fragmented, that anthropomorphic landscapes 

represented Seasons. Every small painting o f  this type can be regarded as an 

attempt at the synthesis o f  the cosmological theory within one work, and not 

analysis o f  its particular aspects. Anthropomorphic landscapes are therefore 

different from Giuseppe Arcimboldo’s treatment o f cosmological themes. For this 

artist the analytic approach is characteristic: his paintings represent the Elements 

and Seasons as separate entities, as i f  contradicting the principle o f  the unity 

through diversity. The idea o f  correspondence between the elements o f  

microcosm and macrocosm is only demonstrated within the series, but not within 

one composition which is designed to show homogenous objects. The disposition 

o f five medallions with composite heads decorating the curiosity cabinet made in 

Augsburg in 1632 for the king o f  Sweden, Gustav Adolphus may be regarded as 

a confirmation o f  this difference: four heads in the style o f  Arcimboldo show the 

cosmological elements whereas the fifth depicting a head-landscape (Cat. No. 35) 

represents their synthesis.

From antiquity, throughout the Middle Ages, Renaissance and beyond, the idea 

o f  the correspondence between man’s micro- and world’s macrocosm recurs in the 

writings concerned with philosophy, religion, politics, music (not discussed here) 

art and science. The accounts o f  cosmic phenomena, bodies, their composition and 

‘ingredients’ are naive for the modem mind and cannot withstand criticism o f  

modem science, but the logic and simplicity behind the whole system, its universal
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application to matters as diverse as physics and theology, still impresses. The 

persistence with which the theory was believed and applied practically is 

extraordinary. But was it really believed in? If it puzzled one’s mind, the doubts 

were quickly dismissed. At least this was the case for the scientist and writer 

Thomas Browne: to  ca ll ourselves a  Microcosm, or little  world\ 1 thought it

only a  pleasant trope ofRhetorick, till m y neare judgem ent and second thoughts 

to ld  me there was a  reall truth therein. ’ 182 The originators and makers o f  

anthropomorphic landscapes, even i f  they ever questioned the theory, have 

certainly allowed the second thought to prevail. Their direct and active 

involvement in sustaining the theory can be confirmed to some extent for the 17th

century.
Salomon de Caus, the author o f  Von Gewaltsamen bewengungen (Frankfurt 

1615) was fascinated with Cartesian science but let his mechanical inventions be 

guided by the ideas o f  the four Elements. His fountains are monuments to Water 

musical organs to Air, steam machines to both Air and Fire and anthropomorphic 

garden mounts to Earth (Cat. No. 26). Some o f  his designs were illustrated by 

Matthäus Merian, the engraver o f  the Head-landscape (Cat. N o. 28). Native o f  

Basel, Merian worked for and eventually took over the printing house o f  Johann 

Theodor de Bry first in Oppenheim then in Frankfurt. D e Bry was a publisher o f  

Robert Fludd’s Utriusque Cosmi to which Merian contributed the cosmological 

diagrams. The English author was invited to publish in Oppenheim at the 

incentive o f  Michael Maier, himself the author o f  the mentioned above Septimana 

Philosophica, which came out from the same house. The leader o f  the Jesuit 

researchers at the time Athanasius Kircher, whose A rs magna lucis e t umbrae is 

illustrated with the Campus Anthropomorphus (Cat. No. 49) and his devoted 

student and editor o f  his writings Gaspar Schott (Cat. N o. 51) are both exponents 

o f  the cosmological theory. In a number o f  works, namely his treatise on music 

titled M isurgia universalis (Rome, 1650), the description o f  his journey through 

the celestial sphere Itinerarium extaticum  (Rome, 1671), Mundus subterraneus 

on geology (Amsterdam, 1682) Kircher dedicates much attention to the
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systematization o f  the cosmological theory and draws on the Platonic-Hermetic 

tradition. He does not depart veiy far from Plato or the 6th century patristic 

writings o f  Gregory the Great, when he considers, inM undus subterraneus, that 

‘veins signify the rivers, the bladder the sea... the flesh  signifies the grass. ’ 

Working tirelessly Kircher writes book after book, using his substantial income to 

finance his work and the Museum that he founded at the Collegium Romanum 

Poussin relies on Kircher’s research in optics and chromatic scale, and is likely to  

be familiar with his other theories. How much this knowledge forms part o f  his 

treatment o f  mythological themes is not known. Pietro da Cortona belonged to 

the same circle. Kircher’s Latium (Amsterdam, 1671) is illustrated with an 

engraving made after Cortona’s drawing.1*3 When the artist sketched the figure 

o f  Alexander the Great carved in Mount Athos (Cat. No. 52) he draw on 

Vitruvius. But did he also believe that the body o f  Alexander reflected the 

proportions o f  the world and was composed o f  the same elements as the rock?

It is difficult to say when interest in the cosmological correspondence o f  man 

and the world had definitely faded away. The literature on the subject investigates 

the origins, formulation and development o f  the theory but shows little interest in 

its decline. In the second half o f  the 17th century Kircher is an epigone, but he 

certainly was not alone in his fascination. Among the manuscript papers o f  John 

Evelyn (1620-1706) there is a single, undated (printed) sheet with a table o f  

contents o f the gardening treatise Elysium Britannicum (British Libraiy, MS Add 

15950.f. 142) he intended to write. Separate chapters on all four elements 

celestial influences and seasons were planned as a substantial part o f  the work (see 

Anthology).

The theory attracted some o f the leading minds o f  the time despite advances in 

natural sciences, discoveries and technical innovations which should have made 

it untenable. Huygens urged D e Gheyn to use the recently invented microscope 

to observe the structure o f  specimens but the old theory underpinned the design 

o f  his own garden. Cassiano dal Pozzo created his Paper Museum in order to 

document a variety o f  historical, social and artistic events as well as natural
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phenomena, but his collection included anthropomorphic fantasies alongside 

accurate records o f  flora and fauna. Despite the publication in 1543 o f  Nicolaus 

Copernicus’s De revolutionibus orbium coelestium  the followers o f  the Ptolemaic 

system were slow to renounce their opinions. Numerous new editions o f  Apian’s 

works kept coming throughout the 16th century, well after the author’s death in 

1552. It took Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) to ridicule Peter Apian’s 

cosmological schemes as a string-pulled ‘lamentable industry ’ and a total waste 

o f  time.184

What was so appealing in the theory that it was so difficult to reject? Possibly 

its universal application, its ability to combine within one simple, easy-to- 

understand system the teaching o f  the Church, the mythological literary tradition, 

popular proverbial knowledge, everyday experience, as well as artistic 

conventions. Karl Van Mander’s understanding o f  a landscape piece as a ‘small 

universe’ gains a deeper sense not only in the context o f  his local tradition o f  

Bruegelian world-views but also because o f  the popular cosmological knowledge. 

In the 16th and 17th century, the era dominated by the fashion for curiosities, 

anthropomorphic landscapes were used to illustrate scientific arguments. At the 

time o f  modern science, paradoxically, they became enigmatic curiosities in their 

own right. The knowledge o f their deeper cosmologic meaning has been lost. For 

considerable time, only the play o f  forms within the multi-imaging have retained 

its attraction for modem artists and researchers.
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IV. Benefits and limitations of digital iconology

The role of digital imaging

The speed o f  advancement in digital technologies is so great that within a short 

time their practical applications risk being partly or even wholly out-dated The 

description o f  the use o f  digital imaging in this project is concerned with the 

specific needs o f iconological analysis and reflects on the situation at the time o f  

carrying out the research between 1994 and 1997. The methods and techniques 

used, although readily available, are not currently universally applied in 

iconographical research but are likely to become common in the very near future 

It is, therefore, important to evaluate them and consider their benefits and 

limitations, as well as identify the areas o f  potential risk and the most promising 

developments. This consideration goes beyond the comparison o f  digital imaging 

versus conventional photography used for illustration or reference (both can be 

applied for these purposes). It concentrates on areas in which the use o f  digital 

imaging has influenced the reading o f  works o f  art, thus has also affected the 

results o f  research and their presentation.

High quality computer images o f  paintings became a reality after the Vasari 

scanner, a result o f  several years o f  research and international cooperation 

between leading art and conservation institutions, had been installed at the 

Doerner Institute in Munich and the National Gallery in London in 1989 The 

Uffizi in Florence, the National Gallery in Washington and other museums have 

acquired the scanner since and adopted the vasari imaging methods. Vasari is 

an acronym for Visual Arts System for Archiving and Retrieval o f  Images 185 The 

VASARI project was succeeded in 1992 by MARC -  Methodology o f  Art 

Reproduction in Colour. This ‘Esprit’ project No. 6937 was supported by the 

European Commission.186 An image acquired with the MARC camera (a variant 

o f  Kontron ProgRes 3012) can support the resolution o f  up to 20,000 x  20,000  

picture elements (pels). Such an image is digitally ‘stitched’ from a number o f  

smaller images (overlapping patches o f  3,000 x  2,000 pels). The acquisition time
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is nearly one hour per (whole) image. The resulting file has c. 1.6 gigabytes when

stored at 32 bits per pel.1*7 In practice images half this resolution are sufficient for

most purposes, offering extremely high colour and detail accuracy. It can be

compared with the resolution o f  a computer monitor o f  800 x  600 pels, i.e. the

display resolution used in the interactive catalogue which complements this thesis:

a 10,000 x 10,000 pels MARC image would fill over 200 such monitors. The

accuracy o f  a MARC image is such that 0.1 mm wide craquelures in the paint layer

are clearly visible. For example, the network o f  cracks on the surface o f  The

Adoration o f the Kings by the Master o f  Liesbom (National Gallery, London) can

be examined on the image which has the resolution o f  18.2 pels/mm; the size o f

this image is c. 150 megabytes (7463 x  5216 pels). The lower resolution sample

o f  the image is available on the Internet

(http://www.hart.bbk.ac.uk/~kirk/liespic.html) where it illustrates the description

o f the purpose developed software VIPS/IP used in the vasari/marc projects.

The accuracy o f  detail in the painting cannot be matched by any conventional

analogue photographic technique and the digital image is invaluable in the

examination o f  the work and in monitoring its condition, for example changes in

colour and surface texture. An infra-red camera and the same software can be

used for processing infra-red reflectograms. These applications o f  high resolution

colorimetric imaging in documentation, conservation and restoration o f  painting

complement the project’s main aim o f  improving and simplifying the traditional

reproduction process o f  art images, among others by eliminating the wet

developing o f  films.

The application o f  laser technology to images o f  art is another recent 

development in digital imaging with enormous implications for research and 

examination o f  paintings. Such technology was adopted in 1995 in the amuse 

Project undertaken by the Canadian Conservation Institute and National Research 

Council o f  Canada, with the support o f  the Canadian Network for the 

Advancement o f  Research, Industry and Education. Like the vasari/marc 

projects, AMUSE was also concerned with high resolution colour images but
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because o f  the third dimension added to the recording the technology can be 

applied to any museum object.188 The Hymarc ColourScan laser scanner used for 

image acquisition scans the object from all sides and records the three coordinates 

for every point. A flat object such as a painting may be treated as a three- 

dimensional structure. With a sampling frequency o f  10 pels/mm an accurate 3D 

record o f  the support and paint layers, including craquelures, impasti and fine 

brush strokes, can be created (compare with 18,2 pels/mm resolution o f  The 

Adoration, above). This means that the artist’s technique can be analysed stroke 

by stroke, not only on the surface but also into the depth o f  paint. His signature, 

for example, can be recorded as a three-dimensional feature (not only its shape but 

also its thickness) making the comparison with other works more accurate A  

CD-ROM published on the work o f  Corot makes extensive use o f  such analyses 

giving a new insight into this artist’s technique.

The MARC and AMUSE projects are among the most advanced international 

research undertakings in computing for visual arts. They represent the current 

situation in leading art and conservation institutions, indicating future 

developments. The digital technologies they use have not only changed the 

traditional approach to images o f  art but have also opened new and complex ways 

o f  non-destructive analysis o f  artefacts. The resulting digital records are stable 

and permanent: constituted by a set o f  numerical values they can be replicated 

accurately at any time. Despite certain technical limitations, such as the large size 

o f  image files, they offer further use o f the collected digital data. The world wide 

dissemination and exchange, remote access to collections, even virtual curatorship 

will in future include such high quality images. They are, however, technically still 

too specialised and expensive for individual research in art history.

It has been the prerequisite o f  this PhD research project that only commercially 

available, standard equipment and software will be used. N o laser technology 

but relatively basic image processing, and instead o f  a high resolution digital 

camera attached to a workstation, a personal computer with a slide scanner and 

flat bed scanner for digitisation o f  the photographic and textual materials, have
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been used (a full list o f hardware and software used can be found in the CD-ROM 

package accompanying this thesis). A  slide scanner with three passes o f  red, 

green and blue light cannot match the seven filters (with twelve possible) o f  the 

scanner used in the VASARI/MARC projects. The resolution offered by a flat bed 

scanner, and the reprographic material, often o f  inferior quality, cannot compete 

with any o f  the above imaging technologies applied directly to the original works 

o f art. It must, however, be stressed that in this PhD project detailed technical or 

stylistic analysis o f  individual works, which would greatly benefit from advanced

imaging techniques, were not envisaged.

The methodology applied in this project extends the traditional methods o f  

iconographical analysis by the use o f  selected computerised techniques. It is 

believed that within a few years the same resources and methods will represent 

standard tools and techniques o f art historians (comparable to today’s wide-spread 

use o f  word-processing) and the skills these techniques require will become part 

o f  a routine art historical training. Gradually, ever more advanced techniques, 

ever easier to use, will be available for individual research. Before this scenario 

becomes a reality there are many obstacles which have to be overcome. Existing 

technical limitations are coupled with human and organisational restrictions. The 

gap between research opportunities offered by the new digital technologies and 

the reality o f  their wide application is at present enormous. It has been an 

unwelcome experience at the stage o f  assembling the monographic material for 

this PhD project that none o f the major art collections and visual archives, despite 

the on-going processes o f  digitisation o f  their stock, was willing to supply a 

reproduction in the form o f  a digital file, insisting on conventional photographic 

orders instead. The lack o f  a precedent was often presented as the only reason. 

This situation was surprising because all restrictions that normally apply to the 

material under copyright can be retained in respect o f  the digital format, with the 

digital ‘watermaking’ system as further protection.

All computer images used to illustrate this research are digitised. This means
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that none o f  the digital reproduction was taken directly from the original work o f  

art, but acquired from intermediate, analogue sources. The existing or specially 

commissioned photographs, transparencies, video and other reprographic 

materials have been converted into a digital medium through the process o f  

digitisation (mainly scanning). The quality and possible further applications o f  the 

final digital image depend greatly on the type and characteristics o f  the source 

image as well as the digitisation technique. The long digitisation chain could have 

been reduced, had the direct digital scans been made available. The conversion o f  

a conventional reproduction to a computer format may be regarded unnecessary 

if  illustration is the sole purpose. The main advantage o f  the digitised reproduction 

o f  an artwork over its conventional format in this project was the possibility o f  

(what may seem controversial) its further m anipulation.

A  digital image may be edited in a very flexible way. It can be multiplied, 

cropped and dissected, its details copied to create a new image or pasted into 

another image to create a digital collage. A  variety o f  filters, masks and 

techniques can be applied that change its colours, brightness, contrast, distort the 

perspective and transform the whole image beyond recognition. Such manipulation 

is normally regarded as a positive, creative process when undertaken by a 

computer artist. The more freely and creatively he applies image processing 

techniques the more originality his work gains. The opposite may seem true o f  the 

role o f  image manipulation in the historical analysis. Image processing contradicts 

the traditional approach to works o f  art whose reproductions, whatever its format, 

should be first o f  all a true record o f  that work. A  digital image can, however, 

combine the role o f  a document with a range o f  new applications. The 

interpretation o f  the work o f  art can greatly benefit from the latter.

Resizing digital images is one o f  the simplest facilities offered by image editing 

software. Unlike a conventional photographic print a digital image can be 

enlarged, as well as reduced, and both actions can be reversed. The great benefit 

o f a vasari/MARC type o f  image is that the same image can be used to create an

Benefits and limitations o f digital iconologv
THE ROLE OF DIGITAL IMAGING

157



Benefits and limitations o f digital iconologv
THE ROLE OF DIGITAL IMAGING

enlargement o f a detail o f a painting, as well as a small, low resolution file, e.g. for 

the Internet transfer. This is possible because the colour information is stored as 

uniform colorimetric values, which for display are converted to the RGB (red, 

green and blue) values as necessary. This situation changes dramatically when the 

image originates in an analogue source. There are strict limits to which 

magnification and reduction in size can be applied to a digitised image without the 

loss in quality. The quality o f  the source image and the frequency o f  sampling 

(resolution) during the scanning process set these limits. The more detailed the 

information contained within the analogue source the better the quality o f  the 

digital image. A  35 mm slide is a better source than a photograph, a photograph 

is better than a photocopy. The slide can be scanned at a higher resolution than 

a photograph and will result in a digital image o f  a superior quality. The image 

captured from the slide can be enlarged many times more than that from a 

photograph; much fine details will be revealed from the former before the stage 

is reached when the whole image begins showing its digital structure composed 

o f  particular picture elements. The digital image can be enhanced (for example 

sharpened) but only to a certain point, after which distortion will appear. 

Unfortunately in some extreme cases, when no other reproduction was available, 

a photocopy had to be used for reference. Its quality can slightly be improved 

through editing, but generally such an image is not suitable for a detailed analysis. 

Two landscapes in a private collection (Cat. N os. 42 and 43) are illustrated with 

such poor quality images. After failing all attempts to negotiate the access to the 

collection, as well as being unsuccessful in my request for quality reproductions, 

two thumb-nail size photographs in the Witt Library, Courtauld Institute, London 

remained the only source. This intermediate, unsatisfactory stage could have been 

eliminated, had the scanning facility be available for the users o f  the Witt Library. 

(It probably will be available in the future, as today is photocopying.) This 

extreme, but real situation shows how remote are the chances o f  the VASARI/MARC 

quality o f  a digital image for the use o f  an ordinary art historian researcher.
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The positive aspects o f  the use o f  digital imaging in this research outweight the 

encountered drawbacks. The majority o f  digital reproductions acquired from 35 

mm slides were scanned at an average resolution o f  1350 pels/inch (531,5 pels/cm) 

resulting in an image measuring c. 1200 x 1700 pels (compare with the average 

MARC image o f  10,000 x 10,000 pels). The size o f  such an uncompressed file is 

c. 6,5 megabytes for true colour (24-bit) images, and below 2 megabytes for a 

greyscale image. These parameters were sufficient for most purposes except 

analysis o f the details. Details were scanned separately, at higher resolution. The 

initial idea o f  adopting a uniform approach to images and scanning them in such 

a way as to produce digital reproductions to the scale was rejected, and the 

individual approach to every single work was adopted instead. As the works 

differ greatly in complexity o f  composition and detailing, posing different 

interpretative problems, they had to be treated individually. The great number o f  

digitised images resulted in a substantial amount o f  large files. They were 

processed and stored temporarily on four different computers (on hard disks and 

network), with a 133 MHz, 32 RAM Viglen Pentium computer (top o f  the range 

in 1995) used as a main platform. A  guest Iomega Zip Drive was used for transfer 

and back-up o f  files. A  zip disk with its capacity o f  100 megabytes is as easy to 

use as a 3.5" disk and compares favourably with the latter’s 1.4 MB storage space 

(after formatting). Endless low resolution images were also acquired for instant 

reference, presentation and publication. Some were sent electronically to 

individuals and institutions for consultation and discussion. High resolution 

images had to be reduced in size to be included in the computerised catalogue 

accompanying this thesis.

Original works were examined whenever it was possible. Their digitised 

reproductions offered an easy, although often slow access at any time during 

iconographical analysis and interpretation. Looking at an image on the screen, 

moving it, enlarging details, is a different experience from examination o f  the 

original work, and different from looking at its conventional reproduction.

159



Benefits and limitations of digital iconoloev
THE ROLE OF DIGITAL IMAGING

Looking at a known material in a new way, as well as combining a variety o f  

examination methods, sometimes meant seeing differently, more or even better 

then when viewing the original, especially when image enhancement techniques 

have been applied to digital reproductions. Colour may distract from reading the 

form and it has been noticed that, occasionally, reducing a colour im age to black  

and white, then returning to the colour image again, resulted in observation o f  

new features. This method was particularly useful for reading anthropomorphic 

features o f  some architectural motifs in the works o f  Durer and Bosch. For 

example, the form o f  a human face assigned by Bosch to the gate in the 

background o f his Epiphany triptych (Prado, Madrid) becomes apparent when this 

colourful element is reduced to greys. The three distinctive points that make a 

face become clear: windows look like the dark eyes and the door becomes a 

mouth. It seems that this reading reflects the artist’s intention. His work must 

have started in a pen or pencil sketch, with simple purposely drawn forms, 

probably more freely interpreted when applying colour. Controlled changes in a 

colour scheme are made readily available by image processing software, so are 

numerous other editing facilities. Most o f  them are reversible processes, none 

permanently affecting the appearance o f  the master image.

Reading signatures and other inscriptions was greatly aided, altering the 

existing or contributing to new interpretations; in some cases enabling deciphering 

for the first time.

The engraving o f  the anthropomorphic landscape Cat. No. 29 is signed with a 

monogram which is ambiguous when read with the naked eye or a magnifying 

glass. The print, in the Royal Library, Windsor, has been published as 

anonymous.189 The slide scanned at high resolution allows for sufficient 

enlargement for the monogram to become clearly visible and legible. This is very 

important because this particular print has a known provenance, which is rare for 

the works under consideration, and the attribution this reading made possible 

throws light on the directions o f  influences within the whole group o f  works
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sharing the same composition. The monogram, now deciphered as NP, opens the 

possibility o f  comparing signatures and techniques o f  other works. It is now  

possible to attribute the engraving to young Nicholas Poussin who is known to 

have worked in Rome as a copyist and draughtsman for Cassiano dal Pozzo, the 

owner o f  the print. Some o f  Poussin’s known works are signed with the same 

‘N P’. As noted by Poussin scholars Louis-Antoine Prat and Pierre Rosenberg, the 

authors o f  the latest catalogue o f  the artist’s drawings, ‘we have no adequate 

account o f  the artist’s graphic work’. The attributions o f  Poussin’s drawings and 

engravings made after his drawings, are confusing and change frequently: ‘he lived 

in a period when graphics were rarely considered worthy o f  interest’ and there is 

no evidence o f his graphic art in the artist’s own writings, otherwise a rich source 

for his paintings, write Prat and Rosenberg.190 The digitisation o f  this print and 

other comparative material could become a starting point for the formal analysis 

o f  the artist’s individual drawing technique for engraving. Engraving, being a 

relatively rigid medium because o f  the resistance o f  the metal plate to the 

engraver’s burin, seems particularly well suited to the application o f  a digital 

detection system which could be devised using advanced imaging techniques.

Enlargement supported by contrast enhancement has been particularly 

important in the analysis o f  the inscription on the drawing by Pietro da Cortona 

(Cat. No. 52). The wording on the banderole supported by putti has been crossed 

out with a pen and is illegible. Editing made it possible to decipher the inscription 

in part and therefore to compare it with two other engraved versions o f  the 

drawing made by François Spierre after da Cortona (Cat. Nos. 53 and 54).

A  controversial conservation technique applied currently at the British Library 

to  many old books in order to protect them from further damage, consists o f  

sealing every page between two layers o f  the so-called Japanese tissue paper. The 

impression given to the reader is that o f  looking through matt glass or tracing 

paper. The tissue is semi-transparent and the printed text can be read through it. 

The illustrations are also visible but blurred, the fine detail o f  the engravings and
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the texture o f  the paper are lost, colours reduced to pale greys. A  rare copy o f  

Gaspar Schott’s Magia universalis (Würzburg, 1667) has been treated in this way. 

The book is illustrated with an anthropomorphic landscape (Cat. No. 51), an 

interesting variant o f  a recurring composition. A  reproduction o f  the plate taken 

before conservation has not been located. The transparency ordered from the 

Library, taken for the purpose, showed the blurred ‘foggy’ image. In this state the 

image was unsuitable for any analysis nor could it be included in the catalogue 

without appropriate explanation. It was, however, possible to digitally remove the 

‘foggy’ effect although at the cost o f  increased contrast. The image thus edited 

shows sufficient detail to be usefully compared with other variants o f  the same 

composition.

The direct examination o f  the original and permanent access to a quality 

digitised reproduction constitute an ideal situation. This was often possible. 

Despite the inadequate quality o f  the liquid crystal display the use o f  a laptop 

computer in conjunction with the direct examination o f  works helped not only in 

the analysis o f  details but also colour adjustment o f  the digital reproduction. The 

colour difference between the original work and its reproduction is a well known 

deficiency o f  conventional photography. There are hardly two publications in 

which the colour reproductions o f  the same painting would match. In this PhD 

project the same problem has been encountered. The MARC type o f  image offers 

a solution by applying an accurate colour calibration: multiple copies o f  the same 

image retain the same values o f  colour. With the MARC technology unavailable 

in this research, it was possible to compare a digital image o f  a painting, scanned 

from a slide, with the original by bringing a laptop in front o f  the painting and 

manually adjusting the colours. In the catalogue that complements this thesis 

there are two different images o f  the anthropomorphic landscape in the Musées 

Royaux des Beaux Art in Brussels (Cat. No. 21). One is scanned from a postcard 

the other (full screen image) is acquired through digitisation o f  a slide taken 

professionally from the original. The latter has been adjusted in front o f  the
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painting. The difference between the yellowish, honey tones o f  the postcard and 

the greens and blue tones that are closer to the original is enormous. In the case 

o f  this particular work believed to represent one o f  the Seasons, the colour scheme 

affects the reading o f  the landscape at a particular time o f  year. In the history o f  

art there are known false interpretation o f  meanings o f  paintings based on 

misinterpreted colour schemes, which had undergone change either naturally 

through an ageing process, or because o f  inappropriate conservation. Peter Paul 

Rubens’ s Landscape with a Cart crossing a  Ford (better known as 'La Charette 

Embourbée )  is an interesting case. As a result o f  transfer from the panel onto a 

canvas, a common 19th century practice in The Hermitage, which owns the work, 

as w ell as the natural ageing and discolouration o f  varnish, the colours have 

darkened, giving the false impression o f  evening (or night) depicted on the left and 

bright daylight on the right. This has led to the interpretation o f  the scene as a 

symbolic representation o f  life and death. According to the medieval convention 

in such a representation the image o f  Nature is normally split, and a barren 

landscape contrasted with a fertile one. This dualism is not present in the 

Rubens.191 The example cautions against making interpretations based solely on 

colour schemes (including most unfortunate interpretations based on 

reproductions rather then originals) and leads to the importance o f  accurate colour 

recording. Digital imaging applied to the monitoring o f  colour changes may in the 

future help to prevent such misinterpretations.

There are further applications o f  digital imaging techniques for revealing 

complex compositions that conventional photography can only partly match. The 

composition o f  anthropomorphic landscapes is based on double, sometimes multi

imagery. The discerning o f  the two images within one is an individual matter o f  

and is particularly difficult for an untrained eye. Like the ‘effigy’ o f  the so-called 

Lady o f  Snowdon, naturally formed on the slopes o f  Snowdonia, which for many 

viewers is difficult to discern, so are the faces purposely embedded by the artists 

in the painted landscapes. The perception o f  the composition influences the
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reading o f  anthropomorphic landscapes and is, therefore, vital for monographic 

analysis. A  number o f  techniques combining image processing with computer 

graphics were used for visualisation purposes. One o f  the simplest, but very 

effective, was the superimposition o f  outlines onto the images. This technique 

follows the contemporary understanding o f  the role o f  the lineaments in 

anthropomorphic compositions, as previously discussed, and can be regarded as 

a modem extension to Kircher’s argument that shapes are perceived through their 

outlines. The ‘face’ o f  the Lady o f  Snowdon (Cat. No. 2) and the human profile 

assigned by Piero di Cosimo to a rock in his Incarnation with Saints (Cat. No. 11) 

can, if  needed, be overlayed with their outlines for easier discernment o f  these 

motifs. The same is possible with a conventional photograph on which select 

forms are outlined. Art historical books are rich in such a use o f  graphic 

explanations o f  compositions, typically with the Renaissance paintings overlayed 

with diagrams showing perspective constructions. The problem with such 

permanent drawings on the images is that the answer is given before even the 

question is raised. The same ‘give away’ factor is characteristic o f  monographic 

material used for comparison. Margaret A. Sullivan’s book on peasants in the art 

o f  Bruegel is a good example o f  both diagrams and comparative images used 

within the reproductions o f  paintings. The book shows a number o f  Bruegel's 

works with the inset faces taken from the 16th century physiognomy handbooks, 

such as Jean Indagine’s La Chiromance et Physiognomie (ed. princeps Strasburg, 

1531) and Bartholomaeus C odes Physiognomia et Chyromantiae Compendium 

(ed. princeps, Strasburg 1536).192 The diagrams and insets often obscure the 

original image making in reality the comparison between the two impossible. The 

digital methods retain more ‘respect’ for the original, for the image can both 

remain intact as well as be presented with the additions, with the possibility o f  

switching between a variety o f  options. By stimulating the faculty o f  observation 

the reading o f  an image becomes a truly creative process, a result o f  mentally 

merging a variety o f  sub-images, rather then a passive perception. The hidden
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‘face’ o f the Lady o f Snowdon can be revealed not only by outlining its shape but 

also by digitally enhancing its surface modelling (see: digital reconstruction in the 

catalogue entry). The effect o f  the digital ‘relief achieved through the edge 

enhancement technique may be compared to that o f  looking at the surface o f  a 

painting in raking light. Applied here to the photograph o f  a real view, the use o f  

the same technique may be o f  benefit to the analysis o f  other type o f  images.

Deconstruction (here, in the physical sense) is another way o f  understanding 

complex compositions. Salvator Dali has set an example by decomposing his own 

works. The Endless Enigma (1938, Gala-Salvador Dali Foundation, Figueres) is 

one o f  his many paintings in which the artist exploits multi-imagery. The 

composition o f  this anthropomorphic landscape may be compared to a set o f  six 

different images painted on transparent sheets, superimposed one on top o f  

another, with every image showing through the remaining. The artist presented 

all six layers as a sequence o f  separate drawings on the cover o f  the catalogue o f  

his exhibition held at the Julien Levy Gallery, N ew  York in 1939. The 

disentangled Enigma is composed o f  figures, animals and objects taken from 

different realities that have been put together to create a new, surreal whole. The 

impression thus created o f  decomposing the final painting is in reality a 

demonstration o f  subsequent stages in its creation: every image in the multi

layered composition was thought through and designed individually before 

applying paint on canvas. Dated 1930 the drawings precede the painting.

N one o f  the earlier anthropomorphic landscapes gathered in the Catalogue 

accompanying this thesis can match the complexity o f  Dali’s Enigma - a perfect 

object for deconstruction. None o f  these early works can be compared with 

preparatory drawings for, if  they existed, they have not survived. They can, 

however, still be taken apart in order to better understand their composition. A  

head-landscape on the 19th century anonymous lithograph in the private 

collection, Munich (Cat. No. 61) repeats a 16th century rotatable composition, 

familiar from several examples o f  the previously identified Type A, in which a
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rocky landscape forms the fabric o f  a face seen in profile. Unlike the heads from 

which it derives, this profile o f  a man with a large protruding nose is additionally 

composed o f  smaller figures. They constitute the man’s anatomical features, 

forming an interesting configuration o f  shapes, but they also bring a new reading 

to the image. While the profile o f  the main face is clearly visible, the small figures 

proved to be almost impossible to spot without some prompting. The way the 

image has been presented in the accompanying computer programme allows for 

its examination without any suggestion as to the number, type and position o f  the 

small figures. The other option, also available, deconstructs the lithograph, 

showing an animated sequence with the figures o f  a kneeling man wearing a hat 

(he forms the nose), that o f  a woman (her figure constitutes the man’s forehead) 

and an animal (dog, or monkey, which is also the man’s lower lip). The catalogue 

entry suggests a possible hypothetical reading and makes a ‘live’ link to a 16th 

century anthropomorphic landscape which might have inspired the motif o f  the 

escaping animal shown in the foreground (see Cat. No. 61).

The deconstructing method is particularly suitable for the analysis o f  the 16th 

and 17th century constructed landscapes, reversing their creating process. One 

aspect o f  such analysis was concerned with the identification o f  patterns o f  

representation o f  anatomical features within anthropomorphic landscapes (i.e. 

what elements o f  the landscape are commonly used to represent a nose, an eye or 

ear). Here, the ease with which particular motifs could have been dissected and 

juxtaposed was particularly useful. Because o f  the small size o f  images showing 

details it was possible to juxtapose them for comparative consideration directly 

on the screen. Some details were edited, reversed or rotated for better 

comparison. While detail by detail comparison o f  small digital images is possible 

on a 17" monitor, the size o f  such a screen makes the comparison o f  large size 

images impossible. An overview o f a number o f  photographs placed on a table or 

floor cannot be imitated on the screen (although images can be printed out for the 

same purpose despite the loss o f  quality o f  high resolution images). The display
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o f images on the screen requires constant compromising between the quality o f  a 

high resolution image and an image o f  a smaller size.

The chronology o f  works deriving from the same model has been established, 

among others, through looking at differences in the overall composition and the 

treatment o f  particular details. One o f  the series o f  paintings and prints repeats the 

reversible composition in which the large head in profile is filled with numerous 

subordinate figurative scenes, as well as other architectural and landscape motifs. 

It has been assumed that with every subsequent reworking o f  the composition the 

scheme became less complex and the motifs simplified. Although this is not 

always an indication o f  copies made after a model, clearly this was the case in this 

instance, and additionally supported by other evidence. As shown above, the 

examination o f  elements used to construct an eye helped to establish the 

chronological sequence: the clear progression from the motif o f  a hunter shooting 

at ducks on the pond (the late 16th century painting in Brussels, Cat. No. 21), 

through a man shooting at a target (the painting in the Barr Collection, Cat. No. 

27; the print by Merian, Cat. No. 28 and that by Hollar, Cat. No. 32, as well as 

illustrations in the books by Kircher, Cat. No. 49, and Schott, Cat. No. 51) to the 

target alone in the etching by Mitelli, 1702, Cat. No. 57. The existing literature 

on anthropomorphic landscapes lacks any chronological consideration. With 

mostly undated material, a considerable effort has, therefore, been put into this 

type o f  detailed analysis. The display o f  all works arranged chronologically is the 

result. It is available within the computer programme, alongside other viewing 

options.

Comparing ‘anatomical’ and other features o f  works under consideration relied 

on the identification o f  similarities and differences between them. Similar and 

different are two descriptors commonly used in any comparative analysis. Things 

and concepts which are different are easier to identify that those which are similar, 

for the latter criterion is relative. The use o f  digital imaging may assist in the 

comparison o f  visual material in a less preconceived, as well as a more exposing

Benefits and limitations o f digital iconologv
THE ROLE OF DIGITAL IMAGING

167



way, then the illustrated verbal discourse commonly used in art historical analysis. 

It may also prove to be extremely insufficient. The two extremes will be now  

exemplified.

The chronological arrangement o f  images within the computer programme (this 

is the option ‘view images chronologically’ which can be accessed from the main 

menu) shows the pair o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in Brussels (Cat. N os. 21 

and 22) as the second and third image on the timeline which covers the period 

1560s-1660s. One o f  works, the man-landscape (Cat. No. 21) is presented in this 

thesis as a model for later imitators. These two important works are regarded here 

as o f  the South Netherlandish school, but the pair has been previously attributed 

to Arcimboldo (Geiger, 1954 and others). Because o f  the international character 

o f  the centres in which this artist was active his art cannot be identified with any 

specific national school. What, however, can be said with confidence is that his 

certain, documented works have no relationship with the Netherlandish painting 

o f the time. In the light o f the previous attribution to Arcimboldo, and the general 

view o f composite heads being his invention, the Netherlandish character o f  these 

influential works has been examined with particular care, alongside other material 

which could help in supporting or rejecting this opinion. One o f  the methods was 

concerned with the comparison o f  details through juxtaposition and digital 

collages o f  motifs taken from a number o f  works representative o f  16th century 

Nederlandish paintings. An interface filled with details o f  the 16th century 

Netherlandish landscapes is included in the computer programme: some details 

come from the Brussels landscapes, supposedly Arcimboldo’s works, and some 

from leading Netherlandish landscapists o f  the time. The stylistic difference 

between the two groups is impossible to tell. The images are shown without 

captions which can, however, be revealed if  needed. (see section: 

‘anthropomorphic landscapes as landscape pieces’). This way, it was possible to 

confirm the South Netherlandish character o f  the anthropomorphic landscapes in 

Brussels and to demonstrate that architecture, costumes, the disposition o f  fields
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and meadows, trees, sky, the reflection o f  light in the water, as well as other 

• details, not only o f  stylistic but also o f anecdotal nature, derive from the influential 

models established by Patenir and Bruegel (see the catalogue entries for a 

discussion o f  the particular works).

A  digital collage may be used to confirm the stylistic similarity o f  works. 

When, for example, the motif with a face in the clouds is cut from a painting o f  

Piero di Cosimo and embedded into Mantegna’s landscape, or vice versa, it blends 

harmoniously with the new background. This is surprising for the works o f  these 

two artists, despite being contemporary and active not so far from each other, are 

so different that they are impossible to confuse. I f the same m otif from one o f  

these Italian paintings is placed within the sky on the Brussels landscape it will not 

blend but clash with the rest o f  the composition. An inn with a protruding steep 

roof, a silhouette o f  a church, a river meandering under a bridge, a group o f  

dancing peasants or harvesting farmers, if  taken from the paintings by Geertgen 

tot Sint Jans, Patenir or Bruegel and placed into the anthropomorphic landscapes 

in Brussels, will merge not only physically but also contextually with the remaining 

landscape and its narrative. These results are not immediate when the group o f  

these works are examined separately with the naked eye (in practice usually 

through photographs).193 Digital collages like these may bring interesting results 

with other groups o f  works. In the process they are capable, as here, o f  producing 

a new art history. This involves the risk o f  creating not just new art history but 

new art: a new computer-created image rather than a computer-aided analysis o f  

an image.

The digital collages by the computer artist Lillian Schwartz have been published 

as a history o f  art.194 Her early work o f  1987 is an interesting simulation o f  

Leonardo’s fresco with The Last Supper in Santa Maria delle Grazie which shows 

how the displacement o f  the viewing point affects the reading o f  the scene. Her 

analysis o f Piero della Francesco’s fresco The Resurrection, Borgo San Sepolcro, 

was undertaken at the suggestion o f  the art historian Eugenio Battisti. By
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digitally removing the white tones caused by a layer o f  plaster under which the 

fresco was hidden for a long time, Schwartz transformed the scene by adding the 

warm light o f  the setting sun; she was also able to identify new features such as 

the previously unrecorded tree in the background and the deformed ear o f  Christ. 

Other work is more controversial. She has created sequences o f  images which 

suggest that Mona Lisa was modelled on Leonardo’s self-portrait and that 

Shakespeare’s effigy by Martin Droeshout derives from the portrait o f  Elizabeth 

I by George Gower. In both cases she had to edit images, reverse them, move 

anatomical features, resize eyes, change the outlines o f  the faces, etc. before 

matching the portraits. Schwartz claims to have solved the mystery surrounding 

the true identities o f  the Mona Lisa and Shakespeare. This type o f  work is 

certainly publicity for the artist’s masterly use o f  the digital medium but a doubtful 

contribution to the history o f  art. Her images imprint on the beholder’s mind 

lasting but false visual associations.

The above examples show that digital transformation o f  images o f  art can be 

used with benefit for the examination and understanding o f  paintings as well as for 

‘proving’ unsubstantiated, even wrong assumptions. In the computer programme 

accompanying this thesis, where such rare examples o f  digital collages are 

included, they were purposely made imperfect and, to avoid any confusion, 

accompanied by clear descriptions.

Morphing is a technique o f  image processing made famous by Hollywood film 

production and commercial graphic art, but it has also been applied to art 

historical analysis o f  iconographical material (here, its application to anamorphic 

art has been already mentioned). This software allows for controlled 

transformation o f  forms within an image, one image into another, as well as 

animated sequences o f such edited images. Such transformations can be made with 

great precision and their result is visually extremely convincing. It must, however, 

be stressed once again that formal analogies demonstrated through this technique 

may in reality be non existent.
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In computer science similarity can have yet another aspect. Because a digital 

image is a matrix o f numerical values it is possible to analyse its structure in a 

way that it is not possible with an analogue image. Certain characteristics o f  

digital reproductions o f paintings can, therefore, be compared through calculation. 

Pattern recognition, a discipline concerned with computer vision and artificial 

visual perception, can be used to identify similarities through processing o f  

numerical values. Such a technique looks for classes o f  patterns and tries to match 

an unknown pattern with those already identified.

In the course o f  the initial search for iconographical evidence, a substantial 

amount o f  time was spent in the Witt Library, a major picture collection rich in 

photographs coming from a variety o f  sources, some o f  which are o f  restricted 

access, like privately donated pictures and cuttings from occasional leaflets, often 

with handwritten comments (among such findings was a photograph o f  Cat. No. 

37, donated and annotated by Sir Anthony Blunt). This is a vast collection o f  

several hundred thousand images, all filed in boxes, arranged by artists’ names and 

schools. Although computerisation o f  the stock is in process, no automated 

search was available for this specific research. To go manually through hundred 

o f boxes guided by intuition and guessed attributions was the only unreliable way 

forward. Changed attributions, even when they become universally accepted by 

the art historical community, seldom result in the updating o f  the indexes and 

catalogues o f  large art collections such as major print rooms or in visual archives 

like the Witt collection o f  reproductions. Once these are systematically 

computerised this will either allow for such changes or will compensate for their 

lack through a multitude o f  search criteria. It is, therefore, important to make 

sure that not only text-based queries but also image-content searches are made 

available. The latter should in theory offer more objective and reliable searches 

than purely word-based ones.

The problem o f  finding computerised methods that could support (possibly 

substitute) conventional visual or key-word searches is very much a matter o f
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defining what is meant by ‘similar’ in a way that can be processed by a machine. 

The criteria through which the content o f  a static image can be analysed through 

computer vision are concerned with colour or geometry. To classification o f  

colour patterns o f  a digitised reproduction, i.e. an image captured through an 

intermediate source, does not reflect the characteristics o f  an original work o f  art. 

This may vary for black and white images, for example prints. Geometry relates 

to the shape, position, dimension and many other properties such as density and 

texture. These are properties o f  picture elements: density, for example, reflects 

the number o f  pels within the image, texture shows a pel depth. These criteria can 

be easily confused with the texture and colour density o f  the paint layer, which is 

a very different matter. The values can reach huge numbers: a small image o f  300 

x 300 pels density at 24 bits o f  colour-level per pel will have 2.160,000 pel values. 

An image o f  the MARC type will be many times bigger. A  series o f  such images 

to be compared will make electronic processing the only valid option. The 

amount o f  such data also makes clear how difficult it can be to formulate a stylistic 

or content-related query that is straightforward from the point o f  view o f  art 

history, but impossible for the image processing criteria to be applied. Pattern 

recognition techniques require three stages o f  data processing: the object to be 

recognized must be measured, the data which is relevant extracted and irrelevant 

disregarded, the pattern within the object undergoing recognition matched, 

through a variety o f  methods, with one o f  the series o f  categories set 

mathematically beforehand. The statistical methods involved require big samples, 

which may be problematic if  much material is not available: history o f  art often 

deals with scarce evidence and unique problems, the case with this investigation.

In this research project, the most useful type o f  matching and retrieval is one 

based on the appearance o f  the whole image, possibly the outline o f  its main 

human form, and one irrespective o f  colour scheme and orientation o f  composition 

(in the case o f  rotatable images). The tests carried out made it clear that such 

broad, unrestricted queries were not satisfactory. The images which were similar
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to the naked eye were not always recognised as matching by the software. Clearly 

specified searches, limiting the query to as small an area o f  an image as possible, 

were much more successful. Every little step leading to a new piece o f  evidence 

was, however, most welcome.

Even the relatively simple technique o f  Optical Character Recognition used in 

this research (when the type o f  published material made it possible) for scanning 

texts for the Anthology, was not free o f  problems. Every scanned text had to be 

checked for mistakes and corrected manually. This, however, may constitute a 

worthwhile task if  a large amount o f  text is needed allowing for further digital 

processing o f  the acquired material. With the relatively small amount o f  textual 

material used it was relatively easy, and possibly quicker, to edit it and analyse 

without applying text analysis software. Such software (e.g. Oxford Concordance 

Programme, T.A.C.T.) which constructs indexes and concordances, so-called 

‘keyword-in-context’, from text can be o f  invaluable help in studies where the 

linguistic analysis o f  terms, their occurrences and changing context in 

contemporary texts may influence the results o f  the research.19S

In conclusion, the benefits o f  digital imaging to iconographical analysis cannot 

be stressed enough. Digital imaging cannot substitute for the examination o f  the 

original works, cannot replace conventional art history, but can greatly enhance 

both. It should especially be applied in those areas where the naked eye and visual 

memory show deficiency. High resolution images are invaluable in the 

examination o f  minute details, especially when at hand during a long course o f  

research. Digital imaging and computer graphics are o f  great help when testing 

hypotheses based on visual characteristics. In this research the application o f  

distorted perspective, for example, proved beyond any doubt that a campus 

anthropomorphus should not be regarded as an anamorphosis. Computer images 

can replace conventional photography, but when necessary generate hard copies 

for a variety o f  purposes. In the use o f  editing techniques the researcher is 

independent from wet laboratory processes and has fuller control over the
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manipulation o f  images. So much is possible with digital techniques that it seems 

that everything is possible. And this expectation when confronted with practice is, 

at present, a considerable hindrance.
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The role of digital discourse

The interactive computer programme that forms part o f  this PhD thesis was 

created throughout the research as an on-going application. It started as a single 

interface with one image and some notes, and developed into a vast multimedia 

monograph o f  anthropomorphic landscapes in Western art. This format well 

suited all stages o f  the project from assembling the iconographical material, 

through its analysis to the presentation o f  the results. It incorporates the varied 

comparative material that supports the iconological interpretation.

The information contained within conforms with and constitutes the complete 

programme o f this research as specified and registered at the beginning o f  the 

project (see Terms o f  Reference). Although the computer package is self 

contained and fully operational, it is not, for it cannot be, a finished piece o f  work 

in the sense o f  a conventional thesis. The application allows for re-editing, 

additions, and amendments at any stage (although to a different copy than the CD- 

ROM submitted for examination). It is a product whose life extends beyond the 

specific PhD project. A  conventional thesis closes the research by presenting the 

results through verbal, usually illustrated discourse. As such, the printed thesis is 

unique (personal), definitive and unchangeable. Its readership is limited and 

criticism difficult. The wider dissemination o f  the findings is not its aim; its 

possible further use (publication) is independent from the physical existence o f  the 

thesis. The digital format o f  this thesis invites a new approach which reflects 

current trends in access and dissemination o f  information. The nature o f  digital 

data, open to many applications, and the flexible structure o f  an interactive 

programme challenge the static format used for the presentation o f  research, its 

linear discourse and passive reception. The digital media allow for a far greater 

consideration o f  the ambiguity o f  art historical data, making positive use o f  this 

characteristic. They restrain the author from definitive statements where parallel 

readings seem equally valid and provide means for their simultaneous presentation.
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N o researcher has the authority o f  absolute knowledge but has the duty to 

examine data as fully as possible and present all o f  their aspects. In a linear 

narrative definitive choices must often be made as to what information can be 

included, and what excluded, in order to retain the logic o f  the argument. Without 

such a selection the argument might get lost in digressions. It was typical o f  the 

earlier approaches to the material under consideration to build interpretations 

about one chosen aspect o f  multi-imagery o f  anthropomorphic landscapes, 

neglecting the others. The Arcimboldo Effect, the book that considers the greatest 

number o f  anthropomorphic landscapes, though almost solely through 

reproductions, is a typical example o f  applying a one-sided view .196 This approach 

is understandable in the light o f  the authors’ aim, which concentrated on the 

transformation o f  the face and not on depictions o f  Nature, but is also a result o f  

limitations imposed by the format o f  the publication.

The title screen o f  the computer programme illustrates the difference between 

the static and multi-layered, dynamic presentation o f information. It has been 

designed purposely to point out a number o f  important issues. Its simple layout, 

with an image and the title “Anthropomorphic Landscapes” on a colour 

background, seemingly imitates a cover o f  a book but the analogy ends here. The 

role o f  this interface is much more complex. Right from the start it introduces the 

problem o f  various readings and interpretations o f  anthropomorphic images. 

Man’s predisposition to read faces into clouds and other natural formations is 

inherent to the origins o f anthropomorphic symbolism. A  cloud in the blue sky is, 

therefore, the first image o f  the programme. It can be rotated 90 degrees to the 

left to reveal a profile o f  a man made o f  that cloud. When colour is added to the 

very same image it transforms itself into a landscape. Rotated once more, this 

image will show a bizarre effigy o f  an old man. The reader/user is introduced to 

a number o f  issues that he will find analysed and discussed in more depth within 

the programme: the formal composition o f  a double-image, the relationship o f  the 

landscape and the “portrait” aspects, switching between the two images, as well 

as the problem o f  the display o f  works which require different ways o f  viewing.
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In introducing the problem o f  perception o f  anthropomorphic landscapes the title 

interface engages the user actively and reciprocally in reading images. He 

interacts with the computer images through the click o f  a button, but also the 

interface acts on his imagination, possibly affecting his perception o f  the real 

world, as from now on he is more likely to look for faces in real clouds. The title 

interface also introduces the problem, crucial for this project, o f  manipulation o f  

digital images. The user may not have been aware o f  being confronted with one 

single image. Image processing has transformed a conventional reproduction o f  

a painting into a new image: the face in the cloud. It has all the compositional 

features o f the original but reduced to just one colour channel. The same image 

has been displayed in four different ways.

The computer graphical user interface (GUI) is a computer display that enables 

the user to communicate with the machine, select programmes and options. In an 

interactive programme the interface retains this function but plays a much greater 

role in the graphical visualization o f  the content, constituting a means o f  

communicating information and ideas. The user’s expectations o f  it are far greater 

than o f  any single, conventional medium. A  page o f  text, a still or moving image, 

a sound recording can all convey information specific to each o f  these media. In 

a multimedia application the computer interface can combine all these 

conventional media giving to each o f  them a new dimension. A  metaphor o f  a 

book is often used in relation to software used to create interactive programmes. 

But when such programmes imitate the format o f  a book they do not make full use 

o f  the software potential, and like any imitation cannot make any claim to 

originality. The sequence o f readings presented on the title interface was achieved 

not only through the manipulation o f  a single image but also through a series o f  

accompanying short questions and anim ation. Images and text appearing in 

timed sequences trigger mental and visual reactions. Such reactions may be very 

individual, their control by the author limited.

In a conventional thesis the way in which illustrations are placed is normally not 

an issue. Here, the display o f  rotatable anthropomorphic landscapes is important
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because it affects their reading: looking horizontally one sees the landscape, 

vertically - a face; in another example the choice between the two orientations 

means a difference between a personification and a cartographic map (Cat. No. 

24). The position in which reversible compositions are displayed is a simple way 

o f  showing which o f  the two aspects is given prominence. The issue has its 

history. The 17th century books by Kircher and Schott, as well as a placed bound 

volume o f prints from the 1620s, all show campi anthropomorphi horizontally: as 

landscapes. Another set o f prints probably bound in the 1760s but with an earlier 

content, contains three anthropomorphic landscapes, all shown as heads.197 

Modern texts which consider such compositions are primarily concerned with 

multi-imaging and Surrealism, and the response o f  the twentieth century artists to 

the art o f  Arcimboldo. The authors o f  these publications usually regard head- 

landscapes as works o f  the followers o f  Arcimboldo, so-called Arcimboldeschi, 

emphasizing the unusual way o f  depicting heads. The article by George Isarlo in 

the April 1954 issue o f  the avant-garde journal Combat Art, is an example o f  this 

approach: the Brussels man-landscape (Cat. No. 21) reproduced vertically as ‘a 

portrait’ becomes an argument in his discussion.198 A  printed reproduction will 

always represent an arbitrary decision and a definitive statement on the importance 

o f  only one aspect: the author chooses one aspect and not the other. Paul 

Wescher reproducing the painting in the Barr Collection, N ew  York (Cat. No. 27) 

twice: horizontally and vertically, is an exception.199 However, by giving justice 

to both aspects he also gives away the second image, ‘killing’ the game in which 

the artist intentionally engages the beholder. The catalogue which forms part o f  

this thesis takes advantage o f  the ease with which digital images can be rotated 

and also displays both directions. The landscape is shown first, for such placement 

is characteristic for contemporary publications. The surprise o f  revealing the 

second image is left with the spectator.

The role o f the digital dynamic display can not only accommodate both images 

o f a rotatable composition, allowing for switching between the two, but can also 

provoke responses similar to those caused by a real work. By revealing part but
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not all o f  the composition, by surprising by a sudden apparition or unexpected 

view, even movement or sound, a variety o f  reactions can be stimulated. It was 

characteristic o f  the art o f  Mannerism to surprise spectators, make them curious, 

fill with wonder, engage in a game. When considering a short history o f  

amazement John Onians wrote about the Mannerist ‘theatre o f  astonishment’.200

He had no other choice than to illustrate his article with photographs, one o f  

which is the big mask in the Bomarzo gardens. Although he says that ‘to fee l 

wonder is to acknowledge the impact o f  an extraordinary sensory experience’ his 

illustration does not recreate the impact made by the mask on the visitors to the 

garden. In the real garden, they are suddenly surprised, possibly even frightened, 

by the unexpected appearance o f the monster, whose view is initially obscured by 

trees and ivy. They not only encounter the monstrous mask but have also to pass 

through its gaping mouth. In a computer programme the same photograph can 

surprise, maybe even frighten, by its sudden apparition, especially if  constitutes an 

image unknown to the viewer. The passing through this gate o f  hell can also be 

simulated. Whether used to surprise with the Bomarzo mask, or to scare by 

revealing the true appearance o f the deformed object on Holbein’s portrait o f  The 

Ambassadors, the interactive display can enrich the experience by simulating 

situations closer to reality, causing similar psychological reactions. Today a new  

generation o f  spectators, used to the new medium, is ready to experience such 

emotions in front o f  the computer screen. This situation, o f  course, raises the 

problem o f  the substitute potentially taking over the experience o f  a real work.

An attempt at understanding the contemporary reading o f  works o f  art, the 

chief aim o f  an iconological investigation, relies on the reconstruction o f  their 

possible, intended meanings at the broad time o f  their making. In this attempt the 

first thing to do is to renounce modem preconceptions and expectations. An 

iconologist cannot look at 16th century anthropomorphic landscapes through the 

20th century eyes o f  Sigmund Freud or Surrealists, or apply any other post quern 

system o f thought, possible in other types o f  analysis. I f one looks at head-pieces 

through modem eyes one sees a joke, game, curiosity, fantasy, caprice o f
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imagination, a dream or finds yet another reading. Moving back in time, one may 

consider the tiny people crawling on a giant figure as the Lilliputs on the body o f  

Gulliver, an association made by Benno Geiger in his biography o f  Arcimboldo.201 

Such a link between Gulliver, conceived by Jonathan Swift in 1726, and head- 

landscapes over hundred years earlier cannot be made in an iconological 

interpretation. What is necessary instead is to approach the 16th century material 

with the set o f  concepts o f  which the interpreter can be sure that they represent 

the way o f  thinking and perceiving characteristic for the culture that bore a given 

work. That is, to use Panofsky’s argument o f  a hat once more, the researcher 

must be certain that his own understanding o f  the meaning o f  the lifting o f  a hat 

is the same as that intended by the person who is actually holding the hat in order 

to convey a certain message. Even within the same culture the reading o f  this 

message depends on an historical perspective: what for Panofsky was a common, 

everyday gesture is already loosing its original meaning becoming a sign o f  the 

past.

The reconstruction o f  the contemporary meanings relies on evidence o f  the 

works, their relationship, descriptions dating from the same period and factual 

information relating to the works, their makers and patrons. This is the specific 

context o f  the works. The broader context is also important and can be 

reconstructed through the analysis o f  relating contemporary historic, intellectual, 

artistic and other cultural events. The knowledge which underpins the 

interpretative process is partly owed to the previous experience and scholarly 

intuition o f  the interpreter, and partly accumulated through the actual research. 

The understanding o f  the material, o f  the relationship between particular elements, 

is constructed through constantly analysing, comparing, associating, building and 

trying hypotheses, checking and double-checking, changing an opinion, 

renouncing a tempting but unsustainable view, creating a new link, and so on. 

This requires flexibility on the part o f  the researcher, but also the need for constant 

rearrangement o f the material under examination, not in the sense o f  manipulating 

the evidence, but the flexible way in which the material is arranged and presented
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to support the interpretation. Accumulating the diverse evidence by creating a 

m ultim edia repository o f information fulfils such a need for flexibility. The 

understanding o f  the role o f  artifacts and related information in the multimedia 

format is here close to their definition by Stephen J. Morris as ‘communicative 

objects which function as discourse'.202 The format allows for any type o f  

information, in any ‘digitisable’ format to be included, analysed and linked with 

the remaining evidence. Throughout the research the links can be changed, added 

or eliminated. In the final product their number and character affect the way in 

which the programme is received. Although conceived according to the specific 

needs o f  the researcher, the content and design o f the com puter programme 

determine how successful he is in presenting his argument.

Marie Redmond and Niall Sweeney believe that 'The experience o f  viewing a 

multimedia presentation is a  linear event; however the information contained in 

the presentation is not written or stored in a  linear manner. The main challenge 

in multimedia production is how to write and develop information in a  non-linear 

form  fo r  linear viewing. It is the narrative that connects the linear and non

linear form s o f  the presentation; this must be present and valid when creating 

and viewing the information.,203 The non-linear presentation for linear viewing 

is one o f  the possible models. The non-linear structure for a non-linear viewing 

is another, more likely situation, and in this case the narrative no longer guarantees 

a continuous presentation o f  the story or argument. In an interactive programme, 

the order in which the reader will examine the content is impossible to predict. He 

may be instructed as to the best, in the view o f  the author, way o f  moving through 

the programme but he may also decide upon his own itinerary. This means that 

information must be so arranged that it will be self contained within a particular 

section and the understanding o f  any section must not depend on the knowledge 

o f  another one. Repetition o f  the same information must also be avoided. The 

notion o f ‘before’ and ‘after’, characteristic for the conventional narrative, does 

not exist in an interactive discourse. In a historical analysis this seems to be a 

recipe for a disaster. The presentation o f  the argument based on other than
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sequential, linear discourse and intended to be read in a way which is 

unpredictable for the author certainly represents a breaking o f  conventions used 

in art historical discourse and a challenge for both the author and the reader. The 

author himself is not in the position o f  being able to assess his success, or failure. 

The reader is expected to be actively involved and respond creatively to the 

options available. Testing the user’s responses to such programmes, an issue 

interesting in itself, will with time contribute to the knowledge o f  the best possible 

solutions.

Interacting with images, revealing various aspects o f  the multi-imaging is 

readily accepted by the user for the whole idea o f  an interactive computer 

programme is generally conceived as a visual encounter. The interactive use o f  

text is more problematic. It becomes an engaging experience when driven by a 

clearly defined search and met by well responding software. For the purpose o f  

this research many etymological searches pertaining to the early occurrences o f  

key-terms within the subject-specific vocabulary were performed using CD-ROM  

editions o f  national dictionaries and art related sources. As long as the required 

information was found the use o f  the interfaces filled with plain text posed no 

problems.

The same efficiency and easy-access factors have determined, at least in the 

intention o f  the author, the parallel display o f  texts adopted within the structure 

o f  the Anthology o f  texts on anthropomorphism which accompanies this thesis. 

Large quotations, mostly from 17th century writings can be compared against the 

English translation. It was felt important, especially where the original Latin texts 

were ambiguous or imprecise, to quote the original. In the past it was the 

misreading o f  these texts which, it is believed, has led to misinterpretation o f  the 

true meanings and purposes o f  some anthropomorphic landscapes. The view o f  

Kircher’s campus anthropomorphus as the depiction o f  a real garden in Rome as 

w ell as that o f  the rocks in the Straits o f  Messina are both examples o f  

misinterpreted sources. The suggested new interpretation is based chiefly on my 

own, previously unpublished translation; it was therefore important to offer the
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reader a chance o f  comparing both versions and making his own judgement as to 

which interpretation, old or new, is more convincing.

A  parallel or comparative display has also been adopted for images. It 

supported the comparison o f  visual material, extensively used in the 

iconographical analysis: in the examination o f  the way in which earlier works 

influenced later, o f  motifs borrowed from one artist by another, or comparing 

features within the same work. The parallel and comparative display format was 

particularly important for book illustrations if  the changes introduced in the 

subsequent editions o f  the same title affected the composition and meaning o f  an 

image. This was, for example, the case o f  the title page in the Louvain 1516 and 

Basel 1518 editions o f  Thomas M oore’s Utopia (see Cat. No. 6), as well as 

different woodcuts illustrating the definitions o f  the concepts o f  chorography and 

geography in numerous editions o f  Peter Apian’s popular Cosmography. The 

two images chosen to illustrate the catalogue entry (Cat. No. 7) show a secular 

and sacred versions o f  the same subject and can be compared interestingly with 

the same type o f  change affecting the image o f  the Island Utopia. The reader is 

invited here to take part in ‘spot the difference’ game.

The way in which the reader uses an interactive programme is to much an 

extent a matter o f  the design o f  the ‘navigation’ system. A  design that would 

satisfy all needs and expectations is very difficult within interactive multimedia 

programmes, a variety o f  which is nowadays offered on compact discs. The 

author/designer feels at ease while moving around because he knows the content 

o f his own programme well. The user almost invariably feels lost, does not know 

‘where he is, where he has been and where he is going’, what more he can expect, 

how much o f  the programme remains to be investigated, how long it will take. 

These problems have been explicitly addressed in the design o f  the programme on 

anthropomorphic landscapes. The ‘navigation’ system is simple. Clear navigation 

signs have been designed often at the cost o f  the appearance o f  the interface and 

its precious space. An icon such as 0  is neat and saves space, but may be 

confusing for the user for he does not know whether it will lead him to the last
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page he has visited or previous page in the programme which he has not yet seen. 

All navigation buttons have, therefore, captions indicating the function. As long 

as the user remembers that the ‘back’ button has been so designed as to allow him 

to trace his ‘visit’ back, step by step, he will always return to any o f  the previously 

visited screens without feeling lost. This simple function is often missing in 

interactive programmes.204 The ‘back’ option solves the problem o f  being lost 

while moving backward but not when moving forward.

Over two hundred multi-layered interfaces, hundreds o f  images and over two 

hundred thousands words o f  text indicate the richness o f  information contained 

within the programme. Its content and structure are indicated in the section called 

‘about this project’ which can be accessed from the ‘main menu’, but experience 

shows that the user tends to skip such information. The ‘main menu’ is the 

interface which plays the role o f  the table o f  contents, introduces main sections o f  

the programme and a choice o f  different ways o f  displaying works 

(chronologically, topographically, etc). Within these main divisions eveiy section 

expands further, often branching into several new sub-sections. Throughout the 

programme ‘hot’ links to the remaining material create a network o f  references. 

This is how the material is organised. The structure o f  the programme can be 

compared to a tree covered with a web and the user to a spider which can move 

within the web but also down the branches. The problem is that the spider moves 

around his own web with confidence, the user is less privileged. A  diagram 

showing the design with particular elements being highlighted to reflect the 

sections which have already been visited, is a solution if  the user is not to be 

trapped in the maze. A  mapped design is, however, a good solution only in small 

packages. In a large programme such a diagram reflecting the whole structure, 

with every interface represented graphically, is not practical because o f  the space 

it takes on the interface.

A  different solution, more demanding on the part o f  the user, has been adopted 

for this project in which the reader is not only invited, but also expected to inspect 

most, if not the whole o f  the programme in order to examine all the strands which
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contribute to the iconological interpretation. The author not only expects the user 

to read large amounts o f  text, but imposes this condition upon him by authoring 

most contextual links as accessible from within the text. There are certain parts 

o f  the programme which are intended to be read in totality, their content and 

length (in number o f  words) is given beforehand, so the reader knows what to 

expect. The narrative presented through large portions o f  text is seldom a 

satisfactory solution in a multimedia format. Text demands a period o f  quiet 

reading when the user’s action is possibly limited to scrolling down the text field. 

Such static presentation clashes with the interactive potential o f  the software but 

for the author is a guarantee o f  presenting the argument. Hypertext links with 

other parts o f  the programme can be regarded as a distraction and in the view o f  

the reader as not supporting the argument at all. Both static and dynamic formats 

have been adopted within the accompanying programme. The direct translation 

o f  the conventional art historical discourse into an interactive format is 

unsuccessful: the digital medium requires re-writing the text into the medium- 

specific format which necessitates the use o f  concise statements that can be linked 

with other forms o f  material.

Certain sections within the accompanying programme are based on a linear 

discourse, but the reader is free to choose his own order o f  examination. He may 

start with the section ‘Definitions and Approaches’ and read about six different 

interpretations o f  anthropomorphic landscapes ( ‘Arcimboldesque’ heads, 

anamorphoses, landscape paintings, images made by chance, mythological 

metamorphoses and cosmological representations o f  the world) using the 

catalogue entries on particular works, the biographical entries and the Anthology 

o f  texts as references. He may also start with the detailed examination o f  the 

works contained in the catalogue and/or biographies, and select subject-related 

contemporary texts, before moving to the interpretative material. Within each 

interpretative section the argument is presented through the traditional linear and 

text-based narrative, a format which is probably as difficult to reject entirely by the 

author as by the reader. The links to the illustrative material, as well as references
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(comparable to notes in a book format), although accessed through a click o f  a 

mouse button, do not constitute the departure from the established conventions. 

What makes the real difference is the application o f  the dynamic links to the 

material which cannot be presented in any sole-medium, and the inclusion o f  such 

varied material as evidence in an all-encompassing archive.

The interactive multimedia format is an environment extensively used in 

computer entertainment but has been also recognised and used to much benefit in 

computer-based learning.205 The advantages o f  the use o f  multimedia for historical 

documentation has also been proven by a number o f  projects, like the archive o f  

photographs, text documents, sound, film and video recordings relating to Lord 

Mountbatten mentioned above (Chapter II.B.ii).

In this PhD thesis, an individual and very different project, the use o f  the 

multimedia interactive format for documentation has also been confirmed by 

creating a computerised archive o f  visual and textual sources. The material thus 

assembled became a starting point for the iconographical analysis in which the 

examination o f  the textual sources was extensively supported by digital imaging 

techniques. The question that remains to be answered is whether the same 

multimedia interactive format did enhance the way in which iconological 

interpretation has been conducted and presented. From the point o f  view o f the 

author this question has partly been answered. For the researcher the iconological 

interpretation arises from the comparative analysis o f  the assembled material. 

Through the associative discourse the author joins artifacts and events, connects 

ideas, shows the relationships within the data. The links between particular parts 

o f the material can be o f  various natures: object, person or place specific, loosely 

associative, text- or image-based, internal (within the same package) or external 

(with documents in other programmes, including the Internet). The nods 

represent conscious decisions and reflect the knowledge o f  the evidence. The web 

o f information thus constructed is presented for the reader’s own exploration. His 

moves can be controlled to some extent, even imposed upon him by a ‘one-way’ 

navigation system, but the reader’s own initiative plays an equally important role.
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By programming the animated sequences the author gains some control over the 

period o f  time the reader is exposed to the material, but he loses this control as 

soon as his programme is installed on a computer whose processor differs (is 

slower or faster) from that used in the development o f  the package. An example 

o f  such a display is the slide show available within the computer program which 

offers an overview o f full screen images o f  anthropomorphic landscapes from the 

period 1560s-1660s. It can be accessed from the ‘main menu’. The way images 

are shown is controlled by an authored programming script. Images are shown 

in a timed sequence, the user cannot interfere with the show, speed it up, slow it 

down or stop it. I f the author chooses to display a particular image longer than 

the other he will impose upon the reader the impression that one image is more 

important than the other. Such control over the time o f  exposing the reader to the 

evidence, is a new and powerful tool in the hands o f  the author. It does not exist 

in the traditional book format.

Whichever way the reader chooses to inspect the programme his experience o f  

it becom es an encounter with the specific climate o f  the works under 

consideration: rich in detailed knowledge o f  the works themselves as well as in the 

understanding o f  the visual and intellectual culture o f  the period, its traditions, 

conventions and beliefs.

It is often claimed, particularly by those involved in designing interactive 

programmes, including the author, that they can recreate the real experience o f  art 

to much a greater extent than any conventional medium. In my own CD-ROM  

programme on the Dulwich Picture Gallery I attempted to simulate, to some 

degree, the actual visit to the gallery: passing through its door, moving from one 

room to another, making a personal selection o f  paintings to be studied.206 In 

programmes which use three-dimensional models o f  architecture, particularly 

those which apply Quick Time Virtual Reality technique, the impression o f  moving 

in space, that o f  scale and distance, can certainly be recreated better than in any 

static medium and differently, because interactively, than in film. One can 

imagine, for example, a computer programme on 17th century anthropomorphic
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landscapes which would confront the spectator with a monstrous mask; he would 

‘enter’ through its gaping mouth into a garden, ‘look up’ at the blue sky to ‘see 

a cloud that’s dragonish ’ or ‘like a  bear or lion ’; ‘wander around’, ‘passing’ by 

a fountain o f  rustique stones topped by a figure o f  a reclining god ‘to which, to 

follow the example o f the story told by Ovid, the name o f  Mount Tmolus could be 

given ’; then ‘pass by’ some other ingenious mechanical devices emitting sound; 

‘walk along’ a gallery where he could spot a curious, elongated shape depicted on 

a wall showing 'nothing but confusion' or, among other precious pictures, one o f  

‘a  f ie ld  drawn on a stone panel, two palms long and two palms wide ’ which 

‘shows mountains, towns, valleys, rocks, rivers, lakes, trees, figures o f  people and 

animals ’ while it also ‘represents an image o f  a  human face crowned with 

leaves’...', tired by so much ‘walking’ and ‘emotions’, the visitor could ‘enter’ a 

grotto inside another monstrous face ‘but not so much monstrous as 

mountainous ’ and relax next to the fountain where Galatea is riding her dolphins, 

or perhaps ‘move’ to the library, ‘pick up’ a book and immerse himself in reading; 

the choice is endless: the writings o f  the ancient, Plato, Pliny and others; 

Vitruvius’s story on the architect Dinocrates who wanted to carve the figure o f  

Alexander the Great in Mount Athos; old books which explain all the mysteries 

o f  the universe and those o f  the lesser w orld- man; or Athanasius Kircher - the 

genius o f  the day for whom no art has secrets; there are also English poets like 

Donne, and so much more....; the visitor could also ‘flip’ through the volumes o f  

prints with all these bizarre heads composed o f  the most strange objects; or ‘play’ 

with diagrams o f  the cosmos, pulling strings to make the planets move; or 

‘inspect’ the contents o f  the most lavish cabinet, ‘open’ its little drawers to 

discover what all the strange looking scientific instruments are for; ‘look through’ 

the microscope at some specimens, and ponder that so much beauty in Nature 

comes by chance.207

By necessity concise, this is a sample storyboard for a programme in which all 

these events could be transformed into an interactive narrative, screen by screen. 

The actions mentioned: moving, walking through, picking up, flipping through,
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can all be simulated. Every element o f  this scenario refers to a specific object, 

work, book, concept. They have been all entered into the computerised catalogue 

accompanying this thesis and partly represent the contemporary concept o f  the 

mundus intellectualis, as suggested visually by the ‘main menu’ interface which 

uses the image o f  the title-page o f  Francis Bacon Silva silvarum ,208 The works, 

objects and concepts with which the programme is concerned are not, however, 

represented graphically (for example as icons) as belonging to one, clearly defined 

physical space within the programme. If put together to create such a simulation 

o f a specific environment in a specific period this visible whole would constitute 

a perfect historical mystification. In the art historical domain such mystifications 

are familiar, accepted and often enlightening, when in the form o f  museum and 

exhibition displays. On such displays different objects are placed together as 

evidence in an investigation o f  a particular historical theme, phenomenon or ideas. 

It is not rare that the exhibits ‘meet’ for the first time; they are selected because 

they are available as contextual evidence and, although never belonged physically 

to the same space, they serve the purpose o f  reconstruction o f  the past and 

recreating the atmosphere o f  the period. The provenance o f  the objects, their 

purpose are clearly defined by exhibition labels. The same exhibition can be 

documented by a multimedia application. Without a clearly defined purpose such 

a programme will create an impression o f  the reality which never existed 

historically, resembling the environment o f  a computer game.

The world o f  multimedia is an environment without labels. Objects are 

intended to speak for themselves and their relationship should be at best self- 

explanatoiy. The reader moves within the programme first o f  all intentionally and 

expects to find a world o f information presented in a visually attractive way. The 

author is responsible for the programme’s content and structure. An orthodox art 

historian does not feel at ease in this environment. He likes to talk on behalf o f  

objects and have full control over his reader. His training did not prepare him to 

tackle complex technical problems and his sensitivity to the aesthetics o f  visual 

materials does not equate with his ability o f  being a graphic designer using desktop
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publishing software. He is used to, and has possibly accepted that the art history 

has broken old conventions o f continuities, totalities and constants, to become one 

o f  ‘discontinuities, difference, shifts, thresholds, ruptures, breaks, mutations, 

transformations, series o f  series, differentiated autonomies, the exploring o f  

labyrinths and deformed itineraries. Its subject includes everything, but it cannot 

produce a  total history. ’ 209 The digital discourse applied as a technique o f  

interpretation pushes an art historian to break the conventions even further. The 

quest for producing a total interpretation becomes, at least in the old sense, a 

chasing o f  a chimera.
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NOTES

1. E. Panofsky: Studies in Iconoloev: Humanistic Themes in the Art of Renaissance. New York, 1939; the 
Introduction with the exposition of the theory was first published as an article in Logos. 21 (1932), 103-19; for 
the general introduction to iconology and its development see J. Bialostocki: ‘Iconography’, The Dictionary of the 
History of Ideas, ed. P. P. Wiener, New York, 1973, ii, 524-42. For further references see the relevant chapters.
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Bibliothèque nationale de France, G. 448).

123. E. Norgate: Miniatura or the Art of Limning MS (1649); cf. H. Ogden and M. Ogden: English Taste in Landscape 
in the Seventeenth Century. Ann Arbor, 1955, p. 11.

124. H Peacham: Graphice: or the Most Auncient and Excellent Art of Drawing and Limning. London, 1612, p. 28f. 
In the first edition, titled The Art of Drawing with the Pen and Limning in Water Colours. London, 1606 this 
sentence reads: 'if it be not drawne by it seife or fo r the owne sake, but in respect.... ’. The change from if  to 
seldome showing a greater appreciation of landscape as an independent genre, is significant. Cf. H. Ogden and 
M. Ogden: English Taste in Landscape in the Seventeenth Century. Ann Arbor, 1955, p. 5f.
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125. C. S. Wood: Albrecht Altdorfer and the Origins of Landscape. Chicago, 1993, p. 42.

126. C. S. Wood (op. cit.) gives as an example the landscape detached from one of Mending's Madonnas and 
presented by an Italian master as a work in its own right.

127. As late as 1811, J.W.M. Turner called Poussin’s Roman Road, 1648, Dulwich Picture Gallery, "a powerful 
specimen o f historic landscape ” (quoted from the Gallery’s label).

128. G. Pochât: Fieur und Landschaft. Eine historische interpretation der Landschaftsmalerei von der Antike bis zur 
Renaissance. Berlin and New York, 1973, with further bibliography, is a good example.

129. K. van Mander: Het Schilderboeck. Haarlem, 1604, Stanza 41. Engl, text in: Dutch Landscape. The Early Years. 
Haarlem and Amsterdam 1590-1650 exh. cat., ed. C. Brown, National Gallery, London, 1986, p.42.

130. W. Stechow: Dutch Landscape Painting of the Seventeenth Century. London, 1966, p. 131.

131. This approach, now criticised, was introduced by A. Bengtsson: Studies on the Rise of Realistic Landscape 
painting in Holland 1610-1625. Uppsala. 1952.

132. J. Onians: ‘ 7 wonder... ’ A short history of amazement’, Sight and Insight, Essays on Art and Culture in Honour 
of E.H. Gombrich at 85. ed. J. Onians, London, 1994, p. 16-18

133. S. Caus: Von Geweltsamen bewegungen published simultaneously in French as Des raisons des forces 
mouvantes. Frankfurt, 1615, Problem XIV. See Anthology for ampler quotations.

134. J. Turner: ‘Landscape and the ‘Art Prospective’ in England’, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes. 
XLII (1979), pp. 292.

135. G. Schott: Mania universalis naturae et artis. Würzburg, 1657, Liber rv, p. 192. See Anthology for ampler 
quotations.

136. J. BaltruSaitis: Anamorphoses. Les perspectives dépravées - II). 3rd rev. ed. Paris, 1996, p. 117.

137. See Schott’s description of the anamorphotic magic in Book III of his Mania universalis naturae et artis. 
Würzburg, 1657.

138. G.B. Falda: Li niardini di Roma (Rome, n.d.). Falda’s views date probably from 1670 and cannot be regarded 
as an accurate contemporary evidence for the Montalti’s gardens created at the end of the 16th centuiy. Copy 
used: National Art Library, Victoria and Albert Museum, London, Special Collections 86. J.28.

139. D. Fontana: Della transportazione dell’obelisco, Rome. 1590, fol. 3 lv, quotation to D.R. Coffin: Gardens and 
Gardening in Papal Rome. Princeton, 1991, p. 144. See pp. 142-45 for Coffin’s discussion of the Villa Montalto 
gardens.

140. See L. Balkan: Nature’s Work of Art. The Human Body as Image of the World New Haven and London, 1975, 
pp. 241-3 in particular.

141. The Poetical Works of Giles and Phineas Fletcher, ed. F. S. Boas, Cambridge, 1908, i.49ff.

142. The gardens at West Wycombe were laid out in the 1730's. The erotic symbolism of the design was so obvious 
that the lake was later redesigned to represent a swan instead of the female form. See: Ch. Thacker: The Genius
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of Gardening. The History of garden in Britain and Ireland (London, 1994), pp. 194-95; There is no mention of 
anthropomorphism in the otherwise detailed description of the garden design in F. Dashwood: The Dashwoods 
of West Wvcombe (London, 1987)

143. R. van Pelt: ‘Man and Cosmos in Huygens’ Hofwijck’, Art History, iv/2 (1981) pp. 150-174. Transl. of 
Huygens’s poem by R. van Pelt.

144. Quotation is to The Poems of Sir Philip Sidney, ed. W. A. Ringler, Oxford, 1962.

145. Quoted to F. Stampfe: ‘A Design for a Garden Grotto by Jacques de Gheyn II’, Master Drawings. ???, p. 381.

146. S. de Caus: Hortus Palatinus aFriderico Rege Boemiae Electore Palatino.... Frankfurt, 1620 (copy used: British 
Library 731.m. 17(2).

147. T. Tasso: Gerusalemme Liberata. Canto xvi, 10 (written 1574); Transl. E. Fairfax, London, 1749:
So with the rude the polished mingled was 
That natural seemed all and ev’ry part;
Nature would Craft in counterfeiting pass,
And imitate her imitator, Art.

See also E. MacDougall: ‘Ars Hortulorum: Sixteenth Century Garden Iconography and Literary Theory in Italy’ 
The Italian Garden, ed. D.R. Coffin, Washington, 1972, pp. 37-60

148. The first concept is stoic, the other epicurean, and both are ‘associated for ever’ with gardens, according to E. 
Battisti: 'Natura Artificiosa to Natura Artificialis ’, The Italian Garden, ed. D.R. Coffin, Washington, 1972, p. 
35.

149. E n glish  translation: The Arcimboldo Effect, eds. S. Rasponi and C. Tanzi, Milan, 1987, p. 188.

150. L. B. Alberti: De Statua [1436-c. 1467], Engl, translation in Leon Battista Alberti: On Painting and on Sculpture. 
ed. C. Grayson, London, 1972. Alberi’s idea became a starting point for W. H. Janson’s elaboration of chance 
images in the Renaissance art. See H  W. Janson: 'The "Image Made by Chance" in Renaissance Thought', Sixteen 
Studies. New York, 1973, and Janson’s entry on Chance Images in The Dictionary of the History of Ideas, ed. 
P.P. Wiener (New York, 1973). The author skips from the 16th century to the art of Cozens to show the long 
lasting influence of the idea. For the 17th century he mentions engraved stones only.

151. G. Vasari: Le Vite de’ piu eccelenti pittori, scultori e architetti.... Florence, 1568; Engl, transl. by G. Bull, 
London, 1965 (repr. 1987), p. 107.

152 . Leonardo: Treatise on Painting, transl. A.P. McMahon, New York, 1956, vol. I, p. 50.

153. This is a negative example for Cicero for he does not believe that an artist can reach perfection through accident. 
For sources, their discussion and more examples see H  W. Janson: 'The "Image Made by Chance" in Renaissance 
Thought', Sixteen Studies. New York, 1973, p. 55-60.

154. G. Vasari: Le Vite de' piu eccelenti pittori. scultori e architetti.... Florence 1568; Engl transl. by G. Bull, London: 
Penguin 1965 (repr. 1988), p. 343

155. Vitruvius: Ten Books on Architecture, transl. M. Hicky Morgan, New York, 1960, p. 3 5 (1 st ed. 1914).

156 . G. Schott: Magi a universalis naturae et artis. Wurzburg, 1657, p. 192.
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157. A. Kirchen China Monumentalis,... Amsterdam, 1667, p. 172-4 (copy used: British Library 457.e.3). This and 
the subsequent quotations are to: China Illustrata. Engl, transi. C. D. van Tuyl, Oklahoma, 1987.

158. H. W. Janson: The "Image Made by Chance" in Renaissance Thought' Sixteen Studies. New York, 1973, p. 63.

159. "...riguardeuole io a tale usanza dal seno del mio intelletto hauendo formato un gregge di uari capricci. ” 
Quotation to the dedication to Pietro Medici, English transi, by K. Clark: ‘The Bizzarie di Varie Figure of G.B. 
Bracelli’, Print Collector’s Quarterly. XVL (1929), p. 310.

160. On the beholder’s share in reading mimesis see H. E. Gombrich’s interpretation of Philostratus’s Life o f  
Apollonius o f Tyna, where the latter discusses chance images, ‘The Image in the Clouds’, Art and Illusion. 
London, 1995, pp. 154f. (1st ed. 1960). Both quotations are to Philostratus.

161. On Cassiano dal Pozzo’s Paper Museum see: The Paper Museum of Cassiano dal Pozzo (T 588- 1657V ed. F. 
Ilchman and others, exh. cat., British Library, London, 14 May - 30 August 1933, further literature.

162. The suggestion of Gheeraerts the Elder working for Hieronymus Cock has been made by Els Vermandere, 
‘Gheeraerts, Marcus I, The Dictionary of Art, London, 1996. The author does not give her reasons. Very little 
is known about the artist’s life but it is certain that after 1543 he moved to Antwerp. The exceptional quality of 
Gheereaerts’s graphic output may be a reflection of his involvement in the production of this leading printing 
house.

163. C. Brown: ‘The Flemish Landscape Tradition’, Rubens’s Landscapes, exh. cat., National Gallery, London, 16 
October 1996 - 19 January 1997, p. 14f.

164. D. Bax in a letter to the Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, Brussels, dated 30 October 1963. See H. Pauwels: 
Donation Docteur et Madame Frans Heulens-Van der Meiren. Brussels, 1988, p. 28 (no further details).

165. The literature of the subject is extensive. Standard are: E. Cassirer: The Individual and the Cosmos in 
Renaissance Philosophy. Oxford, 1963 (1st German ed. Leipzig and Berlin, 1927); G. Perrigo Conger: Theories 
of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History of Philosophy. New York, 1922; M. Kurdzialek: ‘Der Mensch 
als Abbild der Kosmos’, Der Begnff der Raepresentatio in Mittelalter. Miscellanea Mediaevalia 8, Berlin and 
New York, 1971 [known to me from the Polish edition in Roczniki Humanistvczne KUL. 1 (1971); I found 
particularly useful L. Barkan: Nature’s Work of Art. The Human Body as Image of the World. New Haven and 
London, 1975, for it shows how the same theory has influenced English Renaissance poetry, a phenomenon 
which can be regarded as a development parallel to the visual arts.

166. See D. O’Brien: Empedocles’ Cosmic Cycle. Cambridge, 1969. On the Hippocratic tradition see: L. Barkan: 
Nature’s Work of Art. The Body as Image of the World. New Haven and London, 1975, p. 19f.

167. F. M. Comford: Plato’s Cosmology: the Timaeus of Plato. New York, 1952 (1st ed. 1937).

168. Plato: Timaeus 30b-32c, English text by B. Jowett.

169. English text quoted to A. Roob: The Hermetic Museum: Alchemy and Mysticism. Cologne, 1997, p. 533.

170. B. Latini: Li Livres dou trésor, edition critique par Francis J. Carmody, University of California Publications in 
Modem Philology, vol. 22, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1948. Book I. Chapter 99.

171. L. Pacioli: Divina proportione, Venice, 1509, Chapter VTI; English text after J. Onians: Bearers of Meaning. 
The Classical Orders in Antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Princeton, 1988, p. 221.
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172. The Literaiv Works of Leonardo da Vinci, edited and translated by J. P. Richter, London, 3rd 1970 (1st 1883), 
Morals: 1162 (11:242) What is life? Richter translates Leonardo’s ‘l ’uomo è modello dello mondo ’ as ‘man is 
the image of the world’; a literal equivalent would be ‘man is the model of the world’.

173. R. Haydock: A Traete Containing the Artes of Curious Paintinge, Caruinge. and Buildinge. London. 1598. 
Book I.

174 . Robert van Pelt sees here the influence of Robert Fludd’s concept of the micro- and macrocosm. See his ‘Man 
and Cosmos in Huygens’s Hofwijck’, Art History, voi. 4, no. 2 (1981 ), p. 166.

175 . The Literary Works of Leonardo da Vinci, edited and translated by J. P. Richter, London, 3rd 1970 (1st 1883), 
II: 88.

176. Pico: ‘De dignitate hominis’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, ed. E. Cassirer and others, Chicago, 1968, 
pp. 215-54; English text by E. Livermoore Forbes, the quotations are to p. 226 and 225 respectively.

177 . Plato: Timaeus. 81b.

178 .  ‘The waters return with constant motion from the lowest depths o f the sea to the utmost height o f the 
mountains, not obeying the nature o f heavier bodies and in this they resemble the blood o f  animated beings 
which always moves from the sea of the heart and flows towards the top o f  the head.... ’ in: The Literary Works 
of Leonardo da Vinci, edited and translated by J. P. Richter, London, 3rd 1970 (1st 1883).

179 . Plato: Timaeus. 70a.

180 . Helkanah Crooke: Microcosmoeraphia, London, 1615, p. 6. Quotation after L. Barkan: Nature’s Work of Art. 
New Haven and London, 1975, p. 46.

181. The text, in my translation in prose, is that of Guillaume de Sailustre Du Bartas’s poem Première Sepmaine 
[1 «  ̂Al.il] q u o te d  a f te r  L . Barkan: Nature’s Work of Art New Haven and L o n d o n ,  1 9 7 5 , p .  1 5 7 . Seepp. 1 4 3 -  

4 4  and 1 5 1 -7 4  for his discussion of the castle of the body and the influence of Du Bartas on Phineas Fletcher’s 
The Purple Island (1 6 3 3 ) .

182 . T. Browne: Relido Medici and Other Works, ed. L. C. Martin. Oxford. 1964 p 33. Barkan and von Pelt both 
use the same citation to support a similar argument, see L. Barkan: Nature’s Work of Art. New Haven and 
London, 1975, p. 45; and R. van Pelt ‘Man and Cosmos in Huygens’s Hofwijck’, Art History, vol. 4, no. 2 
(1981), p. 165.

183. The illustration shows the reconstruction of the Temple of Fortuna at Praeneste (Palestrina), since 1630 the 
sanctuary belonged to the Barberim.

184. Kepler writes on Apian’s Astronomicum Caesareum (Ingolstadt, 1540): ‘Who will give me a spring of tears, that 
I may admire the lamentable industry of Apianus, who relying upon Ptolemy, wasted so many hours representing 
a whole labyrinth of interlocking twists and turns. ’ Quoted after A. Roob: The Hermetic Museum: Alchemy and 
Mysticism. Cologne, 1997, p. 71.

185. A. Burmester, A. Hamber, K. Martinez and others: The examination of paintings by digital image analysis', Proc. 
3rd International Conference on non-destructive testing, microanalvtical methods and environment evaluation 
for study and conservation of works of art, Viterbo, October 1992, pp. 201-214; K. Martinez, J. Cupitt andD. 
Saunders: ‘High Resolution Colorimetric Imaging of Paintings’, SPIE Vol. 1901 - Cameras. Scanners and Image 
Acquisition Systems. 1993, pp. 25-36.
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186. A. Burmester, L. Raffelt, G. Robinson and S. Wagini: ‘The MARC Project: From Analogue to Digital 
Reproduction’, Flemish Baroque Painting. Masterpieces of the Alte Pinakothek München, ed. S. Wagini, 
München, 1996, pp. 19-26 (further literature).

187. There are several types of resolution of a digital image, concerned with a number of different issues which 
sometimes get confused: the size and quality of the image, colour depth, the resolution of display and that of the 
output image (print-out). Image resolution reflects the spacing of picture elements (pels or pixels) and is 
measured by the number of pels per inch or centimetre. Bit resolution, or pixel depth reflects the amount of 
colour information per every picture element, e.g. 24 bit resolution means that every pixel may store 224, or over 
16  m illio n  values, whereas 1 bit resolution reflects only two possible values: white or black. Good introduction 
to these basic concepts can be found in the Introduction to any Adobe Photoshop image processing software 
manual, or in P. Robinson: The Digitization of Primary Textual Sources. Oxford, 1993, pp. 9-17.

188. J. Taylor, G. Forester, F. Livingstone and R. Baribeau: ‘AMUSE: 3-D Colour Imaging, Remote Access and 
Display’, EVA’96 - Electronic Imaging and the Visual Arts. Conference Proceedings, National Gallery, London, 
25 July 1996, pp. 9-1 to 1-10.

189. The print is reproduced in The Arcimboldo Effect, ed. S. Rasponi and C. Tanzi, Milan, 1987, p. 210 as 
anonymous, undated woodcut; the print is in fact a copper engraving.

190 . L.-A. Prat and P. Rosenberg: Nicolas Poussin (T 594-1665). Catalogue raisonné des dessins. Milan, 1994, 
Introduction, p.2.

191. The ‘binary composition’ of the Rubens’s landscape has been first suggested by H. G. Evers: Peter Paul Rubens. 
Munich, 1942, p. 392. This dual reading has been further developed by L. Vegara, unaware of the change in the 
condition of the painting, in her Rubens and the Poetics of Landscape. London, 1982, pp. 43ff. For the discussion 
see: C. Brown: Rubens’s Landscapes, exh. cat., National Gallery, London, October 1966 - January 1997, p. 50f.

192. M. A. Sullivan: Bruegel’s Peasants. Art and Audience in the Northern Renaissance. Cambridge, 1994, see 
especially Figs. 44-47.

193. A truly valuable comparison of works requires a simultaneous and direct examination of works gathered in one 
place. This is often practically impossible. I used the visits to the Musées des Beaux-Arts in Brussels and the 
National Gallery in Prague as an opportunity to examine the group of the Netherlandish landscape paintings 
representative of the development of the genre from the late 15th to the late 16th century, ranging from Geertgen 
tot Sint Jans’s Triptych with the Adoration o f  the M agi and Joachim Patenir, through Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s 
Haymaking (from whom details for the digital experiment were taken) to the latter’s lesser known followers.

194. L. Schwartz: ‘The computer of an art historian’, Scientific American. April 1995; this article is known to me 
from the Polish edition of the journal, titled Swiat nauki. 6(46) 1995, pp. 54-60.

195. This type of software is primarily used for the statistical analysis of text, including the analysis of literary styles. 
See: J. Sinclair: Corpus. Concordance. Collocation. Oxford, 1991; P. Robinson: The Digitization of Primary 

Textual Sources. Oxford, 1993; W. Chemik, C. Davis and M. Deegan (eds.): The Politics of the Electronic Text. 
Oxford, 1993. I have found T.A.C.T. software, a shareware developed by John Bradley of Toronto University, 
particularly useful for the analysis of old inventories and art catalogues.

196. S. Rasponi and C. Tanzi: The Arcimboldo Effect. Transformations of the Face from the Sixteenth to the 
Twentieth Century. Milan, 1987 - a book (not a catalogue) complementing the exhibition held at the Palazzo 
Grassi, Venice.

203



NOTES

197. These publications are: A. Kircher: Ars magna lucis et umbrae. Rome, 1646, Fig. 22; G. Schott: Magia 
universalis naturae et artis. Wtlizburg, 1657, Fig. 13; Print collections: Novae Regionum Aliquot amenissimarum 
delineationes ex naturali locorum positu desumptae et aeri incisae, Basel, 1625 (Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, Inv. No. 95H36]; Dutch Drolls, bound after 1762, Royal Library, Windsor, Inv. No. 807473.

198. G. Isarlo: ‘Arcimboldo’, Combat Art. 4th April 1954.

199. P. Wescher: ‘The ‘idea’ in Giuseppe Arcimboldo’s Art’, Magazine of Art, xliii (1950), No. 1, plates on p. 4.

2 0 0 . J. Onians: ‘7 wonder...’ A short history of amazement’, Sight and Insight. Essays on Art and Culture in Honour 
of E. H. Gombrich at 85. ed. J. Onians, London, 1994, pp. 11-33; quotation to p. 11.

201. B. Geiger: I Dipinti ghiribizzosi di Giuseppe Arcimboldi. Florence, 1954, p. 41.

2 0 2 . S. J. Morris: ‘Design and Development of Multimedia Documents’, Computers and the History of Art, vol. vi(l) 
1996, p. 66.

2 0 3 . M  Redmond and N. Sweeney: Contextual Media: Multimedia and Interpretation. Manchester, 1994. Quotation 
to the Chapter ‘Multimedia Production: Non-Linear Storytelling Using Digital Technologies’.

2 0 4 . See, for example, the CD-ROM ‘The Making of the United Kingdom, Crown, Parliaments and Peoples 1500- 
1750' published by the British Library, 1998.

2 0 5 . An interesting case of the use of multimedia (CD-ROM packages) in the United Kingdom is the work of the 
Open University which gradually introduces such programmes to distance teaching, see: T. Benton: ‘Multiple 
Media and Multimedia: Some Possible Options for the History of Art and Design’, Journal of Design History. 
K  (1996), No. 3, pp. 203-214.

2 0 6 . A CD-ROM Guide to the Dulwich Picture Gallery, an interactive programme created as part of the MA 
Computing Applications for the History of Art, Birkbeck College, London, 1994. Unpublished.

2 0 7 . In italics are citations to W. Shakespeare: Anthony and Cleopatra. ; S. Caus: Von Gewaltsamen bewegungen. 
Frankfurt, 1615, Problema XIV; W. Shakespeare: Richard II, Act II, Scene II, 21-22; G. Schott: Magia 
universalis naturae et artis. Wtlrzburg, 1657, Liber rv, p. 192; A. Kircher: C h in a  T lln s tra ta  Amsterdam, 1667, 
p. 173, transl. C. D. van Tuyl, Oklahoma, 1987; R. Haydocke [G. P. Lomazzo]: A Tracte Containing the Artes 
of Curious Paintinge. Caruinge. and Buildinge. London, 1598, Book I.

2 0 8 . F. Bacon: Silva Silvarum. London, 1629.

2 0 9 . The citation is to the commentary by Eric Ferme on Michel Foucault’s concept of the discourse, in E. Femie: Art 
History and its Methods. London, 1995, p. 335.
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