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Abstract 

This dissertation considers the relationship between art and nature in Florence under 

Grand Duke Francesco I de’ Medici (1541-87) through an investigation of four materials: coral, 

rock crystal, lapis lazuli, and shells. The use and representation of these natural materials in 

spaces and objects associated with Francesco reveals the complexity of the art/nature duality at 

the time and place in which art was taking shape as an academic practice in the form of the 

Accademia del Disegno and the writing of art history by Giorgio Vasari (1511-74) and others. 

Further, attitudes towards the natural world were shifting as a result of the work of naturalists 

such as Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-1605), a long-time correspondent of Francesco, and European 

explorations into the wider world. These case studies have broader implications for such issues 

as Medici heritage, the legacy of Michelangelo, the style sometimes called “Mannerism,” natural 

history, and global expansion. Under Francesco, the generative forces of art and nature were 

united, as suggested in his Studiolo, the gardens of Pratolino, in objects such as mounted 

branches of coral, rock crystal vessels, sculptures encrusted with shells, and paintings filled with 

ultramarine, and, most explicitly, in the operation of artists’ workshops next to alchemical and 

other “scientific” laboratories within the Casino di San Marco, the activities of which Francesco 

actively participated, satisfying his own intellectual curiosity into the workings of nature and its 

transformations at the hands of skilled artists. This dissertation will demonstrate that the 

relationship between art and nature not only played out in realm of style, as espoused in art 

theoretical texts, but in the materiality of the arts, placing those irregular natural substances of 

Mother Nature as central to the culture of Francesco’s Florence. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Mother Nature at the Court of Francesco I 

Within Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio, a small, barrel-vaulted room, covered in 

paintings and statuettes, stands out within the larger visual program of the building, 

which overtly heralds the dynasty and right to rule of the Medici. This room, known as 

the Studiolo, was commissioned by the second grand duke of Tuscany, Francesco I de’ 

Medici (1541-87), and functioned as a private space in which he kept a collection of 

naturalia and visual and material culture in cabinets fronted by paintings dedicated to the 

generation and gathering of natural materials, their transformation at the hands of man, 

and the discovery of various art forms. The figurative keystone of the space is a painting 

found at the centre of the vault. Here, a personification of Mother Nature, recumbent and 

surrounded by birds and beasts, proffers an unformed lump of matter to the titan 

Prometheus, creator of both humankind, who he sculpted from mud, and of various arts, 

such as stone cutting (Figure 1.1).1 Mother Nature provides the materials for life and for 

the goods that make it beautiful. It is the job of the artist, here Prometheus, to transform 

her raw materials into works of art.  

                                                   

1 The gifts of Prometheus to man far exceed fire, for which he is best known. He was the inventor of all 

manner of arts and “sciences,” such as carpentry, arithmetic, medicine, and geometry. Indeed, he “founded 

all the arts of man,” according to Aeschylus (525-456BCE), the Greek author of Prometheus Bound, the 

play in which the titan’s punishment and his generosity to humankind is explained. See lines 436-506 for 

an account of these gifts in Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, trans. and ed. George Thomson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1932). For some brief discussion of Prometheus as it relates to the history of 

science, see James MacLachlan, Children of Prometheus: A History of Science and Technology (Toronto: 

Wall & Thompson, 1988): xv. The association between Prometheus and stone cutting was mentioned in 

preparatory plans for the Studiolo. In these plans, which will be discussed in greater detail later, Pliny (23-

79CE) is cited as the source of this information, suggesting the widespread understanding of Prometheus as 

relayed by Aeschylus. For the relevant document, see Karl Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass Giorgio 

Vasaris (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1982), 2:887. 
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In this painting, the seemingly opposed yet complementary categories of art and 

nature, subjects of considerable discussion in early modern Italy, come together in a 

fruitful exchange. At the time of its creation, artists, scholars, and writers questioned 

what was natural, what was artificial, how the boundary between the two could be 

crossed, and the implications of such constructs. Thinking through these complexities 

resulted in artful works about nature and about art in the form of literature, painting, 

sculpture, and other forms of material culture, of which the Studiolo painting is only one 

example. Unlike the paintings on the walls bellow, which are explicit in the materials and 

arts that they reference, the material offered up by Mother Nature is raw, formless, and 

unidentifiable, perhaps intentionally so. The indefinable nature of the “stuff” seems 

entirely the point, since the materials of nature were not so indefinite. Rather, natural 

materials came in distinctive colours, shapes, and textures and originated in differing 

locations, were imbued with specific cultural meanings, and required their own particular 

methods of working. The matter offered by Mother Nature is resistant to identification 

and in its resistance it is the painter’s fantasy – it is unformed “stuff” that awaits the 

touch and the intellect of the artist to give it colour, shape, and meaning. 

In the ancient story of Prometheus, the titan acts alone in his creation of man and 

of the various arts. In the Studiolo, the story has been translated such that Nature is 

implicated, explicitly heralding her role in the creative process. The formless material, 

placed at the centre of the image, is framed by the hands of Nature and art (Prometheus). 

In contrast, period texts emphasize art, espousing the idea that it perfects or triumphs over 

nature.  Art strikes fear into Nature, as Raphael’s tomb in the Pantheon tells us: “Here lies 

Raphael, by whom Nature feared to be outdone while he lived, and when he died feared 
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that she herself would die.”2 The age-old competition comes to a decisive close in the 

final third of Giorgio Vasari’s (1511-1574) Le vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori, e 

architettori (1550, second edition 1568) through the figures of Leonardo, Raphael, and, 

most importantly, Michelangelo. Vasari writes of a perfection of nature through art – a 

transformation of mere accidents into an ideal through the hand and more crucially the 

intellect of God-like artists:  

design needs, when it extracts from judgement the idea [or 

mental image] of something, that the hand, through the 

study and exercise of many years, is free and able to draw 

and express well whatever nature has created ... For when 

the intellect sends forth with judgement the concepts 

purged [of the accidents of nature], the hand that has 

practiced design for that many years, makes known the 

perfection and excellence of art and the knowledge of the 

artwork together.3 

The variances or inconsistencies in the products of Nature are imperfections, which the 

artists, through their skill and knowledge, are able to remove in their art. Michelangelo 

himself is critical, according to Vasari, of a strict adherence to nature in the work of 

Titian. Vasari states that upon seeing work by the Venetian, Michelangelo commented 

that he followed nature too closely, that his work needed to be “helped by art and by 

drawing [disegno], as it is by nature.” Vasari agrees, for “those who have not drawn 

                                                   

2 “Ille hic est Raphael timuit quo sempre vinci rerum magna parens et moriente.” For a consideration of this 

epitaph and its sources, see John Shearman, Raphael in Early Modern Sources (1483-1602) (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 1:640-47. 
3 “Ma sia come si voglia, questo disegno ha bisogno, quando cava l’invenzione d’una qualche cosa dal 
giudizio, che la mano sia, mediante lo studio ed esercizio di molti anni, spedita ed atta a disegnare ed 

esprimere bene qualunque cosa ha la natura creato… perchè, quando l’intelletto manda fuori i concetti 

purgati e con giudizio, fanno quelle mano che hanno molti anni esercitato il disegno, conoscere la 

perfezione ed eccellenza dell’arti, ed il sapere dell’artefice insieme.” Giorgio Vasari, Le opere di Giorgio 

Vasari, ed. Gaetano Milanesi (Florence: G.C. Sansoni S.p.A., 1973), 1:169. For this passage, I looked to 

Patricia Lee Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1995), 241 as a basis for the translation presented here. 
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enough and studied ancient or modern works, cannot do well by practice alone nor 

improve on things copied from life, giving them the grace and perfection that art gives, 

[which is] outside the order of nature, which usually makes some parts that are not 

beautiful.”4 When Vasari speaks of nature, he is most often referring to her as a guide, as 

something to be imitated, but ultimately perfected, brought to an ideal state through art. 

His comments are not dismissive of nature, for she is able to produce beauty in her parts, 

but was simply imperfect. In writing his monumental collection of biographies, Vasari 

was more concerned with championing the personalities and skills of artists than with the 

materials they used. When he does speak of materials, meaning those physical things 

used in the creation of art, such as marble, it is as difficulties to overcome and how they 

can be used or worked. Michelangelo, for example, overcomes limitations in the 

sculpting of marble as well as the damages to his material at the hands of lesser artists in 

the creation of the David.5 Fro Vasari, the stuff of nature is secondary to the goals, skills, 

and personalities of the artists. 

This is but one narrative. By shifting focus to how natural materials, in all their 

inconsistencies and organic forms, were prized, collected, fashioned into objects, and 

depicted in other media, differing attitudes towards nature and art become apparent. 

Artists of the Florentine court, some even mentioned in Vasari’s text, not only displayed 

their triumphant mastery of nature through their work, but also a more complex, fluid 

                                                   

4 “Con ciò sia (diss’ egli) che se quest’uomo fusse punto aiutato dall’arte e dal disegno, come è dalla 

natura, e massimamente nel contrafare il vivo, non si potrebbe far più nè meglio… Ed in fatti così è vero, 

perciochè chi non ha disegnato assai, e studiato cose scelte antiche o modern non può fare bene di pratica 

da sè nè aiutare le cose che si ritranno dal vivo, dando loro quella grazia e perfezione che dà l’arte fuori 

dell’ordine della natura, la quale fa ordinariamente alcune parti che non son belle.” Vasari-Milanesi, 7:447-

48. 
5 Vasari-Milanesi, 7:152-54. 
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relationship. The ways in which natural materials were understood, used, transformed, 

and represented reveal a far more nuanced dialogue that reflects multiplicity and 

complexity over linearity.  Four of the most prized and ubiquitous natural materials at the 

Florentine court were coral, rock crystal, lapis lazuli, and shells. They were used and 

represented in a variety of ways and places within Francesco’s court, including the 

Studiolo, but also the grottos of Pratolino and Boboli, the Tribuna, the Casino di San 

Marco, in paintings, sculpture, and opulent tableware. Each of these materials are distinct 

in their aesthetics, the culturally imbued meanings they carried, the methods needed to 

work them, and are all referenced in treatises, inventories, and letters related to 

Francesco’s court. In this dissertation, I will consider the relationship between art and 

nature through an examination of the use and representation of these natural materials in 

texts, visual and material culture, and spaces associated directly with Francesco. In 

following the threads these materials produce, spaces, objects, and texts more indirectly 

related to Francesco are also considered, such as works in stone and paintings 

commissioned by his father, Cosimo I (1519-74), and brother, Ferdinando I (1549-1609), 

as well as the writings on art by Vasari, who died the same year Francesco became grand 

duke.  

Florence in the second half of the sixteenth century is a particularly apt locus and 

period for a consideration of the relationship between art and nature. Ideas about nature 

and ways of manipulating natural materials were fundamental to an understanding of 

ideals about art, just as art was taking shape as an academic practice. Florence was a 

centre for artistic academies and the writing of art history by individuals such as Vasari 

and Raffaello Borghini (1537-88). More broadly, the period marks developments in the 
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field of natural history, the history of collecting, and was a time of new contact with 

distant peoples, cultures, and natural materials. The Florence of Francesco’s lifetime was 

cosmopolitan, attracting some of the foremost artists and intellectuals, who engaged in 

networks of exchange and participated in the broader cultural milieu of the sixteenth 

century.  

Although I examine works made at Francesco’s court, patronage is not the central 

concern of this dissertation. The use of natural materials is not due solely to his personal 

tastes, but instead is a part of a wider cultural discourse about art and nature. In anchoring 

this study around the Florentine court and the objects and spaces produced by the artists 

who worked there, I am able to re-evaluate a time and place which is often shadowed by 

established ideas about Francesco, which colour our understanding of the arts produced 

during his lifetime. He is a figure who, through the lens of history, has come to be 

regarded as a reclusive, melancholic, inwardly contemplative man, preoccupied with his 

personal pursuits in the realm of natural philosophy, ferreting out the secrets of nature in 

the Studiolo or the Casino di San Marco (site of his alchemical and artistic workshops, 

among other things), to the neglect of the efficient and prosperous running of the state. 

Francesco was the first son born to Cosimo I and Eleonora of Toledo (1522-62). 

In 1564, his father ceded governance of the state to his son, but he would not take the 

mantle of grand duke until Cosimo’s death in 1574.6 In the year following his 

appointment as head of government, Francesco married Joanna of Austria (1547-78), 

                                                   

6 In 1568, Cosimo suffered a stroke, which though not immediately debilitating began to take effect in the 

early 1570s. In 1573, he suffered a second stroke that left him paralyzed. Scott Schaefer, “The Studiolo of 

Francesco I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence” (Ph.D. dissertation, Bryn Mawr Collete, 1976), 

178-180. 
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daughter of Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I (1503-64), securing political ties to the 

Habsburg family. They would have a number of children together, though sadly many 

would die in infancy, and no heirs to the crown were produced. After the death of Joanna, 

Francesco married his mistress, the unpopular Venetian noblewoman Bianca Cappello 

(1548-87), with whom he had had a long-term affair and a son, Don Antonio (1576-

1621). Accounts of Francesco’s character, scandals in which he was implicated, and 

comparison to his father, who was overt in his political programs of expansion and 

consolidation of the state, have clouded the reputation of the second grand duke, both 

historically and in scholarship today. Although artistic and “scientific” culture under 

Francesco’s rule is lauded in secondary scholarship, his court is not given the same 

consideration as that of other members of the Medici family. His character and personal 

proclivities have come to haunt his image in the eyes of history, and in turn the artistic 

and “scientific” culture of Florence during his life.  The much maligned figure has, in 

recent years, been the subject of increased scholarly investigation, leading to a re-

evaluation of his rule, demonstrating the ways in which the created image of Francesco is 

at odds with the realities of his rule and court. Florence and its environs was the site of 

major artistic programs and the expansion of artistic workshops, viewed with wonder by 

both citizens and foreign visitors, and the products of the grand ducal workshops spread 

out across Europe in networks of exchange and patronage, heralding the artistic 

achievements of Tuscany under Medici rule.7  

In the diverse spaces and objects of the Florentine court, artists explored the 

relationship between art and nature with the materials of nature and their representation. 

                                                   

7 These issues and the relevant scholarship will be discussed in chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
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By exploring the ways coral, rock crystal, lapis lazuli, and shells appear or are 

represented across media and within a variety of contexts, I highlight how the stuff of 

nature, her raw materials imbued with meaning in their own right, are implicated in the 

larger dialogue of the debates between art and nature. These materials, transformed by 

the hand of the artist, are akin to written text, being the locus through which the 

practitioners of art (not simply the writers of art) could give voice to their own dialogues 

on art, nature, artifice, and the natural. They are also unlike texts, in that texts in the age 

of printing are not tied to one material object. The works of art considered here are not 

reproducible; the particularities of their stuff matters.  

In referring to those who create the objects that populate this dissertation, I use 

the word “artist,” referring not simply to painters, sculptors, and architects, but other 

types of makers, including goldsmiths, glass makers, and stone carvers, seeing 

distinctions between types of artistic production to be problematic given that diverse skill 

sets were brought together in the production of many of the works of art considered here, 

and artists frequently put their hand to many different media. Bernardo Buontalenti 

(1531-1608), a favorite artist of Francesco, is exemplary, for he was an architect, painter, 

engineer, theatre and costume designer, made preparatory drawings for works in hard 

stone, and was involved in experimental technologies using rock crystal. Vasari 

sometimes uses the word “artefici” in reference to those who practice the arts of which he 

writes, a satisfactory translation of which has been elusive. For example, in his translation 

of Vasari’s Vite, Gaston Du C. de Vere uses the word “craftsman,” stating that translating 

the word “artefici” as “‘artist’ has become impossible as a translation” and that other 

options, such as “‘artificer,’ ‘art-worker,’ or ‘artisan,’ seem even worse.” He settles on 
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“craftsman,” finding that it comes nearest to expressing Vasari’s idea.”8 I use “artist,” 

feeling that to do otherwise would create divisions between the idea of “high art” and 

“craft,” concepts that are disrupted in many of the individuals and objects considered 

here.  

The stuff of nature came to the hands of artists in unrefined form – in all of its 

organic, varied, and unpredictable qualities, from both the shores of Italy and further 

afield. These materials embodied the varied aesthetics of nature and were worked in 

meaningful ways, resisting a reduction to an abstracted idea in their material 

complexities. Brilliantly hued, lustrous, and twisted red coral abounded in grand ducal 

Florence. It could be found mounted to a gilt base as if a work of art in itself, on the 

bodies of children to ward off ill health, appended to garden fountains, hanging as 

delicate beaded jewellery from the necks and wrists of women, carved into small pious 

sculptures, or counterfeited via alchemical means. It was a material synonymous with 

blood and beauty, raising questions of natural and artificial colour and how nature and 

artists imbued life into forms. 

In contrast to the intense chromatic brilliance of coral, is rock crystal, remarkable 

in its clarity. The material was thought to be made of frozen water, compressed high in 

the remote Alps. The incredible hardness of the stone is belied in the artful and playful 

animal forms carved from the material and the delicate grotesques engraved on its 

surface. These opulent wares seem almost immaterial, sparkling in the light, which 

penetrates and sometimes bounces off their surfaces. In the same spaces in which artists 

                                                   

8 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Exccellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, trans. Gaston du C. de 

Vere (London: MacMillan and Co. LD and The Medici Society, LD., 1912-14), xiii.  
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worked the stone, glass foundries produced delicate works in transparent glass – cristallo, 

so named for its ability to mimic the aesthetic qualities of rock crystal (generally referred 

to as cristallo di rocca). In pushing the boundaries of the materials with which they 

worked, artists of the grand ducal workshops experimented with the stone, attempting to 

work with it in ways similar to glass, suggesting a playful exchange between media, 

sometimes leading to confusion. 

The precious stone lapis lazuli, coming from what must have seemed the far 

reaches of the globe, was one of many coloured stones embraced in the material culture 

of the grand ducal court. A stone with royal associations since antiquity, it gained 

popularity in Florence under Cosimo I, who commissioned vases of the blue stone from 

the foremost artists of pietre dure in Milan as well as paintings by Agnolo Bronzino 

(1503-72) rich in ultramarine, a pigment derived from the stone. Francesco shared his 

father’s interest in hard stone works, bringing skilled artists to Florence and ordering 

carved objects that showcased the natural beauty of the blue stone, including its white 

and gold variegations. Under Ferdinando, the pietre dure workshops would be expanded 

even further, largely to fulfil the monumental requirements needed to execute the Medici 

tombs in the Chapel of the Princes at San Lorenzo. The aesthetics of the natural stone are 

sometimes at odds with its painted representations for which artists used a hyper-refined 

version of it (ultramarine), suggesting a tension between the varied uses and values 

attached to this natural material.  

Shells, in a seemingly infinite variety of shapes, colours, and textures, came to the 

Florentine court from both near and far – from the shores of the Mediterranean to the 

ports of Guangzhou (formerly Canton), China. They were both deeply familiar (the 
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scallop shell) and explicitly foreign (the nautilus). A great variety of shells encrusted the 

Grotta Grande at Boboli and were used in opulent objects d’art in the form of nautilus 

saltcellars and flasks, their mother-of-pearl sheen rivaling the gilt mountings that bind 

them. Shells made their way into the architecture of Bernardo Buontalenti: inserted into 

the dome of the Tribuna; represented on the façade of the Casino di San Marco, where 

scallop shells were represented alongside grotesque faces and an impish monkey; and in 

his proposal for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore, where abstracted scallop motifs 

would have juxtaposed with the more traditional shell-headed niches elsewhere on the 

building. Shells, both objects of art and objects of nature, raise questions of imitating 

nature directly or second-hand in the face of an expanding global consciousness that 

encouraged a questioning of inherited tradition.  

Each of these materials has been chosen for the ubiquity of its representation in 

Francesco’s Florence. Along with surviving objects, a variety of texts illuminate the 

desire for and uses of these materials, such as missives revealing the demand for various 

natural materials, written to and by members of the Medici family, and inventories 

detailing the contents of their households. Such documents mention mounted branches of 

coral, the gifting of shells, requests for scraps of rock crystal and lapis lazuli, and 

negotiations to secure rights to access coral fisheries. Accounts of visitors to the 

Florentine court, such as that of Michel de Montaigne (1533-92) and the Venetian 

ambassador, Andrea Gussoni (1546-?), reveal the wonder with which the rich materials 

of Florentine culture were experienced. These materials are discussed in writings on the 

arts by Vasari and Borghini and in other kinds of texts, such as those of Agostino del 

Riccio (1541-98), a Dominican monk who wrote on stones and gardens, and Ulisse 
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Aldrovandi (1522-1605), whose encyclopedic volumes on natural history are a testament 

to early modern investigations into the natural world. From secondary scholarship, I take 

my cues from scholars who seek to re-evaluate the court of Francesco I and align my 

study with the growing body of literature that focuses on the meanings imbued in 

materials in the early modern world and what this can reveal about the larger artistic 

milieu of the period.  

The variety in the meanings, uses and representation of coral, rock crystal, lapis 

lazuli, and shells helps to uncover a complex, fluid, and sometimes contradictory 

relationship between art and nature that exists alongside Vasari’s dominant narrative. The 

stuff of nature – the basis and inspiration for so many works of art – was imbued with 

meanings that were broadly understood and sometimes explicitly referenced in the 

transformation of raw goods into visual and material culture. By looking across media 

with a focus on materials, this investigation serves to highlight the fluidity between 

boundaries that characterize this period: between “high art” and material culture, between 

new “science” and the inherited past, between painting and pietre dure – between art and 

nature.  
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Figure 1.1 Mother Nature and Prometheus, Francesco Morandini (called il Poppi), 

1570-72. Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review: Francesco I de’ Medici, His Legacy, and the Arts of his Court 

The popular image of Francesco – an apolitical, reluctant, reclusive, melancholic 

ruler, consumed by his personal interests in the workings of nature at the expense of the 

state – is unfair.9 He is often compared to his father, Cosimo I, a figure more overtly 

aggressive in his politics, and the more salacious aspects of Francesco’s reign are often 

referenced, resulting in a rather romanticized notion of a man who, in reality, was well-

trained and capable in his ability to fulfill the duties required of a grand duke, and who 

presided over a highly cosmopolitan court where the arts and “sciences” flourished. 

Florence in the second half of the sixteenth century saw the formation of art as an 

academic practice in the form of the Accademia del Disegno and the writing of art history 

by individuals such as Giorgio Vasari. In addition, the field of natural history was taking 

new directions such that the inheritance of the classical world was scrutinized and 

empiricism took on a central role in the study of nature. Conceptions of art and nature 

                                                   

9 Such evaluations of Francesco’s character are found in any number of studies featuring the Grand Duke. 

See, for example, Scott Schaefer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in 

Florence (Ph.D. dissertation, Bryn Mawr College, 1976), 19, 170; Karla Langekijk, The Portraits of the 

Medici, 15th-18th Centuries (Florence: Studio per edizioni scelte, c1981-1987), 121; Larry J. Feinberg, 

From Studio to Studiolo: Florentine Draftsmanship under the First Medici Grand Dukes (Seattle: 

University of Washington Press, 1991), 8, 10; Alan Darr, “The Medici and the Legacy of Michelangelo in 

Late Renaissance Florence: An Introduction,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late 

Renaissance Florence, exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, June 6, 2002-

September 29, 2002 and Art Institute of Arts, Detroit, March 16, 2003-June 8, 2003) (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2002), 5; Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi and Gretchen A. Hirschauer, The Flowering of 

Florence: Botanical Art for the Medici, exh. cat. (Washington, DC, National Gallery of Art: March 3 – 

May 27, 2002), 36-8; Annamaria Giusti, “The Zenith of the Dynasty: Grand Dukes of Tuscany,” in Masters 
of Florence: Glory and Genius at the Court of the Medici, ed. Annamaria Giusti (Memphis: Wonders, 

2004), 129-30; Caroline Murphy, Isabella de’ Medici: The Glorious Life and Tragic End of a Renaissance 

Princess (London: Faber and Faber, 2008). 

Scholars who have challenged this characterization include Lia Markey, Imagining the Americas in Medici 

Florence (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016) and Lindsay Alberts, 

“From Studiolo to Uffizi: Sites of Collecting and Display under Francesco I de’ Medici” (Ph.D. 

dissertation, Boston University, 2016). These contributions to the field will be discussed below.   
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were a part of these larger cultural phenomena, rather than just being tied to Francesco’s 

personal tastes and habits. Given the way the arts of his court have become entangled in 

ideas about his personality, it is useful to consider the way our image of Francesco has 

been created and to re-evaluate our modern caricature through a nuancing of the extant 

sources. Previous scholars of the art of this period have focused on Francesco’s 

personality as a driving force behind the works he commissioned. Others have been 

occupied with the idea of Mannerism. I will build upon this work, but shift focus to 

materials and their use and representation by artists at the Florentine court – a method 

that takes its cue from the recent turn in scholarship towards a greater interest in materials 

– in an effort to explore the ways in which the relationship between art and nature 

manifests in the spaces and objects associated with Francesco’s Florence. 

 

2.1 The Creation of a Reluctant and Reclusive Ruler: The Legacy of Francesco I 

 Francesco, the first son of Cosimo I and Eleonora di Toledo, was born March 25, 

1541, his birth coinciding with the Florentine new year. As a young child he is said to 

have been active and happy.10 By the age of six, accounts of his character shift, 

describing the future ruler in ways that are more familiar to us today. Comments were 

made on his keen and eager mind, qualities accompanied, as a 1547 letter notes, by a 

                                                   

10 Gino Benzoni notes that Francesco is said to have ridden his horse daily as a child – a statement that 

corresponds with the findings of Gino Fornaciari et. al., “The ‘Medici Project’: first anthropological and 

paleopathological results of the exploration of the Medici tombs in Florence (15th–18th Centuries),” Med 

Secoli 19, no. 2 (2007): 521-44, as will be discussed in greater detail below. For Benzoni’s comments, see 

“Francesco I de’ Medici, granduca di Toscana,” Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani 49 (1997) 

<http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/francesco-i-de-medici-granduca-di-toscana_%28Dizionario-

Biografico%29/> Accessed July 6, 2017. 
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tendency to always be “pensive, with a strong propensity to melancholy.”11 Thus, despite 

the auspicious day of his birth, Francesco exhibited the most disliked or worrisome of 

dispositions – that of the melancholic. Such a temperament was associated with mental 

illness, a generally disagreeable nature, with qualities such as spitefulness, greed, 

maliciousness, cowardliness, surliness, sadness, and “an inclination for solitary study.”12  

Such traits would echo in later accounts of his life and into scholarship today.    

Francesco’s intellectual curiosity was fostered in childhood through an excellent 

education, part of the grooming appropriate for a ruler.13 His intellect and future role are 

suggested in Agnolo Bronzino’s (1503-72) portraits of a young Francesco. In the artist’s 

double portrait of Francesco and his mother (Figure 2.1), a dynastic relationship between 

the two is enforced; but unlike the better known double portrait of Eleonora and 

Giovanni, Francesco’s younger brother, the elder son is presented as already independent 

and capable: he stands in front of his mother, is not embraced by her, nor does he rest 

upon her. In a portrait of Francesco at a slightly later age (Figure 2.2), he is shown alone, 

set against a dark background and holding a creased paper to his chest, appearing as if 

interrupted while reading its contents. The painting has been interpreted as a reference to 

his intellect and involvement in worldly affairs and thus his promise as a future ruler.14  

                                                   

11 “Francesco sta sempre pensativo et pende forte nel malenconico…” The letter mentioned here was 

written by Lorenzo Pagni to Pier Francesco Riccio, reprinted in Gaetano Pieraccini, La Stripe de’ Medici di 

Cafaggiolo: Saggio di ricerche sulla trasmissione ereditaria dei caratteri biologico (Florence: Vallecchi, 

1924; reprinted Florence: Nardini Editore, 1986) 2:109. Pieraccini transcribes parts of the letter, 

referencing MP fil. 1173, c. 439. See also Murphy, Isabella de’ Medici, 35-6. For a fuller account of 

Francesco’s childhood, see chapter one of Luciano Berti, Il Principe dello Studiolo: Francesco I dei Medici 
e la fin del Rinascimento fiorentino (1967, reprinted Pistoia: maschietto&ditore, 2002). 
12 Erwin Panofsky, Albrecht Durer, 2nd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1945), 1:158. 
13 Pieraccini, La Stripe, 2:126. G. E. Saltini, "LEducazione del Principe Francesco de' Medici," Archivio 

storico italiano, ser. 4, 11 (1883) comments further on Francesco’s intellectual acumen and discusses his 

education. 
14 Simone Giordani, catalogue entry II.14, in Bronzino: Artist and Poet at the Court of the Medici, eds. 

Carlo Falciani and Antonio Natali (Firenze: Mandragora, 2010), 138. For more on the portraiture of 
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Francesco’s training in the art of governance was tested around the age of 

nineteen when, in 1560, Cosimo travelled to Rome, leaving his son to manage matters in 

Florence. Francesco’s success in this trial is suggested by the fact that Cosimo extended 

his stay in Rome.15 It was around this time that Alessandro Allori created an image of the 

heir as a scholar, seated at a table with a book and a portrait miniature (Figure 2.3). 

Lindsay Alberts convincingly argues that the portrait, copies of which were widely 

disseminated, contributed “to Francesco’s reputation within his own lifetime as a 

scholarly prince.”16 His role on the European stage in governance was manifest soon after 

when he was appointed official representative of the Medici at the court of Spain under 

Philip II from 1562 until 1563.17 In 1564, following Francesco’s tenure in Spain, Cosimo 

relinquished his rule in favour of his son, the ultimate demonstration of Francesco’s skill 

in governance and faith on the part of his father that he was able and ready to rule. 

Cosimo would retain the title of grand duke (a titled not conferred until 1569) until his 

death in 1574 and the degree to which he was involved in state affairs is unclear, but 

effectively, Francesco was at the helm of the duchy.18  

                                                   

Francesco and the different guises he takes in these, see Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 85-107. Alberts 

shows that portraits of Francesco demonstrate his multivalent “identities as scholar, ruler, and general” and 

that “the constant shifting between these guises throughout the grand duke’s life and reign provide visual 

evidence of his nuanced approach to the assertion of power.” Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 32. 
15 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 42-3. 
16 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 45. 
17 Lindsay Alberts attributes a reservedness in his personality to this trip, faced as he was with the formality 

of the Habsburg court. See “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 45-7. Her comments echo those of G. E. Saltini, who 

states that Francesco’s disposition owed to his mother and her Spanish origins. "L’Educazione del Principe 
Francesco de' Medici."  
18 Health problems may have contributed to Cosimo’s decision to step back, however, they were not such 

that relinquishing his role was necessary. Scholars disagree about the degree to which he retained control. 

Scott Schaefer, for example, describes Francesco as having little power and Cosimo still maintaining a 

hand in foreign affairs. Regardless, Francesco would certainly have had full control in the early 1570s 

when his father’s health began to decline significantly. For Schaefer’s discussion, see “The Studiolo of 

Francesco I de’ Medici,” 175-181. 
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There is evidence that the Florentine populace was dissatisfied with their ruler as 

a result of such policies as stringent economic regulations that lead to a banking crisis.19 

Yet, he had the best interests of the state in mind when fortifying and developing the port 

at Livorno20 and in attempts to increase agricultural production in the state. A part of the 

latter was the introduction of new crops, such as sugar cane, itself a part of a larger 

program to introduce new goods and “useful foreign plants” to bolster the Florentine 

economy.21 We might also take the fact that he was offered the crown of Poland (which 

he declined) as evidence of his competencies as a ruler.22 Francesco would also expand 

the artistic and “scientific” workshops of Florence, amalgamated at the Casino di San 

Marco (1574) designed by Bernardo Buontalenti, which issued forth lavish artworks 

along with advancements in the knowledge of nature. Francesco’s interest in alchemy in 

particular23 was fostered by his father, who had established an alchemy laboratory at the 

Palazzo Vecchio, which later moved to the Casino.24 A comment by Giovanni, 

Francesco’s brother, advising him “not [to] dwell too deeply in the pleasures of the 

                                                   

19 For further discussion of this, see Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 75. 
20 For more on the importance of the port of Livorno, see Corey S. Tazzara, “The Masterpiece of the 

Medici: Commerce, Politics, and the Making of the Free Port of Livorno, 1574-1790” (Ph.D. Dissertation, 

Stanford University, 2011). 
21 Giovanni Targioni-Tozzetti, Notizie sulla storia della scienze fisiche in Toscana (Florence, 1852), 240-

44. 
22 Schaeffer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici,” 180-181.  
23 Alchemy or chemical sciences are often brought to the forefront in discussions of Francesco. Although 

an important area of consideration, it cannot be seen as distinct from his other areas of interest in the arts 

and natural philosophy, for they are tied together. I would prefer to shift focus to broader trends within his 
court of which alchemy was only one part. For the excellent work done on the topic of alchemy at the 

Florentine court, see Marco Beretta, “Materials and Temporal Powers at the Casino di San Marco (1574-

1621),” in Laboratories of Art: Alchemy and Art Technology from Antiquity to the 18th Century, ed. Sven 

Dupré (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2014), 129-56 and Valentina Conticelli, ed., L’alchimia e 

le arti: la fonderia degli Uffizi da laboratorio a stanza delle meraviglie, exh. cat. (Florence: Galleria degli 

Uffizi, December 15, 2012-February 3, 2013)  (Livorno: Sillabe, 2012). 
24 Berti, Il principe dello Studiolo, 86 and Feinberg, From Studio to Studiolo, 10.   
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foundry,”25 might suggest a propensity to be distracted by his pastimes. All the while, 

Francesco would continue to be described in the terms he was as a child. For example, in 

1576, Francesco was characterized by Andrea Gussoni, a Venetian agent, as mediocre in 

stature, dark-haired, not very handsome, and of a melancholic mien.26  

Yet spending time at the Casino does not preclude Francesco from being an 

engaged ruler. Michel de Montaigne (1533-92), a French writer and philosopher, visited 

Florence between 1580 and 1581 and commented extensively on his time in Florence and 

experience with the Grand Duke. He marveled at the Casino di San Marco, writing that 

here Francesco “takes pleasure in working at counterfeiting oriental stones and cutting 

crystal; for he is a prince somewhat interested in alchemy and the mechanical arts, and 

above all a great architect.”27 More informative is Gussoni, in whose ambassadorial 

report Francesco is referred to as melancholic, but who also demonstrates how his 

activities at the Casino were integrated into the daily operations of the state. Gussoni is 

amazed by the workshops and products found therein, and notes that Francesco spends all 

day there working away, oftentimes with his own hands, but remarks that he 

“nevertheless intersperses in such exercises negotiations with secretaries on state affairs, 

also giving dispensation to many supplications for mercy as well as justice, in a way that, 

                                                   

25 This excerpt is reprinted in Berti, Il principe dello Studiolo, 86 and is also cited by Alberts, “From 

Studiolo to Uffizi,” 40. 
26 “È in età di anni trentacinque, di mediocre statura, di pelo negro, di non molto bell' aspetto, nè riesce 
molto garbato nel vestire e nei modi del corpo; è di complessione malinconica.” Andrea Gussoni, 

“Relazione dello Stato dei Fiorenza,” in Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al Senato, ed. E. Alberi 

(Florence, 1841), 377. Pieraccini cites a similar account of Francesco’s character by a Venetian agent in 

1566 in his book: “È di statura piccolo, magro, negro di faccia, e di cera malinconica.” Pieraccini, La 

Stirpe, 2:128. 
27 Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Works of Montaigne: Essays, Travel Journal, Letters, trans. Donald 

M. Frame (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958), 930. 
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without loss of time, he gives pleasure in business and business in pleasure.”28 Of these 

comments, Lindsay Alberts writes that they reveal “that these activities were not 

necessarily viewed as distractions that took the prince away from his official duties, as 

they have often been interpreted by modern scholars.”29 Francesco was able to balance 

both his personal interests in the arts and “sciences” with state affairs. The activities of 

the Casino should not be viewed as in any way distinct from the worldly nature of the 

court, for the goods produced therein proclaimed Florence as in possession of a thriving 

art scene, the products of which were sought outside of the duchy, as will be discussed.  

The ambiguity of period attitudes towards Francesco is manifest in Montaigne’s 

journal. He writes that Francesco is “full of courtesy, passing always uncovered through 

the throng of his courtiers... He has a healthy bearing, that of a man of forty.”30 

Montaigne’s assessment is based on seeing Francesco at three public events, including a 

chariot race. Montaigne describes the event, noting that coaches representing the Grand 

Duke and the Strozzi, a powerful Florentine family, participated. The winner of the race 

was a matter of contention and the decision as to the victor was given over to the public, 

who unequivocally produced “a universal shout and a public consensus in favor of 

Strozzi.”31 Montaigne felt the decision of the public was unjust – possibly an indication 

of public frustration with the Grand Duke. As a more private document, the journal, 

                                                   

28 “Qui vi la mattina, e vi sta sino all'ora del desinare, e dopo desinare ritorna a starvi sino all sera, e poi va 

un poco per la città a spasso. Quivi si spoglia e vi sta, facendo lavorare ora questo artefice, ora quell'altro, 
facendo sempre qualche esperienza e molte cose di sua mano; ma tuttavia però che si intertiene in simili 

esercizi, negozia con i segretarj delle cose di stato, dando spedzione anco a molte suppliche così di grazia 

come di giustizia; in maniera che senza perdita di tempo tramette i piaceri nei negozi, e nei negozi i 

piaceri.” Gussoni, “Relazione dello Stato dei Fiorenza,” 379. 
29 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 58. 
30 Montaigne, The Complete Works, 930. 
31 Montaigne, The Complete Works, 1004. 
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written by a foreign visitor, need neither flatter nor vilify Francesco as other documents, 

such as ambassadorial reports, might. At the same time, Montaigne’s account 

demonstrates that Francesco was an active presence on the public stage, countering the 

idea of him as a reclusive and reluctant ruler.  

Francesco’s intellectual voracity and acumen, although often noted by scholars,32 

has been aligned rather strictly with his pursuits in the realm of his Casino, and less so 

with his ability to lead the state despite the laudatory nature of accounts such as those of 

Montaigne and Gussoni. Francesco did not shy away from investigating the workings of 

the world; however the idea that he did so to the neglect of his ducal responsibilities is 

misleading. An aggressive political agenda was not necessary, for the state was left in 

good stead by his father, with whom he, for a period of ten years, shared governance. We 

should instead see his personal interests as complementary to his role as grand duke, even 

on the broader European stage. The products of the Casino served the state, functioning 

as a part of broader networks of exchange and patronage that might include works of art, 

but also raw materials, varied technologies (or knowledge of them), and objects from the 

far reaches of the globe.33 Medici porcelain, for example, the product of experimentation 

                                                   

32 See, for example, Saltini, "LEducazione del Principe Francesco de' Medici" and Jacopo Riguccio 

Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato di Toscana sotto il governo della Casa Medici (Capolago, Tip. Elvetica, 

1841), 2:272 and 4:58. 
33 The seminal book on the social, cultural, and economic significance of gift exchange is Marcel Mauss, 

The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (New York and London: W.W. Norton & 

Co., 1967). His study has had a profound influence on a variety of fields, including studies of the early 

modern world. See, for example, Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2000). More directly in line with the topics of this dissertation is Barbara 

Marx, “Medici Gifts to the Court of Dresden,” Studies in the Decorative Arts 15, no. 1 (Fall-Winter 2007-

2008): 46-82 and Paula Findlen, Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting, and Scientific Culture in Early 

Modern Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). Findlen considers systems of patronage 

sought by practitioners of natural history. Most relevant is her discussion of the exchanges between the 

Medici and the Bolognese naturalist, Ulisse Aldrovandi, see pages 243-45, 352-65. This book will be 

discussed further below. 
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and studies at the Casino, was a prized commodity.34 In a series of letters, the foremost 

naturalist of the time, Ulisse Aldrovandi, requested porcelain wares from the grand ducal 

workshop,35 and Gussoni notes the desirability for vases made from forged rock crystal, a 

rather novel technology,36 which were “much more desirable when made by him 

[Francesco] alone.”37 Barbara Marx describes gifts as “mediators/ambassadors, asserting 

claims of courtly identity and dynastic self-conception, rendering these claims palpable, 

and expressing them in emblematic form in the objects presented.”38 The gifting of 

innovative goods, such as porcelain, forged rock crystal vessels, and other works of art, 

all the more valued if made by Francesco, speaks to an engagement with the broader 

European landscape, demonstrating Francesco to be a ruler learned and skilled in both the 

affairs of the state and in the arts and “sciences,” both used as a form of soft power.  

Despite Francesco’s active involvement in the state and initiatives to improve it, a 

series of controversies have clouded his legacy, the most infamous being his relationship 

with Bianca Cappello, a Venetian noblewoman with whom he had an affair and would 

                                                   

34 Medici porcelain was the product of a long investigation into how to recreate Chinese porcelain, a prized 

commodity in Europe. While Francesco was successful in creating a soft-paste porcelain, which was 

delicate and easily scratched, he did not succeed in making true, hard-paste porcelain. Such distinctions, 

however, seem not to have been made in the sixteenth century. R.J. Charleston, Meissen and Other 

European Porcelain (London: National Trust, 1971), 12. Andrea Gussoni mentions Francesco’s invention 

of porcelain, asserting that it is of the same quality as that coming from the “Indies” and that it had taken 

ten years for the secret of its making be to be discovered. Gussoni, “Relazione dello Stato dei Fiorenza,” 

377-78. 
35 Aldrovandi both praised Francesco’s invention of porcelain and asked for a sample, as recorded in letters 

exchanged between the two. For the letters that mention Aldrovandi’s desire for and praise of Medici 
porcelain, see Alessandro Tosi, ed., Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 

1989), 225, 238-9, 253, 262. 
36 Vessels made of forged rock crystal will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 4.  
37 “Questi vasi, e per la materia in sè e per l'artifizio, sono molti nobili e vaghi, e tanto più desiderabili 

quanto che sono fatti da lui solo, ed anco per il lavoro riescono molto belli.” Gussoni, “Relazione dello 

Stato dei Fiorenza,” 377. 
38 Marx, “Medici Gifts,” 46. 
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marry in 1579, a year following the death of Joanna of Austria.39 She was a reviled figure 

in Florence, and their relationship was no secret. In 1572, her first husband, Pietro 

Cappello, was murdered, and rumours circulated that Francesco had a hand in plotting his 

death. This rather scandalous account is rarely nuanced by the fact that Pietro worked for 

the Medici family and may have been involved in an intended, but ultimately thwarted, 

coup against the Grand Duke.40 The popularized account, however, is that Pietro was 

simply an obstacle to Francesco’s involvement with Bianca. This was not to be the only 

time deadly force was used to eliminate threats to Francesco’s power. Just a few years 

later, in 1575, the Pucci conspiracy, headed by Orazio Pucci (1534-75), aimed at toppling 

the Medici, was abruptly quelled and the conspirators eliminated.41 Their properties were 

also seized, causing some to see the events as a means to an economic end, whereas 

others have noted it likely served as an opportunity to flush out and make an example of 

political opposition – a show for the Florentine populace and wider European audience.42 

Not only were threats to Medici power rooted out, but so was improper behaviour 

by family members. Francesco has been implicated in the deaths of both his sister, 

Isabella Orsini (1542-76), and his sister-in-law, Eleonora di Garzia di Toledo (1553-76). 

Both are said to have been murdered on account of alleged extramarital affairs.43 If 

                                                   

39 For an accounts of Francesco’s relationship with Bianca Cappello, see Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato di 

Toscana, 2:308-15.  
40 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 55. 
41 Orazio Pucci was hung from the windows of the Bargello in August of 1575. Other members of the plot, 

namely Cammillo Martelli and Piero Cappoini would be killed in 1578 and 1582, respectively. See 
Murphy, Isabella de’ Medici, 289-293 and Francesco Martelli, “Pucci, Orazio,” Dizionario Biografico 

degli Italiani (2016) <http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/orazio-pucci_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/> 

Accessed July 29, 2017.  
42 Francesco Martelli, “Pucci, Orazio.” For more on the conspiracy, see Jean Boutier, “Trois conjuractions 

italiennes: Florence (1575), Parme (1611), Gênes (1628),” Mélanges de l’École française de Rome 108, no. 

1 (1996): 319-75, especially pages 327-42.  
43 For more on these women, particularly Isabella, see Murphy, Isabella de’ Medici.  
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Francesco was involved, the hypocrisy of the situation did not seem to faze him. It is 

likely that such events have contributed to our overall impression of his character. 

However, we must question whether other rulers would not have acted similarly. Indeed, 

Cosimo I had Orazio’s father, Pandolfo Pucci (1509-60), executed for his involvement in 

a failed conspiracy and assassination attempt. Pandolfo, like his son, was hung from the 

Bargello. These attempts on the lives of the first two Medici grand dukes and the 

subsequent punishment of the perpetrators echo Lorenzo (il Magnifico) de’ Medici’s 

(1449-92) handling of the Pazzi conspirators. These issues are outside the scope of the 

project, but serve to illustrate similar methods between these politically powerful men.  

Francesco and Bianca died within days of each other at the Medici villa of Poggio 

a Caiano in October of 1587. Rumours immediately began to swirl. Francesco’s brother, 

Ferdinando I, who traded his cardinal robes for a grand ducal crown, set out on a 

campaign to defame Bianca, maintaining an attack on her character that he had begun 

years before. In contrast, his brother’s memory was treated with more kindness; 

Ferdinando is even said to have “prosecuted individuals who spoke publicly against” 

Francesco.44 Yet by this point, Francesco was too tied up in the reception of the Venetian 

woman – his life and rule were to become synonymous with his personal romantic life, 

which was compounded by rumours surrounding their deaths, the most insidious being 

that they had been poisoned with arsenic by none other than Ferdinando. Francesco 

himself seems to have had some belief that he was poisoned, having attempted to cure 

                                                   

44 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 78 and Berti, Il Principe dello Studiolo, 12. 
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himself and Bianca with an antidote of his own making.45 Their actual cause of death was 

much more banal: they died of malaria. Upon receiving news of Francesco’s death, Pope 

Sixtus V is alleged to have said that his “good qualities were not sufficient to extinguish 

the bad conception of his character.”46 In the following century, infamy led to mythology. 

The controversies of Francesco’s rule became fodder for writers, particularly his 

relationship with Bianca Cappello, the “mysterious” circumstances of their deaths, and 

that of his sister. The White Devil (performed and printed in 1612), a tragic play by John 

Webster, told a tale on the English stage of the mysterious death of Francesco’s sister, 

Isabella; also in England, the tragedy, Women Beware Women (performed c. 1620-24; 

printed 1657), by Thomas Middleton tells a story of Francesco’s involvement in the 

murder of Bianca’s husband; Giovanni Sanseverino wrote a libretto about Bianca’s life; 

and La reale medicide (1777), by an anonymous author, dealt with the deaths of 

Francesco and Bianca.47 Pope Sixtus’ words could not be more accurate. The positive 

accounts of his life became subsumed in the sensational. 

 Although less sensational than such early fictionalized stories, nevertheless 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century scholarship did not shy away from the unflattering 

aspects of Francesco’s rule, though he is also always praised in some respects, most 

frequently for his keen intellect and as a patron of the arts and “sciences.” One of the 

earliest scholarly sources on Francesco is Giovanni Targioni-Tozzetti’s (1712-83) 

                                                   

45 For an account of Francesco’s death and the subsequent events, see Pieraccini, La Stirpe, vol. 2 and G.E. 

Saltini, “Della morte di Francesco I de’ Medici e di Bianca Cappello. Archivio storico italiano,” Nuova 

serie XVIII (1863): 21-81.  
46 “Tante virtuose qualità non furono sufficienti ad estinguere l’opinione sinistra concepita del carattere.” 

Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato, 4:57. 
47 Schaeffer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici,” 168-69. 
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posthumously published Notizie sulla storia della scienze fisiche in Toscana (1852).48 

The author, a physician and naturalist, presents a history of science in Tuscany, which 

concludes with the rule of the first three grand dukes. Notizie is a starting point for 

anyone interested in the history of science in relation to Tuscany, for Targioni-Tozzetti 

cites and provides extensive quotations from a variety of primary documents available to 

him during his tenure as prefect of the Magliabechiana Library (today the Biblioteca 

Nazionale Centrale di Firenze).49 He is not distracted in considering the personality of 

Francesco, but rather focuses on the achievements of his reign and is unconcerned with 

comparison to his father, allowing the events of his rule to stand for themselves. Indeed, 

they are presented in an overall positive light, in part owing to the author’s goal of 

championing the region. The arts feature in his first chapter on Francesco entitled 

“Applicazione delle Scienze Naturali,” for which he draws extensively from Agostino del 

Riccio and other primary texts extensively, describing works in porcelain and vases and 

tables in hard stone produced at the Casino. Given the fluid boundary between the arts 

and “sciences” that is increasingly recognized today, Targioni-Tozzetti’s integration of 

comments on the idea of the application of the sciences to material culture is remarkable 

and certainly reflects the realities of Francesco’s Florence.50  

 Jacopo Ringuccio Galluzzi’s (1739-1801) seven volume Istoria del granducato di 

Toscana sotto il governo della Casa Medici (1781) provides a comprehensive, account of 

                                                   

48 Targioni-Tozzetti published other works on the sciences in Tuscany, being particularly concerned with 

Galileo. For a discussion of these other works and how Notizie fits into his larger oeuvre, see Beretta, 

“Material and Temporal Powers,” 129-31. 
49 For a biography of Giovanni Targioni-Tozzetti, see Attilio Mori, “Targioni, Tozzetti, Giovanni,” in 

Treccani <http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/giovanni-targioni-tozzetti_%28Enciclopedia-Italiana%29/> 

Accessed July 4, 2017. 
50 Targioni-Tozzetti, Notizie, 236-39. 
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the rules of the grand dukes and is one of the most often cited sources on Francesco’s life. 

Francesco is presented as following in the footsteps of his father and as a ruler more 

occupied with his personal interests than in the responsibilities of governance.51 

According to Galluzzi, Francesco’s disinterest in rule is suggested by comments that he 

was kept in line by Cosimo when it came to the needs of the state and that he simply 

maintained the systems his father had in place and delegated much to his ministers.52 It is 

difficult, however, to criticize Francesco’s choices – his father had established an 

absolutist and efficient state machine, which simply required a guiding hand. Delegation 

seems more an efficiency than a relegation of duties. At the same time, Galluzzi 

comments on his positive qualities as ruler: he was just, impartial, well-informed, 

communicative, and indeed “his talents and knowledge were certainly superior to any 

other prince of his time.”53 He seems almost affable in Galluzzi’s descriptions, more akin 

to the Francesco of Montaigne’s account than to those who wrote of his melancholic 

disposition. Later, the author almost seems to lament the fact that the public demonstrated 

joy at the announcement of his death.54 In regard to the arts and sciences, Francesco is 

celebrated, yet his interests in these realms is attributed to his father and his education, 

and, as such, not particularly reflective of the individuality of Francesco and the 

                                                   

51 Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato di Toscana sotto il governo della Casa Medici (Capolago, Tip. Elvetica, 

1841), 2:272. 
52 Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 2:272-3. 
53 “All'opposto le sue leggi le dimostrano un Principe giusto e imparziale, nemico delle corruttele, 
amorevole con i Sudditi e fornito di tutte quelle qualità, che si desiderano in un Regnante. I suoi talenti e le 

sue cognizioni erano certamente superiori a quelle di qualunque altro Principe dei suoi tempi…parlava 

perciò assai bene di tutto, e con tutti, ed essendo pienamente informato delli interessi delle Corti e delle 

pratiche dei Gabinetti, era in grado di somministrare dei lumi, e dei consigli utili ai suoi amici.” 

Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato, 3:379. Galluzzi perhaps relies for these characterizations on Gussoni, see 

his comments as relayed in “Relazione dello Stato dei Fiorenza,” 379-80. 
54 Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato, 3:380, 377. 
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atmosphere of his court.55 Nonetheless, Galluzzi notes that Francesco not only promoted 

these fields, but was “also inventor of new arts [that were] admired at all courts by gifts 

of porcelain and rock crystal vases56 wonderfully made in his domestic workshops.”57 He 

is celebrated as the patron of Bartolomeo Ammanati, Bernardo Buontalenti, Alessando 

Allori, and Giambologna, all artists employed in projects for palaces, gardens, and public 

spaces.58 His patronage of the arts beautified the city, much as Cosimo’s had;59 yet, 

whereas his father’s patronage is celebrated as evidence of the wealth generated by the 

state under his guidance and as an emulation of his ancestors,60 Francesco is presented as 

toeing the line, lacking the panache of his father. Galluzzi’s account of these matters is 

rather general, likely owing to his greater concern in relaying a sense of the political and 

economic climate under the various grand dukes. Galluzzi’s presentation of Francesco is 

contradictory at times and the ambiguity suggests a rather unclear conception of 

Francesco’s contributions to the arts and sciences, a contrast to Targioni-Tozzetti’s more 

explicit elucidation of the sciences in particular. Nonetheless, Galluzzi’s text is 

foundational to the study of Francesco, cited by scholars such as Luciano Berti and Scott 

Schaeffer, some of whom pick up on such ambiguity and others who are more inclined to 

the romanticized version of the figure. 

                                                   

55 Galluzzi, Istoria del granducato, 2:272 and 4:58. 
56 Galluzzi writes “vasi di cristallo,” which may be taken as either rock crystal or as cristallo glass, both of 

which were manufactured at the grand ducal workshops. The distinction, or lack thereof, between the two 

terms will be discussed in chapter 4. I translate it here as rock crystal since this is the more likely material 

to which Galluzzi refers.  
57 “amatore delle Letere, e letterato egli stesso, favorì le Scienze, e premiò largamente chi le professava; 
promotore delle Belle Arti proteggava gli Artefici, e gl' inspirava il genio e lo spirito d'invenzione; 

inventore anch'esso di nuove Arti si faceva ammirare a tutte le Corti con i donativi di porcellane e di vasi di 

cristallo fabbricati mirabilmente nelle sue Officine domestiche.” Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 3:379. 
58 Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 4:57-58. 
59 Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 4:56. 
60 Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 1:205-7. For more on Galluzzi’s account of the arts under Cosimo, see 

volume 2, book one, chapter nine and volume 2, book two, chapter ten. 
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 Such ambiguity is not a feature of Gaetano Pieraccini’s (1864-1957) La stirpe dei 

Medici di Cafaggiolo: Saggio di ricerche sulla trasmissione ereditaria dei caratteri 

biologici (1924).61 Pieracchini, a physician, examined a variety of documents to compile 

what is, essentially, a clinical history of the Medici family, including Francesco, who is 

presented as the melancholic prince.62 This book, though influential in its characterization 

of Francesco in the terms we know him today,63 is more fascinating as a historical 

document in its own right than any particularly useful insight into the arts under 

Francesco. The physician, concerned with public health, was intrigued by the 

mechanisms of cultural change (shifts in cultural growth and decay) and sought to 

understand this phenomenon in medical terms.64 Archival records on the Medici family 

offered a case study to explore this question.65 His work has been examined by Brendan 

Dooley, who sees Pieraccini’s investigation as a product of his socialist political leanings, 

complementary to his studies into the welfare and health of the working class in early 

twentieth-century Italy. Dooley describes the physician positing infectious diseases “as 

social and biological ills arising from a chronic combination of ‘economic, physical and 

                                                   

61 Pieraccini published a preliminary study of this text, see A. Banchi and G. Pieraccini, Le leggi della 

eredità biologica ricercate nella stirpe de’Medici; nota preventiva (Florence: L. Niccolai, 1914). 
62 Pieraccini, La Stirpe, 2:128, 144. 
63 Pieraccini is particularly harsh, writing, at the opening of his chapter on Francesco: “Fu un cattivo 

principe. Con Francesco infatti declinò la forza politica della Toscana, immiserirono le popolazioni, decade 

l’amminstrazione della giustizia, si disprezzarono le leggi e si fece commercio delle pubbliche cariche; 

venne a mancare perfino la sicurezza personale della vita e degli averi, popolandosi le campagne di 

numerosi e terribili banditi… inclinato ai passatempi ed ai piaceri, malvolentieri si piegava al pesante 
fastidioso minute lavoro di un governo assoluto.” Pieraccini, La Stirpe, 2:125. 
64 For more on Pieraccini, see Francesco Carnevale, et. al., eds. Gaetano Pieraccini: l’uomo, il medico, il 

politico (1864-1957) (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 2003) and Francesco Carnevale and Gian Bruno Ravenni, 

eds. Gaetano Pieraccini medico del lavoro: la salute dei lavoratori in Toscana all’inizio del XX secolo 

(Florence: Tosca, 1993) 
65 Brendan Dooley, A Mattress Maker’s Daughter: The Renaissance Romance of Don Giovanni de’Medici 

and Livia Vernazza (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 307. 
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intellectual’ causes.”66 His conclusions regarding the health and character of the Medici 

and their successes in rising to the top is that they were predisposed to succeed within the 

right circumstances, which were available in early modern Florence.67 Ultimately, 

Pieraccini sought to put his findings to use in improving the state at a contentious period 

in Italian history. Pieracchini’s misguided focus on the more notorious aspects of 

Francesco’s personality helps to account for our modern conception of the man.  

 Pieraccini’s foray into the health of the Medici is the first of what would become 

a series of such investigations. For example, Gino Fornaciari’s “The ‘gout’ of the Medici, 

Grand Dukes of Florence: A Paleopathological Study,”68 confirmed the prevalence of 

gout in the Medici family, verifying historical accounts along with the assessments of 

Pieraccini. Fornaciari was also the primary investigator for a paleopathological 

examination of the remains of a number of members of the Medici family, which 

similarly considered historical accounts in relation to their physical remains.69 At least 

one scientific study plays into the romanticism and intrigue surrounding Francesco. F. 

Mari presented evidence in support of the rumours that Francesco and Bianca had been 

poisoned – the perpetrator being none other than Ferdinando.70 The study was based on 

the analysis of physical remains that purported to show the presence of arsenic. 

Fornaciari denounced these findings. Indeed, he countered the earlier team’s analysis by 

leading an investigation into the death of Francesco and confirmed the less sensational 

                                                   

66 Dooley, A Mattress Maker’s Daughter, 307. 
67 Brendan Dooley, A Mattress Maker’s Daughter, 308-9. 
68 This article can be found in Rheumatology 48, no. 4 (April 2009): 375-7. 
69 Fornaciari et. al., “The ‘Medici Project,’” 521-44. 
70 F. Mari F, A. Polettini, D. Lippi, and E. Bertol, “The mysterious death of Francesco I de' Medici and 

Bianca Cappello: an arsenic murder?” British Medical Journal 333 (2006): 1299-1301. 
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account that indicated they died of malaria.71  Further, through his investigations, 

Fornaciari reveals that Francesco was in fact quite physically fit and led an active 

lifestyle – contrary, as he concludes, to the popular conception of him as a reclusive ruler, 

sedentary in his personal pursuits in the Casino di San Marco.72 These studies serve to 

demonstrate the perpetuation of myths surrounding Francesco (Mari) as well as attempts 

to revise the dominant narrative using hard science (Fornaciari). 

 In the field of art history, attempts to re-evaluate or, at the least, shed more light 

on this rather enigmatic figure really began with Luciano Berti’s (1922-2010) seminal 

text, Il principe dello studiolo: Francesco I dei Medici e la fine del rinascimento 

fiorentino (1967).73 Berti attempts a comprehensive study of the painting, sculpture, 

architecture, and other forms of material culture under the second grand duke, along with 

related topics, such as the Accademia della Crusca and zoological gardens.74 Francesco is 

presented as voraciously curious, an active collector, patron, correspondent, and the 

centre of Florentine culture. Berti redresses some of the scholarship on Francesco, 

including that of Galluzzi, finding historical accounts and early scholarship to have been 

somewhat ambiguous.75 He sees the arts as indebted to the larger milieu of the period, yet 

also specific to the tastes of Francesco, noting his interest in the natural world and 

“sciences.” Berti thus removes Francesco from the shadow of his father, focusing instead 

                                                   

71 Fornaciari et. al., “Malaria was the ‘the killer,’” 568-569. 
72 Fornaciari, “The ‘Medici Project,’” 521-44. 
73 Berti was an art historian who became director of the Uffizi Gallery and Superintendent of the Artistic 

and Historical Heritage of Florence and Pistoia. The lasting importance of his book is attested to by its 

reissue in 2002, which includes a preface entitled “Il Principe, trent’ anni dopo,” by Antonio Natali 

regarding the books’s lasting influence. For this preface, see Berti, Il principe dello Stuidolo, 5-13. 
74 Berti characterizes Francesco as a great patron of the arts and sciences, and a participant in these fields, 

pointing out especially his interest in alchemy. 
75 Berti, Il principe dello Studiolo, 25-55 for Berti’s analysis of the legacy of Francesco.  



 

 

 

32 

on what is specific to Francesco and presenting a fuller account of the arts under his rule 

than had been previously achieved, setting a precedent for subsequent art historians. Berti 

sees Francesco’s artistic commissions as generally reflective of the theme of art and 

nature, but does not investigate the complexities of this issue, being more concerned with 

providing an overview of the different aspects of Francesco’s patronage.  

In contrast to Berti, many subsequent scholars have often chosen to focus on one 

aspect of Francesco’s patronage, largely in isolation from the others. The Studiolo has 

been the recipient of the most critical attention owing to its function as a space for 

Francesco’s collection of naturalia and artificialia and for its painted and sculptural 

program orchestrated by Vincenzo Borghini (1515-80) and Giorgio Vasari. The fact that 

the space exists today at all is remarkable, for its contents began to be dispersed during 

Francesco’s lifetime and thereafter.76 The room remained bare, except for the ceiling 

frescoes attributed to Francesco Morandini and Jacopo Zucchi, until the early twentieth 

century when Giovanni Poggi and Alfredo Lensi embarked on a mission to reconstitute 

the space as it would have appeared in Francesco’s lifetime. The two were able to track 

down the then widely dispersed paintings and sculptures and secure them for display. 

Missing are the contents of the cupboards, about which scholars, until recently, had only 

                                                   

76 Many scholars suggest that the Studiolo fell into disuse after the creation of the Tribuna. This is a matter 

of scholarly debate beyond the scope of this project. Suffice it to say that scholars generally asserts that 

Francesco dismantled the room in his own lifetime, dispersing its contents, mostly to the Tribuna. Lindsay 

Alberts convincingly questions this narrative of events and the idea that he “abandoned” the Studiolo. She 
notes that “no scholar has yet produced convincing, or in fact any, evidence other than the transfer of a few 

objects to the Tribuna to support this assumption.” This assumption is presented in numerable texts, as 

noted by Alberts, including Larry Feinberg, “The Studiolo of Francesco I Reconsidered,” in The Medici, 

Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance Florence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 48; 

Schaefer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I,” 463; Karen Victoria Edwards, “Rethinking the Installation of the 

Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio” (Ph.D. dissertation, Case Western Reserve 

University, 2007), 41. 
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been able to surmise based on assessments of the visual program of the room and letters 

exchanged between Vasari and Borghini and the latter’s invenzione.77 More recently, 

Lindsay Alberts published a document proposed to be an inventory of the space, which 

lists a variety of objects, including stones, coral, small works in metal, weapons, musical 

instruments, and vials containing liquids, providing a more concrete sense of types of 

objects housed therein.78 

Scholarship on the Studiolo frequently demonstrates a preoccupation with the 

arrangement of the paintings by Poggi and Lensi, which have remained as they installed 

them.79 Scott Schaefer’s 1976 dissertation, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in 

the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence,” is perhaps the most considerable contribution to our 

understanding of the space.80 In addition to his own proposal as to the arrangement of the 

works of art, he provides an extensive, analytical catalogue of each painting and 

sculpture, a thorough account of the creation of the space from conceptualization to 

realization through primary archival documents (most notably letters exchanged between 

Borghini and Vasari), and attempts to situate the Studiolo and its proprietor within 

                                                   

77 For the invenzione of the space and the letters exchanged between Vasari and Borghini, see Karl Frey, 

Der Literarische Nachlass Giorgio Vasaris (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1982), 2:886-91. 
78 Lindsay Alberts, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici: A Recently-Found Inventory,” Art Histories 

Supplement 2.0 no. 1 (Summer 2015): 3-24. The inventory is a part of a larger inventory (ASF GM 87) 

compiled after the death of Cosimo I in 1574. It includes the Palazzo Pitti and Palazzo Medici along with 

the Palazzo Vecchio and so the Studiolo would surely feature. She picks out the Studiolo among the other 

rooms of the Palazzo Vecchio based on the scribe’s description of a “small room which has a vaulted 

stage,” which Alberts asserts is the only room in the building then as now that has a vaulted ceiling, 

compounded by the use of the word “stanzino,” which reflects the intimate size of the Studiolo. Alberts 

transcribes the inventory of the space (found on folios 43r-45r) in her article. The inventory both confirms 

scholars’ best guesses as to the contents of the room and sometimes departs from expectations. See, for 
example, in comparison, the well-reasoned assessments of Feinberg, “The Studiolo of Francesco I 

Reconsidered,” 47-65. 
79 Apart from the two sources that I mention here, see Edwards, “Rethinking the Installation” and Michael 

Rinehart, “A Document for the Studiolo of Francesco I,” in Art the Ape of Nature: Studies in Honor of 

H.W. Janson, ed. Mosche Barasch and Lucy Freeman Sandler (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1981), 275-89.  
80 Scott Schaefer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence (Ph.D. 

dissertation, Bryn Mawr College, 1976). 
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broader trends in European collecting, specifically the Kunst-und Wunderkammern and 

the intellectual culture of the period, which is the larger purpose of his dissertation. 

Valentina Conticelli is concerned with linking the space to Francesco’s interests in 

alchemy and the sciences (in addition to the literary and iconographic sources for the 

paintings).81 In this way she is similar to Berti, highlighting the correspondence between 

Francesco’s interests in alchemy and the production of art to the space and its 

meanings.82 Conticelli, like Shaeffer, puts forth her own proposal for the arrangement of 

the paintings based on archival and interpretative work on the larger themes of the space. 

She considers a re-reading of known documents and includes new ones, such as artist 

contracts.  

Apart from the Studiolo, the gardens associated with Francesco and the Tribuna at 

the Uffizi are the other spaces to which scholars devote directed studies. The gardens of 

Pratolino and the Grotta Grande at Boboli are discussed, generally, as a part of the larger 

body of scholarship on early modern gardens, of which there is a considerable amount – 

too much to discuss comprehensively here. Gardens are often treated almost as a separate 

field, with scholars dedicated to their study and journals dedicated to the topic. The 

literature is rife with discussions on the relationship between art and nature, for in 

gardens and primary sources on them, the dynamics between the two play out explicitly, 

as will be discussed in greater detail below. Apart from the overall theme of art and 

nature, scholars often focus on examinations of the program for a garden, meanings of 

individual works within them (fountains, grottos etc.), and the relationship of literature, 

                                                   

81 Valentina Conticelli, "Guardaroba di cose rare e preziose." Lo Studiolo di Francesco I de' Medici. Arte, 

storia e significati (Lugano: Agorà Publishing, 2007). 
82 See Berti’s chapter on the Studiolo in Principe, 99-133. 
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particularly the pastoral, to these spaces.83 I will build on this material and its exploration 

of the art/nature relationship by focusing on how materials articulate the dynamic 

between the two and link the garden grottos to other spaces and objects associated with 

the Grand Duke, demonstrating shared concerns across seemingly disparate locations. 

Regarding the Tribuna, it is very often considered in relation to its early history in terms 

of its formation, contents, and overall program, particularly as an allegory for the power 

of the Medici. As a space accessible to worthy members of the public to bear witness to 

the works of art and naturalia gathered by the Medici, it is often featured within studies 

on the history of Galleria degli Uffizi, as part of the larger body of literature on museum 

studies, and thus materials are really only mentioned in passing.84 

                                                   

83 For a greater discussion of the relationship between art and nature in the garden, see my discussion later 

in this chapter. For scholarship on Pratolino and the Grotta Grande as it relates to the overall programs of 

these spaces, individual features within them, and their relationship to literature, see Detlef Heikamp, “La 

Grotta Grande del Giardino di Boboli,” Antichità Viva 4, no. 4 (1965): 27-43; Luigi Zangheri, Pratolino, 

giardino delle meraviglie (Florence: Gonnelli, 1979); Alessando Vezzosi, Il concerto di statue (Florence: 

Alinea, 1986); Hervé Brunon, “La forêt, la montagne et la grotte: Pratolino et la poétique pastorale du 

paysage à la fin du XVIe siècle,” Mélanges de l’École française de Rome – Italie et Méditerranée 112, no. 

12 (2000): 785-811; Costanza Riva, La Grotta Grade di Boboli: laboratorio di meraviglie (2011); Sergio 

Risalti, ed., Bernardo Buontalenti and the Grotta Grande of Boboli (Florence: Maschietto Editore, 2012); 
Una Roman D’Elia, “Giambologna’s Giant and the Cinquecento Villa Garden as a Landscape of 

Suffering,” Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes 31, no. 1 (2011): 1-25; Costanza 

Riva, Pratolino: il sogno alchemico di Francesco I de’ Medici; miti, simboli, e allegorie (Livorno: Sillabe, 

2013). 
84 See especially Paola Barocchi, “La storia della Galleria degli Uffizi e la storiografia artistica,” Annali 

della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa 12, no. 4 (1982): 1411-1523 and the work of Detlef Heikamp, “La 

Tribuna degli Uffizi come era nel Cinquecento,” Antichità Viva 3 (1964): 11-30 and “Le sovrane bellezze 

della Tribuan,” in Magnificenza alla Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla fine del Cinquecentro, exh. cat., 

ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat and Maria Sfarmeli (Florece: Palazzo Pitti, September 24, 1997 - January 6, 

1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 329-45. For a slightly later history of the Tribuna and the Uffizi, see Paula 

Findlen, “Uffizi Gallery, Florence: The Rebirth of a Museum in the Eighteenth Century,” in The First 

Modern Museums of Art: The Birth of an Institution in 18th- and Early 19th-Century Europe, ed. Carole 
Paul (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012), 73-111. A relevant book that I had hoped to consult 

in greater detail but was unable to do so (apart from one chapter on shells) is Antonio Natali, Alessando 

Nova, and Massimiliano Rossi, La Tribuna del Principe: storia, contesto, restauro, Colloquio 

internazionale, Florence, Palazzo Grifoni, November 29-December 1, 2012 (Florence: Giunti Editore 

S.p.A., 2014). In looking at the table of contents alone, this book is sure to offer great insight for anyone 

interested in this space, for it considers the artists involved, the recent restoration of the space, materials, 

collecting, etc. 
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Recently, scholars have attempted to revise our understanding of Francesco by 

demonstrating the ways in which he was involved in the wider world. Lia Markey, for 

example, considers Francesco’s engagements with the Americas,85 the “discovery” of 

which shook European conceptions of the world and in response Europeans sought to 

place its peoples, material culture, flora, and fauna in relation to their established world 

order. Lindsay Alberts challenges our vision of Francesco as a reclusive and disinterested 

ruler, and in so doing redresses the traditional readings of the visual and material culture 

of his rule. She deftly analyses, questions, and deconstructs the popular image of the 

Grand Duke by highlighting our assumptions and their roots, all the while remaining self-

conscious of the fact that to the assess character is inherently precarious. She, like 

previous scholars, focuses a great deal on the Studiolo, but in tandem with the Galleria 

degli Uffizi grotesques and the Tribuna. She challenges the way these spaces have been 

tied up in the idea of Francesco as reclusive and reluctant to rule and instead reveals their 

use as a form of soft power, such that they “served dual purposes, simultaneously 

personal retreats for the grand duke as an individual and [as] assertions of his political 

authority through cultural forms,” contending that his use of “culture to convey political 

messages turned away from the overt forms employed by earlier Florentine rulers.”86 She 

demonstrates that he led “the Renaissance ideal of the balance between the vita activa 

and vita contemplativa.”87 These spaces were demonstrative of Medici wealth, power, 

and erudition and Francesco presented himself as a learned and creative ruler with the 

                                                   

85 Markey, Imagining the Americas in Medici Florence, 47-77. Postcolonial scholarship on Europe and the 

Americas is plentiful and so a thorough examination of this scholarship, even as it relates to the arts, is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, note that Markey’s work especially builds upon Detlef 

Heikamp’s Mexico and the Medici (Florence: Edam, 1972). 
86 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 6.  
87 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 96. 
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right to the grand ducal crown, which in turn showed Florence to be “powerful and 

stable, an attractive partner in trade, war, or even marriage.”88 She ultimately 

demonstrates that he was not so much a Prince of the Studiolo, to quote Berti’s book title, 

as one of the world, conscious of the cultural currency made available through visual and 

material culture. 

Albert’s focus on the idea of soft power is in line with scholarship on early 

modern collecting, especially the Habsburgs, with whom the Medici shared a close 

political alliance – Francesco, after all, was married to Joanna of Austria. In such 

scholarship, the Kunst-und Wunderkammer type of macrocosmic-microcosmic collecting 

is posited as a means to display wealth, intelligence, and power.89 Exemplary of critiques 

to such framing is Martin Kemp. Although viewing collections and individual objects 

within them as forms of propaganda and expressions of elite personas, he states “we 

should not doubt that other motives, such as curiosity, delight, scientific wonder, and 

magic, were necessary accompaniments and corollaries to the more political impulses.”90 

He emphasizes “a complex fluidity, ambiguity, and diversity of meaning” that 

                                                   

88 Alberts, “From Studiolo to Uffizi,” 15-17. 
89 This topic is well developed in regard to northern Europe and the Habsburgs in particular. The seminal 

book on the subject is Julius von Schlosser’s Die Kunst-und Wunderkammern der Spätrenaissance 

(Leipzig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1908). See also the work of Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, “Remarks on 

the Collections of Rudolf II: The Kunstkammer as a Form of Representation,” Art Journal 38 (1978): 22-28 

and The Mastery of Nature: Aspects of Art, Science, and Humanism in the Renaissance (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1993), 174-94; Mark Meadows, “Merchants and Marvels: Hans Jacob Fugger 

and the Origins of the Wunderkammer,” in Merchants and Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early 

Modern Europe, ed. Pamela H. Smith and Paula Findlen (New York and London: Routledge, 2002), 182-
200. The literature on collecting is extensive. For a good overview and introduction, see Oliver Impey and 

Arthur MacGregor, eds., The Origins of Museums: The Cabinets of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and 

Seventeenth-Century Europe (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), which does not neglect the Italian 

contributions to the collecting culture of the period.    
90 Martin Kemp, “‘Wrought by No Artist’s Hand’: The Natural, the Artificial, the Exotic, and the Scientific 

in Some Artefacts from the Renaissance,” in Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe and 

Latin America, 1450-1650, ed. Claire J. Farago, 177-96 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 193. 
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characterized the experience of these objects, which undermines the tendency to 

understand “them neatly in terms of the kind of historical ‘meta-realities’ – such as 

power, colonialism, possession, patriarchy, Eurocentrism, and otherness – which now 

tend to be taken as a privileged explanatory power.”91 He asserts that objects carry other 

meanings, such as references to magic, natural history, bestiary lore, and awe at the 

skillful hand of man that can go unnoticed and that “much of the life and sustained 

fascination of the collections for highly sophisticated viewers lay in the refusal of many 

of the individual objects to submit docilely to precise categorization. Rather, they 

manifest the interconnectedness of things in the manifold of nature.”92 This was most 

certainly the case for the materials and objects under consideration here. My analysis 

embraces Kemp’s approach by focusing on the multiplicity of meanings attached to 

specific natural material and the way such associations manifest in their use and 

representation. I take cues from Alberts in relating the activities of Francesco’s court to 

broader issues and the desire to reconsider the spaces associated with the Grand Duke. 

Although Francesco is an anchor of this dissertation, it is not his personal predilections 

that are of concern to me, but rather the larger milieu of the Florentine court during his 

lifetime and the way the arts, via artists, manifest the complexities in the relationship 

between art and nature, which are in turn implicated in such issues as Medici heritage, 

global expansion, and classicism, as will be discussed. 

Increasingly, studies into Francesco are broadening our understanding of this 

enigmatic figure, highlighting, as I have attempted to do here, the sometimes 

                                                   

91 Kemp, “Wrought by No Artist’s Hand,” 179-181. 
92 Kemp, “‘Wrought by No Artist’s Hand,’” 185. 
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contradictory and ambiguous nature of both contemporary accounts and early 

scholarship. Although academics – be they physicians or art historians – do not 

necessarily villainize the second grand duke, the idea of a reclusive, reluctant leader 

persists, often carrying with it a critical tone. The idea of Francesco ferreted away, 

obsessing over the mechanisms of nature in the Casino di San Marco or the Studiolo 

while engaged in an illicit love affair with a married woman, or plotting the deaths of 

family members, are complementary to ideas of a melancholic, apolitical, reclusive man, 

and so an easy caricature develops. Early tendencies to sideline art and characterize it in 

relation to the patronage of his father or to say that his interests in the activities of the 

Casino were symptomatic of a distaste for governance have begun to give way to 

demonstrations of Francesco’s investment in the state and broader cultural trends, 

oftentimes through the art, and a revisiting of assumptions in an effort to bring the visual 

and material culture of his court into sharper focus. The Florence of Francesco’s lifetime 

was cosmopolitan. The artists brought together there, often working in close quarters, 

engaged in complex dialogues on the relationship between art and nature using the stuff 

of nature as their tools. Such explorations flourished within a court where artistic and 

“scientific” culture were encouraged to thrive, finding a champion in Francesco who used 

them to advance the state, while simultaneously satisfying his own interests in the natural 

world and art technologies. 

 

2.2 The Question of Mannerism 

 The art of Francesco’s Florence generally, whether in focused studies or broader 

surveys, is frequently placed under the blanket of “Mannerism” and as existing under the 
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shadow of Michelangelo. For example, the Studiolo and Pratolino have been called “two 

of the most remarkable and original inventions of the mannerist period.”93 In fact, 

Vasari’s contribution to the former, his Perseus and Andromeda, is held up as exemplary 

of the style, featured prominently in literature on the topic.94 The idea of Mannerism as a 

period style and way to classify or characterize the arts post-Raphael and Michelangelo, 

particularly painting, gained currency in the twentieth century only to be deconstructed in 

that same century. The term is widely used despite the elusive nature of a satisfying 

definition and an increasing rejection of its confines as a concept. The persistence of the 

term and its application to the period in question requires consideration, for its 

associations and qualities have helped to form our understanding of the relationship 

between art and nature at the Florentine court within rather specific terms.   

The term “Mannerism” derived from the Italian “maniera,” is generally translated 

as “manner” or “style.” Vasari often used “maniera” in his Vite to signify an artist’s style, 

or more broadly that of a school or their methods. He also used the term as a way to 

qualify works as good or bad – a good work of art should display good “maniera,” along 

with other qualities, such as “disegno,” it thus also becomes an aesthetic judgement.95 In 

                                                   

93 Tongiorgi Tomasi and Hirschauer, The Flowering of Florence, 36. 

John Shearman also discusses these spaces as Mannerist, particularly the Studiolo. See John Shearman, 

Mannerism (London and New York: Penguin Books, 1967), 153. Giuseppe Olmi also qualifies the Studiolo 

as Mannerist, see Giuseppe Olmi, “Science-Honour-Metaphor: Italian Cabinets of the Sixteenth and 

Seventeenth Centuries,” in The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and 

Seventeenth-Century Europe, ed. Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 5. 
94 See, for example, John Shearman, Mannerism, 173 and Sydney Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 1500-1600 
1600 (Baltimore, MD and Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, Inc., 1971), 311. 
95 For an overview of the way the term was used historically and by Vasari in particular, see Marco Treves, 

“Maniera, the History of the Word,” Marsyas 1 (1941): 69-88; Henri Zerner, “Observations on the use of 

the concept of Mannerism,” in Meaning and Mannerism, ed. Franklin W. Robinson and Stephen G. 

Nichols, Jr. (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1972), 105-21; and Liana de Girolami 

Cheney, “Vasari’s Position as an Exponent of Maniera Style,” in Readings in Italian Mannerism, ed. Liana 

de Girolami Cheney (New York: Peter Lang Publishing Inc., 1997), 9-25. 
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the following centuries, the word would take on a pejorative tone, reflecting a distaste for 

the arts post-Raphael and Michelangelo, which were seen as artificial, distorted, 

exaggerated, and signifying a decline. For example, Giovan Pietro Bellori (1613-96) 

posits art after Raphael as corrupted with “la maniera,” by which he means an 

abandonment of nature, an art based on artistic practice and not on imitation, and overall, 

a decline in painting.96 These negative connotations would persist into the twentieth 

century when art historians began to investigate the original associations and meaning of 

the word and reconstitute the milieu in which it emerged.     

Early scholars associated cultural, political, and religious crises, such as the sack 

of Rome in 1527 and the Protestant Reformation, with the arts of the period, 

characterizing them as unsettling, illogical, and anxious. Max Dvořák (1874-1921) was of 

this school, presenting mannerism as expressionistic in response to a spiritual crisis in his 

1920 lecture on the subject.97 In his analysis, he identifies strange spatial arrangements, 

lack of symmetry, and intense colours as characteristic qualities that he sees as “no longer 

reproductions of things seen and [that] go beyond the limits of normal observation”98 – 

they are a departure from nature. Such changes culminate for Dvořák in El Greco, but are 

initially identifiable in Michelangelo, whose late work he describes as transcending the 

human form and exhibiting an expressiveness, “triumphing over nature,” and, towards the 

                                                   

96 “Siché, mancato quel felice secolo, dileguossi in breve ogni sua forma, e gli artefici, abbandonando lo 

studio della natura, viziarono l’ arte con la maniera, o vogliamo dire fantastica idea, appoggiata alla 
practica e non all’ imitazione.” Giovan Pietro Bellori, Le vite de’ pittori, scultori, e architettori moderni, 

ed. Evelina Borea (Turin: G. Einaudi, 1976), 31. 
97 The lecture was posthumously published in Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte (Munich, 1924). For a 

translation of the text, see Max Dvořák, “On El Greco and Mannerism,” reprinted in German Essays on Art 

History, ed. Gert Schiff and trans. John Hardy (New York: The Continuum Publishing Company, 1988), 

191-205. 
98 Dvořák, “On El Greco and Mannerism,” 193. 
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end of his life, as “anaturalistic.”99 In the style of El Greco, he sees a “movement which 

sought to replace the materialism of the Renaissance with a complete spiritual 

reorientation.”100 Dvořák focuses on style, positing the works as triumphing over the 

natural world, complementary to his framing them in terms of a spirituality. The idea of 

triumphing over nature echoes the writings of Vasari, who saw this as the ultimate goal of 

the artist. Dvořák’s characterization of paintnings as “anaturalistic” mirrors Bellori, yet 

the negative tone is removed. 

Other scholars, such as Walter Friedlaender (1873-1966), saw the arts beginning 

in the 1520s as a reaction to the classicism of the High Renaissance. Like Dvořák and 

many others, he is predominantly concerned with painting and argued for a set of 

characteristics, such as illogical spatial constructions and elongated figures. In two essays 

from the 1920s, Friedlaender presented these qualities as a departure rather than a 

continuation of Renaissance ideals, and thus his characterization of the paintings of the 

period as “anti-classical.”101 In contrast to Friedlaender, subsequent scholars, like Dvořák 

before them, would instead identify a continuity between the High Renaissance (in the 

work of Michelangelo and Raphael, in particular) and Mannerism and would investigate 

the sixteenth-century meaning of the term “maniera” from which the term was derived. 

Craig Hugh Smyth (1915-2006) was of this school, and in addition to such a 

                                                   

99 For Dvořák’s discussion of Michelangelo, see “On El Greco and Mannerism,” 194-99. Dvořák’s essay, 

in its focus on El Greco, extended the concept of Mannerism to painting outside of Italy, whereas 

previously it was associated with Italy alone. 
100 Dvořák, “On El Greco and Mannerism,” 205. 
101 Walter Friedlaender wrote two essays in the 1920s on the art of the sixteenth century that explored the 

topic of mannerism. These were translated and published as the book Mannerism and Anti-Mannerism in 

Italian Painting (New York: Columbia University Press, 1957). The first of the two essays deals with his 

ideas regarding anti-classicism. The second considers what he calls “anti-mannerism,” which describes the 

style exhibited in the paintings of the final decades of the century. He saw these works as demonstrating a 

greater affinity to the High Renaissance in reaction to mannerism. 
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characterization also offered a series of characteristics of the style and suggested a link 

between Roman relief sculpture and the arts of central Italy starting in the 1530s in his 

1963 book, Mannerism and Maniera.  

Just a few years later, John Shearman (1931-2003) published his influential book, 

Mannerism (1967). Shearman critiques previous scholarship, noting that preoccupations 

with seeing the style as anxious, tense, reactionary, and anti-classical are more a result of 

the climate of twentieth-century art in the form of Expressionism, Surrealism, and 

Dadaism than that of the sixteenth century.102 The strength and endurance of his 

arguments lies in his attempts to reconstitute the literary and artistic currents of the period 

to understand better the style, positing mannerism as “a broad cultural phenomenon.”103 

As such, he looks beyond painting and sculpture to include other forms of material 

culture, noting that the divisions or our tendency to specialize is foreign to the early 

modern period.104 He coined the term the ‘stylish style,’ accounting for both the 

sixteenth-century meaning of the word and the qualities associated with it, describing 

works of this style as “conceived in the spirit of virtuoso-performances.”105 Shearman 

presents the term “maniera” as positive, focusing on its use by Vasari to describe skill, 

gracefulness, complexity, invention, and artifice over strict adherence to nature.106 The 

complexities were to appear effortless, demonstrating the skill of the artist.  

                                                   

102 Shearman, Mannerism, 135. 
103 Shearman, Mannerism, 137.  
104 Bellori also suggested that the roots of maniera could be found in great masters and would flourish in 

their followers, though of course for him it was a negative, uncritical imitation of certain qualities of High 

Renaissance masters. Bellori, Le vite, 31. 
105 Shearman, Mannerism, 81. 
106 For Smyth, the term “maniera” denoted not only positive qualities, but also negative, highlighting the 

ambiguity of language and the more positivistic presentation of the term by Shearman.  
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It is Shearman’s characterization of the style that seems embraced most frequently 

in discussions of the art at the Florentine court, especially in exhibition catalogues, such 

as The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance Florence (2002), which 

brought together a broad range of artworks in an attempt to reconstitute the artistic milieu 

of the Florence under the grand dukes and was, as the title suggests, greatly concerned 

with the ways in which Michelangelo influenced Florentine art.107 Shearman’s text is 

appealing for its consideration of material culture, something central in the arts of late-

sixteenth-century Florence. For example, it is perhaps the jewel-like quality of stones, the 

highly-refined execution, and decorative nature of work in pietre dure that qualifies them 

as Mannerist in Shearman’s terms. At the same time, this also serves to demonstrate the 

problematic nature of defining mannerism, as such objects in stone, elaborately mounted 

and prominently displayed, existed in Medici collections in the preceding century, long 

before the period of the grand dukes.108 

Sydney Freedberg provided an extensive examination of mannerism, though he 

preferred the term “maniera,” in his monumental tome, Painting in Italy, 1500-1600 

(1971). Freedberg identified geographical specificities in the development of maniera 

and rather than creating a blanket for the entire post-Raphael period to the end of the 

century, he suggested variations that allowed for distinctions between styles he called 

                                                   

107 Christina Acidini Luchinat, ed., The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance Florence, 

exh. cat. (Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, June 6, 2002-September 29, 2002 and Art Institute of Arts, Detroit, 

March 16, 2003-June 8, 2003) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
108 I refer, specifically, here to the collection of hard stone vases owned by Lorenzo de’ Medici. See Nicole 

Dacos et. al., Il Tesoro di Lorenzo il Magnifico. Repertorio delle gemme e dei vasi (Florence, 1980) and 

Paola Venturelli, Il tesoro dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti: Oggetti preziosi in cristallo e pietre dure 

nelle collezioni di Palazzo Pitti (Florence: Giunti Editore S.p.A., 2009), 23-47.  
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First Maniera, High Maniera, and Late Maniera, in addition to regional specificities.109 

Freedberg, who is interested in paintings, is also nuanced in his consideration of 

classicism and anti-classicism as it related to the followers of Raphael and Michelangelo, 

rejecting the style as following either classification. The paintings produced in Florence 

during Francesco’s lifetime fall into the categories of High Maniera and Late Maniera. 

The overlap is marked in Freedberg’s discussion of the Studiolo, which he qualifies in the 

following terms: “The Studiolo thus became… a kunstkammer that enclosed not just a 

treasury of precious objects, but also a set of paintings – jewel-like artefacts themselves – 

that crystallized the situation of the time in Florentine art,” for some artists involved were 

“properly subservient or ageing followers of Vasari, but other were younger men whom 

Vasari’s stiffened formulae no longer suited.”110 The space is thus a repository of styles 

in the framework of Mannerism, whereas this dissertation considers the materials 

represented in the paintings and the objects of the space, shifting away from discussions 

on style.  

 The label of “mannerism” or “maniera” quickly became strained as scholars often 

used the term liberally in relation to the arts of the sixteenth century, and Italy in 

particular, even with such designations and subtleties as suggested by Freedberg. 

Competing ideas as to its meanings and origins and the increasingly uncritical application 

of the term to the arts of an eighty-year period served to mask the arts it sought to 

reconsider and celebrate in the first place. In response, scholars have reflected on the 

subject, offering thoughts on the development of the term and its application as advanced 

                                                   

109 Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 114-75, 285-343, 418-463, respectively for the three distinctions as they 

relate to central Italy, specifically Florence and Rome.  
110 Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 311. 
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by earlier generations. Marcia Hall remarks that “the easy confidence with which our 

predecessors applied,” such terms as Mannerism and anticlassical, “is lost and gone.”111 

She acknowledges the usefulness of labels, but notes that, ultimately they are a product of 

“our particular vision” – something of which we must be cognizant.112  Instead of broad 

blankets, such as Mannerim, Early Mannerism, and anticlassical, Hall identifies different 

threads, reflective of a variety of styles displayed by artists beginning in the 1520s to 

which she does apply labels, specifically “classical (meaning ancient Roman), Classic; 

transitional, relieflike; Maniera; Counter-Maniera; Counter-Reformation, late Maniera,” 

but stipulates that these should not be understood as totalizing, especially 

geographically.113 Her study is concerned with painting, and is valuable in re-evaluating 

our conceptions of the period, specifically in focusing on the idea of multiplicity and 

specificity in contrast to the broader sweeps taken by previous scholars.  

In his slightly later book, David Franklin similarly scrutinizes the idea of 

Mannerism, but also that of the High Renaissance, as related to painting in Florence 

between 1500 and 1550. His temporal focus is based on a desire to demonstrate that our 

idea of Mannerism has been informed by the similarly problematic idea of a “High 

Renaissance” – a term considerably less contested. Franklin chooses 1550 as the end 

point of his study, seeing it as as a moment of change in art via the publication of the first 

edition of Vasari’s Vite. Like Hall, Franklin focuses on various “artistic strands” in place 

of earlier approaches that he describes as “general historical trends of an indefensibly 

                                                   

111 Marcia Hall, After Raphael: Painting in Central Italy in the Sixteenth Century (Cambrdige and New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), xii. 
112 Hall, After Raphael, xii. 
113 Hall, After Raphael, xiii. 
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loose and monolithic nature.”114 Unlike Hall, however, he fully rejects alternative terms, 

“respecting the belief that such terms by their very nature create rigid and undesirable 

distinctions by forcing total unity on a period, while implicitly rejecting contradictory 

alternatives and orientations.”115 Regardless of their feelings about labels, both Hall and 

Franklin promote a re-evaluation of the arts of the sixteenth century, highlighting 

multiplicity and variety in painting that allows for specificity in the terms of individual 

artists and works of art.  

 Scholarship on Mannerism is largely concerned with painting, and secondly 

sculpture. I too consider paintings and sculpture, but also a broader range of media 

(similar to Shearman), and like Hall and Franklin, I avoid stylistic blankets in an effort to 

demonstrate specificities – the particular threads within the visual and material culture of 

Francesco’s Florence. Indeed I am reticent to comment extensively on the idea of style in 

the following chapters, feeling that to do so would distract from my focus on materials 

and what artists do with them, thus offering an alternative to stylistic frameworks, though 

inevitably bumping against this construct. In such instances, I question the validity of 

traditional style labels, such as Mannerism and anticlassical, taking my cue from Hall and 

Franklin, for at times, the works included here defy qualities identified as hallmarks of 

the style and emphasize materiality over style. By avoiding such pigeon-holing, I hope to 

demonstrate the specificities of the objects under consideration rather than place them 

within a construct where style is central and where nature is often said to be abandoned. 

In contrast, the works of Francesco’s court will be shown to demonstrate the centrality of 

                                                   

114 David Franklin, Painting in Renaissance Florence, 1500-1550 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2001), 1. 
115 Franklin, Painting in Renaissance Florence, 1. 



 

 

 

48 

nature and natural materials and the complexities of the relationship between art and 

nature, rather than simply the idea of art triumphing over nature. Further, whereas 

scholars focused on style tend to provide a temporal framework for their examinations, I 

do not adhere to a start or end date for my study; for although Francesco acts as an 

anchor, the themes and materials included herein cannot be bound to a specific temporal 

range and in fact to do so would be to mask our understanding of their meanings. 

Francesco’s court offers a particularly rife environment in which to explore the 

relationship between art and nature through materials, yet the issues presented here were 

informed by the past and would reverberate after his death.  

 

2.3 The Material Turn 

  In contrast to considerations of style, many scholars are looking at materials and 

their manipulation or representation to gain insight into early modern visual and material 

culture. Scholars have noted that such studies grew out of the 1970s and the movement 

towards the social history of art, when “objects were examined as evidence but also 

agents of otherwise unrecorded or under-recorded lived historical experiences,”116 as well 

as cultural anthropological studies of the same period in which there was rethinking of 

“the status of goods and commodities as bearers of meaning and artifacts of exchange.”117 

Exemplary of this type of study is Michael Baxandall’s The Limewood Sculptors of 

Renaissance Germany (1980), which considers the lives of artists, their styles, and their 

                                                   

116 Christy Anderson, Anne Dunlop, and Pamela H. Smith, “Introduction,” in The Matter of Art: Materials, 

Practices, Cultural Logics c. 1250-1750, ed. Christy Anderson, Anne Dunlop, and Pamela H. Smith 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015), 6. 
117 Paula Findlen, “Early Modern Things: Objects in Motion, 1500-1800” in Early Modern Things: Objects 

and their Histories, 1500-1800, 3-20 (New York: Routledge, 2013), 11. 
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techniques over a fifty-year period (1475-1525), broadening to the larger social context. 

At the centre of this study, however, is the material and so Baxandall includes an in-depth 

examination of the trees from which the final works began, placing the base material as 

integral to the means by which art objects came into being.118 

 Baxandall’s earlier book, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy 

(1974), would have a profound effect on our attitudes towards materials and the arts of 

sixteenth-century Italy.119 In considering artists’ contracts from the 1400s, Baxandall 

identifies a shift toward the close the century such that the emphasis placed on the quality 

and quantity of certain materials used for a specific commission (the amount of gold leaf, 

the quality of ultramarine), was replaced by increased concern with the amount of a work 

done by the hand of the master (rather than workshop assistants). As he writes, “the client 

will confer lustre on his picture not with gold but with mastery, the hand of the master 

himself.”120 The centrality of artists’ hands over luxurious materials has been taken up as 

reflective of the dawning of the sixteenth century when the artist became central, even a 

celebrity, yet as this dissertation and other similar studies demonstrate, materiality 

remained a central concern. This was not only in the case of paintings, some of which 

employed considerable amounts of ultramarine,121 but also works of art using stone, 

                                                   

118 Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1980), 27-38. 
119 For a study of the critical reception of Baxandall’s book, particularly the idea of the “period eye,” see 

Allan Langdale, “Aspects of the Critical Reception and Intellectual History of Baxandall’s Concept of the 

Period Eye,” Art History 21, no. 4 (December 1998): 479-97.  
120 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1974), 23. 
121 See, for example, the discussion of the use of ultramarine in paintings commissioned by the Medici in 

chapter 5 of this dissertation. 
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shells, amber, ivory, and any other number of natural materials, some even designed by 

the individual to whom we most owe our idea of the cult of the artist: Giorgio Vasari.  

Baxandall’s identification of a shift towards the hand of the artist (the style of the 

celebrity) over materials parallels the scholarship on Mannerism, given the mention 

(explicit and implicit) of a de-emphasis on materials in the arts of the sixteenth century 

and the preoccupation with painting and style in the scholarship generally. Such 

constructs leave little room for alternative narratives and objects. Yet throughout the 

sixteenth century, materials remained important (paintings bursting with ultramarine, 

objects wrought from precious stone, and mounted exotic shells, for example), as was 

their transformation into works of art at the hand of the artist – both the personality of the 

artists and their skill combined with the luxurious materials of Nature to create artful and 

opulent works.  

 Michael Cole places materiality as central in his study of Benvenuto Cellini’s 

(1500-71) bronze statue of Perseus in the Loggia dei Lanzi. In his article, “Cellini’s 

Blood” (1999), Cole considers the author’s autobiography, period conception of metals, 

and viewers’ responses to the sculpture to provide insight into the way the artist 

conceived of the act of sculpting and in turn the associations of the material itself, as well 

as that which it was meant to represent (blood). In so doing, he combines attention to the 

process of making, materiality, and the artist’s desire to demonstrate knowledge and skill 

as it relates to his materials, their transformation, and representational capabilities. This 

article will be considered in greater depth in chapter 3 owing to Cole’s exploration of the 

associations between blood and coral. Suffice it to say here, the article is a model in its 

conveyance of the complex of meanings attached to materials and their transformation. 
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The continued interest in fleshing out the meanings attached to materials and the 

broader cultural significance of this is attested to by the volume The Matter of Art: 

Materials, Practices, Cultural Logics c. 1250-1750 (2015), edited by Christy Anderson, 

Anne Dunlop, and Pamela H. Smith. The book embraces a multidisciplinary approach 

and is not bound to any one type of material or geographic area, considering gold, 

pigments, wax, stone, and glass, among other substances, and their use in objects 

originating in areas ranging from Europe, to South America, to Asia. The introductory 

essay by the editors explicates their desire “to place matter and its manipulation back into 

the definition of the early modern artwork,” choosing the time frame of c. 1250-1750 as it 

is “the age that shaped our modern ideas of art and artistry, and, by attending to the 

material nature of early modern objects, we also aim to question our own categories of art 

and visual culture.”122 They see materials as “bearers of meaning,” as opposed to 

traditional approaches to materials which focuses on their ability to indicate where 

something was made, by whom, and other issues such as forgery detection.123 Materials 

reflect 

an attitude about the vitality of the world and its 

substances. All materials came from natural sources, but 

some remained close to their first states, while others were 

transformed radically… Throughout these manipulations, 

however, materials were thought to retain the potency of 

the earth, the first divine creation. As God created the earth 

and all it contained, so too artisans and artists could extend 

sacred creation through their own labour.124  

                                                   

122 Anderson, Dunlop, and Smith, “Introduction,” 2. 
123 Anderson, Dunlop, and Smith, “Introduction,” 5. A preoccupation of this nature is attested to in the 

scholarship on lapis lazuli, as will be noted in chapter 5.  
124 Anderson, Dunlop, and Smith, “Introduction,” 9. 
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The methodology in regard to materials that I use in this dissertation is most closely 

aligned with these ideas. I will demonstrate the meanings borne in natural materials and 

consider how their manipulation proliferates the meaning attached to them in terms of the 

relationship between art and nature.  

 A consideration of materials and their manipulation is not only the purview of art 

historians. Historians, particularly historians of science, also stress the overlaps between 

the meanings with which materials were imbued, what happens in the process of their 

manipulation, and the act of working with materials as a way of accessing knowledge of 

the natural world. The interconnected relationship between art and science has long been 

acknowledged by scholars,125 and Francesco’s investment in both has been noted in 

contemporary and early secondary scholarship (Targioni-Tozzetti and Galluzzi, for 

example, as discussed above) and some of the objects produced at the ducal court 

mentioned in this dissertation were the result of experimental investigations into natural 

materials. In the seminal Possessing Nature: Museum, Collecting, and Scientific Culture 

in Early Modern Italy (1994), Paula Findlen considers Francesco’s long-standing 

                                                   

125 The literature on the relationship between art and science is large. Scholars influential on my work and 

methodology in this respect include Giorgio de Santillana, “The Role of Art in the Scientific Renaissance,” 

in Critical Problems in the History of Science, ed. Marshall Clagett (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 

Press, 1959), 33-65; John Shirley and F. David Hoeniger, eds. Science and the Arts in the Renaissance 

(Toronto: Associated University Press, 1985); Findlen, Possessing Nature; Pamela O. Long, Openness, 

Secrecy, Authorship: Technical Arts and the Culture of Knowledge From Antiquity to the Renaissance 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001); Pamela H. Smith and Paula Findlen, eds. Merchants 

and Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe (New York: Routledge, 2002); 

Wolfgang Lefevre, Jurgen Renn and Urs Schoepflin, eds. The Power of Images in Early Modern Science 
(Boston: Birkhäuser, 2003); Jean A. Givens, Karen M. Reeds, and Alain Touwaide, eds. Visualizing 

Medieval Medicine and Natural History, 1200-1550 (Burlington, Vermont: Ashgate Publishing Company, 

2006); Brian W. Ogilvie, The Science of Describing: Natural History in Renaissance Europe (Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 2006); Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, Early Modern Science, vol. 3 

in The Cambridge History of Science, ed. David C. Lindberg and Ronald L. Numbers (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006); A.E. Enenkel and Paul J. Smith, eds. Early Modern Zoology: The 

Construction of Animals in Science, Literature and the Visual Arts (Boston: Brill, 2007). 
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relationship with one of the foremost naturalists of the period, Ulisse Aldrovandi. They 

exchanged letters, specimens, and images by the celebrated painter of nature, Jacopo 

Ligozzi (1549-1627),126 and Aldrovandi visited Florence on two occasions.127 As 

mentioned earlier, Aldrovandi sought porcelain, but also a crystal object from 

Francesco’s workshops, which he promised to include in his “theatre of nature,” thus 

demonstrating the fluidity between art and natural history.128 As I demonstrate in my 

dissertation, materiality was central to the arts of the late sixteenth century as were 

natural materials, worked in novel or experimental ways, speaking to a desire to 

understand and push the boundaries of materials. 

Very often, studies on the history of science and materials focus on material 

culture. For example, Findlen has published extensively on the topic. Exemplary of her 

work in this regard is “Inventing Nature: Commerce, Art, and Science in the Early 

                                                   

126 Jacopo Ligozzi is a fascinating artist in his own right. He is and was renowned for his highly naturalistic 

paintings of flora and fauna, a task he was given when called to Florence by Francesco from his native 

Verona. He also created designs for a variety of other forms of material culture, such as works in pietre 

dure and glass, some of which will be discussed in the subsequent chapters. The artist has received little 

consideration in scholarship, which is perhaps beginning to change given the recent exhibition of his work 
at the Palazzo Pitti. An exccellent catalogue accompanied the exhibition: Alessandro Cecchi, Lucilla 

Conigliello, Marzia Faietti, eds., Jacopo Ligozzi: ‘pittore universalissimo,’ exh. cat. (Florence: Galleria 

Palatina, Palazzo Pitti, May 27-September 28, 2014) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2014). For more on the work of 

Ligozzi, see the publications of Lucilla Conigiello.  
127 Galluzzi, Storia del granducato, 62. For a discussion of the relationship between Aldrovandi and 

Francesco, see Findlen, Possessing Nature, 243-45, 352-65. For Aldrovandi’s notes about his visits to 

Florence, see Alessandro Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, which is a compilation of documents 

regarding Alrovandi’s relationship with the Tuscan state. For his his trip to Florence in 1577, see pages 

205-6; for his second trip in 1586, see 308-66. For transcriptions of the letters exchanged between 

Francesco and Aldrovandi, see Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 223-307 and O. Mattirolo, “Le lettere 

di Ulisse Aldrovandi a Francesco I e Ferdinando I granduchi di Toscana e a Francesco Maria II duca di 

Urbino, tratte dall’ Archivio di Stato di Firenze” Memorie della R. Accademia delle Scienze di Torino vol. 
II, tomo LIV (1904): 355-401.  
128 “io ho ricordato a Sua Altezza nelle mie la pittura del ceraste et hammodite serpenti, et un vaso di 

cristallo et di porcellana di sua inventione per porre nel mio Theatro di natura in sua perpetua memoria, le 

qual cose altre volte me promesse.” I translate Aldrovandi’s “vaso di cristallo” here simply as “crystal,” for 

the identity of the material is unclear. It might either refer to rock crystal or cristallo glass. The ambiguity 

of language in relation to rock crystal and glass will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 4. See Tosi, 

Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 262. For two more related letters, see pages 225 and 253. 
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Modern Cabinet of Curiosity,” which considers things such as “dragons” formed through 

the manipulation of stingrays and their circulation.129 More recent is her edited volume 

Early Modern Things: Objects and their Histories, 1500-1800, which considers “the 

material culture of knowledge and invention.”130 The collection of essays demonstrates 

how the interconnected webs of knowledge, nature, material culture, economics, 

consumption, etc. manifest in the “things” of the early modern period. In her 

introduction, Findlen comments on the most recent development in the field, namely, the 

idea of understanding through making (meaning recreating historical practices, something 

well established in the field of archaeology), which not only provides the ability to 

emphasize 

the importance of understanding the stuff from which 

things are made but also encourages a more hands-on 

investigation of things themselves, including the replication 

of recipes, techniques, and experiments from written 

guidelines for the making of things as well as more careful 

and sustained inspection of surviving artifacts.131  

Here, Findlen could easily be describing the goals of the Making and Knowing Project 

headed by Pamela Smith at the Center for Science and Society at Columbia University.132 

The project “explores the intersections of artistic making and scientific knowing,” 

spheres “regarded as separate [today], yet in the earliest phases of the Scientific 

Revolution, nature was investigated primarily by skilled artisans by means of continuous 

                                                   

129 Paula Findlen, “Inventing Nature: Commerce, Art, and Science in the Early Modern Cabinet of 
Curiosity” in Merchants and Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe, ed. Paula 

Findlen and Pamela H. Smith (New York and London: Routledge, 2002), 297-323. 
130 Findlen, “Early Modern Things,” 14. 
131 Findlen, “Early Modern Things: Objects in Motion,” 15. 
132 See note 55 in Findlen, “Early Modern Things,” 24 for the scholarship to which Findlen directly refers. 

She writes of this body of work as emphasizing not only “the importance of understanding the stuff from 

which things are made but also encourages a more hands-on investigation of things themselves.”  
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and methodical experimentation in the making of objects.”133 The project looks at 

archival documents for various accounts of making and attempts to recreate technologies, 

for example, fake coral.134 I am attentive not only to the cost, origins, and myths of 

materials, but also to the ways in which they were manipulated – the physical processes 

by which they were altered to create objects. 

 I include such scholarship as well for its kinship to what occurred at the Casino di 

San Marco. The Grand Duke encouraged and actively participated in the activities of its 

workshops and laboratories, and displayed the works of Nature and of the human hand 

throughout the court. These activities are attested to by a range of objects, some 

considered fine art, others more marginal, the end products of experiments with natural 

materials. For example, artists at the Casino produced not only lavish vases in hard stone 

with beautifully enamelled handles, but also such things as a piece of rock crystal dyed 

orange preserved today in Florence’s minerology museum. Indeed, in commenting on 

Francesco’s alchemical experiments and the arts, Marco Beretta writes “Francesco used” 

the Casino “as a place where he could promote technical innovations in the arts, and after 

he became Grand Duke in 1574, as a focal point for Medici political power, where he 

received ambassadors, aristocrats, and intellectuals.”135 Making and knowledge were 

                                                   

133  “About,” The Making and Knowing Project, Centre for Science and Society at Columbia University, 

November 2014 <http://www.makingandknowing.org/?page_id=25> Accessed August 13, 2017. 
134 See the Making and Knowing Projects’s video on their successful recreation of fake coral following 

period recipes: “Making and Knowing: Coral,” The Making and Knowing Project, Centre for Science and 
Society at Columbia University, 2014 <https://player.vimeo.com/video/129811219> Accessed August 13, 

2017. The creation of fake coral is based on actual instructions found in ricettari housed today in the 

Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, transcriptions of which can be found in Gabriella Pomaro, ed., I 

ricettari del Fondo Palatino della Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze: Inventario (Milan: Giunta 

Regionale Toscana & Editrice Bibliografica, 1991). I thank Rachel Boyd for bringing this book to my 

attention and for alerting me to the recreation of fake coral by the Making and Knowing Project.  
135 Beretta, “Materials and Temporal Powers,” 145. 
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cultural currency, and their products, displayed to the worthy in the Tribuna or sent as 

courtly gifts, served to demonstrate Francesco to be a learned prince, attuned to the 

mechanisms of the state, of art, and of nature.  

Of the materials considered in this dissertation, stones are the only ones that have 

received a substantial consideration by scholars. Pietre dure (hard stone) vessels and 

commesso (meaning stone mosaic work) are rather marginalized subjects in the discipline 

of art history generally, but were central to the arts of Florence in the late sixteenth 

century. The Florentine court was bursting with works in coloured stones, including 

carved vases, table tops, and larger projects, such as the Chapel of the Princes at San 

Lorenzo. Cosimo commissioned works from Milan, a major centre of production and 

home to the renowned Miseroni and Saracchi family workshops. Francesco continued 

this tradition and expanded existing workshops in Florence by luring Milanese artists to 

his court. Ferdinando would go even further, creating what was then called the Galleria 

dei Lavori (located at the Uffizi), which exists today as the Opificio delle Pietre Dure, in 

response to the monumental needs in terms of artists and materials for the creation of the 

grand ducal tombs at San Lorenzo.136  The first three grand dukes were tapping into an art 

form in which their illustrious ancestors, such as Lorenzo il Magnifico, had cultivated an 

interest, amassing cameos and hard stone vases, both ancient and modern.137 They were 

also participating in the current trend in the collection of pietre dure artworks by princely 

                                                   

136 For a history of the development of the pietre dure workshops see Annamaria Giusti, “The Origins and 

Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late 

Renaissance Florence, exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Palazzo Strozzi, The Art Institute of 

Chicago, and The Detroit Institute of Arts, June 6, 2002- June 8, 2003) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2002), 103-111 and Annamaria Giusti, Pietre Dure: The Art of Semiprecious Stonework, trans. Fabio Barry 

(Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2006), 47-103. 
137 See note 108 above. Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti, 23-47.   
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collectors throughout Europe. Antique examples were desirable, but increasingly difficult 

to acquire and so the Milanese masters, such as Miseroni and Saracchi, filled a renewed 

demand in the sixteenth century. The Medici grand dukes were reviving an art form that 

harkened back not only to their family roots, but also to the cultural trappings of the 

Roman Empire. 

Discussions of works in stone are included in exhibition catalogues on the arts of 

late sixteenth-century Florence and those on the collections of the Museo degli Argenti, 

home of many of these objects today. This literature is most often concerned with 

recounting and presenting archival documents, a general history of the works in question, 

notes on the artists involved, and the general atmosphere of the court under which they 

were produced.138 As they are discussed in relation to Francesco, it is in terms of his 

personal interests in the natural world and the activities of his Casino di San Marco. 

Some publications provide a more in-depth approach to the material, such as Splendori in 

pietre dure: l’arte di corte nella Firenze dei Granduchi, an exhibition catalogue that 

accompanied a 1988-89 exhibition commemorating the four-hundredth anniversary of 

Ferdinando’s establishment of the workshops at the Uffizi.139 The catalogue is edited by 

Annamaria Giusti, who has published extensively on the topic of pietre dure, including 

her 2006 book, Pietre Dure: The Art of Semiprecious Stonework.140 Both books are 

temporally broad, extending well beyond the sixteenth century and are not limited to 

                                                   

138 See, for example, Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza, The Museo degli Argenti: Collections and 
Collectors (Florence: Giunti Editore S.p.A, 2004); Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza, Opere in luce: 

restauri e donazioni. Avori, argenti, pietre dure, nautili, sculture, smalti e gioielli nel Museo degli Argenti 

(Livorno: Sillabe, 2002); Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti, 22-105; Annamaria 

Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 103-111. 
139 Annamaria Giusti, ed., Splendori in pietre dure, exh. cat. (Florence: Palazzo Pitti, December 1988-May 

1989) (Florence: Giusti, 1988) 
140 Giusti, Pietre Dure: The Art of Semiprecious Stonework. 



 

 

 

58 

Florentine productions. The latter book begins with a consideration of stone work in the 

ancient world (specifically opus sectile used for floor mosaics and wall decorations), 

which is important given that in reviving the art form the Medici and other patrons were 

looking to the classical past. The work of Giusti and other specialized scholars is 

invaluable in the history and archival material regarding the art form in Florence.  

There have also been publications and exhibitions focused on specific stones, 

providing a more focused examination of objects, their materiality, and their meanings. 

Suzanne Butters considers porphyry and its working, most especially as it relates to 

Medici Florence and the quest for an understanding of Nature, knowledge of whose 

secrets was a form of cultural capital. Butters demonstrates craftspeople were viewed as 

sources of knowledge of Nature since their “professional success was predicated on a 

working knowledge of Nature’s substances, order, and processes.”141 Porphyry is an ideal 

material through which to explore this idea given the technological innovations required 

to work with the stone and its various associations, which made it appealing for 

meaningful works of art. As Butters points out, porphyry was only one of many stones 

for which the Medici demonstrated an affinity. She notes that the “family imagery 

included so many stony devices and stony metaphors, and that these emphasized not only 

durability… but also purification.”142 Stones that Butters may have had in mind include 

rock crystal and lapis lazuli, each of which will be considered in greater depth in chapters 

4 and 5, respectively. Ultimately, Butters’ book shows a kinship to other studies on 

materials, which emphasize the necessity of embracing a consideration of the history of 

                                                   

141 Suazanne B. Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan: Sculptors’ Tools, Porphyry, and the Prince in Ducal 

Florence (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 1996), 30. 
142 Butters, The Triumph of Vulcan, 31. 
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science as well as art history when attempting to understand the significances of 

materials.  

The consideration of stones in terms of their meanings and transformation into 

works of art has been highlighted through two recent exhibitions, each focused on a 

single stone. An exhibition on rock crystal at Museo Nacional del Prado entitled “Arte 

Transparente: La talla del cristal en el Renascimiento milanés” (2015) was accompanied 

by an enlightening catalogue that provides information on how the material was worked 

in Milanese workshops, its cultural significance, analysis of the motifs employed, and the 

place of rock crystal within the larger field of art history, for example as it relates to the 

ideals of the Counter Reformation.143 Works in hard stone could exceed the cost of 

paintings by masters of the same period and so were the purview of only the wealthiest of 

collectors, indicating the cultural value attached to them. Yet their more marginal status 

within the realm of art history has meant that they have not received as much critical 

attention as paintings and sculpture. 

Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu (2015) accompanied an exhibition on lapis lazuli and 

is extensive, considering topics ranging from technical and scientific issues, such as 

where the stone is found, how it is formed, and how it is excavated, to its cultural 

significance and uses in the ancient past and the early modern world, for example in 

pietre dure and the pigment, ultramarine.144 The exhibition is remarkable for the breadth 

                                                   

143 Letizia Arbeteta Mira, Arte Transparente: La talla del cristal en el Renascimiento milanés, exh. cat. 
(Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, October 14, 2015-January 10, 2016). 
144 Maria Sframeli et. al., eds., Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat. (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and 

Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università, June 9-Octotober 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015). Further 

discussion and reference to this text will be made in chapter 4 of this dissertation, which focuses on the 

stone.  

This is not to say that this exhibition catalogue is the only scholarly work on the material. A seminal study 

on the topic of lapis lazuli is C.W. Fock’s “Vases en lapis-lazuli des collections médicéennes du seizième 
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of methodological approaches to the study of the stone as well as the decision to hold the 

show concurrently at the Museo degli Argenti and the Museo di Storia Naturale (La 

Specola) in Florence. The decision speaks to the value of a multidisciplinary approach to 

natural materials and art objects as well as the lack of distinction between these two 

categories in the early modern period.145 

I will build upon this work by focusing in on what the meaning and workings of 

these materials reveals about the relationship between art and nature. I will consider not 

only the highly refined works of art, but also more marginal objects, such as the piece of 

dyed rock crystal mentioned above, and often overlooked archival documents, such as 

those that mention Francesco’s desire for unused bits of lapis lazuli to be sent to him 

from the workshops of Milan. At the Casino, the pietre dure workshops producing 

traditional hard stone vessels operated alongside more experimental technologies, 

including investigations into the melting down and of fusing rock crystal, an activity 

remarked upon by contemporary visitors to the space and sometimes noted in passing by 

modern scholars. Materials were worked in a variety of ways and appear in a great 

variety of contexts and were also mimicked, speaking to the diversity inherent in the 

materials of nature and their working.  

As valuable as increased attention to these marginalized art forms may be, 

looking at them in relative isolation does little to demonstrate the ways in which their 

materials are implicated in other forms of art. Whereas there is a tendency in the 

                                                   

siècle” in Münchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst, XXVII (1976): 119-154. In this article, Fock considers 

both Milanese and Florentine vases, their artists, and associated preparatory drawings.  
145 I have singled out works in hard stone and noted specifically rock crystal and lapis lazuli as these 

materials feature prominently in this dissertation and there is a well established literature on the medium of 

hard stone. Further literature on these two stones, as well as that on coral and shells, will be discussed in 

greater detail within the individual chapters of this dissertation.   
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scholarship to focus on specific aspects of Francesco’s patronage (the Studiolo, Pratolino, 

etc.), I seek to focus on materials that are used and represented across various spaces and 

objects. This methodology allows for an understanding of both the specificities in the 

meanings of materials as well as how these meanings relate to the way natural materials 

were transformed within human culture. This in turn, has implications for the way the 

relationship between art and nature was conceived. The natural world holds great 

meaning and when modified by human culture, takes on greater meaning. 

 

2.4 Art and Nature at Francesco’s Court 

In thinking and working through the concepts of art and nature – what was 

natural, what was artificial, how their boundaries might be crossed, and the implications 

of such constructs – artists, scholars, and writers, among others, produced artful works 

about nature and about art in the form of literature, painting, sculpture, and material 

culture.146 Art and nature were often placed in competition with one another, a paragone 

of sorts, in which the hand of man sought to outdo that of nature. The writings of Vasari, 

for example, espouse the idea that artists should seek to copy from nature, but that they 

must improve upon it, correcting its “imperfections.”147 Further, looking to nature was 

                                                   

146 Early modern ideas regarding the relationship between art and nature were heavily influenced by Greco-

Roman thought. For a discussion of the perpetuation of classical ideas in the sixteenth century, see Anthony 

J. Close, “Commonplace Theories of Art and Nature in Classical Antiquity and in the Renaissance,” 

Journal of the History of Ideas 30, no. 4 (October-December 1969): 467-86 and “Philosophical Theories of 
Art and Nature in Classical Antiquity,” Journal of the History of Ideas 32, no. 2 (April-June 1971): 163-84. 

The former is particularly relevant, since Close breaks down the manifestation of the relationship between 

art and nature into specific “commonplaces” relevant to this dissertation, including the idea that art imitates 

nature or that art complements or perfects nature.  
147 The writings of Vasari as they deal with the relationship between art and nature have been explored by 

Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy, 1450-1600 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940), 86-102 and Patricia 

Lee Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 231-
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never enough on its own – the artist must also look to other artists. For Vasari, too close 

an adherence to Nature’s model is problematic. Such ideas were widespread. Lodovico 

Dolce’s (1508-68) L’Aretino (1557), in part a response to Vasari’s first edition of his 

Vite, nonetheless shares a similar attitude towards nature. Dolce is explicit in the 

importance of copying from nature, writing in a way that seems a reaction to Vasari, who, 

as mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation, was critical of Titian’s imitation of 

nature. Dolce’s response is that Titian in fact  

moves in step with Nature, so that every one of his figures 

has life, movement and flesh which palpitates. He has 

shown in his works not empty gracefulness, but a palette 

which is properly appropriate; no artificiality of 

ornamentation, by a masterly correctness; no crudity, but 

the mellowness and softness of Nature. And the highlights 

and shadows in his creations always contend and interplay 

with one another, and fade out and decrease in the very 

same way as Nature itself has them do.148 

Titian is able to render works of art that appear so close to nature that seem alive. Dolce 

rebukes “empty gracefulness,” inappropriate colours, and artificiality in seeming direct 

criticism of the values of the art Vasari champions. Yet, the two share feelings regarding 

nature and art as well, for Dolce also states that  

the painter should try not only to imitate nature, but to 

surpass it. I am speaking of surpassing nature in one respect 

– as far as the rest go, it is miraculous that he should ever 

come close to his goal, not to mention his actually attaining 

it. And this is in displaying within a single human body, by 

dint of art, that entire perfection of beauty which nature 

barely exhibits in a thousand bodies. For there is no human 

                                                   

85. See also Girolami Cheney, “Vasari’s Position as an Exponent of Maniera Style,” 12. These authors 

explore the way Vasari speaks of art perfecting nature and the importance of looking to other artists. 
148 Mark W. Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2000), 185. See also his comments on the importance of imitating nature closely on pages 

97, 99, 117, and 147. 
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body so perfectly beautiful that it is not wanting in some 

respect.149  

 

The surpassing of nature is a lofty goal, though one that Dolce sees as worthwhile. He 

points out the inherent imperfection of nature which the artist is able to rectify through 

art. The Florentine, Raffaello Borghini, wrote Il Riposo (1584) and, as if in reference to 

the centrality of nature to the arts, places his narrative outside of the city, at a villa, whose 

name lends itself to the text. His characters discuss painting and sculpture in the 

surrounding landscape, as if the environment feeds their discussion as it is to guide 

artists. Yet, for Vasari, Dolce, and Borghini, the topic of consideration is “high art” – 

primarily painting and sculpture. The importance placed on these sidelines other forms of 

art and allows the idea of art surpassing nature to become a dominant narrative regarding 

the art of the period. This idea will certainly be found in the following chapters, but it 

will not be the only manifestation of the relationship between art and nature explored. 

Other texts from the mid sixteenth century suggest a more nuanced imagining of 

the relationship between art and nature such that they come together to produce 

something new, a phenomenon referred to as “third nature.” The idea is rooted most 

frequently by scholars in two sources. One a letter, written by Jacopo Bonfadio (1508-50) 

in 1541, and the other Bartolomeo Taegio’s (1520-73) La villa (1559). Both men, in 

conveying the idea of third nature, refer to agriculture, a union of the natural world and 

the specialized skills of man. Bonfadio writes:  

And the fruits are more flavorful here than elsewhere, and 

all things born of the earth are better. As for the gardens 

that are in this region, and those of the Hesperides and 

those of Alcinoüs and Adonis, the industry of the peasants 

                                                   

149 Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino, 131. 
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has been such that nature incorporated with art is made 

artificer, and the connatural of art, and from both of them is 

made a third nature, which I would not know how to 

name.150  

 

The art of agriculture – the human hand engaged with the landscape – produces goods 

better than what might be achieved by nature alone. It is industry and skill which leads to 

a fruitful union – the peasants have gained skill and expertise in how to interrupt the 

regular flow of nature, requiring expert knowledge of the working of nature. The same 

sentiment is expressed in Taegio’s La villa: “Here are without end the ingenious grafts 

that show with great wonder to the world the industry of the wise gardener, who by 

incorporating art with nature brings forth a third nature, which causes the fruits to be 

more flavourful here than elsewhere.”151 Taegio is more specific about the type of 

agriculture that grows from the unity of nature and art, for he specifically mentions 

grafting. Yet, again, specialized knowledge brings forth a fruitful unity between nature 

and skill (art).  

The skillful and knowledgeable hand of man combines with the materials of 

nature to produce something neither could generate without the other. The two become 

inextricable such that what is nature and what is artifice becomes unclear. These ideas are 

referenced in a letter from Claudio Tolomei dated to July of 1543 in which he writes of a 

                                                   

150 “E i frutti sono tutti qui più saponti che altrove, e tutte le cosec he nascono della terra migliori. Per li 

Giardini che qui sono e quei delle Esperide e quelli d’Alcinoo e d’Adoni, la industria de’ paesani ha fatto 

tanto, che la natura incorporate con l’arte è fatta artifice, e connaturale de l’arte, e d’amendue è fata una 

terza natura, a cui non sarei dar nome.” Reprinted and translated in Thomas E. Beck, “Gardens as ‘third 
nature’: the ancient roots of a renaissance idea,” in Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed 

Landscapes 22, no. 4 (2002): 327. 
151 “quivi sono senza fine gl'ingeniosi innesti, che con si gran meraviglia al mondo mostrano, quanto sia 

l'industria d'un accorto giardiniero che incorporando l'arte con la natura fà, che d'amendue ne riesce una 

terza natura, la qual causa, che i frutti sieno quivi piu saporiti, che altrove.” Bartolomeo Taegio, La villa, 

ed. and trans. Thomas E. Beck (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 160 (for the 

original Italian) and 161 (for Beck’s translation). 
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grotto in Rome, describing it as “the blending of art and nature, so that one cannot discern 

whether a thing is the work of one or the other; whether it is a piece of natural artifice or 

artificial nature.”152 But these ideas even predate the sixteenth century, as revealed by 

Thomas Beck, who considers the roots of the concept, demonstrating its origins in the 

writings of the ancients, such as Cicero, Horace, and Pliny the Elder.153 In so doing, Beck 

shows the ways in which the concept was expressed outside of the realm of agriculture, 

though, nonetheless, it has been taken up and explored primarily in the related field of 

early modern garden studies, for these spaces certainly lend themselves to the idea of a 

“third nature.”  

Claudia Lazzaro places the theme of “third nature” as central in her seminal text 

on Renaissance gardens,154 citing some of the primary sources mentioned above, and 

seeing the interaction between art and nature as “playful, subtle, and even deceptive, in 

which the separation of the two elements was deliberately confounded.”155 Her focus 

redresses the assertions of other scholars that gardens express the idea of “man 

dominating nature,” which she posits as reflecting “our current attitudes rather than those 

                                                   

152 For the original letter, see C. Tolomei, Delle lettere libri setti (Venice 1547), book II, no. 1. This excerpt 

is reprinted and translated in Lionello Puppi, “Nature and Artifice in the Sixteenth-Century Italian Garden,” 

in Architecture of Western Gardens: A Design History from the Renaissance to the Present, ed. Monique 

Mosser and Georges Teyssot (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991), 53. Beck, “Gardens as ‘third 

nature,’” 333-4 also discusses the letter, suggesting that it is possible that Tolomei saw Bonfadio’s letter.  
153 Beck, “Gardens as ‘third nature,’” 327-34. 
154 For other scholars who write of the idea of third nature in gardens, see A. Rinaldi, “La ricerca della 
‘terza natura’: artificialia e naturalia nel giardino toscano del ‘500,” in Natura e Artificio, ed. Marcello 

Fagiolo (Rome: Officina 1981), 154-75; Alessandro Tagliolini, Storia del giardino italiano: gli artisti, 

l’invenzione, le forme, dall’antichità al XIX secolo (Florence: La Casa Usher), 226-8; Puppi, “Nature and 

Artifice in the Sixteenth-Century Italian Garden,” 47-58; and Beck, “Gardens as ‘third nature,’” 327-34. 
155 Claudia Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden: From the Conventions of Planting, Design, and 

Ornament to the Grand Gardens of Sixteenth-Century Central Italy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1990), 8. 
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of the past” and which she states is often taken “as a basic assumption.”156 Of such an 

opinion is John Shearman, who writes:  

the cult of artificiality in the sixteenth century made this 

[the garden] an artistic activity especially suitable for 

expansion, since it is precisely artificiality that separates 

gardening from horticulture… The sixteenth-century 

garden is more obviously a product of man than of nature; 

it seems that the garden artist’s material is not organic, or 

rather that it has no life that he does not give it.157 

 

Like painting, the garden is inherently artificial for Shearman. He does, however, suggest 

a more balanced play between art and nature in gardens of the fifteenth century.158 In 

constructing his arguments regarding mannerism, Shearman is concerned more with art 

theoretical writing than with the kinds of discussion that take place in the texts considered 

here. 

Pastoral literature is sometimes discussed in relation to gardens and is similarly 

concerned with the relationship between art and nature. For example, in exploring the 

genre in Renaissance England, Edward William Tayler sees multiplicity in the 

relationship between the two, identifying, for example, the idea of Nature as superior to 

Art as “glimpsed only imperfectly and intermittently in the world of post-lapsarian man,” 

but that it “may be made to operate consistently and without qualification in the paradise 

of the pastoral form.”159 The author speaks of a broader definition of art, referring to the 

                                                   

156 Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden, 9. Lazzaro explores this notion further in her essay “The 

Visual Language of Gender in Garden Sculpture,” Refiguring Woman: Gender Studies and the Italian 
Renaissance, ed. M. Migiel and J. Schiesari (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990). As Lazzaro 

notes, exemplary of the attitude of man dominating nature in the garden is Ugo Ojetti, ed., Mostra del 

giardino italiano, exh. cat. (Florence: Palazzo Vecchio, 1931). 
157 Shearman, Mannerism, 123.   
158 Shearman, Mannerism, 123.   
159 Edward William Tayler, Nature and Art in Renaissance Literature (New York and London: Columbia 

University Press, 1964), 7. 
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historical use of the term to refer “to any specifically human activity or production.”160 

Highlighting the broader definition of art serves to reveal the inherent narrowness in 

Vasari and other art theorists discussion of the arts (namely painting, sculpture, and 

architecture), as well as that of the “art perfects nature” trope.161 The art/nature duality 

appeared in a variety of art forms, including literature, speaking to the possibility of other 

ways their relationship was conceived.  

 Ambiguity in the relationship between art and nature is explored outside of the 

field of garden studies and related literature as well. For example, Katharine Park, a 

historian of science, explores a shift in the conception of nature between the Middle Ages 

and sixteenth century, such that Nature (Natura) was personified in the former as a 

clothed, majestic, speaking, teaching figure, and an active artificer who engaged 

physically with the world (she shown sculpting or blacksmithing, for example) as 

dictated by God, whereas in the Renaissance she increasing became personified as a nude 

figure, sometimes shown with many breasts, and often depicted lactating. She does not 

speak, needing instead to be “deciphered through human ingenuity and wit.”162 She is 

ambivalent to the human world and provides “value in the most basic sense of raw 

materials and resources… increasingly identified with the corporeal stuff [of the world] 

the inventory of God’s creation and the physical fabric of the natural world.”163 Given her 

removed attitude, “to be understood, her enigmatic body needed to be explicated and 

                                                   

160 Tayler, Nature and Art in Renaissance Literature, 3. 
161 For the idea of the broader conception of art in the sixteenth century and the varying manifestations of 

the relationship between art and nature see Close, “Commonplace Theories of Art and Nature,” 467-86, 

especially 467 for his definitions of art and nature. 
162 Katharine Park, “Nature in Person: Medieval and Renaissance Allegories and Emblems,” in The Moral 

Authority of Nature, ed. Lorraine Daston and Fernando Vidal (London and Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2004), 52. 
163 Park, “Nature in Person,” 68. 
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interpreted by learned naturalists” and others, who would “speak on her behalf.”164 We 

see such a conception of Nature in the Studiolo, where, on the ceiling, her recumbent, 

nude, lactating form offers forth with seeming minimal effort her raw materials that are to 

be acted upon and given meaning by artists. In this way, the artist becomes akin to the 

naturalists, theologians, and political philosophers whom Park posits as the interpreters of 

Nature. Yet, at the same time, as will be shown, she was still celebrated as an artificer in 

period texts that reference naturalia, speaking to the need to account for multiplicity over 

linearity in the relationship between art and nature.  

 Through her study, Park identifies shifting conceptions of the natural world, 

mirroring studies by other scholars, most notably Keith Thomas’s oft-cited Man and the 

Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England, 1500-1800 (1983).165 Although focused 

on England between 1500 and 1800, his discussion is applicable more broadly in his 

reference to the idea of the subjugation of nature at the hands of humankind, justified 

historically by the belief that the human was a special being, possessing reason, speech, 

and religion. Thomas reveals that despite the pervasiveness of this idea, there were 

currents of discontent and guilt about such an anthropocentric view of the world, 

identifying a shift from that the dominant attitude that gave way to a new concern for the 

natural world. It is to these strings of thought and their progression that the majority of 

his book is devoted. For example, Thomas reveals how changes in attitudes stemmed 

from the study of nature with increasingly less concern for determining the way nature 

                                                   

164 Park, “Nature in Person,” 73. 
165 For a feminist study of the relationship between art and nature during the sixteenth century, see Mary G. 

Garrard, Brunelleschi’s Egg: Nature, Art and Gender in Renaissance Italy (Berkeley. CA: University of 

California Press, 2010). 
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could serve people. Thomas states that “natural history helped to undermine” the 

anthropocentric view of the world perpetuated by theologians and philosophers.166 

Although art is not his focus, his study acknowledges the idea of superiority over nature, 

especially in the earlier periods he considers, but that this was not the only point of view, 

a stance which this dissertation also takes.     

As these scholars and primary sources document, there were alternatives to the 

trope of art over nature. The artists of Francesco’s Florence were working in the shadow 

of Vasari’s influential text, which placed at the apex of artistic achievement 

Michelangelo, who, as such, embodies the ideals espoused in the Vite. As this dissertation 

suggests, artists explored other manifestations of the dynamic, reflecting the diversity in 

the exchanges between the two as expressed elsewhere within the broader cultural milieu. 

For example, the unity between art and nature was central to the invenzione for the space 

most synonymous with Francesco – the Studiolo. In in invenzione for the room, Borghini 

envisioned the space as devoted to art and nature, especially those things which were not 

wholly belonging to the realm of art, nor to that of nature, but rather of things “having 

both parts, one helping the other - as, for example, nature gives its diamond, carbuncle, 

crystal, and other raw and unformed matter, and art cleanses, frames, carves it, etc.” The 

statues and paintings pay homage to the inventors and origins of these things, and history 

paintings refer to their place in culture. In the centre of the room “Nature will be painted 

in the company of Prometheus, the first inventor of precious stones [stone cutting] and 

                                                   

166 Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England, 1500-1800 (London: Allen 

Lane, 1983), 92. 



 

 

 

70 

rings.”167 Neither art nor nature were superior, rather, what was celebrated were those 

things which demonstrated unity. Nature provides the raw materials, which undergo 

transformation of some form, taking on a new state (blood to coral and tears to amber) or 

worked under the hand of man (cristallo glass and mining for precious metals). This 

concept is crystalized in the central image of Prometheus and Nature.  

 Similar themes are identifiable in other spaces associated with the Grand Duke, 

such as the Grotta Grade, the gardens of Pratolino, and the Tribuna, all designed by 

Bernardo Buontalenti.168 In the Grotta Grande, Michelangelo’s unfinished works, 

originally intened for the tomb of Pope Julius II, were here removed from their pedestal 

and incorporated into the space in a way that emphasized their materiality and unfinished 

state, seeming to both emerge and be swallowed up from the stone of which they were 

carved and the walls of the grotto itself. Filippo Baldinucci writes of the space and 

Michelangelo’s statues that the rough figures lift high quality spugne, the roughness of 

the walls agreeing with that of the figures such that “all seemed to have been done from 

the same nature.”169 Even the hand of Michelangelo is subsumed within the playful 

                                                   

167 Borghini writes “simil cose non sono tutte della natura ne tutte dell’ arte, ma ui hanno ambedue parte, 

aiutandosi l’una l’altra, - come, per dare un esempio, la natura da il suo diamante ò carbonchio ò cristallo et 
simile altra materia rozza et informe, et l’arte gli pulisce, riquadra, intaglia, etc., - pero hauea pensato che 

tutta questa inuentione fusse dedicate alla natura et all’ arte, mettendoci statue che rapresentino quelli che 

furno ò inuentori o cagione ò (come credette l’ antica poesia) tutori et preposti à tesori della natura, et 

historie di pittura che mostrino anche loro la varieta et l’ artificio di quelle: Et però nel tondo del mezzo, 

che è nel cielo, sara dipinta la Natura, che hara in compagnia sua Prometheo, il primo inuentore delle pietre 

pretiose et degl’ anelli, come testimonia Plinio...” in Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 2:887. 
168 Detlef Heikamp, for example, considers some of the thematic similarities between the Grotta Grande 

and the Studiolo, specifically as they relate to Ovid’s Metamorphoses. See “La Grotta Grande del Giardino 

di Boboli,” 30.  
169 “4 grandi statue bozzate, rappresentanti 4 prigioni che gia furono dal medesimo Michelangelo destinate 

per lo sepolcro di papa Giulio, e poi era stato fermato che dovessero andare in Francia. Bernardo dunque 

volendo dar posto condecente a questi gran colossi, benchè solamente abbozzati, seguendo anche in ciò la 

volontà del granduca, che fu di fargli situare in modo, ch’e’ potessero essere d’ammaestramento 

a’professori... risolvettesi a fare una spaziosa grotto nel giardino di Boboli... e negli 4 angoli della 

medesima situò quelle bozzate figure in atto di reggere gran qualità di spugne, accordando cosi bene la 

rozzezza di quei naturali scherzo col ruvido di quegli abbozzi, che il tutto pare stato operato dalla natura 
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space. A dominant theme of the room is indeed the way in which time and a creeping 

nature overtake the work of man, for the painted program of the room depicts a fictive, 

crumbling architecture on which plants have taken root and animals scamper. 

 At Pratolino, the relationship between art and nature is sometimes more 

ambiguous. In his poems on the villa and gardens, Raffaello Gualterotti (1544-1638) 

writes:  

Here Art, and Nature 

Together in competition each offers its grace, 

And among those one can see 

The greatness of the soul, and the attention, 

That nourishes, and cares, 

And makes shine more bright every hour around 

Of new wonders the beautiful sojourn.170  

 

Although they here are presented as if in competition, together they make the garden the 

marvel and pleasant reprieve from the city that it is. In writing on the marvels of 

Pratolino, Francesco de Vieri (1524-91) describes a fountain in which “art overcomes 

nature in a certain way.”171 Elsewhere, the relationship is envisioned not so much as a 

competition as it is a convivial exchange. Giovanni Guerra (1544-1618) made a series of 

drawings of the gardens in 1598, valuable in their ability to provide insight into how the 

grounds of Pratolino appeared, which even in the sixteenth century had begun to change. 

                                                   

medesima, ed il rimanente della grotto ornò egli stesso di sua mano con figure ed animali composti delle 

medesime spugne...” Filippo Baldincucci, Notizie dei professori del disegno (Florence: 1975), 498-99.  
170 “Qui l'Arte, e la Natura 

Insieme à gara ogni sua gratia porge, 

E fra quelle si scorge 

La grandezza del animo, e la cura, 
Che le nutrisce, e cura, 

E fa splender più chiaro ogn'hor d'intorno 

Di nuove meraviglie il bel soggiorno.” 

Raffaello Gualterotti, Vaghezze sopra Pratolino (Florence: 1579), 10. 
171 “che l'arte superi in un certo modo la natura.” Francesco de Vieri, Discorsi delle maravigliose opera di 

Pratolino, et d’Amore (Florence: Giorgio Marescotti, 1587), 27. This fountain will be discussed in greater 

detail in chapter 6. 
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In Figure 2.4, Guerra shows a “rustic fountain where nature has invited art.”172 Even 

within a single space, the characterization of the relationship between art and nature 

fluctuates; there is no single dominant narrative. 

The sentiment of multiplicity in terms of the relationship between art and nature 

permeates the Florentine court. At the Casino di San Marco, various forms of making and 

investigating the natural world were juxtaposed: highly naturalistic paintings by Jacopo 

Ligozzi, alchemical labs producing false coral, glass workshops producing cristallo in 

imitation of rock crystal, and the carving of lapis lazuli so as to showcase its natural 

aesthetic qualities, to name only a few. For part of the building, Borghini envisioned an 

invezione depicting the mines of the earth,173 speaking to the idea that nature provides the 

materials and man must not only understand her workings but then develop skills to apply 

to her. These spaces were the same in which Francesco frequently engaged and consulted 

with his ministers on matters of state and put his own hand to various art forms prized as 

diplomatic gifts. At the same time, art had become institutionalized in the form of the 

Accademia del Disegno and the writing of Vasari and others. Further, attitudes towards 

nature as a result of developments in natural history were changing from a predominant 

reliance on inherited thought to a greater emphasis on empiricism (while not rejecting 

classical inheritance) by naturalists such as Aldrovandi. In this particularly charged 

environment, artists articulated the relationship between art and nature in a variety of 

ways – in some instances, art overcomes nature, in others, there is a unity suggestive of a 

                                                   

172 The text reads “Fonte rustica ove natura habia invitata l’arte.” The series of images created by Guerra 

can be found today in the Albertina. 
173 Cristina Acidini Luchinat, “La pittura fiorentina di corte alla fine del Cinquecento,” in Magnificenza all 

Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla fine del Cinquecento, exh. cat. (Florence, Palazzo Pitti, Museo degli 

Argenti, sept 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997): 372. 
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kind of third nature, and further, there is evidence for an appreciation of the aesthetics of 

nature on its own terms – an acknowledgment of Nature as artist. The ambiguity in the 

relationship between the two reflects shifting conceptions and flexibility as opposed to 

hard divisions and competition. Artists contributed to such explorations through their 

work and it is the goal of the following chapters to offer some sense of the ways in which 

natural materials – coral, rock crystal, lapis lazuli, and shells – full of meanings in their 

own right, were worked by artists and in the process offered alternatives to the dominant 

narrative as conveyed in treatises about art.  
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Figure 2.1 Portrait of Francesco I de’ Medici and Eleonora da Toledo, Agnolo Bronzino, 

1549. Museo Nazionale di Palazzo Reale, Pisa. 

 

Figure 2.2 Portrait of Francesco I de’ Medici, Agnolo Bronzino, 1551. Galleria degli Uffizi, 

Florence. 
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Figure 2.3 Portrait of Francesco I de’ Medici, Alessandro Allori, c. 1560. Wawel Royal 

Castle, Kracow. 

  

 

Figure 2.4 Rustic Fountain at Pratolino, Giovanni Guerra, 1598. Graphische Sammlung, 

Albertina, Vienna. 
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Chapter 3 

Coral: Blood, Water, Beauty, and Monstrosity 

 

Nestled among the countless vases, cups, and other works of silver, gold, and 

precious stone within the Museo degli Argenti in Florence’s Palazzo Pitti are a number of 

objects made from once living things. One such object, dated to the reign of Francesco I, 

is a single branch of coral mounted to an unremarkable silver base (Figure 3.1).174 This 

remnant of a marine creature, largely devoid of human interference apart from its 

harvesting and mounting, serves as a testament to a fascination and appreciation for the 

aesthetics of the natural world. In this object, the work of man and that of Nature are 

juxtaposed, emphasizing the qualities of coral that made it an object of wonder, one 

sought not only for its remarkable physical appearance but also for its practical uses, for 

example in medicine, and its cultural associations. This complex web of meanings is 

implicated in the ways in which the material was used and represented in the visual and 

material culture of Francesco’s Florence.  

 The visual qualities of the coral offer a stark contrast to those of the base. The 

saturated, vivid, and consistent red is exemplary of the chromatic brilliance of Nature’s 

palette. The colour is unrivalled by the silver base, whose rather regular, rounded shape 

and pattern serves to accentuate the seemingly arbitrary and unpredictable wanderings of 

the object it seeks to stabilize, thus emphasizing rather than mitigating the organic quality 

                                                   

174 Mario Scalini dates the base of a very similarly mounted branch of coral in the collection of the Museo 

degli Argenti to the 1580s owing to its similarity to jewellery of this period. Scalini, “Catalogue number 89, 

Mounted Red and Black Coral” in Magnificenza all Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla fine del 

Cinquecento, exh. cat, ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Florence, Palazzo Pitti, Museo degli Argenti, 

September 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 119. 
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of the coral. There is no regularity here, only inconsistency and the potential for infinite 

wanderings. Its plant-like appearance belies its hardness, which is comparable to stone, 

and when finely polished, as it is in this case, coral has an almost liquid sheen. The 

simultaneous sense of undulating form and rigidity suggests a frozen moment, like fronds 

of seaweed or the branch of a shrub petrified in time.  

 The impression of a plant turned to stone is a key factor in the wonder elicited by 

coral. Indeed, since antiquity, the classification of coral - whether it was animal, mineral, 

or vegetable, was unclear. Pliny appears to classify coral as a plant, despite including it in 

his section on aquatic animals, describing it as “like a shrub” underwater, but 

immediately petrifying when touched, hinting at its hardness.175 The most valued type of 

coral was “the reddest and most branching, without being rough or stony,” qualities 

embodied in the branch considered here. Pliny also notes that coral was worn as an 

apotropaic device and was valued for its medicinal qualities.176 Coral was so popular, 

says Pliny, that in his day it had “become so scarce because of the price it will fetch that 

it is very rarely to be seen in the counties where it grows.”177 Red, branchy coral 

continued to be valued into the sixteenth century, and its association and uses only 

multiplied and it became a prized feature within the collections of the wealthy, as amulets 

against evil, as fine jewellery, as signifiers of beauty, and as medicine.  

The exact origins of this branch of coral are unknown to me, but it may be an 

example of the type of red coral found in Italian waters, such as that mentioned in 

                                                   

175 Pliny, Natural History, translated by W.H.S. Jones (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963), 

8:Book XXXII, chapter XI. 
176 Pliny, Natural History, 8:Book XXXII, chapter XI. 
177 Pliny, Natural History, 8:Book XXXII, chapter XI. 
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contemporary archival documents and texts. Red coral is lauded in Agostino del Riccio’s 

Istoria delle pietre (1597), in which the author discusses the contemporary uses of stones, 

a category to which coral sometimes belonged. Agostino provides a sense of the natural 

history of coral, including its cultural associations and various uses, making the document 

invaluable.178  He states that there are many types of coral, but that the most beautiful are 

red, which can come from as far away from Italy as the “Traspi di Barberia,” presumably 

a reference to the coast of North Africa, or from areas closer to home, such as Livorno 

and Sicily. Agostino is particularly interested in noting the place of stones, including 

coral, within his city of Florence, and throughout the text mentions Francesco and other 

members of the Medici family. Coral, especially red coral, was indeed a material valued 

by the grand dukes, who were so invested in access to it that they negotiated to secure 

rights to coral fisheries in foreign territories and even cited it as reason to take with force 

areas with access to it.179 It was valued as a trade commodity (both Agostino and Pliny 

note the popularity of coral among the people of India180) and was also kept in princely 

                                                   

178 A significant amount of his discussion is taken from Pliny, including comments on its medicinal uses 
and apotropaic qualities. For Agostino’s chapter on coral, see Agostino del Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, ed. 

R. Gnoli and A. Sironi (Turin: Allemandi, 1996), 163-71. A facsimile of a manuscript of the text housed in 

the Biblioteca Riccardiana (Cod. 230 Riccardiana) is also available: Agostino del Riccio, Istoria delle 

pietre, ed. Paola Barocchi (Florence: Studio per edizioni scelte, 1979). I have chosen to use Gnoli and 

Sironi’s presentation of the text. 
179 See, for example, a document dated to August 8, 1571 in which Cosimo asserts the rights to extract coral 

from the Isola de Giglio. In doing so, he gained access to a source of coral close to home, as the island is 

off the coast of Tuscany. ASF MP 238, fol. 6 (MAP 16882).  

A letter to Francesco’s brother, Ferdinando, from April of 1600 seeks to convince the Grand Duke of the 

profitability of forcefully taking the town of Buona (Annaba) located on the north African coast. The writer 

cites access to coral as one reason that justifies such an undertaking. ASF MP 4759, fol. 9 (MAP 18968). 

A series of letters outlines negotiation by agents of Cosimo I for rights to access coral on the island of 
Tabarka. The islands seem to have been owned by Spain, with the Genoese given rights to harvest coral, 

but required to give a portion to the king of Spain and to defend the island militarily. ASF MP 397a, fol. 

771, 803, 895 (MAP 6403, 6404, 17099) and ASF MP 3102, fol. 108, 125 (MAP 12082, 17364) 
180 Pliny, Natural History, 8:Book XXXII, chapter XI and Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 169. For more on the 

trade of coral with India, see Shannon Kelley, “The King’s Coral Body: A Natural History of Coral and the 

Post-Tragic Ecology of The Tempest,” Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies 14, no. 1 (Winter 2014): 

122-23. 
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collections, such as that of Francesco, where it could be appreciated “as is” (mounted or 

unmounted branches) or carved into small sculptural works.   

 Whether the small branch of coral under question was actually owned by 

Francesco is unclear; however it dates to his reign, and archival evidence reveals he kept 

the material in much the same way. An inventory of the Casino di San Marco, compiled 

in 1587, records a mounted branch of coral.181 A recently identified inventory of the 

Studiolo compiled in June of 1574 records a great abundance of coral as located in 

“Armario numero 11” in both its natural form and carved into small works of art, such as 

a crucifix.182 The presence of both reflects the larger theme of the space – that of art and 

nature – that is played out in the visual program of the room, which features myths 

associated with natural substances, methods of acquisition, such as mining, and the 

transformation of these material into goods. The space is organized according to the four 

elements (earth, air, fire, and water) such that each wall is dedicated to one, and the 

paintings and contents displayed thereon and therein were classified as belonging to that 

element. Coral is associated with water and, like the other objects in the space, could be 

contemplated in relation to this larger scheme of art, nature, and the four elements. 

 

3.1 Coral and Blood 

Not only could Francesco physically interact with coral in the Studiolo, but he 

could also contemplate it via two images that specifically reference it: a personification 

                                                   

181 “Una branca di corallo con piè d’argento straforato.” ASF GM 138, fol. 155 reprinted in Scalini, 

“Catalogue number 89, Mounted Red and Black Coral,” 119. 
182 Lindsay Alberts, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’Medici: A Recently-Found Inventory.” Art Histories 

Supplement 2.0, 1 (summer 2015): 19-20. 
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of the element water on the room’s vault and a mythological account of the origin of 

coral on the wall below. The latter, by Giorgio Vasari, is located on the upper portion of 

the wall and likely indicated the contents of the cabinet immediately below.183 The image 

(Figure 3.2) is of the rescue of Andromeda by Perseus from a sea monster, shortly after 

the hero slew Medusa, whose slack-jawed head lies at Andromeda’s feet. As if freshly 

severed, the head bleeds freely, and as it flows, the blood rigidifies and transforms into 

coral. Nymphs marvel at the newly formed addition to their watery world, actively 

examining and passing it among themselves. It is an object of wonder, to be gathered and 

appreciated, much as was done in Francesco’s Studiolo.184   

Vasari’s image is based on Ovid’s Metamorphoses, but with some departures 

from the classical text. Ovid writes that Medusa’s head was placed upon a nest of soft 

twigs and seaweed and that when “the monster’s force” touched these, they hardened.185 

                                                   

183 There is much debate regarding the arrangement of the paintings in the Studiolo, but it is agreed that 

Vasari’s painting was originally located on the Water wall, though perhaps not in the exact spot it is found 

today. For discussion of the arrangement of the artworks, see Scott Schaefer, The Studiolo of Francesco I 

de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence (Ph.D. dissertation, Bryn Mawr College, 1976); Michael 

Rinehart, “A Document for the Studiolo of Francesco I,” in Art the Ape of Nature: Studies in Honor of 

H.W. Janson, ed. Mosche Barasch and Lucy Freeman Sandler (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1981), 275-89; 
Karen Victoria Edwards, Rethinking the Installation of the Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in the 

Palazzo Vecchio (Ph.D. dissertation, Case Western Reserve University, 2007); Valentina Conticelli, 

"Guardaroba di cose rare e preziose". Lo Studiolo di Francesco I de' Medici. Arte, storia e significati 

(Lugano: Agorà Publishing, 2007). 
184 Wonder and marvel have been the subject of study in their own right as they relate to the early modern 

world. Wonder and marvel can relate to an emotional response to items, or something might be a wonder or 

marvel itself, defined as “those things or events that were unusual, unexpected, exotic, extraordinary, or 

rare.” See Joy Kenseth, ed., The Age of the Marvelous, exh. cat. (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College, Hood 

Museum of Art, 1991), 25. The nymphs in Vasari’s painting certainly appear to marvel at coral, and 

likewise, Francesco and others would have marvelled at the goods found within the Studiolo. Further, as 

Stephen Greenblatt reveals, sometimes wonder in the face of the new was accompanied by a desire to 

possess so that “Renaissance wonder” became “an agent of appropriation.” See Marvelous Possessions: 
The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), 24. Such ideas are 

relevant to the collecting culture of the period, of which the Studiolo is only one manifestation. For more 

on the idea of wonder and marvel tied to ideas of collecting and inquiry into the natural world, see 

Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750 (New York: Zone 

Books, 1998). 
185 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Charles Martin (New York and London: W.W. Norton and Company, 

2004), IV, 1010-26. Ovid’s story also functions to explain some of the physical properties of coral. The 
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As Medusa’s gaze turned anyone who looked upon her to stone, the touch of her body 

was imbued with the same power. The association between blood and coral is not 

surprising given that the flow of blood could evoke the branched wanderings of coral, 

and their colours are similar. Further, the congealing and drying of blood is similar to 

what was believed to be the physical transformation of coral from soft underwater to hard 

once touched or exposed to air. Ovid does not discuss these first two similarities, yet 

Vasari makes them explicit and goes so far as to remove the intermediary – the seaweed 

and twigs – that might otherwise account for the shape of coral, creating a direct 

correlation between blood and coral in terms of form and colour. Vasari’s omission is 

significant since the generative properties of Medusa’s blood were not limited to coral. It 

created snakes in Libya (which more generally denotes Africa during Ovid’s life) as well 

as the winged horse Pegasus. Given the different ways in which Medusa’s blood 

transforms, the branches of seaweed thus seem central, for it is they that are in fact 

transformed, giving the material its plant-like physical shape.186 For Vasari, however, 

blood transforms to coral.  

In his study of Cellini’s Perseus (Figure 3.3), a statue commissioned by Cosimo I, 

Michael Cole points out discrepancies between Ovid’s original Latin and early Italian 

translations of the text.187 In the former, Cole notes that Ovid specifically mentions the 

presence of twigs and seaweed and that the touch of Medusa causes hardening, but that, 

                                                   

transformation of the nest from soft or pliable to hard is, according to Ovid, the reason that “coral today 
shows the same properties; its branches harden when exposed to air, and what was – in the water – a spry 

twig becomes a rock when lifted out of it.” Ovid, Metamorphoses, IV, 1023-26. 
186 Ovid, Metamorphoses, IV, 846-7 and IV, 1072. For the use of Ovid to explain scientific phenomena in 

the early modern period, see Paula Findlen, “Jokes of Nature and Jokes of Knowledge: The Playfulness of 

Scientific Discourse in Early Modern Europe,” Renaissance Quarterly 43, no. 2 (Summer, 1990): 310-12. 
187 Michael Cole, Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 

74 and Michael Cole, “Cellini’s Blood,” The Art Bulletin 81, no. 2 (1999):  228-29. 
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rather importantly, there is a lack of reference to blood. In contrast, Cole reveals that the 

early Italian translations are not explicit in naming the cause of the physical 

transformation, but do cite blood as the source of coral’s colour.188 Like Cellini, Vasari 

likely knew the Italian translations.189 Further, Cole explores why the word “gorgoni,” 

the plural of “gorgone,” was used as a descriptor for the blood falling from the head and 

neck of Medusa in contemporary documents about the sculpture; the word would 

otherwise refer to Medusa or any other gorgon. He notes a convergence of language and 

meaning between the words “gorgone” (signifying any gorgon or Medusa, specifically) 

and “gorgonian,” Pliny’s name for red coral.190 Gorgon, blood, and coral elide, 

demonstrating a close connection for the early modern audience. Vasari surely had 

Cellini’s statue in mind when creating his painting, as it was directly outside of the 

Palazzo Vecchio in the Loggia dei Lanzi. The direct correlation between blood and coral 

that is implicit in Cellini’s statue is made explicit by Vasari.  

The association between blood and coral transferred from pagan to Christian 

contexts in the Middle Ages when it began to represent Christ’s blood, his passion, and 

his redemption.191 Objects carved to reflect the association included crucifixes, examples 

of which Francesco possessed. In the Studiolo was a box containing twelve pieces of 

                                                   

188 Cole, Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture, 74-75 and “Cellini’s Blood,” 228-29. 
189 For further discussion of the sources for Vasari’s image, see Philippe Morel, “La chair d’Andromède et 

le sang de Méduse: Mytholgie et rhétorique dans le Persée et Andromède de Vasari,” in Andromède ou le 

héros à l'épreuve de la beauté, ed. Françoise Siguret and Alain Laframboise, Actes du colloque 

international organisé au musée du Louvre par l'université de Montréal et le Service culturel du musée du 
Louvre, February 3-4, 1995 (Paris: Klincksieck, 1996), 57-83. 
190 Cole, Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture, 73-74. 
191 Marcia Pointon, Brilliant Effects: A Cultural History of Gem Stones and Jewellery (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 2009): 135 and Jacqueline Musacchio, “Lambs, Coral, Teeth, and the 

Intimate Intersections of Religion and Magica in Renaissance Tuscany,” in Images, Relics, and Devotional 

Practices in Medieval and Renaissance Italy, ed. Sally J. Cornelison and Scott B. Montgomery (Tempe, 

AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies 2006): 151. 
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carved coral, among which was a crucifix,192 and, a letter sent to Francesco in June of 

1574 lists a carved coral cross as among the precious objects that accompanied the 

missive.193 The belief that coral transformed from soft when underwater to hard once 

exposed to air caused it to be seen, according to Marcia Pointon, as “an organic material 

that does not die but takes on a new form in a different environment, transmuting into a 

mineral which is perfect and incorruptible as well as apotropaic.”194 The idea of 

transformation from one state to another is similar to Christ’s transformation from life, to 

death, and to resurrection. In paintings, a coral pendant around the Christ child’s neck or 

the presence of coral in some other form in reference to this meaning is not uncommon, 

though it may also reflect the practice of children wearing coral around their necks for 

reasons related to the protection of health as will be discussed below. What is shared 

between the Christian and pagan meanings of the materials are its association with 

transformation and blood.   

A more subtle link between coral and blood in a religious context is found in 

Agostino’s Istoria delle pietre. When discussing where coral is harvested, Agostino 

mentions Sicily, an island with many coral fisheries and coral carving artists. He then 

transitions to a seemingly unrelated and very long discussion of St. Agatha, an early 

Christian martyr from that island. Agostino provides a vivid description of her 

martyrdom, which included the cutting of her breasts, the punishment with which she is 

most associated. He writes that when her pure white breasts were cut, “she was bloodied 

                                                   

192 “Pezzi di coralli numero dodici cioe in forme di crocifisso et altre figure messe in una scatola.” Alberts, 

“The Studiolo of Francesco I,” 19.  
193 “n. 355 una crocettina di corallo.” ASF MP 643, fol. 133 (MAP 26066). 
194 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 136. 
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by her own precious blood, which exited her pure chest in the manner of a fountain. 

Where usually water would spring, from this gushed blood all around.”195 Agostino’s 

inclusion of St. Agatha’s story was not arbitrary, since in discussing coral, he is 

concerned with relaying its cultural associations and uses. St. Agatha is relevant in her 

association with Sicily, but also likely her blood and gender. The graphic description of 

her punishments, particularly the mention of her pure, white skin and her gushing red 

blood elicits the link between coral and blood given the location of her martyrdom and, 

further, the juxtaposition of white skin and the colour red on women – an issue to which I 

will return.         

 

3.2 Coral, Blood, and Water in the Garden                                                                                                                                                                                         

Agostino’s description of the cutting of Agatha’s breasts provocatively 

emphasizes the idea of moving blood, which not only dramatizes the story, but might also 

relate to his subsequent discussion of the medicinal uses of coral as well as its 

associations with water. Agostino aligns blood and water in his account of Agatha’s 

torture, describing the blood gushing from her body as akin to a fountain. Water, like 

blood, flows and it is to this element that coral belongs. It is this association that made 

coral a fitting feature in garden grottos, such as those commissioned by Francesco at 

Pratolino.196 Unfortunately, the grottoes are almost entirely lost, but written descriptions 

                                                   

195 “fu tagliato le candide mammelle ed altre pene patì e di nuovo fu così maltrattata e insanguinata del 

prezioso sangue, che usciva del suo puro petto a guise di fontana, dove suole scaturir l’acque, ma di questa 

zampillava sangue d’ogn’ intorno.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 165. 
196 Shannon Kelley notes that coral, because of “its mixed nature allows it to protect gardens on earth form 

the disorder of the elements (deluge, tornados, and storms).” See Kelley, “The King’s Coral Body,” 119. 

Although this may be true, I do not think this idea of coral is relevant to Francesco’s gardens.   
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and drawings completed both during Francesco’s life and after survive. For example, in 

one of Giovanni Guerrra’s many drawings of the garden, coral seems to grow over a large 

stone “obelisk” once found in the Grotta della Spugna (Figure 3.4). The most 

enlightening of texts on Pratolino is Francesco de Vieri’s Delle maravigliose opere di 

Pratolino & d’amore (1587), in which coral is mentioned frequently as an ornament for 

fountains. He describes a grotto located within Giambologna’s Appeninno as featuring a 

fountain in the middle of which was a carved jasper vase with a coral flower at its centre 

that “threw out a gurgle of water.”197 In another grotto was a fountain adorned in shells, 

stones, and coral that threw out water in great abundance.198 There are varying levels of 

artifice in the transformation of coral into garden ornament. Coral might be carved and 

transformed as in the case of the flower fountain, or left in its more natural form, almost 

as an ornament, or hollowed in feats of hydraulic engineering; all were meant to delight 

and amaze. Yet the link also brings to mind Vasari’s painting with its direct correlation of 

blood and coral, and in which water is directly implicated, for Philippe Morel suggests 

that water was in fact the catalyst for the transformation in Vasari’s translation of Ovid’s 

tale.199 Blood, water, and coral were intimately entangled. The waterworks at Pratolino 

were both playful and serious, serving an encomiastic purpose as they did at Cosimo’s 

gardens at Castello and Boboli. In all of these gardens, water is celebrated as a life-giving 

                                                   

197 “Nel mezzo della qual fonte vi è un vaso di diaspro intagliato à ruote et nel mezzo un fiore di corallina 
venuto del mar rosso, che getta un gorgoglio d’acqua, et di più altre boccie d’acqua di gran valore.” 

Francesco de Vieri, Delle Maravigliose Opera di Pratolino & d’Amore (Firezne, Giorgio Marescotti, 

1587), 28. 
198 “coperta di varij Animali, con un ricetto tutto di nicchi di chiocciole, & di biā he di coralli, che gettano 

in gran abbondanza.” Vieri, Delle Maravigliose Opera di Pratolino, 36. See also Mario Carniani, The Park 

of Pratolino, trans. Nancy Barr (Fiesole: Edizioni Cadmo, 2000), 14-15. 
199 Morel, “La chair d’Andromède et le sang de Méduse,” 66. 
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force.200 Indeed, in describing how to provide water to gardens, Agostino del Riccio, in 

his Agricoltura sperimentale, writes that “agriculturalists say that the garden without 

water is almost dead or little fruitful” and that it is akin to a body without a soul.201 As 

water is life-giving and sustaining, so too is blood to the body. The loss of either is life-

threatening.  

There is thus a parallel between the flow of the human body’s life force, meaning 

blood, and that of water in the garden. Although blood was not understood as circulated 

through the body as a result of the pumping of the heart as it is today, a discovery 

attributed to William Harvey (1578-1657), blood was understood to move through the 

body.202 Dante wrote that blood, in veins, “runs towards the heart, which it calls.”203 

Although this might seem like a conception of circulation similar to our own, it is 

unlikely that it was conceived in these terms, and is more a literary conceit.204 Agostino, 

however does clearly suggest that blood flows, using the word “flusso” in association 

with blood, as will be discussed below. Ultimately, the mechanisms by which blood was 

                                                   

200 Claudia Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden: From Conventions of Planting, Design, and 

Ornament to the Grand Gardens of Sixteenth-Century Central Italy (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1990), 161-214.  
201 “Quantunque gl' Agricultori dichino e bene che il giardino senza acqua e come quasi morto o pocho 

fruttuoso al suo padrone pero vanno dicendo che si come il corpo senza l'anima e morto cosi e non 

altrimenti il giardino senza l'acqua che e come morto perche l'anima deli giardino e favellare per 

similitudine e l'acqua massimamente la state…” Agostino del Riccio, Agricoltura sperimentale, BNCF, 

Targioni Tozzetti, 56, I, folio 30v. 
202 For more on William Harvey, see Gweneth Whitteridge, William Harvey and the Circulation of the 

Blood (New York: Elsevier, 1971) and Jerome J. Bylebyl, William Harvey and His Age: The Professional 

and Social Context of the Discovery of the Circulation (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1979). I am grateful to a question put to me at the 2016 Renaissance Society of America Annual 
Conference, which alerted me to the need to clarify sixteenth-century understandings of the movement of 

blood in the body. This individual pointed me in the direction of William Harvey and his discoveries, 

which has helped to clarify the idea of blood moving through the body.     
203 “E 'l sangue, ch'è per le vene disperso, fuggendo corre verso lo cur, che 'l chiama.” Dante Alighieri, 

Amori e Rime di Dante Alighieri (Mantua, 1823), 85. 
204 For a discussion of this, see Plinio Prioreschi, A History of Medicine 2nd edition (Omaha: Horatius Press, 

1996), 1:141. 
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understood to move through the body are less important in this context than the fact it 

was understood to move, generally. For a concept of the movement of blood in 

anatomical terms, we can look to Andreas Vesalius (1514-64). In his De humani corporis 

fabrica (1543, second edition 1555), Vesalius explains that “Nature made” veins “hollow 

like a pipe” comprised of different types of fibres that allowed the blood to move. For 

example, he writes that “as the blood had to be thrust on into the next part of the vein as 

through a channel, she [Nature] also gave it transverse fibres; and she gave it oblique 

fibers as well so that the whole of the blood should not be immediately taken up and 

thrust on from one part of the vein to the next.”205 In Vesalius’ construct, this movement 

– the pushing of a liquid through hollow channels – is akin to the complex waterworks of 

gardens, such as those at Pratolino, where water was forced through pipes. In a study for 

a fountain possibly by Jacopo Ligozzi (Figure 3.5), a branch of red coral stands within a 

large stone basin. From the end of each branch erupts a spout of water cascading into the 

basin below. Ligozzi’s work brings to mind Agostino’s vivid description of the eruption 

of St. Agatha’s life force from her body – a visual for Agostino’s metaphor of a gushing 

fountain. Beyond the visual link between coral and flowing blood, there is a similarity 

between the former and the pathways of the blood through the body. Vesalius’ text 

includes a series of illustrations of the arterial and vein systems of the body. As coral 

branches in all directions, so too do the pathways of blood, as demonstrated in the 

illustrations accompanying Vesalius’ text, such as those shown in Figure 3.6.206 Further, 

                                                   

205 Andreas Vesalius, On the Fabric of the Human Body, Book III: The Veins and Arteries and Book IV: 

The Nerves, trans. William Frank Richardson in collaboration with John Burd Carman (Novato, CA: 

Norman Publishing, 2002), 4. 
206 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 108 writes that coral “invokes the interior of the body with its arteries.” 
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the anatomist describes the veins and arteries throughout the text as “branches” or 

“branching,” creating a parallel to how coral is described in the Studiolo inventory.207 

Coral was a tangible manifestation of the pathways of the body, externalized in Vasari’s 

painting, and in Ligozzi’s plan, water erupts from coral, like blood erupts from the veins 

of Agatha.  

The link between water, coral, and blood and their generative force comes 

together in a drawing by Jacopo Zucchi for a fountain depicting the story of Perseus and 

Medusa (Figure 3.7). Zucchi was trained in Vasari’s studio and completed work for the 

Grand Duke’s Studiolo. He later travelled to Rome, where he was employed by Cardinal 

Ferdinando de’ Medici, Francesco’s brother (later Grand Duke Ferdinando I). Zucchi 

completed and planned a number of works for the cardinal’s Roman villa, including this 

fountain, which was never realized.208 The fountain is designed to appear as a mountain, 

at the apex of which is Pegasus, springing over the lifeless body of Medusa, from whose 

blood he is newly formed, another example of the generative capabilities of blood as 

relayed by Ovid.209 Zucchi has drawn a series of lines emanating from Medusa’s neck, 

suggesting that the primary water cascade for the fountain issued from her decapitated 

body (Figure 3.8). In Zucchi’s conceit, flowing water replaces flowing blood. The 

water/blood falls into the basin in which Perseus stands, brandishing the head of Medusa 

(Figure 3.9). His depiction is a direct quotation of Cellini’s Perseus, which the artist 

                                                   

207 For a translation of Vesalius’ text on veins and arteries see, On the Fabric of the Human Body, Book III: 

The Veins and Arteries and Book IV: The Nerves, trans. William Frank Richardson in collaboration with 

John Burd Carman (Novato, CA: Norman Publishing, 2002). For the inventory of the Studiolo, see Alberts, 

“The Studiolo of Francesco I,” 19-20. 
208 This drawing is discussed briefly by Edmund Pillsbury in “Drawings by Jacopo Zucchi,” Master 

Drawings, 12, no. 1 (Spring 1974): 3-33, 65-68. 
209 Ovid, Metamorphoses, IV, 1071-72. 
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certainly would have seen while working in Florence. Perseus holds the head up to Atlas, 

who is prostrate beside the basin and about to be transformed into a mountain.210 

Andromeda does not feature in the sculpture, but Zucchi includes a reference to the 

creation of coral in the form of nymphs who gather up and marvel at the newly formed 

coral, which is already being propagated as suggested by the many branches that appear 

to grow over the fountain. Once again, it would seem the twigs and seaweed of Ovid’s 

story are missing, creating a direct correlation between blood/water and coral.211 In this 

drawing, blood and water are synonymous generative forces with the ability to create life. 

Further, the fountain is about creation of a different kind – that of the arts. Pegasus, 

creator of the Hippocrene Spring, the font of poetic inspiration, stands at the apex. In 

Zucchi’s conceit, flowing water specifically evokes the springs of poetic inspiration. The 

fountain is, fundamentally, about the relationship between art and nature, which are 

linked to the same source in this fountain.212 Blood/water forms both the highly 

sculptural, intensely coloured coral (a statue that could be mounted and admired) and 

Pegasus, and so poetry (the art of man inspired by spring waters), suggesting an 

equivalency between the arts of Nature and of man. 

 

                                                   

210 Pillsbury “Drawings by Jacopo Zucchi,” 21, identifies the figure as Atlas. 
211 For an alternative view, see Edmund Pillsbury “Drawings by Jacopo Zucchi,” 21 who states that the 

nymphs hold “branches of seaweed hardening into coral.” Given that this fountain seems to be a rumination 

on Cellini and Vasari, I would suggest they simply hold coral, transformed directly from Medusa’s blood. 
212 Michael Cole links art, the blood of Medusa, and Pegasus (and so poetry) to Cellini’s Perseus. See Cole, 

Cellini and the Principles of Sculpture, 62. 
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3.3 The Medicinal Uses of Coral 

The idea of flowing blood and its association with coral are also manifest in 

relation to the material’s medical uses, which are described by Agostino. The word 

“flusso,” meaning flow, appears frequently in this context. The association between coral 

and “flusso” is notable for it relates not only to blood, which flows, but also other bodily 

functions. In addition to helping with stomach ailments, toothaches, and even epilepsy, 

Agostino notes that coral helps in menstruation, the “flusso dello sperma” (the flow of 

sperm), and with the “flussi bianchi delle donne” (the white flows of women, the vaginal 

secretions that were thought also to be necessary for conception).213 Coral is thus 

implicated in sexual reproduction, an association rendered explicit in another branch of 

coral in the Museo degli Argenti, mounted to a base similar to that in Figure 3.1 and 

dated to the same period. One end of a branch has been carved into a fist with the thumb 

inserted between the middle and index figures to create “il segno della fica” (Figure 

3.10).214 The provocative gesture, a reference to intercourse, was well understood in the 

early modern period,215 and its use here underscores the association between coral and 

reproduction or generation. When taking coral for medicinal purposes, Agostino 

                                                   

213 These are only some of the things that can be treated by coral: “Hanno i coralli virtù veramente occulta 

contro l’epilessia, tanto portati al collo, quanto bevuti in polvere, laonde vogliono che ristagni il flusso de’ 

mestruii vagliono alle correzioni delle gengive ed ulcere della bocca, come s’è detto, bevuti giovano alla  

dissenteria, al flusso dello sperma ed a’ flussi bianchi delle donne, fermano i denti che dolgano e che sono 

smossi, con numerarsi, come riferisce Avicenna nel trattato delle forze del cuore, fra le medicine cordiali, 

percioché generano allegrezza.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 169. 
214 Scalini, “Catalogue number 89, Mounted Red and Black Coral,” 119 suggests that this gesture was 

carved into other branches of coral within the Museo degli Argenti that carry similar inventory numbers to 
that which he discusses. However, this proposal is not supported by extant inventories, such as that of the 

Casino di San Marco nor that of the Studiolo, which simply notes the presence of coral branches as well as 

objects carved from coral.  
215 Herman Roodenburg remarks on the gesture in Dutch painting, see “The ‘hand of friendship’: Shaking 

Hands and Other Gestures in the Dutch Republic,” in A Cultural History of Gesture, ed. Jan Bremmer and 

Herman Roodenburg (New York: Cornell University Press, 1991), 154. For an anthropological study of the 

“fica,” see also J. Leite de Vasconcelos, A figa: Estudo de etnografia comparativa (Porto, 1925). 
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recommened mixing ground coral with a liquid, the ingestion of which which caused 

coral to actually move or flow through the body. Among the branches and sculptural 

works of coral within Francesco’s Studiolo was a box containing a “red powder,”216 

which is surely a reference to ground coral and very likely linked to the generative, 

health-aiding qualities of the material. In the Studiolo, the religious associations, the 

aesthetic, and medicinal concerns co-existed, reflecting an inability to separate these 

realms.  

The generative qualities of coral are perhaps what contributed to the belief in the 

material as apotropaic. Children wore coral pendants to ward off evil, a practice reflected 

in numerous portraits. Such adornments sometimes also served as teething devices, as 

shown in a portrait of the young King Charles II (Figure 3.11).217 In contrast is 

Bronzino’s portrait of Giovanni de’ Medici (Figure 3.12), the younger brother of 

Francesco, who wears a long coral necklace that reaches his waist. Although possibly 

used for teething, this multi-pronged branch differs from extant coral teethers, which are 

similar to that worn by a young Charles II. Whether or not it served such a function for 

Giovanni, it was most certainly an apotropaic device and a means to promote health. 

Agostino notes that coral is worn around the necks of children because of its inherent 

virtues – virtues that lay in its agreement with blood and its flow.218 This not only 

reiterates the association of coral and blood, but may, more specifically, be understood as 

a reference to blood as one of the four humors. The humoral balance of children was 

                                                   

216 Alberts, “The Studiolo of Francesco I,” 20. 
217 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 129. 
218 “I nocci de’ coralli messi al collo de’ fanciulli, secondo che si crede, gli giovano per la virtù che in essi. 

Laonde le virtù loro son d’acchetar il sangue, cioe il flusso, giova alle passioni dello stomaco a del 

cuore…” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 169. 
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believed to be heavily weighted towards blood. If measures were not taken to avoid a 

severe imbalance, children could become weakened, leaving them open to sickness.219  

Even teething could upset the humoral balance, contributing, specifically, to an increase 

in the humor blood.220 Thus, coral teething devices make sense, as does the branch at 

Giovanni’s waist, juxtaposed as it is with his pointedly displayed front teeth. Such 

devices served the double purpose of warding off evils and maintaining the proper 

humoral balance. Anxieties around children’s health were all too relevant for a period in 

which many were felled by illnesses preventable or curable today.221 The fact that such 

functional devices were beautifully mounted and worn visibly on the body suggests 

something of their status and appreciation for the aesthetics of natural coral. These are 

not simply rounded strings of coral beads, which were popular in women’s fashion, but 

actual branches, a small homage to the wanderings of the larger marine creatures from 

which they were cut. Perhaps maintaining their natural form served to emphasize 

materiality and evoke coral’s relationship to blood. 

 

3.4 Coral and the Feminine: Natural Beauty, Artifice, and the Monstrous 

The links between coral and the human body also relates to beauty and artifice. In 

Zucchi’s fountain, nymphs gather coral, as they do in Vasari’s Perseus and Andromeda, 

and it is found in the cornucopia held by Water on the ceiling of the Studiolo (Figure 

3.13). This association between the female form and coral reflects larger links between 

                                                   

219 Hannah Newton, “Children’s Physic: Medical Perceptions and Treatment of Children in Early Modern 

England, c. 1580-1720,” Social History of Medicine 23, no. 3 (December, 2010): 459. 
220 Newton, “Children’s Physic,” 464. 
221 For a discussion of the use of coral necklaces and other apotropaic devices for children see Musacchio, 

“Lambs, Coral, Teeth,” 139-56. 
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the two, drawing together issues of form and blood discussed thus far, but also beauty 

and artifice. In Vasari’s painting the difficult, twisted, and angular forms of Andromeda 

and the nymphs are juxtaposed with the coral, creating a parallel that is exemplified in the 

relationship formed among Andromeda, the most prominent nymph, and the large piece 

of coral she gingerly accepts from the grasp of her companion (Figure 3.14). The angles 

of the nymph’s body mimic those of the central stalk of the coral. With the body of 

Andromeda, Vasari has done something similar but in reverse. This mirroring and 

mimicking creates a dynamic space around the coral. The angular position of 

Andromeda’s arms and the twisted angles of many of the nymphs might be described as 

an exploration of form based on the twisting and wanderings of the coral’s own arms as 

they radiate from the central stalk. The physical qualities of coral are replicated in human 

form. 

The correlation between coral and the human body appears again in Jacopo 

Zucchi’s Coral Fishers (c. 1585) painted for the scrittoio of Cardinal Ferdinando’s 

Roman villa,222 his own version of Francesco’s Studiolo, and thus possibly a response to 

Vasari’s image. The painting shown in Figure 3.15 is the most famous of three version of 

the subject created by Zucchi in the 1580s. Edmund Pillsbury proposes that this was not 

the version that appeared in the scrittoio, writing that the version now in the Lwów State 

Picture Gallery is the original scrittoio painting. Pillsbury identifies a male figure in the 

Lwów painting as a portrait of Ferdinando himself.223 He attributes the inclusion to 

                                                   

222 Edmund Pillsbury, “The Cabinet Paintings of Jacopo Zucchi,” Monuments et mémoires de la Fondation 

Eugène Piot 63, no. 1 (1980): 190. 
223 Pillsbury, “The Cabinet Paintings of Jacopo Zucchi,” 213. I have not reproduced the painting here 

owing to the poor quality of the images available. 
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Ferdinando’s interest in coral, noting that Camillo Agrippa, an engineer involved in the 

waterworks of the villa gardens, was in his employ. Agrippa was also known to have 

obtained a patent from the pope for a new method of coral fishing.224 Apart from the 

portrait of Ferdinando, the images are very similar. As shown in Figure 3.15, the scene is 

populated by a series of figures positioned on a rocky outcrop that extends into a 

surrounding sea and in the water, nymphs swim amid men in boats who gather the 

bounties of the watery realm. The viewers’ attention is drawn to the foreground where a 

series of five female figures and one male sit surrounded by shells, pearls, and corals. The 

primary function of these water deities appears to be to display the water’s bounty to the 

viewer. Their legs and arms are positioned in a variety of angles that branch away and 

towards the body, like coral branches.225  

In both Zucchi and Vasari’s images, there is a strong gendering of coral. In 

Zucchi’s painting, women are adorned with coral, most notably the central female figure 

who holds up branches of the material in her right hand and gazes directly out at the 

viewer. She wears strings of pearls and coral beads and an elaborate, man-made crown 

embedded with pearls. In contrast, the male water deity in the lower right is crowned in 

coral in its natural form. Perhaps the outward protuberances of coral made it a more 

suitable crown for the male figure – nature in its more natural state – whereas the nymph 

is adorned in manufactured nature – nature transformed to ornament. 

The reds and whites of the female figure’s accessories function as a complement 

to desirable qualities in the female form embodied in her form. The pearls, a common 

                                                   

224 Pillsbury, “The Cabinet Paintings of Jacopo Zucchi,” 214. Pillsbury notes that the first person to link 

Agrippa’s invention to the painting was Luigi Salerno, Piazza di Spagna (Naples: Di Mauro, 1967), 47. 
225 Shannon Kelley makes the same observation in her article, “The King’s Coral Body,” 121. 
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reference to femininity and beauty, are a complement to her pale skin, whereas the coral 

corresponds to her reddened lips, checks, and nipples. These references are a visual 

manifestation of common literary tropes regarding female beauty and nature. For 

example, in his discussion of Laura, Petrarch says that she “contains in herself the best of 

Natura’s handiwork” and that “she is the glory of nature.”226 More specifically, Agonolo 

Firenzuola, in his treatise on the beauty of women, mentions the desirable reddish quality 

of the cheeks and describes the mouths of women as “hemmed by Nature with two lips 

that seem to be of finest coral, like the edges of a most beautiful fountain.”227 Lorenzo de’ 

Medici, the illustrious ancestor of Francesco, wrote a poem in which he said that the 

“rosy lips” of the object of his affection appeared to him as coral.228 Such tropes became 

poetic convention to the extent that they were parodied by writers such as Shakespeare.229 

Ideally, a woman would naturally possess these qualities; however, they might also be 

helped along. Agostino del Riccio claims that coral was used not only to “decorate” but 

also to “clean the delicate necks of damsels and their beautiful hands.”230 By “decorate” 

he might mean to wear jewellery as a way to complement or bring out areas of the body 

that should be similarly reddened. The use of coral as a cleaning agent might seem more 

unusual, but perhaps ground coral was used as an exfoliant. Rubbing coral on the skin 

                                                   

226 Jennifer Petrie, Petrarch: The Augustan Poets, the Italian Tradition and the Canzoniere (Dublin: Irish 

Academic Press Ltd., 1983), 52.  
227 Agnolo Firenzuola, On the Beauty of Women, trans. and ed. Konrad Eisenbichler and Jacqueline Murray 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), 28, 57.  
228 Lorenzo de’Medici, Nencia of Barberino in Lorenzo de’Medici: Selected Poems and Prose, ed. Jon 

Thiem, trans. Jon Thiem and others (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Park, 1991), 

183. 
229 Leonard Forster, The Icy Fire: Five Studies in European Petrarchism (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1969), 56-57. 
230 “di più abbellisce e ripulisce i delicati colli delle donzelle e le belle mani loro.” Riccio, Istoria delle 

pietre, 170. 
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would certainly cleanse, but also have the added benefit of encouraging blood flow, 

creating a flush on the hands and neck. Coral, after all, was amenable to that humour. 

Such a flushed quality is said to be desirable by Firenzuola, who writes of women’s skin 

that “its colour is not the white that slides into pallor, but that white, tinged with blood 

that was so prized by the ancients.”231 Coral was not only an analogy for female beauty, 

but could also be used on the body to bring out inherent beauty – both natural and 

heightened through artifice.  

These constructs are similarly implicit in the Studiolo vault painting, attributed to 

Francesco Morandini (called il Poppi) and sometimes Zucchi, of water personified as a 

pale-skinned, rosy-cheeked woman riding a sea monster (Figure 3.13). The reds of her 

cheeks, hands, and nipples complement the branches of coral, as the pearls complement 

her skin. She is clothed in a red sash with pearls, again a juxtaposition of red and white, 

and dons an elaborate hairstyle with gracefully flowing gauze-like fabric radiating from 

the back of her head. Similarly, in Vasari’s image on the wall below, nymphs engage 

their watery realm with great ease, emerging elegantly and seemingly effortlessly from 

the water or floating over its surface. Their pearl-adorned hair is, in a most unnatural 

way, unaffected by the water. Their elegant coifs remain in place with only a few stray 

strands falling artfully out of place. For Firenzuola, such care in the treatment of a 

woman’s hair was important. To emphasize the idea of hair as an ornament he references 

Apulieus, who states that if a woman “has not arranged her hair in a pleasing fashion and 

set it in a charming, skillful way, one would never say that she was either beautiful or 

                                                   

231 Firenzuola, On the Beauty of Women, 49. 
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elegant.”232 For women, artifice is used to enhance natural beauty and was in fact quite 

important. 

In contrast, the depiction of male figures in Vasari and Zucchi’s images is quite 

distinct from that of the female figures. The darker-skinned male water deities who gather 

and offer up the goods of the ocean to Water on the ceiling of Francesco’s Studiolo are 

shown with unkempt hair and seemed burdened with their wares. In Vasari’s image, the 

two male figures to the left of Perseus, shown in Figure 3.16, appear more heavily taxed 

by the water than the nymphs, and their hair is white and unruly. One figure’s head barely 

emerges while another appears with his head bent downwards and his body hunched, as if 

weighted. They, like the male figures in the ceiling painting and the reclining male figure 

in the foreground of Zucchi’s painting for Ferdinando, are more in line with traditional 

images of river gods in the sixteenth century.233 They are much rougher, darker, and 

associated with the laborious collection of nature’s treasures and nature in its raw state. 

Indeed, this feeling reflects the labour involved in harvesting coral, the sheer effort of 

which is dramatized in a print attributed to Antonio Tempesta (Figure 3.17). Agostino del 

Riccio uses the words “cavano” (excavate) and “si pescono con arte” (one fishes with 

art) to describe the collection of coral.234 His use of the verb pescare may be linked to the 

aquatic environment of this prized commodity, which lends itself to the association 

between the gathering of the differing goods offered by the water – fish and coral – but 

belies the possible perils of the task. In the image, goggled men dive for coral amid a 

                                                   

232 Firenzuola, On the Beauty of Women, 48. 
233 For a discussion of the depiction of nature gods as pathetic and burdened beings, see Una D’Elia, 

“Giambologna’s giant and the cinquecento villa garden as a landscape of suffering,” Studies in the History 

of Gardens and Designed Landscapes 31 (2011): 1-25. 
234 “si pescano con arte nel mare appresso Traspi di Barberia… che si cavano nel mare appresso a Livorno, 

a Monte Nero.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 130. 
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rough sea and a crowd of boats. The image suggests the surely strenuous, difficult, and 

dangerous nature of their task, something perhaps echoed in male figures in these 

paintings and far removed from the way coral is gracefully and delicately gathered up by 

Vasari’s nymphs. Fishing for coral may have been an art, but it was certainly a perilous 

one. 

Women, on the other hand, are associated with artifice in their hair, jewellery, and 

even clothing. They gracefully collect, artfully wear, and marvel at the natural beauty 

around them. Even utilitarian objects are artfully employed. In Zucchi’s scrittoio 

painting, fishing nets, the utilitarian tools of the fishermen who populate the background, 

have become adornments on the female deities. What at first seem to be gauzy veils, 

closer inspection reveals to be loose woven nets, devoid of their intended function (see a 

detail in Figure 3.18). For the female figures, there is a correlation between the ideal 

qualities of female beauty, the beauties of nature, and the transformation of nature into 

ornament for the female body. Indeed, the depiction of women in these images 

corresponds with the theme of Francesco’s Studiolo, in that they reflect the coming 

together of art and nature. Firenzuola talks at length about the role of Nature and Art in 

creating beautiful women. He writes that “when Art is not helped by Nature, she can do 

little, and the little she does comes out badly” and soon after that “we will say that Nature 

is the mistress of beauty, and Art is one of her handmaidens.”235 Natural beauty was 

central, but might be enhanced through artificial means. These women have been 

enhanced and ornamented in ways meant to complement natural form – red coral for their 

                                                   

235 Firenzuola, On the Beauty of Women, 65. 
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lips, white pearls for their skin. Nature and art come together to produce something more 

beautiful than possible on their own. 

At the same time, the associations between the female body and coral were not 

wholly positive. Zucchi’s painting for Ferdinando also includes a detail that appears to 

mock the constructs to which Firenzuola refers. In the immediate foreground sits a 

monkey adorned in beaded pearls and coral. The small creature, placed prominently in 

the image and found in each of the three versions of the painting, apes the ornamented 

women who sit and pose idly above, functioning as a satire of artifice. In his Dialogue on 

Painting, Lodovico Dolce writes at length on the importance of colour in painting. Flesh 

tones are of particular relevance given the desire for paintings to create the illusion of 

life. Regarding areas of flesh, Dolce’s Aretino says:  

many artists render some of these areas so that they seem of 

made of porphyry, both in color and in hardness; their 

shadows too are too harsh and most often end in pure black. 

Many make the same areas too white, and many too red. I 

for my part would wish for a brown hue rather than one that 

was white in an unseemly way, and would generally banish 

from my paintings those vermillion cheeks with lips of 

coral, because faces treated in this fashion look like 

masks.236  

 

Too far a departure from nature shattered the illusion, and too much artifice on a real 

woman was just as undesirable.  

The idea of femininity and beauty is further complicated in the Studiolo images. 

In the painting of Water, the red, multi-forked tail and ears of the sea creature subtly 

bring to mind similar qualities in coral. In Vasari’s painting on the wall below there is an 

                                                   

236 Mark W. Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2000), 153. 
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explicit association between the monstrous and coral via the focus on its origin from the 

gorgon’s blood.237 This female monster at Andromeda’s feet is paralleled on the left by 

the similarly slack-jawed sea monster, which also appears to be female, as suggested by 

sagging breasts (Figure 1.19). Not only to they function as foils to Andromeda and the 

nymphs, but combined with the links between beauty and coral, these references to 

monstrosity reflect a contemporary belief that the generative forces of Mother Nature had 

the capacity to produce the beautiful as well as the monstrous238 – the beautiful nymphs 

and Andromeda contrasted with the hideous face of Medusa and the dead sea creature.  

The frequent juxtaposition of coral and pearls refers not only the fact that they are 

jewels of the water,239 but also speaks to the variety of nature’s invention. Pearls were 

believed to be “born in oysters from ‘divine dew’ or tears of the gods,”240 which is a 

strong contrast to coral and its monstrous origins. Nature has the ability to produce the 

ordered, pure forms of pearls (baroque pearls do not feature), but also the unruly and 

monstrous, as in the arbitrary and unordered growth of coral. The association of these 

qualities with the feminine, yet also the artifice shown in jewellery and hair, hints at the 

complexities in the conceptions of femininity, art, and nature, for which there are no 

simple answers. The violence of Medusa’s death, the violence of Christ’s passion, and the 

violence done to St. Agatha correlate the spilling of blood with coral, and seem rather at 

odds to the beauties worn as ornament.  

                                                   

237 Coral as monstrous is discussed by Pointon, in Brilliant Effects, 133 and Kelley, “The King’s Coral 
Body,” 124. 
238 For variety and playfulness in nature’s generative capabilities, see Findlen, “Jokes of Nature and Jokes 

of Knowledge,” 292-331. 
239 In his invenzione for the space, Borgini refers to the placement of coral on the water wall, referring to it 

as a jewel of the sea. Karl Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass Giorgio Vasaris (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 

1982), 887. 
240 Kelley, “The King’s Coral Body,” 125. 
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Violence, beauty, artifice, death, and life co-exist in this jewel-like natural 

material. Coral was an example of the generative forces of the world – its source the 

same as that that led to the creation of poetry. Coral is a statue of blood, a petrification of 

the pathways of blood through the human body rendered tangible and a reminder of the 

life-sustaining liquid and its health-imbuing qualities. Coral and blood are bound to 

femininity, highlighting the play between natural beauty and artifice in the form of 

female beauty, in which blood and monstrosity are implicit, hinting at the complexities in 

conceptions of women. As Firenzuola states, a woman’s skin must be white, tinged with 

blood – the presence of blood suggests health and life and we see this colouring taken up 

in the paintings discussed here, for the painter’s ultimate goal was to convey life. The 

achievement of such an illusion is exemplified in comments on Titian’s works, one 

observer remarking that the “tints of flesh colour” appear “as if you saw blood circling 

beneath the pearly skin”241 and another that the flesh conveys a “pleasing tint” and “the 

presence of royal blood.”242 The artist takes the living form and petrifies a moment all the 

while seeking to convey a trace of life, an illusion of reality. Mother Nature has done the 

same with coral. There is no competition here among the multi-valent associations of 

coral. Indeed, within the Studiolo itself, coral in its raw state sat next to works of art 

carved from it, as well as powdered coral, possibly for a medicinal use, and coral inspired 

Vasari, whose painting refers to its generative qualities and associations with feminine 

beauty and monstrosity.  

                                                   

241 Reprinted in Maureen McCue, British Romanticism and the Reception of Italian Old Master Art, 1793-

1840 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014), 110. 
242 Lodovico Dolce, “The Letter of Dolce to Alessandro Contarini,” in Mark W. Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino 

and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento (Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 

2000), 213. 
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In these works of art it may seem as if artifice wins out, for I have spent so much 

time on elaborate works of art that showcase the skills of their makers. Yet we must 

return, in closing, to the branch of coral with which we began. It is a work of Mother 

Nature originally juxtaposed with other works by her hand as well as paintings and 

sculpture by the foremost artists of the time inviting comparison. It seems to grow as if 

alive, its highly-keyed hue showcases the chromatic brilliance of Nature’s palette, it 

boasts a highly polished, slick surface, and its form is twisted and takes on odd angles – 

all qualities which characterize so much of the painting and sculpture of this period by 

artists such as Vasari. Yet these qualities, synonymous with the style of painting often 

referred to as Mannerism, are so often said to be highly artificial, even unnatural. But in 

fact such works evoke the aesthetics of coral in the twisted forms and colouring of, for 

example Vasari’s and Zucchi’s sea deities, suggesting they are not so artificial after all. 

The qualities of coral – at once natural, artificial, living, and dead and unable to be easily 

categorized – made it more open to a variety of meanings, allowing the material to be 

implicated in the complexities of the relationship between art and nature, a natural 

embodiment of artistry, an exquisite object petrified from the flowing stuff of life.  
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Figure 3.1 Coral Branch, ca. 1580-90. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. Author 

photo. 
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Figure 3.2 Perseus and Andromeda, Giorgio Vasari, 1570-72. Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, 

Florence. 
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Figure 3.3 Perseus, Benvenuto Cellini, 1545-55. Loggia dei Lanzi, Florence. 
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Figure 3.4 La grotta della spugna at Pratolino, Giovanni Guerra, 1598. Graphische 

Sammlung, Albertina, Vienna. 
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Figure 3.5 Coral Fountain, Jacopo Ligozzi(?). Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi. 

Author Photo. 
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Figure 3.6 Vein of the spleen and Umbilical vein, woodcuts from Andreas Vesalius, De 

humani corporis fabrica, 1543. 
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Figure 3.7 Fountain with the Birth of Coral, Jacopo Zucchi. Louvre, Paris. 
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Figure 3.8 Detail of Fountain with the Birth of Coral (Figure 3.7). 

 

 

Figure 3.9 Detail of Fountain with the Birth of Coral (Figure 3.7). 
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Figure 3.10 Coral branch with “il segno della fica,” ca. 1580-90. Museo degli Argenti, 

Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 3.11 Charles II of England as Prince of Wales, unknown artist, 1630. National 

Portrait Gallery, London. 
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Figure 3.12 Portrait of Giovanni de’Medici, Agnolo Bronzino, c. 1545. Galleria degli Uffizi, 

Florence. 
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Figure 3.13 Water, Francesco Morandini (il Poppi) and Jacopo Zucchi(?), c. 1570-75. 

Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Author photo. 

 

 

Figure 3.14 Detail of Perseus and Andromeda (Figure 3.2). 
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Figure 3.15 Coral Fishers, Jacopo Zucchi, c. 1585. Galleria Borghese, Rome. 
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Figure 3.16 Detail of Perseus and Andromeda (Figure 3.2). 

 

 

Figure 3.17 Diving for Coral, Antonio Tempesta, 1602. 
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Figure 3.18 Detail of Coral Fishers (Figure 3.15). 

 

 

  

Figure 3.19 Details from Perseus and Andromeda (Figure 3.2). 
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Chapter 4 

Rock Crystal: Transparency, Forgery, and the Imitation of Nature 

Opulent, finely crafted vessels made of rock crystal featured prominently within 

the princely collections of Europe. These costly objects, carved from hard, transparent 

stone, are most often discussed in the context of early modern collecting culture and the 

literature on Florentine works in pietre dure, receiving relatively little consideration in 

their own terms. In this chapter, I explore issues of artifice, purity, light, transformation, 

imitation, and generation as they relate to rock crystal, demonstrating the highly playful 

ways in which the material featured in Francesco’s Florence and how objects made from 

it were a marvel of human craftsmanship inextricable from the marvel of nature’s 

generative abilities.  

 

4.1 Working Rock Crystal: Artifice and Nature 

The most celebrated rock crystal carvers were found in Milan, who, in the words 

of Agostino del Riccio, make “many vases and works of those crystals, such as animals, 

crosses, and vases well made.”243 One of the most successful workshops was that of the 

famed Saracchi family, from whom Francesco commissioned objects including a bird and 

a dragon vase (Figures 4.1 and 4.2) of the type for which Milanese masters were known 

and that can be found within a variety of collections across Europe.244 In seeking to 

                                                   

243 “maestri milanesi fanno molti vasi e lavori di quei cristalli, come animali, croci e vasi molto ben fatti,” 

Agostino del Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, ed. R. Gnoli and A. Sironi (Turin: Allemandi, 1996), 171. 
244 For the variety of animal and other types of forms made into opulent works in rock crystal for princely 

collections, see the catalogue for the recent exhibition at the Prado: Letizia Arbeteta Mira, Arte 

transparente: La talla del cristal en el Renacimiento milanés, exh. cat. (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 

2015). For the dragon and bird vases and comments on their relationship to Francesco’s court, see Marilena 
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expand the artisanal workshops in Florence, the Grand Duke lured Milanese masters to 

Florence, specifically, Agostino tells us, “Giorgio Milanese and his sons” as well as the 

brothers Ambrogio and Stefano.245 One or more of these men may have been the artist(s) 

behind two fish vases displayed today in the Museo degli Agenti alongside the bird and 

dragon, as well as many other works in hardstone (Figures 4.3 and 4.4).246 One fish 

(Figure 4.3), with a gaping mouth leading to a cavernous body, is comprised of four 

distinct pieces of rock crystal joined together by enamelled bands, a medium also used to 

create the creature’s vacuous, round eyes. On its bulbous body, an artist has carved 

intricate and delicate grotesques. Meandering, spidery plant tendrils transform into 

lobster-like crustaceans and snake-like creatures that in turn open their mouths to emit 

more floral tendrils (see the detail in Figure 4.5). Its companion (Figure 4.4) is of a 

similar shape, but has been carved to appear as if covered in scales – a nod to the physical 

realities of a fish, but no less grotesque with its gaping mouth, large and pronounced 

scales, and undersized fins. The wares of the Saracchi workshop are similarly fantastic. 

Grotesques decorate the dragon and the forms of both vases are not those of any living 

creature. The artists have looked to the natural world for inspiration, but have rendered 

                                                   

Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco: Crystal and ‘Pietre Dure,’” in The Museo degli Argenti: 

Collections and Collectors, ed. Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza, (Florence: Giunti, 2004), 64-81. 

Although frequently associated with Francesco, the lack of archival information regarding objects such as 

this makes it difficult to apply an exact date. Paola Venturelli, for example, associates them with 

Ferdinando. See Il Tesoro dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti: Oggetti preziosi in cristallo e pietre dure 

nelle collezioni di Palzzo Pitti (Florence: Giunti, 2009), 98-9. 
245 “poiché, non mai abbastanza tanto lodato quanto merita, il detto Gran Duca Francesco amava i virtuosi 

forestieri e particolarmente il virtuoso maestro Giorgio Milanese ed i suoi figli, altresì i rari e virtuosi 

maestri della medesima patria, cioè maestro Ambrogio e maestro Stefano fratelli; ed io con tutti colali 

virtuosi sempre ho tenuto amistà, con tali uomini leali e rari in lavorar cristalli e far animali ed altri lavori, 
come un’altra volta si dirà con miglior occasione. Che il detto Gran Duca quei ed altri maestri teneva al suo 

palazzo (che il fece per suo diporto, detto il Casino, che è appresso il nostro convento di San Marco in 

Firenze)…” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 159. 
246 Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,” 64-81. The problems regarding dating discussed in 

note 244 above also apply to these fish. See Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici, 100-101. 
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the creatures grotesque in their strange proportions and features, decorating their bodies 

in similar ways. These creatures would not be out of place in the painted grotesques of 

the Uffizi or Palazzo Vecchio.  

Grotesques enjoyed great popularity in Italy after the discovery of Nero’s Domus 

Aurea in Rome, the cavernous remains of which featured the fantastic and unexpected 

style of painting. The intriguing forms were soon adopted and adapted by artists, most 

notably Raphael and his workshop.247 The style spread to Florence, finding popularity 

with the Medici who used it conspicuously at the Palazzo Vecchio and Uffizi, where it 

was coded with meanings hidden within the seemingly arbitrary and strange forms that 

are the hallmark of the style.248 Grotesques are subject to the will and imagination of the 

artist. Indeed, they are perhaps the ultimate example of artifice. In the medium of pietre 

dure, the use of the style appears more frequently in rock crystal than in other types of 

stone, begging the question as to why the style suited this particular material.     

Although formed and decorated with seemingly heavy-handed artifice, nature 

plays a central role in objects of rock crystal and in their reception. Rather than attracting 

attention through intense colours, like works in lapis lazuli or jasper, or even coral, rock 

crystal was appealing for its lack of colour and transparency. Light penetrates the stone or 

plays across its surface, its quality affected by form, polish, and engravings. Areas of 

brilliant clarity are juxtaposed with engraved areas that take on a frosted, whitish colour. 

                                                   

247 For a study of the discovery of the Domus Aurea and the development of grotesques in the sixteenth 

century, see Nicole Dacos, La decouverte de La Domus Aurea et la formation des grotesques a la 

Renaissance, Studies of the Warburg Institute, volume 31 (London: The Warburg Institute, 1969). The idea 

of the grotesque is also found in literary studies. See, for example, Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art 

and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981).  
248 For an analysis of the grotesques in these spaces, see Susanne McColeman, “Vasari, the Medici, and the 

Grotesques of the Palazzo Vecchio” (Ph.D. dissertation, Queen’s University, 2016). 
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The clarity of the stone allows it to pick up the colours of its surroundings and when 

exposed to sunlight or the flame of a candle, the works must have almost seemed to move 

or flicker. A dynamism of light, transparency, and colour plays out that cannot be 

achieved in painting or sculpture in other media. The aesthetic appeal of transparency in 

relation to rock crystal and works carved of the stone has a long history. Pliny writes of 

objects carved from rock crystal, stating that if an unblemished stone were found, it was 

preferable to leave it un-engraved,249 revealing a desire to showcase the natural aesthetics 

of the stone and indeed, some works survive from the Medici collections that have been 

left largely unadorned, displaying a brilliant, natural clarity.250 Stefania Gerevini 

considers the increased popularity of rock crystal liturgical objects among Franciscans in 

the thirteenth and fourteenth century, demonstrating that the transparency of the material 

and the ability of light to pass through it coincides with “newly-developed devotional and 

liturgical practices [that] increased the significance of vision and visibility as a means to 

access and comprehend the holy.”251 According to Gerevini, many of these Franciscan 

devices, usually Venetian in origin, ended up in central Italy. Perhaps some objects found 

their way into Florentine church treasuries and are among the objects Agostino refers to 

in his chapter on rock crystal, a stone he describes as “beautiful and most lucid,” similar 

to ice.252 Finally, Francesco expresses a desire for rock crystal in a letter to his agent in 

Rome in which he requests that an artist be found to execute a work in “cristallo 

                                                   

249 Pliny, Natural History (London: William Heinemann, Ltd. and Canbridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1962), 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
250 See for example, catalogue numbers 21, 39, 59 in Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici, 65, 91, 103. 
251 Stefania Gerevini, “‘Sicut crystallus quando est obiecta soli.’ Rock Crystal, Transparency and the 

Franciscan Order,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 56 (2014): 255, 261.  
252 “Varie sono l’opinioni intorno a bei e lucidissimi cristalli, laonde alcuni van dicendo e bene, secondo 

che pare a me, che è pietra di color simile al ghiaccio, è trasparente con non molta durezza…” Riccio, 

Istoria delle pietre, 171. 
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orientale” following a now lost drawing then enclosed in the letter. He stipulates that the 

crystal must be “most pure and most clear.”253 The aesthetic appreciation of rock crystal 

was tied to its transparency – the desirability of which needed to be considered by the 

artists who worked the stone.   

The transparency of the material and its seeming immateriality belie the great 

difficulty and skill required to work it. Methods were guarded secrets and varied between 

family workshops, but generally speaking, raw blocks of stone were first hollowed out, 

and then given to a cristallari, who would determine the sculptural program of a newly 

hollowed piece. Once the final form was achieved, an intagliatori would create the 

incised ornamentation, such as hunting or mythological scenes and grotesques.254 A 1653 

painting (Figure 4.6), by Karel Škréta (1610-74) shows the rock crystal workshop of the 

Miseroni, a family who, like the Saracchi, were at the forefront of Milanese pietre dure. 

Letizia Arbeteta Mira identifies the family in the foreground, choosing gems to be used in 

the mounts of the works that are being carved in the background by apprentices, who 

operate machinery to cut and buff the stone.255 The labour intensive nature of the 

procedure is evident in the number of individuals involved. The stone was quite hard, 

                                                   

253 “Noi habbiamo bisogno per certo disegno, che già S.E. incominciato a colorire di venti pezzi di cristallo 

orientale del più puro et più netto che si trovi secondo le misure che voi vederete nell'incluso foglio.” ASF 

MP 3113 fol. 79. “Cristallo oreintale” designates rock crystal that was understood to originate in the east. 

Its aesthetics are the same as what is referred to as rock crystal, which generally designates stone obtained 

closer to home. Agostino del Riccio refers to rock crystal originating in Asia, as well as Cyprus and 

Ethiopia, all within in the same chapter, see his Istoria delle pietre, 160, 173. Rock crystal from Asia is 

known to have featured in the Medici collections. An inventory of the Tribuna drawn up in 1589, for 

example, makes reference to “una testina di cristallo orientale antica.” Giovanna Gaeta Bertelà, La Tribuna 
di Ferdinando I de’ Medici: Inventari, 1589-1631, Collezionismo e storia dell’arte: Studi e fonti, 5 

(Modena: Franco Cosimo Panini, 1997), c18. This book provides transcriptions of the inventories of the 

Tribuna, the most important of which for this study is that of 1589 taken from Manoscritto 70 delle 

Bibliotecca delle Soprintendenza per i Beni Artistici e Storici Firenze. 
254 For more on how the pietre dure workshop of Milan operated and how rock crystal was worked, see 

Mira, Arte transparente, 39-42. 
255 Mira, Arte transparente, 42. 
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making it more difficult to carve than other stones.256 Operating one work bench alone 

are three people, one whose sole purpose seems to be to turn the wheel.  

In addition to the physical demands in the process of creation, artists had to 

contend with the constraints of the material. Pliny mentions some of these, including 

“rough, solder-like excrescences, cloudy spots, occlusions of moisture that are sometimes 

hidden within it, or hard yet brittle cores, and also what are known as ‘salt-specks.’ Some 

specimens display a bright red rust, and others fibres that look like flaws.”257 In facing a 

material that was to be worked into a product in which transparency was the desired 

aesthetic, the artists must have had to contemplate carefully the best way to respond to 

the natural qualities of the stone. Pliny mentions that some imperfections could be 

concealed in the engraving process,258 yet the complete erasure of inclusions would have 

been difficult. The rock crystal artists had one advantage over those working with other 

stones: they might more easily identify inclusions and attempt to address them from the 

beginning. Nature also placed limits on the desires of man in terms of size, shape, and 

clarity. The decisions of the artists in terms of the final product’s proportions and 

ornamentation would depend on the size of the raw block of stone and its quality. It is 

certainly likely that pieces would break or insurmountable obstacles would appear that 

would require the abandonment of the original intentions of the artist. Pliny indirectly 

hints at this in his text writing that “once it has been broken, rock-crystal cannot be 

mended by any method whatsoever.”259 Nature might always have the upper hand, with 

                                                   

256 The stone rates seven on the MOHS scale, which measures the hardness of stones on a scale of one to 

ten. One being soft materials, such as talc, and ten being the hardest, for example diamond. E. Morero, et. 

al., “Carving Techniques of Fatimid rock crystal ewers (10-12th cent. A.D),” Wear 301 (2013): 150. 
257 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X.  
258 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
259 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
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the artist needing to consider and work within parameters set by Nature. The final 

product resulted from a careful negotiation between human artifice and the generative 

whims of Nature. 

The final products were a means to showcase the skills of the artist as well as the 

natural qualities of the material. The playful grotesques underscore the hand of artifice, 

and the contrast between their engraved forms and highly polished areas emphasize 

transparency. The overcoming of difficulties to produce exquisite, seemingly immaterial 

works of art served to demonstrate the skills of the makers. In this way, these objects 

might fit into the concept of Mannerism as discussed by John Shearman in the sense of 

something that conveys ease, but is in fact achieved with diffficulty. Yet, the application 

of delicate forms and the creation of seemingly immaterial vessels was not the exclusive 

purview of the sixteenth century. For example, Pliny mentions works in rock crystal and, 

much later but still hundreds of years before the period in question, Fatimid artists in 

North African and the Middle East produced exquisite works in rock crystal, such as 

those shown in Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8.260 Further, the stone was not only valued in its 

worked form. Natural inclusions were intriguing in themselves, as suggested in an 

inventory of the Tribuna compiled in 1589 (a few years after the death of Francesco) that 

lists, among other objects wrought in rock and “oriental” crystal, “a piece of rock 

crystal… in which crystal is sealed a drop of water.”261 The artists not only played, 

applying artful conceits to their material, but so too did Nature. This intriguing object sat 

                                                   

260 For how these objects were made, see E. Morero, et. al., “Carving Techniques of Fatimid rock crystal 

ewers,” 150-56. 
261 “Un pezzetto di cristallo di rocca, attacata con una catenuzza d'argento, nel quale cirstallo ve è un 

gocciola d'acqua rinchiusa.” Bertelà, La Tribuna di Ferdinando I de’ Medici, c7. 
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in the Tribuna, juxtaposed with finely wrought objects in hard stone, bronze statues, and 

paintings – a testament to the appreciation of Mother Nature’s play.   

 

4.2 The Generation and Purity of Rock Crytal  

The qualities of rock crystal valued in the early modern world were linked 

intimately to ideas of its generation inherited from the ancient past. Rock crystal was 

typically referred to as “cristallo di montagne” or “cristallo di rocca.” The very word 

“cristallo,” in its derivation from the Greek “krystallos” or “kryos” meaning frost, icy, or 

cold, points to beliefs about its origins and explains its appearance. In his Natural 

History, Pliny explains that rock crystal is formed by intense freezing, “that it is a kind of 

ice,” though it was considered a stone, “formed of moisture from the sky falling as pure 

snow” in areas “where the winter snows freeze most thoroughly” and that are “well-

watered.”262 In the sixteenth century, Agostino del Riccio repeats this in his Istoria delle 

pietre, writing:  

Some believe that it is frozen and hardened snow, 

converted to stone or perhaps placed between the stones 

because of its hardness; others maintain that crystal is 

frozen of the most frigid ice and, ordinarily, it is not found 

if not where it always snows or there is continuous snow, 

and it is certain that there is nothing but ice, so it was given 

the name by the Greeks, and this is the opinion of Pliny 

regarding the generation of crystal, and this is the truth.263  

 

                                                   

262 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, chapter IX. 
263 “alcuni stimono che sia neve congelata ed indurita, conversa in pietra o ver per la sua durezza messo fra 
le pietre; altri tengono che il cristallo si congeli di frigidissimo ghiaccio e, per l’ordinario, non si trova se 

non per dove sempre nevica o vi sta di continuo la neve; ed è cosa certa che egli non è altro che ghiaccio, 

onde gl’è stato dato il nome da Greci, e questa è l’opinione di Plinio intorno al generarsi del cristallo e 

questa è la vera.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 171. 

Earlier, he notes something similar, providing a possible time frame for the transformation: “Il cristallo è 

pietra di color simile al ghiaccio ed è trasparente con molta durezza, alcuni la stimano neve gelata ed 

indurata per spazio di trenta anni o più e per la durezza conversa in pietra.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 159. 
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The reference to mountains in the Italian name for the stone points to its origins, most 

commonly the Alps, a location certainly suited to the requirements of its formation as 

described by Pliny and Agostino. Indeed, Agostino writes that it comes “from the 

northern Alps, where frequently there are snow and ice, since the summer sun does not 

send its most fervent rays unless most obliquely, because of the elevation of the pole, and 

in these very mountains abound the largest quantity of crystals.”264 The location of the 

stone also had implications for its accessibility. Pliny describes how it was skillfully 

quarried from “inaccessible” areas and “removed by men suspended from ropes.”265 The 

implied danger of the acquisition process provides some sense of the stone’s value.  

 Agostino also relays an alternative theory regarding the generation of the stone. 

He writes that “others are contrary,” claiming instead that it is “generated like other 

stones with plenty of water.”266 Later, he again mentions those who are averse to the idea 

of rock crystal as formed of ice and snow, explaining  the belief that rock crystal is 

formed “of that same humour of which, in the bowels of the earth, generates beryls, 

diamonds, and other similar jewels and precious stones; that therefore crystal is generated 

by a humor more pure and limpid than all others,” being “more clear, given that it is more 

lucid, more transparent, and clearer than all the other gems and is of greater size.”267 He 

                                                   

264 “Si puote confermare questa cotal opinione, che si dice esser conforto a molti uomini virtuosi, poiché si 

vede di continuo venir gran saldezze dell’Alpi settentrionali, dove di sovente vi nevica e ghiaccia, poiché il 

sole nel tempo della state non manda i suoi raggi ferventissimi se non motlo obliquamente per l’elevazione 

del polo; ed in quelli colali monti abbonda grandissima quantità di cristalli.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 

172. 
265 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
266 “Altri sono a questi contrarii e dicono che essi si generano come l’altre pietre con molta parte acquea.” 

Agostino del Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 159. 
267 “Altri hanno contraria opinion di questa, e non senza efficaci ragioni, imperoché non credano esser 

altrimenti vero che nasca o si generi il cristallo di neve o di ghiaccio, ma di quello stesso umore di cui nelle 

viscere della terra si generano i berelli, i diamanti, ed altre simili gioie e pietre preziose; che adunque si 

generi il cristallo d’un umore più puro e più limpido di tutti gl’altri apparisce esser cosa chiara per esser 
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refers here to the idea of generation based on the four elements in which all things were 

conceived to be composed of some combination of earth, air, fire, and water. Within this 

framework, rock crystal is like other stones in that it is generated within the ground, but 

in comparison to other stones, it is more heavily, in fact almost entirely, aligned with 

water. Although Agostino adheres to the Plinian explanation, his reference to other ideas, 

which he acknowledges have merit, reveals the co-existence of differing conceptions of 

the mechanisms of Nature. His discussion also reveals the link between rock crystal and 

ideas of purity and its indebtedness to water.  

In De la pirotechnia (1540), a treatise on metallurgy, Vannoccio Biringuccio 

(1480-1539) includes a brief discussion of rock crystal, including theories of its 

generation. He first describes the belief that rock crystal is  

composed by Nature with a predominance of wateriness. 

Thus, contrary to the order of natural things, it has been 

believed by many that Nature has generated it of pure water 

by means of a powerful and continuous coldness that 

always exists in those mountains and places where it is 

found, for waters and snows can never melt there because 

of the great cold.268  

 

He goes on to say that attempts to prove such an origin by water rely on the assertion that 

“crystal still retains the nature of frozen water,” which “is shown not only in its 

appearance but also in the fact that, like ice, it floats… in water” and further that it 

satiates thirst when placed under the tongue.269 Biringuccio is skeptical of these ideas, 

particularly of the idea that the stone is composed of “pure” water, which is against the 

                                                   

egli più lucido, più trasparente e più chiaro di tutte l’altre gemme ed è di maggior grandezza.” Riccio, 

Istoria delle pietre, 172.  
268 Cyril Stanley Smith and Martha Teach Gnudi, trans. The Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio: The 

Classic Sixteenth-Century Treatise on Metals and Metallurgy (First edition, 1942; Dover Publications, Inc., 

1990), 119. 
269 Smith and Gnudi, Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio, 119. 
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natural order, for he writes that “every body of the inferior order of things must be 

composed of four elements,” suggesting that “crystal is of a watery substance with subtle 

earthiness and with much air and little fire, and that therefore it is cold and it floats in 

water, if this be true.”270 Biringuccio thus complicates the idea of purity by pointing out 

that nothing of the natural world can be entirely “pure.” He acknowledges the centrality 

of water in relation to the material, but also points out that its composition owes secondly 

to air. Which variation of the generation of rock crystal as relayed by Agostino and 

Biringuccio was the more accepted belief is not clear and perhaps even unimportant in 

the context of this study, since classically inherited belief existed alongside other forms 

of knowledge. The co-existence of these not-so-very-different accounts points not only to 

the importance of water in relation to the material, but also to its associations with purity. 

The link between rock crystal and purity has roots in the Christian world as well. 

“Crystal,” or “cristallum,” appears throughout the Latin Vulgate Bible. For example, in 

Revelations 22.1 it is written: “And he shewed me a river of water of life, clear as crystal, 

proceeding from the throne of God and of the Lamb,”271 and in Revelations 21.10-11: 

“And he took me up in the spirit to a great and high mountain, and shewed me the holy 

city Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God, Having the glory of God: and the 

light thereof was like unto a stone most precious, even like a jasper stone, clear as 

crystal.”272 Indeed, the importance of the material in relation to Christianity is relayed by 

Agostino, who includes Biblical passages that reference the stone in his treatise and also 

                                                   

270 Smith and Gnudi, Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio, 120. 
271 In the Latin Vulgate: “Et ostendit mihi fluvium aquæ vitæ, splendidum tamquam crystallum, 

procedentem de sede Dei et Agni.” 
272 In the Latin Vulgate: “Et sustulit me in spiritu in montem magnum et altum, et ostendit mihi civitatem 

sanctam Jerusalem descendentem de cælo a Deo, habentem claritatem Dei: et lumen ejus simile lapidi 

pretioso tamquam lapidi jaspidis, sicut crystallum.” 
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mentions rock crystal objects used in religious processions and housed in Florentine 

church treasuries.273 The stone takes on metaphorical significance, almost becoming 

synonymous with the ideas of transparency, purity, and to some extent, light and water.  

The association of the mountains with ideas of generation as related to coldness, 

liquid, and pressure found expression in the gardens of Pratolino, where Giambologna’s 

Appennino (Figure 4.9), a personification of the titular mountain range, dominates the 

landscape. The enormous figure crouches to the ground, his body covered in stones that 

hang, stalactite-like from his body, most heavily in place of his hair and beard. Carved 

partially from an extant rock formation, the transitions between its human form and rocky 

encrustations create the sense of a liminal being, whose unity with the natural landscape 

was even greater in the sixteenth century when a cave that originally enclosed the figure 

to the back was still intact. Sheer heaviness and burden is implied by the figure; he is tied 

to the earth, firmly pressing the ground beneath his hand, his right leg splaying out in 

response to his exertion. His efforts pay off – water springs from stone, cascading into a 

pool below. Una D’Elia has pointed out the coldness associated with the labouring, 

generative figure of Appennino, who pushes water from stone, citing Raffaello 

Gualerotti’s Vaghezze sopra Pratolino (1579).274 He writes:  

In the farthest part 

Sylvan Apennine remains lying 

And the hardest stones 

He seems to push and press to draw forth waves: 

He freezes utterly and shivers 

For his veins, of ice and snow, 

                                                   

273 Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 161-62, 171, 174. 
274 For her analysis of the sculpture, see Una Roman D’Elia, “Giambologna’s Giant and the Cinquecento 

Villa Garden as a Landscape of Suffering,” Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes 31, 

no. 1 (2011): 1-25. 
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Close themselves to foggy and brief days.275 

 

The idea of stones, and cold mountain ranges generating water was not strange, as 

suggested by this poem and also the writings of Agostino and Biringuccio. The close 

association between rock crystal and water meant that the stone “retained a close 

connection to [its] liquid origins, to which [it] might always return.”276 As stone is made 

of water under the ground, so too can the ground be made to give up its liquid through 

pressure. The cold mountains, specifically the Apennines, were a great source of water 

for the city of Florence, surely a part of the work’s meaning.277 In combination with the 

grottos located on the interior of the structure, the Appennino reveals the other 

significance of water within mountains. In a now lost series of paintings on one of the 

Appennino grotto walls, mines and men working them, excavating metals and stone, was 

depicted.278 In describing the marvels of the Appennino, Francesco de Vieri writes that 

                                                   

275 “Nella cui parte estrema  

Il silvoso Apennin giacendo stassi, 

E durissimi sassi 

Per onde trarne par che stringa, e prema: 
Gela ei ben tutto, e trema 

Tal per le vene sue, e giacci, e nevi 

Chiuggionsi a gorni nebulosi, e brevi,” 

Raffaello Gualterotti, Vaghezze sopra Pratolino (Florence: Giunti, 1579), 9. Translated in D’Elia, 

“Giambologna’s Giant,” 2. 
276 Jacqueline E. Jung, “Crystalline Wombs and Pregnant Hearts: The exuberant Bodies of the 

Katharinenthal Visitation Group,” in History in the Comic Mode: Medieval Communities and the Matter of 

Person, ed. Rachel Fulton and Bruce W. Holsinger (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 226. 
277 For the importance of water at Pratolino, see Claudia Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden: From 

the Conventions of Planting, Design, and Ornament to the Grand Gardens of Sixteenth-Century Central 

Italy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 161-65. The provision of water to Florence was celebrated 

in the gardens commissioned by Cosimo I, particularly the garden of Boboli, but also that of Castello. See 
chapters seven and eight of Lazzaro, The Italian Renaissance Garden for an analysis of these spaces. 
278 Writing of the Appennino, Francesco de Vieri states that inside the statue are “rooms in which are 

painted all of the mines and men, who excavate metals and stone” (“vi sono stanze, nelle quali sono dipinte 

tutte le miniere, et huomini, che ne cavano metalli, et pietre”). Francesco de Vieri, Discorsi delle 

maravigliose opera di Pratolino, et d’Amore (Florence: Giorgio Marescotti, 1587), 27. Claudia Lazzaro 

suggests these images were based on Georgious Agricola’s De re metallica (1556), see, The Italian 

Renaissance Garden, 15. 
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“within the cavities of the earth, water and stones are generated.”279 The mountains are a 

cold place, but also generative – if water was not used for things like agriculture, it might 

transform, creating new materials for use in human arts. Although I can find no reference 

to rock crystal in the Appennino, the structure is a testament to ideas of the generative 

qualities of mountains and the relationship between water and stones therein, of which 

rock crystal was considered the most pure.  

Rock crystal was also a generative material in its own right. Agostino del Riccio 

states that “If one holds in the mouth a piece of crystal, they say that it mitigates thirst.” 

Presumably, the stone’s suggested origins in snow and ice provided the moisture desired 

by the body. He goes on to state that when rock crystal is taken like this with “minced 

apples [it] fills out the breast milk.”280 The life-giving quality of milk is linked intimately 

to Nature. In Francesco’s court specifically, the central image of the Studiolo includes a 

recumbent Mother Nature, not only providing raw materials, but also nurturing man and 

beast with her life-giving milk (Figure 1.1).281 Such fecundity is embodied in the 

sculptural group created by Bartolomeo Ammanati for the Salone dei Cinquecento at the 

behest of Cosimo I in celebration of his provision of fresh water to the city.282 The 

                                                   

279 “che si de qui avvertire è lo esser’ in detto monte delle fonti, delle nicchie, de’ metalli, et delle piante, 

che si fa a sapere, che dentro alle cavità della terra si generano dell’ acque, et pietre” Vieri, Discorsi delle 

maravigliose opera di Pratolino, 29. 
280 “Se si tiene in bocca un pezzo di cristallo, dicono che mitiga la sete e questo anco trito con mele empie 

le poppe di latte,” see Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 161. Regarding the stone’s ability to satiate thirst, as 

noted earlier Biringuccio also mentions this, but is skeptical, finding the idea averse to his belief that no 

stone could be made of water alone. Agostino, however, was more concerned with compiling a variety of 

cultural associations and uses for the stone as opposed to Biringuccio’s more technical concerns. 
Jacqueline E. Jung provides a slight alternative to this, writing that lactation was helped by the “drinking of 

crystal-steeped water or honey… to stimulate the flow of liquids within dry breasts” see her “Crystalline 

Wombs and Pregnant Heart,” 226.  
281 For more on the conception of nature in these terms, see Katharine Park, “Nature in Person: Medieval 

and Renaissance Allegories and Emblems,” in The Moral Authority of Nature, ed. Lorraine Daston and 

Fernando Vidal (London and Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004), 50-73. 
282 For more on the celebration of Cosimo’s provision of water, see above, note 277. 
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sculptural group is dedicated to the cyle of water and includes a figure of Ceres, goddess 

of the earth, agriculture and sometimes, fittingly, fertility. Here she is shown squeezing 

her breasts, from which water issued in place of milk. Rock crystal is not only generated 

by the forces of nature, particularly water, but also has generative qualities that operate 

on the human body, stimulating its life-giving abilities. 

 

4.3 The Associations of Rock Crystal in Works of Art 

The indebtedness of rock crystal to the elements with which it was most 

associated is evident in the forms given to the stone by artists. Beasts of the air and of the 

water are common (as Francesco’s vessels attest), but there were also boats and 

engravings of water scenes, and references to Ovid’s Metamorphoses were common, 

appropriate given the transformative nature of the material. Certainly, other forms and 

scenes exist, but there does seem to be a self-referential quality at work – a sort of visual 

play in which the viewer might consider the formation of the material while marveling at 

the craftsmanship of the object. Within the Studiolo, rock crystal was not associated with 

water, as might be expected, but with air, the element to which it is indebted after water. 

Tied into this was its generation in the cold, Alpine mountain ranges. In a letter to Vasari, 

Borghini initially wrote that rock crystal should be associated with Zephyr, the warm 

west wind linked with spring, who was to be rendered in bronze and housed in a niche on 

the Air wall.283 He subsequently changed his mind, instructing Vasari to replace Zephyr 

with Boreas, the cold north wind, “because rock crystal is made in the mountains and not 

                                                   

283 Karl Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass Giorgio Vasaris (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1982), 2:530 
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at sea.”284 The cold climate required for rock crystal, as well as it indebtedness to air 

made its placement in the Studiolo rather different from other stones (apart from 

diamonds), such as porphyry, jasper, agate, and chalcedony, which were more heavily 

indebted to the earth and so were associated with that wall in Borghini’s invenzione.285  

Marilena Mosco has offered an identification of the materials proffered by Mother 

Nature to Prometheus as rock crystal (Figure 1.1).286 However, as suggested in the 

introduction, the identity of this material is ambiguous. In making this identification, 

Mosco subsequently mentions the importance of the relationship between art and nature 

to the Studiolo as relayed in Borghini’s invenzione, noting that he cites Prometheus as the 

inventor of cut stone. Yet, the material offered by Nature looks nothing like rock crystal, 

and Borghini does not specify that actual material be exchanged between the two figures. 

As Mosco notes, however, Borghini does mention Prometheus as the inventor of cut 

stone.287 Evidence of this craft lay at his feet in the form of what appear to be small, 

colourless blocks, one of which is bordered by yellow semi-circles. Although there is no 

clear representation of rock crystal in the image, Borghini does cite the stone as an 

example of a natural material that might be found in the Studiolo: along with stones such 

as diamonds and carbuncles, rock crystal comes from nature as “raw and unformed 

matter and art cleanses, frames, and carves it.”288 Borghini’s central conceit is that the 

things within the Studiolo be “not all of nature nor all of art, but having both parts, one 

                                                   

284 “perche i cristalli si fanno alla tramontane et non al marino, et mi vi ricordare, che lo scritto mi ostia pur 
bene; auertiteci presto rispetto a chi ha a far’, che la persona di Borea è d altra qualità che quella di 

Zephiro.” Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 2:535. 
285 Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 2:887. 
286 Marilena Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,’” 65. 
287 Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 2:887. 
288 “la natura da il suo diamante ò carbonchio ò cristallo et simile altra materia rozza et informe, et l’arte gli 

pulisce, riquadra, intaglia, etc.” Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 2:887. 
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helping the other” and thus objects in carved stone were envisioned in these terms and 

surely featured in physical form in the room.  

 Francesco’s interest in rock crystal was shared by his illustrious ancestors. In fact, 

the associations of transparency, purity, and light in relation to the stone come together in 

the personal impresa of the Medici pope, Clement VII, whose motto, “Candor Illaesvs” 

(purity unsullied, unharmed candor, or innocence unharmed)289 features prominently in 

his impresa (Figure 4.10). Francesco would have known this impresa well, for it featured 

in the grotesques of the Palazzo Vecchio commissioned by his father, Cosimo.290 The 

impresa features a crystal ball, sitting atop a tree stump around which is wrapped a white 

banner bearing the motto. To the left is a tree that catches fire as a result of heat produced 

by rays of light emanating from the sun as they pass through the crystal and strike the 

tree. In her article on the impresa, Marilyn Perry finds an explanation for the image in 

Paolo Giovio. He reveals that it was created by Domenico Buoninsegni, “who willingly 

fancified about the secrets of nature. He discovered that the rays of the Sun, passing by a 

ball of crystal, so intensify and unify according to the nature of perspective, that they 

burn all objects except the very whitest.” Clement wished “to demonstrate to the world 

that the innocence [candore] of his soul was offended neither by slanderers nor by 

force.”291 Rock crystal has the ability to transform light into heat capable of generating 

fire. Only the most pure of things – like the rock crystal itself – are left unscathed.  

                                                   

289 Marilyn Perry provides this last translation. See her article on the impresa: “‘Candor Illaesvs’: the 
‘Impresa’ of Clement VII and other Medici Devices in the Vatican Stanze,” The Burlington Magazine 119, 

no. 895 (October 1977): 676. 
290 For an examination of the incorporation of this impresa into the visual program of the building, see 

McColeman, “Vasari, the Medici, and the Grotesques of the Palazzo Vecchio,” 68-70. 
291 “l'impresa di Papa Clemente . . . fu trovata da Domenico Buon'insegni Fiorentino, suo Tesoriere, il quale 

volentieri ghirbizava sopra i secreti della natura, e ritrovy che i raggi del Sole trapassando per una palla di 

cristallo si fortificano talmente, & uniscono secondo la natura della prospettiva, che bruciano ogni oggetto, 
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Giovio gives credit to Buoninsegni for the discovery of the transformative 

abilities of rock crystal. However, this “secret” was known for some time. Pliny cites the 

heat-generating ability of rock crystal as useful in medicine, writing that “among doctors 

there is considered to be no more effective method of cauterizing parts that need such 

treatment than by means of a crystal ball so placed as to intercept the sun’s rays.”292 This 

method of treatment may have fallen out of use by the time Agostino was writing his 

treatise, for he simply notes that “Crystal has this virtue: they say that being made into a 

crystal ball and placed in the rays of the sun, it inflames the matter that is placed under 

it.”293 In both contexts, the stone is left unharmed, but is able to transform the sun’s rays 

into magnified heat. Whether for aesthetic, medicinal, or metaphorical reasons, the 

natural quality of crystal to transform light or the ability of light to penetrate the material 

was remarkable.  

 Transparency, purity, and light in relation to rock crystal appears in the Tribuna, 

one of the spaces created to showcase Francesco’s collection of fine art and naturalia on 

a more public level than his Studiolo. Francesco Bocchi provides a vivid description of 

the Tribuna, designed by Bernardo Buontalenti. The space was lit by a series of eight 

windows that Bocchi describes as “of most beautiful workmanship, filled with oriental 

                                                   

eccetto le cose candidissime. Et volendo Papa Clemente mostrare al mondo, che il candore dell'animo suo 

non si offender da i maligni, ne dallaforza, us6 questa Impresa, quando i nemici suoi al tempo d'Adriano gli 

conquirarano contra per torgli la vita.” Paolo Giovio, Ragionamento sopra i motti e disegni d'arme et 

d'amore che comunemente chiamano imprese (Venice, 1556), translated in Perry, “‘Candor Illaesvs’: the 

‘Impresa’ of Clement VII,” 679. 
292 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
293 “Il cristallo ha questa virtù, che dicono che essendo fatta una palla di cristallo e posta a’ razzi del sole, 

infiamma la materia che l’è posta sotto, ma prima essendo la palla scaldata non accende,” see Riccio, 

Istoria delle pietre, 161. 

He repeats this characteristic of the stone later, writing “essendo fatta una palla di cristallo, e posta a’razzi 

del sole, quando ha possanza sopra la terra, infiamma la materia che li è posta sotto, ma prima essendo la 

palla scaldata non accende.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 173. 
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crystal in order to provide purer light.”294 His use of the word “purer” implies that 

windows elsewhere lack the quality of those in the Tribuna. In choosing “oriental 

crystal,” similar to Alpine rock crystal but coming from further afield as its name implies, 

the architect attempts to utilize a material that would transmit the most natural light 

possible into the space; regular bottle glass windows were not sufficient.295 Although I 

am skeptical of his identification, simply the idea that the windows were made of rock 

crystal and that therefore the light entering the space was more pure, is telling. 

 

4.4 Cristallo and Rock Crystal 

The idea that the material could function similarly to glass reflects a 

correspondence between the materials that existed historically. Since ancient times, 

artisans had attempted to match the natural qualities of rock crystal in glass. Human 

ingenuity only really came to rival nature in fifteenth-century Venice when 

experimentation and new methods of manufacturing led to the creation of a novel form of 

very clear glass, which came to be called “cristallo” due to its similarities to the natural 

stone.296 The use of the word cristallo collapses the two different materials, a conflation 

that creates confusion or ambiguity in textual documents that discuss actual objects. The 

                                                   

294 Francesco Bocchi, The Beauties of the City of Florence, trans. Thomas Frangenberg and Robert 

Williams (Toronto: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2006), 68. 
295 Bocchi’s identification of the material is very specific, and would seem to preclude the identification of 

the material in the windows as bottle-glass (vetro a rui), although I am skeptical of his identification. Bottle 

glass was developed in Venice and was celebrated as a way to allow greater light into building interiors. 
Prior to the development of this translucent glass, limited light reached interiors, owing to the use of dark 

stained glass, waxed cloth, or paper. For a discussion of bottle-glass, see Paul Hills, Venetian Colour: 

Marble, Mosaic, Painting and Glass, 1250-1550 (London and New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 

111-13.  
296 The development of cristallo largely owed to the desire for a material with similar visual qualities to 

rock crystal. W. Patrick McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice: The Fragile Craft (Aldershot, VT, 

Routledge, 1999), 71. 
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ambiguity in written texts reflects the playful mimicry that occurred in terms of 

aesthetics, form, and manipulation of the materials by artists working in the media of 

glass and stone.  

The name most closely associated with the development of cristallo is Angelo 

Barovier (1400-60), who is also linked to the invention of calcedonio or vetri calcedonii 

(glass that mimics agate stone) and lattimo (milky white glass), all of which were highly 

sought after, as was the glassmaker himself for his ability to impart the secrets of their 

making.297 The materials needed for cristallo were not unlike those required for regular 

glass; the difference came in the specificities of certain materials in terms of selection, 

preparation, and the amount of time and labour required to process them.298 Most 

importantly, the silica and ash required were specific. The best silica was derived from 

quartz pebbles found in the bed of the Ticino River299 and the ash came from a succulent 

in the Levant.300 The Ticino pebbles, which were selected based on their visual qualities 

                                                   

297 Jutta-Annette Page has noted that Barovier was likely not the inventor of cristallo, but that he was 

certainly at the forefront of the technology. See her “Introduction,” in Beyond Venice: Glassmaking in the 

Venetian Style, 1500-1750, ed. Jutta-Annette Page (Corning, NY: Corning Museum of Glass, 2004), 5. For 
more on Angelo Barovier, see Luigi Zecchin, Vetro e vetrai di Murano, vol. 2 (Venice: Arsenale Editrice, 

1989). For a brief account, see chapter five of McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice. See also Hills, 

Venetian Colour, 114. 
298 For the process of making cristallo glass, see McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, chapter 5. 

For a period account, see Antonio Neri’s L’arte vetraria (Florence: Giunti, 1612), 1-13. For more on the 

acquisition of raw materials for the Venetian glass industry, see David Jacoby, “Raw Materials for the 

Glass Industries of Venice and the Terraferma, About 1370-About 1460,” in Journal of Glass Studies 35 

(1993): 65-90. 
299 Luke Syson and Dora Thornton, Objects of Virtue: Art in Renaissance Italy (Los Angeles, CA: The J. 

Paul Getty Museum, 2001), 186. 
300 Regarding the ash needed to make cristallo glass, the Florentine glassmaker, Antonio Neri, wrote in his 

1612 treatise that “powder” from the Levant is of the best quality, for it produces cristallo that is more pure 
and beautiful than that made with “powder” from elsewhere, specifically that from Spain: “il polverino, o 

rocchetta, che viene di levante, & Soria, è cenere di certa herba, che quivi è abbondante, non e dubbio 

alcuno, che fa il sale piu bianco assai, che non fa la soda di Spagna, e però quando si vuol fare un cristallo 

di tutta perfezione, e bellezza; si faccia con il sale cavato dal polverino, o rocchetta di Levante: perche la 

soda di Spagna, come più grassa, se bene da più sale, tuttavia il cristallo fatto con il suo sale sempre tira al 

azzurigno, e non ha quel candore, e bellezza, come quando è fatto con il polverino, or rocchetta di 

Levante.” Neri, L’arte vetraria, 1. Jutta-Annette Page confirms Neri’s assertion that ash was imported, 
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(“sparkling white” or clear), were heated, immediately put in water, and subsequently 

ground.301 In the manufacturing process, manganese was added to decolourize, and the 

working and processing of the raw materials was more finicky overall than it was for 

other types of glass. The resulting glass was made into everything from functional 

drinking glasses to elaborate and highly decorative vessels. 

Works in cristallo were the result of a specialized technological process, one that 

resulted in works meant to rival the raw materials of nature. In his treatise, Biringuccio 

reveals this belief, writing: 

Every product that is found in the interior of the earth is 

either stone or metal or one of the semiminerals, and glass, 

as is seen, resembles them all, although in all respects it is 

dependent upon art. Therefore it seems to me that before 

coming to the discussion of the arts themselves, I must treat 

of this very beautiful composition created by art and 

number it with the semiminerals.302  

 

Glassworks are created by art, yet have qualities associated with stone. In contrast, rock 

crystal was a material indebted to Nature. Biringuccio is explicit that rock crystal is a 

thing made by Nature303 and Agostino del Riccio speaks of samples of material that he 

owned that had six sides and were pointed, as all crystals are, “so made by Mother 

Nature.”304 Nature generates a material that man can only attempt to reach through art. At 

the same time, glass was conceived in such a way that it could be aligned with other 

                                                   

identifying the plant used as the succulent salicornia, which grows in the Levant, as well as Spain (Neri, 
cites Spanish ash as less desirable for it creates a blue tinge). The plant was dried and burned slowly to 

produce the ash needed for glassmaking. Page, “Introduction,” 5-6.  
301 McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 101-2 
302 Smith and Gnudi, Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio, 126. 
303 Smith and Gnudi, Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio, 119, 126. 
304 “questi due pezzi di cristallo erano trasparenti ed avevano sei faccie ed una punta per ciascheduno come 

hanno quasi tutti i cristalli, così fatti dalla natura madre nostra.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 159.  
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products of the earth, such as rock crystal, owing to its similarities to these. Yet 

ultimately, stone was fundamentally indebted to Nature, and glass to art.  

The popularity of Murano glass and the desire to keep methods of production a 

secret led to the implementation of restrictions on the movements of glassmakers in an 

attempt to prevent them from leaving the Serenissima.305 Such strictures weakened over 

time and Venetian glassmakers moved to various courts throughout Europe, lured away 

by the promise of high wages.306 Indeed, Barovier is known to have visited Florence for a 

brief period in the year before his death.307 More relevant to this study, however, were the 

negotiations by Cosimo I that brought Bortolo d’Alvise (1519-74) to Florence, who 

practiced his art and taught Venetian techniques at the Florentine court.308 The 

glassmaking industry prospered thereafter, producing works not only in cristallo, but also 

reticello (filigree) glass, ice glass, and engraved glass, all of which have been linked to 

the inventory of Bortolo’s workshop.309 Francesco continued the Medici glass foundries 

and even sought more glassmakers from abroad.310 Florence was the site of innovations 

in glassmaking after Francesco’s death too. Antonio Neri (1576-1614), a Florentine priest 

                                                   

305 Page, “Introduction,” 5. 
306 McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 134. 
307 Hugh Tait, 5000 Years of Glass (London: The British Museum Press, 2012), 157. 
308 Detlef Heikamp, “Arte vetraria a Firenze,” in Magnificenza all Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla 

fine del Cinquecento, exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat and Maria Sframeli (Palazzo Pitti, Museo 

degli Argenti, Florence, September 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 405 and “Virtual 

Museum: Bortolo d’Alvise,” Museo Galileo, FLorence. 2010-2015 

<http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/biography/ BortoloAlvise.html> (accessed April 7, 2016). For Medici 

interest in glass technology, see Guido Taddei, L’arte del vetro in Firenze e nel suo dominio (Florence: Le 
Monnier, 1954) especially pages 56-72. 
309 The website of the Museo Galileo, Florence’s museum of science, mentions that such forms of glass are 

listed in the inventory of Bartolo’s workshop, revealing that cristallo was not the only type of glass the 

Florentines were interested in manufacturing. “Virtual Museum: Bortolo d’Alvise,” Museo Galileo, 

Florence. 2010-2015 <http://catalogue.museogalileo.it/biography/ BortoloAlvise.html> (accessed April 7, 

2016).  
310 Page, “Introduction,” 5-6. 
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working at the Medici foundries in Pisa and Florence, explored coloured glass and 

produced his well-known text, L’arte vetraria in 1612, which includes instructions for 

cristallo.311 

Bortolo’s glass foundry is recorded in one of the Studiolo paintings by Giovanni 

Maria Butteri (Figure 4.11).312 In the image, a furnace lights up the background, drawing 

the eye into the image. Space opens behind and to the left of the furnace, where a series 

of well-dressed men and women are found, likely a reference to the practice of allowing 

worthy guests to view the various grand ducal workshops. Also present is the Medici 

court “dwarf,” Morgante, who stands with a monkey on his shoulder.313 The inclusion of 

the monkey is likely a reference to the practice of having Morgante fight such a creature 

and to the idea of him as oddity, one to be owned and displayed by the court. He, like the 

workshops of the Casino, was a spectacle to be witnessed. Men toil in the middle and 

foreground, their shirtless bodies and rolled-up sleeves hint at the heat generated by the 

glowing furnace and reveal the physical labour demanded in the production of glass. To 

the left, a group of men enter the space; Francesco is foremost among them, examining a 

crystal-clear glass while attendants ready more pieces for inspection. Such vessels from 

the glass workshops likely found their way into the Studiolo and were associated with 

                                                   

311 Hugh Tait, The Golden Age of Venetian Glass (London: British Museum Publications, 1979), 9 and 

McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 153. 
312 Scott Schaefer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence” (Ph.D. 

dissertation, Bryn Mawr College, 1976), 301 and McCary. Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 127. The 
location of this particular foundry is unclear, though Schaeffer suggests it may represent that of the Casino 

di San Marco. Schaefer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici,” 300. 
313 Schaeffer, “The Studiolo of Francesco I de’ Medici,” 300 also makes this identification. Morgante 

makes numerous appearances in works commissioned by the Medici, including Agnolo Bronzino’s double 

portrait found today in the Uffizi and Valerio Cigoli’s statue of him atop a tortoise in the Boboli gardens. 

For more on the reception of Morgante, see Touba Ghadessi Fleming, “Identity and Physical Deformity in 

Italian Court Portraits, 1550-1650” (Ph.D. dissertation, Northwestern University, 2007): 74-113.  
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Butteri’s image. Located on the wall dedicated to Fire, the painting was aligned with 

other art forms, such as metalworking and founding bronze, owing to the manufacturing 

process. The process of creation was fundamentally different from that of rock crystal, 

and so despite similarities in appearance, they were conceived as distinct matierlas. 

The presence of Butteri’s image and Francesco’s representation within it grants 

some sense of the status glassmaking held in the city. Since the discovery of the process 

in the fifteenth century, the creation of cristallo was celebrated as a technical innovation, 

one “deeply rooted in alchemical experimentation.”314 Barovier was a part of humanist 

circles and was in contact with contemporary “scientists” of the time, and his 

development of processes for creating various forms of luxury glass was likely heavily 

indebted to intellectual circles in which he participated.315 For example, he was a student 

of Paola de Pergola in Venice, a philosopher and humanist who “lectured on the 

combinations and transformations of metals.”316 Through such associations, Barovier was 

connected “to contemporary trends in philosophical and nascent scientific thinking,” 

suggesting a link between the intellectual understanding of the processes of the world and 

their application to new artistic commodities.317 Glassmaking was not simply a manual 

skill, but an intellectual pursuit.  

Butteri’s image creates a contrast between the idea of cristallo as technically 

innovative, the result of rigorous study and experimentation, and the sheer physicality 

involved in the process. Francesco is not an active participant in this particular image (as 

                                                   

314 Jutta-Annette Page cites a document in which Barovier is referenced as “magistri Angeli ab alchymisis 

cristallis.” Page, “Introduction,” 6. 
315 Giovanni Mariacher, Glass from Antiquity to the Renaissance, translated by Michael Cunningham 

(Toronto and London: Hamlyn House, 1970), 100.  
316 McCary. Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 98. 
317 McCary. Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 98. 
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he is in the image of the alchemist’s and goldsmith workshops located further down the 

wall), yet he and Cosimo did have privileged access to the glass foundries, allowing them 

to satisfy their personal interest in the process of glassmaking.318 Such practice on the 

part of the elite was not unusual, but rather a part of a trend within the nobility noted by 

W. Patrick McCrary “to take an active interest in certain crafts, particularly those which 

produced valuable luxury items.” 319 Glassmaking itself had, according to Hugh Tait, 

“transformed during the Italian Renaissance from the story of a humble utilitarian craft to 

a sophisticated courtly art.”320 Francesco’s presence in Butteri’s painting, as well as those 

of the metalworker and alchemist shop proclaim him as a learned prince, and, 

importantly, one who was actively involved and invested in the creative process. The 

image hints at the importance of cristallo to him and to Florence generally. Indeed, Larry 

J. Feinberg posits the fire wall “as a self-congratulatory exposition on Florentine 

industries.”321 The production of cristallo was a courtly art form, demonstrative of 

Florentine possession of a specialized skill and access to a valuable commodity. Like 

rock crystal, it too was a luxury object wrought with skilled craftsmanship, speaking to 

the Medici ability to gather opulence at their court. The prestige of both products was 

such that they were suitable to be sent abroad as diplomatic gifts or within other networks 

of exchange.322 

The interest in the representation of cristallo in the Studiolo translates to other 

imagery as well. In painted banquet scenes, glasses and large vessels are a common 

                                                   

318 McCary. Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 127-8. 
319 McCary. Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 156. 
320 Hugh Tait, The Golden Age of Venetian Glass, 9. 
321 Larry Feinberg, “The Studiolo of Francesco I Reconsidered,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art 

of Late Renaissance Florence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 56. 
322 Page, “Introduction,” 15 remarks on the gifting of glass.  
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feature, often held or displayed on tables. Alessandro Allori included cristallo vessels in 

numerous works, including the Banquet of Cleopatra in the Studiolo and the Banquet of 

Syphax at the Medici villa Poggio a Caiano (see Figures 4.12 and 4.13). Although it is 

possible that what he depicts is an idealized version of the clear stone, these objects are 

more likely cristallo given their clarity and their forms are similar to glass wares. In other 

works, Allori’s glasses feature bands of gold, as in the Marriage at Cana (Figure 4.14), 

which were an actual feature of some works of cristallo in imitation of rock crystal 

vessels that included enameled gold bands to secure distinct piece of stone together. The 

inclusion of gold in works of cristallo was an artful conceit, blurring the line between the 

two materials – particularly in paintings.323 Although the presence of rock crystal may be 

more expected in paintings given its status as a luxury object and its use for tableware, 

the depiction of glass is perhaps more a reflection of the material as a technical and 

scientific accomplishment in the hands of Florentine artists. 

Cristallo was a more affordable and practical option in terms of table décor, yet 

one that gave the impression of precious stone and was nonetheless a form of 

conspicuous consumption.324 Indeed, as Paul Hills writes, “to grasp the dynamic behind 

the rapid development of Venetian glassmaking in the Renaissance, it is worth thinking 

of the masters of glass as counterfeiters who were for ever extending the materials and 

shapes that they imitated.”325 Glass was still a luxury product, carrying with it 

associations of technological innovation and fascination with its imitative qualities, but 

                                                   

323 For the use of gold in cristallo objects, see Syson and Thornton, Objects of Virtue, 189-91. 
324 McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 83 
325 Hills, Venetian Colour, 114. 
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which did not carry the same material currency as rock crystal, which was much rarer and 

more costly.326  

The ability of glassmakers to mimic natural stone was not, however, without 

anxieties. Pliny notes that “glass-ware has now come to resemble rock-crystal in a 

remarkable manner.” Yet he finds that such endeavours “flout the laws of Nature” and 

that the practice has had the notable effect of increasing the value of rock-crystal.327 In 

early modern Venice, the ability of cristallo manufacturers to mimic cut stone created 

upset among the rock crystal workers, who feared the economic implications of the 

competition.328 Outside of the sphere of economics (and Venice), the imitation seems to 

have been more playful, an attempt to match the material qualities of Nature at the hands 

of skilled makers.329 Playful imitation is suggested by the increasingly fantastic works in 

glass produced at the Florentine foundries after Francesco’s death. For example, Jacopo 

Ligozzi, best known for his highly naturalistic studies of plants, birds, and animals, made 

several plans for elaborate, transparent wine decanters, such as those shown in Figure 

4.15. We might be looking at a plan for a rock crystal object, given that the rather 

fantastic form of the bird-like vessel recalls the shape of works in rock crystal, such as 

the Saracchi bird discussed in opening. Yet Ligozzi has labeled his drawings, writing 

“cristallo di fornace,” likely a reference to cristallo glass, next to the body of the 

                                                   

326 Luke Syson and Dora Thornton note that cristallo glass was owned by the “urban elite,” it being 

mentioned in inventories of this class. For example, they cite an inventory of the possessions of a Sienese 
doctor and civic official. Objects of Virtue, 194. 
327 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
328 Giovanni Mariacher mentions the separation of the guilds, specifically in Venice. See Glass from 

Antiquity to the Renaissance, 92. See McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 50-51, 70-71 for 

comments on competition between the glassmakers and rock crystal workers.   
329 McCrary seems to be of a similar opinion, noting that the imitation was not understood as “deceitful or 

malicious.” Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 69. 
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creature.330 A great number of drawings for more simple, though still quite fanciful, 

vessels in glass are catalogued under Ligozzi’s name within the prints and drawings 

collection of the Uffizi, along with those by other artists of the Florentine court.331 

Ligozzi’s bird stands out in its similarity to the forms given to stone in works of pietre 

dure – the bird, as discussed, but also the shell-like form of the decanter shown below it 

on the same sheet. As if in response to the mimicry of stone in glass, some rock crystal 

artists outside of Florence created works that mimicked the forms of cristallo wares. A 

rock crystal tazza in the Wallace Collection takes its form from similar vessels in glass, 

“right down to a series of mereses (flat circular discs of glass used to separate different 

parts and to give strength to the vessel) which normally separate the bowl from the foot in 

a glass object.”332 In Florence, where artists of glass and stone worked in close proximity 

(as opposed to Venice, where glass foundries were sequestered on Murano), anxieties and 

competition do not seem to appear.  

In Florence’s minerology museum, a small piece of rock crystal is a testament to 

the playful, imitative qualities of the stone (Figure 4.16). It has been dyed orange, the 

product, according to the museum label, of Francesco’s alchemical experimentations. The 

                                                   

330 The recent exhibition of Jacopo Ligozzi’s work at Palazzo Pitti’s Galleria Palatina included this and 

other works. The specificities of Ligozzi’s wording regarding the material is not discussed in the catalogue 

entry, however, the object is said to have been designed for the glass foundry of Cosimo II. Corinna T. 

Gallori, “Modelli per bicchieri ‘da capriccio,’” in Jacopo Ligozzi, “pittore universalissimo”, exh. cat., ed. 

Alessandro Cecchi, Lucilla Conigliello, and Marzia Faietti, (Florence: Palazzo Pitti, Galleria Palatina, May 

27-September 28, 2014) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2014), 132-39. 
331 These drawings, along with similar ones by Stefano della Bella, Jacques Callot, and Bacchio del Bianco, 
have been described as “fanciful,” Mannerist in style, and as fodder or plans for cristallo vessels. The 

“feather-light quality [of cristallo] combined with its stability provided the virtuosi of Murano’s 

glasshouses was the ideal medium for expressing their own imaginative ideas as well as creating skilled 

interpretations of the fanciful designs for glass supplied by Mannersit court artists.” See Tait, 5000 Years of 

Glass, 166. Yet these works continued well after the period referred to as Mannerism. See also Heikamp, 

“Arte vetraria a Firenze,” 405-7. 
332 McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 71. 
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object represents an attempt at mimicking the visual qualities of similar stones, such as 

beryl. Such practices existed in ancient times, for Pliny makes reference to the “staining” 

of rock-crystal to counterfeit precious stones, such as beryls and emeralds,333 which he 

posits as deceitful and immoral mimicry given the ability of the maker to counterfeit for 

profit. He writes that “there is no other trickery that is practiced against society with 

greater profit.”334 Surely Francesco did not seek to make a profit with his own false 

stones, more likely revelling in the play and wonder elicited in creating and showing such 

falsities to others. Alchemical experiments conducted by the grand duke might be seen as 

the intellectual, leisurely pursuit of an educated and elite man, as opposed to the more 

malicious counterfeits to which Pliny refers. Any profit would be in the form of 

delighting those who came to visit and see the activities of the Casino. Like works in 

cristallo, and rock crystal that imitates glass, the use of the stone to counterfeit other 

stones suggests the mutability of rock crystal as a material, one to be mimicked and to 

mimic. 

Ultimately, rock crystal was linked to the generative abilities of nature, but could 

be manipulated by skilled hands, whereas glass was wholly indebted to art. When rock 

crystal was transformed into exquisitely wrought works of art, nature and artifice came 

together. By showcasing the glass foundry in Francesco’s Studiolo, a space Borghini 

himself coordinated as one dedicated to things which belong to both art and nature, he 

mentions glass as appropriate for the wall dedicated to Fire, thus suggesting that the 

                                                   

333 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book 37, chapter XX and LXXV.  
334 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book 37, chapter LXXV. 
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material was seen at least in some way as owing to the unity of the two.335 Indeed, the 

Ticino Rivers, which provided the necessary quartz pebbles for cristallo, originates in the 

Alps. Quartz and rock crystal are known today as the same material and I am unaware of 

references to quartz in this period, thus it is conceivable that cristallo was in some way 

conceived of as forged rock crystal.  

 

4.5 Forging Stone 

The idea of forged stone seems, in fact, to have been realized at Francesco’s 

court. While rock crystal was worked using traditional methods in Florence, some textual 

evidence also suggests innovative approaches to the material. Giorgio Vasari writes that 

Bernardo Buontalenti found a way of founding and purifying rock crystal with which he 

“made scenes and vases of many colours.”336 Vasari, an artist, ascribes this discovery to 

Buontalenti, attributing this innovative means of working with rock crystal to an artist, 

whereas subsequent witnesses would ascribe its discovery to Francesco.337 Vasari’s use 

of the word “purify” would suggest that the methods allowed for the removal of defects 

from the stone, which would in turn surely result in a more brilliantly transparent product. 

An English visitor to Florence after Francesco’s death, Fynes Moryson (1566-1630), was 

                                                   

335 In a letter to Vasari regarding the program of the Studiolo, Borghini writes of the subjects that might be 

found on the wall dedicated to fire. Among these, he mentions glass. Frey, Der Literarische Nachlass, 

2:530.  
336 “ha con facilita trovato il modo di fondere il cristallo di montagna e purificarlo e fattone istorie e vasi di 

piu colori.” Vasari-Milanesi, 7:615. What exactly Vasari means by “scenes and coloured vases is unclear.” 

Subsequent accounts of the art mention only the practice of melting or founding rock crystal (and attirubute 

its discovery to Francesco) and that with this art were made different vessesls.  
337 I am unfamiliar with any extant objects made with this technique and the practice is only sometimes 

mentioned in passing in secondary literature For example, Marilena Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di 

San Marco,” 67. 
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confronted with the legacy of the deceased Grand Duke, with whom he seems to have 

been rather intrigued. He writes that “Duke Francesco (as I heard from credible men) was 

of mean stature, black hair, nothing curious or sumptuous in Apparell, not delighting in 

hunting or any laborious exercises, but given much to his studies, having invented the 

melting of Cristall of the mountayne [sic].”338 Neither Vasari nor Moryson are clear as to 

how the process of forging rock crystal works, except to indicate that it is melted down 

and reformed in some way. The Venetian ambassador Andrea Gussoni writes that 

Francesco  

has found the way to forge rock crystal, and forges it into 

drinking glasses and other things, working it in the furnace 

in the same way that one works in the ordinary glass 

furnace, so he has paid some of our masters from Murano 

very well. These vases, for the material in itself and for the 

artifice, are very noble and lovely, and much more 

desirable when made by [Francesco] alone.339  

 

Thus, Gussoni provides a clear indication of the process, for stone is forged like glass, 

seemingly even by master glassmakers.340 A 1568 letter from Francesco to his agent in 

Venice, Cosimo Bartoli (1503-72), echoes Gussoni’s assertions. Francesco writes that he 

has “pans of oriental crystal in the furnace” and that he awaits a Venetian glassmaker to 

                                                   

338 Fynes Moryson, Shakespeare’s Europe; Unpublished Chapters of Fynes Moryson Itinerary: Being a 

Journey of the Condition of Europe at the end of the Sixteenth Century, intro. Charles Hughes (London: 

Sheratt and Hughes, 1903), 95. 
339 “ha riposto tutti i suoi diletti in alcune arti, nelle quali fa professione di ritrovarvi ad aggiungervi molte 

cose nuove, come è in effetto; imperocchè ha ritrovato il modo di fondere il cristallo di montagna, e lo 

fonde in vasi da bere ed altre sorti, lavorandoli nella furnace nel medesimo modo che si lavora nella furnace 

del vetro ordinario, e perchiò ha salariati alcuni maestri dei nostri da Murano molto sufficienti. Questi vasi, 
e per la materia in sè e per l’artifizio, sono molti nobili e vaghi, e tanto più desiderabili quanto che sono 

fatti da lui solo, ed anco per il lavoro riescono molto belli.” Andrea Gussoni, “Relazione dello Stato di 

Firenze di Andre Gussoni,” in Relazioni degli Ambasciatori Veneti al Senato, ed. Eugenio Albèri (Florence, 

1841), 5:377.  
340 Marilena Mosco suggests that Buontalenti and one of the rock crystal masters from Milan designed a 

furnace for the purpose of fusing the stone, but this certainly does not preclude the involvement of Venetian 

masters. Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,” 67, 69.  
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work the material, otherwise it will have to be worked by someone else.341 Francesco also 

wrote to his agent in Milan asking for scrap crystal, at one point even requesting “three or 

four-hundred pounds of broken crystal” – perhaps in aid of the glass workshops, though 

possibly related to experiments in forging stone.342 In a letter to Francesco, Ulisse 

Aldrovandi praises the activities of the Casino di San Marco. He writes that here, 

Francesco investigated the “secrets of nature” and credits him with “many wonderful 

inventions,” including porcelain, more beautiful than that of the “Indies,” and a method 

of fusing or melting rock crystal, of which is made “many beautiful vases and glasses.”343 

Aldrovandi places the innovative technology of forged rock crystal on par with the 

renowned Medici porcelain.  

The close association, even ambiguity, between rock crystal and glass is 

suggested by Agostino del Riccio. He writes of rock crystal, but then transitions to a 

discussion of cups and bowls “di cristallo fatte a Murano,” which must be a reference to 

cristallo glass, given the designation that these objects are “made in Murano.” He then 

writes that Francesco “brought more masters of glass, especially those who work 

                                                   

341 “habbiamo dieci padelle di cristallo orientale nella furnace che se non ci sarà a quel tempo bisognerà che 

lo facciamo lavorare il meglio che potremo siche sollecitate et cavatene la finale resoutione in qualunque 

modo.” ASF MP 229, fol. 141 (MAP 19091). 
342 “Desidereremmo tre o quattrocento libbre di cristalli rotti…” ASF MP 3113, fol. 185. Other similar 

requests for rock crystal to his Milanese agent, see ASF MP 229, fol. 182 (MAP 19111) and ASF MP 229, 

fol. 209 (MAP 19139). Research on where exactly this broken crystal came from would be enlightening. 

Was it gathered from the beds of Alpine rivers? Or sourced from the floors of pietre dure workshops? It 

would also need to be understood how firm a grasp the Venetians maintained on the raw materials used in 

glassmaking and where the Florentines obtained their own. Such information could help to clarify the 

motivations behind these requests. 
343 “Né è in Europa Principe che meglio lo sappia et possa far di Vostra Altezza, facendo di continuo nel 

suo Casino giorno e note lavorare et indagar varii secreti di natura… Che maggiore utile può dar l’huomo 

al mondo che esser vero scrutatore della natura, del qual scrutinio ne parturisce tanto utile et profitto in 

questo modo? Lascio hora stare tante sue belle inventioni, come sono quei suoi vasi di porcellana che 

passano di bellezze l’Indiane, chiamati d’alcuni vasa murchrina. Dove lascio l’haver ritrovato il mondo di 

fondere il cristallo di montagna et farne di sua invention tanti bellisimi vasi et bicchieri di diverse figure?” 

Alessandro Tosi, ed., Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 1989), 238-39. 
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cristallo, and placed this lofty custom in the city of Florence.”344 These comments, as 

they are found in the middle of his discussions of rock crystal, not only confirms the 

prestige attached to glass making as discussed above, but the easy transition between the 

materials suggests their closeness. Perhaps Agostino writes with the knowledge that 

Francesco put glassmakers to work in the working of stone, as other documents suggest. 

 It may also be that Agostino conflates the two media, for indeed, distinguishing 

between rock crystal and glass in the written record is not easy, as suggested in 

Francesco’s request for crystal from Milan. As mentioned, Aldrovandi wrote of seeing 

works of forged rock crystal at the Casino di San Marco. Yet in other letters, there is 

more ambiguity in the naturalist’s language. He requests art objects that he hoped to 

display in his “theatre of nature” in honour of the Grand Duke. In a letter dated to 

September 1577, Aldrovandi requests from Francesco a “porcelain jar of your invention 

and a rock crystal glass.”345 His uses the term “cristallo di montagna,” leaving the 

identity of the material clear. In a second letter, he seems to mention these objects again, 

but instead writes “a vase of porcelain and of crystal made of [Francesco’s] invention.”346 

Finally, in a letter to an individual who seems to be an agent of the Grand Duke, the 

naturalist writes of “a vase of crystal and of porcelain of [Francesco’s] invention.”347 The 

                                                   

344 “L’uso de’ cristalli è più perfar vasi da bere, posciaché a Venezia vi sieno sì dei bicchieri e tazze di 

cristallo fatte a Murano, che in vero son vasi rari e belli ed onorati, fatti in tante fogge, ed hanno diversi 

garbi che rallegrano gl’uomini così voti, ma più gli fanno stare allegri quando quei sono soventemente pieni 

di buonissimi vini di quaranta sorti e più. Qui voglio dir come non è guari di tempo, come il Gran Duca 

Francesco fece venir più maestri di vetri ed in particular quei che lavorano i cristalli e messe questa 

laudevol usanza nella città di Firenze…” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 161. 
345 “Desideria anchora per memoria di Vostra Altezza un vasetto di porcellana di sua inventione et un 

bicchiero di cristallo di montagna.” Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 225. 
346 “Mi serà ancora carissimo haver un vaso di porcellana et di cristallo fatti di sua inventione.” Tosi, Ulisse 

Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 253. 
347 “io ho ricordato a Sua Altezza nelle mie la pittura del ceraste et hammodite serpenti, et un vaso di 

cristallo et di porcellana di sua inventione per porre nel mio Theatro di natura in sua perpetua memoria, le 

qual cose altre volte me promesse.” Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 262. 
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shift from what is clearly rock crystal to his use of the word “crystal” (cristallo) along 

with the mention that it and porcelain were of Francesco’s invention makes it possible 

that he refers to forged rock crystal in the second two letters, which date from the 

following year, for he does remark upon seeing this technology in Florence and credits its 

invention to him.348 

Similar ambiguity appears in Filippo Baldinucci’s (1624-97) discussion of the 

Grotta Grande. In discussing Bernardo Buontalenti, who designed the space, he remarks 

on the oculus found in the first room (Figure 4.17), for which, he says, the artist realized 

“a new concept, it was to accommodate in it some enormous crystals, covering it 

completely, forming a large vase to hold water and fish… without taking the necessary 

light from the grotto; but over time, [owing to] bad weather, and the accidents of hot and 

cold, and further, perhaps some defect in the assistance of those who cared for it” the 

invention was not to last long.349 In its original state, the space must have been 

impressive and an overwhelming sensorial experience. Buontalenti’s lighting solution 

was innovative, animating the grotto in a novel way and adding to the dynamism created 

by varied materials, trickling water, and strange figures that seem to emerge from and 

meld with the wall. Natural sunlight would pass through the water and “crystal” into the 

space below, and much like in the Pantheon, to which Baldinucci compares the aperture, 

                                                   

348 Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana, 239. 
349 “Ha questa grotto una grande aperture nel bel mezzo della volta, a simiglianza della Rotonda di Roma; 
di tale aperture servissi il Buontalenti per effettuare un suo nuovo concetto, e fu d’accomodare in essa 

alcuni grandissimi cristalli, che coprendola tutta, formavano un grosso vaso, dove tenevasi acqua e pesci, i 

quali da chi era sotto vedeansi entro il medesimo andar vagando, senza togliere alla grotto la necessaria 

luce; ma a lungo andare l’intemperie dell’aria, e I vari accidenti di calde e di freddo, e quell ch’ è più, forse 

qualche difetto d’assistenza di chi ne aveva cura, non vollero che così bell’ invenzione avesse lunga vita.” 

Filippo Baldinucchi, Notizie dei Professori del disegno da Cimabue in qua (Florence: Studio per Edizioni 

Scelte, 1974-75), 2:499. 
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light would move through the room according to the path of the sun. Moreover, the fish, 

whose travels within their enclosure would interrupt the sun’s light, would cast 

wandering shadows across the sculptural program below creating a sense of constant 

movement.  

Baldinucci simply uses the word “cristalli” to describe the material used for the 

fish bowl. Thus, the actual material, rock crystal or cristallo, is ambiguous. Scholars have 

noted the difficulty in understanding the difference between references to cristallo glass 

and rock crystal, particularly in early documents.350 Whether this crystal bowl was made 

of stone or glass seems less relevant than consideration of the final product, since it was a 

feat of innovation regardless of material. A massive amount of either would be required 

and it would have been incredibly difficult to fashion such a large device capable of 

withstanding the weight of the water and fish. The effect of the materials would have 

been the same – in terms of both aesthetics and as a marvel of artistry, utilizing both the 

living and inanimate natural world. The constant movement of the sun through the space 

would remind the visitor of the passage of time, a major theme in this first room where 

the architectural works of man decay and are taken over by creeping plants and curious 

animals. Of the transitory nature of glass, Biringuccio writes: “considering its brief and 

short life, owing to its brittleness, it cannot and must not be given too much love, and it 

must be used and kept in mind as an example of the life of man and of the things of this 

world which, though beautiful, are transitory and frail.”351 Stone embodied a greater 

                                                   

350 McCray, Glassmaking in Renaissance Venice, 99. 
351 Smith and Gnudi, The Pirotechnia of Vannoccio Biringuccio, 132. McCray, Glassmaking in 

Renaissance Venice, 69 elaborates on the idea of glass as “a metaphor for the existence of mankind itself” 

as implied in Biringuccio. 
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permanence, yet as the decaying structure of the grotto suggested, it too is subject to time 

– even Pliny writes that once rock crystal breaks, it cannot be fixed352 and as Baldinucci 

writes, Buontalenti’s invention was lost as a result of the forces of nature, or, perhaps, the 

careless hand of man. The missing basin is a sad reminder – a manifestation – of the 

message visitors were to take away as they entered and exited the grotto.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

In Francesco’s Florence the anxiety around forgeries and imitation expressed by 

Pliny and by Venetian rock crystal workers do not appear. Explorations of materials and 

technology were carried out side-by-side, pushing and questioning the boundaries 

between art and nature. They were understood as distinct materials, one fundamentally 

indebted to art and the other to nature, but both required the skill of learned artists. Glass 

workers brought together a range of materials to produce immaterial, delicate works in 

very clear glass. Rock crystal carvers learned their skills in specialized workshops, where 

they responded to a natural material that placed constraints on their ambitions in terms of 

the acquisition of the raw material, its varied inclusions, or its size, which were the 

prerogative of Mother Nature. The difficulty in working the raw stone is belied by the 

fantastic forms given to vessels and by delicate grotesques, the ultimate demonstration of 

artifice, as well as a seeming immateriality, achieved through careful consideration of the 

stone and fine polishing. By experimenting with the material limits of rock crystal, artists 

forged stone – something remarkable to many who visited Francesco’s Casino di San 

                                                   

352 Pliny, Natural History, 10:Book XXXVII, Chapter X. 
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Marco, exemplary of the technological innovation of the artists at his court, particularly 

Bernardo Buontalenti. The glass and rock crystal workshops proclaimed Florence to be in 

possession of highly specialized artists producing wares desirable across Europe. These 

objects are highly playful, and the mimicry and conflation between media in terms of 

both appearance and methods of working suggests a self-conscious exploration of the 

boundary between art and nature by artists of the Florentine court. 
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Figure 4.1 Bird-shaped vase, Saracchi Workshop, second half of the sixteenth century. 

Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

Figure 4.2 Dragon-shaped vase, Saracchi Workshop, second half of the sixteenth century. 

Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 
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Figure 4.3 Fish-shaped vase with grotesques, Grand-Ducal Workshop, c. 1570. Museo degli 

Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. Author photo. 

 

 

Figure 4.4 Fish-shaped vase with scales, Grand-Ducal Workshop, c. 1570. Museo degli 

Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 4.5 Detail of fish-shaped vase (Figure 4.3). 

 

 

Figure 4.6 The family and workshop of Dionysio Miseroni, Karel Škréta, 1653. National 

Gallery, Prague. 
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Figure 4.7 Fatimid Rock Crystal Flask, 975-1050. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 

 

Figure 4.8 Fatimid Rock Crystal Ewer, 1000-1050. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
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Figure 4.9 Appennino, Giambologna, 1579-80. Villa Medici, Pratolino. 

 

 

Figure 4.10 Impresa of Clement VII, from Le sententiose Imprese di Mon. Paolo Giovio, 

1562. 
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Figure 4.11 The Glass Foundry, Giovan Maria Butteri, 1570-72. Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, 

Florence. 
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Figure 4.12 The Banquet of Cleopatra with detail, Alessandro Allori, 1570-72. Studiolo, 

Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 

  

Figure 4.13 Banquet of Syphax with detail, Alessandro Allori, 1578-82. Villa Medici, Poggio 

a Caiano. 
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Figure 4.14 Marriage at Cana with detail, Alessandro Allori, 1592-1600. Chiesa di Sant’ 

Agata, Florence. 
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Figure 4.15 Plans for wine decanters, Jacopo Ligozzi, 1617-18. Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe 

degli Uffizi, Florence. 
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Figure 4.16 Dyed Rock Crystal, ca. 1570.  Museo di Mineralogia, Florence. Author photo. 

 

Figure 4.17 Oculus of the Grotta Grande, 1580s. Boboli Gardens, Florence. Author photo. 
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Chapter 5 

Lapis Lazuli: Memory and Painting with Stone 

In Bronzino’s Portrait of a Man (Figure 5.1) a figure identified as Pierantonio 

Bandini,353 a Florentine banker with an interest in antiquities, sits on a chair with his left 

arm resting on a green cloth-covered table. Bandini is cloaked in billowing black damask 

accented by a red doublet, which suggest wealth and sets him off against the non-descript 

background. His interest in antiquities is attested to by what is perhaps the most 

remarkable aspect of the image: the blue statuette placed on the table by his elbow. The 

nude female figure, caught for posterity in a futile attempt to cover her body with a cloth 

grasped in her one remaining hand, is meant to be read as an ancient statue, specifically a 

Venus Pudica. The figure is finely carved, and its striking blue suggests that she has been 

rendered from lapis lazuli, that brilliant blue stone commonly speckled with gold and 

veined in white, hailing from Afghanistan, and best known in art-historical contexts as 

the stone used in the creation of the pigment ultramarine. Yet of the known ancient 

statues of this type, none are of such a blue material nor are any similar statues of female 

figures in this material known from Bronzino’s lifetime.354 She appears to be a fantasy.  

                                                   

353 Catherine Johnston offers the identification of the sitter as Pierantonio based on archival documents and 

through a visual comparison of the portrait with his funerary bust, created by Giuliano Fineli and found in 

the Bandini chapel in the Church of San Silvestro al Quirinale. For her argument, see her catalogue entry in 
Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and the Renaissance in Florence, exh. cat., ed. David Franklin (Ottawa: 

National Gallery of Canada; New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005): 244-7, no. 85. See also David 

Franklin, cat. no. V.7 in Bronzino: Artist and Poet at the Court of the Medici, exh. cat., ed. Carlo Falciani 

and Antonio Natali (Florenze, Palazzo Strozzi, September 24 – January 23, 2011) (Florence: Mandragora, 

2010), 268. 
354 John Pope-Hennessy, Cellini (London: Macmillan, 1985), 227 proposes that it is an antique sculpture 

mounted on a metal base.  
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The fantastic nature of the Venus is all the more evident when compared to actual 

objects carved from lapis lazuli. In the decades following the completion of this painting 

in the mid 1550s, the stone would become popular in works of pietre dure and commesso. 

For example, Cosimo I commissioned a bowl from the Milanese artist Gasparo Miseroni, 

carved from a single piece of stone into the shape of a shell embraced by a sea monster 

and its base into that of a tortoise (Figure 5.2). The tortoise and the curved shell are likely 

a reference to Cosimo’s impresa, which features the creature and a sail, accompanied by 

the motto, “Festina lente,” the paradoxical idea of making haste slowly.355 In contrast to 

Bronzino’s elegant, classical nude statue, the Miseroni tazza is rather squat, grotesque, 

and it is far from the solid, brilliant blue portrayed in the painting. The play between the 

blue and white inclusions, a characteristic of the stone, has been erased by Bronzino. The 

stark difference between Bronzino’s painted representation of lapis lazuli and the realities 

of the material suggests a dialogue regarding artifice and nature that invites further 

investigation. 

 

5.1 Lapis Lazuli in the Ancient and Medieval World 

Lapis lazuli has been prized since antiquity, valued for its exoticism, brilliant 

colour (ranging from a deep-violet blue to royal blue, and occasionally turquoise),356 and 

characteristic inclusions of white calcite and speckles of gold pyrite, better known as 

                                                   

355 Archival documents link this particular works with Cosimo. For a discussion of these, see Riccardo 

Gennaioli, “Catalogue number 20,” in Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat., ed. Maria Sframeli, Valentina 

Conticelli, Riccardo Gennaioli, Gian Carlo Parodi (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and Museo di Storia 

Naturale dell’Università di Firenze, “La Specola,” June 9-October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015), 308. 
356 Leslie von Rosen, Lapis Lazuli in Geological Contexts and in Ancient Written Sources, Studies in 

Mediterranean Archaeology and Literature (Partille, Sweden: Paul Åströms, 1988), 12.  



 

 

 

166 

fool’s gold. The source of the lapis lazuli relevant to this study comes from the mines of 

Sar-e-Sang, the Place of the Stone, in the province of Badakhshan in present-day 

Afghanistan (see the map in Figure 5.3).357 The travel of the raw stone to Europe, other 

areas of the Middle East, and Asia involved considerable effort, as it was first extracted 

from the mines high up in the Hindu Kush, which were accessible for only a limited 

period of time each year owing to harsh seasonal weather. To quarry the stone, wood was 

transported into the mountains and set ablaze against the walls of the mine. Once 

sufficiently heated, water was thrown on the walls, causing them to crack and crumble, 

allowing miners to extract the stone with hand tools.358 This labour-intensive method was 

maintained into the twentieth century, when dynamite became the preferred means of 

loosening the stone.359 From its mountainous home, the precious material was transported 

out to meet with trade routes moving east and west.360 A trade in lapis lazuli existed in 

civilizations of the ancient Near East, where archaeologists and historians have found 

evidence of the stone in material culture (both extant objects and textual references to 

objects) and in references to it in texts of a religious or magical nature.361 The stone was 

                                                   

357 There are other areas with deposits of the stone, for example in Chile, but in ancient, medieval, and early 

modern times lapis was predominantly mined in Afghanistan. Victoria Finlay, Colour: Travels through the 

Paintbox (London: The Folio Society, 2009), 267. 
358 Finlay, Colour, 294. 
359 Finlay, Colour, 294, writes that some of the mines still retain evidence of the method of extraction in the 

form of black soot. See also von Rosen, Lapis Lazuli in Geological Contexts and in Ancient Written 

Sources, 13.  
360 Peter Spufford, “Lapis, Indigo, Woad: Artists’ Materials in the Context of International Trade before 

1700,” in Trade in Artists’ Materials: Markets and Commerce in Europe to 1700, ed. Jo Kirby, Susie Nash, 

and Joanna Cannon (London: Archetype Publications Ltd., 2010), 12. 
361 See Rosen, Lapis Lazuli in Geological Contexts and in Ancient Written Sources, 25-41 for further 

examples of ancient references to the stone. For the early trade in lapis lazuli, see Georgina Herrmann, 

“Lapis Lazuli: The Early Phases of its Trade,” Iraq 10, no. 1 (1968): 21-57. For the use of lapis lazuli in the 

ancient Near East, see Michèle Casanova, “Il lapis lazzuli nell’antico oriente,” in Lapislazzuli: Magia del 

blu, exh. cat., ed. Maria Sframeli, Valentina Conticelli, Riccardo Gennaioli, Gian Carlo Parodi (Florence: 

Museo degli Argenti and Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università di Firenze, “La Specola,” June 9-

October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015), 45-59. 
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so valued that people attempted to counterfeit it, as evidenced, for example, in a 

cuneiform text from Babylonia that provides a recipe for making “clear lapis lazuli,” 

some of which made its way into Egypt. Indeed, real lapis was highly prized by the 

ancient Egyptians, who used it in jewellry, small-scale sculpture, and the death masks of 

pharaohs, including that of King Tutankhamun, among other things.362  

For the Greeks, the stone was known as kyanos or sappheiros, according to 

Theophrastus, creating some confusion for the modern reader with sapphire; but this was 

a stone unknown to the ancients. Kyanos and saphheiros are believed to simply 

distinguish between lapis lazuli containing a significant amount of pyrite (sappheiros), 

“spotted with gold,” as Theophrastus says, and that which was more solidly blue with 

very little pyrite (kyanos).363 It was not until the thirteenth century that sapphirus was a 

term applied to what is known today as sapphire.364 The classical world would continue 

the practices of more ancient cultures in using lapis for small objects, such as seals and 

bodily ornament.365 In the Middle Ages, it began to be used more commonly as a pigment 

and was valued for its medicinal qualities or magical virtues, as evident in the writings of 

Marbode of Rennes (c. 1035-1123) and Albertus Magnus (c.1200-1280). The latter writes 

                                                   

362 Rosen, Lapis Lazuli in Geological Contexts and in Ancient Written Sources, 20-22. For more on the use 

of lapis lazuli in the ancient Egyptian jewellry, see Alix Wilkinson, Ancient Egyptian Jewellry, Metheun’s 

Handbooks of Archaeology (London: Methuen & Co., 1971). 
363 See the commentary provided by Earle R. Caley and John F. Richards in Theophrastus on Stones: an 

Introduction, Greek Text, English Translation, and Commentary, trans. Earle R. Caley and John F. 

Richards (Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University, 1956), 126. 
364 Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, trans. C.W. King and John M. Riddle (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner 

Verlag GMBH, 1977), 41. 
365 For further discussion of the use of lapis lazuli by the ancient Greeks, see Mario Iozzo, “Sappheiros, 

sappheirion e kyanos. Il lapis lazzuli nel mondo Greco: Evidenze archeologiche e fonti letterarie,” in 

Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat., ed. Maria Sframeli, Valentina Conticelli, Riccardo Gennaioli, Gian 

Carlo Parodi (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università di Firenze, “La 

Specola,” June 9-October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015), 61-9. 
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that lapis lazuli “cureth melancholy, and the fever quartan.”366 Marbode of Rennes’ 

lapidary, which was, in the words of one commentator, a “best-seller” of the genre for 

many centuries, owed its popularity to the practical medicinal information it provided.367 

Marbode writes that lapis preserves health and guards against treachery, harm, envy, and 

terror. It has a cooling effect on illnesses of the “entrails,” mitigates sweating, treats 

ulcers and headaches, and can remove dirt from the eye.368 In the early modern period, 

knowledge of the medicinal qualities of the stone seem to have been largely lost, unlike 

other materials considered in this dissertation. This is particularly remarkable when 

considering the use of the stone for pigment, which were often purchased from speziali 

(apothecaries), who were a part of the same guild as physicians. Painters, owing to their 

reliance on speziali for their pigments, were a subordinate branch of the guild.369 The 

close association between the painters and apothecaries would imply an integration of 

knowledge of the medicinal and artistic properties of materials, and thus we cannot 

separate these forms of knowledge, but rather should see them as complementary – a 

shared knowledge regarding the uses of the natural world.370 Yet Agostino del Riccio 

writes only that “it must be said that this stone [lapis lazuli], ground and prepared as the 

                                                   

366 Albertus Magnus. The book of Secrets of Albertus Magnus: Of the Virtues of Herbs, Stones, and Certain 

Beasts, also a Book of the Marvels of the World, ed. Michael R. Best and Frank H. Brightman (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1973), 43. 
367 C.W. King and John M. Riddle note that it became a model for later treatises of the same genre and has 

been characterized as a precursor to the type of writings which occurred during the so-called Twelfth-

century Renaissance. See their comments in their translation of Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, ix-x. 
368 Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, 42-3.  
369 Susanne Kubersky-Piredda, “The Market for Painters’ Materials in Renaissance Florence,” in Trade in 

Artists’ Materials: Markets and Commerce in Europe to 1700, ed. Jo Kirby, Susie Nash, and Joanna 

Cannon (London: Archetype Publications, 2010), 223. 
370 For this discussion, see Kubersky-Piredda, “The Market for Painters’ Materials,’” 223-24. See also 

Anne Dunlop, “On the Origins of European Painting Materials, Real and Imagined,” in The Matter of Art: 

Materials, Practices, Cultural Logics, c. 1250-1750, ed. Christy Anderson, Anne Dunlop, and Pamela H. 

Smith (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015), 84. 



 

 

 

169 

gentlemen doctors say, heals and is useful [for] many infirmities.”371 Agostino says 

nothing more of its medicinal qualities, considerably less than, for example coral or rock 

crystal, suggesting a lessened role in this capacity in the sixteenth century. The prestige 

and power of the stone, however, as relayed by Marbode was to be enduring as we will 

see later in the writing of Agostino. Marbode writes that it is “fit only for the hands of 

kings to wear” being “for worth and beauty chief of gems proclaimed.”372 Its power even 

extends beyond the physical world:  

E’en Heaven is moved by its force divine,  

To list to vows presented at its shrine.  

Its soothing power contentious fierce controls,  

And in sweet concord binds discordant souls;  

Above all others this Magicians love,  

Which draws responses from the realms above.373  

 

It is no wonder then that Marbode writes that it is “By nature with superior honours 

graced, as gem of gems above all other placed.” The prestige and power of the stone 

made it suitable for only the most elite and wealthy.   

 The status of lapis lazuli was intimately tied to its origins. In medieval maps 

Jerusalem lies at the centre and, as in the Hereford mappa mundi, Paradise is found at the 

top, towards the east, and geographically speaking, near Afghanistan. Spike Bucklow 

writes that “On a T-O map, Europe is below the cross on Christ’s right, and Asia 

corresponds to the sky above the cross. Something imported from Asia into Europe 

descends, as if from the heavens, into the land of the blessed.”374 No wonder Marbode of 

                                                   

371 “Così si deve dir che questa pietra, macinata e preparata come dicono i signori medici, sana ed è utile a 

molte infermità.” Agostino del Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, ed. by R. Gnoli and A. Sironi (Turin: Allemandi, 

1996), 175. 
372 Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, 42. 
373 Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, 42. 
374 Spike Bucklow, The Alchemy of Paint: Art, Science and Secrets from the Middle Ages (London and 

New York: Marion Boyars, 2009), 46-7. 
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Rennes describes the stone’s ability to move not only people to prayer, but also the 

heavens. 

The stone’s origins in the indefinable east must have seemed distant and 

mysterious to consumers on the Italian peninsula. In his travels, Marco Polo (1254-1324) 

notes that lapis lazuli can be found in the kingdom Prester John, ruled in the thriteenth 

century by his descendants, and in a region populated by “Mahometans,” called 

Balascam, governed by the descendants of Alexander the Great and where, Polo recounts, 

until recently even the equine line of Alexander's prized horse Bucephalus survived. He 

highlights the mining that occurs in the kingdom, including that of silver, copper, lead, 

and “the precious stones called balass rubies.”375 The supply of this stone was tightly 

regulated by the local ruler in an effort to maintain its exclusivity and value, reserving it 

for gifts, tribute, and trade. In comparison, Polo says surprisingly little about the much-

prized lapis lazuli. He notes only that in the area “There are mountains likewise in which 

are found veins of the stone that yields the colour azure, the best to be found in the 

world.”376 His wording here would indicate that during his lifetime, or at least to his 

understanding, the stone was most valued as the material used in the production of 

expensive pigment. For most, the land of lapis lazuli was a place only to be read about, an 

exotic location seemingly quite different from their own, yet somehow familiar in its 

association with Alexander the Great, Prester John, and in the material products that 

emanated from its borders. In the sixteenth century, the origins of lapis were similarly 

                                                   

375 Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, The Venetian, trans. W. Marsden, revised by T. Wright (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008), 60-1. See also Dunlop, “On the Origins of European Painting Materials,” 

81. Balass rubies are actually spinel. The most famous example of this stone is the so-called Timur ruby, 

set in a necklace for Queen Victoria after being confiscated by the British in India. 
376 Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, The Venetian, 60-1.  
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cloaked in mystery.377 Agostino del Riccio places its origins in Armenia378 and notes that 

“for being so far away and such countries being in the hands of barbarous people,” it can 

be difficult to obtain, but that diligent merchants are able to bring it in the bottom of their 

boats along with other stones.379 His words intimate the foreignness of the stone and the 

difficulties in obtaining it, which make the material all the more valuable. Lapis lazuli 

was tangible evidence of the seemingly fantastic and foreign location. 

 

5.2 Perfecting Nature: Ultramarine  

The use of lapis lazuli for painting post-dates its use in the material culture of 

ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. Indeed, it does not seem to have been used as a pigment 

until the common era, the earliest evidence being the sixth and seventh centuries in 

Afghanistan, in the cave temples at Bamiyan, site of the famed Bamiyan Buddhas, 

destroyed by the Taliban in 2001, and in the Buddhist Kazil caves of China, indicative of 

the distant travels of the stone.380 This most expensive of pigments owed its price to the 

rarity of the stone and to the labour involved in its production, which involved stripping 

away everything from the stone except the blue mineral lazurite. Cennino Cennini (1370-

                                                   

377 For a discussion of the significance of the origins of materials used in painting, including lapis lazuli, 

see Dunlop, “On the Origins of European Painting Materials,”68-96. 
378 This is likely an oversight on Agostino’s part. He is perhaps confusing lapis lazuli with another stone, or 

perhaps Armenia was a stop on the path of the stone towards Europe. Certainly, the stone was valued in the 

cultures of the ancient Near East, as discussed. 
379 “Tal pietra dicono venir dell’Armenia e, per esser sì lontana e cotal paese esser in man di gente barbara, 

non se ne puote avere, perché essi si dilettono di star appresso Venere e Marte ed hanno mandato a terra 
ogn’altra bellezza e disciplina di lettere; e però noi assai ne patiamo, laonde se i mercanti fussero diligenti 

potrebbono mettere ne’ fondi delle navi simil pietre ed altre sorte pietre…” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 175. 
380 Rutherford J. Gettens and George J. Stout, Painting Materials: A Short Encyclopaedia (New York: 

Dover Publications, Inc., 1966), 165 and Finlay, Colour: Travels through the Paintbox, 265. Others are 

contrary to this dating, finding evidence of the use of lapis lazuli for pigment as early as 1300BCE. See 

Bucklow, The Alchemy of Paint, 44 and A. Brysbaert “Lapis Lazuli in an Engimatic “Purple” Pigment,” 

Studies in Conservation 51, no. 4 (2006): 252-66. 
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1440) is the most-often cited writer regarding the creation of the pigment owing to the 

great detail he provides about how to choose and process the best stones. In Il libro dell’ 

arte, he writes that it “is a colour illustrious, beautiful, and most perfect, beyond all other 

colours; one could not say anything about it, or do anything with it, that its quality would 

not still surpass.”381 Despite the effort and the expense, ultramarine was in demand and 

its associated cost meant that the amount used was often considered in contracts for 

paintings.382 As Cennini indicates, its colour is beyond compare, as exemplified in the 

work of Duccio, Masaccio, Simone Martini, Fra Angelico, and other early Renaissance 

artists. The brilliancy of the original pigment in many such works is muted owing to the 

ravages of time, which has dulled and darkened the intensity of the original blue.  

The pigment would remain popular into the sixteenth century. Indeed, technical 

examinations have revealed that Bronzino used ultramarine in the execution of the Venus 

in his portrait of Pierantonio383 – thus the statue is made from the stone it is meant to 

represent. Although the blue of lapis lazuli was striking and gave the stone its fame, its 

inclusions of pyrite and calcite were also appealing and held, in combination with the 

blue, aesthetic appeal and were a hallmark of the stone. Bronzino, however, has removed 

these qualities, as has been observed by David Franklin, who notes that “this object was 

                                                   

381 Cennino Cennini, The Craftman’s Handbook, trans. Daniel V. Thompson, Jr. (New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1960), 36. 
382 For a sense of the price of ultramarine between 1382 and 1583, see Kubersky-Piredda, “The Market for 

Painters’ Materials,’” 238-39. For some further discussion of this and shifting priorities in terms of the use 
of ultramarine, see Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford and 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 1-27. 
383 The identification of the pigment as ultramarine was published by Janet Cox-Rearick and Mary 

Westerman Bulgarella. They spoke with conservators who worked on the painting and accessed 

conservation reports. See their article “Public and Private Portraits of Cosimo de’ Medici and Eleonora di 

Toledo: Bronzino’s Paintings of his Ducal Patrons in Ottawa and Turin,” Artibus et Historiae 25, no. 49 

(2004): 104, note 14.  
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presumably a collector’s fantasy as the stone is entirely without material 

imperfections.”384 Perhaps, however, the sculpture was the artist’s fantasy. Collectors 

seem to have found the natural variegations of the stone compelling, as already suggested 

by Cosimo’s commission of the shell tazza. Bronzino painted the statue with a consistent 

colour, without the hallmark whites and gold that would help to signify its material were 

the statue real. Identification of the statue as wrought from lapis, given its value and 

attached prestige, would have been desirable to a collector such as Bandini. Rather than 

representing the stone as it appears in reality, Bronzino chose to create a version of the 

stone using the transformed stone itself to paint an idealized statue in both theme 

(classical female nude) and material (evenly blue lapis). The painter’s sculpture is 

entirely the result of artistic license. The choice of ultramarine would also suggest some 

desire to make the wealth of the patron explicit – Pierantonio has enough money for the 

use of the pigment and to collect antiquities. The viewer is to recognize that the 

expensive blue pigment has been used, which is perhaps facilitated by the omission of 

characteristics of the natural stone. The Venus is literally painted with lapis and is meant 

to be read as such despite not being rendered naturalistically. The result is a tension 

between the artificiality of the painted surface and the natural qualities of the stone – 

between nature and artifice. 

This image speaks to currents of thought expressed in the sixteenth century about 

the status of the arts and their relationship to nature. Bronzino has painted a sculpture that 

could not be realized, heralding the superiority of painting over sculpture in its ability to 

generate the “ideal” stone by using a transformed version of what would, should the 

                                                   

384 David Franklin, cat. no. V.7 in Bronzino: Artist and Poet at the Court of the Medici, 268. 
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sculpture exist, be the sculptor’s material – a distilled or perfected version of nature. The 

artist provides a comment on the paragone, the rivalry between painting and sculpture as 

to which was the superior form of art. Sculptors could not produce anything similar, for 

their materials would not allow for the even, unadulterated colour to which the painter 

has access through their art. This representation of lapis lazuli aligns with threads of 

thought expressed by Giorgio Vasari and others regarding the perfection of nature. In the 

preface to his Vite, Vasari speaks of sculptors as mirroring God in their endeavors, for He 

was the first sculptor in his creation of man, rendered from a “mass of land.” Vasari 

asserts that materials are inherently imperfect, according to His design, as He wanted to 

demonstrate how to work with raw materials, and to improve upon them in an effort to 

achieve “the perfection they desire.”385 Variances of natural materials are, in Vasari’s 

construct, ordained by God and it is the job of the artist to bring them towards their 

perfect state, a divine state. For the painter, Nature’s imperfections were pyrite and 

calcite and perfection was reached through ultramarine. Through this pigment, the painter 

outdoes not only Nature, but also sculptors, who could never achieve the “perfection” of 

material as wrought by Bronzino.   

Bronzino used ultramarine in a number of other paintings, including those 

commissioned by the Medici. In his Lamentation (Figure 5.4), painted for the Chapel of 

Eleonora in the Palazzo Vecchio but later given to Nicholas Perrenot de Granville, a 

Burgundian advisor to Charles V, tensions similar to those discussed in relation to the 

                                                   

385 “Così, dunque, il primo modello, onde uscì la prima immagine dell’uomo, fu una massa di terra: e non 

senza cagione, perciocchè il divino architetto del tempo e della natura, come perfettissimo, volle mostrare 

nella imperfezione della materia la via del levare e dell’aggiugnere; nel medesimo modo che sogliono fare i 

buoni scultori e pittori, i quali ne’lor modelli aggiungendo e levando, riducono le imperfette bozze a quel 

fine e perfezione che vogliono.” Vasari-Milanesi, 1:216. 
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portrait of Pierantonio play out.386 In the painting, Nicodemus stands on the right wearing 

a red coat trimmed in fur, holding a large blue pitcher with a gold handle (Figure 5.5). 

Like Bronzino’s Venus, this vessel appears to represent lapis lazuli, was painted using 

ultramarine, and is also an object of fantasy.387 Flecks of gold and clouds of white do not 

appear here, and although samples of the stone are found which are very limited in such 

inclusions, a pure blue piece of the size portrayed here is non-existent, as far as I am able 

to determine.388 The same kind of play or tension between nature, art, and sculpture is at 

work in the Lamentation, such that the artist has again created an “ideal” version of a 

lapis lazuli object. Janet Cox-Rearick states that no stone vase of this size was in the 

ducal collection at the time the painting was executed, but that it may have been inspired 

by designs for similar vessels by Francesco Salviati (1510-63) and prints of vases said to 

be after the antique by Enea Vico (1523-67).389 In fact, Bronzino’s image of the pitcher is 

the first appearance of a lapis lazuli object of this type in the grand ducal court.390 He 

creates that which is unrealizable in reality. The pitcher is essentially a jewel within the 

painting, a fitting vessel for the precious ointment Nicodemus provided for the 

                                                   

386 For more on this painting, see the work of Janet Cox-Rearick, particularly Bronzino’s Chapel of 

Eleonora in the Palazzo Vecchio (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1993) and “From Bandinelli 

to Bronzino: The Genesis of the ‘Lamentation’ for the Chapel of Eleonora di Toledo,” Mitteilungen des 

Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz 33. Bd., H 1 (1989): 37-84. 
387 Maria Sframeli, “Il lapislazzuli alla corte dei Medici: ‘…se ne faccino vasi belli e bacini ed altri lavori,’” 

in Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat., ed. Maria Sframeli, Valentina Conticelli, Riccardo Gennaioli, 

Gian Carlo Parodi (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università di Firenze, 

“La Specola,” June 9-October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015), 71-2. 
388 Unfortunately, I was unable to see the painting in person, which would have been of immense help in 
understanding how Bronzino represented the material of the pitcher. In reproductions, its appearance varies 

greatly, sometimes seeming to be evenly blue, in others like there may be darker blue inclusions, and at 

other times the uneven qualities of the paint surface seem to be from wear or damage. Regardless, it is clear 

in all reproductions that those qualities most disruptive to the desired blue (white and gold) have once again 

been omitted.   
389 Cox-Rearick, Bronzino’s Chapel of Eleonora in the Palazzo Vecchio, 196. 
390 Sframeli, “Il lapislazzuli alla corte dei Medici,” 71-2. 
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embalming of Jesus’ body according to Jewish custom. The Gospel of John states that he 

brought approximately one-hundred pounds of myrrh and aloe ointment – a weight that 

would surely exceed the capacity of the pitcher. Further, the seemingly delicate hold 

Nicodemus has on the stone belies the weight such an object would have in reality – and 

that apart from it containing any ointment. Like the Venus, the object is a fantasy. 

The odd, even unrealistic, appearance of Bronzino’s representation of the stone 

has led to some ambiguity as to the identification of the material in the portrait of 

Pierantonio, which is clarified through a consideration of his Lamentation. Janet Cox-

Rearick and Mary Westerman suggest that the Venus is intended to be read as the 

precious stone, yet they also acknowledge differing interpretations, specifically a 

proposal that the material is meant to be read as wax or painted gesso.391 But as a wax or 

gesso pitcher would be an inappropriate material in the the Biblical scene, so too would 

those materials be a strange addition to the portrait of a collector of antiquities. A pitcher 

of valuable stone or a collector’s fantasy object, on the other hand, are appropriate. The 

portrayal of cheap materials over these lavish objects would be odd. The similar visual 

treatment, the roughly contemporary interest in hard stone carved objects, and their value 

make it likely that in both instances the items were meant to be read as stone despite their 

departure from the natural appearance of the material they are meant to represent.  

Unlike Bronzino’s portrait of Pierantonio, ultramarine is used throughout the 

Lamentation. Indeed blue is the dominant colour in the painting. The blue sky ties into 

                                                   

391 Cox-Rearick and Westerman Bulgarella, “Public and Private Portraits,” 155, note 70 cite this proposal 

as owing to L. Mendelsohn, “The Sum of the Parts: Recycling Antiquities in the Maniera Workshops of 

Salviati and his Colleagues,” in Francesco Salviati et la Bella Maniera, Actes des colloques de Rome et de 

Paris, 1998, ed. Catherine Monbeig Goguel, Philppe Costamagna, and Michel Hochmann, 107-48 (Rome: 

École française de Rome 2001): 119. 
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the Virgin’s robes, which in turn draws attention to other figures in clothes of a similar 

colour, and finally to the vase, which is set against the red of Nicodemus’ clothing. Yet 

not all blues were treated equally. Ultramarine is reserved for the most important areas of 

blue: the pitcher containing the oils to embalm the body of Christ; the robes of Mary that 

clothe this most holy of women whose most precious son is, in turn, framed and cradled 

by her blue-clad body; and the heavens above, which received both mother and son.392 

The illustrious origins of the stone near Paradise and its prestige make it suitable for these 

areas of the painting and solidify the material’s associations with preciousness and 

holiness. 

The value and associations of lapis lazuli translated into the painted portraits of 

members of the Medici family. As a favoured painter under Medici patronage, Bronzino 

was commissioned to create portraits of Cosimo I and his family, including a number of 

portraits of Medici women that feature an ultramarine background. John Pope-Hennessy 

describes these images as being highly circumscribed for political reasons related to “an 

almost morbid interest in self-perpetuation, which resulted from a sense of dynastic 

insecurity.”393 Perhaps the most famous of these is the double portrait of Eleonora and 

her son, Giovanni (Figure 5.6).394 Eleonora sits almost in full length on a chair or bench 

against a low wall or window overlooking an expansive landscape. Her left hand rests on 

her lap while her right embraces her son. The young boy wears a blue-purple garment 

                                                   

392 Cox-Rearick, Bronzino’s Chapel of Eleonora in the Palazzo Vecchio, 196 
393 John Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance, Bollingen Series XXXV (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1966), 180. 
394 For more on this portrait, see Gabrielle Langdon, Medici Women: Portraits of Power, Love and Betrayal 

from the Court of Duke Cosimo (Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 59-97. 

For the dynastic implications of the portrait, see Maurice Brock, Bronzino, trans. David Poole Radzinowica 

and Christine Schultz-Touge (Paris: Flammarion and London: Thames and Hudson, 2002), 82. 
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that seems to shimmer with gold and grasps his mother’s elaborate pomegranate brocade 

dress with one hand. The landscape behind the two is difficult to decipher today, making 

up only a small fraction of the panel overall, but it has been suggested to be 

representative of the area around Pisa.395 Eleonora dominates the scene, framed against a 

vivid blue sky – a field of ultramarine – lighter around her head, but darkening towards 

the edges of the panel, creating a soft, halo-like effect.   

In Bronzino’s portrait of Eleonora in Prague (Figure 5.7), a prototype for the state 

portrait, the duchess is set against an even ultramarine ground.396 In his portrait of Bia 

(Figure 5.8), the illegitimate daughter of Cosimo I who died in childhood, the same blue 

background creates a halo effect similar to that of the double portrait. Finally, it is 

believed that Giulia de’ Medici, illegitimate daughter of Alessandro de’ Medici, is the 

subject of another portrait by Bronzino (Figure 5.9), where once again, the even blue 

background has been chosen. In the three paintings no sense of an actual setting is given, 

they simply sit against an artificial background. The similar treatment of non-

representational backgrounds and that of the sky in the double portrait suggests a degree 

of artificiality in Bronzino’s rendering of the latter. Certainly, a perfectly blue sky is 

possible, but its notable similarity to the flat blue backgrounds of the other portraits does 

cause pause. The strangeness of Bronzino’s sky is made more explicit through 

comparison to a double portrait of Cosimo and Eleonora painted by an anonymous artist 

in which the two are arranged in front of a window overlooking an expansive landscape 

and appear as if interrupted while examining a map (Figure 5.10).397 Even in this black 

                                                   

395 Langdon, Medici Women, 78. 
396 Langdon, Medici Women, 64-5. 
397 Langdon, Medici Women, 64-5. 
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and white reproduction, clouds and tonal changes are evident, making it clear that the sky 

is far from the blue sheet that Bronzino creates. The words of Agostino del Riccio 

highlight the contradiction in using lapis lazuli, stripped of its calcite and pyrite, for a 

sky. He writes that lapis lazuli “itself has the colour of the sky when it is most serene and 

bright and has within it a few points or veins of gold.”398 The stone is evocative of the 

sky because of its inclusions. In noting this, Agostino is building on Albertus Magnus, 

who makes a similar comment, finding the stone to appear like the heavens with its points 

of gold.399  

Male members of the Medici family tend to be depicted against more subdued 

grounds, as found, for example, in Bronzino’s portrait of a young Francesco discussed in 

chapter 2 (Figure 2.1). Perhaps the associations of ultramarine were more appropriate for 

the female subjects. The use of an expensive pigment so associated with the Virgin Mary 

and preciousness suggests a thematic link between her and the Medici women.400 The 

jewel-tone, particularly on this scale, is more ornamental. Although they do not wear the 

stone as ornament, as they do with pearls or coral, these women are framed and even 

haloed by a transformed version of the precious stone, bringing to mind the words of 

Marbode of Rennes who wrote “he who dares to wear this gem divine like snow in 

                                                   

398 “in sé ha il color del cielo quando è sereno ed è rilucente ed ha per entro alcuni punti d’oro o line.” 

Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 175.  
399 Albertus Magnus writes that “it is like to the colour of the heaven, and there are within it little bodies of 

gold.” See Albertus Magnus, The Book of Secrets of Albertus Magnus, 43. Gabrielle Langdon has identified 

the sky in Eleonora’s portrait as the night sky, writing her “backdrop is nocturnal, the inky hue allowing her 
to be deified by the contrasting corona of light against the starry, dark empyrean.” Langdon, Medici 

Women, 74. I am not convinced there are stars in the blue field (not recalling such a feature when viewing it 

in the Uffizi), but even if they are present, they are in no way an explicit aspect of the scene.  
400 For more on the thematic link between this image and those of the Madonna and Child, see 
Langdon, Medici Women, 73-4. 
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perfect chastity must shine.”401 In her examination of portraits of Medici women, 

Langdon states that “suggestions of divinity were imperative to state portraiture,” an idea 

traced from Pliny to theorists such as Ludovico Dolce, and subsequently goes on to 

describe the ways in which “overtones of the divine” were linked to Eleonora.402 In her 

double portrait, “divinity is implied,” writes Langdon, “by association of mother and son 

with the canonical pairing of Mary with the infant Christ,” explaining that the young 

Giovanni was chosen over Francesco, the ducal heir, for this state portrait as his age was 

more appropriate for the Biblical association.403 Whether the fields of ultramarine were 

intended to represent the sky or not, the use of this particular material was particularly 

potent in relation to these illustrious women. 

Bronzino’s insistence on portraying lapis lazuli as it does not exist in nature, the 

Medici desire for paintings with copious amounts of ultramarine, Marco Polo’s 

comments on the stone’s use by painters, and Cennini’s focus on the manufacturing of 

ultramarine could lead to an assessment of the material as most valued in its capacity as a 

pigment, a role in which many of its natural qualities are stripped away. Within the trope 

of the paragone and the so-often cited idea that art perfects Nature, raising her to a level 

unobtainable by her own devices, there is little room for Nature to be celebrated “as is.” 

Under the Medici grand dukes, however, Nature would strike back, as lapis lazuli was 

displayed in ways that emphasized its natural qualities and associations. 

 

                                                   

401 Marbode of Rennes, De lapidibus, 43. 
402 Langdon, Medici Women, 72. 
403 Langdon, Medici Women, 72-3.  
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5.3 Embracing the Aesthetics of Nature: Pietre Dure 

 A hint of an alternative way of using the material was provided at the opening of 

this chapter in the form of the small bowl commissioned by Cosimo I from the Milanese 

artist Gasparo Miseroni (Figure 5.2).404 This tazza is only one of many such vessels 

commissioned by the Medici from Milan and reflects the increased popularity of the 

stone under Cosimo, as pointed out by C.W. Fock.405 As the workshops producing hard 

stone art works in Florence were expanded, starting especially in 1572 with the arrival of 

the artists Gian Ambrogio and Gian Stefano Caroni from Milan at the behest of 

Francesco,406 such works were more readily available, frequently created through 

collaboration with artists such as Bernardo Buontalenti and Jacopo Ligozzi (who might 

provide preparatory drawings) and the goldsmiths responsible for the provision of 

opulent handles and ornament. Many of these works can be seen today in the Museo degli 

Argenti and, given their material, are also prominently featured in the Collezione 

Medicea of Florence’s minerology museum. Apart from the excellent exhibition 

catalogue, Lapislazzuil: Magia del blu,407 and Fock’s seminal article, which attempts to 

provide a cohesive overview of the place of lapis lazuli at the grand ducal court,408 

                                                   

404 Archival documents and inventories link the object to the Grand Duke. See Riccardo Gennaioli, 

catalogue 20 in Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat. ed. Maria Sframeli, Valentina Conticelli, Riccardo 

Gennaioli, Gian Carlo Parodi (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università 

di Firenze, “La Specola,” June 9-October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015), 308. 
405 C.W. Fock’s “Vases en lapis-lazuli des collections médicéennes du seizième siècle” in Münchner 

Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst, XXVII (1976): 120. Fock cites archival documents as pointing to Cosimo’s 

interest in the material as well as reference to the stone in other media, such as a series of tapestries on the 

life of Joseph after plans by Bronzino in which a lapis lazuli shell-shaped vessel is portrayed. 
406 Fock, “Vases en lapis-lazuli des collections médicéennes,” 119 and Anna Maria Massinelli and Filippo 

Tuena, Treasures of the Medici (New York: Vendrome Press, 1992), 65. 
407 Maria Sframeli et. al., eds., Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat. (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and 

Museo di Storia Naturale dell’Università, June 9-Octotober 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 2015). 
408 Fock considers style (positing lapis vessels as Mannerist), artists’ preparatory plans, and archival and 

textual references to the material, in an effort to demonstrate the importance of the material to the Medici. 

Fock, “Vases en lapis-lazuli des collections médicéennes,” 119-54. 
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consideration of lapis revolves around technical examinations of the pigment or the stone. 

Exemplary of this body of scholarship is that focused on how to distinguish Afghan lapis 

from that accessed in other quarries, which is potentially useful for authentication 

purposes, or suggesting trade routes.409 The usefulness of such investigations or their 

specificity to works associated with the Medici is limited in their relevancy to this 

dissertation. There is, however, one paper specifically concerned with lapis objects 

owned by the Medici, and in particular those found today in Florence’s minerology 

museum, works that receive less scholarly attention than those in the Museo degli 

Argenti. In this study, the authors consider the differences in the mineral make-up of lapis 

lazuli from around the world and compare them to museum’s collection to determine 

provenance. The results of their study are not surprising – all six objects are shown to be 

Afghan in origin.410  

                                                   

409 See Mauro Bacci et. al., “An integrated spectroscopic approach for the identification of what 

distinguishes Afghan lapis lazuli form others,” Vibration Spectroscopy 49 (2009): 80-3; A. Lo, et. al., 

“Multitechnique Characterization of Lapis Lazuli for Provenance Study,” Analytical and Bioanalytical 

Provenance Study 395 (2009): 2211-17; J. Zöldföldy and Zs. Kasztovsky, “Provenance Study of Lapis 

Lazuli by Non-destructive Prompt Gamma Activation Analysis (PGAA),” Association for the Study of 

Murble and Other Stones in Antiquity VII, proceedings of the 7th international colloquium, ed. Y. Maniastis 

(Thassos, September 15-20, 2003) (Athens, 2009), 677-91; C.M. Schmidt, M.S. Walton, and K. 

Trentelman, “Characterization of Lapis Lazuli Pigment Using a Multitechnique Analytical Approach: 
Implications for Identification and Geological Provenancing,” Analytical Chemistry 81 (2009): 8513-18; A. 

Re et. al., “Lapis Lauzli Provenance Study by Means of Micro-PIXE,” Nuclear Instruments and Methods in 

Physics Research B 269 (2011): 2373-77.  

Technical examinations of the pigment has also provided insight into the different uses of lapis lazuli by 

artists, including Leonardo da Vinci. See, for example, L. Keith, A. Roy, R. Morrison, and P. Schade, 

“Leonardo da Vinci: pupil, painter and master,” National Gallery Technical Bulletin 32 (2011): 32-56; and 

M. Eveno, B. Mottin, and E. Ravaud, “Le mise en oeuvre de la sainte Anne,” in La Sainte Anne, l’ultime 

chef-d’oeuvre de Léonard de Vinci, exh. cat., ed. Françoise Barbe and Vincent Delieuvin (Paris: Officina 

Libraria/Éditions du musée du Louvre, 2012): 366-80; Philippe Walter, “Chemical Analysis and Painted 

Colours: the Mystery of Leonardo’s Sfumato,” European Review 21, no. 2 (2013): 175-189. 
410 Alessandro Re, et. al., “Ion Beam Analysis for the provenance attribution of lapis lazuli used in glyptic 

art: The case of the ‘Collezione Medicea,’” Nuclear Instruments and Methods in Physics Research B 348 

(2015): 278-84. Paola Venturelli states that the lapis lazuli used by the Medici grand dukes came from the 

Ural mountain range because of its colour, but does not elaborate. Paola Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici al 

Museo degli Argenti: Oggetti preziosi in cristallo e pietre dure nelle collezioni di Palazzo Pitti (Florence: 

Giunti Editore S.p.A., 2009), 58. 
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 Cosimo’s particular interest in lapis lazuli has been used as evidence for the 

identification of the bearded man in Bronzino’s Portrait of a Man as Cosimo himself, 

bolstered by a suggested similarity in their appearance.411 Although this identification 

does not stand, Cosimo did have his likeness rendered in the material. The lapis lazuli 

cameo shown in Figure 5.11 is one of six extant gems displaying his portrait and is based 

on a medal by Pietropaolo Galeotti.412 A letter dated to December of 1540 discusses a 

commission for a similar medallion in lapis lazuli that was to feature a portrait of Cosimo 

on one side and his wife, Eleanora, on the other. If the work was carried out, it appears 

now to have been lost.413 The profile and armour-clad figure on the extant gem bring to 

mind coins of ancient Rome and the blue and gold are appropriate, as they are colours 

associated with the Medici family crest. The five red balls and a larger blue ball arranged 

on a gold ground, a ubiquitous feature of the Florentine cityscape, bring to mind the 

colouring of lapis lazuli, with its intense blue and gold-hued flecks of pyrite. These are 

also royal colors. Further, the use of lapis for a cameo was unusual and, according to 

Martha McCrory, Pliny commented on the difficulty of carving lapis and thus “it was the 

                                                   

411 For the original proposal of this identification of the man as Cosimo, see Luisa Becherucci, Manieristi 

Toscani (Bergamo: Instituto Italiano d’Arti Grafiche, 1944), 49. For continued discussion of the 

identification, see Andrea Emiliani, Il Bronzino: con un’antologia poetica, scelta e presentata da Giorgio 

Cerboni Baiardi, Antichi pittori italiani: Collana di studi monografici (Busto Arsizio: Bramante, 1960), 

Tavola 73; Charles McCorquodale, Bronzino (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1981), 131; and Cox-

Rearick and Westerman Bulgarella, “Public and Private Portraits,” 101-59. 
412 Karla Langedijk, “A Lapis Lazuli Medallion of Cosimo I de’Medici,” Metropolitan Museum Journal 13 

(1978): 75. Emulating the ancients, Cosimo had himself memorialized in stone cameos. The most famous 

example being a large onyx cameo, the largest carved since antiquity, depicting Cosimo I, Eleonora, and a 

selection of their children. The cameo currently resides in the Museo degli Argenti, is dated to 1559-62, 

and was carved by Giovanni Antonio de’ Rossi. See Annamaria Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the 
Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance 

Florence, exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat et. al. (Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, June 6, 2002-September 

29, 2002; The Art Institute of Chicago, November 9, 2002-Februaru 2, 2003; The Detroit Institute of Arts, 

March 16, 2003-June 8, 2003) (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002), 104, 252-53.  
413 “Post Scritta. Per m. Camillo huomo del S.or Pyrro mando un lapis lazoli nel quale descidero ci sia il 

retratto del S.or Duca [Cosimo I] n.ro Patron da una banda et dal'altra lo della Sig.ra Ducch.a [Eleonora di 

Toledo].” ASF MP 1169, insert 5, fol. 192. 
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challenge of surpassing the ancients, together with a predilection for this particular 

stone,” that made the material appealing to Cosimo.414 The various associations of lapis 

and the choice to use a piece so full of inclusions suggests the desire to be explicit in 

terms of materiality. Presumably a fragment of stone with fewer inclusions could have 

been found for an artwork of this size. 

Francesco both commissioned lapis lazuli objects from Milan, and also expanded 

the stone-working shops initiated by his father by bringing masters from Milan to 

Florence, such as Ambrogio and Stefano Caroni and Giorgio Gaffurri, who practiced 

their art in the Casino di San Marco. These workshops were the precursor to his brother 

Ferdinando’s Galleria dei Lavori.415 At the Casino, marvelous works in stone were 

remarked upon by numerous visitors, including Agostino del Riccio who reveals that the 

objects were often worked on a wheel, likely in a manner similar to rock crystal.416 The 

Venetian ambassador, Andrea Gussoni, wrote of tabletops consisting of many colours 

and vases made in lapis lazuli, among many other wonders.417 The hard stone workshops 

                                                   

414 Martha McCrory, “Catalogue 109,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance 

Florence, exh. cat., ed., Christina Acidini Luchinat (Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, June 6, 2002-September 29, 

2002 and Art Institute of Arts, Detroit, March 16, 2003-June 8, 2003) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2002), 254. 
415 Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 106. 
416 Agostino del Riccio notes in his chapter on lapis lazuli that he saw in the Casino di San Marco “shells 

and other vessels… worked by means of a wheel.” (“Nota ch’io veddi lavorare un nicchio ed altri vasi che 

si lavorano per via di ruota.”) Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 175. The word “nicchio” might be translated as 

“niche” in modern Italian; however, historically, it was also a word used to designate bivalve shells – the 
form of which is often given to lapis lazuli and other hard stone vessels. Given this, and the fact that 

Agostino includes this comment in his chapter on lapis, he is surely referring to objects made of the blue 

stone. 
417 “Fa ordinariamente lavorare intagliar gioie, ed ora, altre ad alcune tavole che fa fare di pietre di 

grandissimo valore e di diversi colori con disegno tramesso l'una nell'altra, fa cavare alcuni vasi in alcuni 

pezzi di lapislazzoli.” Andrea Gussoni, “Relazione dello Stato dei Fiorenza,” in E. Alberi Relazioni degli 

ambasciatori veneti al Senato (Florence, 1841), 378. 
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of Florence were a point of pride, turning out opulent, luxury products that showcased the 

skills of the artists involved and the materials of nature.  

A number of hard stone vessels from this period of rule have been attributed to 

the artists working for Francesco, such as that shown in Figure 5.12 by the Florentine 

master Giovan Battista Cervi.418 The small dish, carved into the shape of a shell, is quite 

elegant in its gently curving lines and serpentine, enamelled handle, which takes the form 

of a sea monster. The bowl is supported by three small feet - two shells, similar in form to 

the carved body of object, and the third formed by the sea creature’s tail. The highly 

polished surface of the stone matches the luster of the enameled gold, creating a slick and 

almost wet appearance. The prominent white and bits of pyrite in the stone create the 

sense of undulating, frothy waves. The brilliant blue is complemented by the intense 

green of the enamel, and the gold picks up on the speckles of that same colour throughout 

the stone, sparkling in the light. Seashells evoke thoughts of water, enforced by the 

stone’s colour, and in turn recall its distant origins from the vaguely defined east and its 

arrival to Italian shores via Mediterranean port cities and so readily understood as 

originating beyond the sea. The very name of the pigment derived from the stone, 

“ultramarine,” meaning “from across the sea,” designates the distant origins of the 

material. Unlike Bronzino, Cervi revels in the natural appearance of the stone and its 

variances, exploiting and conjuring up its most obvious associations and so making it 

potentially an object of conversation in addition to being aesthetically appealing. Cervi 

                                                   

418 Marilena Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco: crystal and ‘pietre dure,’” in The Museo 

degli Argenti: Collections and Collectors, ed. Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza (Florence, Milan: 

Giunti Editore, S.p.A, 2004), 75; Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti, cat. 28, 70. 

Mosco “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,” 75 states that Cervi worked for Francesco until 1582 

and that he was commissioned to create “entire table sets and vases in crystal, lapis lazuli, jasper and agate” 

and that he also completed the gold enamel work.  
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did not work the stone so as to mitigate the presence of the white and gold. In fact, the 

relatively simple, polished form highlights the inclusions.  This piece is so full of calcite 

and pyrite it appears speckled. The texture of the green enameled scales seems to mirror 

the mottled surface. Here, art highlights the associations and aesthetics of the natural 

material.  

Perhaps the most famous of stone objects commissioned by Francesco is the 

flagon shown in Figure 5.13, which was created after a drawing, now in the Uffizi’s 

prints and drawings collection, by Bernardo Buontalenti.419 A Milanese master at the 

court carved the object and Jaques Bylivelt contributed the enameled gold.420 This object 

is exemplary of the way lapis lazuli was carved under Francesco so as to showcase the 

brilliancy and beauty of the natural stone. Great expanses of the surface are left blank, 

polished to a fine lustre, or featuring only a small amount of carved decoration, such as 

the horizontal bands on its body. The natural veining of the stone – its rich blue, clouds of 

darker, almost black stone, and streaks of gold – provided enough aesthetic appeal in 

their own right.  

The greatest detail in carving is reserved for marginal areas of the object. Two 

harpies stretch their wings around the shoulders of the flagon, their bodies thrusting 

forward in response to the backwards push of their wings, creating an arch to their torsos. 

Their long necks of enamelled gold stretch up the neck of the vase and support their 

heads, which turn downwards, as if to examine their serpentine bodies. These exquisite 

                                                   

419 The by Buontalenti drawing is preserved in the Uffizi’s Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe under reference 

number GDSU, Orn. no. 695. His role in the creation of this object points to the variances in the tasks of 

court artists and their involvement in diverse activities within the ducal workshops. 

For a discussion of some of the archival documents related to this work, see Venturelli, Il Tesoro dei 

Medici al Museo degli Argenti, cat. 33, 73. 
420 Annamaria Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 106. 
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creatures, along with other gold features of the object and the low-relief leaf motif that 

adorns the lower portion of the vessel’s body, are marginal, supplementary features that 

serve to enhance the overall aesthetic opulence of the large piece of lapis. The object 

combines the aesthetics of nature with the skills of artists. 

Another example of this union is a pitcher, also after a drawing by Buontalenti, 

created by Hans Doms, a Flemish artist specializing in lapis lazuli and jewellery making 

(Figure 5.14).421 The surface of the object, created for Francesco I, is even less adorned 

than that of the flask. The original handle, which featured a dragon’s head,422 is missing, 

but still remaining is the beautifully rendered, yet bizarre, enamelled white peacock bust, 

which erupts from the shoulder of the pitcher below the spout. Like the harpies, the 

peacock is marginal and is grotesque owing to the strange green, fish-like tails emanating 

from the base of the bust. The enamel and relief work of these objects are certainly of 

visual interest, yet the viewer is instead immediately drawn to the expanses of arresting 

blue and its marbling of darker veins. The hand of Nature is here celebrated alongside 

that of man – the false jewels of artists (enameled precious metals) and the real jewel of 

nature (lapis lazuli). 

Lapis lazuli vessels made for the Medici court contrast with those made of rock 

crystal, a material devoid of colour, but similarly fashioned into elaborate vases, bowls, 

and other objects. Unlike rock crystal, which often features elaborate engraved details, 

lapis lazuli tends to be without narrative scenes or extensive engraving, especially under 

                                                   

421 Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,’” 75-6. The drawing to which Mosco refers currently 

resides in the Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe under the reference number GDSU, Orn. no. 691. Mosco notes 

that the object was originally attributed to Jaques Bylivelt, but that it is now more securely attached to 

Domes. For a discussion of some of the archival documents related to this work, see Venturelli, Il Tesoro 

dei Medici al Museo degli Argenti, cat. 29, 70-71. 
422 Mosco, “Francesco I and the Casino di San Marco,’” 76. 
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Francesco. Whereas rock crystal artists were concerned with light and immateriality and 

worked the stone to emphasize these qualities and hide inclusions, the opposite was true 

of lapis lazuli, which was left with great expanses of finely polished surface showcasing 

the natural variances in the stone. In both instances, the marvels of Nature’s aesthetics are 

celebrated. Both Cosimo and Francesco commissioned works in lapis lazuli with a great 

amount of veining and speckling, but whereas the objects associated with Cosimo more 

frequently feature incised decoration, those most synonymous with Francesco typically 

feature expanses of highly polished surfaces and exquisite enamel work.  

 

5.4 Painting in Stone: Commesso  

Prior to his expansion of the Florentine workshops, a young Francesco also 

commissioned works from Milan like his father, but he appears not always to have been 

the most patient of patrons and did not always favour the Miseroni. In a 1556 letter to his 

agent in Milan, Francesco mentions that he is sending a piece of lapis to be worked into a 

shell vessel. He strongly requests that a master other than Miseroni be secured, as he 

takes too long and is not accustomed to works such as that requested. Francesco also asks 

that the waste from the carving be sent back to him along with the finished object.423 

Only a few weeks earlier, the ducal heir thanked the same agent for sending a box 

                                                   

423 “Vi si manda un pezzo di lapis lazzero del quale farete formare la nicchia di legna e con la medesima 

misura et maniera che sta quella, escetto però che se la grossezza riuscisse più o meno di quella del legno 

non importa niente. Et fatta che sia ce la manderete ben conditionata con la prima occasione insieme con li 

avanzi che resteranno della detta pietra. Advertendo di non la dare a lavorare al Messerone perchè è troppo 

lungo, et non cava mai le mani di simili lavori, ma commette il negotio a mestro diligente et Fedele” ASF 

MP 3113, fol. 129 (MAP 12344). 
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containing scraps of the blue stone.424 These requests speak to the great value attached to 

lapis lazuli. Any scraps, regardless of their size could be put to use in other artistic 

contexts. The byproduct of carving might be transformed into ultramarine or used for 

works in commesso. In sending the valuable stone to Milan to be worked, Francesco 

wanted his money’s worth, so to speak.  

The final products made from scraps of lapis lazuli – paintings and commesso – 

pull together some of the threads we have considered up to this point. Whereas scraps of 

stone might be ground down for the creation of pigment, they could also be used in 

commesso, a form of stone mosaic developed in sixteenth-century Rome in imitation of 

polychrome opus sectile of the Roman period. The art form gained popularity in 

Florence, where Cosimo I established a workshop in the Palazzo Vecchio. Francesco, 

who became a skilled craftsman in his own right,425 would continue the tradition, 

expanding the workshop in an effort to rival those of Milan and Rome.426 Although 

works in hard stone by Francesco’s hand are not identifiable, a few examples of the 

production of the workshop he expanded do survive. 

A table top (Figure 5.15), credited as a product of Francesco’s workshop, features 

an intricate geometric pattern of different coloured stones, including lapis lazuli and 

                                                   

424 “Con la vostra de vii s'è ricevuta la scatoletta dove erano dentro i fragmenti et le regliquie di quel pezzo 

di lapis lazaro et si è inteso con la diligenza che si fa lavorare che tutto sin qui ci ha satisfatto.” ASF MP 

227, fol. 183v (MAP 28128). 
425 For an extant lathe possibly owned and used by Francesco, see Silvio A. Bedini, “A Renaissance 
Lapidary Lathe,” Technology and Culture 6, no. 3 (Summer, 1965): 407-15. See also Annamaria Giusti, 

Pietre Dure: The Art of Semiprecious Stonework, translated by Fabio Barry (Los Angeles: Getty 

Publications, 2006), 50. 

Agostino del Riccio also notes this in his chapter on lapis lazuli, writing that “E poi si puote dire di cotal 

pietre se ne faccino vasi belli e bacini ed altri lavori, come si vede aver fatto il Gran Duca Francesco a mio 

tempo al Casino tante fiate da me nominato,” Agostino del Rccio, Istoria delle pietre, 175.  
426 Annamaria Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 104. 
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jasper. The design serves to focus the viewer on the natural qualities of the stones. They 

are presented so as to be showcased, appreciated, and compared by the interested viewer. 

Ornella Casazza describes the table as “arriving through spectacular technical artifice at 

an analytical and delightful display of the products of nature… symmetrically placed and 

arranged as in some splendid kaleidoscope worthy of a ‘Wunderkammer.’”427 The skill of 

the creator of the table is obvious, yet it does not overwhelm the visual power of the 

polished stone – artifice and nature co-exist. The ordered geometry of man is balanced by 

the abstracted, unpredictable patterns of nature. Agostino del Riccio describes such tables 

as made by “diligent masters,” who unite various marbles and precious stones, including 

lapis lazuli, “which render them most beautiful and lovely.”428 These works were no 

minor craft, for they involved some of the foremost artists of the time, including Giorgio 

Vasari, who notes that he designed such tables for Francesco, any material evidence of 

which has been lost. These tabletops and the exquisite vessels in lapis speak to the 

interests of Francesco as a patron, suggesting a fascination and appreciation for the 

aesthetics of the natural world which could co-exist with the arts of man, to produce 

something neither could do in isolation.  

                                                   

427 Ornella Casazza, “Ferdinando I and Florentine ‘Commesso,’” in The Museo degli Argenti: Collections 

and Collectors, ed. Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza (Florence, Milan: Giunti Editore, S.p.A, 2004), 

84. This table is the most securely associated with Francesco. Other tables, generally dated to the last 

quarter of the sixteenth century exist, but cannot be so reliably related to the second Grand Duke. These 

examples tend to exhibit more elaborate patterning, featuring geometric forms along with more decorative 
motifs, such as scrolls, some perhaps even after drawings by artists such as Bernardo Buontalenti. Ornella 

Casazza discusses some of these tables briefly, but does not offer a proposal as for whom they were 

created. See her description of these tables in “Ferdinando I and Florentine ‘Commesso,’” 84-7. 
428 “Qui si deve dir che questa pietra si mette nelli anelli, altresì ne’ tavolini, che si usano far oggidì da’ 

maestri diligenti, che in detti tavolini di marmo ed altre sorte pietre, vi commettono tante altre pietre 

preziose e di lapis lazzuli ancora, che rendono quei più belli e più vaghi.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 175-

76. 
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A number of shifts in the production of stone works occurred under Ferdinando. 

To begin, the stone-working shops, along with many others, transferred from the Casino 

di San Marco to the Uffizi shortly after his ascension, a move that Annamaria Giusti 

describes as consolidating “in a single building, designed by Vasari, the government of 

the state, the Florentine workshops, and the Tribuna, a showcase for the finest pieces in 

the Medici collections.”429 Under Ferdinando, pietre dure was the most promoted art 

form, but he largely shifted artistic focus to commesso works. Further, under Ferdinando, 

artists moved away from the geometric patterns towards representational works, which 

became a hallmark of Ferdinando’s patronage as grand duke. This shift has been noted by 

other scholars, such as Giusti who describes the tables of Francesco as “distinguishable 

from Roman tables and from those made during the reign of Ferdinando by the emphasis 

given to the materials in preference to the composition” and cites the table discussed 

above as exemplary of this.430  

Whereas the appearance of the natural materials is enough to dazzle the viewer 

under Francesco, under Ferdinando, hard stones were increasingly used for their 

representational capabilities rather than simply being aesthetically appealing in their 

abstracted patterning. Lapis lazuli and other stones were pieced together to create images 

akin to a painting based on highly finished preparatory studies by artists such as Jacopo 

Ligozzi, with the stone work done by individuals specialized in the field of commesso. In 

such works, the white undulations of lapis lazuli are exploited to imply landscape, most 

often the sky or sea, as in the medallion commemorating the Piazza della Signoria 

                                                   

429 Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 107. 
430 Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 106. 
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(Figure 5.16), made by Bernardino Gaffurri and Jaques Bylivelt.431 Here, lapis lazuli, 

with many white inclusions, is used to suggest a cloudy blue sky. A table top created after 

a design by Ligozzi (Figure 5.17), depicts the port of Livorno wherein lapis lazuli is used 

for both sky and water, the white being appropriate for the churning waves of the sea and 

the clouds of the sky.432 Stones of all kinds are used to suggest the landscape and man-

made structures, each carefully selected to create the illusion of rolling waves, hills, 

ships, and buildings. From a distance, the flat surface might appear as if painted, leading 

the viewer to marvel at the wonder of Nature’s materials and man’s artifice upon closer 

inspection – a “painting in stone,” as some have called it.433 Such elaborate tabletops and 

panels focus on the artistic inventiveness and illusion of the creator to a greater extent 

than the geometric tables of Francesco, under whom the beauty of the stone for its own 

sake could be celebrated. As the tradition continued in the following centuries, the line 

between painting and stone would become increasingly blurred, as illustrated today by a 

walk through Florence’s Opificio delle Pietre Dure museum, the current manifestation of 

Ferdinando’s hard stone workshops and a major centre for art restoration.  

Artists not only used lapis lazuli for inlay work but also as a support on which to 

paint. Although originating much earlier, the use of stone in this way would become a 

                                                   

431 This medallion is made of gold and hard stone, and the scene is protected, according to Ornella Casazza, 

by a thin sheet of rock crystal. The more sculptural elements, such as the equestrian sculpture are 
completed with gold leaf. Casazza, “Ferdinando I and Florentine ‘Commesso,’” 83-4. 
432 Giusti, catalogue entry 67, Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, 338. 
433 Giusti, “The Origins and Splendors of the Grand-Ducal Pietre Dure Workshops,” 107. Elsewhere, Giusti 

qualifies such works as Ferdinando deciding to “compete with the art of painting” and that he “actually 

succeeded in doing so.” See her Annamaria Giusti, “The Zenith of the Dynasty: Grand Dukes of Tuscany,” 

in Masters of Florence: Glory and Genius at the Court of the Medici, ed. Annamaria Giusti (Memphis: 

Wonders, 2004), 160. 



 

 

 

193 

popular art form in the seventeenth century.434 In painting on stone, artist would look at 

the material’s surface and consider the type of landscape suggested and apply a painted 

scene accordingly. Most demonstrative of this play between pigment and natural stone is 

the work shown in Figure 5.18. This small, oval-shaped piece of lapis lazuli bears a 

miniaturized copy of Michelangelo’s Last Judgement.435 In his fresco, Michelangelo used 

large amounts of ultramarine for the blue background. In the miniature copy, an actual 

piece of lapis replaces refined pigment, creating a play between pigment and stone that 

would have encouraged delighted conversation. This small work, made during the rule of 

Francesco, though not at his court, demonstrates the playfulness between art and nature 

that was occurring during his lifetime.  

These paintings on stone, commesso scenes, and pietre dure vessels are 

antithetical to the pure blue sky of Bronzino’s double portrait and his Venus despite their 

shared materiality, serving to underscore the inherent artificiality of the paintings. These 

works of stone are also highly contrived, but artists exploited the natural qualities of their 

material and its associations, while sometimes further blurring the line between media, as 

in the case of the miniature Last Judgement and commesso works, breaking down the 

division implied in Bronzino’s work. Perhaps paintings on stone are the middle ground, 

uniting natural material, their representational qualities, and painting into a single work of 

art. By comparing one of Francesco’s hard stone vases to that depicted in the 

Lamentation, or the sky of Eleonora’s portrait to the port of Livorno tabletop, the varied 

                                                   

434 For a discussion of such works, see Anne-Laure Collomb, “Dall’ardesia alle pietre semipreziose. La 

pittura su pietra in Italia nel XVI e XVII secolo,” Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, exh. cat., ed. Maria Sframeli, 

Valentina Conticelli, Riccardo Gennaioli, Gian Carlo Parodi (Florence: Museo degli Argenti and Museo di 

Storia Naturale dell’Università di Firenze, “La Specola,” June 9-October 11, 2015) (Livorno: Sillabe, 

2015), 111-20. 
435 Anne-Laure Collomb, catalogue entry 75, Lapislazzuli: Magia del blu, 343. 
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ways in which artists worked with the natural stone, playing with its visual qualities, is 

evident. 

In his seminal text, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer 

in the Social History of Pictorial Style, Michael Baxandall identifies changes in painting 

contracts between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries such that a greater value was 

placed on skill and the hand of the artist over the value of materials, especially gold and 

grades of blue, suggestive of a shift in values from material to the skill or style of the 

artist.436 However, as this chapter has demonstrated, materiality remained of vital 

importance in the grand ducal court. Lapis lazuli was virtually a leitmotif of the Medici 

court in the sixteenth century in the form of both natural stone and ultramarine. This has 

not gone unnoticed by scholars. Gabrielle Langdon, building on the work of others, notes 

the combination of skill and precious materials used in Bronzino’s double portrait of 

Eleonora and Giovanni, writing that this is rather averse to “a shift in the appreciation of 

gold and high grades of blue in Renaissance paintings to an appreciation of skill” 

identified by scholars, particularly Michael Baxandall. She writes that  

in an effort to effect a new form of official portrait for 

women in the Florentine milieu, a blending of Bronzino’s 

skill and the earlier traditions associated with these 

pigments were probably seen as fortuitous by his Medici 

patrons; what mattered to viewer and patron was subject 

matter and intrinsic value, which could be read in the 

preciousness of lapis, gold, or other rare pigments.437  

 

Patrons continued to desire ultramarine despite its exponential price increases between 

the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. For example, in 1454 and 1459 an ounce of the 

                                                   

436 Baxandall, Painting and Experience, 1-27. 
437 Gabrielle Langdon, Medici Women: Portraits of Power, Love, and Betrayal from the Court of Duke 

Cosimo I (Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 2006): 73-4.  
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pigment ran 300 and 246 soldi, respectively, whereas in 1541 the same amount could be 

purchased for the astronomical sum of 1400 soldi. In 1577 and 1583, prices of 900 and 

562.5 soldi, respectively, are recorded.438 The sheer cost of these paintings in terms of 

their material needs indicates the importance of lapis lazuli – the material of ultramarine 

– to the patron. Indeed, documents indicate that Bronzino required a large amount of the 

pigment to get the desired concentration of colour in his double portrait of Eleonora and 

Giovanni, a quantity that would be prohibitive for many patrons.439 Had the material been 

less important, the Medici could easily have chosen a less expensive pigment, such as 

azurite, for the expansive blue fields in the portraits of women. Outside of the field of 

painting, the raw materials of nature were sought for their natural aesthetic value. Such 

materials were united with the skills of the foremost artists of the period – Vasari, 

Buontalenti, Ligozzi – to create exquisite works, further complemented by the specialized 

artists that executed the carving and enamel work.  

In examining Vasari’s writings, while keeping in mind the relationship between 

art and nature as expressed by lapis lazuli, we can identify tensions in the way art was 

discussed in texts and the way it manifested at the Medici court. Vasari states that 

Cosimo, in looking at the work of Bronzino saw “the artist’s excellence, and especially 

that he could draw from nature with the most diligence imaginable” and so employed him 

                                                   

438 These figures are taken from the tables in Susanne Kubersky-Piredda, “The Market for Painters’ 

Materials,’” 238-39. As these examples illustrate, the price increase was not consistent. She cites a variety 

of reasons for the high prices, including inflation, variances in trade, customs duties, and improved 
manufacturing processes.  
439 Langdon, Medici Women, 73. In a letter, Bonzino requests more blue pigment of a painting, fearing he 

does not have a supply sufficient for the large and dark field (“…non credo, poter fare con manco, perché il 

campo è grande et ha ad essere scuro...”). Maurice Brock states the letter must refer to the double portrait 

given its date (1545) and that “it can hardly be other than the portrait of the duchess and her son, which is 

after all of large size and possessed a dark blue background.” For this analysis, see Brock, Bronzino, 88. 

The letter is reproduced in full in Cox-Rearick, Bronzino’s Chapel of Eleonora, 333. 
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for a great number of works within the court.440 But painting from nature had its limits. 

The artist was unconcerned with the realities of lapis lazuli, and created an idealized 

fantasy version of that stone. Vasari was writing, specifically, of the artist’s frescos in the 

Chapel of Eleonora, and although the Lamentation is a painting on panel, it was a part of 

the overall scheme. An examination of it along with Bronzino’s portrait of Pierantonio 

indicates the inherent tension in Vasari’s words. In his rendering of the long-valued 

stone, Bronzino takes nature as a guide, but through his art presents the painter’s ideal of 

this material – its appearance when transformed into a material useful to his trade – 

pigment. The idea that a good artist paints from nature, but improves upon it was a trope; 

certainly Bronzino was renowned as a portraitist, but the idea of copying from nature was 

a construct meant to indicate the skill of the artist, as opposed to the verisimilitude of his 

painting.441 The long-standing trope that artists perfect nature is disrupted by the interest 

in the natural visual qualities of stone and even its abilities to mimic paintings. In 

Vasari’s Vite, the tropes and biases of the writer in regard to the importance of artistic 

style and nature can potentially overwrite other qualities of the artistic milieu of the 

period. 

 

                                                   

440 “Il signor duca, veduta in queste ed altre opera l’eccellenza di questo pittore, e particolarmente che era 
suo proprio ritrarre dal naturale qunato più diligenza si può imaginare, fece ritrarre sè, che allora era 

giovane, armato tutto d’arme bianche e con una mano sopra l’elmo.” Vasari-Milanesi, 7:597-8. 
441 For the Vasari and the idea of art perfecting nature, see Gabrielle Langdon, “Decorum in Portraits of 

Medici Women at the Court of Cosimo I 1537-1574” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan), 1:34. 

For more on the relationship between art and nature in Vasari, see Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy, 

1450-1600 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940), 86-102 and Patricia Lee Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and 

History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 231-85. 
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5.5 The Memory of Stone 

Stone was an integral part of the visual culture of Medici Florence, and Vasari, 

who himself designed commesso work, does not ignore this. He speaks of how raw stones 

might be worked in his technical introduction, but evokes a sense of their cultural 

significance in his Ragionamenti:   

For it is hard stone [pietre dure] which is carved into every 

kind of work, and more of antiquity is preserved in it than 

in any other substance, as is seen in porphyries, jaspers, 

cameos, and other types of very hard stone. In solitary cliffs 

on the edge of the sea it stands up to all the lashings of 

water and wind and other causalities of fortune and time.442  

 

Vasari subsequently compares Cosimo I to stone in his possession of such strength, but 

also implicates stone in the human need for remembrance, a permanence achievable 

through the materials of nature, a permanence to which the Medici were attracted. The 

ability of stones to hold memory is exemplified earlier in the text during a lengthy speech 

given by Vasari to a young Francesco. In discussing the renovations to the palazzo 

Vecchio, he explains that Cosimo  

knew that the modern addition could have been built very 

successfully, but he did not want to alter the foundations 

and the mother-walls because in this old form they gave 

origin to his new government... his greatness depends upon 

the origin of this palace and its old walls. But since they 

were disarranged and broken up, he desired to restore them 

with order and measure and by placing over them these 

correct and well-composed decorations… He gives youth 

to what was old, life to what was dead… An artist who 

wanted to paint lavish stories of this revered republic could 

not do so on a new wall in any case, for such stones would 

not have been witness to the host of distinguished events 

that these old walls have seen. For their constancy in 

                                                   

442 Giorgio Vasari and Jerry Lee Draper, “Vasari’s Decoration in the Palazzo Vecchio: The Ragionamenti 

Translated with an Introduction and Notes,” trans. Jerry Lee Draper (Ph.D. dissertation, University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1973): 89-90. 
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standing firm to fatigue and suffering from 1298 to the 

present day, they deserve to be adorned and gilded as you 

see… Since these stones knew the justice, goodness and 

love which the great Cosimo il Vecchio brought to them 

and to his country, they were always devoted to him. They 

hoped that whoever should one day renew his name would 

render the palace illustrious, renew and embellish it, and 

with the splendor of the ornaments which should be made, 

that this palace should be famous as the rarest and most 

comfortable – a singular palace, the equal of which was 

never built by the greatness of any republic or prince.443 

 

To this rather lengthy speech, Francesco simply responds “I’m sure you’re right, because 

ancient monuments to things past yield more honor, greatness, and admiration to history 

than anything modern.”444 In this exegesis on past and present linked intimately and 

explicitly with a proclamation of Cosimo’s right to rule, stones are posited as witnesses to 

history, and as such inherently valuable. They may be cloaked in new in the form of 

paintings – Vasari places himself as fundamentally central to the modern in his 

decoration of the Palazzo Vecchio – but ultimately the past supports the present and 

stones continuously collect memories.   

It may seem odd that lapis lazuli, in its associations with the ever-changing clouds 

and waves, would be linked to memory and permanence. But perhaps we can think of 

Nature as an artist, capturing, even petrifying, the most fleeting of phenomena into a 

permanent work of art. The correlation between stones holding memory and lapis lazuli 

in particular is made clear by Agostino del Riccio. In writing of the “beautiful” and 

“lovely” works for which lapis lazuli was used, including rings and tabletops, Agostino 

transitions to ruminations on the past. He speaks of the ability of stones to honour homes, 

                                                   

443 Vasari, Draper, “The Ragionamenti,” 89-90. 
444 Vasari, Draper, “The Ragionamenti,” 93. 
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palaces, and chapels, for such “antiquities demonstrate the good and gentile spirits and 

antiquity of the honourable families of Florence.”445 Immediately following, he fears the 

loss of such history, writing “here one can say how the riches of great families are 

missing, because of the neglect of children, who do not imitate their wise and prudent 

fathers.” He speaks of “disloyal,” “shameful,” and “evil” sons who rent or sell familial 

palazzi, and even remove coats of arms from palaces and casements. They do so with 

incredible intent, knowing no limits,446 and displaying insatiable desire such that “the 

riches of Cresio, of Solomon, and of the greatest Roman emperors would not be enough.” 

In response to the loss of such history, Agostino writes of Cosimo enacting an order 

preventing coats of arms from being removed “so that the memory of the ancients will 

not be extinguished.”447 Agostino’s lament on the current generation’s attitude to the past 

and the importance of preserving the history of the buildings of Florence immediately 

                                                   

445 “Qui si deve dir che questa pietra si mette nelli anelli, altresì ne’ tavolini, che si usano far oggidì da’ 

maestri diligenti, che in detti tavolini di marmo ed altre sorte pietre, vi commettono tante altre pietre 

preziose e di lapis lazzuli ancora, che rendono quei più belli e più vaghi; laonde esorto i nostri signori 

mercanti fiorentini che sieno diligenti di fare venire simil pietre, sì per loro, sì anco per onorar le case loro e 
palazzi, altresì le loro cappelle che sono nei bei tempi della città, che in vero queste colali anticaglie 

imostrano i bei animi ed i gentili spiriti ed antichità delle onorate famiglie di Firenze.” Riccio, Istoria delle 

pietre, 175-76. 
446 Agostino writes that they would raze or sink a “ship of cork” (“navi di sughero”). There is no limit to 

what this generation of Florentines would do in Agostino’s eyes. They are so bent on their intentions that 

they would literally sink a ship of cork – no small feat given the incredible buoyancy of the material. I am 

grateful to Una D’Elia in helping me to decipher this particular figure of speech, and to Chantal Manna, for 

her suggestions regarding the translation of this rather intriguing passage.  
447 “Qui si puote dire come mancono sovente le ricchezze delle gran famiglie, per la trascurità dei figli, che 

non vanno imitando i loro accorti ed avveduti leali padri loro, ma non mancono già le memorie nella città 

di torri, palazzi, tempii, cappelle, che hanno fatto i nostri antichi, imperoché questi non si possono mandar 

male dai disleali e malvagi scapigliati figli; il più che possono fare quei impegnano colali palazzi o li 
vendono, ma onta loro vi riman l’arme della loro famiglia, mercé della lodata e non mai abbastanza 

ordinazio ne che fece il Gran Duca Cosimo, che ordinò che nessuno fussi mai tanto ardito di levar arme 

nessuna che si trovasse in muraglie, acciò non si spegnesse mai le memorie delli antichi, cosa in vero bene 

statuita, posciaché i disleali, malvagi e vituperosi scapigliati darebbono, se potessino, fondo non solo 

all’arme, che sono nei palazzi e casamenti di Firenze, ma alle navi di sughero, pur che quei si cavassino le 

loro sfrenate voglie, che in vero son tante, che non basterebbe loro le ricchezze di Cresio, di Salomone e 

delli grandissimi Imperatori Romani.” Riccio, Istoria delle pietre, 176. 
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following his discussion of the beautiful works in lapis lazuli speaks to a correlation 

between this particular material, the honour it conveys, and memory.   

The culmination of this fascination with stone and its perpetuity is the Chapel of 

the Princes at San Lorenzo (Figure 5.19). In the original conception of this space, the 

interior of the dome was to be covered in lapis lazuli.448 The amount of stone required for 

this feat would have been staggering. Lapis stands in for the sky in the same way 

ultramarine was used by Bronzino in his famous double portrait and in commesso works. 

This jeweled reliquary for the remains of these terrestrial rulers would have figuratively 

opened to the heavens. The Medici of the late sixteenth century did not desire the white 

stone of Michelangelo’s monument to their illustrious relatives, but sought instead a 

symphony of coloured stones mirroring the heavens, which the Bible tells us is made of 

precious stones. This is a polychrome space akin to those of the Roman Empire, such as 

the Pantheon, a culture long emulated for its perceived prosperity and endurance, as 

suggested in that small lapis lazuli portrait of Cosimo I. But here, as in that small cameo, 

the moderns seek to outdo the ancients. Through coloured stone, the Medici sought to 

perpetuate their terrestrial presence. The stone-covered space was one for remembrance 

and reverence.  

Lapis lazuli was a potent bearer of meaning – wealth, royalty, holiness, 

preciousness – and one taken up by the Medici in both painting and works of material 

culture. These varied uses of lapis reveal a push and pull between artifice and nature: 

between a desire to perfect nature and an embracing of its natural qualities; and between 

                                                   

448 Lindsay Alberts mentions this in her dissertation, see “From Studiolo to Uffizi: Sites of Collecting and 

Display under Francesco I de’ Medici” (Ph.D. dissertation, Boston University, 2016), 271. 
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a desire to emphasize materiality and attempts to blur media boundaries by combining 

nature and artifice to create self-consciously playful works of art. The importance of this 

particular stone to the Medici was such that it was to crown the space meant to 

memorialize them in perpetuity. Here, the visitor is overwhelmed by the varied materials 

of nature, brought together under the power of the Medici. Had the original plan been 

executed, lapis lazuli would stand above all other stones. 
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Figure 5.1 Portrait of a Man (Pierantonio Bandini), Bronzino, c. 1550-55. National Gallery 

of Art, Ottawa. 
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Figure 5.2 Bowl, Gasparo Miseroni, c. 1563. Museo di Storia Naturale, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 Map showing the location of the Sar-e-Sang mines, source of lapis lazuli, in 

Afghanistan. 
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Figure 5.4 Lamentation, Agnolo Bronzino, 1543-45. Musee des Beaux Arts et d’Archeologie, 

Besancon. 
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Figure 5.5 Detail of lapis lazuli pitcher, Agnolo Bronzino, Lamentation, 1543-45. Musee des 

Beaux Arts et d’Archeologie, Besancon. 
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Figure 5.6 Portrait of Eleonora of Toledo and her son Giovanni, Agnolo Bronzino, c. 1545. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florencce. 

 

Figure 5.7 Portrait of Eleonora of Toledo, Agnolo Bronzino, 1543. National Gallery, Prague. 
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Figure 5.8 Portrait of Bia, Agnolo Bronzino, c. 1542. Galleria delgli Uffizi, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 5.9 Portrait of Giulia de’Medici (?),Agnolo Bronzino, 1541-45. Galleria degli Uffizi, 

Florence. 
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Figure 5.10 Portrait of Cosimo I and Eleonora of Toledo, unknown artist, 1546. Collection 

of Mrs. Arthur Erlanger, Connecticut. 

 

Figure 5.11 Cameo with Portrait of Cosimo I, unknown artist, c. 1567-88. Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 5.12 Cup or bowl in the form of a shell, Giovan Battista Cervi, 1576. Museo degli 

Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 
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Figure 5.13 Lapis lazuli flask, grand ducal workshops, Jaques Bylivelt and others after a 

drawing by Bernardo Buontalenti, 1583-84. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 
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Figure 5.14 Lapis lazuli pitcher, grand ducal workshops, Hans Doms after a drawing by 

Bernardo Buontalenti, 1577-78. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 
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Figure 5.15 Pietre dure tabletop, grand ducal workshops. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo 

Pitti, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 5.16 Pietre dure plaque with view of the Piazza della Signoria, grand ducal 

workshops, Bernardino Gaffuri and Jaques Bylivelt, 1599-1600. Palazzo Pitt, Museo degli 

Argenti, Florence. 
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Figure 5.17 Commesso table top with a view of the port of Livorno, Cristofano Gaffuri after 

a drawing by Jacopo Ligozzi, 1601-4. Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence. 

 

Figure 5.18 Last Judgement, after Michelangelo, after 1565. Collection of Alessandra di 

Castro, Rome. 
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Figure 5.19 Cappella dei Principe, Giovanni de’ Medici, begun 1604. San Lorenzo, 

Florence. 
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Chapter 6 

Shells: The Expanding World and Challenges to Classicism 

One of the most ubiquitous natural objects found in Francesco’s Florence is the 

shell. In all their variety of forms, colours, and textures, shells have always been objects 

of fascination and have been collected, written about, worn, and adapted as motifs in the 

arts since prehistoric times. Thus, in the use and representation of shells in a variety of 

objects, spaces, and texts, including the Studiolo, the grottos of Pratolino, the Grotta 

Grande, the Tribuna, the Casino di San Marco, inventories, and natural history treatises, 

Francesco and the artists of his court were participating in a well-established tradition. 

The use and representation of shells suggest a collapse in attitudes towards them as 

objects of art and objects of nature, exemplifying the fluid relationship between the two. 

They also demonstrate tensions between ancient and modern – between classicism 

inherited from the past and new understandings of the world as a result of European 

programs of expansion and natural history that challenged received traditions.  

Shells, readily accessible within the boundaries of Europe but also arriving in 

greater numbers from the far reaches of the globe, were aesthetically intriguing objects in 

themselves, and must have seemed to come in infinitely new varieties of shapes, colours, 

textures, and sizes. Both large and small, symmetrical and irregular forms reached 

European hands. Their colours ranged from neutral to bright, or might exhibit a striking 

pattern or a lustrous iridescence on their interior, referred to today as “nacre” and 
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historically as “mother-of-pearl.”449 Shells came in a variety of textures, varying from 

rough to smooth, ridged or spiked and, further, the rigidity and ordered geometry of their 

spiraling forms was akin to architecture. They thus exemplified the variety and 

inventiveness of Nature’s creative abilities as painter, sculptor, and architect, encouraging 

an exploitation or exploration of these qualities within the arts. 

Scholarship on the early modern fascination with shells has focused largely on 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France and northern Europe, when a sort of shell-

mania took hold and shells were coveted and sold at exorbitant prices. This body of 

literature provides a great wealth of information on the place of shells in both art and 

natural historical contexts, two interconnected spheres in the period. A close look at the 

role of shells in the places and objects associated with Francesco reveals similarities in 

terms of the aesthetic appreciation of shells, natural historical concerns, their place in 

collection spaces, and their ornamental quality, as well as differences that are specific to 

the Florentine court. Thus, despite its disparate geographic and temporal focus, 

scholarship on the later period provides a rich body of knowledge that helps to clarify 

attitudes towards shells in the sixteenth century and so it will appear frequently in the 

following chapter.450 

 

                                                   

449 The outer layer of pearls is composed of the same substance and thus the similarity in colour between 

pearls and shells. 
450 The material presented here in regard to Dutch and French appreciation for shells was gathered for the 

purpose of a graduate seminar on the Rococo taught by Professor Gauvin Bailey. In my paper for this class, 

I considered the ways in which shells were appreciated as aesthetic objects and how this was multiplied 

through their collection and their adaption into decorative motifs.  
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6.1 Nature’s Playful Conceits: The Aesthetics of Shells 

In the early modern period, shells were considered exemplary of Mother Nature’s 

artistry.451 The best sense of this comes from the writings of Edmé-François Gersaint 

(1694-1750), a French merchant of art and objets d’art and a central figure of the 

booming shell market, who instituted auctions of naturalia and published learned 

catalogues, the most important of which was Catalogue raisonné de coquilles et autres 

curiosités naturelles (1736). For Gersaint, shells were works of art that generated 

pleasure in their symmetry, variety, diversity, and workmanship; he writes: “what variety 

in their shapes! Nature has never played with more diversity in any other of her 

productions; there are some flat, concave, round half-rounded; some are serrated, others 

fluted; some are spiky, others smoother!”452 Similar, though slightly less enthusiastic 

sentiments were expressed in the sixteenth century. Ambroise Paré (1510-90), a French 

physician and surgeon, writes “there are found in the sea such strange and diverse sorts of 

shells that one can say that Nature, chambermaid of the great God, disports herself in the 

                                                   

451 For some brief comments on shells as evidence of nature as artist, see Fabian Jonietz, “Le conchiglie 

della Tribuna,” in La Tribuan del Principe: storia, contesto, restauro, Colloquio internazionale, Firenze, 

Palazzo Grifoni, November 29-December 1, 2012, ed. Natali, Antonio, Alessando Nova, and Massimiliano 

Rossi (Florence: Giunti Editore, S.p.A., 2014), 196-98. 
452 “Que de variété dans leurs formes! Jamais la Nature ne s’est joüée avec plus de diversité dans aucune de 

ses Productions; il y en a de plates, de concaves, de rondes, de demi rondes: les unes sont dentellées, les 

autres cannelées; celles ci herissées, celles là raboteuses!” Edmé-François Gersaint, Catalogue raisonné de 

coquilles et autres curiosités naturelles (Paris, 1736), 8. This quotation is discussed in E.C. Spary, 

“Scientific Symmetries,” History of Science (2004): 14-16. The desire to preserve, but also enhance the 

natural beauty of shells was achieved through their cleaning with alcohol, polishing, and finally being 
brushed with egg-white. Such subtle modification was seen as necessary to preserve their original beauty. 

Indeed, the demand for such treatments created a market for the services of specialized practitioners. 

Sometimes, the appearance of the shell was dramatically changed, and a market in forgeries developed, 

preying upon the less discerning collectors. Bettina Dietz, “Mobile Objects: The Space of Shells in 

Eighteenth-Century France” The British Journal for the History of Science 39(3):373; E.C. Spary, 

“Scientific Symmetries,” 22. See also S. Peter Dance, Rare Shells (London: Faber and Faber, Ltd., 1969): 

27-8. 
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manufacture of them.”453 Nature, although subservient to God, enjoys some autonomy, 

being free to play in her creations. This theme appears throughout Paré’s text. Elsewhere 

he writes “one sees in rocks and plants, effigies of men and other animals, and there is no 

explanation for them, except to say that Nature is disporting herself in her creations.”454 

Despite the joyous exclamations of Gersaint and the reserved tone of Paré, they share a 

sense of wonder at the diversity of a playful Nature’s creations. She is an artificer and 

shells are her works of art.  

The aesthetic appreciation for shells in Florence is not spelled out in such terms, 

but rather suggested in some of the ways that they featured within its material culture. 

Francesco kept shells as a part of his own collections of naturalia and artificialia, and 

they were surely found within the Studiolo. Although an inventory of the space does not 

mention them, its date of 1574 would suggest that perhaps the space had not yet been 

fully populated, for the painted works therein are generally dated to 1570-75.455 The 

exhaustive inventories of the Medici households, however, offer substantive evidence of 

their presence at the grand ducal court. An inventory drawn up in June of 1574 contains a 

number of listings for shells among the guardaroba of the “Palazzo di Piaza [sic.]” of 

Francesco. The entries read as follows: “One large spiral seashell,” “Two spiral seashells, 

one large and one small,” “Four spiral seashells,” and “Five spiral and niche shells.”456 

The writer of the inventory uses the words “chiocciola” and “nicchio,” which are both 

                                                   

453 Ambroise Paré, On Monsters and Marvels, trans. Janis L. Pallister (Chicago and London: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1982), 125. 
454 Paré, On Monsters and Marvels, 107. 
455 For a transcription and commentary on this inventory see Lindsay Alberts, “The Studiolo of Francesco I 

de’ Medici: A Recently-Found Inventory,” Art Histories Supplement 2.0 (2015): 3-23. 
456 “Chiocciolone uno di mare,” “Chiocciole marini no dua una grandi et una piccolo,” “Chiocciole marini 

no quattro,” and “Chiocci et nichj no cinque.” ASF GM 87, fol. 28v-29r. 
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terms that can be translated as “shell.” In contemporary usage the former most commonly 

designates snail shells, but historically its meaning was more general, referring also to 

any univalve shells with a spiral shape. In contemporary usage, “nicchio” (or “nichj” as 

the scribe spelled it) most commonly translates as “niche,” whereas historically it could 

also refer to shells with a similar shape, specifically bivalve shells, such as the scallop. 

The pages that precede these entries list the contents of “armario xij,” among which are 

numerous references to lavish works in hard stone (lapis lazuli, jasper, “oriental crystal,” 

and heliotrope), such as saltcellars, cups, bowls, and vases, as well as spoons featuring 

mother-of-pearl and coral. The shells, it seems, were closely associated with this space, 

possibly somehow affixed to the wall above, for the folio on which they appear begins 

with “Things hanging on the walls and above the wardrobes of the above mentioned 

room.”457 Apart from shells, the objects that follow include a portrait of Francesco said to 

be by Bernardo Buontalenti, as well as busts and vases in marble and alabaster – all 

objects that might be affixed to the wall or displayed on shelves. The lavish works closely 

associated with the shells would suggest that they were likely appreciated and/or used in 

similar ways – either for tableware or as objets to be appreciated in a manner akin to 

works of art. Such an aesthetic attitude appears also at the villa of Il Riposo, which acts 

as the setting for and that lends its name to Raffaello Borghini’s exposition on the arts. 

Vecchietti, the villa’s proprietor, owned some rather remarkable works of art, including, 

Borghini tells us, cartoons by Leonardo, drawings by Cellini, studies and bronze 

sculptures by Giambologna, a painting by Botticelli and another by Antonello da 

Messina. But what he describes as “a great marvel to see,” is a room that features 

                                                   

457 “Cose appicatte in alto alle mura et sopra gli Armai della sopradetta stanza.” ASF GM 87, fol. 28r. 
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statuettes “of marble, bronze, clay and wax… fine stones of many sorts… vases of 

porcelain and of rock crystal, seashells of many kinds, pyramids of precious stone, 

jewels, medals, masks, fruit and animals frozen in very fine stone [fossils], and many new 

and rare things coming from India and from Turkey as astonishes whoever sees them.”458 

As in the Medici guardaroba, fine works of art were juxtaposed with the art of Nature. 

Both are marvelous to see and display artistry and so can be appreciated similarly. The 

shells mentioned in the Medici inventory are not qualified in any way beyond their basic 

shape, whereas the scribe made an effort to note both the material and function of other 

objects, such as the spoon, suggesting they were unmodified – that these objects of nature 

were simultaneously objects of art.  

 

6.2 Collecting and Displaying Shells 

In collecting shells, Francesco, and likely Cosimo before him, were engaged in a 

practice enjoyed by the Romans. The consuls Laelius (b. 186BCE) and Scipio (b. 

186BCE) are said to have enjoyed the pursuit, and collections of marine molluscs, 

including more exotic species, were discovered during the course of nineteenth-century 

excavations at Pompeii.459 Shell collecting would continue throughout the medieval 

world, yet it would not gain great popularity as a wider cultural phenomenon until the 

seventeenth century in northern Europe. For the Dutch, collecting was a function of 

empire and items from the far reaches of the globe could be obtained by eager collectors 

                                                   

458 Raffaello Borghini, Il Riposo, ed. and trans. Lloyd H. Ellis Jr. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

2007), 50. 
459 Dance, Rare Shells, 24 and M.G. Harasewych and Fabio Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells: A Lifesize 

Guide to Identifying and Classifying Six Hundred Shells (London: The Ivy Press Limited, 2010), 18. 
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directly from newly arriving ships, East India shops, as well as apothecaries and auctions, 

fulfilling a demand fed by varied and entwined motives, including the achievement or 

maintenance of a good reputation, collections as merchandise and investments, aesthetic 

pleasure, study of nature leading to knowledge of the divine, and the satisfaction of 

“scientific” curiosity.460 Shell mania spread to France, where collectors were bound by 

similar impulses. Here, shells reached their peak popularity, their prices climaxing in the 

mid-1750s, when they could be auctioned for as much as a painting by Anthony van 

Dyck (1599-1641) or Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665). Prices leveled off in the 60s and then 

collapsed in the 70s.461 The Medici participation in the shell-mania taking hold in 

northern Europe in the seventeenth century is attested to by a still life painting of two 

shells set against a black background by Filippo D’Angeli (called Filippo Napoletano) 

made for Cosimo II (1590-1621) (Figure 6.1).462 The Medici interest in shells would 

continue under Cosimo III (1642-1723), who obtained the collection of Georg Eberhard 

Rumph (sometimes called Rumphius) (1627-1702), a botanist who worked for the Dutch 

East India Company, amassed a great collection of shells, and wrote the posthumously 

published The Ambonese Curiosity Cabinet (1705).463 This is only a brief overview of the 

                                                   

460 Bert van der Roemer, “Neat Nature: The Relation between Nature and Art in a Dutch Cabinet of 

Curiosities form the Early Eighteenth Century,” History of Science (2004): 49-54. See also Dance, Rare 

Shells, 25. This observation is also made by Harasewych and Fabio Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells, 18. 
461 Dietz, “Mobile Objects,” 377-378. 
462 Marco Chiarini has suggested that the painting is unusual in comparison to the work normally collected 

by the Grand Duke, seeing it as more keeping with the tastes of Francesco and linking it to Mannerism; 

whereas Jonietz, “Le conchiglie della Tribuna,” 198 places it in line with the broader collecting culture, 
particularly that related to natural history, in the seventeenth century. I tend to share Jonietz’s opinion. For 

Chiarini, see “Catalogue 29,” in The Medici, Michelangelo, and the Art of Late Renaissance Florence, exh. 

cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Palazzo Strozzi, Florence, June 6, 2002-September 29, 2002 and Art 

Institute of Arts, Detroit, March 16, 2003-June 8, 2003) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 164. 
463 Harold J. Cook, Matters of Exchange: Commerce, Medicine, and Science in the Dutch Golden Age 

(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 331. For more on the acquisition of Rumphius’ 

collection by Cosimo II, see also Giovanni Targioni-Tozzetti and Ugolino Martelli, Le collezioni di Giorgio 
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phenonmenon in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.464 In comparison, collecting of 

shells in the sixteenth century is less well understood, but the Medici, along with other 

wealthy collectors and naturalists, certainly actively sought shells to fulfil a variety of 

purposes. In this way, Francesco was participating in a burgeoning interest in the 

acquisition of shells fed by global expansion that brought Nature’s wondrous conceits 

from the far reaches of the globe closer to home, where they were subject to the 

interested gaze of both naturalists and elite collectors.  

Shells were not the sole purview of the princely collector, such as Francesco, but 

also learned and wealthy men, such as Francesco Calzolari (sometimes Calceolari) (1522-

1609), an apothecary from Verona, who amassed a large collection of naturalia. A 

description of his collection was published in 1584 and is the first inventory of such a 

type of collection to mention shells. It was followed by a later, more substantive and 

illustrated text in 1622.465 Ferrante Imperato (c. 1525-1615?), a Neapolitan apothecary, 

also amassed a naturalia collection that included a number of shells. His Dell'historia 

naturale (1599) included illustrations of these, particularly those considered the most 

unusual, such as a bivalve heart-shaped shell (Figure 6.2). Imperato’s treatise, however, 

is better known for its frontispiece (Figure 6.3), which displays part of his collection 

located in the Palazzo Gravina in Naples. The room is lined with shelves laden with 

                                                   

Everardo Rumpf: acquistate dal granduca Cosimo III de’ Medici, una volta esistenti nel Museo di fisica e 

storia naturale di Firenze (Florence: Tip. L. Niccolai, 1903). 
464 For some brief comments on collecting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Italy and elsewhere, 

particularly as it relates to natural history, see Jonietz, “Le conchiglie della Tribuna,” 198-200. 
465 Karin Leonhard, “Shell Collecting. On 17th-Century Conchology, Curiosity Cabinets and Still Life 

Painting,” in Early Modern Zoology: The Construction of Animals in Science, Literature, and the Visual 

Arts (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2007), 1:190. The accounts of Calceolari’s collection are Joannes Baptista 

Olivi, De reconditis et praecipuis collectaneis in Museo Calceolaris asservatis (Venice, 1584) and 

Benedetto Ceruti and Andrea Chiocco, Musaeum Franc. Calceolari iun. veronensis (1622).  
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books, cabinets, taxidermy, and other curiosities. Four well-dressed men occupy the 

space, discussing the wonders of nature that surround them. They seem particularly 

struck by the ceiling, which is indeed a sight, for it is covered in water-dwelling 

creatures, including a great number of molluscs. We might take this image as a model for 

the way shells were displayed on the walls in the guardaroba, as recorded in the Palazzo 

Vecchio inventory. Despite being a publication on natural history, the artist of this 

particular print has largely eschewed naturalism, reducing individual objects to their most 

basic forms. The concern here is to evoke a sense of the space and its contents in an effort 

to invoke a sense of wonder similar to that experienced by the gentlemen who gesture 

and discuss the varied manifestations of Nature’s diverse creations.   

The Neapolitan was more concerned with the display of nature in its raw form, 

yet the stuff of nature appears almost as ornament. Birds stand in niches as if statues, 

crustaceans and fish are artfully arranged on the wall above the window, and branches of 

coral are mounted to cabinet tops. The creative arrangement of the space is a precedent 

for the later more elaborate Dutch and French collections of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries where the natural beauty of an individual shell was multiplied 

through their artful and ordered arrangement in shell drawers such as those shown in 

Figure 6.4.466 Such arrangements made their way to the printed page. An engraving by 

Andries van Buysen (1698-1747) shows a large room where visitors peruse drawers in 

which insects and shells have been artfully arranged in a manner said to be reminiscent of 

                                                   

466 Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 57-58. The owner of these particular drawers was Simon Schijnvoet (1653-

1727). He was an editor of one of Georg Eberhard Rumphius’ texts. Dániel Margócsy, Commercial 

Visions: Science, Trade and Visual Culture in the Dutch Golden Age (Chicago and London: The University 

of Chicago Press, 2014): 3. 
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embroideries (Figure 6.5).467 The plates from Albertus Seba’s (1665-1736) treatise, 

Locupletissimi rerum naturalium thesauri (1734), include illustrations of artfully 

arranged shells, some more geometric, others more figural (Figure 6.6). In the eighteenth 

century, Dezallier d’Argenville (1680-1765), secretary to the King of France and amateur 

garden designer and natural historian, wrote a seminal text on shells in which a series of 

illustrations presented molluscs in symmetrical, ordered patterns (Figure 6.7).468 In Dutch 

and French collections, the boundary between art and nature was fluid. Natural items 

could be appreciated in their own right, but also organized into aesthetically appealing 

arrangements.469 The viewer of such drawers and illustrations were meant to experience 

the same sort of wonder in the face of Nature as that felt by the viewer of Imperato’s 

frontispiece or by the visitor to his collection. The artful arragement of nature allowed for 

its aesthetic appreciation and encouraged its contemplation. 

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century treatises on the organization of 

collections, the entwined importance of natural historical concerns and aesthetics was 

explicit.470 Familial grouping, for example, generated aesthetic pleasure in the variances 

                                                   

467 This image shows the collection of Levinus Vincent (1658-1727). Vincent’s tapestries of insects and 

shells were made by his wife, Johanna van Breda. See Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 58-9 for comments on 

Vincent’s wife. See also Frances Terpak, “Objects and Contexts” Devices of Wonder: From the World in a 

Box to Images on a Screen, exh. cat., ed. Barbara Maria Stafford and Frances Terpak exh. cat. (Los 

Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum Nov. 13, 2001-Feb. 3, 2002), 149-50. 
468 D’Argenville’s treatise, La conchyliologie, ou Histoire naturelle des coquilles de mer, was first issued in 

1742. Its popularity is attested to by its reissue in 1755-7 and the publication of a third edition 1780. 

Scholars have noted the similarity between shell drawers and the printed page. For example, Bettina Dietz 

points out that the patterned arrangements found in Dutch collections, particularly that of Vincent 

“corresponds to the decorative arrangement of shells depicted in a number of compendia, for example in 

the various editions of” d’Argenville’s treatise on shells,” suggesting that “collections of natural objects 
and the illustrative pages of natural history subscribe to the same aesthetic representations.” Dietz, “Mobile 

Objects,” 373, note 45. 
469 Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 52 identifies a blurring of art and nature in Dutch shell drawers given the artful 

arrangements of natural items.  
470 For example, Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 74 refers to a seventeenth-century guide that advises the collector 

to “take notice of two main principles for a good arrangement: he should take care that everything is set out 

with splendor and luster, but at the same time he should pay heed to the natural order of the objects.” The 
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of individual shells within a single group. In the eighteenth century, d’Argenville 

promoted such an arrangement, writing:   

Though it seems that in arranging shells by family, one 

loses the beautiful enamel of colours, one can nevertheless 

approach the beauty of parterres in a plentiful collection, 

such that each drawer is filled with one family, then the 

colours vary between different species of the family [and] 

present a most agreeable perspective, and one loses only in 

the diversity of forms.471 

 

The preoccupation with the aesthetics of shells and their arrangement was so pervasive 

that Bettina Dietz sees the development of what she calls “a specific natural historical 

‘aesthetic,’” a concept that she extends to collections as a whole, specifically those that 

also included works of art, scientific instruments, as well as the exhibition room itself, 

suggesting an “an aesthetic code whose aim was to create a subtle aesthetic pleasure by 

which the spectrum of objects contained by the collections” created an ordered, 

“decorative whole.”472 Thus the beauties of shells were implicated in the larger aesthetics 

                                                   

guide to which van der Roemer refers specifically is Johann Daniel Major’s (1636-93) Unvorgreiffliches 

Bedencken von Kunst- und Naturalien-Kammern insgenmein (1674).  
471 “Quoiqu'il paroisse qu'en rangeant les Coquilles par familles, l'on perde le bel émail des couleurs, on 
peut cependant aprocher de la beauté des Parterres par une nombreuse collection, de maniére que chaque 

tiroir soit rempli d'une seule famille; les couleurs alors variées dans les differentes espéces de la famille, 

présentent un aspect fort agréable, & l'on ne perd que dans la diversité des formes.” Dezallier d’Argenville, 

L’Histoire naturelle éclaircie dans deux de ses principals, la lithologie et la conchyliologie (Paris: Chez De 

Bure, 1742), 196. Spary discusses this passage and its reflection of an interest in engaging in natural 

historical knowledge in the arrangement of shells in “Scientific Symmetries,” 18.  
472 Dietz, “Mobile Objects,” 365, 371. Spary, “Scientific Symmetries,” 1-46 gives considerable 

consideration to the intimate relationship between aesthetic and natural historical concerns, demonstrating 

that largely, one could not be separated from the other, both in actual collections and in publications. 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the aesthetics of shells and their arrangement went beyond a 

desire to generate pleasure and mirror natural historical concerns, taking on a religious sensibility. To 

create pleasing, symmetrical arrangements of the materials of nature was to bring them closer to their 
prelapsarian state. Human craftsmanship was a mirror of the divine. Indeed, even individual shells held 

contemplative power in terms of beauty and divine contemplation, which were linked philosophically by 

eighteenth century writers. Religious contemplation and natural history were also linked, for to ponder the 

properties of the natural world was contemplation progressing towards seeking knowledge about God; in 

exploring nature, one seeks to uncover the order first provided by God. For extensive consideration of the 

religiosity of the study of the natural world in Holland, see Leopoldine van Hogendorp Prosperetti, 

“‘Conchas Legere’: Shells as Trophies of Repose in Northern European Humanism,” Art History 29, no.3 
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of spaces of display. Imperato’s collection prefigures these values, for it displays a 

seemingly general organization: water dwelling creatures reside primarily on the ceiling 

and tops of cabinets, books are housed on shelves to the right, birds occupy a specific 

register of the cabinets (some on top of the built-in furniture), various pots are located in 

the lower cupboards, and hidden within others that fold down are small objects, possibly 

stones. Thus in this natural history collection, there is some precedent for the greater 

concern with taxonomic organizational principles expressed in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries and similarly, the visitor was to be wowed by the space as a whole, a 

factor in which was the artful arrangement of the collection.  

In contrast, Francesco’s Studiolo, likewise a space for collecting, was bound 

explicitly to nature and art, two distinct generative forces that were envisioned as coming 

together in this intimate, painting-cloaked room. Only when the hidden cabinets were 

opened would nature in its raw form appear. The artistic program of the space was a 

visual puzzle, a part of which was to determine what lay within a given cabinet. The 

organizational system of the space, based on the four elements, assisted in the game. 

Shells, of course, belong to water, appearing in the personification of that element (Figure 

3.13) in the form of stylized scallop shells brimming with pearls in the hands of water-

dwelling deities. An exact adherence to nature is not so important within the overall 

narrative of the image in its symbolic reference to water. Scallops are most often 

associated with Venus, and so are here perhaps appropriate for an image that takes its 

cues from images of Venus Anadyomene such as that by Botticelli or that of Vasari in the 

                                                   

(2006): 387-413. See also Spary, “Scientific Symmetries,” 1-46 and Bert van der Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 

66-67. 
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nearby Room of the Elements (a nude woman whisked across the water’s surface). On 

the wall below, more highly naturalistic renderings of molluscs are found. A statuette of 

Amphitrite (Figure 6.8) holds a nautilus shell, as well as coral. Nautilus shells are striking 

in their relatively large size (fifteen to twenty-seven centimeters) and colours, exhibiting a 

lustrous nacre on the interior and predominantly white exterior marked with terracotta-

coloured striping. Coming from the Indo-West Pacific oceans,473 they were likely 

relatively novel to European audiences, or at least seldom seen, as will be discussed in 

greater detail below. Perhaps such a shell resided in the cupboard below Alessandro 

Allori’s Pearl Fishers (Figure 6.9), in which the artist has included a similarly exotic 

shell, the triton’s trumpet (Charonia tritonis), in the immediate foreground (see detail in 

Figure 6.10). Whereas natural things act almost as ornament in Imperato’s collection 

space, in the Studiolo, art functions as a guide, pointing the viewer towards nature and 

those objects that manifested their relationship.  

Allori likely used a real triton’s trumpet as a model for this painting, for his 

portrayal of this large (reaching up to fifty centimeters) and distinctive shell is accurate, 

closely resembling the appearance of the actual shell (Figure 6.11).474 Perhaps it was 

even found in the cabinet below this image or is the “large spiral sea shell” mentioned in 

the 1574 inventory. Triton’s trumpets are found in the coral reefs of the Indo-Pacific 

                                                   

473 Harasewych and Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells, 631-2. Nautiluses belong to the same class of 

molluscs as cuttlefish, squid, and octopuses and are the only member of this class with external shells 

(octopuses lack a shell altogether). The nautilus has a bilaterally symmetrical shells broken up into 
chambers, the first of which is occupied by the animal whereas the remainder are filled with gas and liquid 

used to control buoyancy. Today, a variety of species of nautilus are known (the most famous being the 

Nautilus pompilius) all bearing the characteristic terracotta striping for which the creature is known. 

Species differentiation in regard to the creature known generally as “nautilus” does not seem to have 

existed in the sixteenth century. 
474 Triton’s trumpets can range in size from ten to fifty centimeters. Harasewych and Fabio Moretzsohn, 

The Book of Shells, 381.  
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oceans (including the east coast of Africa) and the Galapagos Islands475 and were likely 

relatively new to European eyes at the time of the construction of the Studiolo, not 

appearing, for example in the treatises of the naturalists Pierre Belon (1517-64) or Ulisse 

Aldrovandi. They were not, however, so unfamiliar to a European audience who knew of 

similar, smaller species from the same family that came from the waters of the 

Mediterranean, such as Charonia lampas (Figure 6.12), commonly referred to today 

simply as “tritons” or “triton snails.” Although still rather large (able to reach forty 

centimeters) and bearing a similar colour and pattern, they are readily distinguishable 

from their larger relative. In addition to being larger, the triton’s trumpet is relatively 

smooth, even sleek, and exhibits a clearly defined chevron pattern of dark brown, lighter 

brown, and off-white, which is best displayed on its final whorl, which is large (over half 

the length of the shell) and quite rounded. In contrast, the triton (Charonia lampas) 

displays many tubercles and its pattern is more muted, bearing more strictly white and 

brown chevrons. Given these differences, it seems apparent that Allori was looking at a 

triton’s trumpet as opposed to the Mediterranean triton (Charonia lampas). 

When, exactly, the triton’s trumpet made it to European shores I am unable to 

determine; however, given its size, shape, colour, and pattern, it must have been seen as 

distinct from the more familiar Mediterranean variety. At the same time, given its 

similarity to the better known triton (Charonia lampas), it was not wholly unfamiliar and 

so easily aligned with the established place of such shells in European culture. Since 

Neolithic times, tritons (Charonia lampas) had been adapted as material culture in Italy, 

                                                   

475 Harasewych and Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells, 381. 



 

 

 

229 

being fashioned into jewellery, vessels, spoons, and actual functional trumpets.476 In 

interpreting the archaeological record for triton shells in Italy, Robin Skeates notes that 

the Triton of Greek and Roman mythology blew a great conch shell, which, according to 

Ovid “twists, expanding in diameter as it revolves around its spiral base.”477 Ovid could 

be referring to any type of large spiralling shell, but given the presence of triton shells 

(Charonia lampas) with their apices removed in archaeological contexts, it was likely 

this shell that Ovid had in mind.478 To the European audience then, the arrival of the 

triton’s trumpet to their shores would have been both familiar and strange given its 

greater size, slightly different pattern and texture. Even the name by which the more 

exotic shell is known today – triton’s trumpet (Charonia tritonis) – implies an integration 

or even conflation of the new shell with the more familiar species. 

In the Studiolo, naturalism co-existed with more stylized approaches to nature. 

The more stylized rendering of the shells in the personification of water is juxtaposed 

with the high degree of naturalism found in Allori’s painting, which is possibly a 

response to a desire to capture a correct rendering of this rather remarkable “new” 

species. The images on the walls were to be specific, pointing the viewer close to the 

contents of the individual cabinets. Allori’s image is certainly a fantasy, but here 

naturalism helps to direct the viewers’ understanding of the space, hinting at what wonder 

of nature to which they might be privy. Further, this rather novel shell (the triton’s 

                                                   

476 Robin Skeates, “Triton’s Trumpet: A Neolithic Symbol in Italy,” Oxford Journal of Archaeology 10, no. 

1 (1991): 17-31 outlines the archaeological contexts in which tritons have been found in Italy in the 

Neolithic, Copper, and Roman periods. He notes some of the literary references to tritons and instances in 

their representation in the arts in the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, but does not mention the Studiolo. 
477 Skeates, “Triton’s Trumpet,” 24 and Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Charles Martin (New York and 

London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004), Book I 464-65. 
478 Skeates, “Triton’s Trumpet,” 24.  
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trumpet) has been inserted into a fantastic Greco-Roman myth-like setting, amalgamating 

the new within the classical tradition. Francesco’s Studiolo was not a natural history 

collection, like that of Imperato, and so his aesthetic concerns were different. Whereas 

Imperato had naturalia artfully arranged with some semblance of organization based on 

likeness of the specimens, Francesco, and the inventor of the space, Vincenzo Borghini, 

were concerned with explicitly exploring the dialogue between art and nature. The 

wonders of nature perhaps inspired Allori to include the triton’s trumpet in his image, 

much like Vasari evoked the twisted forms of coral in his painting further down the wall. 

Nonetheless, both collections of both Francesco and Imperato were bound by similar 

impulses – to collect shells, to appreciate their aesthetic qualities, and to organize and 

display them in a pleasing manner to facilitate contemplation.  

 

6.3 Natural History: Pierre Belon, Ulisse Aldrovandi, and the Nautilus 

The influx of new species of all kinds fed not only the appetites of elite collectors, 

such as Francesco, but also the burgeoning field of natural history. Naturalists were faced 

with the monumental task of reconciling knowledge inherited from the classical past, in 

the form of authors such as Pliny and Aristotle (384-322 BCE), with a new abundance of 

never-before-seen flora and fauna arriving from the far corners of the globe, such as the 

triton’s trumpet and the nautilus.479 Ulisse Aldrovandi was the foremost naturalist in 

                                                   

479 European attempts to reconcile the expanding world in relation to themselves is a subject particularly 

well developed in relation to the “New World.” See, for example Anthony Grafton, New Worlds, Acient 

Texts: The Power of Tradition and the Shock of Discovery (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1992) and Karen Ordahl Kupperman, ed., America in European Consciousness, 1493-1750 (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1995). 



 

 

 

231 

sixteenth-century Italy. His heavily illustrated publications, each dedicated to specific 

groups within the natural world (birds, quadrupeds, insects, etc.), were further 

subdivided. For example, in his De reliquis animalibus exanguibus (1606), molluscs 

feature in a category referred to as “De testaceis sive conchyliis” (of hard-shelled 

[animals] or molluscs). Familial categorization prevails. In text, a more refined 

organizational method is expressed than is exhibited in Imperato’s collection, at least as 

suggested in the frontispiece, where an alligator is found alongside crustaceans.480 Yet 

both Imperato’s illustrations (barring the frontispiece) and those of Calzolari and 

Aldrovandi share a concern for the precise representation of nature, as images often 

served as substitutes for actual specimens, especially for rare ones. Images allowed for 

information to be relayed and distinctions to be made between species that were difficult 

to qualify in language and even legitimized accompanying text.481 A great number of 

studies on which the woodcuts for Aldrovandi’s publication were based have survived. 

Among these are a number of shells accompanied by text that identifies the species in 

pre-Linnaean nomenclature. These studies are remarkable in that they not only depict 

shells, but in some instances the living organisms that inhabited them (Figure 6.13). For 

the naturalist, a record of the living part of the organism was just as important as its 

                                                   

480 In developing this project further, it may be enlightening to investigate the ways in which Ulisse 

Aldrovandi organized and displayed his own collections in Bologna, his so-called “theatre of nature” (a 

name implying theatricality and a desire to awe in itself), especially given his close connection with the 

Medici. For more on the collections of Imperato, Aldrovandi, Calceolari as well as Francesco, see Giuseppe 

Olmi, “Science-Honour-Metaphor: Italian Cabinets of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” in The 

Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe, ed. Oliver 
Impey and Arthur MacGregor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 5-16. 
481 The importance of drawing and illustrations to natural history is relayed by Wolfgang Lefevre, Jurgen 

Renn and Urs Schoepflin, eds. The Power of Images in Early Modern Science (Boston: Birkhäuser, 2003); 

Pamela O. Long, “Objects of Art/Objects of Nature: Visual Representation and the Investigation of 

Nature,” in Merchants and Marvels: Commerce, Science, and Art in Early Modern Europe, ed. Pamela H. 

Smith and Paula Findlen (New York: Roudledge, 2002), 63-82; Brian W. Ogilvie, The Science of 

Describing: Natural History in Renaissance Europe (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
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inorganic shell. In these images, shells are no longer abstract remnants of once living 

creatures, valuable in their rarity and beautiful appearance, but rather living beings. The 

surely difficult task of transporting the delicate soft bodies of molluscs over long 

distances intact made such renderings for all creatures impossible.  

 The value of images in natural history becomes explicit in consideration of the 

nautilus, a shell that enjoyed great popularity in the early modern period as a direct result 

of European expansion into Asia. Like the triton’s trumpet, the nautilus, such as that held 

by Amphitrite in the Studiolo, was both familiar and foreign to the European audience. 

The ancients wrote of the “nautilus," describing two, possibly three different types, 

causing confusion for subsequent readers that only clearly begins to be sorted out in the 

mid- to late-sixteenth century. When writing of a “nautilus,” Greco-Roman writers most 

commonly mean what is known today as the “argonaut,” of which there are several 

species, some residing in the Mediterranean. The species that we are concerned with here 

is the Argonauta argo.482  These creatures are of the same taxonomic class as the nautilus 

(cephalopoda), but are of a distinct order. The argonaut’s shell (Figure 6.14) is actually a 

thin egg case that the animal (an octopus), creates to cover much of its body, protecting 

its eggs.483 The fragile “shell” of the argonaut is white with prominent ribs running across 

its surface, tubercles along its keel, and it is not chambered, whereas the shell of the 

nautilus is smooth, predominantly white, with distinct terracotta striping, is tightly coiled, 

and chambered (Figure 6.15). Although the ancients referred to both creatures as 

                                                   

482 Richard Arnold Davis, “Nautilus Studies – The First Twenty-Two Centuries,” in Nautilus: The Biology 

and Paleobiology of a Living Fossil, ed. W. Bruce Saunders and Neil H. Landman (New York: Springer, 

2010), 3. 
483 Harasewych and Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells, 637. 
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“nautilus,” as do naturalists of the sixteenth century, I will use the modern terminology in 

an effort to maintain clarity.  

It is the argonaut with which the ancients were most familiar, being featured in 

natural history and in other cultural contexts. The argonaut is described by Aristotle in a 

manner that accounts for the name by which it is known today:  

The nautilus octopus [argonaut] too is odd both in its nature 

and in what it does. For it sails on the sea surface having 

made its ascent from the deep water; it ascends with the 

shell turned downwards, presumably in order to go up more 

easily and to steer with it empty, but turns it back again 

when it has surfaced. Between the tentacles it has webbing 

up to a certain point, like what the web-footed birds have 

between the toes, except that in their case it is thick while 

in these it is thin and cobwebby. It uses it as a sail when 

there is some wind; and in place of steering-oars it lets 

down some of its tentacles alongside. If it is frightened it 

sinks under water after filling the shell.484  

 

The fantastic account of the movement of the creature was widespread. For example, an 

argonaut functions as the narrator of an epigram by Callimachus (305-240 BCE), in 

which the creature is offered as dedication to Aphrodite-Arsinoë.485 The poem plays on 

the idea that the creature sails across the sea and reveals that the shell was envisioned as a 

fitting offering to the goddess Aphrodite. Indeed its shell is known to have been sacred to 

her, a fitting offering for a deity sometimes “worshipped as protectress of sailors.”486 

Thus, the argonaut was known to the ancients, being discussed in natural history texts, 

literature, and used as votive offerings.  

                                                   

484 Aristotle, History of Animals, trans. D.M. Balme, The Loeb Classic Library (Cambridge, MA and 

London: Harvard University Press, 1991), Book IX, 222b, 5-19. 
485 Kathryn Gutzwiller, “The Nautilus, the Halycon, and Selenaia: Callimachus’s Epigram 5 Pf.=14 G.-P.,” 

Classical Antiquity 11, no. 2 (October 1992): 194-209. The word used by Callimachus for the shell is 

“ναυτίλος,”which translates as “nautilus,” however it is accepted as a reference to the argonaut, as it is 

known today. 
486 Gutzwiller, “The Nautilus, the Halycon, and Selenaia,” 197. 
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It is possible that what is known as the nautilus today was also known to the 

ancients. In his section on cephalopods, the group to which the argonaut belongs, 

Aristotle describes two creatures that live in a “testaceous shell,” writing:  

one of them is called by some the nautilius or pontilus 

[meaning argonaut], by some the octopus’ egg; its shell 

resembles a deep unattached valve of a scallop. This 

creature’s habit is often near the shore, and sometimes it 

gets washed upon the beach; when the shell has fallen away 

the animal [gets caught and] dies where it is on the dry 

land… There is another that is found in a shell, like a snail, 

this never comes out, but remains in the shell as a snail 

does and sometimes puts out its tentacles.487  

 

The first creature is likely the argonaut. Its tendency to wash up on beaches explains why 

this species may have been more familiar to the European audience. The second creature 

may be a reference to the nautilus, but as this passage makes clear, the distinction was 

likely not well understood – this second creature seems far less familiar to Aristotle, but 

does fit the description of the nautilus, in that the animal is attached to its shell in the 

manner of a snail and its tentacles do in fact emerge from its shell (Figure 6.15). In 

writing on the nautilus in the nineteenth century, Richard Owen suggests that this is 

surely a reference to our nautilus and that Aristotle may have had access to them via 

networks in Asia.488 But the brief nature of the passage and its lack of specificity, 

especially in comparison to the argonaut, makes any kind of firm assessment as to what 

creature exactly Aristotle describes tenuous.  

Greater clarity regarding the argonaut and the nautilus would not come until the 

sixteenth century. Aristotle’s account of the argonaut’s fantastic means of travel would be 

                                                   

487 Aristotle, History of Animals, Book IV, 525a, 20-9. 
488 Richard Owen, Memoir on the Pearly Nautilus (London: Richard Taylor, 1832): 3-4. 
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taken up subsequently by Pliny489 and be repeated into the sixteenth century, in the 

writings of Ambroise Paré, who cites Pliny as his source,490 Pierre Belon (1517-64),491 

and Aldrovandi.492  Belon, a French naturalist, seems to have been the first person to 

clearly distinguish between the argonaut and the nautilus as we know them today,493 yet 

he referred to both generally as “nautilus” in his La nature & diversité des poissons 

(1555).494 Belon’s text on these creatures is brief, but the distinction between them is 

made explicit through the inclusion of illustrations of both the argonaut (Figure 6.16) and 

the nautilus (Figure 6.17). He describes the shell of the argonaut as “fragile, of the colour 

of milk, lucid and well-polished, and recall[ing] the shape of a round boat, that is to say, 

without oars.”495 In the image he has attempted to show the living creature, along with 

the shell, rendering the tentacles so as to evoke the idea of them as oars and a sail, 

mirroring his reiteration of Aristotle’s account of the creature’s movement.496 The shell 

indeed appears to sail across the water. Of the nautilus, Belon writes of it being referred 

to as “Porcelaine” by some, and by others “coquille de Nacre de perle,”497 likely in 

reference to the shell’s mother-of-pearl nacre exposed with the removal of its outer layer 

                                                   

489 Pliny, Natural History, 3:Book 9, chapter 47. 
490 Paré, On Monsters and Marvels, 129. 
491 Pierre Belon, La nature & diversité des poissons (Paris: chez Charles Estienne, 1555), 382-83. 
492 Ulisse Aldrovandi, De reliquis animalibus exanguibus libri quatuor, post mortem eius editi: nempe 

de mollibus, crustaceis, testaceis, et zoophytis (Bologna: Ioannem Baptistam Bellagambam, 1606), 
261. 
493 Davis, “Nautilus Studies,” 5. 
494 Belon calls the nautilus “second species of nautilus, large mother-of-pearl shell, or porcelain shell” 

(“Seconde espece de Nautilus, grosse coquille de Nacre de perle, ou coquille de Porcelaine.”), La nature & 

diversité des poissons, 386. Belon also discusses a third type of nautilus, claiming it is described by 
Aristotle, but the accompanying image bears no resemblance to any member of the family known today. At 

this time, I have been unable to determine what other creature Aristotle describes that might be Belon’s 

third nautilus. 
495 “La coquille est fragile, de couleur de laict, lucide & bien polie, rapportane la forme d'une navire ronde, 

e'est a dire, qui va sans avirons.” Belon, La nature & diversité des poissons, 382. 
496 Belon, La nature & diversité des poissons, 382-83. 
497 Belon, La nature & diversité des poissons, 385. 
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– a common treatment and how the shell often appeared in European collections, as will 

be discussed in greater detail below. His naming is supported by the accompanying 

illustration in which the shell is presented without its characteristic terracotta striping. 

Belon is perhaps not aware of the regular appearance of the shell, for he writes that “its 

exterior is resplendent in a thousand varieties of colours. Its figure is here represented 

naturally.”498 This description is more fitting to the lustrous iridescence of nacre than to 

the terracotta striping of the nautilus, suggesting that Belon only had access to a modified 

version of the shell, for his illustration is in fact not its natural state, despite his assertion 

to the contrary.  

Aldrovandi, although heavily reliant on Belon, is much more thorough in his 

account of both the argonaut and nautilus, which he, taking his cues from the French 

naturalist, treats as two distinct creatures. His chapter on the argonaut is much longer than 

that of the nautilus, suggestive of its greater familiarity to Europeans. Aldrovandi 

discusses the naming of the argonaut, its movement (repeating Aristotle’s fantastic 

account) and its cultural significance, mentioning, for example, the epigram of 

Callimachus.499 Of the nautilus, he writes very little, concerned largely with a discussion 

of nomenclature, referring to it as the “other nautilus” (“de nautilo altero”), and 

mentioning references to it as “Porcellana.”500 Aldrovandi’s treatment is more 

encyclopedic than Belon in the wide breadth of information he compiles, but where he 

                                                   

498 “Son escorce resplendist en mille varietez de couleurs. Sa figure e'est icy representee au naturel.” Belon, 

La nature & diversité des poissons, 385. 
499 Aldrovandi, De reliquis animalibus, 263. 
500 Aldrovandi, De reliquis animalibus, 263-4. 



 

 

 

237 

really contributes to the discourse on these creatures is in the images associated with his 

text.  

Beginning with the argonaut, the woodcut accompanying Aldrovandi’s text 

(Figure 6.18) and the preparatory study for this (Figure 6.19) depart significantly from 

Belon’s illustration (Figure 6.16). Aldovandi’s arognaut is much more naturalistic. The 

shell’s characteristic ridges curve and branch much as they do on the actual creature and 

the overall form of the shell is more accurate (see, for comparison, Figure 6.14). In 

contrast, Belon’s image is much more angular and the ridges strictly straight and highly 

ordered. Aldrovandi’s preparatory study has the advantage of colour, and thus the artist is 

able to capture the darkened tubercles of the shell’s keel. The greater naturalism suggests 

that the artist had access to an actual example of the shell or at least a different study.501 

However, in the treatment of the fleshy parts of the creature, Aldovandi’s image is akin to 

that of Belon. Like Belon’s illustration, the tentacles over the mouth of the shell billow 

up and others cascade over its side - as if the oars and sail of Aristotle’s account. The 

artist’s reliance on Belon suggests that he did not have reference to the living creature, 

the actual octopus, for surely, given the naturalism of the shell, he would have correctly 

portrayed the head of the creature, which should be visible. Given the difficult task of 

acquiring an intact specimen, the oversight is perhaps unsurprising. Neither naturalist 

includes the fleshy body of the nautilus, suggesting that they did not have access to a 

                                                   

501 The idea that the artist of Aldrovandi’s image drew from life is supported by Dániel Margócsy, who 

writes that the illustrations for De animalibus insectis (1602) and De reliquis animalium (1606) were drawn 

during fieldwork or from specimens in the naturalist’s collection. See Margócsy, Commercial Visions, 54. 
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specimen. Indeed, it would not be until Rumphius that any real sense of the fleshy parts 

of the nautilus were understood502  

Like his images of the argonaut shell, Aldrovandi’s woodcuts and preparatory 

studies of the nautilus are quite naturalistic in comparison to that of Belon. There are both 

prints and studies that display the shell with its exterior intact, to illustrate its 

characteristic striped pattern, and another with the nacre exposed (Figures 6.20 and 6.21). 

Aldrovandi was evidently also interested in the interior structure of the shell, for in 

another preparatory study, an artist has shown a view looking into the mouth of the shell 

(Figure 6.22) and a woodcut in the text shows the shell bisected, revealing the ordered 

geometry of the interior chambers (Figure 6.23). Finally, Aldrovandi includes an image 

of the shell as a work of art, illustrating in his treatise a nautilus shell that was carved in 

Guanghzou, China (the point of European access to the shells) of the type prized by 

collectors (Figure 6.24).503 In relaying the natural history of shells, Aldrovandi was 

concerned with citing a variety of information, including their artistic modification. 

Pierre Belon also includes such information, noting the use of the nautilus shells as cups, 

writing that they are made into vessels by gold or silversmiths, “which are esteemed by 

our great lords,”504 enforcing the idea that he was working with a modified shell as a 

model for his treatise. For the naturalist, recording empirical observations went hand-in-

hand with the place of natural things within human culture.  

                                                   

502 Owen, Memoir on the Pearly Nautilus, 4-5. 
503 For a discussion of these shells, see Marilena Mosco, “The Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” in The 

Museo degli Argenti: Collections and Collectors, ed. Marilena Mosco and Ornella Casazza (Florence and 

Milan:Giunti Ediore S.p.A, 2004), 176. 
504 “Ceste autre espece de Nautilus, tres bien a descript Aristote, dont noz orfebures sont des gardemangers, 

tasses, & couppes qu'on estime beaucoup chez les grands seigneurs.” Belon, La nature & diversité des 

poissons, 385. 
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The clearer distinction between the nautilus and the argonaut in the sixteenth 

century may reflect the increased presence of nautilus shells in European collections. The 

nautilus shells were an exotic import, desirable in themselves but also more so once 

elaborately mounted. Marilena Mosco connects their appearance in Europe to the 

increased traffic of Portuguese merchants in China where the shells were obtained and 

exported. She asserts that once on European shores, they were “cleaned of their outer 

shells to unveil their mother-of-pearl layer, and were used as both sacred and profane 

containers.”505 Belon seems only familiar with those that have been modified, but the 

nautilus shell did not reach collectors and artists in only its modified form, as 

Aldrovandi’s illustrations attest, as do some extant objects. 

 

6.4 Shells as Objects of Art 

 Nautilus shell objects within the Medici collection reveal the presence of both 

shells with their outer layer intact and those with it removed in the form of two salt 

cellars (Figures 6.25 and 6.26). Although valued in themselves, the aesthetics and 

exoticism of the nautilus were compounded in their adaptation into opulent objects. 

These two saltcellars were created under the reign of Cosimo I and kept by Francesco. 

Each is comprised of a single nautilus shell, its mouth facing upwards, mounted to a 

single-footed base featuring a mermaid on either side.506 The mouth of the shell is closed 

over with a concave gilt silver base to hold the salt (now missing in the Museo degli 

Argenti example). At the apices of the shells’ mountings, the artist has added the heads of 

                                                   

505 Mosco, “The Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” 174-5. 
506 It is possible that at least one of these two salt cellars is referenced in the 1574 inventory as there is an 

entry for a “Chicciola no una marina co(n) il boccuccio d’argento.” ASF GM 87, fol. 40r. 
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fantastic beasts, whose gaping maws are formed by the mouths of the shells, the basin for 

the salt representing an extension of the lower lip. Further, it appears as if the artist(s) 

intentionally left the gaping mouths of the beasts open at the back, exposing the inner 

ribbing of the shells, evocative of the rough texture of a throat (Figure 6.25). In 

Aldrovandi’s woodcuts of the nautilus, an area near the apex of each shell has been 

removed, similarly displaying the interior structure (Figure 6.20). Perhaps Aldrovandi’s 

artists were looking at examples of the shell taken from salt cellars, maybe even those of 

the Medici collections, given that Aldrovandi shows one with its nacre exposed and one 

with its striping intact.   

The choice of material (shell) and the decorative addition of the mermaids refers 

to the purpose of the object in that salt originates in the sea. In contrast to Benvenuto 

Cellini’s famous, slightly earlier salt cellar, which is cited as an example of Mannerism, a 

demonstration of the technical bravado of the artist, and exemplary of the opulence of the 

French court, the Medici salt cellars place an emphasis on natural materials.507 The 

exterior of the shells suggests the stripped pattern of a beast, and its interior texture that 

of a throat. In a slightly shifted aesthetic, the exposed nacre of the other salt cellar gives 

the object an opulent iridescence that rivals the gilded mounting. In its mounting, the 

nautilus has been transformed into a grotesque. The mouth of the shell becomes the 

absurdly large lip of a fantastic beast with a human-like nose and eyes, flowing facial 

hair, and long, pointed ears. His furrowed brow suggests strain at the weight he carries. 

The grotesque style was one that challenged early modern understandings of ancient art, 

                                                   

507 For the complex allegorical meaning of this work, see Michael Cole, Cellini and the Principles of 

Sculpture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 15-42. 
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for although it was mentioned in textual sources, specifically Vitruvius, it was not 

actually truly understood until the discovery of the Domus Aurea.508 Perhaps the nautilus 

was similar. The naturalists of the sixteenth century seem to have understood that 

Aristotle knew of the creature, citing him in their texts, but as discussed, his allusions to 

the creatures are quite vague. Perhaps the greater presence of the shell in the material 

culture of sixteenth-century Europe helped to reconcile the writings of Aristotle, calling 

for increased scrutiny of the ancients. By the time these salt cellars were created, the 

grotesque style was well-established, and thus the nautilus, like many exotic or “new” 

creatures, was incorporated into the classical language of the style with ease, reducing it 

to the familiar in its transformation into a grotesque.509 

As mentioned in regard to Aldrovandi, some nautilus shells were modified with 

carving, and even painting, prior to their arrival on European shores. Examples of shells 

carved in Guangzhou made their way into Medici hands, such as those shown in Figure 

6.27 and 6.28. Although these two examples are not recorded in archival documents until 

a 1618 inventory of the possessions of Cosimo II, Marilena Mosco proposes that they 

likely arrived earlier, in the last quarter of the sixteenth century, among the possessions of 

Christine of Lorraine (1565-1637) when she married Ferdinando I, Francesco’s 

brother.510 As if the elaborate carvings and paintings of dragons and figures were not 

enough, upon reaching France, a goldsmith at Catherine de’Medici’s court, likely 

                                                   

508 Una D’Elia, Raphael’s Ostrich (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015), 

55. See notes 247 and 248 in chapter 4 of this dissertation for more on grotesques. 
509 The incorporation of ostriches, for example, is considered by D’Elia, Raphael’s Ostrich, 56-59. 
510 Mario Scalini, “Catalogue 84: Nautilus Shell Cup or Saltcellar,” Magnificenza all Corte dei Medici: 

Arte a Firenze alla fine del Cinquecento, exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Florence, Palazzo Pitti, 

Museo degli Argenti, sept 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 121 and Mosco, “The Medici 

and the Allure of the Exotic,” 176. 
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Francois Creveceur, gave the shells their mountings.511 Engraved nautilus shells such as 

these were highly valued, and, as Bettina Dietz states, underline “the status of the shell as 

a work of art,”512 a role that Belon and Aldrovandi both include in their chapters on the 

nautilus in discussing the cultural modifications of shells, which were already in 

themselves viewed as exemplary of the artifice of Nature. They were both objects of art 

and objects of nature, a quality compounded through their carving and mounting.  

If actual shells were not used in such opulent objects, they might be rendered in 

expensive materials, for example, lapis lazuli513 or precious metals. Giulio Romano 

created a series of preparatory sketches for what are identified as salt cellars (for 

example, Figure 6.29).514 In a number of these, scallop shells are the primary motif, and 

although the drawings do not indicate whether the artist envisioned actual shells be used, 

if his designs came to fruition,515 it is likely they were made of precious materials, for 

scallop shells were not rare enough to be precious and so were seldom used in their 

natural form for objects meant to adorn the tables of elite patrons.516 The common scallop 

                                                   

511 Scalini, “Catalogue 84: Nautilus Shell Cup or Saltcellar,” Magnificenza all Corte dei Medici, 121 and 

Marilena Mosco, “The Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” 176. 
512 Dietz, “Mobile Objects,” 377. 
513 For a discussion of lapis lazuli shell vessels, see chapter 5.  
514 These drawings were so popular that they were copied as prints by Hendrik van der Borcht, a Flemish 

artist. For more on these types of objects by the artist see Eliská Fucíková, “Giulio Romano and his 

Workshop: Designs for Artisans,” Drawings Defined, ed. Walter Strauss and Tracie Felker (New York, 

1987), 217-28; Ugo Bazzotti, “Disegni per argenterie,” Giulio Romano, exh. cat., ed. Ernst Gombrich 

(Palazzo del Te and Palazzo Ducale, Manua, September 1-November 12, 1989) (Milan, 1989), 454-65; 
Beth L. Holman, “Giulio Romano: Designs for Court Living,” in Disegno: Italian Renaissance Designs for 

the Decorative Arts, ed. Beth L. Holman (New York, 1997), 94-115. 
515 For more on this, see Valerie Taylor, “Art and table in sixteenth-century Mantua: feeding the demand 

for innovative design,” in The Material Renaissance, ed. Michelle O’Malley and Evelyn Welch (New York 

and Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007): 175. 
516 James Laver, “The Cradle of Venus,” in The Scallop: Studies of a Shell and its Influences on 

Humankind, ed. Ian Cox (London: ‘Shell’ Transport and Trading Company, 1957): 80. 
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shell would not cut it in terms of opulence necessary – the use of actual shells would only 

be acceptable if the species were more exotic.  

 The representation of shell vessels in other forms of media, such as the nautilus 

saltcellars or Giulio’s preparatory drawings, is rather different. Despite the display of 

vessels made of shells or of expensive stone at the Medici court, they do not appear in 

large-scale paintings of dining scenes. When shells are represented as vessels, it is within 

certain contexts. In the Studiolo paintings, shells function as containers for coral and 

pearls in the personification of Water and Allori’s Pearl Fishers (Figures 3.13 and 6.9, 

respectively). In contrast to the elaborate mountings just discussed, these shells appear to 

have simply been picked up by the men, women, and water deities that populate the 

scenes – there is no elaboration on their form. The image, particularly the Pearl Fishers, 

is rather idyllic and suggests a harmony between humankind and the natural world, 

harkening to the Golden Age. 

Such base vessels would not be appropriate for large-scale paintings of dining 

scenes, and although elaborately mounted nautilus shells might seem more fitting, they 

do not feature. Instead, silver, gold, and glass objects abound. Mounted shells do appear, 

however, in more marginal imagery. Nautilus and other shell tableware appear in two 

majolica plates depicting the Banquet of Achelous, a story told by Ovid in which Theseus 

dines with the river god in his river-side grotto home (Figure 6.30 and 6.31). The space is 

described by Ovid as “made of poriferous pumice and rough tufa; its earthen floor was 

squishy with wet moss, its ceiling done in alternating rows of inlaid seashells, conch, and 

purple murex.”517 But whereas Ovid describes “barefoot nymphs” filling “jeweled cups 

                                                   

517 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book VIII, 807-10.  
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with wine,”518 the artist has depicted mounted nautilus shell cups and more simple shell 

serving vessels, perhaps viewing them as better suited to the shell-adorned home of the 

god. The absence of visual representations of such objects in sixteenth-century painting 

perhaps suggests something about decorum and display – perhaps cristallo, silver, and 

gold were more demonstrative of wealth and were certainly a common fixture of these 

spaces. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the cultural currency of shells would 

increase dramatically, and they would increasingly become implicated in displays of 

conspicuous consumption.  

Whereas the Medici nautilus saltcellars seem to have been functional, the 

functionality of other objects made from shells is more ambiguous. Marilena Mosco, who 

has studied the archival record of some of these objects, refers to one Medici inventory 

that mentions “An oval-shaped mother-of-pearl flask trimmed with gilt and silver and a 

ruby, small garnets and pearls and its stand with grotesque decoration, a spout with a 

dragon and a horse’s head, a dragon-shaped handle with two cartouche, a lid with three 

turquoise and a large spinel ruby inside.”519 This inventory, drawn up in 1587, just after 

Francesco’s death refers specifically to the object shown in Figure 6.32. Its appearance 

and in the way it is described (as a flask), suggest a practical use, but it is unlikely to have 

been functional, made instead as an object d’art by Flemish goldsmiths at the Medici 

court.520 The object is composed of two nautilus shells bound together and decorated with 

a spout directly at the apex of the body, a gilt dragon-head protruding below, and many 

                                                   

518 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book VIII, 820-22. 
519 This excerpt from the 1587 inventory compiled after the death of Francesco is reprinted in Mosco, “The 

Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” 175-6.  
520 Mosco, “The Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” 175.  



 

 

 

245 

other decorative details, such as a horse’s head, cartouches, and inlaid semi-precious 

stones. The nacre of the shells has been exposed, giving the object a lustrous mother-of-

pearl sheen. This flask would have no functionality – it is delicate, exhibiting no staining 

from use and further, the interior chambers of the shell would obstruct the movement of 

liquids. This work was one for show, an ornament for display, a product of the collecting 

culture in which Francesco was participating. Perhaps it was this lack of functionality that 

explains the omission of such objects from paintings. 

This flask might function as a case study into the increased value of shells as a 

form of conspicuous consumption. Francesco’s flask was to remain a prized part of the 

Medici collections. Indeed, it is recorded in a (1653) still-life painting by the artist 

Willem van Aelst (1627-83) for Giovan Carlo de’Medici (1611-63) while he was court 

artist to Grand Duke Ferdinando II de’Medici (1610-70), both of whom were the 

grandsons of Ferdinando I.521 The painting (Figure 6.33) features a number of opulent 

wares, including cristallo and gold objects. Prominently displayed in the foreground is 

Francesco’s flask, laying on its side as if discarded with the plundering of the table. Van 

Aelst’s painting is in keeping with the visual tradition of still-life paintings in his 

homeland, in which many nautilus shell cups were a common feature, reflecting the 

breadth of the Dutch empire and its material wealth – a contrast to the presence of such 

objects in images of the early modern dining table in Italy, laden instead with cristallo, 

gold, and silver. The marked increase of interest in depicting shells in the seventeenth 

century, evidenced not only by van Aelst’s painting but also that of Filippo D’Angeli 

(called Filippo Napoletano) mentioned earlier (Figure 6.1), speaks to their growing 

                                                   

521 Mosco, “The Medici and the Allure of the Exotic,” 175-6. 
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popularity among collectors and the desire to possess as well as depict these marvels of 

nature. The painted representation of Francesco’s extravagant flask, the suggestion of its 

use, and the way it has been casually tumbled over is truly conspicuous consumption. 

Although not a feature of dining scenes at Francesco’s court, these shell objects were no 

less signifiers of wealth and the far reach of the Medici in securing such an exotic 

material and having in their employ artists skilled in their working.  

 

6.5 Shells in the Garden 

A contrast to the use of shells in opulent vessels of gilded metal is their place in 

garden grottos. In these spaces, exoticism was less important than ubiquity, for a great 

number of shells were required to satisfy the aesthetic goals of the artists and patrons of 

these spaces. Shells were a material suited to the garden grotto, given that they were to 

mimic the natural grottos or caves that form along coastlines. In creating their own 

grottos, sixteenth-century patrons and artists were inspired by the accounts of the 

ancients. Perhaps the most famous example was Emperor Tiberius’ villa at Sperlonga, 

where, in 26CE, rather dramatically, part of the grotto (formed from a natural coastal 

cave) collapsed while the Emperor was eating, as recounted by Tacitus and Suetonius. 

They might also have been inspired by Ovid’s description of Achelous’ riverside home 

with its pumice walls, mossy floor, and shell-encrusted ceiling. In including artificial 

grottos within their gardens, sixteenth-century patrons, including Francesco, were 

evoking this classical tradition. 

The high demand of shells to ornament grottos and even their ability to function 

as suitable diplomatic gifts is suggested in archival records. In a letter sent to Francesco’s 
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wife, Johanna, in June of 1573 the sender writes that he has been unable to procure the 

niche shells, spiral shells, and coral as requested for a fountain owing to their demand in 

Rome.522 The sheer number of shells found in the Grotta Grande at Boboli and Pratolino 

suggest that the Medici were not always so disappointed. For example, a letter from 1568 

refers to Francesco’s receipt of a gift that included shells.523 Some years later, Francesco 

was in a much better position to satisfy his desire for these objects, and was even able to 

give them as gifts himself. In a 1581 letter Francesco discusses a gift of shells, coral, and 

porous stone with Duke Wilhelm V of Bavaria for the furnishing of the latter’s gardens. 

Francesco mentions that he has adorned Pratolino and other similar spaces with a great 

many such things, stressing the difficulty of their procurement: nature produces so few 

and they must be sourced from Portugal and other faraway places.524 In these comments, 

Francesco was presumably referring specifically to shells, since porous stone and coral 

were more readily available and would not need to arrive via Portugal, suggesting the 

desire for more exotic specimens. Further, Francesco demonstrates power in securing 

goods by asking the Duke if he wants any particular kinds of shells. This letter is 

                                                   

522 “Ho cerco secondo che l'Alt.a V. [Johanna] si degnò farmi comandare di trovare alcune cose per 

ornamento di una fontana, come nicchi, chiocciole, coralli, et altro. Ma perché sovente ne sono richieste per 

mandarle a Roma, et poco avanti fu fatto diligente procaccio, trovai non esserci niente…” ASF MP 5925, 

fol. 70 (MAP ID 3727). 
523 “Con le due vostre de 15 et 16 habbiamo ricevuto le calzette, li stivali et li nicchi, che tutto ci è stato 

gratissimo…” ASF MP 220, fol. 199 (MAP ID 19128). 
524 “Duolmi bene che la domanda sua delli ornamenti di chiocciole, spugne et di altri varii scherzamenti da 

fontane et grotte mene habbi trovato quasi del tutto sfornito, tante ne ho consumate in queste mie fontane et 

caverne di Pratolino; et di simili cose, et massime delle marine, ne habbiamo strettezza perché in queste 

bande la nature ne produce pochissime, et bisogna haverle di Portogallo, et di altri lontani paesi, mettendole 
insieme a poco a poco con lunga patientia et con l'occasione hor d'una nave et hor di un altra; con tutto ciò 

ne mando a V. E.ccza quella più quantità che nella scarsezza che io mi trovo m'è stato possibile, et la prego 

ad accettare il mio buono animo, et se la mi mandasse qualche mostra, et saggio di quello che ella 

particolarmente desideri, tanto poterei più sforzarmi di ritrovarlo, et provederlo” ASF MP 257, fol. 84 

(MAP 13826). I am grateful for the suggestions provided by Chantal Manna in the translation of this 

passage. A transcription of a passport for these items can be found on the following page of the document 

(ASF MP 257, fol. 85). 



 

 

 

248 

remarkable in its ability to demonstrate the cultural currency of shells, the demand for the 

exotic, their importance to gardens, as well as the ability of Francesco to procure them – 

for himself and for the purpose of diplomatic gifting.  

Proof of Francesco’s acquisitive abilities is extant at the Grotta Grande, designed 

by Bernardo Bountalenti, where shells, in a variety of forms, proliferate. The place of 

shells here is a marked contrast to their role in the gardens commissioned by Cosimo, as, 

for example, in the Grotto of the Animals, designed by Niccolò Tribolo (1497-1550), 

where fine materials and order prevail. The space contains three sculptural groups of 

diverse animals carved in a variety of types of stone situated above elongated basins 

(Figure 6.34).525 The surrounding walls are encrusted with porous stone in contrast to the 

shallow domed ceiling and pendentives, where eight irregularly shaped compartments 

surround a central circle. Within each, small shells have been inserted, mosaic-like, to 

create geometric patterns and masks (Figures 6.35). Such an arrangement of shells is a 

precedent for the patterning of shells in later Dutch and French collections, which 

themselves have been linked to garden architecture: shell drawers were sometimes 

referred to as “parterres” and scholars have drawn correlations between them and 

illustration in a well-circulated garden treatises that espouse the desirability of 

symmetry.526 The balanced, pleasing, and artful organization of the discreet objects of 

nature in the Grotto of the Animals prefigures the arrangement of shells and other 

naturalia in later collections.527 Further, as shown in Figure 6.36, a series of naturalistic 

                                                   

525 For a discussion of the program and its meanings, see Claudia Lazzaro, “Animals as Cultural Signs: A 

Medici Menagerie in the Grotto at Castello,” in Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe and 

Latin America, 1450-1650, ed. Claire Farago (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 97-227. 
526 Roemer, “Neat Nature,” 63. 
527 Spary, “Scientific Symmetries,” 11 writes of shells as individual, wondrous objects and the proliferation 

of this quality once artfully arranged: shells as “natural productions that were inherently curious, by virtue 
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shells, shellfish, and coral are carved on the basin below the right-hand sculptural group 

of the grotto, complementing the fish carved on the basin opposite, as well as the sculpted 

animals above and the naturalistic birds in bronze by Giambologna (now housed at the 

Bargello). In the artful mosaics and finely sculpted shells and animals, the artists 

demonstrate their ability to transform materials into playful conceits (the ceiling) or 

works of highly naturalistic art (carved and cast animals). In contrast, in Francesco’s 

grottos natural materials reign in all their irregular, raw forms – human and animal forms 

are made of spugna, animals don real horns, and shells seem to grow from walls. 

At the Grotta Grande, identification of the individual species of shells today is 

difficult as their colours are significantly faded and many are badly broken. Shells do not 

feature in any obvious way in the first room of the grotto. In the second room, however, 

they are the most prominent feature. In this small, rectangular room, a sense of order has 

been created through references to classically inspired architectural details and 

geometrically-arranged compartments on the ceiling that frame a visual program focused 

on the Trojan War by Bernardino Poccetti (1548-1612). On the two long walls of the 

room, Poccetti has painted a trellis behind which are depicted plants and birds, including 

a turkey, a relatively new bird in European consciousness,528 creating a sense of levity 

and liveliness in contrast to the framed images from the classical past. The paintings of 

nature are complemented by the use of natural materials, namely rocky encrustations and 

shells. Porous rock was used not only in the ceiling, but also to create faux architectural 

                                                   

of being intricately designed and painted by Nature, were displayed within an orderly and ornamented 

setting which itself elicited admiration for the designer’s skill.” Such a quality was certainly also sought by 

Tribolo in the design for Cosimo’s grotto. 
528 For more on the rise and decline in popularity of the turkey in early modern European culture, see 

Sabine Eiche, Presenting the Turkey: The Fabulous Story of a Flamboyant and Flavourful Bird (Florence: 

Centro Di, 2004). 
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features and ornament along the walls. Conical shells are inserted into classically-inspired 

pediments, as if in acknowledgment of their architectural quality. They have been 

inserted, narrow end in, in ordered rows, such as those located just below the geison in 

Figure 6.37. The rendering of highly regimented architecture inspired by the classical 

past using shells and spugna plays with classicism – the use of non-traditional material in 

the creation of a traditional architectural feature, all within a space itself inspired by the 

antique past. If shells were present at all in classical architecture, it would be in the form 

of shell-headed niches.  

A similar play occurs in the festoons that adorn the walls. These are also 

composed of porous stone in place of foliage and where normally flowers and fruit would 

be, shells are found instead (Figures 6.38). Scallop shells are used as the centre piece of 

these swags, being situated at their lowest point and affixed such that in some cases their 

interiors are exposed and in others their exteriors, offering the visitor a chance to 

compare the difference. In these festoons, we see a similar playfulness in the application 

of novel materials to traditional motifs. It is as if the artist had read Vasari’s technical 

introduction, for he writes of grottos that feature stucco into which are inserted spiral 

shells, tortoise shell, and niche (bivalve) shells such that some display their interior and 

others their exterior. These are fashioned so as to appear as “vases or festoons in which 

cockle shells represent the leaves and other shells make the fruit.”529 The regular patterns 

of shells used to punctuate and complement architectural forms inspired by the classical 

                                                   

529 “Altri ne fanno di stucco più pulite  e lisce, nelle quali mescolano l’uno e l’atlro; e mentre quello è 

fresco, metono tra esso, per fregi e spartimenti, gongole, telline, chiocciole marittime, tartarughe, e nicchi 

grandi e piccolo, chi a ritto e chi a rovescio. E di questi fanno vasi e festoni, in che cotali telline figurano le 

foglie, ed altre chiocciole ed in nicchi fanno le frutte…” Vasari-Milanesi, 1:142. 
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past is juxtaposed with the seemingly random encrustation of porous stones and shells 

that border the entrance to the final chamber of the grotto (Figures 6.39). Some of the 

species featured here are quite large in comparison to those used elsewhere in the grotto, 

there are no nautilus shells, but there are rather large spiral shells – if not triton’s 

trumpets, then some similar species. They almost seem to grow from the encrustations or, 

perhaps, appear as if they have been caught there as the stones grew over time. The room 

is like a ruin crusted over through the ravages of time.  

In the final room of the grotto, shells feature in a different way. In two corners of 

the room, flanking its entrance are amorphous fountains contained in niches that display 

mosaics composed of shells and stones (Figure 6.40). Elsewhere, the form of shells are 

evoked in grotesque faces that leer down from high on the wall (Figure 6.41). Their 

vaguely threatening gazes seem to be directed at Giambologna’s Venus, who stands on a 

mound of porous stone punctuated with real shells (Figure 6.42). She is also harassed 

from below, for the brackets of the basin in which she stands have sprouted arms and 

satyr heads that spit water at her shrinking figure. She attempts to retreat upwards onto a 

pedestal and, in the manner of a Venus pudica, she shields her breasts with one arm while 

with her other grasps for the cloth to her side. For once, we are witness to the leering 

assailants of Venus, who is depicted by Giambologna in a well-known stance adopted 

from classical precedents. In the space, there appears to be a playful opposition between 

the smooth, elegant body of Venus and the rough, natural materials and grotesque forms 

that surround her.  

The inclusion of scallop-like shells on the mound on which the goddess stands are 

a reference to her traditional association with the shell, one that has ancient origins. The 
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link is most often tied up in the story of her Venus’ birth and her association with the sea 

made her a suitable focus for early maritime cults; further, scallop shells were offered at 

shrines to the goddess “and tended even to assume a certain sanctity of their own as an 

emblem of the sea on the one hand and of fertility on the other.”530 It would seem that the 

fountain is the epitome of classicism in the use of white marble, the scallop shells, and 

the Venus Pudica stance, yet this is a marked contrast to other depictions of Venus 

commissioned by the Medici. She is not the demure figure whisked to shore in a scallop’s 

embrace as portrayed in Botticelli’s famous painting nor that of Vasari in the Room of 

the Elements, but rather one who is the object of grotesque gazes. 

Venus’ stance creates a tension with classical precedents in that the source of her 

anxiety is manifest in the form of the spitting satyrs and leering shell faces – it is a kind 

of reinterpretation of the Venus Pudica. Traditionally, she appears coyer in her stance; 

there was room for ambiguity in her solitude. Further, her idealized, classically-inspired 

form is a direct contrast to those formless mounded fountains flanking the entrance and 

the seemingly living architectural forms of her basin. The subtlety in the dialogue 

between these sculptural elements is belied by the rather light, playful nature of the 

painted program of the room with its delicate flowered vines and pergolas populated by 

birds and grapes. The Venus is the culmination of the three rooms of the grotto, she is 

made of refined white marble, yet she is spit and leered at by satyr-like creatures and 

grotesque faces, whose natural forms and associations with nature are her antithesis. 

                                                   

530 Sir Mortimer Wheeler, “A Symbol In Ancient Times,” in The Scallop: Studies of a Shell and its 

Influences on Humankind, ed. Ian Cox (London: ‘Shell’ Transport and Trading Company, 1957), 47. These 

ideas are supported by W. Deonna, who links the origin of the association between Aphrodite and the shell 

in Greek thought to the use of shells as votive offerings to the goddess. See Deonna, “Aphrodite à la 

coquille,” RA 2 (1917): 392-416, especially 564. Of a similar nature, see also see, M. Brickoff, “Afrodite 

nella conchiglia,” BA (1930): 563-69. 
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There seems to be a dramatization between the classicism and “high art” represented by 

Giambologna’s statue and the other forms and materials of the rest of the space – the 

amorphous fountains, grotesqueries, and natural materials.  

Shells were also a prominent feature of the gardens of Pratolino. Unfortunately, 

little remains of the numerous grottoes found therein, but their popularity meant that 

drawings and texts about the space are numerous enough to fill in some of the blanks. 

One of the most remarkable features at the garden was Giambologna’s Appennino, a 

work of both sculpture and architecture that unified the natural landscape with artifice in 

that it was carved partially from the living rock, which was then built up further and 

encrusted with spugna. This personification of the natural landscape was a testament to 

artistry and natural materials, a quality repeated within the grottos of the giant’s body. 

Visitors to the site seem to have been particularly struck by a fountain featuring Thetis, a 

sea nymph, also created by Giambologna.  Francesco de Vieri describes the fountain in 

his treatise on the marvels of Pratolino:  

There is a most rare fountain made of the marvelous works 

of nature, such as precious seashells… [at] the highest part 

of that fountain there is placed a statue of Thetis, all of 

shells, who looks down with marvel and astonishment that 

art overcomes nature in a certain way, since it has made a 

remarkable basin in the form of trough of eight sides, and 

on each corner there is a mother-of-pearl bat, and in the 

middle a snail similarly of mother-of-pearl.531 

 

                                                   

531 “Nella stanza maggiore vi e una rarissima fonte fatta tutta di opere maravigliose della Natura, come di 

ricchi nicchi marini, dentrovi varie sorti di animali, in questo modo. Et prima, cominciandoli dalla piu alta 

parte di detta fonte ve è posta una statua di Thedite tutta di nicchi, che riguarda con maraviglia in giù, et 

stupifce, che l'arte superi in un certo modo la natura, poiché l'ha fatto si mirabile vaso in forma di pila di 

otto faccie, et su ogni canto vi è un pipistrello di madreperla, et nel mezzo una lumaca similmente di 

madreperla.” Francesco de Vieri, Discorsi delle maravigliose opera di Pratolino, et d’Amore (Florence: 

Giorgio Marescotti, 1587), 27. 
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Nature provides marvelous materials such as the shells, but the artistry with which they 

have been worked has surpassed Nature. This reflection is linked to a particularly 

extraordinary combination of art and nature, the statue of Thetis “all of shells.” 

Aldrovandi, when visiting Florence was similarly struck by the Thetis grotto, writing that 

within it:  

there are found sorts of oysters of different species and 

exotics, and this fountain is called in the vulgar language 

“fonte de’ Nicchii;” we can distinguish shells of the oyster 

type conjoined by an admirable art, as if they had been 

generated in this same way. From these various shells 

spring numerous jets of water, and one sees on the upper 

part of the vault… richly ornamented with numerous and 

varied figures, made of various shells. The central bowl of 

the basin is presented in the same manner, as an 

assemblage made up of various shells belonging to various 

species, from which water pipes emerge, and we see 

various aquatic animals formed from the same shells. And 

at the top of the fountain there is a statue of a Marine 

Goddess composed of the same shells; the basin, in which 

the water pours, is a pavement of elaborate mosaic [made] 

from different terracotta tiles in various colors, white of 

course, but also blue and green.532 

 

For Aldrovandi too, natural materials are joined by art to create the rather novel conceit, 

but for the naturalist there is a similarity in the generative qualities of art and nature – art 

                                                   

532 “Fons vulgo cochlearum et iure merito hoc nomine vocatus, cum ibi sint ostreaca varii generis et 

peregrine, quemadmodum est ille fons vulgo appellatus fonte de’ Nicchii, ibi apparent arte mirabili 

convincta ostreacea ut quasi nata ibi videantur. Ex hisque cochleis variis exiliunt aquarum multae 

scaturigines, et arcus superior seu concameratio multis variis figuris perornata conspicitur ex cochleis 

diversis. Vas in medio habetur ad instar calicis variis cochleis diversi generis intertextum ex quibis escunt 

ductus aquarum ibique conspiciuntur formata varia animalia aquatilia ex iisdem cochleis. In summoque 

fontis statua Deae marinae iisdem conchiliis contexta; basis, in qua infunditur aqua est lithostraton 

elaboratum ex variis tessellis. Laterum coctorum varii coloris nempe albi, caerulei, et viridis.” Ulisse 
Aldrovandi, “Itinerarium Florentiae factum anno 1586 a die 13 usque a diem 22 iunii,” reprinted in 

Alessandro Tosi, Ulisse Aldrovandi e la Toscana (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 1989), 351.This Latin 

passage was translated into French by Hervé Brunon, which helped immensely with the English translation 

presented here. See Hervé Brunon, “Pratolino: Art des jardins et imaginaire de la nature dans l’Italie de la 

seconde moitié du XVIe siècle” (Ph.D. dissertation, Université Paris Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2001), 364-5. 

Unfortunately, I came across Brunon’s dissertation towards the end of this project, for I would have liked to 

make better use of his work.  
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does not overcome nature, nor nature art. As a naturalist, he was interested in the types of 

shells found, noting oyster shells along with more exotic species, about which he is not 

more specific, unfortunately. What is clear in both the accounts of de Vieri and 

Aldrovandi is the marvel with which this particular grotto was experienced, especially as 

it relates to the use of shells. The novel use of materials and the varied water tricks and 

colourful pavements would have been a wonder, particularly the central figure made up 

of shells, which places the irregular materials of nature as central.  

These texts can only take us so far in understanding the appearance of this figure. 

How exactly shells were used to create the Thetis is unclear. If she was not covered with 

shells in a mosaic-like effect, akin to the figures in the first room of the grotto at Boboli, 

perhaps her body resembled more closely the composite shell figures from the later 

seventeenth century housed today in the Museo degli Argenti (Figure 6.43). Drawings of 

the grotto, such as those in Figure 6.44 and 6.45, and Giambologna’s study (Figure 6.46) 

only give a general sense of the space and the statue and do not provide clear details in 

regard to material, yet the witnesses clearly understood she was made up of shells, and 

Aldrovandi suggests there was some variety in the types used.  

Thetis is described as marveling at her surroundings. She is not the white marble 

of the artist's Venus at Boboli. Rather, she is a female figure who marvels at what art, 

triumphing over nature, has made. Yet, there is an irony in de Vieri’s description in that 

Thetis marvels at the triumph of art, but she is “all of shells” herself. Giambologna has 

forgone the traditions of classical statuary, eschewing white marble in the creation of the 

female form, the archetypal work of art, and replacing it with the rough, irregular 
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materials of nature. In this space, like the Grotta Grade, artists play with expectations of 

classicism using unexpected forms and materials to delight and surprise visitors. 

 

6.6 Shells in Architecture  

 In the Tribuna of the Uffizi, also designed by Bernardo Buontalenti, shells are 

once again used in a rather novel way. The octagonal, domed room was created to display 

painting, sculpture, and artificialia, including those opulent works in hard stone made to 

resemble shells along with actual shell objects.533 Given Buontalenti’s experience in 

garden design, it is perhaps no surprise that the room is evocative of a grotto, albeit one 

which must be described as incredibly refined as befits the location of its construction. 

There are no water tricks or porous stone here, but shells do encrust the dome and drum, 

an elaborate pietre dure floor was created, and the foremost painter of nature at 

Francesco’s court, Jacopo Ligozzi painted fish, plants, water fowl, stones, and shells 

along the lower portion of the wall.534 The playfulness that characterizes garden grottos is 

here kept in check. The water and plants are false, the stone more expensive, the dome 

and drum seem almost jewel-encrusted with their mother-of-pearl inlay. The official, 

                                                   

533 A sense of the diverse works kept in the Tribuna is provided through inventories. These are made 

readily accessible in Giovanna Gaeta Bertelà, La Tribuna di Ferdinando I de’ Medici: Inventari, 1589-

1631, Collezionismo e storia dell’arte: Studi e fonti, 5 (Modena: Franco Cosimo Panini, 1997). Of the 

inventories transcribed, that compiled in 1589 is most relevant here as it is the closest to the life of 

Francesco.  
534 Jacopo Ligozzi’s paintings are now lost. The only sense of what must have been an incredibly 
naturalistic scene is found in Johan Zoffany’s 1772 painting of the room in which a group of men pursue 

and pontificate on the art works that crowd the room. Amid the rather chaotic scene Ligozzi’s paintings are 

just visible: at the far right and left-hand side of the painting the viewer can just make out the forms of fish 

and other things. A hardly discernible account book in the Archivio di Stato di Firenze suggests that this 

frieze included many kinds of birds, fish, aquatic plants, stones, and shells (“piu sorte uccielli peschi aqua 

piante sassi niche”). This entry repeats numerous times throughout the document. ASF GM 113, fol. 194v 

is referenced here, but see also fols. 186, 189, 194, 200. 
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bureaucratic nature of the Uffizi perhaps made such refinement and expensive materials a 

priority. It was a space too, where worthy visitors to Florence could marvel at the 

grandeur of the Medici.  

Into the ground of the dome thousands of shells have been affixed in horizontal 

rows, each off-set from the next. Each appears to have been modified such that they are 

all of a similar shape and size (Figure 6.47 and detail Figure 6.48). These shells are 

generally called mother-of-pearl given their pearl-like lustre, but are identifiable as the 

pearl-producing Pinctada margaritifera (today commonly referred to as black-lip pearl 

oyster) (Figure 6.49), which, like the nautilus and triton’s trumpet originates from the 

Indo-Pacific.535 The name of the shell literally means “pearl bearer” and the species is in 

fact the primary source of natural pearls.536 The choice of this material for the dome 

likely owes to lore surrounding this particular creature and its association with pearls. 

The anonymous author of the physiologus writes:  

I will tell you how the pearl is born. There is a stone in the 

sea called the oyster. It comes out of the sea early in the 

morning ahead of the light, and, opening its shell (that is, 

its mouth) it swallows the heavenly dew and the rays of the 

sun and moon and the light from the stars above. And thus 

is born the pearl from the most high celestial bodies.537  

 

An exegesis on the pearl in relation to the Immaculate Conception, Christ, and the 

apostles follows. This account made its way into bestiary lore, where pearl oysters are 

                                                   

535 Jonietz, “Le conchiglie della Tribuna,” 191. Jonietz is explicit in his identification of the exact species. 

Other sources refer to the shells generally as oyster shells, see, for example Detlef Heikamp, “Le sovrane 

bellezze della Tribuna,” in Magnificenza all Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla fine del Cinquecento, 

exh. cat., ed. Cristina Acidini Luchinat and Maria Sframeli (Florence, Palazzo Pitti, Museo degli Argenti, 

sept 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 329. 
536 Harasewych and Moretzsohn, The Book of Shells, 56. 
537 Physiologus, trans. Michael J. Curley (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), 34. 
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said to go ashore at night where they were “fertilized by the dew of heaven”538 and take 

in the rays of the stars, moon, and sun – all of these characterizations helped to explain 

the luminous quality of pearls and the shells that produce them. These ideas link the 

material with light and the sky, making them suited to the dome, which was topped by a 

lantern and weather vane that turned according to the winds.539 In a play on classicism, 

Buontalenti has replaced traditional coffering with shells. Shells of this type, were, after 

all, referred to generally as “nicchi.” The dome thus combines innovative materials in a 

play with tradition. Buontalenti is explicit – shells were both natural material and 

architectural motif. 

 Buontalenti uses shells again in his 1587 plan for the façade of Santa Maria del 

Fiore. Francesco ordered a new façade for the cathedral to replace that which had been 

left unfinished. Of the proposals submitted, none are as playful or ornate as that of 

Buontalenti. Scrolls, pediments and other ornamental features punctuate the façade 

(Figure 6.50). Interspersed among these are shell motifs that vary in appearance. In the 

case of the details in Figures 6.51 and 6.52, the architect has taken the traditional shell-

headed niche and allowed it to creep out on to the surrounding wall, in a somewhat 

scroll-like, abstracted fashion. Elsewhere, a scallop-like shell is represented in a rounded 

pediment below an empty cartouche, squished as if in response to the restrictions of the 

                                                   

538 The Aberdeen Bestiary (Aberdeen University Library MS 24) has been made available online with a full 

scan of the manuscript and a transcription and translation of the text. The particular reference to pearls is 

found in “On fish,” “The Aberdeen Bestiary – MS 24,” ed. Jane Geddes, trans. Morton Gauld and Colin 
McLaren (Aberdeen: The University of Aberdeen) <https://www.abdn.ac.uk/bestiary/ms24/f77r> 

Accessed: March 4, 2017. 
539 Scott Schaeffer links Borghini’s interest in Pliny to Alessandro Allori’s Pearl Fishers in the Studiolo. 

Specifically, he suggests that Pliny’s writings on the pearl are reflected in how the sky is portrayed by 

Allori. The same type of play in the meaning of the pearly sheen of shells must be at work in the Tribuna 

dome. “The Studiolo of Francesco I de' Medici in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence” (Ph.D. dissertation, 

Bryn Mawr College, 1976), 277. 
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space (Figure 6.53). In the shell motif in Figure 6.54, the area that would normally be 

referred to as the hinge, articulating the two halves of a shell, grows outwards, 

transforming into two ribbed swags, echoing the ribs of a shell. Buontalenti proliferates 

the ornamental nature of shells through his abstraction, representing a traditional 

architectural motif in a novel way.  

The presence of shells in architecture was by no means uncommon. Shells have 

long been a feature of architecture, the earliest example in the Western cannon thought to 

be that found in a grotto beside a spring dedicated to Pan in Syria dating from 86 BCE.540  

Shell-headed niches were common in the Roman Empire and would also often appear on 

sarcophagi, set behind busts. They would continue to be used in classically inspired 

architecture, for example in the shell-headed niche that held Andrea del Verrocchio’s 

(1435-88) Christ and St. Thomas on the façade of Orsanmichele (Figure 6.55) and those 

on the interior and exterior of Donato Bramante’s (1444-1514) Tempietto in Rome 

(Figure 6.56). These shells are not strictly naturalistic, but do not exhibit Buontalenti’s 

level of abstraction, and instead stay rather neatly in their niches. By explicitly playing 

with this tradition, Buontalenti sets himself apart from the strictures of classical 

architecture. Through his innovative modifications to the trope, the architect exhibits 

some resistance to tradition and an interest in increased drama within his architectural 

programs, a precursor to the abstraction and dramatization of natural forms in the arts of 

the subsequent centuries, culminating, perhaps, in the rocaille.541   

                                                   

540 Wheeler, “A Symbol In Ancient Times,” 37. 
541 The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century fascination with the aesthetics of shells was a driving force 

behind the style known as rococo and its central motif, the rocaille, a French term meaning rock or shell, 

and certainly, the ornament of the period pulled heavily from the natural world. Katie Scott finds that “the 

influx of shell motifs into the decorative repertoire of the early eighteenth century owed” much “to the 

expanding market for conchology.” Katie Scott, The Rococo Interior: Decoration and Social Spaces in 



 

 

 

260 

Had Buontalenti’s plan been realized, his thoroughly modern façade would beg 

comparison to the earlier architectural style of the building, which includes a series of 

shell-headed niches running along the drums of four engaged cupolas and the shell 

motifs, similar in appearance, featured on the lantern (Figure 6.57 and 6.58). The 

architect pays homage to the old, yet provides a modern spin, suggesting a unity of past 

and present on the most conspicuous architectural structure of the city. Shells were both a 

natural material and a traditional architectural motif for Buontalenti. In playing with them 

and abstracting their form, he calls attention to them – his shells are neither ancient, 

architectural shells nor representations of actual shells, the artful conceits of Nature, he 

thus invites a contemplation on the relationship between art and nature, and perhaps the 

art of the past and that of the present.  

Buontalenti also used shells in an unprecedented and pointed manner at the 

Casino di San Marco. Francesco commissioned his favourite architect to create a casino – 

literally a small house, but in this case a sort of city villa – in which to house the grand 

ducal artistic and “scientific” workshops. The building fronts the Via Cavour opposite the 

Basilica di San Marco, and its façade is punctuated with ornament. The lower level 

features a series of windows framed with alternating rounded and triangular pediments. 

The sills below each window are supported by a pair of shallow brackets that sprout 

grotesque heads and feet, between which is a stylized scallop shell (Figure 6.59). On the 

primo piano, the windows are famed more simply, but each features a grotesque mask, 

                                                   

Early Eighteenth-Century Paris (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 172. See also Michael Yonan, 

“Igneous Architecture: Porcelain, Natural Philosophy and the Rococo cabinet chinois,” in The Cultural 

Aesthetics of Eighteenth-Century Porcelain, eds. Alden Cavanaugh and Michael Yonan (Burlington, VT: 

Ashgate, 2010). 
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leering out at the street below. Similarly, the windows of the final story also feature 

grotesque masks, though these are not so varied in appearance. The main portal of the 

casino is the centrepiece of Buontalenti’s design (Figure 6.60), as suggested by Francesco 

Bocchi, who lauds the Casino and describes the entrance as “amazingly beautiful.”542 The 

rounded, oversized door is set off from the smooth façade by alternating bands of 

advanced and recessed masonry work and a small balcony above. Between the door and 

balcony is the Medici coat of arms topped by the grand ducal crown, precariously 

projecting outward. Buontalenti has increased the theatricality through faux draperies, 

carved so as to appear as if billowing out from below the balcony and cascading down 

behind the crown and crest. On the upper, rounded area of the door, Buontalenti has 

incorporated an inventive conceit: a scallop shell with a monkey’s head and hands 

projecting below (Figure 6.61).  

Buontalenti has combined a traditional architectural motif – the shell – with a 

monkey, a combination that, as far as I am aware, is unprecedented. Buontalenti draws 

attention to the shell as an object by having the monkey’s presence distort the scallop 

though his engagement with it – it is not a static, architectural form that conforms to its 

surroundings. The monkey forces himself beneath the shell, displaying his very human-

like hands and gawking at viewers below, and in response, the bottom edge of the shell 

warps in accommodation. This is not the rigid shell of the classical architecture, desirable 

in its architectural qualities and evocation of the past, but a further example of 

Buontalenti’s play with the shell as an object that was viewed fundamentally in this 

                                                   

542 Francesco Bocchi, The Beauties of the City of Florence, trans. Thomas Frangenberg and Robert 

Williams (Toronto: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2006), 28. 
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period as both a natural thing and a motif of art that could be artfully manipulated. The 

architect demonstrated such a conception at the Tribuna, as discussed, and naturalists, 

such as Aldrovandi, cited the artistic modification of shells while simultaneously being 

concerned with empirical observation.  

The conceit here appears to be a play on the adage “Ars Simia Naturae,” “art apes 

nature.”543 The saying has its origins in the medieval world, based on the idea that 

monkeys mimic humankind, much like art was to imitate the natural world. Thus 

monkeys (or apes) and art were aligned in their imitative ambitions. This was variously 

conceived as negative, in the sense that such imitation could be deceitful or fraudulent, 

and at other times more positively, since the goal of artists was often said to be the 

imitation of nature.544 Monkeys aping human artifice was not an unknown motif for the 

Medici. It was a common literary and visual conceit expressed, for example, in Jacopo 

Zucchi’s Coral Fishers (Figure 3.15), where a small monkey adorns himself in jewellery, 

in satire of the artifice of the women depicted above him. Buontalenti’s monkey, 

however, does not “ape” any person or perform any obviously satirical action. Instead he 

looks outward at the visitor entering the Casino. 

Given the location, as a kind of title over the door, the monkey and shell seem to 

offer a playful commentary on the Casino and its use in Buontalenti’s day (as the locus of 

artistic productions and investigations into the natural world) and historically, when it 

was the site of the famed Medici sculpture garden, where a young Michelangelo studied 

                                                   

543 Fabian Jonietz discusses the relationship between shells and artistic production in his study of the 

Tribuna. In doing so, he makes reference to Buontalenti’s façade at the Casino, and also concludes that it is 

a representation of this motto, but says little else about it. Jonietz, “Le conchiglie della Tribuna,” 198-99. 
544 For an exploration of “Ars Simia Naturae,” see, most importantly, Janson, Ape and Ape Lore in the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance (London: Warburg Institute, University of London, 1952), 287-325, as 

well as Ramona and Desmond Morris, Men and Apes (London: Hutchinson & Co., Ltd., 1966), 35-45.  
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the arts of the ancients under the care of Lorenzo il Magnifico.545 Vasari asserts that 

along with ancient sculpture, there were also works by more recent artists, such as 

Donatello, Uccello, and Fra Filippo Lippi. Thus, Michelangelo and others could learn 

from ancient and modern masters and the space was posited, in Vasari’s narrative, as a 

sort of school – a precursor to the Accademia del Disegno.546 Ludovico Borgo and Ann 

Sievers write that “there was no systematic  teaching of any sort offered in the gardens 

but only the opportunity for some young artists to visit there, on Lorenzo’s invitation, and 

study from his collection of antique sculpture.”547 Nonetheless, simply the idea that the 

space functioned in this way is important. Scholars have suggested that establishing the 

artistic and “scientific” laboratories at this particular site was done by Francesco with the 

history of the site in mind – a link between the arts of the past and the roots of the Medici 

dynasty, with those of the present.548 

                                                   

545 The exact location of the sculpture garden is a matter of scholarly debate. For dissenting opinions, see 

Caroline Elam, “Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Sculpture Garden,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in 

Florenz, 36. Bd., H ½ (1992): 41-84 and Ludovico Borgo and Ann H. Sievers, “The Medici Gardens at San 

Marco,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institut in Florenz 33, Bd., H. 2/3 (1989): 237-56. I agree with 

the assessments of Caroline Elam, who places the gardens as directly adjacent to the south side of the 
Casino. Regardless, the Casino was on property (comprised of buildings and gardens) that had been 

amalgamated by the Medici in the fifteenth century and is known to have included the sculpture garden. 

Some scholars assert that the garden was begun earlier, with the acquisition of a plot of land opposite San 

Marco by Cosimo de’ Medici in the mid-1450s. This pushes the date of the establishment of the gardens 

back by decades. For this view, see Borgo and Sievers, “The Medici Gardens at San Marco,” 237.  
546 Paoloa Barocchi, Il giardino di San Marco: Maestri e compagni del giovane Michelangelo, exh. cat. 

(Casa Buonarroti, June 30-October 19, 1992) (Cinisello Balsamo, Italy: Silvana, 1992), 159. Scholars 

debate the degree to which the sculpture garden functioned as a school in the way Vasari suggests. 

Generally, scholars are skeptical of his assertions, including Borgo and Sievers, “The Medici Gardens at 

San Marco,” 237-56, André Chastel, “Vasari et la légende médicéenne: L’école du Jardin de Saint Marc,” 

in Studi Vasariani (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1952), 159-67, and Ernst Gombrich, “The Early Medici as 

Patrons of Art,” Norm and Form: Studies in in the Art of the Renaissance 2nd ed. (London: Phaidon, 1971), 
35-57, especially 57-58. Others are more sympathetic to Vasari’s assertions, see, for example, Elam, 

“Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Sculpture Garden,” 58-63. These same scholars also debate whether Vasari’s 

assertion that the work of modern masters was also kept here is true. 
547 Borgo and Sievers, “The Medici Gardens at San Marco,” 248. 
548 In mentioning this, Borgo and Sievers, “The Medici Gardens at San Marco,” 248 attribute the original 

assertion to Detlef Heikamp, “Unbekannte Halbedelsteingefässe aus Medici-Besitz,” Pantheon XXIX 

(1971): 189. I only became aware of this article as this project came to a close and so was unable to access 
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In his decision to use the scallop shell as a large and repeating part of the façade 

at the site of what was Lorenzo’s famed garden of ancient sculpture, Buontalenti evokes 

the past, a past for which the classical model was central. But Buontalenti’s shell is both 

an abstracted ancient architectural motif and a modern physical object with which the 

monkey plays. Shells and monkeys were both a part of the natural world, discussed in 

natural history treatises by individuals such as Aldrovandi, but also intimately associated 

with the arts. Their culturally imbued meanings might offer a number of readings in their 

combination here: Does nature (shell) triumph over art (monkey); or does the monkey’s 

impish action show both to be nature, here artfully manipulated; or is this a commentary 

on classicism? At Francesco’s grand ducal laboratories of art and nature, raw materials 

were worked under the hands of skilled artists and nature’s secrets were investigated. In 

operating at this site, Buontalenti and his contemporaries were implicated in a long 

lineage of Florentine artistic heritage, but they do not repeat the past, they are rather 

thoroughly modern – much like Buontalenti’s novel invention for the site. Francesco 

aligns himself with Lorenzo, also a great patron of the arts, whose patronage was 

formative for a young Michelangelo, an artist whose work ushered in a new era of art. 

The Casino, with its shell and monkey, thus offers a deliberate rumination on past and 

present on the part of both patron and artist.  

 

                                                   

the article in time. Thus, I cannot confirm their citation, however, it is certainly something with which I 

agree.  
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6.7 Conclusion  

The relationship between past and present, between nature and artifice was fluid 

and sometimes ambiguous. Shells had been prized and a feature of the arts since ancient 

times, in many ways a symbol of classicism, but also examples of Nature’s art. Yet, in the 

early modern world, new types of shells, familiar and fundamentally foreign began to 

reach European hands as a result of programs of expansion, creating a need to reconcile 

the new with knowledge inherited from the past. This is expressed in natural history 

treatises, where the knowledge of the ancients was tested alongside attempts at 

categorization and understandings based on empiricism, resulting in the monumental 

texts by Belon, Aldrovandi, and others. In the arts it is expressed in the enveloping of the 

exotic nautilus shell into a grotesque mounting, the placement of the remarkable triton’s 

trumpet into a classically inspired image of pearl fishing, in the use of shells in place of 

marble in the statues of Greco-Roman goddesses, and in the desire to juxtapose 

traditional shell-headed niches with a modern take on the motif. At the Casino, the 

ultimate site for both art and nature in Francesco’s Florence, a shell, symbol of classicism 

as well as nature, is united with an ape, symbol of the arts, in an innovative and unusual 

motif suggestive of the ongoing relationship between art and nature, between the 

classicism of the past and the art of the present.  
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Figure 6.1 Two Shells, Filippo Napoletano, 1618, Galleria Palatina, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 6.2  Illustration from Dell'historia natvrale di Ferrante Imperato napoletano libri 

XXVIII, 1599. 
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Figure 6.3 Frontispiece from Ferrante Imperato’s Dell'historia natvrale di Ferrante Imperato 

napoletano, 1599. 
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Figure 6.4 Shell Drawers form the collection of Simon Schijnvoet. Zoological Museum, 

Amsterdam. 
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Figure 6.5 Cabinet of Levinus Vincent, Andries van Buysen, frontispiece from 

Wondertooneel der nature, 1715. 
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Figure 6.6 Illustrations from Albert Seba’s Locupletissimi rerum naturalium thesauri, c. 

1734. 
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Figure 6.7 Plates from Dezallier d’Argenville’s La conchyliologie, ou Histoire naturelle des 

coquilles de mer, 1780. 
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Figure 6.8 Amphitrite, Stoldo Lorenzi, 1573. Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 
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Figure 6.9 Pearl Fishers, Alessandro Allori, 1570-72. Studiolo, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 
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Figure 6.10 Detail of the triton’s trumpet in Alessandro Allori’s Pearl Fishers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.11 Photograph of a triton’s trumpet (Charonia tritonis). 
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Figure 6.12  Photograph of a triton (Charonia lampas). 

 

  

Figure 6.13 Studies for Mollusks from the collection of Ulisse Aldrovandi. 
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Figure 6.14 Photograph of the Argonaut (Argonauta argo). 

 

Figure 6.15 Photograph of a nautilus (Nautilus pompilius). 
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Figure 6.16 Nautilus (argonaut), woodcut from Pierre Belon’s La nature & diversité des 

poissons, 1555. 

 

Figure 6.17 Nautilus, woodcut from Pierre Belon’s La nature & diversité des poissons, 1555. 
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Figure 6.18 Nautilus (argonaut), woodcut from Ulisse Aldrovandi’s De reliquis animalibus 

exanguibus libri quatuor, post mortem eius editi: nempe de mollibus, crustaceis, testaceis, et 

zoophytis, 1606. 
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Figure 6.19 Argonaut, preparatory study from the collection of Ulisse Aldrovandi. 
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Figure 6.20 Nautilus, woodcut from Ulisse Aldrovandi’s De reliquis animalibus exanguibus 

libri quatuor, post mortem eius editi: nempe de mollibus, crustaceis, testaceis, et zoophytis, 

1606. 
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Figure 6.21Studies of nautilus shells, with nacre exposed (left) and outer layer in tact 

(right), from the collection of Ulisse Aldrovandi. 
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Figure 6.22 Nautilus shell study, view of the mouth, from the collection of Ulisse 

Aldrovandi. 
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Figure 6.23 Nautilus shell bisected to display interior chambers, woodcut from Ulisse 

Aldrovandi’s De reliquis animalibus exanguibus libri quatuor, post mortem eius editi: nempe 

de mollibus, crustaceis, testaceis, et zoophytis, 1606. 
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Figure 6.24 Nautilus shell carved in Guangzhou, China, woodcut from Ulisse Aldrovandi’s 

De reliquis animalibus exanguibus libri quatuor, post mortem eius editi: nempe de mollibus, 

crustaceis, testaceis, et zoophytis, 1606. 
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Figure 6.25 Nautilus salt cellar, c. 1550-1560. Museum of Natural History, Florence. Author 

photo. 
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Figure 6.26 Nautilus salt cellar, c. 1550-1560. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

Author photo. 
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Figure 6.27 Carved and painted nautilus salt cellar. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, 

Florence. 

 

Figure 6.28 Carved and painted nautilus salt cellar. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, 

Florence. 
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Figure 6.29  Salt Cellar, Giulio Romano, first half of the sixteenth century. British Museum, 

London. 

 

Figure 6.30 Majolica plate with the Banquet of Achelous, attributed to the Workshop of 

Maestro Domenego, ca. 1550-1560. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 



 

 

 

289 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.31 Majolica plate with the Banquet of Achelous, attributed to the Workshop of 

Maestro Domenego, ca. 1550-1570. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

290 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.32 Nautilus shell flask. Museo degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 
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Figure 6.33 Still-Life with Fruit and Nautilus Pitcher, Willem van Aelst, 1653. Galleria 

Palatina, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.34 Grotto of the Animals, Tribolo and the workshop of Giogio Vasari, 1560s. Villa 

di Castello, Florence. 
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Figure 6.35 Ceiling of the Grotto of the Animals, Tribolo and the workshop of Giogio 

Vasari, 1560s. Villa di Castello, Florence. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.36 Detail of basin with carved shells, Grotto of the Animals, Tribolo and the 

workshop of Giogio Vasari, 1560s. Villa di Castello, Florence. 
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Figure 6.37 Detail of shells the central room of the Grotta Grande, Bernardo Buontalenti. 

Boboli Gardens, Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.38 Shell and porous stone swags, Grotta Grande, Bernardo Buontalenti. Boboli 

Gardens, Florence. Author photo. 

 

 



 

 

 

295 

 

 

 

Figure 6.39 Detail of the shell work found in the central room of the Grotta Grande, 

Bernardo Buontalenti. Boboli Gardens, Florence. Author photo. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

296 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.40 Amorphous fountains found in the final room of the Grotta Grande. Boboli 

Gardens, Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.41 Shell-mask found in the final room of the Grotta Grande. Boboli Gardens, 

Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.42 Venus, Giambologna, Grotta Grande, Boboli Gardens. 
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Figure 6.43 Composite shell figures, Grand ducal Workshops, late 17th century. Museo 

degli Argenti, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

Figure 6.44 Drawing of the fountain of Thetis inside Giambologna’s Appennino, H. 

Schickhardt, Reisetagebuch. Zweite italienische Reise, Cod. Hist. 4 148b. 

Wuerttembergische Landesbibliothek, Stuttgart. 
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Figure 6.45 Drawing of the fountain of Thetis inside Giambologna’s Appennino, Giovanni 

Guerra, Disegni, 1598. Graphische Sammlung, Albertina, Vienna. 
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Figure 6.46 Study for the statue of Thetis, Giambologna, c. 1580-85. Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London. 

 

 

Figure 6.47 Tribuna, Bernardo Buontalenti. Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.48 Detail of the shells embedded in the ceiling of the Tribuna. Author photo. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.49 Photograph of Pinctada margaritifera. 
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Figure 6.50 Plan for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore, Bernardo Buontalenti, 1587. 

Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Florence. 
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Figure 6.51 Scroll shell-nice, detail from plan for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore. 

 

Figure 6.52 Shell niche, detail from plan for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore. 

 

Figure 6.53 Shell pediment, detail from plan for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore. 

 

Figure 6.54 Shell bracket, detail from plan for the façade of Santa Maria del Fiore. 
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Figure 6.55 Christ and St. Thomas in shell-headed niche at Orsanmichele, Florence. 
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Figure 6.56 Tempietto, Bramante, c. 1502. Rome. 
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Figure 6.57 Lantern buttresses. Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence. 

 

 

Figure 6.58 Engaged cupolas with shell-headed niches. Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence. 
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Figure 6.59 Detail of windows at the Casino di San Marco, Bernardo Buontalenti, 1576. 

Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.60 Central portal of the Casino di San Marco, Bernardo Buontalenti, 1576. 

Florence. Author photo. 
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Figure 6.61 Detail of the shell and monkey motif from the central portal of the Casino di 

San Marco. Author photo. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion: Art and Nature at Play in Florence 

At the Casino di San Marco, the raw materials of nature, gathered from Italian 

shores and those further afield, were brought together to be worked by the hands of 

skilled artists. Here, the implications of the exchange between Mother Nature and 

Prometheus found in the Studiolo were enacted (Figure 1.1). For the artists of the 

Florentine court, the process of creation was important, starting with Mother Nature’s 

raw materials, to its gathering and working by human hands, and the display and 

circulation of the final works of art that showcased the artistry of nature and of artists. 

These processes were recorded in the spaces frequented by Francesco – in the grottos of 

the Appennino, where images of human industry (fishing and mining) were painted on the 

walls, in the Studiolo, with its images of the generation of different materials, their 

gathering, and their working, and in the Casino, for which Borghini had created an 

invention “dedicated to ‘the mines of the earth.’”549 Even in the highly refined Tribuna, 

references to the four elements bind the program of the space, which showcased the 

works of art produced at the Florentine court and featured natural materials, displayed on 

its shelves and incorporated into its architecture. The spaces of the Uffizi were connected 

by the Vasari Corridor to the Grotta Grande, in which the ravages of time and creeping 

nature decay a fictive architecture while a satyr thumbs his nose at those who experience 

                                                   

549 Cristina Acidini Luchinat, “La pittura fiorentina di corte alla fine del Cinquecento,” in Magnificenza all 

Corte dei Medici: Arte a Firenze alla fine del Cinquecento, exhibition catalogue, 370-379 (Florence, 

Palazzo Pitti, Museo degli Argenti, sept 24, 1997-January 6 1998) (Milan: Electa, 1997), 372. 
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the space, mocking the ambitions of man and his arts. Throughout these spaces and works 

the materials of nature abound.  

The mounting of branches of coral suggests a reverence for the material in itself. 

As a jewel might be mounted and worn on the body, coral was mounted as a statue, one 

which evoked associations with blood, water, beauty, and monstrosity, qualities reflected 

in paintings of women; images themselves that were meant to evoke life, to suggest that 

blood ran below pearly skin. References to coral challenge the concept of Mannerism, 

namely the idea that forms and colours found in works categorized as such are highly 

artificial and that artists were more interested in copying from other artists over 

adherence to nature. Yet the twisted, branching bodies and highly-keyed colours of 

Vasari’s and Zucchi’s paintings are explicitly correlated with coral. In these works, we 

see a coming together of a copying from nature with the hand of the artist in an 

exploration of the representational capabilities of coral.  

As coral was emulated by artists, so too was rock crystal. The immateriality of the 

highly valued stone was imitated in cristallo glass and in return, rock crystal began to be 

fashioned, even worked, in ways that imitated glass. The ambiguity or slippage between 

stone and glass in terms of language and aesthetics, revealed in the sometimes unclear 

references in period texts, creates an elision that confuses the boundary between media – 

between natural stone and the artificiality of glass. At the same time, specialized rock 

crystal carvers demonstrated their own skills through delicate grotesques and strange 

forms, applying an inherently artificial style to natural stone to create delicate forms and 

seeming immaterial works that belie the hardness of the material. By working rock 

crystal, cristallo, and attempts to forge stone, artists demonstrated intimate knowledge of 



 

 

 

313 

their materials and are implicated in feats of technological innovation. The working of 

these materials reveals the possibility for a fluidity of categories – between the materials 

of nature and those of man. 

 In rock crystal and cristallo, raw materials were manipulated in different ways to 

create completely clear objects, just as lapis lazuli could both be laboriously processed 

into pure blue pigment and carved in a way that highlighted its natural inclusions. 

Bronzino “perfects” lapis lazuli in his painted representations of the stone, creating the 

painters ideal of the material – the brilliantly blue pigment ultramarine. Yet as the pietre 

dure workshops of Florence were expanded under Francesco and then Ferdinando, there 

developed an increasing appreciation for its natural qualities. To best showcase the 

mottling and veining of lapis, Bernardo Buontalenti designed exquisite vases with 

expanses of finely polished surface. In pietre dure, representational scenes were created 

using a variety of stones that from a distance seemed to be paintings, causing the viewer 

to question materiality (medium) and the boundaries between painting and commesso. 

Hard stone works such as these were a hallmark of Florentine arts and embodied a 

permanence that was appealing to the Medici as embraced in the Chapel of the Princes – 

a room cloaked in stone. The space rejects the white marble of the New Sacristy, the 

material favoured by Michelangelo, and returns to the coloured stones of the fifteenth 

century – a return to the roots of the family dynasty within in a space meant to perpetuate 

their presence and preserve their physical remains. With this valued stone, artists revealed 

different priorities in working its aesthetic qualities – the refined blue of ultramarine as a 

priority for painters versus the emphasis on the variegations in works of hard stone that 
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overtly herald the aesthetics of nature. Yet both brought a level of opulence and prestige 

regardless of the form the material took at the hands of artists. 

Lapis lazuli came from afar and held ancient imperial associations, a parallel to 

shells, which likewise held a prominent place in the visual and material culture of the 

ancient past. Whereas lapis arrived from a distant, mysterious location, shells were 

readily available from the coastlines of the Mediterranean, yet in the sixteenth century 

they increasingly became signifiers of the expanding world. New species, even those 

infrequently seen, challenged inherited knowledge, creating a need to reconcile the past 

with the present. In the use and representation of shells, these tensions play out in the 

insertion of exotic shells into traditional visual forms (nautilus shells given grotesque 

mountings) and an increasing play with traditional shell motifs in architectural settings 

where their forms are increasingly abstracted. At the Casino di San Marco, the ultimate 

site for both art and nature in Francesco’s Florence, we see a shell, symbolic of 

classicism and the natural world, united with an ape, symbol of the arts and artifice, 

together in an innovative conceit that functions as a rumination on past and present, 

between art and nature.  

There is no simple relationship between the two generative forces of art and 

nature. Vasari and others following him present this period as one in which art perfects 

nature. Certainly, this was sometimes an artist’s goal, as in the highly artificial way 

Bronzino represented lapis lazuli, creating the painters’ ideal of the material, something 

impossible and, indeed, undesirable in reality. Yet even Vasari, champion of painting and 

sculpture and the idea of art perfecting nature, was not unaware of other modes of 

thought. He was, after all, involved in the Studiolo, a space envisioned as one in which 
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art and nature came together to produce things neither could do in isolation. Exquisite 

vases in lapis lazuli showcased its natural inconsistencies and those in rock crystal its 

brilliant clarity. Like nautilus shells stripped of their outer layer to reveal an iridescent 

nacre, stone rivaled the gilt and enamelled mountings that embrace the material. In other 

instances Nature is celebrated as artist. Shells featured alongside paintings and sculpture 

on the walls of the Palazzo Vecchio and were inserted into grotto walls, and branches of 

coral lay in the cabinets of the Studiolo. The aesthetics of the materials in themselves 

were of interest, eliciting a sense of wonder and speaking to the creative play of Mother 

Nature, who might still be imagined as an active artificer, natura naturans, the 

handmaiden of God, with the freedom to play in her creations, despite the creeping 

empiricism of the so-called Scientific Revolution. As was the case for the painters, 

sculptors, and architects of Vasari’s narrative, Nature too was a celebrated artist at the 

Florentine court.  

Through a focus on the stuff of nature, we bear witness to a clear celebration of 

nature in its raw forms as well as the translation of this in human feats of artifice that 

place the natural world as central. Each of the four materials considered here, coral, rock 

crystal, lapis lazuli, and shells, are implicated in a self-conscious play enacted by artists. 

Works in cristallo, made to imitate rock crystal, inspired Bernardo Buontalenti to explore 

the possibility of forging the transparent stone like glass. Coral was linked to artistic 

inspiration: its forms explicitly adopted by Vasari and Zucchi; its presence in a plan for a 

fountain specifically about the font of poetry, linking coral and art to the same source. 

Paintings that rely on stone for pigment, yet in representing that same stone in an image 

ignore its natural appearance are countered in commesso works that exploit the natural 
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qualities of stone and create the illusion of painting. Surely here, and the space in 

between – in painting, for example, in miniature Michelangelo’s Last Judgment on lapis 

lazuli – there was a pointed play with the materials and media of art and of nature. Even 

the great titan of sixteenth-century art, Michelangelo, would be at a loss if not for what 

Nature provides. Indeed, at the very site where Michelangelo’s skills were fostered, 

Francesco would charge Bernardo Buontalenti with the task of designing the Casino di 

San Marco, the locus for investigations into art and nature under his reign. In response, 

Buontalenti created a façade that not only places the grand ducal crown as central, but 

immediately below it a motif of seeming levity – a monkey emerging from below a shell. 

At Francesco’s court, artists would carry on the traditions of the past, but would not 

simply ape the work of their predecessors, but instead approach art in distinct ways, much 

in the way Buontalenti gives novel form to shells in his architecture. In these varied 

spaces and objects, where the materials of nature – coral, rock crystal, lapis lazuli, and 

shells – are placed as central, artists explored the relationship between art and nature in a 

variety of ways that resist a strict categorization of art over nature, nature over art, or 

even a third nature, allowing room for multiplicity and ambiguity. 
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