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ABSTRACT 

Florentine artist Neri di Bicci (1418-1492) was one of the most prolific and financially 

successful artists of the fifteenth century.  The hundreds of extant paintings from his workshop 

are a testament to his industry, which is further underlined by a close examination of the 798 

entries he wrote between 1453 and 1475 in his account book, his Ricordanze.  The purpose of 

this dissertation is to analyse the monetary and social history in Neri’s Ricordanze in order to 

provide a framework for an exploration of the way that paintings were constructed in Neri’s 

workshop, and a close examination of the evidence concerning collaboration between Neri and 

his contemporaries. 

This thesis determined that the repeated use of full-size paper patterns, known as 

cartoons, was a key aspect of Neri’s painting procedure.  Cartoon usage was established by 

overlaying scaled images of paintings in Photoshop, which demonstrated that the outlines of 

many of Neri’s figures and architectural designs were identical.  Analysing the price of Neri’s 

paintings also revealed trends which suggested that he used cartoons.  Half of the 224 objects 

described in the Ricordanze cost 30 lire or less, and the average of the 40 paintings between two 

and four square meters was 151 lire, less than half the regional average for paintings of 

comparable size.  Neri likely increased his profits by working faster than his contemporaries, 

since 15 of the 36 paintings with available completion times were finished in less than four 

months, and the overall average was seven and a half months.  Cartoons were also shared 

between Neri, his contemporaries (including Fra Filippo Lippi and Pesellino), and former 

assistants such as Cosimo Rosselli, Giusto d’Andrea, and Francesco Botticini, since similarities 

in figure size were discovered using Photoshop. 
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As a result of this study, we are left with a better understanding of fifteenth-century 

production methods and the movement of designs between workshops.  Furthermore, we know 

that Neri ran his business in a highly organized manner, and that cartoons were used extensively 

in order to produce a large volume of affordable paintings in order to meet the growing 

quattrocento demand for devotional objects. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

Tax documents reveal that Neri di Bicci was the wealthiest Florentine painter in 1480, a period 

rich with artists of far greater fame and talent.
1
  The hundreds of extant paintings that can be 

securely attributed to him attest to the fact that Neri was not only wealthy, but that his workshop 

was extraordinarily active.  However, Neri’s methods for producing paintings are not very well 

understood, despite the abundance of extant paintings and the large quantity of primary records 

that detail his commissions.  There is no catalogue of his work, and consequently we have only a 

partial understanding of his production methods.  Although historians often state that he used 

cartoons, there has been no archaeological examination and comparison of the entire corpus of 

his extant paintings.   

This situation is most likely due in part to the unfavourable reviews historians have made 

of his work.  Raimond van Marle, in his multi-volume book titled The Development of the Italian 

Schools of Painting, claims that Neri “was a painter who was just as productive as he was 

mediocre.”
2
  Martin Wackernagel, author of the 1938 ground-breaking study of Florentine 

workshop methods, used the “broad and unremitting productivity”
3
 of Neri’s workshop as an 

example of the activity of artists catering to the class of citizens with less-refined taste.   

Regardless of modern opinion concerning his talent, Neri’s central role in the production of 

devotional objects in the middle decades of the fifteenth century is undeniable and deserves 

                                                 
1
 Megan Holmes, ‘Neri di Bicci and the Commodification of Artistic Values in Florentine Painting (1450-1500),’ in: 

The Art Market in Italy, Marcello Fantoni, Louisa C. Matthew, Sara F. Matthews-Grieco, eds. (Modena: Panini, 

2003), p. 214. 
2
 Raimond van Marle, The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1928, vol. X), p. 

523. 
3
 Martin Wackernagel, Der Lebensraum des Künstlers in der Florentinischen Renaissance: Aufgaben und 

Auftraggeber, Werkstatt und Kunstmarkt (First published Leipzig 1938), The world of the Florentine Renaissance 

artist: projects and patrons, workshop and art market, Alison Luchs, trans. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 

2011), p. 291. 

javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/CFD736VFSQ76YSYEP2IEFLN1EC4LJ384H78B45MI752QSJ2GSL-26815?func=service&doc_number=000451934&line_number=0015&service_type=TAG%22);
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closer examination.  The goal of this thesis is to achieve a better understanding of the working 

methods of Neri and his contemporaries, which will be realized through a detailed analysis of 

archival material and extant paintings related to Neri and his workshop.   

1.1  Biography of Neri and his family   

There is a wealth of primary material that provides us with a clear impression of Neri’s 

life and work.  Our key resource is Neri’s financial account book, his Ricordanze, which will be 

analyzed in detail in the second chapter of this thesis.  Spanning the years 1453 to 1475, Neri’s 

Ricordanze contains extensive information concerning Neri’s financial transactions, from the 

commission fees he received and the wages he paid to his assistants, to household affairs such as 

settling his sister’s dowry.  In fact, less than half of the Ricordanze entries deal with painting 

commissions, while the remainder describe other business transactions, such as the cost of a 

donkey for his farm, or important events in Neri’s life like a family marriage or the birth of one 

of his children.   

The urge to create narrative financial accounts was a particularly Florentine phenomenon.  

Giovanni Ciappelli, in his analysis of Florentine account books, claims that there were an 

extraordinary number of family records and account books produced in Florence during the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
4
  Ricordanze originated in the thirteenth century as purely 

mercantile account books, but according to Ciappelli they “rapidly became props for memory, 

defining what was worth remembering in relation to what could be forgotten.”
5
  Apart from 

being of value to business operations, these accounts were also created to document the success 

of the author.  The pride with which Neri describes certain events or commissions is a clear 

                                                 
4 Giovanni Ciappelli, ‘Family Memory: Functions, Evolution, Recurrences’ in: Art, memory, and family in 

Renaissance Florence, Giovanni Ciappelli and Patricia Rubin, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 

p. 27. 
5
 Ibid.. 
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indication that he intended his Ricordanze to serve as both a financial account and as a document 

of his family history. 

We know that Neri was born around 1418, the second of four children, and the only son 

of Bicci di Lorenzo (1373 - 1452).
6
  Neri represented the third and possibly the fourth generation 

of his family to work as a painter, since his father had assumed responsibility for the painting 

workshop of his father Lorenzo di Bicci, and Neri’s great-grandfather, also known as Bicci di 

Lorenzo, might have been an artist.
7
  The 1420s and 1430s were a busy period for the Bicci 

workshop, with prestigious commissions throughout Florence that included fresco decoration in 

Santa Maria Nuova, Santa Croce, San Marco, and Santa Maria del Fiore.
8
  Neri probably joined 

his father’s workshop as an assistant in the late 1420s, and was definitely present in the 

workshop by 1428 since the record books for Santa Maria for the years 1426 - 1428 document 

that Bicci sent his son Neri to collect a payment of 30 florins for a painting completed for Donato 

Barbardero in Santa Felicita.
9
  By 1434, Neri was officially enrolled in the artists’ guild, the 

Compagnia di San Luca, and in the following year is mentioned in work contracts along with his 

father.
10

  In 1439, Bicci was contracted to complete a funeral monument for Luigi Marsili, and it 

is likely that Neri was also heavily involved with this commission.      

Although Neri made significant contributions to the output of the workshop prior to his 

father’s death in 1452, Neri’s first entry in his Ricordanze, on March 10, 1453, marked the 

                                                 
6
 Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze (MS. 1453 – 1475, Uffizi Library, Manoscritti, no. 2),  Le ricordanze (10 marzo 

1453-24 aprile 1475), Bruno Santi, ed. (Pisa: Marlin, 1976), p. XIII. 
7
 Gillian Cook, ‘Three generations of a Florentine workshop: a comparative study of the materials and techniques of 

Lorenzo di Bicci, Bicci di Lorenzo and Neri di Bicci’ in: 13th Triennial Meeting, Rio de Janeiro, 22-27 September 

2002 (London: James & James, 2002), p. 14; Bruno Santi, ‘Lorenzo di Bicci,’ Grove Art Online, Oxford Art 

Online, Oxford University Press (www.oxfordartonline.com), accessed January 11, 2012. 
8
 Bruno Santi, ‘Lorenzo di Bicci.’  

9
 Barbara Buhler Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo (Indiana University, Ph.D. Dissertation, 1979), pp. 

190 -191, Archivio di Santa Maria Nuova, Quaderno di Casa dal 1426 al 1428, carta 25. 
10

 Bruno Santi, ‘Neri di Bicci’ in: The Dictionary of Art, Jane Turner, ed. (New York: Grove, 1996,  34 vols. ), vol. 

22, p. 797; Cook, ‘Three generations of Florentine workshop,’ p. 414; Federico Poletti, ‘Biografia scritta di Neri di 

Bicci pittore: "visibile pregare"; percorsi tra parola e immagine nelle opere di Neri di Bicci’ Letteratura & arte, 

(Vol. 1, 2004), p. 111. 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/
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beginning of his independent career.
11

  In the following decades, Neri’s workshop was flooded 

with commissions, primarily in Florence, but also in smaller cities in the Florentine state, such as 

Poggibonsi and Pescia.  Although Neri rarely received the prestigious public commissions 

enjoyed by his father, several of Neri’s clients were prominent Florentines, and the volume of 

work commissioned from Neri is a testament to his skill and popularity.  At the time of his death, 

in 1492, Neri had a painting in almost every major church in Florence. 

Neri appears to have led a fortunate existence overall, but his life was occasionally 

marked by trials common to people living in the early modern era.  The Black Death did not 

return with the severity witnessed in the middle of the fourteenth century, but outbreaks were 

common, and Neri lost his 21-year old wife Nanna to the plague in 1450 or 1451.
12

   He quickly 

re-married, but his second wife Margherita was dead by 1452.  The memory of his first wife was 

clearly held dear, since his first daughter, born in 1466 to his third wife, was named Nanina in 

her honour.
13

 

Apart from his daughter, Neri also had four sons, one of whom died in infancy.   Of his  

three surviving male children, Antonio (b.1446),  Lorenzo (b. 1447), and Bicci (b. 1457), none 

took over the workshop that had been in the family for over a century.  In 1460, the second-

eldest son Lorenzo was apprenticed with a banker, but was later engaged with a silk merchant, 

along with his brother Antonio.
14

  By 1471, the brothers were operating their own business 

selling cloth, further removing themselves from their father’s profession.
15

  Perhaps they had not 

                                                 
11

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. XVIII. 
12

 Ibid., p. 462. 
13

 Ibid., p. 272. 
14

 Ibid., p. 146 (entry n. 286); Megan Holmes, ‘Neri di Bicci and the Commodification of Artistic Values,’ p. 221. 
15

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 146 - 147 (entry n. 288); Richard Goldthwaite, The economy of Renaissance Florence 

(Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), p. 554. 
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inherited their father’s talent with the brush, but it is likely that a career as a silk merchant was a 

more socially and economically comfortable vocation for Neri’s children.  

1.2  Previous scholarship  

 Apart from the biographical information, Neri’s Ricordanze also provides extensive 

details concerning his painting commissions.  With the aid of the Ricordanze, it is possible to 

link many of Neri’s extant paintings to the description of the commission found in the 

Ricordanze.  Although there is no monograph for Neri, several preliminary lists of his paintings 

and frescoes have been published.  However, the lack of a single source of information on his 

paintings, and the sheer quantity of extant work, has resulted in many independent studies on 

select works, some of which have been done without an accurate frame of reference.  As a result, 

many of the dates assigned to works are wrong, or fluctuate within a 30-year range.   

The scholar who can be most credited for the advancement of studies concerning 

workshop style is Bernard Berenson, whose Italian Pictures of the Renaissance laid the 

foundations for many subsequent attributions.
16

  Working in a pre-digital age, Berenson 

established a sizable photograph archive, which is currently located in the Villa I Tatti in 

Settignano.
17

  This archival collection is extremely valuable because it contains images of many 

paintings that were lost or destroyed during World War II, and photographs of objects that have 

passed into private collections and are no longer traceable.  Furthermore, many of the 

photographs have notations on the reverse of the photograph, which provide useful information 

concerning the attribution, provenance, and dimensions of the paintings.    

                                                 
16

 Bernard Berenson, Italian pictures of the Renaissance: a list of the principal artists and their works, with an index 

of places: Florentine school (London: Phaidon Press, 1963). 
17

 Fiorella Gioffredi Superbi, ‘The photograph and Bernard Berenson: the story of a collection,’ Visual resources 

(Vol. 26, 2010), pp. 289 - 303. 
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Apart from the work of Berenson, Raimond van Marle’s The Development of the Italian 

Schools of Painting of 1928 also provides a preliminary outline of work that can be attributed to 

Neri.
18

  The majority of the attributions are correct, primarily because Neri’s style is very 

distinctive, and also because the commission details found in Neri’s Ricordanze allow paintings 

to be positively linked to his workshop.  Unfortunately, the attributions made by Berenson and 

van Marle concern only a fraction of the extant works.   

Scholarship on Neri’s paintings has been underpinned by studies completed on his 

Ricordanze, which was first analysed in detail by Gaetano Milanesi.  Working in the late 

nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries, Milanesi connected several of the commissions 

mentioned in the Ricordanze with extant work, and published the material in a series of 

articles.
19

  These lists were added to by Guido Carocci in the first decade of the twentieth 

century.
20

  Further work was completed by Giovanni Poggi, who published excerpts from the 

Ricordanze in three different articles between the years 1928 and 1931, along with commentary 

and analysis.
21

   

Building on the work of Milanesi, Carocci, and Poggi, Bruno Santi issued a short analysis 

of the Ricordanze in 1973, which was closely followed by his publication of a full transcription 

                                                 
18

 Marle, The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting, vol. X, pp. 523 - 546. 
19

 Gaetano Milanesi, Sulla storia dell’arte Toscana (Siena: Lazzeri, 1873), Google book search (books.google.com), 

retrieved January 6, 2012; Gaetano Milanesi, Documenti per la storia dell’arte Senese (First published Siena, 1854), 

(Holland: Davaco Publishers, 1969); Gaetano Milanesi, Nuovi documenti per la storia dell'arte toscana dal XII al 

XV secolo: raccolti e annotati da G. Milanesi (Florence: Dotti, 1901). 
20

 Guido Carocci, ‘Un dipinto di Neri di Bicci nella chiesa di S. Verano a Peccioli (Pisa),’ L’Illustratore fiorentino 

(Vol. III, 1906), pp. 31- 32; Guido Carocci, ‘Un quadro di Neri di Bicci nella chiesa di S. Lucia al Borghetto 

(Tavernelle),’ L’Illustratore fiorentino (Vol. IV, 1907), pp. 46 - 47; Guido Carocci, ‘L’affresco di Neri di Bicci nel 

chiostro di S. Pancrazio,’ L’Illustratore fiorentino (Vol. IV, 1907), pp. 50 - 52; Guido Carocci, ‘S. Pancrazio. 

L’affresco di Neri di Bicci,’  L’Illustratore fiorentino (Vol. V, 1908), pp. 50 - 51 ; Guido Carocci, ‘Museo di S. 

Marco. Una tavola di Neri di Bicci,’ L’Illustratore fiorentino (Vol. V, 1908), pp. 67 - 69; Guido Carocci, ‘Neri di 

Bicci dipinge una tavola per la chiesa di S. Trinita,’  L’Illustratore fiorentino (Vol.  IX, 1912), pp. 26 - 27. 
21

 Giovanni Poggi, ‘Neri di Bicci e Giuliano da Maiano,’ Rivista d’Arte (Vol. III, 1905), pp. 128 - 129; Giovanni 

Poggi, ‘Le Ricordanze di Neri di Bicci,’ Il Vasari (Vol. I, 1928), pp. 317 - 338; Giovanni Poggi, ‘Le Ricordanze di 

Neri di Bicci,’ (Vol. III, 1930), pp. 133 - 153, 222 - 234; Giovanni Poggi, ‘Le Ricordanze di Neri di Bicci,’ (Vol. IV, 

1931), pp. 189 - 202. 
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of the Ricordanze in 1976.
22

  Apart from the transcription of the text of the Ricordanze, one of 

the chief features of Santi’s work is his extensive footnotes, which frequently identify the current 

location of a painting described in a commission entry.  Unfortunately, the whereabouts of many 

of Neri’s paintings has changed in the thirty-seven years since Santi’s text was published.  Apart 

from works that have been sold at auction and are currently untraceable, the flood that inundated 

Florence led to many paintings being temporarily stored for decades, and only recently have they 

been replaced in their pre-1966 locations.   

Although Santi’s 1976 publication of the Ricordanze greatly increased the accessibility of 

the document, the transcription is literal, and the original spelling was maintained, which 

challenges our comprehension of the text.  Even scholars accustomed to interpreting fifteenth-

century manuscripts have had trouble understanding many of the words in the Ricordanze, and 

reviewers have pointed out that a glossary would have eased some of these issues.
23

  There are a 

few small reference errors within the text, and some of the information provided is no longer 

current.  However, Santi provided an invaluable resource, without which this thesis would not 

have been possible.   

 Aside from Santi, Anabel Thomas has also completed extensive work on issues related to 

Neri di Bicci and Florentine workshop practice.  Her 1976 thesis, Workshop Procedure of 

Fifteenth-Century Florentine Artists, focused primarily on the workshop of Neri di Bicci, but 

was completed before Santi’s publication of the Ricordanze.
24

  Thomas had to rely primarily on 

excerpts of the Ricordanze published in the early twentieth century.
25

  Throughout the 1980s and 

                                                 
22

 Bruno Santi, ‘Dalle Ricordanze di Neri di Bicci,’ Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa: Classe di 

letteree filosofia (Vol. 3, 1973), pp. 169 – 188; Bicci, Le Ricordanze. 
23

 Eve Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze, a cura di Bruno Santi,’ The Art Bulletin (Vol. 61, No. 2, 

Jun., 1979), p. 313. 
24

 Anabel Thomas, Workshop Procedure of Fifteenth-Century Florentine Artists, Ph.D. Dissertation, Courtauld 

Institute of Art, 1976. 
25

 Ibid., p. XV. 

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=artbulletin
http://www.worldcat.org/wcpa/oclc/237403112?page=frame&url=http%3A%2F%2Flibrary.kcl.ac.uk%2FF%2F%3FCON_LNG%3DCIA%26local_base%3DCIA%26checksum%3D1b9713eb0080cac5c66513ec5debefdc&title=Courtauld+Institute+of+Art&linktype=opac&detail=RTD%3ACourtauld+Institute+of+Art%3AAcademic+Library
http://www.worldcat.org/wcpa/oclc/237403112?page=frame&url=http%3A%2F%2Flibrary.kcl.ac.uk%2FF%2F%3FCON_LNG%3DCIA%26local_base%3DCIA%26checksum%3D1b9713eb0080cac5c66513ec5debefdc&title=Courtauld+Institute+of+Art&linktype=opac&detail=RTD%3ACourtauld+Institute+of+Art%3AAcademic+Library
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1990s, Thomas published several articles that included attributions and new archival findings 

concerning Neri and his workshop. 

In 1996, Thomas expanded on her thesis work, publishing The painter's practice in 

Renaissance Tuscany.
26

  A major focus of this text is the role of assistants within workshops, and 

their subsequent careers as independent artists.  Thomas has also completed extensive research 

on the subject of female patronage.  Her 2003 publication, Art and piety in the female religious 

communities of Renaissance Italy: iconography, space, and the religious woman's 

perspective, expands on the theme of female monastic patronage, including commissions ordered 

from Neri di Bicci.
27

  Despite her emphasis on the workshop, Thomas rarely discusses the 

physical characteristics of a commission, usually preferring to focus on discussions of style and 

the social-historical aspects of the work.  In her many publications she rarely provides the 

measurements for a painting, and she seldom uses an extant painting as evidence to support 

claims concerning production techniques.  This reflects the fact that her research relies less on an 

analysis of paintings as artefacts, and more on her archival research and subjective analysis of 

the style of a painting.  An investigation of possible production methods, such as cartoon transfer 

or visible underdrawing, would have greatly supported her conclusions concerning Neri’s 

workshop practice.    

1.2.1  Account books of artists and merchants 

Although research on Neri di Bicci has benefitted enormously from the information 

found in his Ricordanze, Neri was not the only Renaissance artist who kept a detailed account 

book.  In fact, it was fairly common for Florentine business people to keep account books, and 

                                                 
26

 Anabel Thomas, The painter's practice in Renaissance Tuscany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
27

 Anabel Thomas, Art and piety in the female religious communities of Renaissance Italy: iconography, space, and 

the religious woman's perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
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artists were simply some of the many Florentines engaged in buying and selling merchandise.   

Unfortunately, however, very few of these records have survived.
28

  Notable examples of extant 

account books from Neri’s contemporaries come from the workshops of Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378 

- 1455) and Vittorio Ghiberti (1418 - 1496), Alesso Baldovinetti (1425 -1499), Apollonio di 

Giovanni (c.1417 - 1465), Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli (1450 - 1526), and a few entries from 

Neri’s pupil, Giusto d’Andrea (1440 - 1496).
29

        

Unfortunately, none of these account books is as extensive as the one from Neri’s 

workshop.  The Ghiberti account book numbers forty-eight sheets, and was written during the 

years 1431 to 1473 by either Lorenzo or his son Vittorio. 
30

  Alesso Baldovinetti’s extant records 

consist of a “Libro A” begun in 1449, containing 16 pages, and a “Libro B” started in 1470, and 

covering only 3 pages.
31

  Baldovinetti named the Hospital of San Paolo as his primary 

benefactor, and following his death in 1499 the hospital received the entirety of his property, 

which included his account books, drawings, and cartoons.
32

  The archival material later became 

the property of Santa Maria Nuova.  Milanesi, in the course of his extensive publication of 

archival material, made a transcription of the document in 1850 and later published it in his 

edition of Vasari’s Vite de’ più eccellenti architetti, pittori et scultori italiani.
33

   Based on 

Milanesi’s transcription, Giovanni Pierotti published sections of Baldovinetti’s accounts in 

                                                 
28

 Ibid., p. 297. 
29

 The diario of Giusto was published by Giovanni Gaye.  See Giovanni Gaye, Carteggio inedito d'artisti dei secoli 

XIV, XV, XVI: con facsimile (Florence: Giuseppe Molini, 1839 - 1840), vol. 1, pp. 211 - 212. 
30

 Piero Ginori-Conti, ‘Un libro di ricordi e di spese di Lorenzo e Vittorio Ghiberti (1441 - 1492),’ Rivista d'arte 

(Vol. 20, 1938), pp. 290 - 303. 
31

 Ruth Wedgwood Kennedy, Alesso Baldovinetti: a critical and historical study (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1938), p. 1; Louisa Chevalier Matthew, ‘Painters marketing paintings in fifteenth and sixteenth-century 

Florence and Venice,’ in: Mapping markets for paintings in Europe, 1450 - 1750, Neil De Marchi and Hans J. Van 

Miegroet, eds. (Turnhout : Brepols, 2006), p. 308; Herbert Horne, ‘A newly discovered "libro di ricordi" of Alesso 

Baldovinetti,’ The Burlington Magazine (Vol. 2, 1903), p. 27. 
32

 Horne, ‘A newly discovered "libro di ricordi" of Alesso Baldovinetti,’ p. 22. 
33

 Giorgio Vasari, Le  ite de  più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori scritte da M. Giorgio Vasari (First 

published Florence, 1550), Gaetano Milanesi, commentary and introduction (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1906, 9 vols.). 

Vol. II, p. 597.  

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=u165238f
http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=u165238f
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1868.
34

  Hubert Horne, working in the Santa Maria archives around 1903, was unable to find 

Baldovinetti’s Libro A.
35

  However, in the course of his search for Libro A, Horne discovered 

Baldovinetti’s Libro B.
36

  In 1909, Giovanni Poggi issued the most comprehensive collection of 

archival material related to Baldovinetti, which included both Libro A and Libro B, and other 

material related to his activity in Florence including his tax returns and contracts.
37

  Ruth 

Kennedy’s 1938 monograph on Baldovinetti further enhanced our understanding of this artist.
38

  

An account book for a similar period, 1446 through 1462, was kept by the cassone 

painter Apollonio di Giovanni, who operated a workshop in partnership with the somewhat 

enigmatic artist Marco di Buono.
39

  A copy of the material, which describes 173 commissions, 

was made by an archivist in 1670.
40

  The workshop output has been expertly analyzed by Ernst 

Gombrich.
41

 

We have also a large account book from Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli, who was Neri’s 

pupil in 1460, briefly a partner with Marco di Buono in 1475, and also a cousin of Cosimo 

Rosselli.
42

  Although sources generally describe Bernardo’s account as fragmentary, the material 

is surprisingly substantial.  The account consists of 141 pages, and covers the years 1475 through 

                                                 
34

 Giovanni Pierotti, Ricordi di Alesso Baldovinetti pittore fiorentino del XV secolo (Lucca: Landi, 1868). 
35

 Horne, ‘A newly discovered "libro di ricordi" of Alesso Baldovinetti,’ p. 24. 
36

 Ibid., pp. 22 - 32, 167 - 174, 377 - 390. 
37

 Giovanni Poggi, I Ricordi di Alesso Baldovinetti nuovamente pubblicati e illustrate (Florence: Libreria Editrice 

Fiorentina, 1909). 
38

 Kennedy, Alesso Baldovinetti.  
39

 Martin Kemp, Behind the Picture: Art and Evidence in the Italian Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1997), p. 47. 
40

 Rosi Prieto Gilday, ‘The women patrons of Neri di Bicci,’ in: Beyond Isabella: secular women patrons of art in 

Renaissance Italy, Sheryl E. Reiss and David G. Wilkins, eds. (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 

2001), p. 61; Kemp, Behind the Picture, p. 47. 
41

 Ernst Gombrich, ‘Apollonio di Giovanni: A Florentine Cassone Workshop Seen through the Eyes of a Humanist 

Poet,’ Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes (Vol. 18, No. 1/2, 1955), pp. 16 - 34. 
42

 Lisa Venturini, ‘Modelli fortunati e produzione di serie,’ in: Maestri e botteghe: pittura a Firenze alla fine del 

Quattrocento: Firenze, Palazzo Strozzi, 16 ottobre 1992-10 gennaio 1993, Mina Gregori, Antonio Paolucci and 

Cristina Acidini Luchinat, eds. (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 1992), p. 104; Thomas, The painter's practice, p. 305; 

Arthur Blumenthal, Cosimo Rosselli: Painter of the Sistine Chapel (Florida, Winter Park, 2001), p. 6; Anna Padoa 

Rizzo, ‘Introduzione’ in: Maestri e botteghe, p. 20. 

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_de.pl?t_explizit=x&index=ID0&s1=b00170481r
http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_de.pl?t_idn=b170481r
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1500, with a gap between the years 1478 and 1483.
43

  Neri’s Ricordanze, which spans an 

additional seven years, is only forty-eight pages longer.
44

  Both artists used approximately seven 

account book pages per year.  The 2008 thesis of Margherita Ciampaglia included a transcription 

of Bernardo’s account book, and a partial analysis of the material.  According to Ciampaglia, the 

transcription was completed by her advisor Alessandro Guidotti, who along with Anna Padoa 

Rizzo is in the process of publishing the material.
45

     

The account books of several Florentine businessmen have also supplemented our 

understanding of standard accounting practices.   In the early twentieth century, Federigo Melis 

completed detailed work on account books.
46

  Much of his research was undertaken in the 

archives of the Spedale degli Innocenti di Firenze, which has around 83 account books, also 

known as libri di conti.
47

   Melis was one of the first historians to analyse and explain the system 

of double-entry book-keeping that was prevalent in Italian account books from the fourteenth 

century.
48

  Bruno Dini continued the work of Melis, making significant progress in the study of 

the accounts of wool and silk merchants, and also produced a specialized study concerning the 

activity of Florentine gold-beater, Tommaso di Luigi Ridolfi.
49

 

                                                 
43

 Margherita Ciampaglia, Il libro di bottega segnato “A” di Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli (15 giugno 1475 -3 marzo 

1500) Pittura a Firenze nel secondo Quattrocento (Ph.D. Dissertation, Università Degli Studi Roma Tre, 2008), p. 

48. 
44

 Neri’s last entry in his Ricordanze is on the verso of sheet 189.  See Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 429 - 430 (entries 

nn. 797 and 798). 
45

 Alessandro Guidotti, ‘Pubblico e privato, committenza e clientela: botteghe e produzione artistica a Firenze tra 

XV e XVI secolo,’ in: Il pubblico, il privato, l'intimità: percezioni ed esperienze tra Medio Evo e Rinascimento, 

Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, ed. (Naples: Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane, 1986), pp. 535-550; Anna Padoa Rizzo, 

‘Ricerche sulla pittura del quattrocento nel territorio fiorentino: Bernardo di Stefano Rosseli,’ Antichita viva (Vol. 

26, 1987), pp. 20 - 27; Anna Padoa Rizzo and Alessandro Guidotti, Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli (1450-1526): 

dentro una importante bottega di decoratore della Firenze rinascimentale, (publication in process). 
46

 Federigo Melis, Storia della Ragioneria (Bologna: Zuffi, 1950). 
47

 Ciampaglia, Il libro di bottega segnato “A” di Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli, p. 11. 
48

 Raymond de Roover, ‘The Development of Accounting prior to Luca Pacioli according to the Account Books of 

Medieval Merchants,’ in: Business, banking, and economic thought in late medieval and early modern Europe: 

selected studies of Raymond de Roover, Julius Kirshner, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), p. 120.      
49

 Bruno Dini, ‘La ricchezza documentaria per l’arte della seta e l’economia fiorentina nel Quattrocento,’ in: Gli 

Innocenti e Firenze nei secoli: un ospedale, un archivio, una città, Lucia Sandri, ed. (Florence: S.P.E.S., 1996), pp. 

153 - 178; Bruno Dini, Una manifattura di battiloro nel Quattrocento, in: Tecnica e Società nell’Italia dei secoli 

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=b259615f
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One of the most well-known account books is the chronicle written by the Florentine 

merchant Luca Landucci between the years 1450 and 1516, with occasional entries made by an 

anonymous hand from 1516 until 1542.
50

  Landucci wrote about his business transactions, but 

also described Florentine events that he thought might be of future importance, such as the Pazzi 

conspiracy of 1478, when the Medici were attacked during High Mass in Santa Maria del 

Fiore.
51

  An additional resource of great importance are the forty-nine account books from a 

Florentine apothecary shop, the Speziale al Giglio, which span the years 1464 through 1568.
52

 

1.2.2  Workshop practice and studies of economic history 

 The study of account books has led to a recent growth in economic historical analysis, 

often completed in conjunction with workshop practice.  Martin Wackernagel’s 1938 

examination of workshop practice, Der Lebensraum des Künstlers in der Florentinischen 

Renaissance: Aufgaben und Auftraggeber, Werkstatt und Kunstmarkt laid the foundation for 

numerous studies completed in the subsequent decades.
53

  Among these, Ettore Camesasca’s 

Artisti in bottega, and the studies of workshop practice completed by Hanna Lerner-Lehmkuhl 

are of significance.
54

   Richard Goldthwaite has also considerably expanded our knowledge of 

                                                                                                                                                             
XII-XVI (Atti del XI Congresso Internazionale del Centro Italiano di studi di Storia e d’Arte di Pistoia, Pistoia, 28-31 

Ottobre 1984), Pistoia, 1987, pp. 83 - 111. 
50

 Luca Landucci, (MS. 1450 - 1542, Biblioteca Comunale di Siena), Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516: 

continuato da un anonimo fino al 1542; pubblicato sui codici della Comunale di Siena e della Marucelliana, Iodoco 

Del Badia, ed. (Florence: Sansoni, 1883). 
51

 Luca Landucci, A Florentine Diary from 1450 to 1516, by Luca Landucci continued by an anonymous writer till 

1542 with notes by Iodoco del Badia, Alice de Rosen Jarvis, trans., (Florida: New World Book Manufacturing Co., 

1971), p. 15. 
52

 James Shaw and Evelyn Welch, Making and Marketing Medicine in Renaissance Florence (Amsterdam; New 

York: Rodopi, 2011), p. 19. 
53

 Martin Wackernagel, Der Lebensraum des Künstlers in der Florentinischen Renaissance: Aufgaben und 

Auftraggeber, Werkstatt und Kunstmarkt (First published Leipzig 1938), The world of the Florentine Renaissance 

artist: projects and patrons, workshop and art market, Alison Luchs, trans. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 

2011). 
54

 Ettore Camesasca, Artisti in bottega (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1966); Hanna Lehmkuhl-Lerner, Zur Struktur und 

Geschichte des florentinischen Kunstmarktes im 15. Jahrhundert (Wattenscheid: Busch, 1936). 

javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/CFD736VFSQ76YSYEP2IEFLN1EC4LJ384H78B45MI752QSJ2GSL-26815?func=service&doc_number=000451934&line_number=0015&service_type=TAG%22);
javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/CFD736VFSQ76YSYEP2IEFLN1EC4LJ384H78B45MI752QSJ2GSL-26815?func=service&doc_number=000451934&line_number=0015&service_type=TAG%22);
javascript:open_window(%22http://aleph.mpg.de:80/F/CFD736VFSQ76YSYEP2IEFLN1EC4LJ384H78B45MI752QSJ2GSL-26815?func=service&doc_number=000451934&line_number=0015&service_type=TAG%22);
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Geschichte-florentinischen-Kunstmarktes-Jahrhundert-Lebensr%C3%A4ume/dp/B0014VZSII/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1357961099&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Geschichte-florentinischen-Kunstmarktes-Jahrhundert-Lebensr%C3%A4ume/dp/B0014VZSII/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1357961099&sr=1-1
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economic practices in Florence in relation to artistic production.
55

  His studies have contributed 

greatly to our awareness of economic transactions that occurred in Florence.  Considerable work 

was also done earlier in the twentieth century by economic historians Federigo Melis and 

Raymond de Roover.
56

  Our understanding of workshop practice has also been further amplified 

with studies completed on artist contracts by Hannelore Glasser and Michelle O’Malley.
57

  

 Moreover, there have been several recent exhibitions related to workshop practice.  

Among these, an important exhibition, Maestri e Botteghe, was held at the Palazzo Strozzi in 

Florence in 1992, an exhibition which was primarily concerned with artists active from 1450 - 

1500 and examples of workshop practice.
58

  A few years later, the National Gallery of London 

put on the exhibition Renaissance Florence: The Art of the 1470s, which focused on similar 

subjects as the Florence exhibition, but with an emphasis on three workshops active in the 

1470s.
59

  In 2004, the Seattle Art Museum organized the exhibition Renaissance art in 

focus: Neri di Bicci and devotional painting in Italy, which featured a newly discovered painting 

by Neri located in the Saint James Cathedral and restored by the Seattle Art Museum.
60

        

Other notable exhibitions of relevance to the subject of this thesis include the Drawings in 

                                                 
55

 Richard Goldthwaite, The building of Renaissance Florence: a social and economic history (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1980); Richard Goldthwaite, Wealth and the Demand for Art in Italy, 1300 - 1600 

(Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Richard Goldthwaite, The economy of Renaissance 

Florence (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
56

 Federigo Melis, Aspetti della vita economica medievale: studi nell’Archivio Datini di Prato (Florence: Olschki, 

1962); Raymond De Roover, The Rise and Decline of the Medici Bank: 1397-1494 (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1963). 
57

 Hannelore Glasser, Artists' Contracts of the Early Renaissance (New York: Garland Publishing, 1977); Michelle 

O’Malley, The Business of Art: Contracts and the Commissioning Process in Renaissance Italy (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2005). 
58

 Mina Gregori, Antonio Paolucci and Cristina Acidini Luchinat, eds., Maestri e botteghe: pittura a Firenze alla 

fine del Quattrocento: Firenze, Palazzo Strozzi, 16 ottobre 1992-10 gennaio 1993 (Milano: Silvana Editoriale, 

1992). 
59

 Anabel Thomas, ‘Collaboration in the Workshop. Review: Patricia Lee Rubin and Alison Wright with Nicholas 

Penny, Florence in the 1470s,’ Art history (Vol. 23, N. 3, 2000), p. 450. 
60

 Elizabeth Darrow and Nicholas Dorman, Renaissance art in focus: Neri di Bicci and devotional painting in Italy 

(Seattle: Seattle Art Museum, 2004). 
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Renaissance Italy exhibition held at the British Museum and the Uffizi in 2011.
61

  The exhibition 

effectively demonstrates how drawings were used in Italian workshops, and the increasingly 

exploratory role of drawings on paper.     

1.2.3  Technical Art History and cartoons 

There are several key texts that address quattrocento construction methods, the most 

important of which is Cennino Cennini’s Il Libro dell’Arte. This technical handbook, written 

around 1400 in Padua, was intended to be used as a reference tool for artists.
62

  Analysis of 

Florentine panels from the fifteenth century reveals that the methods described by Cennini were 

employed throughout the quattrocento, and thus Cennini’s Libro is a reliable document of typical 

workshop practices during Neri’s lifetime.
63

   

In addition to Cennini, another important source is the National Gallery of London’s 

publication of their technical analysis of paintings from their collection.  This includes their 

annual publication of Technical Bulletins, and their Art in the Making series.
64

  These resources 

provide extensive information concerning the material composition of works from the collection 

of the National Gallery in London.     

Analysis of cartoon usage has also been completed by historians such as Meghan Holmes 

and Carmen Bambach.  Holmes has examined primarily the use of cartoons in workshops, 

specifically how artists were learning to increase the output of their workshops in order to meet 

                                                 
61

 Hugo Chapman and Marzia Faietti, Fra Angelico to Leonardo: Italian Renaissance drawings (London: British 

Museum, 2010), p. 16. 
62

 Cennino Cennini, Il libro dell’Arte, o Trattato della pittura (MS., late 1390s; first published Florence 1821) Di 

Cennino Cennini Trattato della Pittura, Giuseppe Tambroni, ed. (Rome: Paolo Salviucci, 1821); A Treatise on 

Painting, Mary Philadelphia Merrifield, trans. (London: Edward Lumley, 1844), Google Book search 

(books.google.com), retrieved July 6, 2010; Andrea Bolland,‘Art and Humanism in Early Renaissance Padua: 

Cennini, Vergerio and Petrarch on Imitation’ Renaissance Quarterly (Vol. 49, no. 3, Autumn, 1996), p. 469. 
63

 For a discussion of the enduring correspondence to the practices described by Cennini, see Joyce Plesters and 

Ashok Roy, ‘The materials and technique: Cennino Cennini’s treatise illustrated,’ National Gallery Technical 

Bulletin (Vol. 9, 1985), p. 26. 
64

 David Bomford, Art in the Making: Italian painting before 1400 (London: National Gallery Co., 1989); David 

Bomford, Art in the Making: Underdrawings in Renaissance Paintings, (London: National Gallery, 2002). 
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the market demand for paintings.  However, she has arrived at conclusions based on the visual 

analysis of the similarities between figures, without performing a detailed analysis of figure size.  

Another primary resource concerning fifteenth-century cartoons is the work of Carmen 

Bambach, who has published extensively on the topic.  Bambach’s Ph.D. dissertation The 

tradition of pouncing drawings in the Italian Renaissance workshop: innovation and derivation 

and her Drawing and painting in the Italian Renaissance workshop: theory and practice, 1300-

1600
65

 are essential resources for any study of workshop practice.  Both texts examine the 

technical methods for creating art during the early through High Renaissance, including a study 

of patterns, cartoons, and sinopie.  Bambach distills some of the many arguments surrounding 

early Italian workshop methods, including questions concerning whether or not preparatory 

materials on paper were used for creating frescoes, the precise function of sinopie, and how 

figure types were preserved and disseminated.
66

   

With attention paid to the existing literature on Florentine workshop practices, this 

dissertation will now turn to a more in-depth investigation of the primary documents of Neri di 

Bicci’s activity.  In the following chapters, we will delve into the life and work of Neri, 

examining the writings of his Ricordanze and the many paintings produced by his workshop.  

The goal of this dissertation is to examine the mechanisms of Neri di Bicci’s workshop in order 

to achieve a holistic understanding of the working methods of Florentine artists active in the last 

decades of the fifteenth century.  The initial chapter of the thesis will analyse the information 

that can be extracted from Neri’s Ricordanze, such as production times, average commission 

                                                 
65

 Carmen Bambach, The tradition of pouncing drawings in the Italian Renaissance workshop: innovation and 

derivation (Ann Arbor, MI.: University Microfilms, 1989); Carmen Bambach, Drawing and painting in the Italian 

Renaissance workshop: theory and practice, 1300-1600 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1999).    
66

 Bambach, The tradition of pouncing drawings in the Italian Renaissance workshop, p. 6; Bambach, Drawing and 

painting in the Italian Renaissance workshop, p. xi. 
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fees, and the cost of materials.  Armed with this information, we will examine Neri’s extant 

paintings in the third chapter in order to determine the working methods employed by him and 

his assistants.  Finally, in the fourth chapter, this material will be placed in context, and Neri’s 

relationship and collaborations with his contemporary artists will be assessed in order to arrive at 

a better understanding of the working methods of a fifteenth-century Florentine workshop.         
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

An Analysis of the Information found in Neri di Bicci’s Ricordanze 

  

Neri di Bicci’s Ricordanze is the most extensive quattrocento artist’s account book in existence.
1
  

In this document, which covers the years 1453 through 1475, Neri carefully recorded details for 

hundreds of his commissions, including not only basic information such as commission fees, but 

also specific facts such as the cost of the metals used for gilding, and the quantity of time 

required to complete a commission.  As discussed in the introduction, Neri’s Ricordanze also 

contains extensive material not directly related to his art production, such as financial details 

concerning the operation of his household and his landholdings.  The goal of this chapter is to 

isolate the information from the Ricordanze that is directly related to Neri’s workshop practice in 

order to better understand the entire life cycle of one of Neri’s products, from the initial 

commission and construction process to the delivery of the object.  Furthermore, this chapter will 

construct a web of information which will support the investigation of extant paintings that will 

follow in subsequent chapters.  Issues that are relevant to his production include an examination 

of currency rates and the transaction methods used by Neri, the source of his materials, and the 

people who supported Neri’s occupation, such as his assistants, clients, and dealers.  Most 

importantly, by analyzing the details of Neri’s commissions, it is possible to draw firm 

conclusions concerning Neri’s productions times, and the cost of his objects in relation to the 

work of his contemporaries.  

                                                 
1
 Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze (MS. 1453 - 1475, Uffizi Library, Manoscritti, no. 2),  Le ricordanze (10 marzo 1453-

24 aprile 1475), Bruno Santi, ed. (Pisa: Marlin, 1976), p. 58 (entry n. 114), p. xvi.  
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2.1  A description and explanation of Neri’s Ricordanze 

Neri began his Ricordanze on March 10, 1453, one year after the death of his father, and 

over the next twenty-two years made 798 entries, covering 189 sheets of paper.
2
  Each page 

measures 28.0 x 21.5 cm, and is numbered in the upper right corner of the recto.
3
  The paper 

watermark is a pair of scissors, which unfortunately is not a pattern documented in Briquet’s 

catalogue of watermarks.
4
  The pages are filled with scrawling handwriting, which provides a 

very immediate sense of the functional aspect of the book.  Not all of the pages are completely 

filled, since room was often left for further information to be added to the entry, such as details 

concerning the payment and delivery of the object.  The purpose of the book is confirmed by the 

first entry in the Ricordanze, where Neri states: “This is a record book… In it I will make a 

record of every piece of work that I agree to execute, who has ordered it, for what price, and in 

what form, and I will make a record of everything that I sell and everything that I buy and 

anything else that seems relevant.”
5
  Changes in the shades of ink within an entry indicate how 

notations were added in the margins of entries, and most of the entries have a single line across 

the page, indicating that the account was settled (Fig. 2).  In many instances, the details of a 

commission or a contract include the writing and signature of the contracting party, as an 

indication of their satisfaction with the terms of the agreement.  As Anabel Thomas has pointed 

out, Neri’s account book is labelled Libro D, and references are made within the text to account 

                                                 
2
 The last entry is dated April 24, 1475, Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 430. Ricordanze were usually begun at an 

important juncture in someone’s life, and in the case of Neri, it appears as if the death of his father might have 

served as the impetus for the beginning of a new account book.  See Nicolai Rubinstein, ‘Family, Memory, and 

History’ in: Art, memory, and family in Renaissance Florence, Giovanni Ciappelli, and Patricia Rubin, eds. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 41. 
3
 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. xxxiv. 

4
 Ibid., p. xxxiii. 

5
 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 1 (entry n. 1).  Translated by Anabel Thomas, The painter's practice in Renaissance 

Tuscany, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 301. 
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books C and E, which are unfortunately no longer extant.
6
   The other account books might have 

been shorter lists of expenses, or Libro C could have been a Ricordanze begun by Neri’s father.
7
  

Libri C and E could also have been giornali, which were another type of account book usually 

shorter and less-detailed than Ricordanze.
8
            

  
Figure 2:  Image of Neri di Bicci’s Ricordanze, Uffizi Library, Manoscritti, no. 2, p.79. Florence, 1453 - 1475. 

Copyright held by the Biblioteca degli Uffizi. 

 

                                                 
6
 Ibid., p. 301. 

7
 Louisa Chevalier Matthew, ‘Painters marketing paintings in fifteenth and sixteenth-century Florence and Venice,’ 

in: Mapping markets for paintings in Europe, 1450 - 1750, Neil De Marchi, Hans J. Van Miegroet, eds. (Turnhout: 

Brepols, 2006), p. 309 
8
 Thomas, The painter's practice, p. 298. 

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=u165238f
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2.2  Monetary units and accounting methods  

 Florence was the birthplace of the modern banking system, the support of which required 

rigorous and universal accounting practices.  Since very little coinage was available, items were 

usually purchased on credit or acquired through an exchange of goods or services.
9
  

Consequently, merchants maintained precise account books in order to track credits and debts, 

and records had to be kept in a uniform manner.  To train for their future careers in business, 

young Florentines around the age of ten were sent to a Scuola d’Abaco to learn book-keeping 

methods.
10

  The importance of this schooling is reinforced by the prominence given to this 

information by the merchant Luca Landucci, who at the beginning of his account book describes 

how at the age of fourteen he went to the “abaco” to study under a teacher known as Calandro:  

“io Luca d’Antonio di Luca Landucci, cittadino fiorentino e d’eta d’anni 14 incirca, andai a 

l’abaco a un maestro che si chiama Calandro.”
11

  At the Scuola d’Abaco students were most 

likely taught basic mathematical skills, in addition to more complicated accounting methods such 

as off-setting debt, which allowed someone to collect a debt from someone who owed money to 

his debtor, a technique occasionally used by Neri.
12

  Neri also employed the barter system, 

receiving various goods or services in return for his work, or vice versa.
13

  For example, on 

                                                 
9
 James Shaw and Evelyn Welch, Making and Marketing Medicine in Renaissance Florence, (Amsterdam; New 

York: Rodopi, 2011), p. 81. 
10

 Christopher Hibbert, Florence: the biography of a city (New York; London: WW Norton & Co, 1993), p. 25. 
11

 Luca Landucci, (MS. 1450 - 1542, Biblioteca Comunale di Siena), Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516: continuato 

da un anonimo fino al 1542; pubblicato sui codici della Comunale di Siena e della Marucelliana, Iodoco Del Badia, 

ed. (Florence: Sansoni, 1883), p. 1. 
12

 Richard Goldthwaite, The economy of Renaissance Florence (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2009), p. 459.  
13

 Eve Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze, a cura di Bruno Santi’ The Art Bulletin (Vol. 61, No. 2, Jun., 

1979), p. 315.   

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=artbulletin
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October 20, 1468, Neri received six tabernacle frames from the woodworker Luca Manucci in 

exchange for two slaves.
14

       

Unfortunately, the meaning of the amounts described is not always accessible to the 

modern reader because of the convoluted accounting practices that were common in Neri’s day.  

Often, it is not possible to assign a precise value to a currency since Florentines conducted their 

business in two different currencies, the gold florin and the silver lira, which had relative values 

that fluctuated on a daily basis.
15

  Lire were used primarily by the labourers and local merchants, 

with one lira equaling twenty soldi, or 240 denari.
16

  Only the denari coin was actually minted.
17

  

The gold coin, the florin, was used primarily in international transactions, and only international 

bankers were legally allowed to complete their transactions in florins.
18

 Nevertheless, there are 

numerous examples in the Ricordanze of Neri conducting his business in florins.
19

       

The florin remained the stronger currency throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, and rapidly gained in value over the lira.
20

  In 1300, one florin was worth less than two 

lire, but by 1530 it was valued at around seven lire.
21

  When Neri recorded a transaction he 

would sometimes state the commission price in both florins and lire.  A typical example of a 

Ricordanze entry that mentions multiple currencies is entry number 575, dated September 4, 

                                                 
14

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 319 (entry n. 605).  There are many references to Manucci in the Ricordanze, and the 

normal transaction was for woodwork in exchange for money.  However, it is not always entirely clear how much 

was paid for each item since Neri placed several mass-orders with Manucci, which will be discussed at a later point 

in this chapter.  It was not unusual for Florentine families of this period to own slaves, who were often of oriental 

origin. For further information see Agostino Zanelli, Le Schiave orientali a Firenze nei secoli XIV a XV (Firenze: 

Ermanno Loescher, 1885). 
15

 For a thorough analysis of the issues, see Goldthwaite, The economy of Renaissance Florence, p. 301; Michelle 

O’Malley, The Business of Art: Contracts and the Commissioning Process in Renaissance Italy (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2005), pp. 13 - 14. 
16

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 15; Evelyn Welch, Shopping in the Renaissance: Consumer Cultures in Italy 

1400–1600 (Yale University Press: New Haven, 2005), p. ix. 
17

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 13. 
18

 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci,’ p. 318. 
19

 The list of transactions conducted in florins is too long to include here.  
20

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 15. 
21

 Ibid.. 
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1467.  In this account, which is not entirely legible, Neri noted the payment arrangements for a 

painting completed for Francesca, abbess of San Michele of Prato.
22

  A portion of the entry is as 

follows, with ellipses indicating the illegible sections: 

And in the said and for the said church the contract was made for the said 

painting, which I took on to execute for her some time ago, for which, according 

to the agreement, she must give me 200 lire in the following manner; that is 47 

lire, equal to the value of 10 fiorini larghi, were given to me before May 15, 

1467, in four parts, as is recorded in my account book marked E on pages 121-

122, and the remaining sum, which is 143 lire, must be paid to me in the next 

three years, to be made every year on the fourth of September, in installments of 

47 lire, 13 soldi, 4 denari, beginning September 4, 1468, and as was agreed upon 

with Ser Guaspare di . . . , the Florentine notary, the said day, in the place of and 

in the name of the said madonna Francesca, his sister, and these same pacts I 

made concerning the above-mentioned 200 lire with madonna Francesca when I 

took on the said painting. Having been given . . . lire received at various times 

and occasions as is in the account book marked D on page. . . . To book D. on 

page 167.23 

 

In the above example we can see that, at the time of the commission, Neri valued one florin at 

4.7 lire, since he equated forty-seven lire to ten florins.  There are 26 of these conversion rates in 

the Ricordanze described within the context of workshop commissions, and which provide us 

with the conversion rate that Neri used on that day (see Table 1, below).
24

   

Table One: Conversion Rates in the Ricordanze 

                                                 
22

 The painting is currently in the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
23

 Translation courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, “Neri di Bicci - Saint Thomas Receiving the 

Virgin's Belt with Saints Michael Archangel, Augustine, Margaret of Antioch, and Catheri ne of 

Alexandria” (http://www.philamuseum.org  accessed January 15, 2012). 

For the original Italian see Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 304 – 305 (entry n. 575). 
24

 Conversion rates for other situations such as when he was recording the salary rates for his assistants, or 

transactions related to his farming business were not included in these calculations. 

Count Ricordanze Entry # Date Conversion Rate (value in Lire of One 

Florin) 

1 7 

 

May 25, 1453 

 

5.00 

 2 47 Jan. 25, 1455  

 

5.27 

3 61 

 

Aug. 29, 1455 4.15 

 4 80 

 

Oct. 6, 1455 

 

5.25 

 5 85 

 

Nov. 7, 1455 

 

5.25 

 6 101 

 

Feb. 28, 1456 

 

5.25 

 7 111 

 

Apr. 26, 1456 

 

4.00 

 8 113 

 

May 12, 1456 

 

4.30 
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After comparing these twenty-six conversion rates, we can see that, between 1453 and 1469, the 

conversion rate fluctuated between four and 5.75 lire to one florin, with no apparent pattern in 

the relative values.
25

  The average of the conversion rates provided by Neri for his commissions 

is 4.99 lire to one florin, so I have used the rate of five lire to one florin to convert all 

transactions into lire when no other conversion rate is provided.
26

  While this is not a precise 

method, the conversion rate provides us with an approximate understanding of the relative values 

of commissions paid for in florins.   

We can develop a sense of the value of this currency by examining the cost of basic items 

during Neri’s time period.  As economic historian Richard Goldthwaite points out, the value of 

                                                 
25

 The only clear pattern is the fact that he consistently gave his assistants a lower conversion rate. See Bicci, Le 

Ricordanze, p. 244 (entry n. 476, 4 lire per florin), p. 245 (entry n. 477, 4 lire per florin), p. 329 (entry n. 621, 4 lire 

per florin). 
26

 Historians dealing with material from this period use a conversion rate of either four or five lire to one florin.  See 

for example: Rosi Prieto Gilday, ‘The women patrons of Neri di Bicci’ in: Beyond Isabella: secular women patrons 

of art in Renaissance Italy, Sheryl E. Reiss and David G. Wilkins, eds. (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University 

Press, 2001), pp. 62 – 66; Richard Goldthwaite, The Building of Renaissance Florence: an economic and social 

history (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), pp. 301, 347.   

9 134 

 

Jan. 27, 1457 

 

5.35 

 10 136 

 

Feb.14, 1457 

 

5.40 

 11 207 

 

Dec 13, 1458 

 

4.30 

 12 239 

 

Sep. 21, 1459 

 

4.25 

 13 244 

 

Oct. 11, 1459 

 

5.40 

 14 247 

 

Oct. 23, 1459 

 

5.40 

 15 249 

 

Oct. 31, 1459 

 

5.40 

 16 262 

 

Feb. 1, 1460 

 

5.40 

 17 272 

 

Mar. 18, 1460 

 

4.13 

 18 326 

 

Aug. 17, 1461 

 

5.35 

 19 355 

 

Mar. 13, 1462 

 

5.25 

 20 368 

 

May 26, 1462 

 

5.40 

 21 393 

 

Mar. 4, 1463 4.10 

 22 470 

 

May 17, 1465 

 

4.40 

 23 575 Sep. 4, 1467 

 

4.70 

24 593 

 

July 2, 1468 

 

5.75 

 25 601 

 

Sep. 7, 1468 

 

5.70 

26 610 

 

Jan. 14, 1469 

 

5.70 

                          Average: 

 

4.99 

    

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_de.pl?t_explizit=x&index=ID0&s1=b00170481r
http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_de.pl?t_idn=b170481r
http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=bd1660637r
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goods exchanged in the fifteenth-century art market represented only a small portion of the 

overall economy.
27

  In fact, clothing or medicine might have been a greater expense than the cost 

of art or other household furnishings.   Florentine tax officials set the annual cost of living for 

one adult at fifty-six lire per year.
28

  In 1467, Neri paid his farm labourer Nicholo da Rada an 

annual salary of eighty-four lire, significantly more than the average cost of living set by the tax 

officials.
29

  However, the farm labourer could have been supporting a family on this salary.  Neri 

specified that the labourer was responsible for his own cost of living, unlike Neri’s workshop 

assistants, whose food and board were provided by Neri.  The annual cost of rent was usually 

between ten and twenty lire, with food costing around thirty-six lire annually for one adult.
30

  If 

we assume that Neri’s farm labourer was not supporting a family, then after paying for food and 

rent, the labourer would have had between twenty-eight and thirty-eight lire for clothing and 

other expenditures, such as decorative devotional objects.  With only five lire, or slightly less 

than three weeks’ salary, the farm labourer could have purchased a gesso tabernacle from Neri’s 

workshop. 

2.3  Commission prices 

Although five lire for one gesso tabernacle is at the lower end of Neri’s price scale, 

Neri’s records indicate that many of the objects he sold were highly affordable.  The Ricordanze 

provides us with 224 of Neri’s commission fees (see Appendix: Value of Commissions 

Described by Neri in his Ricordanze), which included not only paintings made on wooden 

panels, but also painted cloth and painted wood carvings.  Half of the 224 commission fees 

                                                 
27

 Richard Goldthwaite, ‘The painting industry in Early Modern Italy’ in: Painting for profit: the economic lives of 

seventeenth-century Italian painters, Richard Spear, Philip Sohm, eds. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 

2010), p. 275. 
28

 Goldthwaite, The Building of Renaissance Florence, p. 347.   
29

 Neri paid his farm worker Nicholo da Rada seven lire per month, or eighty-four lire per year. Bicci, Le 

Ricordanze, pp. 291 - 292 (entry n. 552).   
30

 Goldthwaite, The Building of Renaissance Florence, p. 347. 

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=bd1660637r
http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_en.pl?t_idn=bd1660637r
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provided by Neri in the Ricordanze were for thirty lire or less. Thus it is apparent that a 

significant portion of Neri’s commissions were for smaller works, such as his painted gesso 

tabernacles, which ranged in price from five to thirty lire.  At the other end of the fee scale, the 

average of the top twenty-five percent of Neri’s commissions was 228 lire, but Neri received 

more than 305 lire for only ten of the 224 commissions described in the Ricordanze.
31

  Although 

Neri’s median price was thirty lire, the overall average of the commission fees provided in the 

Ricordanze was seventy-eight lire.  Although the prices in Neri’s Ricordanze have been 

investigated by previous scholars, the analysis has not been complete or sufficiently careful.  The 

general consensus is that the price for one of Neri’s full-sized paintings ranged from seventy to 

200 lire, while Kubersky-Piredda claims that the average price for one of Neri’s small devotional 

tabernacles (a colmo di camera) was 321 soldi (or sixteen lire and one soldi).
32

   

 If we compare the cost of Neri’s work to that of his contemporaries, then it appears as if 

Neri commanded a lower price than was typical for the period.  However, exploring the cost of 

paintings is not completely straightforward, since there are several elements, often of an 

unquantifiable nature, that influenced the value of a commission.  According to the research of 

Michelle O’Malley, factors that could affect the price of a painting included the quality and 

quantity of materials, the size of the painting, the relationship between the commissioner and the 

artist, and the reputation of the artist.
33

  Artists of greater reputation, or those artists working for 

prominent patrons, often received higher commission fees.  However, a special relationship 

between the artist and commissioner could also lower the commission fee.  For example, Carol 

                                                 
31

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze (entries nn. 22, 50, 168, 254, 429, 523,  554, 698, 791, and 797).           
32

 See for example Martin Kemp, Behind the Picture: Art and Evidence in the Italian Renaissance (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1997), p. 120; Susanne Kubersky-Piredda, ‘Immagini devozionali nel Rinascimento 

fiorentino: produzione, commercio, prezzi’ in: The art market in Italy: 15th-17th centuries, Marcello Fantoni, 

Louisa C. Matthew, Sara F. Matthews-Grieco, eds. (Modena: F. C. Panini, 2003), pp. 121, 122. 
33

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 116. 
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Plazzotta has convincingly demonstrated that Perugino received a significantly reduced 

commission fee for a painting because he had a close working relationship with the client.
34

 

Michelle O’Malley has completed extensive archival work on the subject of artist 

contracts and commission fees, and has calculated that between 1450 and 1499, the average price 

of a large painting (between two and four square metres) in Florence was sixty-one florins (or 

305 lire), based purely on the size of the panel and without factoring in the cost of the frame.
35

  

Ideally, we should be able to compare this data to painting commissions described in Neri’s 

Ricordanze.  However, there are limitations to this approach, due to several factors: we cannot 

always be certain of the framing costs, the full dimensions for the work are not always stated, 

and the reliability of the data is uncertain.   

Despite these issues, it is important to attempt to find material from Neri’s Ricordanze 

that can be compared to O’Malley’s data, since such a comparison will allow us to place Neri’s 

output in relation to his contemporaries.  In his Ricordanze, Neri stated his dimensions in a unit 

of measurement known as a braccia, which is equal to about fifty-eight centimetres.  O’Malley 

analysed panels that measured between two and four square metres; in other words, a panel 

measuring 2.5 x 2.5 braccia would be equal to approximately 145 x 145 cm (2.1 square metres), 

and would be included in her analysis.  In order to compare Neri’s commission fees with 

O’Malley’s data, I have extracted the information from the Ricordanze for all paintings described 

as having one measurement of at least 2.5 braccia.  It is possible that the panels for which only 

one dimension is provided could be smaller than two square metres, but based on the fact that the 

majority of Neri’s panels are of similar height and width, it is likely that the missing dimension 

                                                 
34

 Carol Plazzotta et al., ‘The Madonna di Loreto: an altarpiece by Perugino for Santa Maria dei Servi, Perugia’ 

National Gallery Technical Bulletin (Vol. 27, 2006), p. 78. 
35

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 136.  
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was comparable.  There are forty-nine commissions with at least one dimension of 2.5 braccia 

(145 cm) or greater (see Table Two, below).   

Table Two: Panels in the Ricordanze with a Described Dimension of 2.5 braccia or Greater 

 Ric. 

Entry 

# 

Fee 

(lire) 

Size 

described in 

Ric. (cm) 

Size 

described 

in Ric. 

(sqm) 

Actual size of 

painted area 

(cm) 

Actual size 

of painted 

area 

 (sqm) 

Percent 

difference 

between Ric. 

size and actual 

size 

Estimated 

size of 

painted 

area
36

  

(sqm) 

1 523 525 232 x 290 6.70     3.70  

2 254 500 435 x 336 14.60  222 x 232   5.15  35.3  

3 50 480 348 x 290 10.10  216 x 221 4.77  47.2  

4 168 420 232  235 x 235
37

 5.50    

5 479 300 377 x 290 10.93  205 x 272
38

 5.58 51.1  

6 111 280 290 x 222   6.44    3.56 

7 444 271.4 235 x 290   6.81 147 x 185   2.71  40.0  

8 321 245 235 x 290 6.82 161 x 148  2.38  35.0  

9 696 230 247 x 280    6.92  198 x 193   3.82 55.2  

10 522 229 218 x 271 5.91  200 x 200   4.00  67.7  

11 575 200 213 x 203   4.39  155 x 155   2.40 54.7  

12 485 180 232 x 232   5.38  N/A     

13 761 180 193 x 213   4.11  133 x 157   2.09  50.9  

14 347 170 189 x 213   4.01  N/A     

15 284 164 239 x 239   5.71  N/A     

16 753 160 203 x 246.5   5.00  N/A       

17 629 155.6 203 x 232   4.71  N/A    

18 348 154 246.5 x 174   4.29  N/A    

 19 614 152 246.5 x 232   5.72  N/A     

20  427 150 203 x 261   5.30 N/A    

21  520 150 203 x 213   4.32 N/A    

22 75 140 232  N/A    

23  209 140 242 x 203   4.91  180 x 180   3.24  66.0  

24  446 140 232 x 203   4.71 157 x 190   2.98  63.3  

25 63 125  232 x 203   4.71  N/A    

26 401 125 213  N/A    

27 393 123 213  N/A    

28 207 120.4 203 x 232 4.71  178 x 170   3.03  64.3  

                                                 
36

 The estimated size based on the calculated difference of 55.2% found between extant paintings and the size 

described in the Ricordanze, which will be discussed in detail below.  
37

 Measured including frame. 
38

 This is a triptych and these are the full dimensions. 



28 

 

29 285 119.5 213 x N/A  137 x 142   1.95   

30 146 112.45 271 x 232   6.29  165 x 164   2.71  43.1  

31 137 100 261 x 232 6.06  196 x 200   3.92  64.7  

32 360 100 203 x 232   4.71      2.60  

33 702 100 203 x 174   3.53  160 x 170
39

   2.72 77.1  

34 488 90 239 x 232   5.54  194 x 135  2.61  47.1  

35 610 80 174 x 203   3.59  N/A   1.98  

36 662 80 188.5 x 213   4.02 N/A   2.22  

37 121 75.85 174 x 174   3.03  140 x 163    2.28  75.2   

38 130 75 188.5 x 232   4.37  N/A   2.41  

39 453 72 217.5 x 174   3.78  N/A   2.10  

40 769 70 174 x 174   3.03     1.67 

41 787 70 174 x 203   3.53  N/A   1.94  

42 36 66 116 x 232   2.69  N/A     

43 434 60 174      

44 449 60 174 x 155 2.69       

45 671 50 145      

46 769 50 174 x 174   3.03       

47 437 44
40

 203  N/A    

48 369 30 145      

49 455 30 174      

      Average:  158 lire       

 

After compiling the commission fees, we can see that the average fee for the forty-nine 

commissions is 158 lire, significantly lower than the regional average of 305 lire, which was 

calculated by O’Malley for similar commissions.
41

  However, there are two reasons why this 

comparison is not entirely accurate. The first issue is that many of the forty-nine commissions 

are described as having a size of greater than four square metres, and O’Malley’s average was 

calculated for paintings measuring between two and four square metres.  Secondly, it is unclear 

whether the sizes described by Neri refer to the dimensions of the painting or to the overall size 

                                                 
39

 This measurement includes the outside of the frame. 
40

 This is a renovation of an older panel, which might explain the lower commission fee. 
41

 O’Malley defined a large painting as anything measuring between 200 and 400 centimetres, at the rate of one 

braccia equals 58 centimetres.  O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 136.  
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of the object, including the frame.  Therefore, before we can compare Neri’s fees with 

O’Malley’s data, it is necessary to first understand the meaning of the dimensions stated in the 

Ricordanze.   

It appears as if the sizes stated by Neri in the Ricordanze correspond to the overall size of 

the object, and not just the painted surface area.  This theory is supported by comparing extant 

paintings with their descriptions in the Ricordanze.  Of the forty-nine commissions that are at 

least two square metres, according to their description in the Ricordanze, twenty-three of the 

paintings are extant.  Of these twenty-three paintings, we have the measurements for seventeen 

of the commissions, which include both the height and width stated by Neri, and the actual size 

of the painted area.  In only one instance do the dimensions provided by Neri correspond to the 

current size of the painting.  This is for an altarpiece commissioned in 1459 for the Church of 

San Sisto in Viterbo, which remains in the original location, and for which I have confirmed the 

measurements (Figs. 3 - 4).
42

   The commission time was unusually long for the Viterbo painting, 

more than two years, and the subject matter itself changed, so it is possible that the dimensions 

of the frame were altered after the object was first commissioned.  Since the majority of the 

measurements in the Ricordanze do not match the painted surface area, it is clear that the Viterbo 

commission was an anomaly, and that the size stated by Neri refers to the overall dimensions of 

the object, including the framing elements, and not simply the painted area of the work.   

The meaning of the dimensions in the Ricordanze is confirmed by examining surviving 

frames from Neri’s workshop.  A typical altarpiece, with the frame still intact, can be found in 

the Detroit Institute of the Arts (Fig. 5).  The overall height of the object is 244.8 centimetres, 

while the painted area is only 180.3 centimetres high.  Thus, the frame for the Detroit painting  

                                                 
42

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 86 - 87 (entry n. 168). 
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Figures 3 - 4: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Lawrence, Felicitas, Sixtus, John the Baptist, 

Jerome and Nicholas, with detail of view from side in situ, San Sisto, Viterbo, Italy, 1457, approx. 235 x 235 

cm. 

 

 
Figure 5: Neri di Bicci, Tobias and Saints Raphael, Michael and Gabriel, Detroit, Detroit Institute of the Arts, 

1471, 180.3 x 174.6 cm, inv. 26.114. 
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added 64.5 centimetres to the height of the object.  This disparity explains the differences in size 

that can be observed between the dimensions stated in the Ricordanze and the current size of 

paintings.  In a discussion of an altarpiece from Neri’s workshop located in the National Gallery 

of Canada, Anabel Thomas claims that the frame would have added thirty-five centimetres on 

either side of the panel.
43

  Larger commissions, such as an altarpiece completed for the Badia di 

San Piero a Ruoti, could include more extensive framing elements, such as a predella, extensive 

scrollwork and a painted lunette located above the main panel.  For the San Piero painting, the 

framing elements account for half of the total height of the object (Figs. 6 - 8).  Evidently, the 

frame represented a significant percentage of the size of the object.  Thus, it is clear that the 

dimensions stated in the Ricordanze do not correspond to the painted surface area, but are a 

description of the finished size of the work.  Neri’s commissions usually included framing 

elements and occasionally a predella, which could add sixty to ninety centimetres to the overall 

size of the object.   

 
Figures 6 - 7: Interior and exterior views of of the Badia di San Piero a Ruoti, Ruoti di Valdambra, Italy. 

 

                                                 
43

 Anabel Thomas, ‘Neri di Bicci’s Assumption of the Virgin for S. Trinità, Florence: Squaring the Pyramid,’ Apollo 

Magazine (Vol. 146, August 1997), p. 45. 
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Figure 8: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Bartholomew, Peter, Benedict, Romuald, Paul and 

James, Lunette: Annunciation. Pilasters: eight saints, Ruoti di Valdambra, Badia di San Piero a Ruoti, 1472, 

198 x 193 cm. 
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Since we have determined that the dimensions in the Ricordanze correspond to the 

overall size of the object, it is necessary to find another means of comparing the information in 

the Ricordanze to the average commission fees calculated by O’Malley.  Although this method is 

not completely precise, it is possible to develop a formula for determining the approximate 

surface area by comparing the size of extant paintings with their descriptions in the Ricordanze.  

The commissions that O’Malley examined were for paintings with a surface area of between two 

and four square metres, and for which the artist was not responsible for the cost of the 

woodwork.
44

  Therefore, it is necessary to determine which of the paintings described by Neri 

had a painted surface area between two and four square metres.  As mentioned above, there are 

seventeen paintings that have survived that have dimensions recorded in the Ricordanze.  If the 

dimensions are compared, then the painted surface area is on average 55.2 percent of the size 

stated by Neri.  If we assume that approximately the same difference applies to the other thirty-

two paintings for which both the commission fees and the dimensions were recorded, then forty 

of the forty-nine paintings had a surface area that measured between two and four square metres.   

Once the cost of the woodwork has been subtracted from the commission fee, if this information 

is available, then the average price for the forty paintings measuring between two and four 

square metres is 151 lire.  This is almost exactly half of the 305 lire that O’Malley calculated for 

Florentine and Sienese paintings of a comparable size in the same years.  In fact, Neri’s average 

was most likely much lower than 151 lire because it was not always possible to subtract the cost 

of woodwork from the commission fee.  

If we consider Neri’s paintings that were greater than four square metres, we once again 

find that his prices were significantly lower than the regional average.  O’Malley found that the 

average overall cost of paintings measuring between four and seven square metres, produced in 
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 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 132. 
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Florence and Siena between 1450 and 1499, was 750 lire.
45

  Neri’s average, based on four 

examples, is only 415 lire, or slightly more than half of the regional average.   By comparing the 

average commission fees in the Ricordanze with the data calculated by O’Malley, it is 

abundantly clear that the amounts Neri charged for commissions were considerably lower than 

what was normal. 

Although Neri charged less, it is probable that he improved his profit margin by working 

faster than his contemporaries.  In fact, evidence of Neri’s unusually fast production speed can 

be found in the Ricordanze.  For example, between March 1453 and April 1475, Neri’s 

workshop produced seventy-three large altarpieces and hundreds of smaller commissions, such 

as decorated curtains, candelabra, and other carvings.
46

  Forty-two of the seventy-three paintings 

described by Neri are still extant, which is a survival rate of approximately fifty-seven percent.   

Overall, approximately 121 large paintings from Neri’s workshop survive.
47

   If we apply the 

survival rate of fifty-seven percent to Neri’s entire output, we can speculate that the workshop 

produced as many as 210 large altarpieces throughout Neri’s career of over fifty years, which 

would be an average of approximately three months per painting.
48

  However, these calculations 

are only an estimation of Neri’s possible output, since there are several factors that could have a 

bearing on his estimated output.  There may be extant paintings that have not been associated 

with the Ricordanze, or the number of paintings produced during the Ricordanze years could 

have survived in a disproportionate manner, which would influence my calculation of the 

survival rate.  Additionally, it is also possible that the output of Neri’s workshop decreased in the 

                                                 
45

 Ibid., table 4b. 
46

 Although this period represents approximately half of his career (since Neri was active from the early 1440s until 

his death in 1491), it is possible that this was the height of his activity. 
47

 I define a large painting as anything measuring at least 88.8 by 92.7 centimetres.  
48

 It is possible that some of the extant altarpieces have not been identified with the Ricordanze entries, which would 

influence the attrition rate.  Also, the period of 1453 – 1475, which is the middle of Neri’s career, could have been 

more productive than the tail-ends of Neri’s career. 
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last two decades of Neri’s life, since Neri would have been around fifty-six years old when the 

last entry of the extant Ricordanze was written, but he survived for another sixteen years.  

An examination of Neri’s rate of production supports my claim that Neri’s workshop 

could complete a large commission within three months.  Megan Holmes maintains that during 

the Ricordanze years Neri averaged seven months per painting,
 
while Thomas, who does not 

provide an average, estimates that Neri often completed works in two or three months.
49

   Both 

statements are actually correct, since it is clear that Neri could complete a painting in two to 

three months, but the time required to complete a commission was often higher since the 

workshop was frequently involved with numerous paintings at once.  A detailed analysis of the 

information in the Ricordanze provides us with a better understanding of Neri’s production rates.  

For fifty of Neri’s commissions we know the quantity of time that elapsed between the 

date when the work was commissioned and when it was delivered.  This includes not only thirty-

six paintings, but also a variety of objects such as painted busts, candlesticks, tabernacles, three 

painted wooden crucifixes, and one re-painting of a trecento panel.  The average completion time 

for the thirty-six paintings is 226.4 days, or approximately seven and a half months, which 

roughly corresponds to the time frame mentioned by Holmes (see Table Three, below). 

Table Three: Completion Times and the Value of Commissions in the Ricordanze 

                                                 
49

 Megan Holmes, ‘Neri di Bicci and the Commodification of Artistic Values in Florentine Painting (1450-1500),’ 

in: The Art Market in Italy, Marcello Fantoni, Louisa C. Matthew, Sara F. Matthews-Grieco, eds. (Modena: Panini, 

2003), p. 214; Anabel Thomas, ‘Neri di Bicci, Francesco Botticini and the Augustinians’ Arte Cristiana, (vol. 

81.1993), p. 26; Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci,’ p. 316.  

Count Ric. # Date Begun Completed Price (lire) Object 

1 185 July 8, 1458 14 days 4.00 Tabernacle 

2 181b June 3, 1458 350 days 4.00 Wooden Crucifix, coloured and gilded 

3 101 Feb. 28, 1456 37 days 7.45 Two Wooden Crucifixes, coloured 

4 180 May 14, 1458 33 days 8.00 Ensign, double-sided  

5 556 Apr. 15, 1467 71 days 19.00 Tabernacle, painted gesso 

6 35 Aug. 18, 1454 387 days 20.00 Tabernacle, painted gesso 

7 113 May 12, 1456 25 days 25.80 Reliquary in the form of  a bust, gilded 

8 118 July 28, 1456 116 days 26.00 Bust of Saint Catherine, gesso 
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9 784 June 8, 1474 165 days 28.00 Panel 

10 244 Oct. 11, 1459 50 days 32.00 Tabernacle 

11 78 Oct. 30, 1455 68 days 32.00 Tabernacle 

12 322 June 16, 1461 45 days 32.40 Wooden Crucifix, coloured 

13 717 July 26, 1469 164 days 60.00 Panel 

14 130 Jan 14, 1457 158 days 64.50 Panel 

15 36 Sep. 8, 1454 367 days 66.00 Tabernacle with wings 

16 23 Mar. 15, 1454 159 days 70.00 Triptych 

17 761a Dec. 22, 1472 113 days 72.00 Panel 

18 761b Dec. 22, 1472 113 days 72.00 Panel 

19 610 Jan. 14, 1469 63 days 80.00 Panel 

20 448 Apr. 30, 1464 210 days 88.00 Candlestick Holders 

21 488 Oct. 4, 1465 115 days 90.00 Panel 

22 232 Aug. 6, 1459 903 days 95.00 Panel 

23 401 June 23, 1463 53 days 100.00 Panel 

24 28 July 3, 1454 117 days 100.00 Panel 

25 567 June 1, 1467 71 days 110.70 Panel 

26 146 Apr. 16, 1457 86 days 112.50 Panel 

27 285 June 6, 1460 237 days 119.50 Panel 

28 95 Jan. 18, 1456 175 days 120.00 Panel  

29 393 Mar. 4, 1463 178 days 120.00 Panel 

30 404 Aug. 19, 1463 106 days 128.00 Panel 

31 299 Oct. 11, 1460 85 days 136.00 Panel, older 

32 209 Jan. 3, 1459 190 days 

(possibly 

shorter) 

140.00 Panel 

33 614 Apr. 1, 1469 80 days 152.00 Panel 

34 348 Feb. 10, 1462 161 days 154.00 Panel  

35 629 Sep. 9, 1469 63 days 155.60 Panel 

36 284 June 4, 1460 233 days 164.00 Panel 

37 321 May 23, 1461 101 days 245.00 Panel 

38 791 Jan. 30, 1475 270 days  260.00 Panel 

39 791b Jan. 30, 1475 273 days 260.00 Panel 

40 429 Jan. 3, 1464 623 days 272.00 Panel 

41 479 July 15, 1465 349 days 300.00 Panel 

42 254 Nov. 25, 1459 392 days 400.00 Panel 

43 168 June 24, 1457 764 days 420.00 Panel 

44 50 Feb. 28, 1455 540 days 480.00 Panel 

45 22 Mar. 8, 1454 103 days 560.00 Panel 

46 449 May 14, 1464 193 days N/A Panel 

47 235, 236 Sep. 19, 1459 90 days N/A Panel 

48 626 July 19, 1469 231 days N/A Panel 

49 570 July 20, 1467 107 days N/A Panel 

50 606 Nov. 9, 1468 414 days N/A Panel 
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However, the average completion time for Neri’s paintings has been inflated due to 

several large paintings that took much longer than usual to complete.  For example, a painting 

intended for the Amantellate nuns of Prato was installed 903 days after it was first 

commissioned.
50

  The second-longest completion time that we know of was for the previously-

discussed painting for the Church of San Sisto in Viterbo, which took 764 days to deliver.
51

   Of 

the twelve paintings with a completion time of longer than 200 days, five were intended for a 

location outside of Florence.  This suggests that the completion time was extended because of the 

time and extra planning required to transport the painting.  

Nevertheless, the majority of paintings from Neri’s workshop were completed in fewer 

than 200 days, and a significant number of large works was finished in three months or less.  

Information extracted from the Ricordanze indicates that seven of the thirty-six paintings for 

which we have commission and completion dates were delivered within three months from when 

they were commissioned.
52

  Two of these are extant, and they do not appear any more or less 

finished than other paintings of comparable value and with longer completion times.
53

  For 

example, it took Neri only seventy-one days to complete a painting depicting the Assumption of 

the Virgin for the Florentine Church of San Leonardo in Arcetri, for which he received 110.7 

lire.
54

  In comparison, a work that was painted in roughly the same period for the Ospedale degli 

Innocenti had a similar commission fee, comparable dimensions, and an equal number of large 

figures.  However, 237 days elapsed before the Ospedale painting was delivered, almost three 

and half times longer than the production period for the San Leonardo Assumption.
55

    

                                                 
50

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 119, 134 (entry nn. 232, 261). 
51

 Ibid., pp. 86, 87, 95, 115, 118, 119 (entry nn. 168, 182, 224, 231). 
52

 Ibid., pp. 74, 151, 152, 202, 299, 300, 323, 324, 326, 334, (entry nn. 146, 299, 401, 567, 610, 614, 629).   
53

 Ibid., p. 74 (entry n. 146) and pp. 299 - 300 (entry n. 567). 
54

 Ibid., pp. 299 - 300 (entry n. 567). 
55

 Ibid., pp. 145 - 146 (entry n. 285). 
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There are several possible explanations for the difference in completion time between the 

San Leonardo and the Ospedale paintings. When the workshop was finishing the San Leonardo 

painting, there were only three large commissions on which Neri was also working.  One of these 

was a painting begun several years earlier by Bicci di Lorenzo, and the other two were 

commissions only assumed three weeks before the San Leonardo painting was completed.  These 

two paintings were finished four months later, which means that work on these paintings might 

not have started until after the San Leonardo painting was delivered.
56

  Therefore, it is possible 

that the San Leonardo painting was the only major project during the three months of the 

commission period.  In comparison, during the Ospedale commission (with a 237-day 

completion time), the workshop was also occupied with five other large commissions.
57

  This 

information demonstrates that Neri’s workshop could easily complete a large commission within 

three months.   

The details in the Ricordanze concerning the woodwork support my claim that Neri could 

produce large paintings in three months or less.  Neri usually subcontracted the woodwork within 

a day or two of receiving a commission.   This suggests that the dates stated in the Ricordanze 

are accurate, and that paintings were not begun before the stated commission date.  In fact, the 

workshop must have occasionally spent considerably less than three months on a painting, since 

it took approximately one month for the frame and the support to be delivered.   As previously 

mentioned, seven of the thirty-six paintings for which we have completion times were finished in 

three months.  If we increase the time frame by just one month, the workshop output is doubled, 

with fifteen large paintings that were each produced in four months or less.  This escalation in 

                                                 
56

 Ibid., pp. 292, 293, 301, 303 (entry nn. 554, 570, 572).    
57

 Ibid., pp. 119, 130, 131, 144, 145, 151, 152, 156, 157 (entry nn. 232, 254, 284, 299, 308).   
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production suggests that the workshop must have required much less than four months to finish a 

contract.  

Neri’s rate of construction is astounding when compared to other quattrocento artists. 

Although measuring Neri’s output in relation to that of his contemporaries is not straightforward, 

we do have a general idea of average completion times.   For example, Perugino’s Madonna di 

Loreto altarpiece of 1507 was completed in four months, which Carol Plazzotta claims was a 

fairly short time frame.
58

  Additionally, Plazzotta’s analysis of the work demonstrates that the 

painting is of a lower quality than other paintings by Perugino.  This is especially evident in the 

underdrawing, where the presence of a somewhat unskilled hand suggests that the work was 

completed by an assistant working from Perugino’s designs.
59

  It is clear that Neri’s ability to 

produce a large painting in three to four months was unusually fast compared to his 

contemporaries.   

2.4  Woodwork 

Although Neri produced work quickly, only a small portion of the commission fee 

represented his profit due to the cost of the required materials.  Woodwork was a particularly 

significant expense, since a quattrocento frame and support could require fifteen to thirty percent 

of the total commission fee.
60

  Although the commissioner occasionally provided Neri with the 

woodwork, Neri was usually responsible for subcontracting the work, as previously mentioned.  

On average, Neri paid 19.8 lire for woodwork, which represented 17.04 percent of the total cost 

of the commission (see Table Four, below).
61
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 Plazzotta, ‘The Madonna di Loreto,’ p. 78. 
59

 Ibid., p. 87. 
60

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 44. 
61

 This does include the instances where an older panel was being updated, which occurred surprisingly often.   If 

Neri was updating an older panel, a woodworker was often required in order to re-shape the panel and add 

decorative elements such as columns and scrolls. 
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Table Four: The Cost of Woodwork Described in the Ricordanze 

Coun

t 

Ricordanze  

# 

Woodworker Total Cost 

(lire) 

Wood 

Cost (lire) 

Percent of Total 

Cost for Wood 

Dimensions 

(braccia) 

1 63 Giuliano da Maiano  125.00 20.00 16.00 4 x 3 1/2 

2 111 Giuliano da Maiano 280.00 60.00 21.50 5 x 3 5/6 

 
3 137 Giuliano da Maiano 100.00 22.00 22.00 4 x 4 1/2 

 
4 146 Giuliano da Maiano 112.45 

 

28.00 

 

24.90 4 x 4 2/3  

 
5 207 Giuliano da Maiano 120.40 20.00 16.60 3 1/2 x 4 

6 235 Giuliano da Maiano 

 

N/A 20.00 N/A  

7 244 Luca Manucci  43.20 

 

5.40 8.00 1 1/8 x  2 1/3 

 
8 347 Luca Manucci 

 

170.00 18.00 

 

10.60 

 

3 1/4  x 3 2/3 

9 348 Luca Manucci 

 

154.00 28.00 18.20 4 x 3   

10 372 Giuliano da Maiano 165.00 30.00 18.20 3 1/6 x 2 9/10 

11 393 Luca Manucci 

 

123.00 20.00 16.30 3 2/3 

12 401 Luca Manucci 

 

125.00 18.00 14.40 3 2/3 x 

 
13 403 Giuliano da Maiano 

 

N/A 

 

20.00 N/A 3 2/3 x 3 1/3 

 
14 449 Not stated 60.00 10.00 16.70 3 x 2 2/3 

 
15 453 Zanobi di Domenicho 72.00 8.00 11.10 3 3/4 x 3 

 
16 455 Zanobi di Domenicho  30.00 7.50 25.00 3 x ? 

 
17 479 Lucha du Pagholo di 

Beninchasa 

300.00 40.00 13.30 6 ½ x 5 

18 610 Giuliano da Maiano 60.00 12.00 20.00 3 x 3 ½ 

 
19 629 Giuliano da Maiano 155.6 

 

20.00 12.90 3 1/2 x 4 

 
20 700 Giuliano da Maiano N/A 20.00 N/A N/A 

21 736 Giuliano da Maiano 200.00 15.00 7.50 Illegible 

22 753 Giuliano da Maiano 160.00 20.00 12.50 

 

3 1/2 x 4 ¼ 

23 761a Domenicho and 

Zanobi 

90.00 15.00 16.70 3 1/3 x 3 2/3 

 

24 761b Domenicho and 

Zanobi 

90.00 15.00 16.70 3 1/2 x 3 2/3 

 

25 769 Zanobi di Domenicho 70.00 12.00 17.10 3 x 3 

26 784 Zanobi 28.00 10.00 35.70 2 1/3 x 1 1/3 

 
  AVERAGES  19.80 17.04  

 

Neri collaborated with several woodworkers, some of whose names and work locations are 

described in the Ricordanze.  One of Neri’s most frequent sources for frames was Giuliano da 

Maiano, who ran a workshop on the Via de’ Servi along with his brothers Giovannino and 
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Benedetto.
62

  Eve Borsook, in a review of Santi’s transcription of Neri’s Ricordanze, claims that 

Neri paid Giuliano twenty to thirty-three percent of the commission fee.
63

  However, based on 

my analysis of the information that is available for thirteen of Giuliano’s commissions, Giuliano 

often received commisson fees that were much less than twenty percent of the commission fee, 

and on average Neri paid Giuliano 17.2 percent of the total cost of the commission (see Table 

Five, below).
64

   

Table Five: The Cost of Giuliano da Maiano’s Woodwork for Panel Paintings as Described in the Ricordanze  

Count Ricordanze  

Entry number 

Total Cost 

(lire) 

Wood 

Cost (lire) 

Percentage of Total 

Cost for Wood 

Dimensions 

(braccia) 

1 63 125.00 20.00 16.00 4 x 3 1/2 

2 111 280.00 60.00 21.50 5 x 3 5/6 

 
3 137 100.00 22.00 22.00 4 x 4 1/2 

 
4 146 112.45 

 

28.00 

 

24.90 4 x 4 2/3  

 
5 207 120.40 20.00 16.60 3 1/2 x 4 

6 235 Not stated 20.00 N/A  

7 372 165.00 30.00 18.20 3 1/6 x 2 9/10  

8 403 Not stated 

 

20.00 N/A 3 2/3 x 3 1/3 

 
9 610 60.00 12.00 20.00 3 x 3 1/2 

 
10 629 155.60 

 

20.00 12.90 3 1/2 x 4 

 
11 700 Not stated 20.00 N/A Not stated 

12 736 200.00 15.00 7.50 Illegible 

13 753 160.00 20.00 12.50 

 

3 1/2 x 4 1/4 

AVERAGES  23.60  17.20   

 

Since the overall average that Neri paid his woodworkers was 17.04 percent of the total 

commission fee, the 17.2 percent that Giuliano received was only slightly higher than average. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that Giuliano worked more often on commissions with higher fees, since 

                                                 
62

 Bruno Santi, ‘Giuliano da Maiano e Neri di Bicci: due botteghe quattrocentesche in collaborazione’ in: Giuliano e 

la bottega dei da Maiano, Daniela Lamberini, Marcello Lotti, Roberto Lunardi, eds. (Firenze: Octavo, 1994), p. 143.  
63

 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci,’ p. 316.    
64

 For example, on March 2, 1464, Neri received a commission from Bernardo del Benino for a panel depicting the 

Madonna with two flanking Saints with a commission fee of sixty lire.  On the same day Neri subcontracted the 

woodwork to Giuliano da Maiano, whom he gave eight lire for the woodwork, approximately thirteen percent of the 

sixty lire Neri received from Bernardo del Benino.  See Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 220 – 221. 
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the average amount Giuliano received per commission was 23.6 lire, while the overall average 

fee paid to woodworkers was 19.8 lire. 

Interestingly, the price of similarly-sized woodwork was almost constant throughout the 

Ricordanze.  For example, Giuliano’s fee for panels of roughly 3 ½ x 4 braccia remained at 

twenty lire over a seventeen-year period (see Table Six, below), while the total value of the 

commissions fluctuated between 120.4 and 160.0 lire.  The constancy in the price of woodwork 

suggests that the woodworkers produced standard products.  This would have facilitated Neri’s 

use of cartoon-generated figures, as will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter. 

Table Six: The Cost of New Giuliano da Maiano Woodwork Measuring circa 3.5 x 4.0 braccia 

There is also a question concerning whether or not more experienced woodworkers received 

higher fees for their work.  Borsook believes that Neri subcontracted panels and frames to 

craftsmen with “less of a reputation” such as Luca Manucci, in order to realize a lower fee, and 

that Manucci never received more than 16.5 percent of the total commission cost.
65

   However, 

according to my calculations, Manucci received 18.2 percent of the total cost for a February of 

1462 commission, and on average, Neri paid Manucci 14.2 percent of the overall cost (see Table 

Seven, below).
66

  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
65

 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci,’ p. 316. 
66

 Neri was paid 154 lire for the commission (Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 214, entry n. 423), from which he paid Luca 

Manucci 28 lire (Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 176, entry n. 348). 

Count Ricordanze  

# 

Total Cost 

(lire) 

Wood 

Cost (lire) 

Percent of Total 

Cost for Wood 

Dimensions 

(braccia) 

1 63  125 20 16 4 x 3 1/2 

2 207 120.4 20 16.6 3 1/2 x 4   

 
3 403   

 

20  3 2/3 x 3 1/3 

 
4 629 155.6 

 

20 12.9 3 1/2 x 4 

 
5 753 160 20 12.5 

 

3 1/2 x 4 1/4 
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Table Seven: The Cost of New Luca Manucci Woodwork  

Count Ric. # Total Cost 

(lire) 

Wood 

Cost (lire) 

Percent of Total 

Cost for Wood 

Dimensions 

(braccia) 

1 244  43.2 

 

 

5.4 12.5 

 

1 1/8 x  2 1/3 

 
2 347 170.0 18.0 

 

10.6 

 

3 1/4 x 3  2/3 

3 348 154.0 28.0 18.2 4 x 3  

4 393 123.0 20.0 16.3 3 2/3 

5 401 125.0 18.0 14.4 3 2/3 x 3 ½ 

 
6 479 300.0 40.0 13.3 6 1/2 x 5 

Averages:  21.6 14.2  

 

Although the average percentage paid to Manucci was lower than the average of 17 

percent that Neri’s woodworkers received, the calculations have not taken the size of the panels 

into account.  Comparing woodwork with similar dimensions provides us with a better 

understanding of the relative value of frames and panels.  For example, Giuliano da Maiano 

received twenty lire for commissions measuring 3 ½ x 4 braccia, while Manucci was paid 

eighteen lire for work that was only slightly smaller.
67

  This suggests that Giuliano’s fees were 

higher on average compared to other woodworkers simply because he completed a greater 

number of commissions with larger dimensions.  Additionally, it is possible that Giuliano’s 

frames were slightly more expensive because they had additional carving, such as scrollwork or 

fluting on the columns.  However, there are almost no identifiable frames from the other 

woodworkers with whom Neri collaborated.  The only available example was done by Luca 

Manucci, for the Church of San Francesco in Arezzo.
68

  The pillasters of Manucci’s frame 

appear to have less carving than typical examples from the Maiano workshop (Fig. 9), but due to 

the lack of material it is not possible to draw a firm conclusion concerning the relative amounts 

of carving produced by each workshop.   

                                                 
67

 The Manucci panel measured 3 1/4 x 3 2/3 braccia (Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 176, entry n. 347), while the Maiano 

was slightly larger at 3 2/3 x 3 1/2 braccia (Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 202, entry n. 401). 
68

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 14 (entry n. 284).   



44 

 

 
Figure 9: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, with Saints Jerome and Francis, San Francesco, Arezzo, Italy, 1460. 

 

The intricate nature of surviving woodwork demonstrates why the frame was such an 

important aspect of a commission.  The style of the frame, and the shape of the panel, had 

evolved dramatically from the work produced by Neri’s father and grandfather, whose 

commissions often featured multi-panelled paintings set in gothic frames.  Beginning in about 

1440, polyptychs were replaced with all’antica panels, which were simpler in style and 

rectangular or square in shape.
69

  There are a handful of polyptychs that can be attributed to Neri, 

but the majority of his paintings were done in the all’antica style.
70

  All’antica panels were 

usually produced with a carved wooden frame that could include a predella, vertical columns, 

                                                 
69

 Michelle O’Malley, ‘Subject Matters: Contracts, Designs, and the Exchange of Ideas between Painters and Clients 

in Renaissance Italy’ in: Artistic exchange and cultural translation in the Italian renaissance city, Stephen J. 

Campbell and Stephen J. Milner, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 17. 
70

 We have three examples in the Ricordanze of Neri completing triptychs: Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 12 (entry n. 23), 

pp. 38 - 39 (entry n. 75), p. 211 (entry n. 418).   
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and decorative details such as a frieze, lunette, and scrollwork.  For example, Neri made a 

summary of the details of a frame being carved by the Maiano workshop, for a painting 

commission made for the church of San Piero a Ruoti, near Arezzo.
71

  Neri noted that the panel 

was to be made in the all’antica style, with “chollone quadre a 

chanali e chogli sghuanci e di sotto la predella e di sopra 

architrave, fregio e chornicione.”
72

  If you visit the church today, 

you can see how the finished product clearly matches the 

description made by Neri in the Ricordanze (Fig. 8).  It is a typical 

example of the frames used by Neri’s workshop, with flanking 

columns, scrollwork, a predella, and a lunette with a small 

Annunciation scene.  Saints are painted vertically on narrow 

angled panels located on either side of the main panel, adjacent to 

the columns (Fig. 10).   This is the largest surviving example of a frame used by Neri’s 

workshop, but we are fortunate to have approximately nineteen large-scale and twenty-two 

smaller examples of Neri’s paintings with their original woodwork.
73

  

 Apart from the frames, woodworkers also provided artists with the wooden support that 

composed the central portion of the altarpiece.  Although it is likely that the woodwork was 

normally delivered in one shipment, an entry in Neri’s Ricordanze states that the Maiano 

workshop delivered the support eleven days after the work was commissioned, and the frame 

followed later: “a di 19 di giugnio 1472 ebi dal detto Giuliano el chorpo solo di detta tavola, cioe 

el quadro.”
74

  A typical example of the support for a painting involves Neri’s 1461 Coronation of 

                                                 
71

 Ibid., p. 371 (entry n. 696), p. 399 (entry n. 747). 
72

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 371 (entry n. 696). 
73

 This number has been based on personal analysis of the available material. 
74

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 394 (entry n. 736). 

Figure 10: Detail of Figure 8. 
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the Virgin, located in the Musée Jacquemart-André in Paris.  It consists of five or six panels of 

poplar wood, about five centimetres thick, laid vertically.
75

  The support and frame would have 

been delivered to the workshop without any gesso preparation or painted decoration.
76

 

2.5  Gesso 

Once the wooden elements of a commission were supplied, the artist was then 

responsible for preparing the surface of the support, and any portion of the frame that required 

gilding or painting.
77

  During Neri’s era, the wood was first covered with a glue size in order to 

create a barrier between the wood and the painting.
78

  After the glue, several layers of a gesso 

ground, an opaque white material composed of plaster mixed with a binding agent, were 

applied.
79

  Cennini suggested that painters first apply three to four layers of a thicker and coarser 

preparation of gesso, known as gesso grosso, and then eight layers of a finer gesso, gesso sottile, 

in order to achieve a smooth and non-permeable surface on which to paint.
80

  By the end of the 

fifteenth century, painters often used just one layer of gesso.
81

         

The precise value of gesso is unknown, but it does not appear to have been overly 

expensive, since Neri only provided the price of gesso when he purchased it in bulk.  For 

example, in August of 1471, Neri paid 4.25 lire for a sack of gesso purchased from Agnolo di 

Matteo di Salvestro da Montespertoli.
82

  Since we do not know the volume of Neri’s “sack” or 
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 Information provided in un-published conservation report written in December of 1999, located in the curatorial 

files of the Musée Jacquemart-André, Paris. 
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 Elizabeth Darrow and Nicholas Dorman, Renaissance art in focus: Neri di Bicci and devotional painting in Italy 

(Seattle: Seattle Art Museum, 2004), p. 39. 
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 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci,’ p. 317. 
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 David Bomford, Art in the Making: Italian painting before 1400 (London: National Gallery Co., 1989), p. 17.   
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 Daniel Thompson, The materials and techniques of medieval painting (New York: Dover Publications, 1956), p. 
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the quantity of gesso required for each commission, it is difficult to determine the exact meaning 

of the amount purchased.  However, if it were a significant expense, the cost would have been 

more carefully noted in the Ricordanze.  Louisa Matthew, in her analysis of four artists’ account 

books from the Renaissance, claims that the Rosselli workshop also simply noted the purchase of 

general materials, such as gesso, as one expense.
83

 

 After the layer of gesso was prepared, artists would then create or transfer their initial 

drawings, through incision or pouncing.  Occasionally, compositions were also incised after 

gilding.  Design transfer techniques will be discussed in the third chapter.     

2.6  Metals 

After the design was transferred to the gesso surface, the panel was then ready for 

gilding.  Neri’s workshop usually covered a significant portion of the paintings with metal, 

almost always gilding the grounds and the attributes of saints.  Before applying the metal, a red 

bole was brushed onto the gesso to aid in the adhesion of the metal to the surface of the painting, 

and also to increase the luminosity of the overlaying metal.  The metal was purchased from gold 

beaters (battiloro), who formed the material into small thin square sheets, sold by the hundred.  

For example, in 1464 Neri charged a client for 600 squares of fine gold at a rate of 3.4 lire for 

100.
84

  O’Malley claims that the price for 100 squares of gold was usually one florin (around 5 

lire), and that this price did not fluctuate dramatically.
85

  Either Neri negotiated a discount, or the 

price fluctuated to a greater degree than we know.  Occasionally, the outlines of the squares of 

metal remain visible to the naked eye.  By examining a painting of typical size by Neri, currently 
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 Matthew, ‘Painters marketing paintings in fifteenth and sixteenth-century Florence and Venice,’ p. 315. 
84

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 225 (entry n. 442). 
85

 O’Malley, The Business of Art, p. 50. 
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in Livorno, we can see that Neri’s workshop needed approximately 312 squares of metal (Fig. 

11).   

 
Figure 11: Neri di Bicci, Crucifixion, Livorno, Museo Giovanni Fattori, 1461, 175.6 x 175.1 cm. 

 

Neri occasionally employed more than one type of metal in a commission, such as silver, 

tin, or a mixture of half-gold, presumably to decrease the cost of the object, reserving the more 

costly materials for the most important aspects of the commission, such as gilding the edge of the 

Madonna’s robe.  Silver was significantly cheaper than gold, usually costing around eighty 

percent less.
86

  According to Susanne Kubersky-Piredda, gilding represented twenty-five to 

forty-five percent of the total commission fee, while O’Malley states that gilding was 

approximately thirty to forty percent of the overall cost.
87

  However, Neri’s expenditure appears 

to have been much lower.  If Neri only required 300 – 600 sheets of gold to complete a 
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commission, then he would have spent fifteen to thirty lire on gold, and much less if he was 

using a cheaper material.   If we presume that Neri used 300 – 600 sheets of metal only for his 

larger commissions, i.e. those in the top twenty-five percent of his production for which he 

received an average of 228 lire, then we can estimate that the metal would have only cost 

between 6.5 and 13 percent of the commission fee.  The variables used by Kubersky-Piredda and 

O’Malley are unknown to me, but it is clear that the gilding never represented as much as forty-

five percent of Neri’s commission fee.       

The degree of gilding found in Neri’s panels is unusual for artists active in the second 

half of the fifteenth century in Florence, but was clearly a popular feature of his work.  In fact, it 

appears as if Neri’s workshop was especially skilled at gilding, and that his talent in this area was 

employed by his fellow artists.  For example, in February of 1455, Filippo Lippi sub-contracted 

Neri to complete some halo decoration.
88

  Unfortunately, the Lippi panel is not extant, and thus, 

the full extent of Neri’s involvement is unknown.   

It was common for a specialized gilder, known as a mettitoro d’oro, to apply the metal 

leaf to the bole, but there is no evidence that Neri’s workshop relied on assistance to complete 

the gilding.
89

  We have the names of several goldbeaters with whom Neri conducted business, 

but there is no indication that he subcontracted the gilding to a mettitoro.  Interestingly, one of 

Neri’s assistants, Antonio di Benedetto, was the son of a goldsmith, and spent eight years in 

Neri’s workshop, but Antonio’s role in the workshop is never described.
90

  The punching and 

tooling techniques used in Neri’s workshop, and the possibility of attributing and dating panels 

based on punch marks, will be analysed in the third chapter.  
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2.7  Pigments 

Once the gilding and any re-incision of the design was complete, the workshop could 

begin painting.
91

  Based on the extensive detail in the Ricordanze concerning the quality and 

quantity of pigments, it is clear that the colours used by Neri were an important aspect of his 

commissions.   Neri often described the cost of the blue pigments (such as azurite and 

ultramarine blue) since they were more expensive, and the quantity and location of these 

pigments were important aspects of a commission.
92

 Ultramarine blue was the more expensive of 

the two pigments, and could cost 15 times more than azurite.
93

  Ultramarine derived from the 

mineral lapis lazuli, and was imported from Asia, while Azure came from Germany and Hungary 

and was made from the mineral azurite.
94

  

Apart from the blue colours, the price of pigments was rarely mentioned.
95

  For example, 

on November 13, 1466, Neri received a commission for a tabernacle approximately 3 braccia 

high, depicting a Madonna and Child with Saint John the Baptist, for which he was paid forty 

lire.  In this instance, more than fifty percent of the commission fee was spent on materials, since 

Neri stated that his expenses totalled twenty-two lire.  He spent 4.5 lire on two and a half ounces 

of azurite (azuro di Magnia), purchased at the rate of 36 soldi an ounce.
96

   The gilding required 

400 sheets of fine gold, and 100 sheets of half gold, which cost 13.6 lire, and 1.5 lire, 

respectively.  The remainder of the twenty-two lire is 2.4 lire, which Neri used to purchase gesso, 
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glue, and colours.
97

  The skill and the talent that he brought to the commission, which Neri 

describes as his “magistero,’’ accounted for the difference between the costs of the materials and 

the commission fee.
98

 

Historians have estimated that once the painter had provided for the more expensive 

materials such as the wood, metal, and pigments, he was left with around fifteen percent of the 

commission fee to cover his other costs, which included rent, his assistants, and basic materials 

like gesso and brushes.
99

  However, Neri’s profits could have been slightly greater because of the 

lower relative cost of his woodwork.   The sum of Neri’s commission fees provided in the 

Ricordanze is 17,475.95 lire, which divided by twenty-two years equals an income of 

approximately 794.36 lire per year.  If eighty-five percent of the commission fee was spent on 

woodwork, gilding, and pigments, then Neri would have only been left with approximately 

119.15 lire, an amount which would have barely covered his assistants’ salaries in some years.  It 

is likely that Neri’s profit was much greater than the estimations made by Kubersky-Piredda and 

O’Malley.  Since we have determined that on average, Neri only paid 17.04 percent of the 

commission fee on woodwork, and that gilding cost around thirteen percent, Neri might have had 

almost seventy percent of his commission fees, around 556 lire annually, to spend on his other 

expenses such as pigments, other materials, assistants, and housing costs. 

 

2.8  Dealers and standardized products 

Effective workshop organization was a key element of Neri’s financial success, and he 

frequently produced large quantities of very similar and inexpensive objects, such as gesso 

tabernacles.  These works were often made in collaboration with the woodworker Luca Manucci, 
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who created the gesso cast and the wood frame, and then gave the tabernacle to Neri to paint and 

gild.
100

  For example, Neri ordered twelve tabernacles from Manucci in February of 1460, and 

then eight years later he ordered an additional thirty-six small tabernacles of various sizes.
101

  

Several of these small tabernacles were sold through dealers in foreign cities, and Neri 

collaborated with merchants based in Rome and Viterbo.  Louisa Matthew, in her analysis of 

fifteenth- and sixteenth-century account books from Florence and Venice, claims that Neri relied 

on merchants and clergymen to assist him in conducting his business, since both groups travelled 

frequently in the course of their primary trade.
102

  Although Matthew claims that Florentine 

merchants were selling art as early as the fourteenth century, the idea of working with a dealer 

based in a distant city was somewhat revolutionary for a Florentine, since it remained standard 

practice until the end of the fifteenth century for artists to work without the benefit of 

intermediaries.
103

        

Neri mentions at least two dealers (rivenditore) in the Ricordanze, and several of Neri’s 

commissions were from merchants.  One of the major dealers with whom Neri collaborated was 

Mariotto di Agnolo Mazzi, who sold his objects from his shop on the Palazzo Vescovile in 

Florence.
104

  Mazzi frequently purchased polychromed Madonnas from Neri’s workshop, which 

were popular due to their lower cost.
105

  Mazzi also served as negotiator for a commission 

between Neri and the church of San Sisto in Viterbo.
106

  When the Viterbo panel was completed 

and being delivered, Neri appears to have capitalized on the shipment by also sending two 
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tabernacles and an altarpiece curtain.
107

  It is not clear whether the smaller objects were sent 

speculatively, or if they were commissioned. 

  Another dealer and merchant with whom Neri collaborated was Andrea di Biagio.  In his 

Ricordanze, Neri first describes Biagio as a “merchatante da Firenze e sta a Roma” and then later 

he notes that Biagio is a “banchiere di Roma.”
108

  Biagio expanded his business from Florence to 

Rome, where he sold luxury Florentine objects including decorative art and textiles.
109

 Over a 

three-year period, Biagio placed two orders for three gesso tabernacles, paying a total of 27 lire 

for his first order in 1459, and 30 lire in 1462.  It is not clear if the value of the object had 

increased, or whether the price was greater because of a difference in the value of the materials. 

When objects were purchased by non-Florentine clients, the cost of transportation had to 

be factored into the commission fee.  If the client did not personally retrieve the commission, 

then Neri relied on assistants, family members, or local workers to deliver the object.  For 

example, Neri employed the glassmaker, Stefano del Fattorino, to deliver Andrea di Biagio’s 

three tabernacles to Rome in 1462.
110

  Within Florence, Neri would often send one of his 

assistants to deliver the work, and often this is the only occasion when we hear about the 

presence of an assistant, other than the initial contract document.
111

  We also know that Neri’s 

family members played a role in the delivery process.  For example, Neri’s son Antonio was sent 

to help install an altarpiece commissioned for the Badia di San Piero a Ruoti on October 25, 

1472.
112

  The large size and elaborate framing for this commission might explain why additional 

assistance was required from Neri’s workshop.
113
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2.9  Neri’s assistants  

Apart from their role in the delivery of paintings, Neri depended on his assistants to 

complete his commissions in a timely fashion.  Within a fifteenth-century workshop, producing a 

painting was a collaborative process led by the master of the workshop.  Many of the assistants 

would have been involved in grinding colours and other preparatory tasks, such as pricking the 

outlines of cartoons, and transferring the design onto the panel.   Generally, a garzone was the 

term used for an advanced assistant, a discepolo was a pupil, and frattori were labourers.
114

  

Carmen Bambach argues that these very specific categories are an indication of the stratification 

of labour within workshops; each person had a very specific task to accomplish in order for the 

workshop to maximize production speed.
115

  However, Anabel Thomas, who has closely 

examined the role of the assistant in Florentine workshops, claims that the interest in different 

categories of assistants (such as discepolo and gharzone) is misguided.   She states that “in spite 

of much art historical emphasis on the different types of assistant employed by fifteenth century 

Florentine artists, such terms as ‘fanciullo’ ‘gharzone’ ‘dipintore’ and ‘discepolo’ were 

frequently used indiscriminately by the artists themselves.  In one ricordanza alone in 1469 Neri 

described an assistant as both ‘gharzone’ and ‘dipintore’.”
116

  Therefore, the words used to 

describe workshop employees cannot be used as an indication of an individual’s responsibility in 

a workshop since the terms were used interchangeably by artists of the period.
117

   

The number of assistants in Neri’s workshop and the length of their apprenticeships 

fluctuated considerably.  There were always at least two assistants in his workshop and 
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sometimes as many as seven.
118

  As will be discussed in detail in the fourth chapter, several 

assistants of future prominence were employed in Neri’s workshop.  For example, Cosimo 

Rosselli, who would later be commissioned to work in the Sistine Chapel, performed occasional 

work for Neri between 1453 and 1456.
119

  Cosimo’s less-talented older brother, Chimenti di 

Lorenzo, was also employed as an assistant in Neri’s workshop.
120

  Francesco Botticini was 

another assistant of relative fame, who was apprenticed to Neri in October of 1459, but left 

within the year, in July of 1460.
121

   These are only a few of the dozens of assistants who passed 

through the Bicci workshop, the majority of whom are largely unknown.
122

  Lisa Venturini 

claims that Botticini left Neri’s workshop, possibly moving to the workshop of Verrocchio, due 

to the fact that he was not sufficiently challenged.
123

  However, it seems possible that this 

frequent movement of assistants was fairly common, and it only appears that Neri’s assistants 

changed more frequently due to the fact that their movement is better documented.   Based on the 

quantity and quality of Neri’s assistants, it is clear that the workshop played an important role in 

the formation of artists, and assistants only changed workshops in order to expand their 

knowledge of different working practices.
124
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Since we have detailed information on the number of assistants, their salaries, and the 

commissions on which the workshop was engaged, it is possible to consider the relative 

importance of individuals active in Neri’s workshop (see Chapter Four, Table Eighteen).  It is 

interesting to discover that there appears to be no correlation between the number of assistants in 

the workshop and the quantity of commissions.  Occasionally, there were many assistants in the 

workshop, but very few active commissions.  Conversely, there are also examples where only 

two assistants were working on a large number of commissions.  For example, between July 21, 

1466 and August 13, 1466, there were six assistants employed in the workshop, but the 

workshop was not involved with any major commissions during this period (see Table Eight, 

below).  In contrast, between February 7, 1461 and August 20, 1463 there were two assistants in 

the workshop (Antonio di Benedetto di Giovanni and Giovanni d'Antonio di Iacopo), and the 

workshop had fifteen large active commissions.  A likely explanation is that both assistants were 

highly skilled, since they had been in Neri’s workshop for many years.  Antonio was with Neri 

for nine years, ten months and twenty-six days
125

 while Giovanni’s employment lasted six years, 

ten months, and eight days.
126

  For the period when there were many assistants but few projects, 

several of the assistants were fairly new, and it is also possible that the workshop was preparing 

smaller tabernacles that were not mentioned in the Ricordanze.
127

  The role of the assistant 

within Neri’s workshop will be further analysed in the fourth chapter.  
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Table Eight: The Relationship between Assistants and Commissions in Neri’s Workshop 

                                                 
128

 I define a large panel as anything with a commission fee of 40 lire or greater, which appears to be the tipping 

point for full-length figural panels. 

Dates Pupils Name Total 

Commissions 

begun 

Large 

panels 

begun
128

 

Large panels in 

progress 

May 4, 1453 - 

Nov. 19, 1455 

1 Cosimo di Lorenzo 

 

32   15 15  

Nov. 20, 1455 - 

Oct. 4, 1456 

 

2 Cosimo di Lorenzo; Giuliano 

d'Andrea di Lore  

12  4 6  

Oct. 5, 1456 - 

Nov. 20, 1456 

1 Giuliano d'Andrea di Lore  0 0  

Nov. 21, 1456 - 

Sep. 17, 1458 

0 Maso  16  7 8   

Sep. 18, 1458 - 

Nov. 12, 1458 

1 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni   

0 0  

Nov. 13, 1458 - 

Oct. 21, 1459 

2 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giusto d’Andrea di 

Giusto  

24   6 7  

Oct. 22, 1459 - 

Oct. 22, 1460 

3 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giusto d’Andrea di 

Giusto; Francesco Botticini   

19  6 8  

Oct. 23, 1460 - 

Oct. 31, 1460 

2 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giusto d’Andrea di 

Giusto   

0 0 0 

Nov. 1, 1460 - 

Feb 6, 1461 

3 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giusto d’Andrea di 

Giusto; Giovanni d'Antonio di 

Iacop 

2 0 1 

Nov. 4, 1460   Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli 

present 

   

Feb. 7, 1461 - 

Aug. 20, 1463 

2 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo 

43 15 15 

Aug. 21 1463 – 

April 22 1464 

 

3 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea  

12 8 9  

April 23, 1464 

– June 3, 1465 

 

4 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea;  

Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio  

20  6 7  

June 4, 1465 – 

Jan. 19, 1466 

5 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea;  

Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio; 

Lorenzo (Nencione) di 

Giovanni Pace 

3  3 4  

Nov. 2, 1465   

 

Piero Antonio di 

Bartolommeo present 

     

Dec. 5, 1465  Giosue di Santi present    
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Jan. 20, 1466 – 

June 1, 1466 

6 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea;  

Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio; 

Lorenzo (Nencione) di 

Giovanni Pace; Dionigi 

d'Andea di Bernardo di 

Lottino detto Danni  

1  0 2   

June 2, 1466 – 

July 20, 1466 

5 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea;  

Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio;   

Dionigi d'Andea di Bernardo 

di Lottino detto Danni  

3 3 4  

July 21, 1466 – 

Aug. 13, 1466   

  

 

 

6 Antonio di Benedetto di 

Giovanni; Giovanni d'Antonio 

di Iacopo; Benedetto (Betto) 

di Domenico d'Andrea;  

Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio;   

Dionigi d'Andea di Bernardo 

di Lottino detto Danni; 

Francesco di Lionardo del 

Bene, called Datucci 

0 0 0 

Aug 14, 1466 - 

Aug. 19, 1466 

5 Giovanni d'Antonio di Iacopo; 

Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio;   Dionigi 

d'Andea di Bernardo di 

Lottino detto Danni; 

Francesco di Lionardo del 

Bene, called Datucci 

0 0 0 

Aug. 20, 1466 – 

Sep. 8, 1467 

4 Giovanni d'Antonio di Iacopo; 

Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio;   Dionigi 

d'Andea di Bernardo di 

Lottino detto Danni  

12  8 8 

Sep. 9, 1467 – 

May 14, 1469 

3 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio;   Dionigi 

d'Andea di Bernardo di 

Lottino detto Danni  

9  3 4  

May 15, 1469 – 

May 29, 1469 

2 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio   

0 0  

May 30, 1469 – 

Oct. 10, 1469 

3 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio;  Del 

Donzello Ippolito  

2  1 2  

Oct. 11, 1469 – 

Oct. 21, 1469 

4 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea;  Stagio 

di Taddeo d'Antonio;  Del 

Donzello Ippolito; Luca 

0 0 1  
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2.10  Neri’s clients 

Apart from providing details concerning Neri’s assistants, there is also extensive 

information in the Ricordanze concerning the names and occupations of his clients.  Analysing 

Neri’s clients provides us with a better understanding of the commissioning process and the 

market for his objects.  The Ricordanze reveals that Neri’s consumers came from diverse 

economic backgrounds, and demonstrates that purchasing art was not only the domain of the 

rich.  For example, Neri’s clients included his neighbour, Geri the barber, but also members of 

d'Agostino  

Oct. 22, 1469 – 

Nov. 2, 1469 

3 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea; Stagio di 

Taddeo d'Antonio;  Del 

Donzello Ippolito  

0 0 1  

Nov 3, 1469 – 

Jan. 1, 1470 

4 Benedetto (Betto) di 

Domenico d'Andrea; Stagio di 

Taddeo d'Antonio;  Del 

Donzello Ippolito; Girolamo 

di Giovanni [di Stefano]  

0 0 1  

Jan. 2, 1470 – 

Aug. 29, 1471 

3 Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio;  

Del Donzello Ippolito; 

Girolamo di Giovanni [di 

Stefano]  

6  1 1 

1471-08-30 – 

1471-09-06  

Aug. 30, 1471 – 

Sep. 6, 1471 

 

2 Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio;  

Del Donzello Ippolito  

1 1 1 

Sep. 7, 1471 – 

Mar. 8, 1472 

 

3 Stagio di Taddeo d'Antonio; 

Del Donzello Ippolito;  

Tommaso di Giovanni di 

Piero Soletti  

11  5 5 

Mar. 9, 1472 – 

Mar. 28, 1472 

 

2 Del Donzello Ippolito; 

Tommaso di Giovanni di 

Piero Soletti  

3  2 2 

Mar. 29, 1472 – 

Apr. 5, 1472  

 

1 Del Donzello Ippolito  0 0 0 

Apr. 6, 1472 – 

Dec. 19, 1472 

 

2 Del Donzello Ippolito; 

Pancrazio (Branchazio) di 

Nofri  

8  2 2 

Dec. 20, 1472 – 

Dec. 5, 1473  

 

1 Pancrazio (Branchazio) di 

Nofri 

10  5 5 

Dec. 6, 1473 – 

N/A 

 

2 Pancrazio (Branchazio) di 

Nofri;  Francesco di Benedetto   

 

5  3 3 
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influential Florentine families such as the Ruccellai.
129

   Megan Holmes claims that forty percent 

of Neri’s clients were from the “the middle ranks of society,” which included artisans of the 

lower rank, while sixteen percent of his commissions were made by “members of the patrician 

families of lower status.”
130

  Richard Goldthwaite has estimated that a quarter of Neri’s clients 

were from the artisan class.
131

  Although these statements are correct overall, they do not really 

provide us with a sense of Neri’s customers.  

The Ricordanze describes 246 commissioning events and approximately 198 clients or 

client groups.  Committees were frequently formed to oversee commissions, especially for non-

Florentine clients.  Several people purchased more than one object from Neri, and occasionally 

the name of the client was not stated by Neri.  I use the terms “commissioning events” and 

“client groups” because of the nature of the information in the Ricordanze.   In many cases, it 

was not simply a matter of one person purchasing one object, and instead we find clients 

commissioning multiple objects at once, with the work request and the payment information 

jumbled into one entry.  When multiple commissions were described in one entry, it is often 

difficult to separate the details concerning each object, and thus I am treating multiple 

commissions made in one entry as a “commissioning event.”     

Not surprisingly, male secular patrons were responsible for the majority of Neri’s 

business.  They account for approximately sixty-five percent of the commissioning events, while 

male clergy were the second-largest client group, representing nineteen percent of Neri’s clients.  

Only eleven percent of commissions were from women, the majority of whom were female 

monastics.  Finally, approximately four percent of commissions were made by compagnias, and 

about one percent of entries in the Ricordanze do not identify a commissioner.   
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Predictably, the bulk of Neri’s clients were Florentine.  It is possible to deduce that forty-

five percent of Neri’s clients lived in Florence, based on the description of the client’s residence 

or the location of the work.  It is likely that greater than forty-five percent of his clients were 

Florentines, since locating information was not always provided.  In fact, there is no residence 

stated for roughly twenty-six percent of Neri’s clients, which means that his Florentine client 

base could have been as high as seventy-one percent.  The residence of the client was often not 

stated for lower-priced items.  If only the name of the client was provided, then the average 

purchase price is 25.5 lire, much lower than the average commission price of 63.4 lire for male 

secular commissions.  Additionally, the commissions were primarily small gesso tabernacles.  

The lower price of these objects means that the transactions were more casual, and less of a 

financial risk for Neri.  Although it is reasonable to assume that some of these inexpensive 

objects could have been sold to people visiting Florence, it is likely that the majority of the 

clients were Florentines purchasing devotional objects for their homes.  Consequently, we can 

hypothesize that approximately two thirds of Neri’s clients were Florentines.   

It is possible to get a sense of where in Florence Neri’s clients lived, based on both the 

description of the client’s residence and the intended location for the object. The majority of 

Neri’s paintings were commissioned for churches, including commissions made by secular 

clients for display in their family chapel.  Of the 246 commissions described in the Ricordanze, 

107 were intended for use within an ecclesiastical setting.  This number could be much greater, 

since the ultimate location of the object was not always noted.  However, it is clear that the 

majority of work was commissioned for churches in Neri’s neighborhood, the Santo Spirito 
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quarter, for churches such as San Felice in Piazza, Santo Spirito, San Frediano (occasionally 

known as San Friano), and San Pancrazio (see Table Nine, below).
132

  

Table Nine:  The Top Ten Commissions from Institutions 

 

A surprising number of churches possessed more than one painting from Neri’s 

workshop, possibly through a desire for a cohesive style.  The same reasoning explains why 

there are also a few churches which own paintings by both Neri and his father.  Of the top ten 

non-secular clients who purchased paintings from Neri, the majority purchased or were given 

between two and three paintings from Neri’s workshop, valued between 100 and 400 lire.    

Although the Church of Santo Spirito was only Neri’s second-highest non-secular 

customer, with two paintings worth a total of 718 lire, it is clear that Santo Spirito played a role 

in several commissions from Neri’s workshop.  Monastic members of Santo Spirito were 

involved in almost a dozen commissions made on behalf of other institutions.  A closer look at 

the circumstances surrounding commissions made by monks affiliated with Santo Spirito 

provides us with a better understanding of the commissioning process, and the relationship that 

Neri had with religious clients in his neighbourhood. 

                                                 
132

 Thomas, ‘Neri di Bicci, Francesco Botticini and the Augustinians,’ p. 25. 
133

 This value is only the sum of eight of the commissions, since there is no value for entry n. 572, but the panel is 

extant in San Felice in Florence. 

Count Location Number of 

Commissions 

Total value of commissions (lire) 

1 Florence, San Felice in Piazza 9 720.05
133

 

2 Florence, Santo Spirito 3 718.00 

3 Florence, Santa Felicita 2 700.00 

4 Morrocco, Church of Santa Maria at 

Morrocco 

5 667.00 

5 Santa Monaca Convent 8 519.00 

6 Florence, Santa Trinita 2 480.00 

7 Florence, San Pancrazio 7 474.40 

8 Florence, San Giorgio 3 458.00 

9 Florence, San Leonardo in Arcetri 3 355.70   

10 Florence, San Romeo (now San 

Remigio) 

2 275.00 
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Neri’s workshop was located on the Via San Salvatore, just around the corner from Santo 

Spirito.  The construction of Santo Spirito parallels Neri’s career almost exactly, since building 

began in the 1430s and continued until the 1480s.
134

  Santo Spirito was designed by 

Brunelleschi, and features thirty-nine private family chapels, an unusually large number for 

churches of this period.
135

  In fact, the sale of these private chapels was a means of raising money 

for the church construction.  A Florentine family would have paid around 300 florins 

(approximately 1500 lire) for the rights to a side chapel, although occasionally much more was 

spent.
136

  Additionally, decorating the chapel would have increased the cost to the family by 

several hundred lire.  The chapels were often furnished with objects such as altarpieces, altar 

frontals, curtains and gilded candle-stick holders, all items which Neri’s workshop was capable 

of producing, in collaboration with woodcarvers as necessary.  Although a fire on March 21, 

1471, destroyed much of the original decoration in Santo Spirito, the citizens of Neri’s 

neighborhood did not delay in repairing the damage.
137

  For example, just a month and a half 

after the fire, Mariotto di Marcho commissioned a large painting from Neri for his chapel in 

Santo Spirito, presumably to replace the lost furnishings.
138

  Andrew Blume, in his study of a 

Botticelli commission for Santo Spirito, claims that the cost of re-commissioning paintings 

following the fire was borne entirely by families from the Santo Spirito community, or by those 

who had a strong familial connection to the area.
139

  The theme of neighborhood solidarity is a 
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constant throughout any examination of Neri’s work, and will be explored at later points in this 

thesis. 

At Santo Spirito, one monk in particular was involved with several commissions from 

Neri’s workshop: Fra Francesco Mellini, commonly known as Francesco Zoppo (the 

"cripple").
140

  Vasari credits Zoppo’s ‘fiery sermons’ with inspiring charitable zeal in citizens of 

the Oltrarno district.
141

  Based on the evidence found in the Ricordanze, it appears as if Zoppo 

worked as a prochuatore, acting as a negotiator on behalf of female monastics, and institutions 

located at some distance from Florence.  The Church of Santo Spirito was involved in over 13 

commissions from Neri between the years 1459 and 1471 (see Table Ten, below).  However, the 

majority of these commissions were not intended for Santo Spirito, and instead were 

commissioned on behalf of affiliated organizations, such as the Monastery of the Amantellate 

nuns in Prato, and the Florentine female monastery of Santa Monaca.
142

  In fact, only three out of 

the thirteen commissions (entries n. 347, n. 393 and n. 698) were intended for Santo Spirito.   

Table Ten: The Commissioning Activity Associated with Santo Spirito, Florence 

Count Ric. # Date Value 

(lire) 

Object Commissioner  Intended Location 

1 232 Aug. 6, 1459 

 

95.0 

 

Painting 

 

Giovanni of Santo Spirito 

and Amantellate of Prato 

Prato, monastery of the 

Amantellate (nuns) 

2 299 Oct. 11, 1460 179.0 Painting 

 

Francesco D’Antonio of 

Santo Spirito  

Florence, Santa Monaca 

(nuns) 

3 320 Mar. 31, 1461 40.0 Tabernacle Francesco Zopo of Santo 

Spirito 

Florence, Santa Monaca 

(nuns) 

4 322 June 16, 1461 

 
32.4 

 

Painted carved 

crucifix 

Francesco Zoppo of Santo 

Spirito 

Florence, San Gaggio  

 

5 347 Feb. 8, 1462 170.0 Painting 

 

Francesco Zopo of Santo 

Spirito 

Florence, Santo Spirito 

 

6 390 Feb. 19, 1463 70.0 Reliquary 

 

Francescho, of Santo Spirito  Florence, Santa Monaca 

(nuns) 

 

7 391 Feb. 28, 1463 5.5 Painting  Francescho, of Santo Spirito Florence, San Gaggio  
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8 393 Mar. 4, 1463 

 

123.0 Painting 

 

 

Otto Nicholini, for this 

brother Bastiano da 

Certaldo, Bastiano gave it to 

Santo Spirito 

Florence, Santo Spirito  

 

9 403 Aug. 18, 1463 

 
 N/A  Painting 

 

Francesco Zopo of Santo 

Spirito and Frate Antonio di 

Checho of Poggibonsi 

Certaldo, Santo Aghostino 

 

10 448 Apr. 30, 1464 110.0 

 

Candlesticks Francesco of Santo Spirito Florence, Santa Monaca  

 

11 455 Oct. 4, 1464 30.0 Painting 

 

Francesco of Santo Spirito 

 

Florence, San Gaggio, 

 

12 606 Nov. 9, 1468 N/A Painting 

 

Domenicho, frate of Santo 

Spirito 

Santo Agostino della 

Scharperia 

 

13 698 May 7, 1471 425.0 Painting Mariotto di Marcho 

 

Florence, Santo Spirito, his 

chapel 

 

From this list of the top institutional clients or recipients, it is clear that the majority of 

Neri’s non-secular clients belonged to institutions located in the Santo Spirito quarter.  For 

churches in the top ten list not located in the Santo Spirito quarter, such as San Leonardo in 

Arcetri, and the Chiesa Santa Maria in the town of Morrocco, the clients who made the 

commission were residents of the Santo Spirito quarter.  Consequently, it is evident that all of 

Neri’s major contracts for institutions came from Florentines with ties to the Santo Spirito 

quarter. 

There are also trends evident in the secular locations for many of Neri’s commissions.  

Although we have only four instances where Neri provided the street name for the client, he 

often described the general area where a person lived.  A street name appears to have been 

provided only if the information was relevant to the commission itself.  For example, in 1456 

Pietro del Bernino wanted Neri to complete fresco decoration directly outside the entrance of his 

house, which Neri noted was located on the Via Magio.
143
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Often, Neri relied on certain landmarks to provide an approximate location for the 

residence of his client, such as the city gates of Florence.  The gates that are referenced most 

often in the Ricordanze include the Porta a Pinti, the Porta Rossa, and the Porta Santa Maria.  

City gates were an important location for markets and trade, and business was frequently 

conducted at these locations.
144

  It was also common for Neri to describe the area of Florence 

where the client lived, such as the Calimala district, the Chanto del Giglio, the Mercato Vecchio, 

and the Vachereccia.      

Outside of Florence, the residence of a client was usually stated more generally, often in 

relation to the closest large town.  Clients rarely lived more than 200 kilometers from Florence, 

in towns such as Arezzo, Pescia, and Poggibonsi.  These towns were part of the Florentine 

republic, which in the 1420s covered an area of around 11,000 square kilometers.
145

  It was also 

very common for churches in isolated communities to commission work from Neri, and in many 

cases these altarpieces can still be found in their original location.  The furthest afield that Neri’s 

work travelled was Rome, but objects transported for sale in Rome were commissioned by 

merchants of Florentine origin.    

Whether or not the work was commissioned by a Florentine client does not appear to 

have had a significant influence on the commission fee.  As previously discussed, the completion 

time for out of town commissions was significantly longer due to the necessity of finding 

appropriate transportation.  However, it appears that the cost of the objects did not increase for 

non-Florentine commissions.  If we exclude the “unknown” commissions for which no location 

is stated (which have an average commission fee of 25.5 lire over sixty commission fees), then 
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the average commission for Florentine work is 94.2 lire (from 105 commission fees), while the 

average of work for towns outside of Florence is 93.0 lire (from seventy-one commission fees).  

Based solely on commission prices, it is clear that the majority of out of town commissions were 

for large objects.  Analysis of the object description also confirms that the objects were normally 

larger panels.        

Apart from stating the residence of the client or the intended location of the object, Neri 

often described the occupation of his client.  Not only does this provide us with a better sense of 

Neri’s clients, but we can theorize that there is a correlation between the quantity of detail that 

Neri wrote in his Ricordanze entry concerning a client, and the relationship that he had with the 

customer.  Research completed on a similar account book from the period allows us to better 

understand the significance of the information that Neri provided.  James Shaw and Evelyn 

Welch analysed a remarkable collection of forty-nine account books from a Florentine 

apothecary shop, the Speziale al Giglio.  Like Neri’s Ricordanze, the account books were begun 

near the middle of the fifteenth century in 1464, but in this instance continued uninterrupted until 

1568, documenting almost 12,000 transactions made by 2,247 clients.
146

  Similar to Neri’s 

workshop, the apothecary shop dealt with a variety of clients, who frequently relied on credit in 

order to complete their transactions.
147

  Before a client could purchase on credit, he had to 

provide the merchant with a guarantor, who could be anyone from an employee of the shop, to a 

family member.
148

  Welch and Shaw concluded that the quantity and type of information 

provided by the apothecary could be used as an indication of the relationship between the client 

and the merchant.  They claim that  
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what the apothecary chose to tell us about clients therefore tells us something 

about how he knew them.  He probably recorded only the bare minimum for 

people he already knew well, but set down full details when the opening of the 

account marked the start of a new relationship.  Clients were often identified in 

terms of relationships to other people that the apothecary already knew….the 

apothecary was more concerned to record people’s connections than their 

personal details.
149

 
 

Neri’s system for describing his clients was slightly different than that of the apothecary.  

In fact, there is no apparent correlation between Neri’s familiarity with a client and the quantity 

of information that he provided.  For example, Neri had numerous dealings with Mariotto Mazzi, 

a merchant who re-sold Neri’s tabernacles.
150

  The Ricordanze documents eight commissioning 

events related to Mazzi, which occurred between July 28, 1459 (entry number 231) and 

September 7, 1467 (entry number 576).  The way that Neri identifies Mazzi remains identical 

throughout the years of their recorded transactions.  Therefore, it is clear that the purpose of the 

information was functional and not simply discursive.  Since the Ricordanze was a potential 

legal document that could be used in disputes over payments, facts such as the occupation of the 

client allowed for clear identification.  The repetitive way that Neri described many of his 

commissions, and the quantity of details that he provided, are indications that he considered it 

important to recurrently state certain information.     

The names of Neri’s clients are also informative, since whether or not a person had a last 

name was a strong indication of social status in quattrocento Florence.  According to historian 

Anthony Molho, only half the population of Florence possessed a last name during Neri’s time 

period.
151

  Shaw and Welch found that a last name was only provided for approximately half of 
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the apothecary clients.
152

  However, there are only nine examples where Neri provided only one 

name for the client.
153

  Two of the nine examples were for female commissioners, “Mona 

Lionarda” and “Mona Agniesa”, who were both further identified with the name of their 

husbands.
154

  This method of describing women in relation to their husbands was typical for the 

period.
155

  There are two possible explanations for the discrepancy between the findings of Shaw 

and Welch, and the number of Neri’s clients with a last name.  Either the majority of Neri’s 

clients were unusually prosperous, or the last names that Neri provided were an account of the 

person’s genealogy, and not necessarily their last name.  For example, Neri described his 

neighbour as “Alessandro di Luigi di ser Lamberto”, which could be the name of the neighbour, 

Alessandro, plus the name of Alessandro’s father and grandfather.
156

  Based on the ambiguity of 

the information provided by Neri concerning surnames, we cannot conclude that a greater 

percentage of Neri’s clientele were from the wealthier segment of the population. 

However, the fact that many of Neri’s clients were from the working class is confirmed 

by their described occupations.  For the nine instances where only the first name of the client was 

provided, Neri also included extensive information concerning the occupation and residence of 

the client.  For example, on November 28, 1472, a gesso tabernacle was purchased by a client 

known as Bino, whom Neri describes as a glassmaker living near the Porto a San Piero 

Ghatolino: “veturale ista fuori della Porta a San Piero Ghatolino.”
157
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Overall, Neri stated his client’s occupation in 149 of the 246 commissioning events, or in 

approximately sixty-one percent of the commissions (see Table Eleven, below).  In comparison, 

Shaw and Welch found that an occupation was provided for a much smaller portion of the clients 

of the apothecary shop, in approximately thirty-six percent of the cases, and concluded that “the 

working population was under-represented.”
158

  If we remove religious occupations from the 

assessment of Neri’s clients, then the numbers are much closer to the findings of Shaw and 

Welch.  Religious clients represented a significant percentage of Neri’s customers, but most 

likely did not frequent the apothecary shop in equal numbers.
159

  Clerics represented seven 

percent of the apothecary’s business, while 25.2 percent of Neri’s clients were of the same 

demographic.  If we discount Neri’s non-secular clients, then the percentage of clients with a 

designated occupation drops from 60.6 percent to 35.4 percent.  This means that a greater 

percentage of the working population purchased objects from Neri than from the apothecary 

shop, since only twenty-nine percent of the apothecary’s clients were described with a secular 

occupation.
160

  However, Neri’s secular clients with a described occupation (representing 35.4 

percent of his commissions) were responsible for only nineteen percent of the income 

documented in the Ricordanze, which means that they were simply purchasing less-expensive 

items.
161

   

Table Eleven: The Described Occupations of Neri’s Clients 
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Occupation # of Commissions Average value of 

commission (lire) 

Percent recorded 

occupation 

Archdeacon of Florence 1 340.0 

 

0.7 % 

Banchiere 2 13.1 1.3% 

Barbiere 4 14.9 2.7% 

Battiloro 2 11.4 1.3% 
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A possible concern is that Neri may not have systematically provided the occupation of 

the client.  Nevertheless, if we examine those of Neri’s clients with no described occupation, we 

find the names of the great patrician families of Florence, such as the Ginori, Davanzati, Salviati, 

and Soderini, and only a few names that are not recognizable.  Additionally, Shaw and Welch 

concluded that there was a clear correlation between whether or not an occupation was stated and 

the wealth of a client.  They found that clients with a stated surname but no described occupation 

Botaio 2 31.2 1.3% 

Calzolaio   2 13.0 1.3% 

Cappellano 1 N/A 0.7 % 

Cartolaio 1 5.0 0.7% 

Chamarlinga 1 100.0 0.7 % 

Clergy (male) 45 106.0 30.2% 

Clergy (female) 17 116.0 11.4% 

Dipintore 2 8.25 1.3% 

Fabro 1 5.5 0.7 % 

Fornaciaio 1 32.0 0.7 % 

Forzerinaio 1 100.0 0.7 % 

Frangiaiuolo 1 25.0 0.7 % 

Funaiolo 1 N/A 0.7 % 

Generale de Chamaldoli 1 200.0 

 

0.7 % 

Ghonfalioniere 2 38.0 1.3% 

Ischarpellatore 1 15.0 

 

0.7 % 

Lanaiuolo  8 26.9 

 

  

5.4% 

Malischancho 1 15.0 0.7 % 

Medicho 1 4.5 0.7 % 

Merciao 13 41.0 8.7% 

Muratore 1 N/A 0.7 % 

Notaio  5 32.8 3.4% 

Orafo  7 25.2 4.7% 

Prochuratore  2 15.0 1.3% 

Sarto  3 6.5 2.0% 

Sensale  2 19.5 1.3% 

Setaiuolo  3 97.0  2.0% 

Speziale  8 104.9  5.4% 

Tintore 2 30.0 1.3% 

Vaiaio  2 33.5 1.3% 

Veturale 2 21.5 1.3% 
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spent more than other clients.
162

  Thus, we can conclude that if Neri’s client had an occupation, 

most often this information was supplied. 

Apart from significant patronage by members of the church, there is otherwise not 

enough information to conclude whether individuals from certain occupations spent more on art.  

The average commission fee paid by male clergy was 106 lire, and the fee was only slightly 

higher for female members of the church, who spent an average of 116 lire on their commissions.  

Besides male and female clergy, merchants were Neri’s most frequent customers, responsible for 

thirteen of the commissions described in the Ricordanze.  They accounted for 8.7 percent of 

clients with a described occupation.  Next in line, apothecaries and cloth merchants were tied for 

the number of purchases, at eight each, closely followed by goldsmiths, who acquired objects 

from Neri on seven occasions.  Fourteen of the occupations are listed only once, eleven are listed 

twice, and several appear three or four times.  Goldthwaite has estimated that wool merchants 

could have accounted for 30 to 40 percent of the “working population,” and thus it is not 

suprising that they were some of Neri’s most regular customers.
163

  Apart from wool merchants, 

the variety of customers who purchased art is a testament to the universal appeal of products 

from Neri’s workshop and the widespread demand in Florence for devotional objects.     

2.11  Examples of female patronage 

The majority of Neri’s secular commissions were from men, but there are a few examples 

of female patronage.  Rosi Prieto Gilday, in her analysis of female patronage as described in 

Neri’s Ricordanze, claims that twenty-four of the commissions were made by female patrons.
164

  

Only ten of these twenty-four were made by female secular clients, who served as the focus of 
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Gilday’s paper.  She concluded that female secular patrons were usually purchasing art for 

display within ecclesiastical settings, while the majority of objects purchased by male patrons 

were for their homes.
165

   

Although the circumstances of the individual female commissions are interesting, 

conclusions concerning the intentions and purchasing habits of female clients cannot be fully 

determined on the basis of ten commissions made over a twenty-two year period.  Moreover, two 

of the commissions considered by Gilday were done on behalf of a decesased female client, a 

third was a commission from a husband and wife, and a fourth was a commission made by a 

brother and sister.  Therefore, only six of the commissions can truly be considered examples of 

female secular patronage, representing only 2.4 percent of the 246 commissioning events 

decribed in the Ricordanze.
166

  Regardless of the number of examples of female patronage, the 

Ricordanze provides us with information that is primarily factual in nature, and consequently we 

cannot make conclusions concerning the events that led up to the commission or the motivations 

of the clients.    

2.12  The purpose of objects purchased from Neri 

Apart from the discussion surrounding the gender of the client, there is also some debate 

concerning the location and quantity of devotional objects in private homes.  However, the 

question of whether or not families had altars appears to be a moot point, since panels and small 

tabernacles could simply be hung on the wall.
167

  In fact, the large quantity of small devotional 

objects sold by Neri attests to the fact that these items were popular in Florentine homes.  Neri’s 

Ricordanze frequently mentions the sale of items described as colmo di camera, a description 
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which suggests that the object was intended to hang in a home.   A colmo di camera was often a 

small painted and framed panel, or a painted gesso cast.  A good example can be found in the 

Yale University Art Gallery in New Haven, which features a gesso relief in a painted and gilded 

frame (Figs. 12 - 13). 

 
Figures 12 - 13:  Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child, New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery, 1460s, 41.9 x 

34.1 cm, inv. 2006.231.1. 

 

Gilday identified 142 commissions made by male lay clients, and based on the 

description of the objects in the Ricordanze, she estimated that half of these commissions were 

intended for display within their homes.
168

  Unfortunately, Gilday’s claim is not supported by 

evidence in the Ricordanze.  Although it might be reasonable to conclude that these objects were 

intended for display in the home, we cannot know for certain the intentions of the clients. It is 
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not entirely clear to me that colmi were intended only for use within a home, as assumed by 

Gilday.  In fact, evidence from Neri’s Ricordanze suggests that colmi were also commissioned 

for display in churches.  For example, in one of the first entries in the Ricordanze, Salvadore di 

Filippo of the San Frediano district in Florence commissioned two colmi and a predella to be 

delivered to the church of San Ronbolo, at a total cost of fifteen lire.  The fact that the price was 

only fifteen lire is an indication that the works were fairly small.
169

  Thus, it is evident that colmi 

were created for use in both private homes and public institutions, and as a result we cannot 

assume that fifty percent of Neri’s male secular clients purchased objects for their home.    

When the intended location of the work was described it was usually intended for display 

within a church.  Out of the 246 commissioning events in the Ricordanze, 119 were described as 

commissions for a monastery or church.  Most likely, the location of the work was noted only for 

larger commissions for two reasons: practicality and reputation.  Neri or someone from his 

workshop was often responsible for delivering and installing larger paintings, and thus the 

ultimate destination of the work was recorded since it was a practical detail concerning the 

commission.
170

  Secondly, as previously discussed, the Ricordanze was not simply an account 

book, but also a type of autobiography, and thus it was important for Neri to record the location 

of larger commissions for reasons of prestige. 

Conclusion 

This initial exploration of Neri’s Ricordanze has provided us with a glimpse into Neri’s 

working life.  By analysing the information in the Ricordanze, ranging from the minutia of his 

currency transactions to larger trends regarding the pricing of his commissions and the quantity 

of time required to complete a painting, it has been possible to draw several conclusions 
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concerning the operation of Neri’s business.   Although the bulk of Neri’s products were smaller, 

highly affordable devotional objects, by comparing paintings of similar size, we determined in 

this chapter that the prices Neri obtained for his paintings were usually less than fifty percent of 

the regional average of 305 lire.   Besides charging less than average for his paintings, Neri’s 

workshop was also able to produce work at an extremely quick rate.  The workshop could finish 

a large panel in three months, even though roughly a third of that time was spent waiting for the 

subcontracted woodwork to be delivered.   

An analysis of the prices that Neri paid for his frames and supports has demonstrated that 

he usually paid woodworkers around 19.8 lire for their work, which on average represented 

approximately seventeen percent of the commission fee Neri received.  The prices remained 

fairly constant for woodwork of a similar size, and there was no apparent relationship between 

the reputation of the woodworker and the fee that he was paid.   Throughout this chapter, an 

impression has emerged of an artist who worked in an efficient and well-organized manner, and 

who ran a profitable business by producing a greater than average volume of work.  The 

following chapter will attempt to explain the mechanics of Neri’s success by exploring the 

specific production methods used by his workshop. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The Production of Paintings in Neri’s Workshop 

 

The large quantity of material generated by Neri has led many to compare his workshop to a kind 

of factory, where paintings were produced in assembly-line fashion by his many assistants.
1
  

Although this may at first appear to be a simplistic means of rationalizing his immense output in 

relation to other Renaissance artists, in some ways it is a very appropriate analogy for what must 

have been an exceedingly well-organized workshop.  As discussed in the previous chapter, not 

only did Neri complete his contracts more quickly than his contemporaries, but he also 

commanded a lower price than was usual for the fifteenth century.  Considering the formulaic 

nature of many of Neri’s figures, his lower commission fees, and the speed at which the 

workshop operated, it is evident that Neri must have relied on cartoons in order to facilitate the 

design of his paintings.
2
   

Neri is an ideal candidate for a study of cartoon usage, since trends are more readily 

apparent when a greater volume of material is available, and there are well over 300 extant 

paintings that can be firmly attributed to Neri’s workshop.  However, previous to my study, the 

question of whether or not Neri used cartoons has not been fully addressed, most likely due to 

the issues involved in this area of research, such as the lack of extant cartoons and the absence of 

a monograph concerning Neri’s work.  Nevertheless, the purpose of this chapter is to examine 

the question of cartoon usage in Neri’s workshop, with the goal of better understanding the 
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extent to which cartoons were used in order to increase both the quantity and the quality of his 

paintings. 

3.1  The survival rate of works on paper 

In order to understand how cartoons were used in Neri’s workshop, it is necessary to 

briefly examine the way that artists used drawings and cartoons in the fifteenth century and 

earlier.  Although the survival rate for early Italian drawings is very low, with only about 100 

extant fourteenth-century sheets, the quantity of drawings increases dramatically after 1450, with 

hundreds of drawings available for some artists.
3
  For example, we have only one or two 

drawings that can be attributed to Fra Angelico (c.1395 - 1450), around 60 to 70 drawings for 

Perugino (c.1450 - 1523), but over 400 drawings for Perugino’s pupil Raphael (1483 - 1520).
4
              

We also have very few cartoons from the fifteenth century, and the majority of intact 

cartoons date from the turn of the sixteenth century, when the graphic work of artists was 

becoming increasingly valued.  Cartoons were usually drawn with charcoal and black chalk, 

often with lead white highlights, onto pieces of paper that had been glued together.
5
  It was 
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necessary to glue paper together to create a larger surface area, since paper was only produced in 

smaller sizes, with the length of the sheet ranging from 43.8 to 61.7 centimeters.
6
   

Although no longer extant, two cartoons from around 1500, Leonardo da Vinci’s (1452 - 

1519) Virgin and Child with St. Anne and Michelangelo’s (1475 - 1564) Battle of Cascina, were 

known to have been on public display, and according to Francis Ames-Lewis, they are the 

“earliest recorded examples of drawings being admired by the lay public, and reflect changing 

attitudes… marking the birth of the modern notion of the drawing as a revelation of the artist’s 

creativity.”
7
  An unusually large and complete cartoon is Raphael’s circa 1510 School of Athens 

cartoon (Milan, Ambrosiana Library), consisting of 2,000 sheets of paper glued together to create 

a surface area of 2.85 x 8.04 meters.
8
  Other notable examples of extant cartoons include a 

Michelangelo cartoon in the British Museum and Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin and Child with 

Saints Anne and John the Baptist (London, National Gallery).
9
 

Apart from full cartoons, several cartoon fragments have survived from the fifteenth 

century.  The earliest example that can be linked to an extant painting is Piero Pollaiuolo’s (c. 

1441 - c. 1496) cartoon for the 1470 figure of Faith, a portion of the original cartoon featuring 

only the head of the figure (Fig. 14).  Both the cartoon fragment and the painting are in the 

collection of the Uffizi.
10

  Another key example is a female head attributed to Andrea del 

Verrocchio (1435 - 1488) in the collection of the British Museum (Fig. 15).  It was likely easier 
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to preserve just the heads of figures instead of the entire cartoon, and the face was considered 

most valuable to collectors, as will be discussed at a later point in this chapter.
11

  

 

 
Figure 14: Piero Pollaiuolo, Head of Faith, Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 1470, 21.1 

x 18.2 cm, inv. 1890 n. 498. 
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Figure 15: Andrea del Verrocchio, Head of a Female, London, 

British Museum, c. 1475, 32.5 x 27.2 cm, inv. 1895,0915.785. 

3.2  The availability of paper 

 Historians often attribute the lack of early fifteenth-century drawings to the fact that 

paper was not affordable until around 1450.
12

  A possible theory is that the introduction of 

movable type in the second half of the quattrocento forced paper production to expand, and 

consequently reduced the cost of paper.
13

  The first printing press in Italy was in Rome by 1467, 

and by the end of the fifteenth century there were printing presses throughout Italy, including 

over 150 presses operating in Venice.
14
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However, it is likely that paper became more widely available before the invention of 

movable type.  In his analysis of the working environment of early Sienese artists, Hayden 

Maginnis proposed that a successful trecento painter could easily have afforded paper.
15

  

Maginnis points to the fact that from 1302 onwards Sienese account books of the commune were 

kept on paper, which he suggests is an indication that paper was not the expensive commodity 

we suppose it to be.
16

  According to Maginnis, the commune purchased 480 sheets of large-

format paper in 1306 at the cost of four lire, and also spent two lire, two soldi, and six denari on 

480 sheets of a smaller size.
17

  Maginnis also analysed the sums paid to artists by the Sienese 

commune.  A typical payment of nine soldi and six denari (almost half a lire) was made to 

Balduccio di Dino in 1307 for nineteen coats of arms illustrated in books.
18

  Based on this 

evidence, it seems reasonable to believe that artists could easily have purchased several hundred 

sheets of paper, since Baluduccio’s commission fee would have presumably allowed him to 

purchase approximately 103 smaller sheets of paper.   By 1283 there were two paper mills in 

Fabriano, and book traders and stationers were established in Florence between 1292 and 1297.
19

  

Most likely, the lack of cartoons and early quattrocento drawings is due primarily to poor 

survival rates instead of overly expensive paper.
20

  It is clear that Neri was not treating paper like 

a precious commodity since the Ricordanze has wide margins and significant spacing between 

the entries (Fig. 16).   
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Figure 16: Image of Neri di Bicci’s Ricordanze, Florence, Biblioteca degli Uffizi, Manuscript n. 2, p. 2, 1453 - 

1475.  Copyright held by the Biblioteca degli Uffizi.  

 

Further evidence concerning the affordability of paper is the fact that Neri does not list 

the cost of paper in his Ricordanze.  Neri was an astute businessman and a careful tracker of 

expenses, and although he frequently refers to his costs (his ispese) within a list of expenses 

related to a commission, there is no direct reference to purchasing paper.  However, Neri might 

have listed paper in a separate book, quite possibly the account books “D” and “E” which are 

frequently referenced in his Ricordanze.
21

  Paper was most likely a negligible expense compared 

to the cost of the metals and the blue pigments, and thus not worth including within formal 
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contracts.  For example, Neri does not mention purchasing basic workshop materials such as 

brushes, but we know that he must have gone through them in some quantity.      

Intriguingly, Neri describes his sister Gemma’s husband, Peri Antonio di Pero di Dino, as 

a cartolaio, which means that he sold paper and possibly books, but there is no direct reference 

to Neri acquiring paper through his brother-in-law.
22

  Lorenzo di Pero is the only other person 

identified in the Ricordanze as a cartolaio, but he is only mentioned in the context of a purchase 

he made from Neri, and it is uncertain if he is related to Neri’s brother-in-law.
23

  On the basis of 

textual evidence we can only speculate on the quantity of paper that Neri purchased.    

Unfortunately there are no extant drawings or cartoons that can be attributed to Neri.
24

  

Considering the poor survival rate for works on paper from the medieval and early Renaissance 

period, it is likely that none of Neri’s sheets happened to survive.  It is also possible that Neri 

relied on a more informal process such as discussing the commission in person with his clients.
25

  

A drawing is mentioned only once in Neri’s Ricordanze, in relation to a 1456 commission for the 

Compagnia di San Niccolò of Poggibonsi.
26

  On May 26 Neri wrote in his Ricordanze that he 

had subcontracted the work to Giuliano da Maiano, the woodworker discussed in the second 

chapter of this thesis, and provided extensive details concerning the frame that would be needed.  

Besides the lengthy description of the required frame, Neri also made two references to a 

drawing that he had provided for Maiano to follow: 
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Richordo ch’el sopradetto dì io Neri di Bicci aloghato e dato a fare di legniame a 

Giuliano di Nardo da Maiano legniaiuolo nella via de’ Servi, una tavola d’altare 

la quale à ‘esere della Chompagnia di Santo Nicholò nella pieve di Pogibonzi, 

fatta e formata al’anticha, quadra, predella da pie’, cholonne da lato a chanali 

chogli sgh[u]anci, architrave, freg[i]o, chornic[i]one e foglia; d’alteza el tuto di 

bracc[i]a cinque, c[i]oè bra[ccia] 5 e largha da’ chanti di fuori delle cholonne 

bracc[i]a 3 5/6; el quadro di detta tavola sia bracc[i]a 3 cholle chornici d’atorno 

intagliate e tute le chornici della predella e architrave e chornic[i]one intagliato, 

come apare per uno disegnio fatto al detto Giuliano di mia mano; el detto 

Giuliano mi ch[i]ese a ogni spese a fare detta tavola sechondo il disegnio a lui 

dato…
27

        

 

It is likely that this drawing was shown to the client in Poggibonsi before the commission was 

confirmed.
28

  As Michelle O’Malley pointed out in her analysis of painting contracts from the 

period, it was common for contracts to refer to an existing frame as an example of the product 

required, but in this case it is possible that the clients in Poggibonsi were not familiar with a 

suitable model, and were unable to travel to Florence, and thus Neri was required to produce a 

drawing.
29

   

Besides relying on existing frames as models for commissions, clients would often point 

to other paintings as models in the contract, using a “moda e forma” clause.
30

  For example, 

when Piero del Massaio commissioned an Annunciation from Neri’s workshop in April of 1456, 

he specified that it be done in the style of a painting located in the church of San Romeo in 

Florence: “modo e forma che quella feci a Bernardo Gherardi e Ormanozi Detti in nella chiesa di 

San Romeo di Firenze.”
31

  Although the terminology suggests that the commissioner was asking 

the artist to make a direct copy of the work, the consensus is that the client was not requesting a 
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precise copy, but rather that it was the materials, the location of the work, or the affiliations with 

patrons that were of primary importance.
32

  O’Malley, within her examination of artist contracts, 

encountered this clause frequently, and determined certain usage trends.  She found that when an 

existing painting was referenced, the location of the work was the focus of the reference, 

therefore making it clear that commissioners were primarily interested in establishing an 

association with a specific place instead of an affiliation with a specific artist.
33

   

3.3  Types of drawings  

The majority of extant fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century drawings were probably 

used as contract or presentation drawings, similar to the previously-discussed drawing for Neri’s 

commission in Poggibonsi.  Presentation drawings, such as Pisanello’s signed drawing of three 

men dated to the 1430s (London, British Museum), were usually highly finished, but did not 

necessarily depict the final subject of the painting.
34

  Contract drawings served a more formal 

purpose, and were usually created to solidify the details of the commission.
35

  The earliest extant 

contract drawing was done around 1348 for the Baroncelli Chapel in Florence, but we have 

relatively few contract and presentation drawings, possibly because they were kept as loose 

sheets, and not within a workshop collection of images.
36
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Several fourteenth and early fifteenth century drawings were once part of modelbooks, 

which were albums of drawings used extensively by the workshop.
37

  Unlike contract and 

presentation drawings, modelbook images were usually documents of work that had been 

completed, or were examples of common figure types or designs used by the workshop.  

Modelbooks were a valuable training tool since apprentices practiced their drawing technique by 

making copies of the drawings found therein.
38

  For this reason, modelbook drawings usually 

have clear outlines, with no overlap between the figures.
39

  Bernard Degenhart and Annegrit 

Schmitt, authors of the pre-eminent catalogue of Italian drawings, believe that a different type of 

modelbook also existed in the trecento, one devoted primarily to depicting only the heads of 

humans and animals.
40

      

Although popular in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, modelbooks were used 

with decreasing frequency throughout the quattrocento.  According to Millard Meiss, the death 

of many influential artists during the plagues of 1348 and 1363, such as the Lorenzetti brothers 

and Bernardo Daddi, changed the way stock figure types were transmitted to the next generation, 

and provided subsequent artists with “a sudden, exceptional independence and a special freedom 

for the development of new styles.”
41

  The traditional belief is that fourteenth-century plagues 

diminished the volume of artistic commissions, but historians have recently determined that 

although there were fewer major commissions, the number of smaller contracts actually 
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increased because of greater concentrations of wealth and an augmented demand for 

commemorations.
42

  As a result, workshops were forced to find more efficient ways to operate in 

the mid to late trecento, and were ultimately able to produce more affordable works in greater 

quantities.
43

     

In fact, the way that drawings were created and used in Italian workshops changed 

dramatically in the first decades of the quattrocento.  Workshops moved from relying on small 

sketches, to producing patterns to scale and using semi-mechanical techniques such as a squaring 

in order to enlarge their designs.  Squaring involved producing a grid on both the small work on 

paper and on the ultimate surface in order to more easily enlarge and copy the image.
44

  The 

earliest extant squared drawing is by Paolo Uccello (c.1397 - 1475), for the 1436 Sir John 

Hawkwood cenotaph (Florence, Basilica di Santa Maria del Fiore).
45

  However, it is likely that 

artists working slightly earlier than 1436 were already using squared drawings.
46

      

When Masaccio (1401 - 1428) created his Trinity fresco in the church of Santa Maria 

Novella in Florence in the 1420s, he used design techniques already common in the trecento, 

such as the use of small paper patterns (known as spolveri), but he also adopted construction aids 

that were to become increasingly popular throughout the quattrocento.
47

  The most innovative 

aspect of Masaccio’s Trinity is the carefully constructed perspective system, evident in the 

architectural elements, such as the barrel vaulting, and also in the placement and the scale of the 

figures.  In the late 1960s, Joseph Polzer had the opportunity to examine Masaccio’s Trinity in 
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detail, and he found evidence of techniques such as the use of spolveri, squaring, and also the 

employment of large-scale cartoons.
48

  A spolvero pattern was used for a section of the frieze, 

and the head of the Virgin was created from a preparatory drawing using the squaring 

technique.
49

  Polzer also determined that cartoons were used to create the complicated 

architectural elements of the fresco.
50

  The large cartoons used by Masaccio were a precursor to 

the figural cartoons that were to become prevalent in the second half of the quattrocento.    

Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Pittura of 1436 is considered the first theoretical art treatise 

of the Renaissance, and might have been a key resource for artists working after Masaccio.
51

  

The manuscript was first written in Latin in 1435 (De Pictura), but was translated into Italian 

within a year, with only some slight modifications.
52

  The focus of Alberti’s text is not on the 

practical side of craftsmanship, but on academic issues such as perspective.  For example, 

Alberti advised artists to place a piece of woven cloth between himself and the subject so that the 

design could be more accurately reproduced: “Pertanto il velo o la rete ti arrecherà questa non 

piccola utilità che la cosa sempre ti si appresenterà alla vista la medesima. L’altra utilità, è che tu 

potrai collocare facilmente nel dipignere la tua tavola, in luoghi certissimi, i siti de’ dintorni ed i 

termini delle superficie.”
53

  Alberti’s ideas were repeated in Albrecht Dürer’s 1525 technical 
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manual, Underweysung der Messung, a clear indication that the method was widely adopted.
54

  

Dürer provided a description of the manual device that could be used as a tool for creating 

perspective, and also included an illustration of the apparatus (Fig. 17).
55

      

 
Figure 17: Albrecht Dürer, Underweysung der messung, mit den zirckel un richtscheyt, in Linien ebnen unnd 

gantzen corporen (Nuuremberg: 1525), Google Book search (books.google.com), retrieved January 12, 2013, 

n.p.. 
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3.4  The introduction of figural cartoons 

Although Alberti’s Della Pittura detailed key construction aids, there is no reference in 

his 1436 text to the use of large scale cartoons, which supports the prevailing opinion that figural 

cartoons were not used in Italy before 1430.
56

  According to John Shearman, artists such as    

Piero della Francesca (c.1415 -1492), Andrea del Castagno (1419 - 1457), and Domenico 

Veneziano (active 1438 - 1461) were some of the first to adopt figural cartoons.
57

  He contends 

that Giovanni da Milano’s potential use of a full cartoon for his 1369 depiction of Christ the 

Redeemer (Vatican Palace, Cappella Magna) is merely an anomaly.
58

  Ugo Procacci agrees with 

the example of the Giovanni da Milano fresco as proof of the early employment of figural 

cartoons, but also includes the example of a fresco from 1260 originally located in a church in 

Pistoia.
59

  However, Bambach maintains that the marks found on both the Giovanni da Milano 

fresco and the Pistoian fresco are not from cartoon incisions, but were done freehand, since the 

marks “are selective and angular, or repeatedly intersected and reinforced.”
60

  She believes that 

since the sinopia does not correspond to the final image, the artist was not transferring a final 

design with these marks.
61

  Nevertheless, a difference between the underdrawing and final image 

cannot be used as proof that a cartoon was not used, since artists occasionally used the cartoon to 

create the initial design, and then made alterations as necessary. 

Bambach and other historians have pointed to Cennino Cennini to back up their claims 

that figural cartoons were not used earlier than 1400.  In his Il Libro dell’Arte, written in the 

1390s, Cennini provided highly-detailed construction methods for artists.   Although only 
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initially available in manuscript, it is widely thought that the methods he described were 

practiced throughout the quattrocento and that his writing influenced the work of later authors.
62

  

As Bambach argues:  

Considering Cennino Cennini’s thorough and amply explicit advice regarding the 

preparatory process of paintings, his omission from the Libro dell’arte of both 

practices – full-scale drawings on paper or parchment for the painting of figures, 

and stylus-incision techniques for the general transfer of designs – seriously 

undermines claims that calco cartoons were known from the duecento onward.
63

   
 

In other words, there is no convincing evidence that large cartoons were commonly used before 

the quattrocento.   

 By 1450, figural cartoons were widely used in Florence, and references to the practice 

can be found in contemporary literature.
64

  For example, Leon Battista Alberti, in his De re 

aedificatoria of 1450, advised his readers to create scale drawings instead of enlarging smaller 

compositions.
65

  A scale drawing is essentially a figural cartoon, whereas a small composition 

required the freehand enlargement of the design, or the use of a mechanical aid such as squaring, 

in order to produce a larger design.  In addition to creating a more naturalistic image, figural 

cartoons allowed painters to create figures that could be re-used in other paintings.  Furthermore, 

some artists also repeated the outline of a figure in reverse within the same composition by 

simply flipping the cartoon, a practice which has been well-documented in the work of 

Perugino.
66

  His Madonna di Loreto altarpiece of 1507 (London, National Gallery) features a 

pair of flying angels located above the Madonna and Child, who are flanked by Saints Jerome 

and Francis.  Infrared examination of this altarpiece revealed that cartoons were used to produce 
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the figures, and that the same cartoon was used to create both the angels, one in reverse of the 

other.
67

  Evidence of this production method in Neri’s workshop will be examined in detail at a 

later point in this chapter.  

3.5  Making and using cartoons      

Artists could also replicate painted figures, drawings, and cartoons through a process 

known as lucidare.  The technique was familiar to Cennini, who provided detailed instructions 

for making transparent paper, known as carta lucida, by applying linseed oil to a blank sheet.
68

  

The translucent paper was then placed over the object to be copied so that the design could be 

traced onto the paper, a technique known as lucidare.
69

  The copied design, the patroni, could 

then be used as a cartoon.
70

  Bambach believes that lucidare was not commonly used, but Bruno 

Zanardi’s study of the Legend of Saint Francis fresco in the Upper Church of Assisi found that 

patroni were used extensively to produce the faces of the figures.
71

   

Later references to the technique of lucidare suggest that the practice was common 

throughout the fifteenth century.  Leonardo da Vinci wrote extensively during his lifetime; often 

touching on drawing practice.  His most relevant source on drawing can be found in the Trattato 

della Pittura, a compilation of his writing produced between 1492 and 1515.
72

  The text includes 
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Leonardo’s description of replicating a painting onto a small piece of glass, and then copying the 

design from the glass using a piece of transparent paper:    

Have a piece of glass as large as a half sheet of royal folio paper and set this 

firmly in front of your eyes that is, between your eye and the thing you want to 

draw; then place yourself at a distance of 2/3 of a braccia from the glass, fixing 

your head with a machine in such a way that you can not move it at all.  Then 

shut or entirely cover one eye and with a brush or red chalk draw upon the glass 

that which you see beyond it; then trace it on paper from the glass, afterwards 

transfer it onto good paper, and paint it if you like, carefully attending to the arial 

perspective.
73

 
 

Giorgio Vasari, in a letter sent in 1547 to Benedetto Varchi, also described artists tracing 

(dilucidare) the outlines of finished work, using a method similar to that described by Cennini:   

E perchè si è visto che il disegno è padre dell una e dell altra arte per essere più 

nostro che loro, atteso che molti scultori eccellentemente operano, che in carta 

niente non disegnano, e infiniti pittori che per dilucidare un quadro, quello, 

quando hanno preso i contorni, lo fan parere il medesimo e perchè se avessero 

disegno lo potrebbono ritraendo contraffare medesimamente simile, che per non 

ci esser, goffi e inetti tenuti sono.
74

  

 

Thus, it is evident that artists frequently replicated finished work, and that these copies were then 

turned into cartoons.   

Once the cartoon was created, the design could be transferred either through pouncing or 

tracing.  To transfer a design via pouncing, small holes demarcating the major elements of the 

paper drawing were made.  The pricked drawing was then placed against the white gesso ground 

of the panel, and a bag of carbon dust was tapped against the paper so that black dots indicating 

the outlines of the design were produced on the gesso ground.  Pouncing was also sometimes 

used to create a copy of a cartoon, known as a substitute cartoon.
75

  Substitute cartoons helped 
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the workshop preserve the original cartoon, and allowed the design to be used a greater number 

of times.  Pounce marks on the painting can occasionally be seen with the naked eye, especially 

in areas of light paint cover, such as around the eyes of figures and near the hairline.  However, 

these dots were not intended to be permanent, and were only occasionally fixed in place 

accidentally by subsequent applications of paint.   

Pouncing was popular in Italy during the trecento, when smaller cartoons known as 

spolveri were used to reproduce repetitive ornamental details.
76

 The technique was most likely 

introduced in Italy following Marco Polo’s return from China in 1295, where pricked cartoons 

were used since at least the tenth century.
77

  Cennini refers to pouncing in his treatise, but in the 

context of repetitive textile patterns and not entire figural transposition.
78

  Bambach has pointed 

out that Cennini must have described spolvero in such detail because it was a relatively new 

technique which most likely evolved from stencil making.
79

    

A good example of the application of a spolvero pattern can be found in a 1365 painting 

by Nardo di Cione, Three Saints (London, National Gallery).  A gold background dominates the 

upper portion of the painting, but the full-length saints are standing on a detailed textile (Fig. 18).  

The same textile pattern appears in several paintings produced by Nardo di Cione and his brother 

Orcagna, and conservators at the National Gallery determined that a spolvero pattern was used to 

create the design.
80

  Spolvero patterns were common throughout the trecento and quattrocento, 

and as we will see in this chapter, they were also used extensively in Neri’s workshop.   
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Figure 18: Nardo di Cione, Saints John the Baptist, John the Evangelist, and James, 

London, National Gallery, 1363 - 1365, 159.5 x 148.0 cm, inv. NG581. 

 

When tracing instead of pouncing was used to transfer a pattern from a cartoon, a sharp 

tool was pressed against the outlines of the design, leaving an impression on the gesso.  This 

technique is known as indirect incision, or occasionally by the Italian terms calco, calcidare, or 

calcare.
81

  Conversely, direct incision is the process where lines were incised freehand by the 

artist without the use of a cartoon.
82

  The marks produced on the gesso, whether made through 

direct or indirect incision, were intended to remain visible throughout the subsequent application 

of the opaque paint layers so that the design could be easily followed.
83
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In Neri’s work the incision lines are usually discernible in the finished work, although it 

was presumably not the intention of the artist for the lines to remain so prominent (Fig. 19).  For 

example, conservator Erling Skaug observed numerous incision 

lines during the process of repairing Neri’s Madonna and Child 

with Saints (Florence, Uffizi), one of many paintings harmed during 

the Florentine flood of 1966.
84

  The painting was so badly damaged 

that the underdrawing was visible in certain areas of the painting.  

During the stabilization of the work, Skaug was able to re-construct 

some of the techniques used to create the painting.  Skaug 

concluded that the composition was drawn on the ground layer of 

the painting with “a pen or a metal point” and that “some 

elements of the composition [had] subsequently been incised 

with a pointed instrument: the four haloes, the throne, the 

borders of the Madonna’s dress, the folds of her blue robe, the books and the martyr’s palms of 

the two Saints, and the crown and wheel of St. Catherine.”
85

  According to Skaug, the design was 

likely incised for two purposes: “to mark the parts that were to be covered by metal foil, enabling 

the outlines to be seen after the gilding was finished” and also to retain the pattern throughout the 

painting process.
86

  Plazzotta has also observed similar lines in the work of Perugino, made to 

insure that the underdrawing remained visible while the painting was being completed.
87
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Figure 19: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and 

Child with Saints Anthony Abbot, Peter, Tobias 

and an Angel, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, c. 1475, 

188 x 194 cm, inv. 1459. 
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In addition to incision lines made on the gesso, it is clear that Neri occasionally incised 

the painting after the gilding had been applied.  Cennini described the process of re-defining the 

outlines of the figures after gilding as ritagliare, but he advised using lead white to redefine the 

figure outlines.
88

  It is unclear whether or not Neri re-outlined his figures in lead white, but 

Skaug observed lines incised after the gilding had been applied.
89

  

The relationship between the lines incised into the gilding and the painted portion of the 

painting is not always clear.  In many of Neri’s paintings the paint was not applied within the 

area defined by the incision line. The paint often overlaps the incised lines in an uneven manner, 

or does not completely fill the space demarcated by the incision line.  A clear example of the 

difference between the painted and incised line can be found in Neri’s Assumption of the Virgin 

(Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art), where the painted area of Saint Thomas’ thumb 

does not fill the area outlined by the incision marks (Fig. 20).  The opposite problem occurs in 

the robe of Saint Margaret located on the left-hand side of Neri’s Madonna and Child with Saints 

painting in the musée du Petit Palais in Avignon (Fig. 21). The paint remained within the incised 

area at the top portion of the robe, and then overlapped the incision line by several centimeters 

nearer the base of the robe.  Part of the underlying gilding is visible where the paint has chipped 

away slightly to the right of the incision line, which suggests that the incised line was made after 

gilding.  Paint applied onto metal is less adhesive, and therefore prone to deterioration.  Evidence 

of this can be found in Neri’s Coronation of the Virgin (Paris, Musée Jacquemart André, Fig. 

22).  The outlines that were incised into the gold are clearly visible because the paint used for 

internal modelling has flaked away dramatically along the edge of the Virgin’s robe and the head 

of Saint Romuald.  Significant portions of the tooled gilding are visible around Saint Romuald’s 
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nose, which demonstrates that the metal was decorated before the outlines of the figures were 

incised for a second time.      

 
Figure 20: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints Thomas, Michael, Augustine, 

Margaret, and Catherine, Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1467, 156 x 155 cm, inv. 27. 

 

 

 
Figure 21:  Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Margaret, Roch, Jerome, Bishop Saint, 

Sebastian, and Augustin, Avignon, musée du Petit Palais, 1466, 159 x 156 cm, inv. 20255. 

 

Figure 22: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints John the Baptist, Romuald, Peter,    

Bernard and Francis, Paris, Musée Jacquemart André, 1461, 161 x 148 cm, inv. 1824. 
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In his analysis of Neri’s Uffizi panel Skaug does not mention cartoons, or the possibility 

that cartoons were used to create the designs.  An explicit connection between incision lines and 

cartoons was most likely not stated since the purpose of the lines is somewhat ambiguous. Skaug 

suggests that “the functional relationship between the merely drawn and the incised parts of the 

underdrawings in medieval and renaissance painting clearly needs closer study.”
90

  Since close 

analysis of many of Neri’s paintings reveals the extensive presence of visible incision lines, the 

importance of this design technique will be analysed throughout the remainder of this chapter. 

Apart from the marks made from tracing the cartoon, several of the incision lines evident 

in Neri’s paintings were made with compasses and rulers.
91

  For example, in Neri’s Madonna 

and Child with the Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise (Montreal, Museum of Fine Arts, Fig. 

23), the lines visible on the paint surface appear to have been created with a compass.  The lines 

composing the Madonna’s halo extend beyond the perimeter of the halo in a manner that 

suggests they were created with a compass (Fig. 24). Additionally, many of the straight incised 

lines appear in this painting to have been created with a ruler.  For example, the incised lines 

continue beyond the design of the Madonna’s throne, which suggests that a straight edge was 

used to create the lines (Fig. 25).  This does not mean that a cartoon was not used, since a pattern 

could have been pounced onto the gesso surface, and then the dots could have been connected 

with the assistance of a ruler.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
90

 Ibid., p. 227. 
91

 Ibid.. 
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Figure 23: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise, Montreal, 

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1460s - 1470s, 255 x 254 cm, inv. 62.1374. 
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Figure 24: Detail of Figure 23. 

 
Figure 25: Detail of Figure 23. 
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3.6  Methods used for analysing paintings 

Although cartoons must have been a crucial aspect of Neri’s work, the precise role of 

cartoons in quattrocento Florentine workshops is uncertain.  Since very few Renaissance 

cartoons are extant, the role of cartoons in the construction process is usually only evident 

through technical analysis of the painting.  Infrared photography and infrared reflectography 

occasionally provide images of the underdrawing made on the gesso ground of the painting, and 

can also demonstrate the methods used by the artist to transfer the design.
92

  If the uppermost 

layers of paint are transparent to infrared, and there is a gesso or chalk ground with no 

imprimatura (a sealing layer occasionally applied over the ground), then it is often possible to 

discern underdrawing and pounce marks.
93

  Depending on the materials used to create the 

painting, the longer wavelengths of infrared light can penetrate the uppermost paint layers and 

then be reflected off the gesso ground.  Certain material (such as carbon black) absorbs the 

infrared light, thus infrared analysis of a painting with a carbon black drawing on a gesso ground 

would provide a clear image of the underdrawing, since the light would be reflected off 

everything except the underdrawing.
94

  Unfortunately, the subject of underdrawings in Italian 

painting has not been explored to the same extent as for Northern panels.  This is due primarily 

to the fact that the underdrawings of Northern panels were more frequently made with carbon-

containing material, which often leads to a clearer image of the underdrawing.
95

 

It is primarily Neri’s paintings located in North American collections that have been 

analysed with infrared cameras.  The only museum to publish the results from an infrared 
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 See, for example, David Bomford, Underdrawings in Renaissance Paintings (London: National Gallery, 2002), 
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 Plazzotta, ‘The Madonna di Loreto,’ p. 80. 
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 David Bomford, Art in the Making: Italian painting before 1400 (London: National Gallery Co., 1989), p. 14. 
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examination of a painting by Neri di Bicci is the Walters Art Gallery, located in Baltimore, 

Maryland.  Although other museums possess greater numbers of paintings by Neri, the Walters 

Art Gallery has one of the most representative collections of paintings from the family since they 

own a painting produced by each of the three generations of the Bicci family, and have 

completed scientific testing on all of the paintings.  The collection includes two works by Neri, 

one from his father, and one that can be attributed to his grandfather.   

The earlier of Neri’s paintings is a Madonna and Child with Saints Bernardino of Siena, 

John the Baptist, Bernard of Clairveaux and Apollonia which Federico Zeri dates to the early 

1450s based on the features of the figures, and the architectural elements which are similar to 

other panels produced by Neri in this period.
96

   In fact, overlaying scaled images of this 

Baltimore painting with Neri’s Madonna and child with Saints Francis, Bartholomew, John 

Baptist and James (Parma, Pinacoteca Nazionale), which is dated to 1453 or slightly earlier, 

demonstrates an exact correspondence in several of the primary elements of the paintings, 

including the outlines of the Saints, the Madonna, and several of the architectural elements.
97

  

The connections that can be made between these paintings not only support the early dating of 

the Baltimore panel, but also confirm that Neri was using figural cartoons to produce the work, 

as will be discussed below. 

The second painting by Neri in the Walters is from much later in his career, a c. 1475 

Coronation of the Virgin with Angels and Four Saints (inv. 37.675), where the scale of the 

primary figures can once again can be closely linked with another depiction of the Coronation 

                                                 
96

 Federico Zeri, Italian Paintings in the Walters Art Gallery, (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1976, 2 vols.), vol. 1, 

p. 86 
97

 When I went to Parma to view and measure this painting, I was asked by a security guard to move along and look 

at other paintings, even though I explained I had travelled a long way to look only at this painting.  However, it was 

possible for me to measure the wall label label placed adjacent to the paintings using my notebook, and I 

extrapolated the dimensions for the painting accordingly. 
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from later in Neri’s career, located in the church of San Giovannino dei Cavalieri in Florence, 

and dated to 1488 by Anabel Thomas, as will be discussed below (Fig. 26).
98

  Additionally, from 

his father, there is an Annunciation by Bicci di Lorenzo (inv. 37.448), and a small Madonna and 

Child painting by Neri’s grandfather, Lorenzo di Bicci, created around 1400 (inv. 37.478).   

 

 
Figure 26: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints James, Mary Magdalen, John Baptist, Sebastian, 

Nicholas, Zenobius, Catherine, and Dominic, Florence, San Giovannino dei Cavalieri, 1489, approx. 295 x 205 

cm.  

 

                                                 
98

 Anabel Thomas, ‘A New Date for Neri di Bicci's S. Giovannino dei Cavalieri Coronation of the Virgin,' The 

Burlington Magazine (vol. 139, No. 1127, Feb., 1997), p. 103. 
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These paintings were analysed by conservator Gillian Cook, who detected underdrawing 

in all four paintings.  She believes that a comparison of the paintings demonstrates 

“developments in technique that led to more efficient and economical workshop production.”
99

  

Cook observed less underdrawing in Neri’s 1475 painting, which led to her conclusion that by 

this stage in his career Neri produced underdrawings by outlining the figure, and then adding 

interior modeling.
100

  Although Cook does not mention cartoons in her analysis of the 

underdrawings, this does not mean that there is no evidence of their usage in these paintings.  

Cook made comparisons with infrared images of earlier paintings by Neri, but does not provide 

specific information concerning which comparisons were made.
101

  Infrared images have been 

taken of an earlier Neri painting, a 1461 Coronation of the Virgin (Paris, Musée Jacquemart-

André), according to unpublished information provided to me by the museum.  The infrared 

images of the Neri Coronation painting were taken by the Institut de France, Laboratoire de 

Recherche des Musées de France during conservation treatment in 1999.  Unfortunately, no 

underdrawing was discernible in the photographs available to me.   

Regrettably, my thesis research has not involved first-hand analysis of Neri’s paintings 

using infrared equipment.  As a result, my examination of cartoon usage in Neri’s workshop 

relied primarily on visual analysis of the evidence available on the surface of paintings such as 

the scale of the figures, and a study of disparate paintings using Photoshop.  A direct correlation 

between the dimensions and the outlines of two figures or objects is a strong indication of a 

derivation from a common source.    
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By creating composite images in Photoshop, it is possible to determine whether or not 

figures in different paintings are the same size.  For example, a Photoshop document could be 

created with an image of a painting scaled to the actual height of the work.  In order to compare a 

painting with a height of 200 centimeters (Painting A) to one that was only 100 centimeters high 

(Painting B), the Photoshop documents for each painting could be overlaid while maintaining the 

scale of each painting.  Thus, in the Photoshop document containing both paintings, Painting A 

would appear twice the height of Painting B, as they would appear in actuality.  Within this 

composite document the opacity of the uppermost painting could be reduced, so that the outlines 

of figures in both paintings would be visible simultaneously, providing an idea of whether or not 

a cartoon was used to create the figures.  For example, if Neri used a cartoon to create an image 

of Saint Catherine in Painting A, and then used the same cartoon again in Painting B, overlaying 

Paintings A and B in Photoshop would reveal identical outlines for the figures of Saint 

Catherine.  Besides allowing images to be overlaid, Photoshop can also be used to create an 

outline drawing of a painting which can help clarify the relationship between elements of a 

painting when images are overlaid (Fig. 27).  It is also possible to flip a painting on its horizontal 

axis, which produces an image of the painting in reverse, and more easily demonstrates whether 

or not a flipped cartoon was used in the construction process. 

Despite the benefits of Photoshop, using this program to compare the scale of figures is 

not a perfect method of analysis.  If an image was excessively cropped, or if the scale of the 

figures was distorted by the camera lens, then the results obtained through an examination in 

Photoshop would not be completely accurate.  Apart from inherent issues with the quality of the 

images, it was also necessary to know the size of a work before scaled images could be 

compared in Photoshop.  Since many of Neri’s paintings were not well-documented, a significant 
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aspect of my thesis research involved acquiring the dimensions of paintings.  Occasionally it was 

only possible to measure the most-reachable dimension, under challenging circumstances.  

Understandably, these results can only be considered approximate, and will be differentiated 

from other measurements.  The ideal method for comparing the scale of figures is to trace the 

physical paintings, and then to overlay tracings in order to determine if there is a relationship 

between the scale of his figures.  This was the technique used by Bruno Zanardi in order to 

assess the use of patroni in the frescoes in Assisi, as previously discussed.
102

  Unfortunately, it 

was not possible to acquire tracings of any of Neri’s paintings. 

 
Figure 27: Outline drawing produced by author in Photoshop of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints 

Anthony Abbot, Peter, Tobias and an Angel, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, c. 1475, 187.5 x 194.0 cm, inv. 1459. 

 

                                                 
102

 Zanardi, Il cantiere di Giotto, p. 10. 
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Visual analysis of the surface of a painting can also provide information concerning the 

use of cartoons.  Evidence, such as pounce marks or incision lines left from tracing the cartoon, 

are indications that a cartoon was used.  Additionally, problems within the composition, such as 

a disproportional scale between the figures, or other elements that suggest that the components of 

a work were transposed from another source, including truncated designs and meaningless lines, 

can indicate that the painting was created with the assistance of a cartoon. 

3.7  The quantity of paintings from Neri’s workshop 

Paintings from the Bicci workshop are an ideal subject for a detailed investigation into 

the use of cartoons not only because of the large number of extant paintings, but also because of 

the wealth of exact information provided by Neri’s Ricordanze.  With over 300 paintings that can 

be attributed to Neri, there is no other fifteenth-century artist with a comparable catalogue of 

extant paintings.   A brief introduction to Neri’s work is beneficial at this stage of our 

investigation into his production techniques.   

Incredibly, there are approximately forty extant paintings that can be linked with an entry 

in Neri’s Ricordanze, thus providing precise dates and extensive commission details for a large 

portion of his work.  Paintings can be associated with the Ricordanze based on an analysis of the 

details provided by Neri, such as the intended location of the work, the family responsible for the 

commission, or the subject matter of the painting.  As discussed in the introduction, much of this 

research was completed by Giovanni Poggi in the early decades of the twentieth century, and 

was updated and expanded by Bruno Santi in his publication of the Ricordanze in 1976.
103
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The forty paintings that can be connected to the Ricordanze are invaluable because they 

serve as definite examples of the workshop style during the years in which the Ricordanze was 

written, from 1453 until 1475.  In the early stage of Neri’s career, in the 1440s, it is almost 

impossible to identify his role in the workshop of his father, Bicci di Lorenzo.  Bicci di 

Lorenzo’s work was characteristic of the International Gothic manner, popular in Florence 

during the early decades of the fifteenth century, with brightly coloured figures and extensive use 

of gilding.
104

  Not surprisingly, Neri retained many of the elements of his father’s style, although 

the features of Neri’s figures changed significantly throughout the many decades of his career.  

Neri’s paintings that can be dated to the 1450s still show the strong influence of his father’s 

workshop, and are characterized by bland, placid faces.  The 1460s heralded a clear shift in 

Neri’s style, with figures that have more pronounced features, and overall a greater harmony of 

composition.  A painting originally commissioned for the church of San Michele in Prato in 

1467, and currently located in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, is typical of Neri’s manner from 

this decade, generally considered his most successful period (Fig. 28).  

 In the 1470s, the faces of Neri’s figures became increasingly exaggerated, turning almost 

grotesque by the 1480s.  A typical example of an altarpiece from the 1480s is a painting 

currently located in the Palacio de las Dueñas in Seville, where the Madonna’s face has lost the 

softness and charm of his earlier work (Figs. 29 - 30).  If a painting cannot be firmly linked to the 

Ricordanze, then the tendency has been to assign the work to the two decades that elapsed 

between the end of the Ricordanze and Neri’s death in 1491.  However, with a close analysis of 
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the painting style it is usually possibly to place a work approximately within the decade of its 

production. 

 
Figure 28:  Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints Thomas, Michael, Augustine, Marguerite, and 

Catherine, Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1467, 155.6 x 154.6 cm, inv. 27. 

 

 
Figures 29 and 30: Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints Thomas, Mary Magdalen and Catherine 

of Alexandria, Seville, Palacio de las Dueñas, 1480s, approx. 157 x 142 cm. 
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3.8  The subject matter of Neri’s paintings 

Apart from dating Neri’s work according to the style of the figures, it is also possible to 

divide Neri’s paintings into seven general categories, according to their subject matter, with only 

a few extraneous paintings.   Not surprisingly, the largest group of extant paintings consists of 

small Madonna and Child paintings, of which we have sixty-nine examples.  There are also 

approximately fifty-two larger paintings that feature the Madonna and Child, usually seated on a 

throne and flanked by several saints.  Although a few of these paintings have predellas, many 

predellas were most likely separated from their main panels at some point in the previous 

centuries since there are forty-eight predellas or portions of a predella that are not associated 

with a larger work.  There are also thirty-one extant paintings of single or grouped saints, 

seventeen depictions of the Annunciation (see Table 12), fourteen examples of the Coronation of 

the Virgin (see Table 13), eight paintings of the Holy Trinity or the Crucifixion (see Table 14), 

and eight paintings of the Assumption of the Virgin (see Table 15).  The homogeneity of subject 

matter alone suggests that the workshop relied on stock figures to facilitate production, and as we 

progress through this chapter it will become evident that Neri repeatedly applied the same 

construction methods in order to expedite the process of completing his paintings.  Besides 

decreasing the amount of time required to complete a painting, using cartoons also allowed the 

work to be more easily divided within Neri’s workshop and increased the cohesiveness of the 

painting.  

 
Table Twelve: Neri’s Depictions of the Annunciation 

Count Date Current Location Size (cm) Ricordanze Image 

1 1440 Florence, Chiesa di San Michele 

Arcangelo a Legnaia 
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2 1444 Florence 155 x 135 

 

 

 
3 1455 Florence, Santa Maria Novella 4 x 3 ½ braccia n. 63 

 
4 1458 Bagno a Ripoli, Chiesa di Santa 

Maria a Quarto 

 

151 x 153 

 

 

 
5 1458 Florence, Galleria 

dell'Accademia 

 

178 x 170 

 

n. 207, 237, 

276 

 
6 1458 Florence, San Leonardo in 

Arcetri 

145 x 160 

 

 

 
7 1459 Pescia, Museo Civico, 

Biblioteca Comunale 

180 x 180 

 

n. 209 

 

 
8 1460 Arezzo, San Francesco 4 1/8 x 4 1/8 

braccia 

 

n. 284, 314 

 

 
9 1463 Florence, San Remigio 150 x 200  

 
10 1464 Santa Maria alla Campora  n. 431 N/A 
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11 1465 Ponte a Poppi, Santa Maria 

Assunta a Certomondo 

 

205 x 117.9 n. 479 

 

 
12 1470 Castelnuovo, Santa Maria 

Assunta 

103 x 108 

 

 

 
13 1471 Barberino Valdelsa, Santa Lucia 

al Borghetto 

160 x 170 

 

n. 702 

 

 
14 1475 Florence, Santa Trinita 145 x 172 

 

 

 
15 1463 – 

1471 

Florence, San Marcello 

Pistoiese 

158 x 152  

 

 

 
16  Florence, Museo di Palazzo 

Davanzati 

126 x 82 ca. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



115 

 

Table Thirteen: Neri’s Depictions of the Coronation of the Virgin 

Count Date Current location Size (cm) Ricordanze Image 

1 1450 or 

earlier 

Pisa, Museo Nazionale di San 

Matteo 

230 x 227  

 

  

 
2 1459 Florence, Galleria 

dell'Accademia 

222 x 232  

 

nn. 254, 306 

 
3 1460 Florence, Ospedali degli 

Innocenti 

137 x 142 

 

 n. 285 

 
4 1461 Paris, Musee Jacquemart-André 

 

161 x 148 

 

nn. 321, 339 

 
5 1463 Moulins, Museo 3 2/3 x 3 1/3 

braccia 

n. 403 None available 

6 1463 Avignon, musée du Petit Palais 

 

158 x 169 

 

  

 
7 1466 Florence, San Bartolo a Cintoia 4 x 5 braccia nn. 523, 537, 

543, 628 
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8 1470 – 

1475 

Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery 206 x 202  

 
9 1471 Ruoti di Valdambra, Badia di 

San Piero a Ruoti, 

198 x 193  

 

nn. 696, 747 

 

 
10 1473 Florence, Galleria 

dell'Accademia 

145.5 x 164 

 

 

 
11 1475 or 

later 

Pescia, Museo Civico, 

Biblioteca Comunale 

163 x 163 

 

 

 
12 1476 – 

1481 

San Casciano Val di Pesa, 

Museo di San Casciano 

184 x 183 

 

 

 
13 1488 Florence, San Giovannino dei 

Cavalieri 

295 x 205   

 
14  San Giovanni Valdarno, 

Convento San Francesco a 

Montecarlo, 

147 x 162  
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Table Fourteen: Neri’s Depictions of the Holy Trinity or the Crucifixion 

Count Date Current location Size (cm) Ricordanze 

 

Image 

1 1453 - 

1459 

Miransu, San Lorenzo 178 x 178 

 

 

 
2 1450s Castiglione d'Olona, Collegiata   

 

 
3 1461 Livorno, Museo Giovanni 

Fattori    

 

176 x 175 

 

n. 327 

 

 
4 1461 Florence, Museo de Santa Croce 200 x 105 

 

n. 328 

 

 
5 1463 Florence, San Niccolò 

Oltrarno  
 

158 x 164 

 

nn. 404, 421 

 

 
6 1464 Fiesole, San Francesco 

 

153 x 146 

 

n. 436 
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7  Sold at auction, London, 

Sotheby's Dec 7 1960 

 

 

  

 
8  Toulouse, Musée des Augustins 

 

114 x 75 Begun by 

Lorenzo 

Monaco 

 
 

Table Fifteen:  Neri’s Depictions of the Assumption of the Virgin 

Count Date Current Location Size (cm) Ricordanze Image 

1 1455 Ottawa, National Gallery of 

Canada 

210  x 220 n. 50 

 
2 1465 Moscow, Museum of Fine Arts 147 x 185 n. 444 

 
3 1467 Bagno di Romagna,  Santa 

Maria del Fiore 

224.8 x 237 

 

n. 573 

 
4 1467 Philadelphia, Philadelphia 

Museum of Art 

156 x 155  

 

n. 575 

 
5 1467 Florence, San Leonardo in 

Arcetri 

144 x 168 cm 

 

n. 567 
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6 1470 – 

1475 

San Miniato al Tedesco, Museo 

Diocesano d'Arte Sacra 

176 x 170 

 

 

 
7  Christie's London: Wednesday, 

July 10, 2002 

51  x 58  

 
8  Seville, Casa de las Duenas, 

Chapel 

N/A  

 
 

3.9  The use of cartoons in Neri’s workshop 

        3.9.1   The evidence of spolveri in Neri’s paintings  

Within the details of Neri’s paintings, such as the brocade patterns, the floor tiling, and 

the frieze motifs, it is possible to discern evidence which suggests that the workshop relied on 

small cartoons, or spolveri, for repetitive design elements.  Within this section, we will see that 

Neri used at least five spolveri throughout his career.  It is likely that Neri learned this 

construction technique while employed with his father, since the earliest example of a spolvero 

cartoon related to Neri can be found in several paintings produced while Neri was working with 

his father.  For example, there are three paintings, attributed to either Neri or his father, that have 

an identical brocade pattern on the cloth of honour located behind the Madonna: an Annunciation 

from 1430 attributed to Bicci di Lorenzo (Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, Fig. 31), a 1435 Bicci 

di Lorenzo Annunciation formerly in the collection of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts and 

currently untraced (Fig. 32), and an Annunciation (Florence, Chiesa di San Michele Arcangelo a 

Legnaia) often attributed primarily to Neri while active in his father’s workshop, and dated to the 
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1440s (Fig. 33).
105

  A scaled comparison between Bicci di Lorenzo’s Baltimore and the ex-

Boston Annunciation panels reveals that the dimensions of the brocade pattern on the cloth 

behind the Madonna are identical, a clear indication that the design was created with a cartoon 

(Fig. 34). 

   
Left, Figure 31: Bicci Lorenzo, Annunciation, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, 1430, 113 x 124.5 cm, inv. 

37.448. 

Right, Figure 32: Bicci di Lorenzo, Annunciation, ex-collection Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 1435, 146 x 144 

cm. 

                  
Left, Figure 33: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Florence, Chiesa di San Michele Arcangelo a Legnaia, 1440. 

Right, Figure 34: Detail of Figure 32, pattern made from pattern found on cloth located behind the Madonna. 
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 Of even greater interest is the possible relationship between the ex-Boston painting and 

Neri’s San Michele painting.  Unfortunately, dimensions are not available for the San Michele 

painting, so it is not possible to overlay scaled images to assess whether or not a cartoon was 

used for the brocade pattern.  However, the appearance and proportions of the brocade designs 

appear identical, and several other similarities between the San Michele and the ex-Boston 

panels suggest that Neri relied on a cartoon to produce his San Michele Annunciation.  For 

example, in both the ex-Boston painting and the San Michele painting the normal positions of the 

Madonna and Gabriel are reversed, with the angel approaching the Madonna from the right 

instead of the left.  In addition to this anomaly, several elements within the painting were also 

repeated, such as the positioning of the figures, the construction of the bed, the paneling in the 

background, and the window above the Madonna’s head.  These correspondences suggest that 

Bicci di Lorenzo’s ex-Boston painting served as a model for Neri’s San Michele Annunciation. 

The connection between the San Michele painting and the ex-Boston painting is further 

supported through the slight differences that can be observed between the two paintings.  For 

example, the ex-Boston painting has the tiled floor typical of Bicci’s workshop, whereas the 

floor is undecorated in Neri’s San Michele Annunciation.  Furthermore, the narrow depiction of 

landscape that is visible on the right and left sides of the earlier painting is not evident in the later 

painting.  These modifications, where the artist produced a simplified version of an earlier 

product, once again suggest that a cartoon was used during the design process, since it was 

common for copies to be less-detailed versions of the original.  Because we know that a cartoon 

was used for the cloth of honour in Bicci di Lorenzo’s Baltimore and ex-Boston paintings, and 

given the similarities between the ex-Boston painting and the San Michele painting, it seems 
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likely that the same cartoon was used to create the brocade pattern on the cloth of honour for all 

three Annunciation paintings.       

The tear-shaped brocade pattern used in the three previously discussed Annunciation 

paintings was clearly a popular design in Bicci di Lorenzo’s workshop, since instances of this 

pattern can be found in eight other paintings attributed to Bicci di Lorenzo.  The eight paintings 

were produced during a 27-year period, and were used primarily to create the floor tiling (Figs. 

35 - 36).
106

  Different portions of the brocade are evident in each painting, which suggests that 

the workshop used one small cartoon containing a single example of the design that was 

replicated in whole or in part as required.  Based on the many examples of this pattern and the 

correspondence in scale, it is clear that Bicci di Lorenzo and his workshop made extensive use of 

this cartoon throughout his career.   

Unfortunately, the pattern used so extensively by his father’s workshop does not appear 

in any of the paintings completed by Neri after the death of his father in 1452.
107

  These small 

cartoons would have been subjected to substantially more use than larger cartoons due to the 

number of times they would have been used within one painting, and thus their lifespans were 

fairly short.  It is possible that the Bicci pattern did not survive into the 1450s; however, the lack 

of paintings with decorative flooring attributed to Neri suggests, instead, that the technique of 

decorating the floor or foreground was abandoned by Neri after 1450.  The process was 

potentially too time-consuming, since it would have taken a significant amount of effort to trace 

and then decorate the floor pattern.  It is also possible that Neri sought new ideas and patterns as 
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York, and two lost paintings including one sold at auction in 1965 in London and another that can be dated to 1434. 
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he modernised his designs, since decorated floors are rarely found in Florentine paintings 

produced from the middle of the fifteenth century onwards.  

 
Figure 35: Bicci di Lorenzo, Madonna and child with Saints Louis, Francis, Anthony, and Nicholas, Fiesole, 

San Francesco, 1440s, 211.5 x 265.5 cm. 

 

 

 
Figure 36: Detail of Figure 35. 
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Although Neri did not continue to create decorative floor patterns, he applied the 

reproductive techniques learned in his father’s workshop to other aspects of his paintings, such 

as the sumptuously brocaded robes of his saints.  Brocades would have been an important design 

element for his Florentine clients, for whom status was conveyed by costly fabrics.
108

   The 

second example of a spolvero cartoon used by Neri is a pattern of leaves similar to a 

pomegranate motif, approximately seven centimeters high, and discernible in three commissions 

dating from early in Neri’s solo career: a fresco depicting Saint John Gualberto and his followers 

(Florence, Santa Trinita, Figs. 37 - 38), Neri’s Coronation of the Virgin (Pisa, Museo di San 

Matteo, Figs. 39 - 40), and his Madonna and Child with Four Saints (current location unknown, 

Figs. 41 - 42).     

 

 
Figures 37 - 38: Neri di Bicci, San Giovanni Gualberto and Followers, Florence, Santa Trinita, 1455, approx. 

582.6 x 502.2 cm, fresco. 

 

 

                                                 
108
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Figures 39 - 40: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin, with Angels and Ten Saints, Pisa, Museo Nazionale di 

San Matteo, c. 1450, 230 x 227 cm, inv. 170. 

 

 

 

 

   
Figures 41 - 42: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Four Saints, location unknown, c. 1454, 160 x 196 cm. 
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   Of these three works, only the Saint John fresco is securely dated, since there is 

extensive information available in Neri’s Ricordanze.  The fresco was singled out by Raymond 

Van Marle as being one of Neri’s best works, with faces that look “quite normal.”
109

  For a fee of 

149 lire, Neri was commissioned by the Abbot of San Pancrazio in March of 1455 to complete 

the work in the refectory of San Pancrazio in Florence.  The fresco has subsequently been 

detached, most likely during the twentieth century, and moved to the Compagni Chapel in Santa 

Trinita.
110

  The subject would have been familiar to Neri, since two non-extant frescoes of the 

same theme were originally commissioned from the Bicci workshop for Santa Trinita: the first 

commissioned from Neri in April of 1452 for the Spini Chapel, while his father frescoed the life 

of Saint John Gualberto in the adjacent Compagni Chapel.
111

     

Apart from Neri’s 1455 Gualberto fresco, the two paintings with a comparable brocade 

pattern were most likely completed very close to the same date, based on the style of the 

figures.
112

  As pointed out by Zeri, Neri’s Pisa Coronation was clearly influenced by Filippo 

Lippi’s 1447 Coronation in the Uffizi, and is completely different from the compositional layout 

that Neri adopted for later depictions of the same subject.
113

  Likewise, the style of Neri’s 

untraced Madonna and Child panel is comparable to other works from the period, such as his 

Madonna and Child with Saints James, Andrew, John the Baptist and Anthony Abbot, originally 

commissioned in 1452 for the church of San Giorgio a Canneto in Valdelsa (San Miniato al 
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Tedesco, Museo Diocesano d'Arte Sacra, Fig. 43), and possibly the only extant panel completed 

independently by Neri before he began his Ricordanze.
114

   

 
Figure 43: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints James, Andrew, John the Baptist and Anthony, San 

Miniato al Tedesco, Museo Diocesano d'Arte Sacra, 1452, 220 x 205 cm. 

 

Within the three comparable commissions, the spolvero pattern was not applied in the 

same manner.  It appears just once in the Saint John fresco, on the robe of an unidentified saint 

immediately to the left of Saint John, but was repeated several times in the Coronation on the 
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robe of the Madonna, and was also used extensively on the clothing of Saint Margaret in the 

Madonna and Child.  A composite scaled image of the three patterns demonstrates that they are 

identical, indicating that a spolvero was used in Neri’s workshop in order to reproduce the 

pattern (Fig. 44).   

 
Figure 44: Scaled details of Figures 38, 30, and 42. 

 

The third example of a spolvero used by Neri is a slightly more elaborate brocade pattern 

found in three paintings produced early in Neri’s career.  This includes Neri’s seventh most 

expensive commission, his Assumption of the Virgin (Ottawa, National Gallery of Canada) 

commissioned for the Spini Chapel in Santa Trinita in Florence in 1455 in commemoration of 

Bianca degli Spini.
115

  Neri received 480 lire for his work, and used the finest materials for the 

painting, including pure gold and ultramarine blue.
116

  The brocade pattern features prominently 

on the central portion of the Madonna’s robe, and parts of the design can also be seen on the 

sleeves of her dress (Figs. 45 - 46).   

The second instance of this design can be found in a much smaller work, featuring a 

Madonna and Child with two angels, of unknown provenance (Florence, Museo Horne).  The 
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panel was badly damaged in the 1960s, but an older photograph clearly shows the angels pulling 

back a curtain brocaded with the same design found on the Madonna’s robes in the Ottawa panel 

(Figs. 47 - 48).  It is likely that the Horne painting can be dated to the 1450s, since the features of 

the figures are also very similar to the Madonna found in Neri’s 1452 Madonna and Child 

located in San Miniato al Tedesco (Fig. 43).  

 
Figures 45 – 46: Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Apostles, Ottawa, National Gallery of Canada, 

1455, 216 x 221 cm, inv. 3716. 

 

  
Figures 47 – 48: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Two Angels, Florence, Museo Horne, 1450s, 85 x 53 

cm, inv. 842.    
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Finally, the third example of this brocade pattern 

can be found on the robes of a Bishop Saint, depicted on 

the wing of a triptych (Nantes, Musée des Beaux-Arts, 

Fig. 49).  The companion wing is found in the Spencer 

Museum of Art (Lawrence, Kansas), but the main panel is 

untraced.  It is likely that the Nantes painting was 

completed in the 1450s, since the features of the saints 

can once again be compared to Neri’s San Miniato al 

Tedesco altarpiece of 1452.  Despite the significant 

differences in overall size between these three paintings, 

in Ottawa, Florence, and Nantes, comparing scaled 

images of the paintings demonstrates that the brocade 

design is approximately the same size in all three works, indicating  

that a pattern was used in the production of the paintings   

(Fig. 50).    

                      

 
 Figure 50: Composite of figures 45, 47 and 49. 

 

Figure 49: Neri di Bicci, Saint Anthony 

Abbot and a Bishop Saint, Nantes, Musée 

des Beaux-Arts, 1450s-1460s, 206 x 94 cm, 

inv. 15. 
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Later in his career, from the end of the 1450s onwards, Neri still employed small cartoons 

to decorate the robes worn by his figures.  Our fourth example of a spolvero cartoon can be 

linked to four paintings from Neri’s workshop that share an identical brocade pattern, a seven-

pointed outline containing a floral bouquet.  Only one of the paintings has a secure date, the 

Madonna and Child with Saints commissioned by the apothecary Mariotto di Marcho in 1471 for 

his chapel in Santo Spirito, Florence, and currently located in the Detroit Institute of Arts (see 

Chapter 2, Fig. 4).  Mariotto paid 425 lire for the work, the eighth-highest commission fee in the 

Ricordanze.
117

  The remaining three works were likely completed in the 1460s or later, and 

include the following large altarpieces: Madonna and Child with Saints Catherine, Barbara, 

Nicholas Bari, and Andrew (Florence, Santa Trinita, Fig. 51); Madonna and Child with the 

Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise (Montreal, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, Fig. 22); 

Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony and Peter, Tobias and an Angel (Berlin, 

Gemäldegalerie, Fig. 52).  Comparing scaled images of the patterns found on the robes of the 

saints on these four paintings reveals that the designs are identical, which indicates that the same 

cartoon pattern was employed repeatedly (Fig. 53).
118

   

An analysis of the depicted figures demonstrates that a small spolvero pattern was used, 

and not a full-scale cartoon.  For example, the figures of Saint Anthony, portrayed in Neri’s 

paintings located in Florence and Berlin, exhibits the same brocade pattern, but the saints 

themselves are not the same height.  The Berlin saint is 25.5 centimeters taller than the Santa 

Trinita saint, but the brocade pattern is identical in both paintings (Fig. 54).
119

  Thus, it is clear 
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that the workshop pattern consisted of a single representation of the design, which was replicated 

as necessary. 

 

 

 
Figure 51: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child wth Saints Catherine, Barbara, St. Nicholas Bari, and Andrew, 

Florence, Santa Trinita, c. 1475 or later, approx. 154 x 225 cm.    
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Figure 52: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony Abbot, Peter, Tobias and an Angel, Berlin, 

Gemäldegalerie, c. 1475, 188 x 194 cm, inv. 1459. 

 

 
Figure 53: Neri di Bicci, composite image of brocade pattern from four paintings: Madonna and Child with 

Saints Anthony Abbot, Peter, Tobias and an Angel, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, c. 1475, 188 x 194 cm, inv. 1459.; 

Tobias and Saints Raphael, Michael and Gabriel, Detroit, Michigan, Detroit Institute of the Arts, 1471; 

Madonna and Child wth Saints Catherine, Barbara, St. Nicholas Bari and Andrew, Florence, Santa Trinita, c. 

1475 or later; Madonna and Child with Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise, Montreal, Montreal Museum of 

Fine Arts, 1460s - 1470s, inv. 62.1374. 
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Figure 54: Scaled comparison of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony Abbot, Peter, Tobias 

and an Angel, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, c. 1475 and Madonna and Child wth Saints Catherine, Barbara, St. 

Nicholas Bari and Andrew, Florence, Santa Trinita, c. 1475 or later. 

 

It is also evident that the workshop would sometimes change the design after it had been 

copied onto the panel.  A good example of this production technique can be found in Neri’s 

Berlin Madonna.  Incision lines for the major elements of the gilded brocade pattern, which 

appears on the clothing of Saint Anthony Abbot and the figure of the Archangel Raphael (Fig. 

55), are clearly visible in certain areas of the brocade pattern, but the applied paint does not 

correspond to the incised line (Fig. 56).  For example, the central portion of the pointed outline 

of the applied paint, just to the right of the major vertical fold of cloth, does not correspond to the 

incised line.  It appears as if the outline of the brocade was altered after incision in order to 

increase the illusion of drapery folds.  From this example, it is evident that Neri’s workshop 
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initially used a cartoon to transfer the pattern onto the panel, and then altered the design as 

necessary to improve the overall appearance of the image. 

 
Left, Figure 55: Neri di Bicci, detail of Figure 52. 
Right, Figure 56: Neri di Bicci, detail of Figure 52. 

 

Having the artist adjust the outlines after transferring the model to the panel was not an 

unusual phenomenon.  For example, a painting by Perugino (London, National Gallery) has 

evidence of lines incised from a cartoon which were altered after they had been transferred to the 

painting in order to create a more harmonious composition.
120

  O’Malley also observed a similar 

construction method in a Perugino painting in the Victoria and Albert Museum.
121

  It is known 

that Perugino managed his workshop in an organized fashion, and it is therefore plausible that his 

method of slightly altering a design that had been incised from a cartoon was a means of 
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producing a painting in an efficient manner, since it would require less time than creating a new 

cartoon.  Based on Perugino’s employment of this technique, it is possible that Neri used a 

similar method for re-using his cartoons.  

Evidence of Neri altering his cartoon patterns after incising the design onto the panel can 

be found in several paintings.  For example, a Madonna and Child with Saints in Santa Trinita in 

Florence, dated to the 1470s, has the same brocade pattern as the previously discussed Madonna 

and Child with Saints in Berlin.  The incision lines of the brocade pattern appear to correspond 

exactly with the painted areas, even at the junction of the drapery fold.   However, the 

continuation of the pattern, before and after the fold of the drapery, is not as masterfully achieved 

in the Berlin painting, and in some places there is no attempt to carry the pattern across the folds 

of the drapery.  Therefore, the Florence painting appears less accomplished and, as a result, 

possibly an initial attempt to successfully apply a brocade cartoon in a realistic fashion.   

Earlier examples of Neri’s depiction of brocade patterns further demonstrate the 

evolution of the workshop’s production techniques.  Neri’s Coronation of the Virgin (Florence, 

San Bartolo a Cintoia) was the fourth most expensive commission in the Ricordanze, and was 

commissioned by the widow Checa in 1466 and completed in 1469 (Fig. 57).
122

  The figure of 

Saint Augustine was provided with sumptuously decorated robes, but the pattern around the 

drapery folds is muddy, and there is no attempt to create the illusion of folded cloth, which we 

see occurring in the later Berlin and Santa Trinita paintings.  Therefore, it is evident that the 

workshop’s technique for applying pattern cartoons in a realistic fashion improved dramatically 

with experience.   
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Figure 57: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Peter, Augustine, Lawrence, John the Evangelist, 

Nicholas and Catherine, Florence, San Bartolo a Cintoia, 1466. 

 

Based on this analysis of Neri’s technique for depicting brocade patterns, it is possible to 

arrive at a probable date for a work located in the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.  The painting, 

Madonna and Child with the Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise (see Fig. 22), was dated to 

around 1460 when it was purchased by the museum in 1962.  However, based on the style of the 

figures and the extensive use of incision lines it appears as if the work was completed later than 

1460, most likely in the late 1460s or 1470s.  Saint Blaise’s robe has a brocade pattern that is the 

same as the previously discussed examples (Fig. 58), and comparing the way that the pattern was 
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used in relation to other examples provides us with a better idea of when the Montreal painting 

was constructed.  As we have previously discussed, the Berlin painting has multiple incision 

lines for the brocade pattern; in one area it even appears as if the pattern was incised three times 

before Neri was satisfied with the placement of the pattern in relation to the drapery fold.  In the 

Montreal painting the design of the brocade does shift at the juncture of the drapery fold, but 

there is only one incised line, and the incised and painted design correspond much better than in 

the Berlin painting.  In fact, the brocade in the Montreal painting was depicted more successfully 

than any of the other available examples, and thus it is tempting to date this painting to the 

1470s, after the Madonna and Child with Saints paintings in Berlin and Santa Trinita were 

completed.  Whether or not this reasoning is correct, the fact that the other examples of this 

pattern were done in the 1470s suggests that the Montreal painting should be dated to 

approximately the same period. 

 
Figure 58: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise, Montreal, 

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1460s - 1470s, 255.2 x 254.0 cm, inv. 62.1374. 
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Additionally, the design of the predella for the Montreal painting also supports a date of 

the 1470s.  The predella painting is almost identical to the predella for Neri’s 1475 Madonna and 

Child with Saints in Santa Trinita (Fig. 59).  Both predellas feature family crests on either end, 

with seven small groupings of figures in the central scenes divided by identical architectural 

columns.  However, the predella figures in the Montreal painting appear to have been 

accomplished more skillfully than those in the Santa Trinita painting.  This is especially evident 

in the representations of Raphael and Tobias, where you can see that the figures in the Montreal 

were created with a greater degree of naturalism (Fig. 60).  Consequently, either the Santa Trinita 

predella figures were completed by a less-skilled member of the workshop, or the Montreal 

painting served as a model for the Santa Trinita painting.    

 
Figure 59: Predellas for Figures 51 and 58. 

 

 
Figure 60: Detail of predellas for Figures 51 and 58, not scaled.  
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Comparing the predella paintings in Santa Trinita and Montreal with other examples from 

Neri’s workshop further clarifies the dating of the Montreal painting.  For example, the type of 

figures used and the construction of the painting appear to be very similar to a painting depicting 

the Coronation of the Virgin in San Giovannino dei Cavalieri in Florence (Fig. 25).  Although a 

sign in the church states that the painting was completed in 1460, Anabel Thomas discovered 

documents which demonstrate that the painting was commissioned on October 1, 1488 and was 

delivered on April 1, 1489, for a commission fee of 56 florins (280 lire).
123

  The San Giovannino 

predella features three narrative scenes divided by the same columns as we see in the Montreal 

and Santa Trinita paintings.  Unusually, the coat of arms is not depicted on the front surface of 

the predella, but on the side.  The scale of the smaller figures and the columns is the same as the 

other examples we have examined.  The similarities between the Montreal and the San 

Giovannino predellas suggest that the Montreal painting was finished closer to the completion 

date of the latter painting, in 1489, and that a cartoon was generated from the figures. 

The punch marks evident in the Montreal painting also support the idea that it was 

completed in the 1470s or later.  Several different punch tools were used to decorate the haloes 

of the Madonna and the Saints.  The Madonna’s halo features a flower design with four spade-

shaped leaves that Neri also used in eight other paintings (Fig. 61).
124

  This halo pattern is 

evident in the previously-discussed Berlin Madonna and Child with Saints from the 1470s (Fig. 

62), a grouping of Saints from 1465 (Fig. 63), a Madonna and Child with Saints in Avignon from 
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the 1480s (Fig. 64) and an undated group of saints currently in the Museo d'Arte Sacra di 

Tavarnelle Val di Pesa (Figs. 65 - 66).   

 
Figure 61: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise, Montreal, 

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1460s - 1470s, 255.2 x 254.0 cm, inv. 62.1374. 

 

 
Figures 62 and 63: Details of Neri di Bicci, Saints Catherine, Anthony of Padua, and John Evangelist, Avignon, 

musée du Petit Palais, 1465, 205 x 77 cm, inv. MI 448. 
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Left, Figure 64: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Margaret, Roch, Jerome, Bishop Saint, 

Sebastian, and Augustin, Avignon, musée du Petit Palais, 1480s, 165 x 162 cm, inv. 20255.    

 

Right, Figure 65: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Saints Giovanni and Rocco, Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Museo d'Arte 

Sacra di Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, 142.3 x 76.2 cm. 

 

 

 
Figure 66: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Saint Sebastian, Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Museo d'Arte Sacra 

di Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, 1475 or later, 142.3 x 76.2 cm. 
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Based on these correspondences, the painting could have been completed as early as the 

1460s or as late as the 1480s.  In the Montreal painting, Neri also used a punch tool featuring a 

slightly misshapen six-petal flower to decorate the halos of Saint Blaise and the Archangel 

Michael (Fig. 67).  This punch tool is also evident in at least two other paintings from Neri’s 

workshop, both dated to the 1480s, including the Avignon painting that has the same punch for 

the Madonna’s halo (Fig. 68), plus a Madonna and Child with Saints located in the Museo d’Arte 

Sacra in Montespertoli (Fig. 69).  The correspondences with paintings created primarily in the 

1470s suggest that the Montreal painting was created in the 1470s or later. 

 
Figure 67: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Archangel Michael and Saint Blaise, Montreal, 

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1460s - 1470s, 255.2 x 254.0 cm, inv. 62.1374. 
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  Left, Figure 68: Detail of Figure 64.     

 

  Right, Figure 69: Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony and Julian, Valdelsa,        

  Museo d'Arte Sacra, Montespertoli, 1480s, 115 x 132 cm, inv. 7. 
 

Analysing the punch tools used can also help to establish an approximate time period for 

a work.  Apart from his previously-discussed analysis of the incision lines for Neri’s Uffizi 

painting, Skaug has also completed an extensive study of the punch marks used in Italian 

paintings, and convincingly demonstrated that an analysis of punch marks can be used as a tool 

to attribute and date a panel.
125

  Close inspection of many of Neri’s panels reveals that much of 

the gilding has been extensively decorated, from punching in the haloes to the manual decoration 

of the ground using various tools.  All of Neri’s major commissions have punched haloes, 

although two panels from earlier in his career (located in Boston and Ottawa) have lettering in 

the haloes (Fig. 70 and Fig. 45).  Lettered haloes were a style of decoration commonly used by 
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his father, a good example of which is as a Sacra Conversazione panel in the church of San 

Francesco in Fiesole (Fig. 71).  

 
Left, Figure 70:  Detail of Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Angels, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 

c. 1450, 155.9 x 93.6 cm, inv. 1983.300.   

 

Right, Figure 71:  Detail of Bicci di Lorenzo, Madonna and child with Saints Louis, Francis, Anthony, and 

Nicholas, Fiesole, San Francesco, 1420 - 1440, 211.5 x 265.5 cm.    

 

Not surprisingly, Skaug’s monumental analysis of 742 punch tools used in Florence and 

Siena between 1330 and 1430 does not cover the period in which Neri was active, since his 

extensive use of punching was somewhat of an anomaly for his period.  From my analysis of the 

available material it is clear that Neri used several different punches throughout his career.   

In addition to punch marks in the haloes, the workshop also decorated the surface of the 

metal through the processes of tooling and sgraffito.  Skaug makes the convincing claim that this 
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decoration would have been completed by the workshop, and not by a gilder.
126

  It is clear that 

tooling and other forms of metal decoration were completed within Neri’s shop and not 

subcontracted because of the consistently high quality of the work.  Additionally, the fact that 

Filippo Lippi subcontracted Neri to complete some gilding work, an event which will be 

discussed in detail in the following chapter, suggests that Neri’s workshop was especially 

talented in this area.
127

  

Skaug defined three primary categories of tooling, which included “indentation 

(incision), granulation, and punching.”
128

  For example, Neri tooled a brilliant image of the sun 

as the centre of a Coronation of the Virgin commissioned in 1460 for the Spedale degli Innocenti 

in Florence (Figs. 72 - 73).  The process of sgraffito was slightly more complicated.  After the 

metal had been applied to the surface of the panel, the metal was then covered with a layer of 

paint.
129

  The design would then be transferred onto this surface area, and the paint was then 

scraped away to reveal the appropriate elements of the design.
130

  The remaining metal would 

often be decorated using granulation, a method which involved a fine tooling of the surface area 

in order to increase the impact of the design.
131

  Simone Martini was an innovator of this 

technique, which is especially evident in his Annunciation of 1333.
132

   

Neri continued depicting gold grounds and elaborately punched haloes well after the 

practice had been largely abandoned by his contemporaries.  For any of his paintings that can be 

firmly dated to the 1480s, the gold grounds that are characteristic of Neri’s large panels remain 

prominent (Fig. 74).  
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Figure 72: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Lucy, Catherine, Bartholomew and Phillip, 

Florence, Museo dello Spedale degli Innocenti, 1460, 137 x 142 cm.    

 

 
Figure 73: Detail of Figure 72.   
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Figure 74: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Cecilia, Anna, Mary Magdalen, Catherine of 

Alexandria and Donor, Siena, Pinacoteca, 1482, 185 x 188 cm.   

 

Neri was also responsible for gilding and decorating the frames of his paintings after they 

were delivered to the workshop.   Evidence is available which suggests that the workshop relied 

on cartoons to decorate these frames, especially the horizontal beams.  A good example is a 

circular design of eight oak leaves that appears on the frames of three paintings.  This includes 

the previously discussed Coronation of the Virgin located in San Giovannino dei Cavalieri 

completed in 1489 (Fig. 25), and the Madonna and Child with Saints in Santa Trinita (Fig. 51).   

The third example is found on a frame for Neri’s Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Peter, 

Bartholomew, Benedict, Paul, Jacob, Romuald (Chapter 2, Fig. 7) commissioned by the 

Benedictine abbot Bartolomeo for the Badia di San Piero a Ruoti, located just outside of 

Arezzo.
133

  Apart from the frames, the pattern was also used as background decoration for a 

currently untraced panel, Saint John the Evangelist Enthroned, with Saints Lucy and William, 

                                                 
133

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 371, 372, 399 (entry nn. 696, 697, 747). 
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Tobias and Angel (Fig. 75).  Unfortunately, dimensions are not available for the Saint John, but 

for the three instances where the design was used for the frame of the painting the scale of the 

design is identical, with a diameter of approximately twelve centimeters (Fig. 76). 

 
Figure 75: Neri di Bicci, Saint John the Evangelist Enthroned, with an Annunciation, Raphael and Tobias, 

Saints Lucy and William, location unknown, 1472. 

 

 
Figure 76: Scaled details of Figures 7, 25, and 51. 
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Thus, from these five examples of spolveri, we can see that Neri used small cartoons not 

only to embellish the clothing of his figures, but also to ornament frames and decorative 

elements within a painting, such as the background cloth.  These cartoons were time-saving tools 

that allowed the workshop to produce a cohesive and well-designed object.  As we examine other 

objects from Neri’s workshop, it will become clear that Neri’s workshop used cartoons for 

several aspects of his paintings.     

3.9.2  Architectural cartoons 

 
Figure 77: Incision line image of Neri di Bicci's Madonna and Child with Saints Margaret and Catherine of 

Alexandria, small donor at feet of Madonna, 75 x 127 cm, Florence, Museo degli Uffizi.  From: Skaug, ‘Neri di 

Bicci's Madonna and Child enthroned,’ plate II. 

 

An important aspect of Neri’s Sacra Conversazione paintings are his depictions of the 

Madonna’s thrones, a close analysis of which suggests that the workshop used cartoons to 

replicate the design.  A key indication that cartoons were employed is the extensive use of 

incision lines for Neri’s thrones, a phenomenon observed by Skaug in the previously discussed 

analysis of Neri’s Madonna and Child painting from the Uffizi.  Skaug found that all of the lines 

of the Madonna’s throne were incised, including not only the outline of the throne, but also 
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interior elements such as the vertical lines indicating the paneling (Fig. 77).
134

  Incision lines 

similar to those described by Skaug are evident in both a 1454 Madonna and Child with Saints 

from Neri’s workshop (location unknown, Fig. 78), and a painting of the same subject that was 

completed in 1473 (Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Museo di Arte Sacra, Fig. 79).   

 
Figure 78: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Four Saints, location unknown, 160 x 196 cm, c. 1454. 

 
Figure 79: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saint Nicholas, the Archangel Raphael, Tobias, Saint 

Anthony of Egypt, Saint Domininus, and Saint Julian, Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Museo di Arte Sacra, 1473, 141 

x 159 cm. 

                                                 
134

 For other examples of incised architecture see, Ben Johnson and Norman Muller, ‘A Study of Technical Aspects 

and Stylistic Sources of the Martydom of Pope Caius by Lorenzo Monaco,’ Archivero I, Research Papers on works 

of Art in the Collections of the Santa Barbara Museum of Art (1973), pp. 23 - 56; Helmut Ruheman, ‘Technical 

Analysis of an Early Painting by Botticelli,’ Studies in Conservation (vol. 2, 1955), p. 20. 
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Figure 80: Composite image of Figures 78 and 79. 

 

The exact correspondence in scale suggests that a cartoon was used to reproduce the 

throne design in both paintings, despite the gap of nineteen years between their construction 

dates.  Using Photoshop to overlay scaled images of the two paintings reveals a correspondence 

not only in the portion of the throne that touches the ground, but also in the lines of the vertical 

lozenges, and the curved lines on the horizontal surface of the throne (Fig. 80).  Incision lines are 

visible on the 1473 painting that match the design of the 1454 painting (Fig. 81), which suggests 

that the design was incised from a cartoon onto the ground of the 1473 painting.  The fact that 

the incision lines are curved yet symmetrical also suggests that a cartoon was used to create the 

design, since it would have been difficult to produce these lines using only a ruler or compass.  A 

substitute cartoon was most likely made to preserve the design, since incising a pattern from a 
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cartoon most likely weakened or damaged the paper.  Alternatively, the cartoon could have been 

created at any point by tracing a completed painting, as previously discussed. 

 
Figure 81: Detail of Figure 79. 

 

 
Figure 82: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child with Saints Michael, Bartholomew, Agnes, and Catherine, sold in 

January of 1991 and currently untraced, 184.2 x 107.9 cm. 
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The same cartoon was used to construct a third painting from Neri’s workshop, his 

Madonna and Child with Saints Michael, Bartholomew, Agnes, and Catherine, sold in January of 

1991 and currently untraced (Fig. 82).  A close examination of the thrones in these three 

paintings (those dated 1454 and 1473, and the painting auctioned in 1991) demonstrates that the 

compositions are closely related.  When a line drawing of the 1454 painting is laid over a 

photograph of the 1991 auction painting, an exact correspondence with the front portion of the 

throne is revealed (Fig. 83).     

 
Figure 83: Composite image of Figures 79 and 82.  

 

Apart from using cartoons to create thrones, Neri’s workshop also used cartoons to 

produce the perspectival construction in his Annunciation paintings.  There are seventeen extant 

depictions of the Annunciation from Neri’s workshop, and the Ricordanze documents eleven 
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commissions of this subject.
135

  Although the thrones Neri depicted in his Madonna and Child 

with Saints paintings demonstrate a reasonable mastery of perspective, Neri’s most elaborate 

perspectival construction can be found in his depictions of the Annunciation.  As was typical for 

the fifteenth century, Neri almost always depicted the Madonna and the Angel Gabriel in an open 

portico, usually with an inner room visible in the background.  Holmes has observed that for 

less-innovative artists like Neri, the architectural elements found in Annunciation paintings, such 

as the lines of columns and the interior space, provided the artist with an opportunity to 

demonstrate his ability to create perspective.  This design element was popular with patrons 

“who desired the voguish sign of contemporary art often associated with powerful individual 

patrons and corporate bodies.”
136

  Therefore, it is clear that clients were concerned not only with 

the subject of the painting, and the quality of the materials used, but also with the technical skill 

evident in the design of the painting. 

Evidence from other paintings further suggests that Neri used a cartoon to create the 

architectural elements of his Annunciation paintings.  If we compare two paintings from Neri’s 

workshop that depict the Annunciation, one completed in 1464 (Florence, Galleria 

dell'Accademia, Fig. 84), and the other finished in 1471 (Barberino Valdelsa, Santa Lucia al 

Borghetto, Figs. 85 - 87), the depth of the coffered ceiling is the same, and the lines depicting the 

squares of the coffering correspond exactly (Fig. 88).  Furthermore, three other paintings from 

Neri’s workshop demonstrate similar perspective lines in the ceiling or canopy: a 1475 depiction 

of the Annunciation (Florence, Santa Trinita, Figs. 89 - 91), an undated Annunciation (Florence, 

San Marcello Pistoiese, Fig. 92) and a late 1470s Coronation of the Virgin in the Museo di San 

                                                 
135

 Seven of the eleven paintings of the Annunciation that are described in the Ricordanze are extant. 
136

 Megan Holmes, ‘Neri di Bicci and the Commodification of Artistic Values in Florentine Painting (1450-1500),’ 

in: The Art Market in Italy, Marcello Fantoni, Louisa C. Matthew, Sara F. Matthews-Grieco, eds. (Modena: Panini, 

2003), pp. 216 – 217. 
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Casciano (Fig. 93).  It is possible that the workshop simply had a set of measurements that they 

used to create the spacing of the perspective lines and the depth of the ceiling, but there is 

nothing to suggest that this would have been an easier construction method.  If the workshop 

generated brocade designs with cartoons, then it is likely that cartoons were also used to create a 

realistic spatial setting.  As previously discussed, Polzer convincingly demonstrated that 

Masaccio used cartoons for the architectural elements in his Trinity fresco, and thus it seems 

likely that Neri could have employed cartoons in order to construct the architecture in his 

depictions of the Annunciation.
137

 

 
Figure 84: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Florence, Galleria dell'Accademia, 1464, 178 x 170 cm, inv. 1890 n. 

8620. 
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 Polzer, ‘The Anatomy of Masaccio's Holy Trinity,’ p. 58.   
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Figure 85: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Barberino Valdelsa, Santa Lucia al Borghetto, 1471, approx. 160 x 170 

cm including the frame. 

 

 

   
Figures 86 - 87: Details of Figure 85. 
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Figure 88: Composite image of Figures 84 and 85. 

 

 
Figure 89: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Florence, Santa Trinita, approx. 144.7 x 172.0 cm including 

frame.  
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Figures 90 and 91: Details of Detail of Figure 89. 

 

 

 
Figure 92: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Florence, San Marcello Pistoiese, 158 x 152 cm 
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Figure 93: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Paul, John Baptist, Peter, James, Mary Magdalen 

and a Bishop Saint, with four Angels, San Casciano Val di Pesa, Museo di San Casciano, 1476 - 1481, 184 x 183 

cm. 

 

3.9.3  Outline cartoons 

Apart from using cartoons for decorative details and architecture, Neri also used cartoons 

to produce the figures in his paintings.  For example, in Neri’s Madonna and Child with Saints 

from 1454 (Fig. 78, location unknown), the face of the Madonna corresponds exactly with the 

Madonna in his 1473 Madonna and Child with Saints from San Casciano (Fig. 79).   The face in 

the 1454 painting measures 16.5 centimeters from the top of the head to the chin, and the face of 
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the 1473 Madonna is almost exactly the same size, measuring 16.2 centimeters.
138

  As we can 

see from a scale comparison of the two paintings (Figs. 94 - 95), the Christ Child is significantly 

larger in the earlier painting, despite the fact that the Madonna’s face has not changed.  This 

suggests that Neri’s workshop had separate cartoons for the face and figure of the Madonna and 

the rest of the composition, since the dimensions of the faces remained constant but the 

proportions of the Christ figure were altered.   

 
Figure 94: Scaled comparison of Figures 78 and 79. 

                                                 
138

 These measurements were made from scaled canvases in Photoshop. 
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Figure 95: Composite image of Figures 78 and 79. 

 

It is not surprising that Neri’s workshop used a cartoon for the face of the Madonna.  The 

Madonna was a figure of primary importance in Florentine society, since the Virgin Mary was 

often the focus of religious practice.
139

  Significantly, the demand for images of the Madonna 

increased throughout the last half of the fifteenth century in Florence.  Martin Wackernagel, in 

his analysis of Florentine society, claims that every family must have owned an image of the 

Madonna, which was used as the focus of religious activity.
140

  The importance placed on 

achieving a realistic and empathetic depiction of the Madonna’s face is attested to by the 

numerous extant Florentine drawings of female heads from the last decades of the fifteenth 

century, several of which were used as cartoons, as discussed earlier in this chapter.
141

  Thus, it 

may have been common practice to use a cartoon for the head of the Madonna.  In the corpus of 
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 See for example Cathleen Hoeniger, The renovation of paintings in Tuscany, 1250-1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995), p. 26; Holmes, ‘Copying practices and marketing strategies,’ p. 59.  
140

 Martin Wackernagel, Der Lebensraum des Künstlers in der Florentinischen Renaissance: Aufgaben und 

Auftraggeber, Werkstatt und Kunstmarkt (First published Leipzig 1938), The World of the Florentine Renaissance 

Artist: Projects and Patrons, Workshop and Art market, Alison Luchs, trans. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 

2011), p. 103. 
141

 For an example of this see Chapman, Fra Angelico to Leonardo, pp. 164 – 165, Piero Pollaiuolo, Head of Faith, 

drawing, charcoal, red and black chalk, 21.1 x 18.2 cm, Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe, 

(14506 F). 
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work produced by Neri there are many examples of a scale repetition of this Madonna face, 

which indicates that the same design was used repeatedly in his workshop. 

Using cartoons for the faces of figures was most likely a time-saving measure for Neri’s 

workshop.  The majority of Neri’s figures in larger paintings were set against a gold ground, and 

thus the outlines of the figure would have had to be established before and after the gilding was 

completed.  In addition to this, the heads of Neri’s depictions of the Madonna and Saints were 

almost always completely surrounded by the gold of their haloes.  As we can see from Skaug’s 

analysis of Neri’s Uffizi painting, the workshop incised a clear outline of the figure’s face onto 

the ground in the initial construction phase.  Skaug’s image of the incision lines also shows that 

only the heads and the attributes of the saints were incised, a disembodied arrangement which 

clearly indicates copying.   The fact that there are incision lines for only the heads and attributes 

of the figures suggests that Neri used a complete cartoon to create the incision lines, and not 

simply a cartoon of the head, since only a full cartoon could reliably indicate the correct 

placement of the attributes in relation to the head of the figure.  Incising the heads and attributes 

of the saints allowed the workshop to create a balanced and accurate composition.          

Two paintings depicting the Annunciation further demonstrate how Neri used full figural 

cartoons to replicate his figures.  The first painting was commissioned in 1471 by Gherardino di 

Nicholo Bertini for the Church of San Francesco in the small town of Barberino Valdelsa 

(currently located in Barberino Valdelsa, Santa Lucia al Borghetto, Fig. 85), and the second is a 

painting of approximately the same dimensions, but of unknown provenance, completed around 

1475 (Florence, Santa Trinita, Fig. 89).
142

  Both works depict the Madonna seated on the right in 

an open portico with the Angel Gabriel approaching her from the left.  Once scaled images of the 

two works are overlaid, the outlines of the Madonna and of the Angel Gabriel correspond exactly 
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 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 374 - 375 (entry n. 702).   
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(Fig. 96 - 97).  However, the distance between the two figures is slightly different, which 

demonstrates that separate figural cartoons were used to create the figures.  The later 

Annunciation painting, from 1475, has less detail than the earlier painting, which also suggests 

the use of a cartoon.  For example, the column depicted in each painting is the same width and 

has the same capital, but the 1471 painting has fluting on the column while the column depicted 

in the 1475 painting is smooth.     

 
Figure 96: Scaled composite image of Figures 85 and 89. 

 
Figure 97: Scaled composite image of Figures 85 and 89. 
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 Numerous other paintings from the workshop testify to Neri’s use of cartoons for his 

figures.  For example, there is a correspondence in the outlines of the Madonna in two paintings 

depicting the Annunciation: a painting completed around 1458 (Bagno a Ripoli, Chiesa di Santa 

Maria a Quarto, Fig. 98) and the previously discussed Annunciation from 1464 (Florence, 

Galleria dell'Accademia, Fig. 84).  Intriguingly, small details between the two paintings 

correspond, such as the positioning and spacing of the nails from which the cloth of honour is 

hanging, which once again these correspondences suggest that a cartoon, or a basic pattern, was 

used to produce the painting.   

  

 
Figure 98: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Bagno a Ripoli, Chiesa di Santa Maria a Quarto, 1458, 151 x 153 cm.  
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Further examples of Neri using outline cartoons can be found in two of his depictions of 

the Coronation of the Virgin.
143

  The first example is one of Neri’s best preserved paintings, a 

large Coronation of the Virgin commissioned by the merchant Bartolomeo Lenzi in June of 1460 

for the Florentine children’s orphanage, the Spedale degli Innocenti (Florence, Museo dello 

Spedale degli Innocenti, Fig. 72).
144

  The second painting was most likely commissioned a few 

years after 1475 for the church of Santo Spirito in Florence, but is currently in the collection of 

the Museo Civico in Pescia (Fig. 99).
145

  

 
Figure 99: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Saints Bernard, Paul Barbara, Catherine, John Baptist 

and Jerome, Pescia, Museo Civico, Biblioteca Comunale, 1475 or later, 163 x 163 cm.   
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 By my count, there are fourteen extant paintings depicting this subject which were produced by Neri’s workshop.  

Neri consistently painted the Coronation in the same manner, with Christ and the Virgin located within a circular 

gold ground and surrounded by Saints and angels.  The Ricordanze mentions eight Coronations, only three of which 

are lost or untraced.  Of the fourteen extant paintings of this subject there are seven that demonstrate a similar figure 

type.  These paintings can be found in the following locations: Florence, Ospedali degli Innocenti, Museo; Florence, 

San Bartolo a Cintoia; Arezzo, Badia di San Piero a Ruoti; two in Florence, Galleria dell'Accademia; Pescia, Museo 

Civico; Montecarlo, Convento di San Francesco. 
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The size and shape of the primary figures, the Madonna and Christ, correspond almost 

exactly, since the heights of the Pescia and Spedale Madonnas are approximately seventy and 

seventy-one centimeters, respectively, and the images of Christ are seventy-two and seventy-one 

centimeters.
146

  However, the distance between the figures is not the same, which would seem to 

indicate that the figures were created from individual cartoons.   Even though there is more than 

fifteen years between the two paintings, they were both commissioned by prominent families for 

public locations in Florence.  Thus the similarities between the two paintings are not surprising, 

despite the length of time between the commissions.  Two other paintings depicting the 

Coronation are also a close match: one from 1466 (Florence, San Bartolo a Cintoia, Fig. 59), and 

the other from 1472 (Ruoti di Valdambra, Badia di San Piero a Ruoti, Chapter 2, Fig. 7).  When 

scaled images of the 1466 Coronation and the 1472 Coronation are overlaid, we once again find 

that the outlines of the Madonna figures correspond, but not the figures of Christ (Fig. 100).    

 
                               Figure 100: Scaled composite image of Figures 7 and 59. 

                                                 
146

 This was based on my measurements. 
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Neri’s depictions of the Assumption of the Virgin also demonstrate the use of figural 

cartoons.  Neri consistently depicted the Assumption in the same manner, with the Virgin 

surrounded by a golden mandorla, and handing her belt down to Saint Thomas, who is kneeling 

on the lower left side of the painting.  Various saints and angels were added to the left and right 

of these primary figures.   Two depictions of the Assumption have very similar Madonnas, and 

also a close correspondence in the portions of the Madonna’s clothing that is gilded, such as the 

detailing around her neck and along the edge of her robe.  Both paintings date from 1467, one 

completed for the church of San Leonardo in Arcetri in Florence (Figs. 101 and 102), and the 

other for the church of San Michele in Prato (Philadelphia Museum of Art, Figs. 103 and 27).
147

   

It is not surprising that the areas that are gilded correspond in both paintings since it is these 

regions that would have been incised before and after gilding (Figs. 104 and 105).  Thus, it 

would have greatly expedited the process of marking the gilded elements of the painting if the 

workshop was using a cartoon.  In addition to the similarities in the figures and the gilded areas 

of the clothing, the oval-shaped gold ground behind the Madonnas is the same size in both 

paintings.  This silhouette also appears in several other Assumption paintings from Neri’s 

workshop, such as a 1465 painting in Moscow (Fig. 106), and a 1467 painting from Bagno di 

Romagna (Fig. 107).  All four paintings also share a very close correspondence in the size and 

the positioning of the main figures, which is not surprising considering that they were all 

completed within a two-year period, between 1465 and 1467.   
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 San Leonardo in Arcetri is a small church located just a short walk outside of the Florentine city gate of San 

Giorgio that also commissioned two other paintings from Neri’s workshop, an Annunciation painting in 1458, and a 

1461 Coronation of the Virgin, which is now in the collection of the Musée Jacquemart-André in Paris.  The fresco 

that Neri’s father created for the gate of San Giorgio is still visible and in reasonable condition due to the fact that it 

is somewhat sheltered from the elements. 
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Figure 101: Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints Peter, Jerome, Francis and John Baptist, 

Florence, San Leonardo in Arcetri, 1467, 144 x 168 cm. 

 

   
Left, Figure 102: Detail of Figure 101. 

Right, Figure 103: Detail of Figure 27. 



170 

 

 
       Figure 104: Scaled composite image of Figures 101 and 27. 

 

 
                    Figure 105: Scaled composite image of Figures 101 and 27. 
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Figure 106: Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints John the Baptist, Nicholas, Thomas, 

Julian, Francis and Jerome, Moscow, State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, 1465, 147 x 185 cm. 

 

 
Figure 107: Neri di Bicci, Assumption of the Virgin with Saints Thomas, Benedict, John the Baptist, Peter, Paul, 

Agnes and Romuald, Bagno di Romagna, Santa Maria del Fiore, 1467, 225 x 190 cm. 
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Neri also re-used figural cartoons within his paintings.  For example, in a depiction of the 

Trinity commissioned in August of 1463 for the church of San Niccolò Oltrarno in Florence, it is 

clear that the same cartoon was used for the figures of Saints Lawrence and Leonard, since they 

are mirror images of each other (Figs. 108 and 109).  After producing one of the figures, the 

cartoon was simply turned over in order to create the second figure.  As previously discussed, the 

practice of flipping the design of smaller figures within the same painting was not uncommon 

and can be found in the work of several of Neri’s contemporaries.
148

     

 
Figure 108: Neri di Bicci, Trinity with Saints Lawrence, John the Baptist, Francis and Leonard, Florence, San 

Niccolò Oltrarno, Sacristy, 1463, 158 x 164 cm. 
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Figure 109: Detail of Figure 108, scaled composite image of saints depicted in painting. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the evidence found in extant paintings, it is certain that cartoons were 

frequently employed in Neri’s workshop for several aspects of his work.  Spolveri were used for 

repetitive details, such as the clothing of his figures, other decorative cloth found in the painting, 

and also the frieze patterns frequently found on the frames of his paintings.  Cartoons were also 

used for architectural elements, such as the lines of the thrones found most often in depictions of 

the Madonna and Child with Saints, and the perspectival lines in his representations of the 

Annunciation.  By comparing the figures found in his paintings, it is also evident that Neri had 

outline cartoons for individual figures.  Cartoons were an important tool since they allowed the 

workshop to create copies of their designs that could easily be replicated and used in future 
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commissions.  They also allowed the workshop to function efficiently, since design elements 

could be assigned to assistants without fear of creating an unbalanced composition.  Regardless 

of our modern estimation of his skill, it is clear that Neri’s workshop supplied a product that was 

much in demand in early Renaissance Florence, and that cartoons allowed Neri to produce 

paintings in a timely and cost-effective manner.    
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Evidence for Collaboration between Artists 
 

The majority of fifteenth-century Florentine artists were not isolated virtuosos.  In fact, they were 

active members of society, closely engaged with their fellow painters.  They formed partnerships 

with other artists, worked together on projects, and taught their craft to dozens of young 

apprentices.  The web of connections between Neri and his contemporaries, evident not only in 

archival documents but also in extant paintings, suggests that Neri was a substantial member of 

the artistic community, and that his designs were influenced by the work of other painters.  In 

this chapter, the surprisingly collaborative nature of fifteenth-century Florentine art production 

will be revealed through an examination of the importance of Florentine neighbourhoods, the 

role of compagnie and other societies, examples of partnerships formed by artists, and the visual 

evidence for the exchange of designs between artists.  

4.1  The location of the Bicci family residences and workshops   

Neri’s environment, and more specifically his neighbourhood, had a significant influence 

on his artistic career.  Although the writings of authors such as Cennino Cennini and Leon 

Battista Alberti would have provided artists with a strong technical understanding, it is almost 

certain that artists gained the majority of their knowledge through experiences such as their 

apprenticeships and interactions with other artists.  As the work of historians Richard Trexler, 

Nicholas Eckstein, and Richard Goldthwaite has revealed, there was also a tendency for artists 

and patrons to form close networks within their immediate communities.
1
  The sense of 

                                                 
1
 Richard Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence (New York: Academic Press, 1980); Nicholas Eckstein, The 
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community was especially strong in the Green Dragon district, a bustling neighbourhood located 

across the river from the more affluent quarters of Florence (Figs. 110 – 111) .
2
  

 
Figure 110: Map of Florence from c. 1420 -1450, with each Gonfalone indicated.  From:  Florentine 

Renaissance Resources, Online Tratte of Office Holders, 1282 - 1532, David Herlilhy, R. Burr Litchfield, 

Anthony Molho, and Roberto Barducci, eds. (Florentine Renaissance Resources/STG: Brown University, 

Providence, R.I., 2002, http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/tratte), accessed June 1, 2012. 

 

                                                 
2
 Apart from Santo Spirito, the other quarters were: San Giovanni, Santa Croce, and Santa Maria Novella.  Eckstein, 

The District of the Green Dragon, p. xi.   
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Figure 111: Francesco Rosselli, Chain Map of Florence, Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett, Staatlichen Museen, c. 

1471 - 1482, 57.8 x 131.6 cm, inv. 899-100.  Copyright held by the Kupferstichkabinett der Staatlichen 

Museen zu Berlin.  

 

  

Although many artists operated their workshops from the ground floor of their homes, the 

Bicci family appear to have kept separate living and work quarters.  The exact location of the 

Bicci residence is unknown prior to 1427, but it is possible that they lived in Florence, since 

Neri’s grandfather enrolled in the Florentine painter’s guild in 1370, at the age of 20, and was 

active in the city in the following decades.
3
  Although Neri’s father submitted a 1427 tax return 

in the Green Dragon district, he also declared extensive property in the Gangalandi region, 

located approximately 13 kilometers from Florence, which suggests that the family maintained 

two residences.  In the tax return, Bicci describes his house in Gangalandi, which was situated on 

12 acres of land: “io Bicci o il mio luogo nel comune di Gangalandi nel popolo di Santo Michele 

Castello; una casa dov’io abito in contado con dodici istaiora di terr.”
4
  Coincidentally, in 

Gangalandi the Bicci were neighbours of Neri’s future patron, Tommaso Soderini.
5
  In total, 

Bicci owned six properties in Gangalandi, with assets which included olive trees and wooded 

                                                 
3
 Barbara Buhler Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo (Indiana University, Ph.D. Dissertation, 1979), p. 

46.  Neri’s grandfather was working in Florence in the 1360s and 1390s, but in 1399 he was active in Empoli. 
4
 Ibid., p. 162.  

5
 Eve Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze, a cura di Bruno Santi,’ The Art Bulletin (vol. 61, 1979), p. 

317. 

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublication?journalCode=artbulletin
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land.
6
  Although these properties might have been recently purchased, the extent of the holdings 

suggests that they had been in the family for some time.  It is conceivable that the family 

maintained residences in both Florence and Gangalandi in the fourteenth through the fifteenth 

centuries, but we cannot know for certain.  

 
Figure 112: Map of the Green Dragon District in Florence.  From: Nicholas Eckstein, ‘Addressing Wealth in 

Renaissance Florence: Some New Soundings from the Catasto of 1427,’ Journal of Urban History (Vol. 32, 

July 2006), p. 713.  Copyright held by Nicholas Eckstein. 

 

                                                 
6
 Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 8. 
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Nevertheless, we know that by 1427 the Bicci family were living in Florence on the Via 

San Salvadore in the Green Dragon district, in the Santo Spirito quarter (Fig. 112).  Half the 

house was inhabited by Neri’s paternal grandmother, Nanne, who in her 1427 return declared no 

taxable income, but was described as owning the house in which she resided.
7
  She might have 

lived in the house with her husband, Lorenzo di Bicci, who died sometime in the 1420s.
8
  The 

remainder of the building was occupied by Neri and his extended family, which included his 

maternal grandmother, Lucia (described as “seventy and deaf”), his parents (Bicci di Lorenzo 

and Benedetta), and his siblings.
9
  Neri was the second-eldest child, and his three sisters (Andrea, 

Maddalena, and Gemma) were eleven, six, and three, respectively.
10

    

From the 1440s until at least the 1460s, Neri and his family were still in the Green 

Dragon district in the Santo Spirito quarter, living in a rented house on the Via Chiara.
11

  We 

have no record of the family residence from the late 1460s onwards, but since the majority of 

Neri’s clients in the 1460s were from the Santo Spirito quarter, it is likely that Neri continued to 

live in the neighbourhood.  A marginal entry in the Ricordanze made in 1484 indicates that Neri 

was in the process of purchasing a house, but the location of the building or the results of the 

purchase are unknown.
12

  In 1491, Neri was buried alongside his father, and possibly his 

                                                 
7
 Ibid., p. 9. 

8
 Bruno Santi, ‘Lorenzo di Bicci,’ Grove Art Online, Oxford Art Online, Oxford University Press, 

(www.oxfordartonline.com), accessed January 11, 2012. 
9
 Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 169.   

10
 Ibid., p. 9. 

11
 Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze (MS. 1453 - 1475, Uffizi Library, Manoscritti, no. 2),  Le ricordanze (10 marzo 

1453-24 aprile 1475), Bruno Santi, ed. (Pisa: Marlin, 1976), pp. 83 - 83 (entry n. 163, Oct. 24, 1457); pp. 230 - 232 

(entry nn. 450, 451, June 20, 1464).   
12

 Ibid., p. 235 (entry n. 457, Jan. 5, 1484). 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/
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grandfather, in their family tomb in Santa Maria del Carmine, located in the heart of the Green 

Dragon district, a strong indication of the family’s extended engagement with the community.
13

   

The location of the Bicci residences is fairly clear, but the question of where the Bicci ran 

their business is not entirely straightforward.  The issue is complicated by the fact that the family 

owned and rented several properties, the majority of which were located on the Via San 

Salvadore, in the Green Dragon district.  Bruno Santi and Eve Borsook both believe that Neri 

maintained two workshops concurrently, one on the Via San Salvadore and the other in the Porta 

Rossa region.  Bruno Santi describes the location of Neri’s business, saying that the “business 

was carried on in two different locations - the diary mentions one shop in Via San Salvadore in 

the Oltrarno district and another, more central, at the Porta Rossa, near Piazza della Signoria.”
14

  

Borsook concurs, saying that Neri’s workshops were “near his home in the Oltrarno on the Via 

San Salvadore which had been his father's old shop, and another acquired by Neri in the heart of 

the city's commercial district, at Porta Rossa.”
15

  However, based on an analysis of the available 

material (see Table Sixteen, below), it is questionable if Neri operated two workshops 

simultaneously.      

Within Table Sixteen, the properties have been labelled alphabetically, based on my 

analysis of the material, in order to facilitate the discussion of the locations.  It is possible to 

associate certain properties based on details such as the description of the rental terms, the names 

of the neighbours, or the street names. 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Ellen Callmann, ‘Painting in Masaccio’s Florence’ in: The Cambridge Companion to Masaccio, Diane Cole Ahl, 

ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 72; Neri’s mother, Amato di Andrea Amati, who died on 

February 2, 1467, was also buried in this church: Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 294 - 295 (entry n. 557).  
14

 Bruno Santi, ‘Neri di Bicci,’ Grove Art Online, Oxford Art Online, Oxford University Press 

(www.oxfordartonline.com), accessed January 11, 2012. 
15

 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze,’ p. 314. 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/
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Table Sixteen: References to the Location of the Bicci residences and workshops 
Property Location 

(Florence unless 

otherwise noted) 

Text Period Annual 

Rent
16

 

Note 

A Via San Salvadore  

 

“E posta la detta casa nel popolo di 

Santo Friano, quartiere di Santo 

Spirito, con falone Drago verde… 

via San Salvadore”
17

 

1427  Residence 

B Gangalandi, Santo 

Michele Castello 

“Io Bicci o il mio luogo nel comune 

di Gangalandi nel popolo di Santo 

Michele Castello; una casa dov’io 

abito in contado con dodici istaiora 

di terr”
 18

 

1427  Bicci di Lorenzo 

owned extensive 

property in 

Gangalandi 

C Via San Salvadore  

  

“o un mezza casa a pigione dove io 

fo bottega”
 19

 

1427 10 lire Workshop, 

rented from 

Giovanni Bello 

da Montecaregli 

A Via San Salvadore  “tochane a me per tre quarti lib. 32 

soldi 5 istavi pigione ghuarianta di 

borghanni tessa drapi”
 20

 

1446  Renting out 

property to 

weavers 

D Via San Salvadore   “una chasa in chamaldolj post in 

via San Salvadore la quale tenjamo 

e usiamo per nostra bothego ad 

pigniere chonperanno dalla bate dj 

chamaldolj piu tempo fa”
 21

 

1446  Workshop 

purchased from 

Camaldolese 

monks 

E Via Chiara “pigione una chasa in via chiara”
 22

 1446 70 lire Residence, 

rented 

A Via San Salvadore  “o tre quarti duna casa…. Via San 

Salvadore”
 23

 

1451   Renting out 

property 

D Via San Salvadore  “une chasetta posta in detta via [san 

Salvadore] e popolo laquale 

tegniamo a uso di nostra bottegha 

avemole in pahamento per lavoro 

fatta da mia arte  dalla bate bastiano 

abate di camaldoli”
 24

   

1451
25

  Bicci workshop 

E Via Chiara “pigione I una chasa”
 26

 1451
27

  Residence, 

                                                 
16

 Where necessary, I have converted the values provided in florins to lire, at the conversion rate of five lire to one 

florin.  See the second chapter of this thesis for an analysis of the exchange rates used by Neri. 
17

 Archivio Centrale di Stato di Firenze, Catasto, Quartiere Santo Spirito, Gonfalone Drago, 1427, vol. 59, p. 552.  

As recorded by Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 165. 
18

 Ibid., pp. 162 - 165. 
19

 Ibid., p. 168. 
20

 Archivio Centrale di Stato di Firenze, Catasto, Quartiere Santo Spirito, Gonfalone Drago, Portata del 1446, sto.  

Cod. 654, p. 533; as recorded by Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 172. 
21

 Ibid.. 
22

 Ibid.. 
23

 Archivio Centrale di Stato di Firenze, Catasto, Quartiere Santo Spirito, Gonfalone Drago, Portata del 1451, 

portato, Sto. Cod. 924, pp. 47, 47t, and 48; as recorded by Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 173. 
24

 Ibid.. 
25

 Ibid.. 
26

 Ibid.. 
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rented 

E Via Chiara “casa di nuovo ritolsi a pigione 

dalla Chonpagnia del Pipione”
 28

  

Nov. 1, 

1459 – 

1464 

70 lire Residence, 

rented 

F Via Porta Rossa  “quando tolsi la botegha da 

Mariotto Davanzati in porta rossa”
 

29
   

Mar. 1, 

1460 – 

1465 

48 lire Workshop, 

rented 

G Via Porta Rossa “quando tolsi la botegha 

d’Andreino delle Sarge”
30

 

Dec. 1, 

1458 - 

Mar. 1, 

1460 

48 lire Workshop, 

rented 

D Via San Salvadore “la chasa ch’io apigionai dove 

facevo la botegha in chamaldoli”
31

 

Dec. 1, 

1458 – 

1460 

40 lire Workshop, 

rented out 

D Via San Salvadore “vendita della chasa dove istavo a 

botegha”
32

 

 415 lire  

(sale) 

Neri sold old 

workshop 

F Via Porta Rossa “quando tolsi di nuovo a pigione la 

botegha dove isto”
33

 

Mar. 1, 

1465 – 

1470 

65 lire Workshop, 

rented  

E Via Chiara “chasa tolsi a pigione in via Chiara”
 

34
 

Nov. 1, 

1464 – 

1469 

70 lire House, rented  

I Via San Salvadore “chasa di chamaldoli apigionata a 

lia”
35

 

Nov. 1, 

1464 – 

1467 

60 lire House, rented 

out? 

H Via Chiara “chonpera di chasa da papi 

dell’acirito”
36

 

1464  House 

purchased?  

E Via Chiara “chasa di via Chiara apigionai”
37

 1464, 3 

years 

22.5 lire House, rented 

E Via Chiara “chasa tolti a pigione da mon’Orsa” 
38

 

1466 105 lire House, rented 

F Porta Rossa, Santa 

Trinita 

“ritolsi la botegha a pigione”
39

 1472  Workshop, 

rental, 

negotiations 

F Porta Rossa, Santa 

Trinita 

“protesto a Bernardo Pulci a mona 

Lisa e agli eredi di Mariotto 

Davanzatti”
 40

 

Nov. 1 

1472 - 

Nov. 1, 

80 lire  Workshop, 

rental, 

negotiations 

                                                                                                                                                             
27

 Ibid.. 
28

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 83 - 84 (entry n. 163). 
29

 Ibid., p. 104 (entry n. 203). 
30

 Ibid., p. 104 (entry n. 204). 
31

 Ibid., p. 105 (entry n. 206). 
32

 Ibid., p. 147 (entry n. 289).   
33

 Ibid., pp. 201 - 202 (entry n. 400). 
34

 Ibid., pp. 230 - 232 (entry nn. 450, 451). 
35

 Ibid., p. 232 (entry n. 452). 
36

 Ibid., p.234 - 235 (entry n. 456). 
37

 Ibid., p. 236 (entry n. 458). 
38

 Ibid., p. 289 (entry n. 548). 
39

 Ibid., p. 405 - 406 (entry n. 757). 
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1477 

I Gangalandi, Santo 

Michele Castello 

  1 year 10 lire House, rental 

J Marginal reference 

to possible house 

purchase
41

 

 1484  House  

 

Examining the origins of the family’s workshop allows us to better trace the locations 

that Neri used for his business.  As you can see in the above chart, in 1427, Bicci di Lorenzo was 

renting half a workshop on the Via San Salvadore (Property C) at an annual rate of ten lire.
42

  By 

1442 the workshop was operating out of space located in Santa Maria Nuova, and it is not clear 

if the workshop on the Via San Salvadore (Property C) was retained.
43

  Bicci’s catasto return of 

1446 describes two properties on the Via San Salvadore: one of them a building that had been 

purchased from the Camaldolese monks and was being used by the Bicci as a workshop 

(Property D), the other a house which the Biccis only partially owned, and which they were 

renting out to weavers (Property A).
44

        

If we break down the rental contracts documented in the Ricordanze, there is no clear 

overlap between Neri’s activity in the workshop on the Via San Salvadore (Property D) and his 

new location near Santa Trinita.  In December of 1458, Neri moved his workshop out of the 

Green Dragon district into temporary workshop space located near the Porta Rossa in the Santa 

Trinita area (Property G).
45

  Fifteen months later Neri moved again, to a more permanent 

workshop located nearby on the corner of the Via Porta Rossa and Via Mariotto, ideally situated 

in a high-traffic location near Santa Trinita (Property F).  For at least ten years Neri rented this 

                                                                                                                                                             
40

 Ibid., p. 415 - 416 (entry n. 773). 
41

 Ibid., p. 235 - 236 (margin of entry n. 457). 
42

 Walsh, The fresco paintings of Bicci di Lorenzo, p. 168. 
43

 Anabel Thomas, Workshop Procedure of Fifteenth-Century Florentine Artists (Ph.D. Dissertation, Courtauld 

Institute of Art, 1976), p. 57.  
44

 Santi, ‘Lorenzo di Bicci.’  
45

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 104 (entry n. 204).  

http://www.worldcat.org/wcpa/oclc/237403112?page=frame&url=http%3A%2F%2Flibrary.kcl.ac.uk%2FF%2F%3FCON_LNG%3DCIA%26local_base%3DCIA%26checksum%3D1b9713eb0080cac5c66513ec5debefdc&title=Courtauld+Institute+of+Art&linktype=opac&detail=RTD%3ACourtauld+Institute+of+Art%3AAcademic+Library
http://www.worldcat.org/wcpa/oclc/237403112?page=frame&url=http%3A%2F%2Flibrary.kcl.ac.uk%2FF%2F%3FCON_LNG%3DCIA%26local_base%3DCIA%26checksum%3D1b9713eb0080cac5c66513ec5debefdc&title=Courtauld+Institute+of+Art&linktype=opac&detail=RTD%3ACourtauld+Institute+of+Art%3AAcademic+Library
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workshop from the prominent Florentine Mariotto Davanzatti, whose residence, the Palazzo 

Davanzatti, was located nearby.
46

  Thus, from December of 1458 until at least March of 1470, 

Neri’s workshop was firmly established in the Porta Rossa region of the Santa Maria Novella 

quarter.   

Based on the available information, it appears as if Neri did not maintain a workshop on 

the Via San Salvadore in the Santo Spirito district while operating from the Santa Maria Novella 

quarter.  On November 22, 1458, Neri rented the Via San Salvadore workshop (Property A) to a 

family of weavers, for a period of two years, and in August of 1460, Neri sold his father’s old 

workshop (Property D) for eighty-three florins.
47

  Neri likely parted with his father’s workshop 

and rented out the other space since they were no longer required; he had established a 

flourishing business closer to the city centre, in a more affluent area of Florence.   

 Although Neri’s business was located outside of the Green Dragon district in the 1460s, 

he remained closely connected to his original neighbourhood.  Apart from maintaining a 

residence in the Green Dragon district, Neri was also an active member of local groups, such as 

confraternities, the manifestos of which exemplify the social atmosphere of the neighborhood.   

Confraternities were open to both men and women, and Eckstein describes them as “voluntary 

associations of men and women who met regularly, mostly in the city’s friaries, to worship, to 

organize charity and to carry out penitential practices.”
48

  The two major groups in the Green 

Dragon district were the Sant’Agnese Confraternity and the Brucciata Confraternity, which was 

dedicated to San Frediano.
49

  What was unusual about these two organizations was that only 

                                                 
46

 Ibid., p. 104 (entry nn. 203, 400). 
47

 Ibid., p. 147 (entry n. 289). 
48

 Eckstein, The District of the Green Dragon, p. 62. 
49

 Ibid.. 
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residents of the Green Dragon district were permitted to join.
50

  Only one other confraternity in 

Florence (the company of Santa Maria delle Neve) had the same residence-based restriction on 

membership.
51

  The majority of the artists in the Green Dragon district, including the Bicci 

family, belonged to the Sant’Agnese confraternity.
52

  Eckstein claims that “nearly all of Drago’s 

artists knew and collaborated with each other as members of a neighbourhood community.”
53

  

Commissions had a tendency to remain within the community, and family workshops flourished 

by remaining in the neighbourhood.     

4.2  Organizations that fostered artistic collaboration 

Apart from the importance of the Confraternities, the Compagnia di San Luca also played 

an important role in the professional lives of Florentine artists.  The Compagnia was founded in 

1339, and fostered a sense of community and collaboration between artists.
54

  Although many of 

its members were also enrolled in the guilds of the Arte dei Medici, Speziali e Merciai (Guild of 

Doctors, Apothecaries, and Grocers), and the Arte di Pietra e Legname (Guild of Workers in 

Stone and Wood), the Compagnia di San Luca was intended specifically for those involved in the 

production of devotional objects, which included artists, woodworkers, and gilders.  In the 

fifteenth century, the company met twice a month, and membership was provisional upon a 

matriculation fee of six soldi (twelve for foreigners), and annual dues of ten soldi, or half a lire.
55

  

The money was used as a kind of group insurance policy, since the company pledged to support 

                                                 
50

 Ibid., pp. 205 - 206. 
51

 Ibid.. 
52

 Ibid., pp. 48, 62, 205, 206.   
53

 Ibid., p. 43. 
54

 Annamaria Bernacchioni, ‘Le Botteghe di Pittura: Luoghi, Strutture e Attivita’ in: Maestri e botteghe: pittura a 

Firenze alla fine del Quattrocento: Firenze, Palazzo Strozzi, 16 ottobre 1992-10 gennaio 1993, Mina Gregori, 

Antonio Paolucci and Cristina Acidini Luchinat, eds. (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 1992), p. 26. 
55

 Dennis V. Geronimus, Louis A. Waldman, ‘Children of Mercury: New Light on the Members of the Florentine 

Company of St. Luke (c. 1475 - c. 1525),’ Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz (vol. 47, 2003), 

p. 120. 

http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Dennis+V.+Geronimus%22&wc=on&acc=on
http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Louis+A.+Waldman%22&wc=on&acc=on
http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/stable/27655332?&Search=yes&term=botteghe&term=e&term=Maestri&list=hide&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DMaestri%2Be%2Bbotteghe%2B%26gw%3Djtx%26acc%3Don%26prq%3DMaestri%2Be%2Bbotteghe%2Breview%26hp%3D25%26so%3Dnew%26wc%3Don%26resultsServiceName%3DdoBasicResultsFromArticle&item=19&ttl=137&returnArticleService=showFullText
http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/stable/27655332?&Search=yes&term=botteghe&term=e&term=Maestri&list=hide&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DMaestri%2Be%2Bbotteghe%2B%26gw%3Djtx%26acc%3Don%26prq%3DMaestri%2Be%2Bbotteghe%2Breview%26hp%3D25%26so%3Dnew%26wc%3Don%26resultsServiceName%3DdoBasicResultsFromArticle&item=19&ttl=137&returnArticleService=showFullText
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any member who was in financial difficulty, and provided assistance with expenses such as 

dowries and funerals.
56

  

An analysis of the membership of the Compagnia di San Luca provides us with an idea of 

the scope of Neri’s social and professional interactions.  Neri was a prominent member of the 

Compagnia, and evidence suggests that he interacted closely with his fellow members.  For 

example, in January of 1484, Neri was appointed procurator for the company, along with 

Vittorio Ghiberti and Cosimo Rosselli, and was responsible for representing the company in 

legal matters.
57

  Other artists who were members of the company concurrently with Neri 

included Alesso Baldovinetti, Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli, Biagio d'Antonio, Davide and 

Domenico Ghirlandaio, Filippino Lippi, Francesco Botticini, Lo Scheggia (Giovanni di ser 

Giovanni di Simone), Giusto d'Andrea di Giusto, Jacopo del Sellaio, Pollaiuolo, and Botticelli.
58

  

Monks were exempt from guild membership, which is why we do not find references to artists 

such as Fra Angelico and Fra Filippo Lippi.
59

  Three of the gold-beaters mentioned in Neri’s 

Ricordanze appear in the list of members of the Compagnia, although only one of the three is 

described by his profession.
60

  It is likely that during the company’s meetings, artists took the 

opportunity to discuss their work and other business operations.   

It was also common for three-person committees of artists to be formed in order to assess 

the value of a painting once it was completed, a process known as a lodo, or a stima.  These 

estimations of value would have also provided a forum for communication between artists.  

Michelle O’Malley has determined that approximately forty-two percent of contracts required a 

                                                 
56

 Ibid.. 
57

 Geronimus and Waldman, ‘Children of Mercury,’ p. 124. 
58

 For a complete list of painters active in the Compagnia, see Geronimus and Waldman, ‘Children of Mercury,’ pp. 

139 - 142.  
59

 Eliot W. Rowlands, ‘Fra Filippo (di Tommaso) Lippi’ Grove Art Online, Oxford Art Online, Oxford University 

Press (www.oxfordartonline.com), accessed January 11, 2012.    
60

 The three were Antonio di Mariano, Domenico di Bartolommeo, and Piero d'Antonio.  

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/
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stima, a number which might have been much lower for Neri, since stime are only infrequently 

mentioned in his Ricordanze.
61

  One instance of a stima was recorded for Neri’s Coronation of 

the Virgin for the Monastery of Santa Maria dei Candeli in 1466, whose value was appraised by 

Neri’s former pupil, Francesco Botticini.
62

  In turn, Neri, Domenico Ghirlandaio, Filippo di 

Giuliano, and Alesso Baldovinetti appraised the value of a painting by Botticini on May 14, 

1491, just a few months before Neri’s death.
63

  The prevalence of these committees suggests that 

artists were frequently exposed to the work of their contemporaries, and had ample opportunity 

to discuss the relative merits of completed paintings. 

4.3  Formal partnerships between artists   

                                                     

            Besides the informal relationships that must have been fostered through the Compagnia 

di San Luca, it was common for artists to form official partnerships, or “compagnie” with other 

established masters.  According to Perri Lee Roberts, “collaboration was a common phenomenon 

of artistic life and a key factor in the efficient and economical operation of the Renaissance 

artist’s workshop.”
64

  Working with other artists on large projects allowed the workshop to 

complete the commission more efficiently, and general expenses such as scaffolding could be 

divided between the collaborators.  For example, Masolino (1383/4-1436) and Masaccio (1401-

1428) joined forces in order to complete work on the Brancacci Chapel in Santa Maria del 

                                                 
61

 Michelle O’Malley, The Business of Art: Contracts and the Commissioning Process in Renaissance Italy (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), p. 120. 
62

 The stima committees usually consisted of more than one person.  For a description of this commission see Bicci, 

Le Ricordanze, p. 333 (entry n. 628), original entry for the commission can be found on pp. 274 - 275 (entry n. 523); 

Rosi Prieto Gilday, ‘The women patrons of Neri di Bicci’ in: Beyond Isabella: secular women patrons of art in 

Renaissance Italy, Sheryl E. Reiss and David G. Wilkins, eds. (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 

2001), pp. 56 - 57.  Gilday erroneously claims that the commission fee of 105 florins was the second-highest 

described in the Ricordanze.   
63

 Giovanni Poggi, I Ricordi di Alesso Baldovinetti nuovamente pubblicati e illustrate (Florence: Libreria Editrice 

Fiorentina, 1909), p. 6.    
64

 Perri Lee Roberts, ‘Collaboration in Early Renaissance Art: the case of Masaccio and Masolino,’ in: The 

Cambridge Companion to Masaccio, Diane Cole Ahl, ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 87. 

http://opac.khi.fi.it/cgi-bin/hkhi_de.pl?t_explizit=x&index=ID0&s1=b00170481r
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Carmine, among other commissions.
65

  The nature of their collaboration was not that of a teacher 

and an assistant, but was a true partnership between two independent artists.
66

  Incidentally, 

Masaccio’s younger brother, lo Scheggia (1405 – 1486), was in Bicci di Lorenzo’s workshop in 

1421.
67

  As pointed out by James Beck in his analysis of Masaccio’s sculptural career, another of 

Bicci’s assistants from the 1420s, Andrea di Giusto, went on to work for Masaccio in Pisa in 

1426 on the Carmine painting.
68

  This is a typical example of the movement of assistants 

between workshops, which will be discussed in greater detail below.  

 Partnerships were especially common for fresco projects, since the large scale of these 

commissions required a significant outlay for materials and other resources.  The cost of 

completing large fresco projects is most likely the reason why Bicci di Lorenzo, well-known for 

his fresco cycles, established several partnerships throughout his career.  In fact, the activity of 

Neri’s father, Bicci di Lorenzo, illuminates the working strategy adopted by his son.  Like Neri, 

Bicci managed a large and prolific workshop.  Although no analysis has been done of his panel 

paintings, Bicci’s fresco work was the subject of Barbara Walsh’s 1979 doctoral dissertation.  

She estimated that there are approximately seventy extant panels from his workshop, six fresco 

cycles and twenty-five smaller fresco projects.
69

   We know that in the 1420s Bicci might have 

employed as many as six assistants, and in 1433 the workshop completed six fresco 

commissions.
70

  Thus, it is clear that Bicci ran an extremely active workshop.  Furthermore, 

Bicci relied on the assistance of many of his former pupils in order to meet the volume of 

commissioned work.  Bicci frequently formed official partnerships with his former assistants, 
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such as his 1426 collaboration with Stefano d’Antonio Vanni (c.1405 - 1483) that lasted several 

years.  Later partnerships included his 1434 collaboration with previous assistant Buonaiuto di 

Giovanni, and collaborations in the 1440s with former pupils Buono di Marco and Antonio di 

Lorenzo.
71

   

The tax returns filed by Bicci and his contemporaries provide us with a better 

understanding of the financial situation of Bicci’s assistants, and the monetary arrangements that 

underpinned their partnerships.  Stefano d’Antonio and Buonaiuto di Giovanni both filed tax 

returns in 1427, aged 22 and 23, respectively.
72

  Stefano rented his house, was not married and 

had no taxable income, but Buonaiuto appears to have been slightly better off, since he owned 

his house and declared 47 florins of taxable income.  Buonaiuto was married, so it is possible 

that his assets derived from his wife’s dowry. 

Bicci’s tax returns demonstrate that the commission fees were not divided equally 

between him and his much younger partners.  For example, in his tax return of 1430, Bicci 

describes how he received twenty florins from the Calmadoli as payment for work done some 

time ago.
73

  Bicci took half of the commission fee, and gave the remainder to Stefano and 

Buonaiuto.  When Bicci received 15 florins for an altarpiece, he kept 8.5, and the remaining 6.5 

florins went to Stefano.  Presumably, Bicci would be entitled to more of the commission due to 

his experience.  However, it is not clear who was responsible for the cost of the materials for the 

commission, since no mention is made of these details.  If Bicci was expected to provide the 

pigments and woodwork, which we have seen in the second chapter could represent a significant 
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percentage of the commission fee, then his profit would have been significantly less than half of 

the commission fee.   

A tax document of 1433 further clarifies the terms arranged between Bicci and his 

collaborators.  Bicci described how he had formed a partnership with Stefano d’Antonio, and that 

for all the work they did together, Stefano would receive 42 percent of the profits, with the cost 

of materials divided between them: “Io Bicci di Lorenzo ho compagnia con iStefano d’Antonio 

dipintore del popolo di Santo Friano di Firenze in bottega, e d’ogni lavori che no’avessimo fuori, 

e trae di bottega iStefano quaranta due fiorini per centinaio, ed io Bicci cinquante otto, pagato 

ogni spesa a tutti i nostri lavorii.”
74

  Stefano d’Antonio’s 1433 tax return confirms that the two 

artists divided the costs between themselves: “abbiamo fatta la spese a la dette chapella d’oro e 

d’azuro e altri cholori che sono bisognati e del resto abiamo divisi tra noi di fa più tempo di 

mano in mano.”
75

  Therefore, Bicci received 58 percent of the profits for commissions on which 

they collaborated, and the costs were shared equally between the workshops.  

Many of Bicci’s former pupils and collaborators are mentioned in Neri’s Ricordanze, 

which suggests that Neri had a continued professional relationship with these artists.  Several of 

Bicci’s assistants were approximately the same age as Neri, and thus their independent careers 

matched Neri’s own advancement.  Bicci’s assistant and partner, Stefano d’Antonio, is 

referenced frequently in the Ricordanze, sometimes in the context of payments owed to him from 

his work with Bicci, but also in relation to work Stefano completed for Neri.
76

  For example, on 

January of 1462, Neri paid Stefano five lire for some azurite blue pigment and for applying the 
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gesso on two small panels.
77

  Furthermore, the son of one of Bicci’s former assistants, Andrea di 

Giusto, was apprenticed with Neri in 1458, as will be discussed in detail below.
78

  Thus, although 

the evidence is fragmentary, there appears to have been continued contact between Neri and his 

father’s former pupils.  

4.4  Updating older panels  

Apart from Neri’s continued contact with his father’s former assistants, it is also apparent 

that Neri was frequently commissioned to update work completed during his father’s lifetime 

and earlier.  Renovating older panels was popular in the fifteenth century, since it was much 

cheaper to alter an older painting than to commission a new work.  Artists were often asked to 

change the shape of the panel to a more fashionable rectangle, known as a tavola quadrata, or to 

change the depicted saint to more closely match the owner’s affiliations.
79

  We know that Neri 

updated panels by artists such as Lorenzo Monaco and Taddeo Gaddi, and there are several 

examples in the Ricordanze of Neri being asked to update work by unnamed artists (see Table 

Seventeen, below).
80

   

Table Seventeen: The Updating of Older Panels 

# Date of New 

Commission 

Title Locations Notes 

1 Jan. 14, 1457
81

 Madonna and Child with 

Saints Peter, Clemente, 

Paolo and Nicholas 

Florence, San 

Simone 

Reduction of older 

triptych 

2 Oct. 11, 1460
82

 

 

Crucifixion and Saints 

Monica and Augustine 

Florence, Santa 

Monica Monastery 

  

3 Mar. 2, 1464
83

 Madonna with two saints 
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4 Mar. 14, 1464
84

    

5 Nov. 24, 1468
85

  Florence, Santo 

Ronbolo 

Bicci di Lorenzo 

original artist, 

mostly updated 

wood 

6 Aug. 22, 1470
86

  Florence, Santo 

Biagio 

 

7 Sep. 8, 1470
87

 Madonna   

8 July 26, 1469
88

  Saint Margaret Florence, San 

Frediano; 

(Cambridge, Fogg 

Art Museum) 

 

9 1482 Madonna and Child Lecceto, Santa Maria Taddeo Gaddi, 

circle of, original 

artist 

10 None available Crucifixion with Madonna, 

Saint John and Magdalen 

Toulouse, Musée des 

Augustins 

Lorenzo Monaco 

original artist 

 

Besides being frequently commissioned to update older panels, Neri occasionally 

completed work that had been begun by his father.  For example, in March of 1467 Neri was 

asked to complete a painting that had been started thirty years earlier by his father, who had 

applied the gesso, made preliminary drawings on the gesso, and prepared the surface for 

gilding.
89

  The 1467 contract indicates that Neri was responsible for the costs of the gold, the 

azurite blue pigment, and updating the woodwork.  Although this commission has not been 

previously identified with any extant painting, most likely because the subject matter is not fully 

described in the Ricordanze, it is possible to tentatively link this commission with a Madonna 

and Child in the Szépmuvészeti Múzeum in Budapest (Fig. 113).  The Budapest painting was 

likely completed by Neri’s workshop in the mid to late 1460s, and a date of around 1467 is 

entirely credible.  The style and the features of the figures are almost identical to other paintings 
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produced by the workshop during this period, such as the Assumption of the Virgin (Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia Museum of Art), commissioned in September of 1467, and an Annunciation of 

1465 for Santa Maria Assunta a Certomondo in Ponte a Poppi (Fig. 114).
90

   

Unfortunately, the Budapest painting has been cropped, and the frame is no longer extant, 

and thus it is difficult to link the work to an entry in the Ricordanze.  The work was cut along the 

bottom, just below the knees of the Madonna, and a layer of canvas is visible along the entire 

edge (Fig. 115).  Although Neri often portrayed the Madonna in half-length for his small 

tabernacles, he always depicted the enthroned Madonna full-length.  Consequently, it is likely 

that a significant portion of the panel has been removed from the bottom of the painting.  Since 

the location of the canvas does not correspond to a seam in the panelling, or to the original edge 

of the work, then it is likely that the canvas covers the entire area of the painting.  Unfortunately, 

without x-radiography, it is impossible to know for certain the extent of the canvas.  

 However, the possible presence of the full layer of canvas suggests that Neri’s workshop 

was not responsible for preparing the panel, since it was done in a style that is more typical of his 

father’s methods.  It was common for artists of the trecento to apply a layer of canvas over the 

gesso in order to increase the smoothness of the surface, but the degree to which Neri followed 

this practice is uncertain.  Gillian Cook, in the course of the previously discussed scientific 
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Figure 113: Neri di Bicci, Madonna and Child, Budapest, Szépmuvészeti Múzeum, 1467, 120 x 80.5 cm, inv. 

1228. 
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Figure 114: Neri di Bicci, Annunciation, Ponte a Poppi, Santa Maria Assunta a Certomondo, 1465, 205 x 118  

cm. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 115: Detail of Figure 113. 
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examination of the four Bicci paintings in the Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore, found evidence 

of canvas interleaving in the work of Neri’s father and grandfather.  Cook determined that both 

the Lorenzo di Bicci and Bicci di Lorenzo paintings in the Walters had a piece of canvas applied 

over the entire support.
91

  Her visual analysis of other paintings by these artists has also 

discerned evidence such as the distinctive craquelure of the painting surface which suggests that 

a full layer of underlying canvas was used.
92

  An x-radiograph was not completed for the earlier 

Neri painting in the Walters Art Gallery, but canvas was visible on the surface in areas where the 

planks of the support had shifted.
93

   Based on the lack of a craquelure pattern in the early Neri 

painting, Cook believes that canvas strips were only placed over the joins in the planks in order 

to reinforce the area, an approach which was confirmed when the later painting by Neri was 

analyzed.
94

  Therefore, Cook’s research suggests that Neri only used canvas to reinforce the 

junction between planks, while his father and grandfather placed canvas over the entire support.  

Further complicating our understanding of the Budapest painting are the drawings and 

doodles that can be found on the reverse of the panel.  The erratic nature of the graphic material, 

which includes sketches of two heads, architectural doodles, and some gothic script, suggests 

that the panel was in one place for an extended period of time, in a context where the object was 

not of immediate value to the workshop.  The drawing is only clear for one of the heads of the 

figures, a male head located in the centre of the panel (Fig. 116).  With its lean face, almost 

vertical nose and heavily pronounced eyes and eyebrows, the style of the figure is not 

reminiscent of anything produced by Neri’s workshop, and is instead closer to the work of his 
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father and grandfather, such as Bicci di Lorenzo’s Four Saints (Helsinki, Atheneum, Fig. 117) 

and Lorenzo di Bicci’s Saints Jacopo and Nicholas of Bari in the Museo Bandini in Fiesole (Fig. 

118).
95

   

 
Left, Figure 116: Detail of verso of Figure 113. 

 

Right, Figure 117: Bicci di Lorenzo, Saints John the Baptist, Julianus, Zenobius, and Michael, Helsinki, 

Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 54.5 x 22.5 cm, inv. 1933-10-09, A III 1878, image flipped horizontally. 

 

 
Figure 118: Lorenzo di Bicci, Saint Jacopo and Nicholas of Bari, Fiesole, Museo Bandini, image flipped 

horizontally. 
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Apart from the figural drawings, there are also architectural doodles, which are not 

possible to associate with any extant work.  There are also some incision marks which appear to 

have been made with a compass (Fig. 119), which appear in a pattern similar to those illustrated 

by Dürer in his Underweysung der Messung, discussed in the previous chapter (Fig. 120).
96

  

Unfortunately, without comparable material, it is difficult to firmly attribute any of the work 

found on the back of the Budapest panel. 

 
Left, Figure 119: Detail of verso of Figure 113. 

 

Right, Figure 120: Albrecht Dürer, Underweysung der messung, mit den zirckel un richtscheyt, in Linien ebnen 

unnd gantzen corporen (Nuuremberg: 1525), Google Book search (books.google.com), retrieved January 12, 

2013, n.p.. 

 

One other painting from Neri’s workshop has drawings on the back of the panel, an 

examination of which further underlines the erratic nature of the Budapest drawings.  The 

painting, the Coronation of the Virgin with Angels and Ten Saints (Fig. 121), is currently located 

in the Chiusi della Verna, a hill-top monastery located approximately three hours east of 
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Florence, and was originally commissioned between 1472 and 1475 for the Convent of San 

Francesco a Montecarlo, just outside of Arezzo.
97

   

 
Figure 121: Neri di Bicci, Coronation of the Virgin with Angels and Saints Catherine, Alessandra, John the 

Baptist, Chiara, Bernardino, Francesco, Anthony of Padua, Ludovico, Giovanni Gualberto, Lorenzo and Maria 

Magdalen, San Giovanni Valdarno, Convento San Francesco a Montecarlo, 147 x 162 cm. 

  

 

The drawings on the back of the Verna panel feature at least three robed half-length 

figures along the bottom of the panel, a male and female head in the upper left portion of the 

panel, a figure of Christ near the top of the panel, and a row of three angels in the upper right 

corner of the panel (Figs. 122 and 123).  The drawings appear to be preparatory studies for the 

painting made on the recto of the panel, since overlaying images of the front and the back of the 

panel in Photoshop demonstrates that the location and scale of the figures corresponds in several 

instances.
98

  Similar features include the row of angels in the upper right corner, the line of saints 
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along the bottom of the painting, and the position of Christ’s head and crown near the top center 

of the painting.  The relationship between the front and the back of the Verna panel demonstrates 

that Bicci’s workshop used the blank surface on the back of the panel to work out their design 

during the course of the commission. The drawings on the verso of the Verna paintings are also 

similar to several other depictions of the Coronation from Neri’s workshop, such as the 

previously discussed panel location in San Giovannino dei Cavalieri in Florence (Figs. 25, 124).    

 

 
Figure 122: Verso of Figure 121, colours reversed to enhance drawings. 
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Figure 123: Verso of Figure 121, detail. 

 

 

 
Figure 124: Scaled comparison of Figures 25 and 121. 
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The irregular nature of the sketches on the Budapest panel can be compared to the graffiti 

discovered on the walls of what had once been the workshop of Mino da Fiesole, who occupied 

the space for several years beginning in 1464.
99

  Similarly to the Budapest panel, the sketches 

found on the walls of Mino da Fiesole’s workshop include the heads of figures, inscriptions, and 

other scribbles.  The similarities between the erratic nature of the sketches on the walls of Mino 

da Fiesole’s workshop and those on the back of the Budapest panel suggest that it is possible that 

the Budapest panel might have been in the Bicci workshop for several years, and was used 

sporadically as a sketching surface.  

4.5  Neri’s relationships with other artists 

Apart from maintaining ties to the past through continued association with his father’s 

work and his assistants, there are also examples of Neri collaborating with his contemporaries.  

For example, in 1455, Vittorio Ghiberti (1418-1496), son of the well-known bronze-caster 

Lorenzo Ghiberti, assembled several artists and their assistants in his workshop in order to 

complete decoration for a festival that was to take place in the Palazzo della Signoria.  On 

January 24, 1455, Vittorio asked Neri to prepare a coloured design for a cloth wall hanging (a 

spaliera), to be displayed behind government officials seated on a platform erected in the 

Palazzo.
100

  Several months later, on November 13, 1455, Neri and his three assistants went to 

Vittorio’s workshop to begin the spaliera for which he had prepared the design, and they 

remained in Vittorio’s workshop until December 4.
101

  Others who were included in the project 
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were the artists Piero del Massaio, Berto, and Chimento di Lorenzo Rosselli, who are all 

unfortunately not very well known, except for Chimento, who was the older brother of Cosimo 

Rosselli.
102

  If we assume that the other artists came with several assistants, then the gathering of 

people in the Ghiberti workshop must have been fairly sizable. 

There is also evidence in Neri’s Ricordanze of a working relationship between Neri and 

Fra Filippo Lippi (c.1406 – 1469), who was resident in Santa Maria del Carmine from June of 

1421 through 1441.
103

  Despite being plagued with scandal concerning his relationship with the 

nun Lucrezia Buti, Lippi received several prestigious panel and fresco commissions in Florence 

and the surrounding regions, including a large and very expensive fresco cycle in Prato with 

which he was engaged from 1452 through 1466.
104

   Lippi’s work in Prato was delayed by 

funding issues, and by the fact that he was also working on several other project concurrently, 

such as panel commissions.
105

  Throughout the Ricordanze there are numerous references to 

Lippi, which suggests that Neri and Lippi may have had a close professional relationship.  For 

example, on February 1, 1455, Filippo Lippi supplied Neri with gold with which to ornament one 

of Lippi’s paintings, a depiction of Saint Jerome commissioned by Signore Gismondo, whom 

Eve Borsook has identified as the lord of Rimini:    

Richordo ch’el detto di frate Filipo dipintore mi lascio di suo pezi 200 d’oro fine 

perche gliele serbassi l. 6 s. 15 o ch’io facesso quello mi direbe.  A lui detto pezi 30 

di fine il quale volle mettessi in sun uno quadro drentovi uno Santo Girolamo il quale 

diceva aveva a fare per llo signiore Gismondo a facevagliele fare Angiolo dalla 

iStufa. L.1s.d.5 A lui detto pezi centosetanta d’oro fine e per lui a Betto di Nicholo 

dipintore chome mi dise detto frate Filippo che glie desso al detto Berto l. 15 s. 15 d. 

7.
106
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As described above, Neri only used 30 squares of gold for Lippi’s Saint Jerome, which supports 

Santi’s belief that Neri was responsible for ornamenting secondary elements within the painting, 

such as the Saint’s halo.
107

  This conclusion appears reasonable, but since Lippi left Neri with 

200 additional sheets of gold, Neri might have completed more extensive gilding on other 

commissions.   

Additionally, Lippi and Neri appear to have shared the employment of an assistant, 

Giusto d’Andrea.  The Ricordanze describes how Giusto was often absent from Neri’s workshop 

while working with another master.
108

  Giusto is first mentioned in Neri’s Ricordanze on October 

19, 1458, in a note that indicates that Giusto would become an assistant in Neri’s workshop on 

November 13, 1458.
109

  The start date was set as November 13, so that he could finish his work 

with another artist.  Giusto left Neri’s workshop on April 1, 1460, but returned three weeks later, 

on April 21, 1460.
110

  A later note, still under the same Ricordanze entry, records that Giusto was 

absent from Neri’s workshop from July 28 until August 2 of 1460, and explains that Giusto was 

assisting Filippo Lippi during this period.
111

  It is unknown whether Giusto’s first absence was to 

assist Lippi, but it seems possible that this was the case.  After Giusto left Neri`s workshop in 

February of 1461, he went to work for Filippo Lippi for a year, and then joined Benozzo 

Gozzoli’s workshop in San Gimignano, as will be discussed at a later point in this chapter.
112
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An analysis of the extant paintings further solidifies our understanding of the relationship 

that Neri might have had with Lippi, since there is visual evidence that Neri may have acquired 

designs from Lippi’s workshop.  In 1460, Lippi finished a painting depicting the Trinity flanked 

by saints and angels, which Francesco Pesellino (1422-1457) had started in 1455 (Fig. 125).
113

  

Like the Bicci family, Pesellino ran an active workshop in the Green Dragon district, which he 

had inherited from his father Pesello. Between 1461 and 1464, Neri’s workshop produced three 

panels with the same outlines as the primary figures in the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  Based on the 

correspondence between the work of Pesellino, Lippi, and Neri, it appears as if Neri’s workshop 

produced panels with the assistance of designs that originated in the workshop of Pesellino or 

Lippi.   

 
Figure 125: Francesco Pesellino and Filippo Lippi, Trinity with Saints Mamas, James, Zeno, and Jerome, 

London, National Gallery of London, 1460, 184.0 x 181.5 cm, inv. NG727, NG4428, NG3230, NG3162, and 

L15. 

                                                 
113

 Dillian Gordon, ‘The 'Missing' Predella Panel from Pesellino's Trinity Altar-Piece,’ The Burlington Magazine 

(vol. 138, No. 1115, Feb., 1996), p. 87; Patricia Rubin, ‘Commission and Design in Central Italian Altarpieces c. 

1450 – 1550,’ in: Italian altarpieces, 1250-1550: function and design, Eve Borsook and Fiorella Superbi Gioffredi, 

eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 201. 



206 

 

There were strong social bonds between Neri, Pesellino, and Lippi, which would have 

encouraged their collaboration.  All three artists were raised in the Green Dragon district and also 

ran workshops in the area.
114

  Furthermore, there are several examples of collaboration between 

the families of Neri and Pesellino.  For example, in 1398, Pesellino’s grandfather assisted 

Lorenzo di Bicci with fresco decoration in the Duomo, and in 1420 Pesellino’s father was 

apprenticed to Bicci di Lorenzo.
115

  Thus, two generations of the Pesello family worked with two 

generations of the Bicci family.  Additionally, the sons of the third generation, Neri and 

Pesellino, were both born in the Green Dragon district within a few years of each other.
116

      

Due to the work of Megan Holmes, we know that cartoons were often created from the 

finished work of Pesellino and Lippi.  During the fifteenth century, the practice of replicating 

finished paintings and cartoons was commonplace, and was carried out liberally by Florentine 

artists.
117

  As discussed in the previous chapter, cartoons were used in most workshops, and 

could easily be replicated through pouncing, incision, or tracing.  Holmes studied the output of a 

painter or a group of painters known as the Pesellino-Lippi imitator, who was active throughout 

the second half of the fifteenth century, and who relied on cartoons produced by tracing the 

paintings of Pesellino and Lippi.
118

  Holmes has associated 160 paintings with the Pesellino-

Lippi imitator, whose work derives from sixty-four figural cartoons that were originally used in 

                                                 
114

 Eckstein, The District of the Green Dragon, pp. 27, 41, 44, 46. 
115

 Cecilia Frosinini, ‘Il passaggio di gestione in una bottega pittorica fiorentina del primo ’400: Bicci de Lorenzo e 

Neri di Bicci,’ Antichità viva (vol. 26, 1987), p. 5; Eckstein, The District of the Green Dragon, pp. 43 - 44. 
116

 Eckstein, The District of the Green Dragon, p. 41. 
117

 Linda Freeman Bauer, ‘A Letter by Barocci and the Tracing of Finished Paintings,’ The Burlington Magazine 

(vol. 128, No. 998, May, 1986), pp. 355 - 357; Megan Holmes, ‘Copying practices and marketing strategies in a 

fifteenth-century Florentine painter’s workshop,’ in: Artistic exchange and cultural translation in the Italian 

renaissance city, Stephen Campbell and Stephen J. Milner, eds. (Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), p. 62. 
118

 She states that the cartoons could have been in the hands of masters from several different workshops, but for 

greater clarity these users of the cartoons are referred to as the Pesellino-Lippi imitator.  See: Megan Holmes, 

‘Copying practices and marketing strategies in a fifteenth-century Florentine painter’s workshop,’ p. 62. 

http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/action/showPublication?journalCode=burlmaga
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paintings produced by Filippo Lippi and Pesellino.
119

  The large number of extant paintings 

attributed to the Pesellino-Lippi imitator renders the task of deducing cartoon usage much 

simpler, since trends in figure size are more readily apparent.    

Based on the activity of the Pesellino-Lippi imitator, it is conceivable that Neri created a 

cartoon from the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  Pesellino began the Trinity in 1455 for a church in 

Pistoia, but was unable to complete it before his death in 1457.
120

  Filippo Lippi took over the 

commission in 1458, and finished the work in June of 1460.  Although it is certain that Lippi was 

responsible for the predella of the altarpiece, there is no consensus on what aspects of the main 

panel Lippi finished.
121

  The Trinity portrays Christ on the Cross, supported by God the Father, 

and flanked by four saints, with two angels flying above the Cross. 

In the four years after Lippi finished the Trinity, Neri produced three works with the same 

subject.  The three panels completed by Neri include paintings commissioned in 1461 (Florence, 

Museo di Santa Croce, Figs. 126 and 127), in 1463 (Florence, San Niccolò Oltrarno, Fig. 128), 

and in 1464 (Fiesole, San Francesco, Figs. 129 and 130).  For all three of these paintings the 

outlines and dimensions of the Christ are identical (Fig. 131).  God the Father was depicted in 

only the two earliest paintings, but is also alike in both works.  The exact correspondence 

between the primary elements in the three paintings from Neri’s workshop is a strong indication 

that a cartoon was used to reproduce the figures. 

 

                                                 
119

 Megan Holmes, ‘Copying practices and marketing strategies in a fifteenth-century Florentine painter’s 

workshop,’ in: Artistic exchange and cultural translation in the Italian renaissance city, Stephen Campbell and 

Stephen J. Milner, eds., (Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 39.  She concedes that 

the Pesellino-Lippi imitator could have been a succession of workshops using the same cartoons, or multiple 

workshops collaborating concurrently. 
120

 Gordon, ‘The 'Missing' Predella Panel from Pesellino's Trinity Altar-Piece,’ p. 87. 
121

 Ibid., p. 87. 
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Figures 126 - 127: Neri di Bicci, Trinity, with Saints John Baptist, Benedict, Francis and Bartholomew, 

Florence, Museo di Santa Croce, 200 x 105 cm, 1461. 
 

 
Figure 128: Neri di Bicci, Trinity, with Saints Lawrence, John the Baptist, Francis and Leonard, Florence, San 

Niccolò Oltrarno, Sacristy, 1463, 158 x 164 cm. 
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Figure 129: Neri di Bicci, Crucifixion with the Virgin and Saints John the Evangelist, Anthony, John the 

Baptist, Jerome, Doctor, Bernardo and Bernardino of Siena, Fiesole, San Francesco, 1464, 153 x 146 cm. 

 

   
Figure 130: Detail of Figure 129. 
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Figure 131: Scaled composite image of Figures 126 and 128.   

 

It is clear that the cartoon used in Neri’s workshop derived from the work of Pesellino or 

Lippi, since there are strong similarities between the three paintings begun by Neri between 1461 

and 1464 and the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  If scaled images of all four paintings are overlaid in 

Photoshop, the upper halves of the body of the figure depicting Christ correspond almost exactly, 

including the curves of the torso, the length and shape of the arms, and the positioning of 

Christ’s hands (Figs. 132 – 133).   There are only several small differences in the panels of Neri 

and Pesellino-Lippi: the horizontal beam of the Cross is slightly longer on the left side, the belly 

buttons and side wounds of Christ do not correspond, the areas of gilding are different, and the 

position of the hands of God the Father do not correspond exactly.  The face of God the Father is 

not the same distance from the depiction of Christ in both panels, but there is a correspondence 
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between the outlines of God the Father’s face and clothing if the images of the Trinity are 

overlaid independently of the depiction of Christ.  However, there appears to be no relationship 

between the depicted saints and other elements of the painting such as the landscape.  Strangely, 

only the upper portion of the depiction of Christ corresponds to the Pesellino-Lippi painting, 

since the legs in the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity are 12 centimeters longer than in Neri’s panels.  In 

short, the comparison between the work of Pesellino-Lippi and Neri indicates that Neri had two 

figural cartoons, one for the depiction of Christ and the second for the outline of God the Father.

 

Figure 132: Scaled composite image of Figures 125, 126, 128, 129, and 134. 

 

 
Figure 133: Scaled composite image of Figures 125 and 128. 



212 

 

Additionally, the production dates stated in the Ricordanze support the idea that Neri 

used a cartoon to produce his depictions of the Trinity.  We have the completion time for only 

one of these three depictions of the Trinity, the San Niccolò Trinity.  It was begun on August 19, 

1463, and delivered three and a half months later, on December 5, 1463.
122

  The short completion 

time is a strong indication that Neri used a cartoon to create the San Niccolò Trinity.      

The completion time of less than four months for the San Niccolò Trinity is even more 

impressive considering that the workshop might also have been working on two other large 

paintings during the same time period.  Just one day before Neri received the San Niccolò 

commission, he was contracted to complete a painting of 3 2/3 x 3 1/3 braccia depicting the 

Coronation of the Virgin for the Church of Sant’Agostino in Certaldo.
123

  Unfortunately, we do 

not know when the Certaldo painting was delivered, and thus we cannot be certain that the 

production of the Certaldo panel overlapped with work on the San Niccolò Trinity.  The second 

large object on which the workshop might also have been working was delivered November 15, 

1463, and since it was finished three weeks before the San Niccolò Trinity, it is almost certain 

that the paintings were produced concurrently.  Since the workshop completed the San Niccolò 

Trinity quickly, and while working on other paintings, it is likely that the speed of production of 

the San Niccolò Trinity was a result of the use of a cartoon.  Given that all three of Neri’s 

depictions of Christ correspond exactly, it seems possible that Neri created a cartoon from his 

first depiction of the subject, and then used that cartoon to create the second and third paintings. 

A painting located in Montefioralle is further evidence that a cartoon was created from 

the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  Montefioralle is a tiny hill-side town, not too far from Florence, a 
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 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 204 (entry n. 404), p. 213 (entry n. 421). 
123

 Ibid., p. 203 (entry n. 403). 



213 

 

typical location for many of Neri’s panels.
124

  The panel in Montefioralle depicts the Trinity, and 

is sometimes attributed to Neri, or a follower of Pesellino or Lippi (Fig. 134).   

 
Figure 134: Francesco Botticini, Trinity with Saints Stephen, James, Anthony Abbot, and a Bishop, Greve in 

Chianti, San Stefano in Montefioralle, 209 x 165 cm.       

                                                 
124

 See Piero Torriti and Lorenzo Bosi, Le chiese del Chianti (Florence: Le Lettere, 1993), pp. 52, 70.  
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The Christ depicted in the Montefioralle Trinity is an exact reproduction of the figure of 

the Christ in the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  When an image of the Pesellino Trinity is imposed over 

an image of the Montefioralle panel, we can see that the outlines of the depictions of Christ and 

God the father correspond exactly, with the outlines of the two forms matching separately, which 

again demonstrates the use of an outline cartoon for each person (Fig. 135).   

 
Figure 135: Scaled composite image of Figures 125 and 134. 

 

The horizontal beam of the Cross matches on the right side, but is not a precise match on 

the left side.  Unlike the paintings produced in Neri’s workshop, the Christ figure is exactly 

ninety-nine centimeters high in both the Montefioralle Trinity and the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  

The correspondence in length indicates that an exact cartoon was made of the Pesellino-Lippi 

Trinity, and that this version of the cartoon was used to create the Montefioralle Trinity.  Neri 
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could have acquired the full cartoon and then modified it for the three panels finished in the 

1460s that we have previously examined, or he could have traced only the upper portion of the 

Pesellino-Lippi Trinity. 

Although there are several elements in the Montefioralle Trinity that suggest that the 

work could be attributed to Neri, the overall painting is not completely in Neri’s style.  Details 

such as the gold ground and the heavily-lidded eyes of the saints are strongly reminiscent of Neri 

di Bicci and his workshop, but the shape of the faces is not in the style of Neri, and the punch 

marks in the Montefioralle painting are untidy and atypical of the quality of gilding produced by 

Neri’s workshop.  Thus the Montefioralle Trinity is very similar to the style of Neri’s workshop, 

but certain discordant elements demonstrate that Neri’s workshop did not produce this panel, or 

was not wholly responsible for the work.    

It is possible that the Montefioralle Trinity was completed by one of Neri’s former pupils.  

The most likely candidate is Giusto d’Andrea, since, as has been established above, he was 

active in the workshops of both Neri and Lippi.  Moreover, it will be demonstrated shortly that 

Giusto used throne cartoons from Neri’s workshop.  However, the style of the Montefioralle 

panel is closer to the work of Francesco Botticini.  Botticini’s father, Giovanni di Domenico, was 

a painter of Naibi, or playing cards, but it is clear that he had greater aspirations for his son.
125

  

Botticini became Neri’s assistant in October of 1459, and stayed until July of 1460.
126

   

A painting by Botticini depicting the Trinity (Fig. 136), formerly in the Gemäldegalerie in 

Berlin, is very similar to the Montefioralle Trinity.  This panel was lost in 1945, and there are no 

dimensions available, but the proportions and angles of Christ’s limbs correspond to the figure of 

Christ in the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity.  In the Berlin Trinity there is a striped cloth around Christ’s 

                                                 
125

 Venturini, ‘Modelli fortunati e produzione di serie,’ p. 102. 
126

 Borsook, ‘Review: Neri di Bicci, Le Ricordanze,’ p. 314; Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 126 - 127 (entry n. 246). 
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waist, which also appears in several of Botticini’s other depictions of Christ and is similar to the 

striped cloth in the Montefioralle Trinity (Figs. 137 - 139).  There are no similar examples of a 

striped cloth in other extant paintings by Neri, Pesellino, Lippi, or other artists of the period.  The 

connections between Neri and Botticini, and the similarities in style between the Montefioralle 

Trinity and other panels completed by Botticini are highly suggestive of Botticini’s involvement 

in the Montefioralle Trinity.  The relationship between the work of Botticini and Neri is just one 

example of a series of connections that can be traced between Neri and his former assistants, and 

the artists who worked with Neri’s father. 

 

 

  
Left, Figure 136: Francesco Botticini, Crucifixion with Saints, formerly in Berlin, lost in 1945. 

 

Right, Figure 137: Francesco Botticini, Crucifixion with St. Jerome, a Donor, and His Family, Berea College, 

Kentucky, Doris Ulmann Galleries, c. 1475 - 1480, 59.4 x 53.0 cm, inv. K-1031. 
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Left, Figure 138: Francesco Botticini, Deposition with Magdalen, Saints Sebastian and Bernard, Florence, San 

Domenico di Fiesole. 

 

Right, Figure 139: Francesco Botticini, Pietà with Saints Louis of Toulouse, Dominic, James, and Nicholas, 

Paris, Musee Jacquemart-André, 1485 - 1490, 196 x 156 cm, inv. MJAP-P 1843 (944). 

 

4.6  Collaboration between Neri and his former assistants 

 

The movement of assistants between workshops most likely played a role in the 

dispersion of patterns and models, as evidenced by the Montefioralle Trinity.  It was common for 

assistants to make copies of their master’s design during their apprenticeship, and to bring these 

designs with them when they left the workshop.
127

  According to Francis Ames-Lewis, 

“drawings also circulated amongst workshops and were collected by artists as exemplars or 

patterns for workshop copying.”
128

  Since it was common for young artists to spend time in more 

than one workshop, it is clear that designs must have experienced significant movement between 
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 Thomas, Workshop Procedure of Fifteenth-Century Florentine Artists, p. 196. 
128

 Francis Ames-Lewis, Drawing in Early Renaissance Italy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 11. 
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workshops.
129

  The statutes of the Arte dei Medici stipulated that an assistant’s training last for 

nine years, but many assistants spent much less than nine years with one artist.
130

  Furthermore, 

when artists formed partnerships they also shared workshop assistants, and these pupils often 

moved freely from one workshop to the other.
131

    

We have the names of twenty-two of Neri’s assistants, but unfortunately the individual 

career and style of many of these individuals is completely unknown.  Even within Neri’s 

workshop, the precise role of even his most experienced assistants is difficult to discern due to 

the highly cohesive quality of individual panels.  For most other large workshops, the hand of the 

assistant or the collaborator is betrayed by differences in the expression of the figures, or an 

unusually clumsy execution of details such as the hands or the feet of saints.  None of these 

inconsistencies are readily apparent in the work executed by Neri and his assistants.    

However, it is possible to judge the relative contribution of individuals in Neri’s 

workshop by analysing the wage paid to each assistant.  The annual salary was usually 

negotiated at the start of employment, and it was normal for the wage to be increased each year 

(see Table Eighteen, below).  Only assistants who were too young or inexperienced did not 

receive a wage, and in one instance Neri was paid to apprentice a pupil.
132

  Anabel Thomas has 

remarked that none of Neri’s assistants were employed on a part-time basis, although this 

practice was common in the workshops of sculptors such as Ghiberti.
133

  A few assistants left 

Neri’s workshop after only a few days or weeks, but in their initial employment contract a work 

term of at least a year was usually negotiated.  
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Table Eighteen: Neri’s Assistants Referenced in the Ricordanze 
# Name Arrival Departure Duration  Work 

begun  

Large panels in 

progress
134

 

Salary
135

 

1 Cosimo 

Rosselli
136

  

 

1453-05-04 

or earlier 

1456-10-04 

 

3 years, 5 

months, or 

more 

44 19  1456: 72 lire  

 

 

2 Giuliano 

d'Andrea di 

Lore
137

 

1455-11-20 

 

1456-11-20?  1 year 

approx. 

12 4  1455: 16 lire 

3 Maso
138

 1457-07-09  Unknown     

4 Antonio di 

Benedetto di 

Giovanni
139

 

1458-09-18 

 

1466-08-14 

 

9 years, 10 

months 26 

days 

127 47  1458 – 1462: none 

1462 - 1464: 92 lire   

1465: uncertain
140

 

5 Giusto 

d’Andrea di 

Giusto
141

  

1458-11-13 

 

1461-02-06  

 

2 years, 2 

months, 23 

days 

45 12 1458: 51.5 lire 

1459: 77 lire 

 

6 Francesco 

Botticini
142

 

1459-10-22  

  

1460-10-22  21  

 

8  illegible  

7 Giovanni 

d'Antonio di 

Iacopo
143

 

1460-11-01 

 

1467-09-09  

 

6 years, 10 

months, 8 

days 

94 43 1460: 24 lire    

1461: 36 lire 

1462: 44 lire   

1463: 54 lire 

1464: 88 lire 

1466: 144 lire 

8 Bernardo di 

Stefano 

Rosselli
144

 

1460-11-04 

 

unknown  

 

unknown   Unknown 

9 Benedetto 

(Betto) di 

Domenico 

d'Andrea
145

 

1463-08-21 

 

1470-01-01 

 

6 years, 4 

months, 10 

days 

61 33  1463: 58 lire 

1464: 58 lire 

1469: 132 lire
146

 

 

10 Lorenzo di 

Domenico di 

1464-04-20 

 

Unknown 

 

unknown   1464: 24 lire 

1465: 32 lire  

                                                 
134

 I define a large panel as anything with commission fee of forty lire or greater.  Panels of this value or higher are 

usually full-length figural paintings. 
135

 The conversion rate of one florin to five lire is used when necessary, although a value is almost always provided 

in lire. 
136

 Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 3, 4  9, 16, 2332, 36, 40, 44, 45, 51, 64, 65 (entry nn. 5, 8, 17, 33, 46, 62, 68, 78, 86, 88, 

102, 103, 115, and 128). 
137

 Ibid. p. 45 (entry n. 88). 
138

 Ibid. p. 78 (entry n. 153).  This is the first and only mention of this assistant, and there is no employment contract 

available.  
139

 Ibid., p.98, 99, 123, 124, 130, 133, 139, 154, 163, 164, 165, 169, 174, 177, 180, 191, 193, 194, 196, 278 (entry n. 

191, 192, 239, 242 , 253, 257, 272, 304 , 323, 325, 333, 343, 349, 355, 381, 385, 387, 390, 529).  He also assisted 

Giuliano da Maiano, see Bicci, Le Ricordanze, pp. 163 -164 (entry n. 323). 
140

 See Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 278 (entry n.529). 
141

 Ibid., pp. 101, 105, 120, p. 126, p. 128, 129, 135, 144, 158, 160, 215, 338, 389 (entry nn. 196, p. 120, p. 126, p. 

128, n. 250, 252, 262, 283, 310, 311, 316, 424, 635, 727).  
142

 Ibid., pp. 126, 133, 139, 333, (entry nn. 246, 257, 272, 628). 
143

 Ibid., pp. 153, 162,163, 183, 194, 204, 208, 210, 214, 260, 283, 284, 292, 309, 321, 330, 356 (entry nn. 301, 320, 

323, 361, 386, 405, 413, 417, 424, 500, 539, 553, 583, 608, 622, 670). 
144

 Ibid., p. 153 (entry n. 302). 
145

 Ibid., pp. 207, 224, 225, 236, 339, 339, 343, 344 (entry nn. 412, 440, 441, 459, 637, 638, 644, 646). 
146

 Bruno di Ser Benedetto da Stagio battiloro paid his salary, see Ibid., p. 343 (entry n. 644). 
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Francesco
147

 1466: 40 lire  

(projected) 

11 Stagio di 

Taddeo 

d'Antonio 

(Istagio, di 

Taddeo 

d'Antonio)
148

 

1464-04-

23
149

    

1472-03-08 

maybe 

 

7 years, 10 

months, 15 

days 

  1465: 12 lire 

1466: 20 lire 

1471: 60 lire 

 

 

12 Lorenzo 

(Nencione) di 

Giovanni 

Pace
150

 

1465-06-04  

 

1466-06-02 

 

1 year, 11 

months, 28 

days 

  1465: 28 lire 

1466: 36 lire  

1467: 48 lire  

(projected) 

13 Piero Antonio 

di 

Bartolommeo
151

 

1465-11-02  

 

unknown 

 

Unknown   none given   

14 Giosue di 

Santi
152

 

1465-12-

05
153

 

unknown 

 

Unknown   1465: 15.1 lire 

 

15 Dionigi 

d'Andea di 

Bernardo di 

Lottino detto 

Danni
154

 

1466-01-20  

 

1469-05-15 

 

3 years, 3 

months, 25 

days 

  1466: none 

1467: 14 lire 

1468: 18 lire 

1469: 24 lire 

 

16 Francesco di 

Lionardo del 

Bene, called 

Datucci
155

 

1466-07-21  

 

1466-08-20 

 

29 days   1466: 16 lire  

1467: 22 lire  

1468: 32 lire  

(projected) 

17 Del Donzello 

Ippolito
156

 

 

1469-05-30  

 

1472-12-19   

 

2 years, 6 

months, 19 

days 

  1469: 12 lire 

1470: 16 lire 

1471: 24 lire 

1472: 36 lire 

(projected) 

18 Luca 

d'Agostino
157

 

 

1469-10-11  

 

1469-10-21 

 

10 days   1469: 20 lire 

1470: 28 lire 

1471: 40 lire 

(projected)  

19 Girolamo di 

Giovanni
158

  

1469-11-03  

 

1471-08-29 

 

1 year 9 

months, 26 

days 

  1469: 12 lire 

1470: 16 lire   

20 Tommaso di 

Giovanni di 

1471-09-07  

 

1472-03-28 or 

1473  

6 months, 21 

days, or 

  1471: 24 lire 

1472: 36 lire 

                                                 
147

 Ibid., p. 228 (entry n. 447). 
148

 Ibid., p. 224, 236, 245, 268, 271, 316, 383, 384 (entry n. 440, 459, 477, 512, 517, 596, 718, 719). 
149

 This date is the first mention of this assistant, but the employment contract was made on May 15, 1465. 
150

 Ibid., pp. 244, 264, 268, 272 (entry nn. 476, 508, 514, 519). 
151

 Ibid., p. 258 (entry n. 496). 
152

 Ibid., p. 258 (entry n. 497). 
153

 This is the first mention of this assistant. 
154

 This is the brother of Neri’s third wife, Costanza di Bernardo di Lottino. See Bicci, Le Ricordanze, p. 262 (entry 

n. 505). 
155

 Ibid., p. 276 (entry n. 527). 
156

 Ibid., pp. 329, 341, 377, 403, 408 (entry nn. 621, 640, 709, 752, 760). 
157

 Ibid., p. 338 (entry n. 636). 
158

 Ibid., p. 340 (entry n. 639). 
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Piero 

Soletti
159

 

more (projected) 

21 Pancrazio 

(Branchazio) 

di Nofri
160

 

1472-04-06 

 

Unknown 

 

Unknown   None given because 

he was too small. 

22 Francesco di 

Benedetto
161

   

 

1473-12-06  

 

Unknown 

 

Unknown   1473: 10 lire 

1474: 14 lire  

(projected) 

 

According to the Ricordanze, the assistants who received the greatest wages from Neri 

were employed in the 1460s.  The highest salary was paid to Giovanni d'Antonio di Iacopo, who 

received 144 lire in his sixth year of employment in 1466.
162

  The second-highest paid assistant 

was Benedetto di Domenico d'Andrea, who earned 132 lire in 1469.
163

  These salary levels are 

incredible considering that a new assistant in Neri’s workshop usually received between ten and 

fourteen lire per annum, and that a large painting commission could cost around 100 lire.  It is 

evident that some of Neri’s assistants were well-paid because they were extremely skilled, and 

made a significant contribution to the output of the workshop.  Perhaps instead of following his 

father’s example of forming official partnerships with his former assistants, Neri simply raised 

his assistant’s salary to match the individual’s contribution.   

In fact, the salaries received by Neri’s most talented assistants were similar to the 

amounts paid to Bicci di Lorenzo’s partners.  We determined in the second chapter that Neri’s 

average annual income was approximately 794 lire, with about 556 lire remaining after he had 

paid for the cost of materials.  Therefore, Giovanni’s 1466 wage of 144 lire would have 

represented almost 26 percent of the shop’s yearly revenue.  In 1466 Neri had seven assistants in 

his workshop, one of whom was not receiving wages, and another, Benedetto di Domenico 

                                                 
159

 Ibid., p. 377 (entry n. 708). 
160

 Ibid., p. 391 (entry n. 732). 
161

 Ibid., pp. 420, 426 (entry nn. 782, 793). 
162

 Ibid., pp. 283 - 284 (entry n. 539).   
163

 Ibid., p. 339 (entry n. 638). 
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d'Andrea, whose salary, peculiarly, was funded by the gold-beater Benedetto da Stagio.
164

  The 

sum of the wages that Neri paid to his other assistants in 1466 was 253 lire, or around 45 percent 

of the shop’s revenue.  This margin of profit is similar to the amounts Neri’s father arranged with 

his partner Stefano d’Antonio, who received 42 percent of the income, as previously discussed.  

Therefore, it is clear that Neri’s assistants were a crucial aspect of his workshop, and those who 

were most experienced were paid handsomely for their contributions. 

Despite our factual knowledge concerning Neri’s most valuable assistants, their exact 

contribution to the workshop is uncertain.  Even the hand of Neri’s highest-paid assistant, 

Giovanni d'Antonio di Iacopo, cannot be distinguished from the workshop style, despite the fact 

that Giovanni was in Neri’s workshop for almost seven years, from November of 1460 until 

September of 1467.  There is no discernible difference in either the gilding or painting style for 

panels completed before and after Giovanni’s employment.  The last major commission on 

which Giovanni was likely engaged was an Assumption currently located in Philadelphia, a 

commission which exhibits the extensive gilding typical of works from the 1460s.  This 

Philadelphia Assumption was delivered on September 4, 1467, and the next major extant painting 

is a Coronation of the Virgin, commissioned for the Badia de San Piero a Ruoti in 1471.
165

  The 

style of the figures does not appear noticeably different between the two paintings, which 

suggests either that Giovanni did not play a major role in the production of the paintings, or that 

there was another assistant equally skilled at completing Giovanni’s tasks.  

 Neri’s assistant with the second-highest salary was Benedetto di Domenico d'Andrea, 

who received only 8 lire less than Giovanni at the peak of his employment.  Benedetto was in the 

workshop from August of 1463 until January of 1470, a little over two years after the departure 
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of Giovanni.  However, there are no extant paintings for the years when Benedetto was active in 

the workshop without Giovanni, and consequently it is not possible to distinguish between the 

work of Giovanni and Benedetto.  The fact that the loss of two such major assistants had no 

influence on the workshop style is a testament to Neri’s skill at controlling the quality and the 

uniformity of his paintings.   

The elusive nature of the contribution of Neri’s highest-paid assistants might be 

compared to Neri’s own involvement in his father’s workshop.  As previously discussed, Neri’s 

exact role in his father’s workshop prior to his father’s death in 1452 is unknown, despite the fact 

that by 1452 Neri would have been in his early thirties, and was presumably a highly-skilled 

member of the workshop.  In fact, the opaque nature of the individual’s contribution is a 

testament to the ability of the workshop to produce a cohesive product. 

Although there is no evident relationship between the quality of Neri’s paintings and the 

salary of his assistants, there is a clear correlation between the number of assistants and the 

volume of work completed. The largest gap in Neri’s productivity occurs around the year 1458, 

when no large panels were completed, and there were only five commissions (see Table 

Nineteen, below).   

Perhaps not coincidentally, it is likely that Neri had no assistants in 1458.  The only 

possible assistant he might have had was someone named Maso.  However, Maso is only 

mentioned once, on July of 1457 when he delivered a commission to a client, and thus it is 

unlikely that he was a salaried assistant.
166

  Ignoring the possible presence of Maso, Neri had no 

assistants between when Giuliano d'Andrea di Lore departed the workshop in November of 

1456, and the beginning of Antonio di Benedetto di Giovanni’s apprenticeship on September 18, 
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1458.   One month later, Neri further supplemented his workforce with the addition of Giusto 

d’Andrea.  As you can see in the chart below, the output of the workshop subsequently 

increased, with a record 27 commissions made in 1459, significantly higher than the overall 

average of about 10 commissions per year.  The majority of the commissions from 1459 were 

painted gesso tabernacles, and it is likely that the task of painting the gesso was easily 

accomplished by the new assistants.  Thus, although there is no evidence of the individual hand 

in Neri’s workshop, the relationship between the volume of commissions and the number of 

assistants demonstrates the obvious conclusion, that Neri relied on his assistants in order to 

sustain his extraordinary output.  

        Table Nineteen: Commissions Per Year 
Year

167
 Large 

commissions 

Total 

commissions 

 Year Large 

commissions 

Total 

commissions 

1453 1 4  1465 3 9 

1454 7 12  1466 4 5 

1455 4 13  1467 9 13 

1456 5 14  1468 1 7 

1457 5 9  1469 3 4 

1458 0 5  1470 4 10 

1459 6 27  1471 3 8 

1460 3 12  1472 5 12 

1461 7 18  1473 3 10 

1462 6 15  1474 1 3 

1463 7 17  1475 3 3 

1464 8 18     

 

Although Neri’s highest-paid assistants remain an enigma to us, we are much more 

familiar with the assistants who were in the workshop for shorter terms, and who went on to 

establish distinguished workshops.  Several of Neri’s pupils became artists of some renown, 

including Giusto d’Andrea, Domenico di Michelino, Cosimo Rosselli, Bernardo di Stefano 

                                                 
167
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Rosselli, and Francesco Botticini.  Although many of these assistants also worked with other 

masters, such as Lippi, Gozzoli, and Verrocchio, the effect of their time spent in Neri’s 

workshop is often evident in the way that his former students designed their work.  In this section 

we will examine the output of some of Neri’s more famous pupils in order to analyse the degree 

of influence that Neri had on his former assistants.  

Cosimo Rosselli (1439 -1507) is the first assistant mentioned in Neri’s Ricordanze, and 

he might also be considered Neri’s most successful pupil.  One of Cosimo’s most prestigious 

commissions was the fresco work he completed in the Sistine Chapel alongside Ghirlandaio, 

Botticelli and Perugino from 1480 through 1482.
168

  Although we do not have the precise date 

when Cosimo joined Neri’s workshop, he was present at least from the start of the Ricordanze in 

1453, and stayed until 1456.  We first encounter Cosimo in Neri’s Ricordanze in May of 1453, 

returning three long planks to a woodworker named Tano.  Neri had borrowed the wood to use as 

scaffolding for his fresco commission in the Spini Chapel in Santa Trinita.
169

  Throughout the 

Ricordanze, Cosimo is primarily referred to in the context of deliveries, which is normally the 

only time Neri mentioned his assistants, apart from employment contracts.  Neri mentions 

Cosimo for the last time on October 4, 1456, when he writes that Cosimo left the workshop to go 

to Rome.
170

  As mentioned earlier, a plausible idea proposed by Arthur Blumenthal is that 

Cosimo might have been working with Benozzo Gozzoli in Rome in the late 1450s.
171

  Cosimo 

was back in Florence by 1459 working on a painting commissioned for Santa Trinita, and in 
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1470 he was sharing a workshop with Biagio d’Antonio.  In 1481, Cosimo left for Rome again to 

complete work in the Sistine Chapel.
172

  

Attempts have been made to discern Cosimo’s involvement in Neri’s work from the 

1450s.  Anabel Thomas believes that the hand of Cosimo is evident in Neri’s 1453 Assumption of 

the Virgin, currently located in the National Gallery of Canada.  She claims that the presence of 

Cosimo Rosselli as a workshop assistant at the time of the National Gallery commission 

“contributed to the refined nature” of the painting.
173

  However, Thomas appears to be 

subscribing to the anachronistic view of Neri as an inherently inferior painter.  Cosimo would 

have been only about fourteen years old at the time of the commission, and it seems unlikely that 

he would have displayed any extraordinary skill at such a formative stage of his career.  

Cosimo’s earliest dated work, a 1470 painting commissioned for S. Annunziata in Florence (Fig. 

140), does not demonstrate the skill evident in the Ottawa panel.
174

  It is more likely that 

Cosimo’s experience in Neri’s workshop played a key role in the construction and design 

methods used throughout Cosimo’s independent career.  The extensive gilding and the 

arrangement of the figures in Cosimo’s 1471 Madonna and Child with Saints (Fig. 141), for the 

Chiesa di Santa Maria a Lungotuono, are highly reminiscent of several paintings from Neri’s 

workshop, such as Neri’s untraced Madonna and Child of 1454 (Fig. 40).
175

  An undated panel 

attributed to Cosimo, located in the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, is also very reminiscent of 

Neri’s workshop style (Fig. 142).  However, although the colouring and gilding techniques used 

in these examples are comparable, there is no indication that Cosimo brought designs with him 
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from Neri’s workshop.  Instead, Cosimo’s activity in the 1460s and 1470s is simply evocative of 

the workshop style learned from Neri.    

 
Figure 140: Cosimo Rosselli, Saints Barbara, John the Baptist, and Matthew, Florence, Galleria 

dell'Accademia, Florence, c. 1470, 215 x 219 cm, inv. 1890 n. 8635. 

 
Left, Figure 141: Cosimo Rosselli, Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony, Francis, Chiara and Verdiana, 

Castelfiorentino, Chiesa di Santa Maria a Lungotuono, 1471. 

  

Right, Figure 142: Cosimo Rosselli, Saint Lawrence, Liverpool, Walker Art Gallery, 1470s, inv. 2803. 
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Apart from the similarities in painting style, there are also numerous examples of the 

social and professional interactions that occurred between Neri, Cosimo, and Cosimo’s family in 

the decades following Cosimo’s apprenticeship with Neri, and it is evident that Neri and Cosimo 

maintained a professional relationship.  Although Cosimo’s father and uncle were masons, 

Cosimo and his brother Francesco both became painters.
176

  Furthermore, Cosimo’s cousin, 

Bernardo di Stefano Rosselli (1450-1526), was an assistant of Neri’s in the 1460s.  We only have 

one sentence concerning Bernardo in the Ricordanze, which describes how Bernardo’s father, a 

bricklayer, brought his son to Neri’s workshop to learn the art of painting: “Richordo ch’el 

sopradetto dì mandò iStefano Rosegli muratore a botega mia al’arte del dipigniere per imparare 

Bernardo suo figliuolo.”
177

  The brevity of the entry, and the absence of the terms of employment 

normally provided for Neri’s other assistants, suggest that Bernardo’s presence in the workshop 

was of an informal and interim nature, and we have no record of when he left Neri’s workshop.  

However, we know that Bernardo was occasionally employed in Cosimo’s workshop, and that he 

went on to establish his own workshop in the Porta Rossa region in 1475.
178

     

Intriguingly, Bernardo started his own workshop account book in 1475, and the extant 

document is almost as extensive as Neri’s account books, spanning the years 1475 through 

1500.
179

  As discussed in the introduction, the account book was the subject of Margherita 

Ciampaglia’s 2008 thesis, and the material is in the process of being published by Alessandro 

Guidotti and Anna Padoa Rizzo.
180

  A transcription of Bernardo’s account book was included in 
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Ciampaglia’s thesis, and the details concerning his monetary transactions reveal that he 

frequently produced work in collaboration with other artists.
181

  It is evident that the Rosselli 

family were skilled at collaborating with other artists, and it is possible that they might have 

learned their organization skills through their experience in the Bicci workshop.  

Giusto d’Andrea (1440-1498) also had significant ties to the Bicci family.  Giusto was 

the son of Andrea di Giusto, who was in Bicci di Lorenzo’s workshop from 1423 until 1424.
182

   

Giusto joined Neri’s workshop on November 13, 1458, and stayed until February 6, 1461.
183

  

During Giusto’s apprenticeship, the workshop was engaged on twelve large paintings, and 

overall approximately forty-five commissions were begun during his apprenticeship.
184

  After 

leaving Neri’s workshop, Giusto worked with Filippo Lippi for a year, and then joined Benozzo 

Gozzoli in San Gimignano from 1465 until 1468.
185

  Giusto might have gone to work with 

Benozzo in order to increase his experience with fresco work, since Neri’s workshop rarely 

worked in this medium.
186

           

Strong similarities between the work of Neri and Giusto d’Andrea suggest that Giusto 

retained cartoons from Neri’s workshop.  Three of Neri’s paintings discussed in the previous 

chapter, (the Madonna and Child with Saints paintings from 1454, 1473, and an untraced and 

undated painting sold at auction in 1991, Figs. 40, ) are very similar to Giusto’s Madonna and 

Child with Saints completed between 1460 and 1470 (Florence, Galleria dell'Accademia, Fig. 
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143).
187

  The throne in Giusto’s painting has the same outline as the thrones depicted in Neri’s 

painting (Fig. 144) and also shares some of the interior markings.  The main difference is that the 

very front portion of the throne depicted by Neri does not end in a point, but is finished with a 

narrow vertical panel.  In addition to the correspondence in the depiction of the throne, the 

outline of the Madonna figure in Giusto’s painting matches the outline of the Madonna depicted 

in Neri’s 1454 painting.  Not only do the dimensions of the Madonna figures correspond, but the 

distance between the Madonna and the base of the throne is the same in both works.  This is 

unusual, since in the majority of examples from Neri’s workshop separate cartoons were used for 

the figures and the thrones, as established in the previous chapter.  Since Giusto’s painting was 

completed a few years after Neri’s Madonna and Child with Saints from 1454, it appears as if 

Giusto copied the entire composition from Neri’s completed painting.  Although it is tempting to 

suggest that it was during his apprenticeship with Neri that Giusto d’Andrea acquired the design 

for his Galleria painting, it is possible that there is a non-extant source for both paintings. 

Besides the Galleria painting, there are four other Giusto d’Andrea paintings that have a 

throne similar to the 1454 Neri di Bicci painting (Figs. 145 -148).  Unfortunately, dimensions are 

only available for one of these additional paintings, Madonna and Child with Saints Lawrence, 

Anthony of Padua, Jerome, Francis, Cosmas and Damian in San Girolamo in Volterra (Fig. 

148).  The Volterra painting is dated to the 1470s, and the throne and outlines of the Madonna 

are similar but not an exact match to the 1454 Neri painting (Fig. 40) and Giusto’s Galleria 

painting (Fig. 143).      

 

                                                 
187

 Sometimes given to Domenico di Michelino.  Many of the paintings attributed to Giusto d’Andrea are also 

attributed to Domenico di Michelino or Zanobi Strozzi, who also suffer from a clear understanding of their artistic 

style.  For further information see Dennis Geronimus, ‘Arbitrating Artistry: The Case of Domenico di Michelino in 

1483’ The Burlington Magazine, (vol. 144, No. 1196, Nov. 2002), p. 691.   

http://www.jstor.org.proxy.queensu.ca/action/showPublication?journalCode=burlmaga


231 

 

 
Figure 143: Giusto d’Andrea, Madonna and Child with Saints, Florence, Galleria dell'Accademia, 1460 

- 1470. 

                 
Figure 144: Scaled composite image of Figures 40 and 143.   
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Figure 145: Giusto d’Andrea, Madonna and Child with Saints, Munich, Alte Pinakothek Museum, 165 x 165 

cm. 

 
Figure 146: Giusto d’Andrea, Madonna and Child with Saints John the Baptist, Peter, James, Anthony Abbot, 

Magdalen, and Margaret, San Giovanni Valdarno, Pinacoteca Parrochiale. 
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Left, Figure 147: Giusto d’Andrea, Madonna and Child with Saints Paul and Benedict, Pisa, Museo Nazionale 

di San Matteo. 

 

Right, Figure 148: Giusto d’Andrea, Madonna and Child with Saints Francis, Cosmas, Damien, Jerome, 

Lawrence, and Anthony, Volterra, Museo Diocesano di Arte Sacra, 1470s, 185 x 210 cm. 

  

 

The presence of Neri’s patterns in Giusto’s work suggests that he closely followed the 

production techniques learned in Neri’s workshop.  In the state tax return of 1480, Giusto 

reported the second-highest income of any artist living in Florence, trumped only by Neri’s 

income.
188

  The financial success of Giusto appears to indicate that he was able to effectively 

apply the profit-based production techniques that he must have learned while employed in Neri’s 

workshop.  It is unfortunate that Giusto’s paintings did not survive in greater numbers, since his 

life and work are currently not very well known or appreciated. 
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Conclusion 

Based on the examples discussed in this chapter, it is clear that designs and ideas moved 

freely between workshops.  Since we know that Neri used cartoons to produce paintings within 

his own workshop, and that he collaborated with his contemporaries, it is not surprising to 

discover that designs were shared between workshops.  Analysing the correspondences in 

surviving panels, and the documentary evidence of collaboration, compels us to reconsider the 

degree to which artists shared their designs.  The similarities between the Pesellino-Lippi Trinity 

and the three panels securely attributed to Neri’s workshop indicate that Neri had access to 

separate figural outline cartoons from the Pesellino-Lippi workshop, or that he created cartoons 

from the finished work of Pesellino or Lippi.  Correspondences between the work of Neri and 

several of his former pupils, including the appearance of the same design in the Montefioralle 

Trinity, suggest that designs were circulating in fifteenth-century Florentine workshops with a 

fluidity that is not very well understood.   Although many of Neri’s assistants spent only a year 

or less in Neri’s workshop, it is clear that their time in Neri’s workshop often had a lasting effect 

on their future work.    
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CONCLUSION 

On November 18, 1473, in the Church of Santa Trinita in Florence, Neri’s oldest son Lorenzo 

married Diamante, the daughter of the wealthy apothecary Gianpiero di Giovanni.
1
  In many 

ways, this event was a manifestation of the social and economic achievements of Neri and his 

family, which had been steadily increasing over the previous century.  Diamante brought with 

her a dowry of 750 florins, much higher than the average of 417 florins paid out by the state 

dowry fund in the 1430s, and significantly more than the 340 florins Neri received in 1453 

following his marriage to his third wife, Costanza di Lottino.
2
  Furthermore, the location itself 

was highly prestigious, since in 1473 Santa Trinita would have been filled with some of the most 

iconic paintings in Florence, including Cimabue’s Maestà, Lorenzo Monaco’s Annunciation, 

Gentile da Fabriano’s Adoration of the Magi, the Deposition begun by Lorenzo Monaco and 

finished by Fra Angelico, and Ghirlandaio’s Adoration of the Magi.
3
  

 
                        Figure 149: Outside view of the Church of Santa Trinita. 
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Figure 150: Floorplan of the Church of Santa Trinita. 

 

Right alongside these famous paintings would have been several works produced by Neri 

and his father, located primarily in the private chapels of the Compagni and Spini families, 

which were both situated near the main altar (Figs. 149 and 150).  The Compagni Chapel 

featured a large painting by Bicci di Lorenzo, his Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony 

Abbot, John Gualbert, John the Baptist, and Catherine (London, Westminster Abbey, Fig. 151), 

while one of Neri’s first major commissions, an altarpiece depicting the Assumption of the Virgin 

(Ottawa, National Gallery of Canada, Fig. 44) was in the adjacent Spini Chapel.
4
  Apart from 

these paintings, Bicci di Lorenzo frescoed the life of Giovanni Gualberto in the Compagni 

Chapel, and either Neri or Bicci di Lorenzo completed frescos of the same subject in the Spini 
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Chapel.
5
  Other paintings potentially in Santa Trinita were Bicci di Lorenzo’s circa 1430 

Coronation of the Virgin (Florence, Santa Trinita, Figs. 152 - 154), and in the years following the 

wedding Neri’s workshop might have produced two other paintings for the church: an 

Annunciation (Fig. 89) and a Sacra Conversazione, which both remain in situ (Fig. 51).  Thus, 

both the wedding and the many commissions from the Bicci workshop demonstrate the social 

ranking of the Bicci family and the importance and value placed on their work in the fifteenth 

century.  

 
Figure 151: Bicci di Lorenzo, Madonna and Child with Saints Anthony Abbot, John Gualbert, John the Baptist, 

and Catherine, London, Westminster Abbey.    

                                                 
5
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Figure 152: Bicci di Lorenzo, Coronation of the Virgin, Florence, Santa Trinita, c. 1430. 

 

   
                 Figures 153 and 154: Details of Figure 152. 
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    Figures 155 and 156:  Details of Figure 51. 

 

The number of Bicci frescoes and paintings in Santa Trinita is typical of the fifteenth-

century demand for work from the Bicci family.  As we have seen throughout this thesis, Neri 

was able to build on his father’s popularity, and the production techniques he learned as an 

assistant, in order to further increase the wealth of his family and to optimize the operation of his 

business.  A key aspect of Neri’s success was his use of cartoons, which allowed him to increase 

his rate of production and to delegate work to his assistants.  After a close analysis of Neri’s 

paintings, it has become evident that the workshop used small cartoons for repetitive design 

elements, such as brocade patterns and frieze decoration.  This technique had been popular in 

Florence for several decades, and was used not only by Neri, but also by his father and 

potentially his grandfather.   

From the late 1450s onwards Neri began to embrace an emerging design trend, the use of 

full-scale figural cartoons.  By creating composite Photoshop documents of his paintings, we 

determined that the outlines of many of his figures are identical, which is an indication that the 

same cartoon was used repeatedly in his workshop.  Furthermore, cartoons were also used to 
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reproduce architectural elements, such as the thrones in his Madonna and Child paintings, and 

the coffered ceilings usually found in his depictions of the Annunciation.    

Cartoons most likely allowed Neri to produce work at a quicker rate, a hypothesis which 

is confirmed by information provided by Neri’s account book, his Ricordanze.  Based on a close 

analysis of the production times stated in the Ricordanze, it is evident that the workshop could 

easily finish a full-sized painting in two to three months, but the average completion time was 

around seven months due to the large volume of active commissions.  A rough analysis of the 

survival rate of Neri’s paintings suggests that he could have produced as many as 210 large 

paintings throughout his 50-year career, and hundreds of smaller works.   

Apart from completing his work at a quicker rate than his contemporaries, Neri also 

commanded a lower than average fee, and produced many lower-cost items.  With only five lire, 

or slightly less than three weeks’ salary, a farm labourer could have purchased a gesso tabernacle 

from Neri’s workshop, and half of the 224 commission fees reported in the Ricordanze were for 

thirty lire or less.  If we ignore the fees for smaller works and instead assess the cost of larger 

paintings, then the average price was 151 lire, or almost half the average cost for paintings of a 

similar size produced by other artists working in Florence.  Although we are hampered by the 

fact that the extent of cartoon usage by Neri’s contemporaries is unknown, the relative volume of 

work produced by Neri’s workshop suggests that he was an early adopter of extensive cartoon 

use, and that cartoons allowed him to produce work much faster than his contemporaries.  As 

further technical analysis is completed on fifteenth-century Italian paintings, it will be possible to 

acquire a clearer understanding of the precise role of cartoons in Florentine workshops. 

Besides cartoons, Neri’s enormous success can also be attributed to his ability to create 

valuable relationships with other artists.  Many of his assistants stayed in his workshop for 
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several years, and he maintained contact with former pupils such as Cosimo Rosselli and 

Francesco Botticini.  Furthermore, Neri worked collaboratively with many of his fellow painters, 

including Filippo Lippi and Vittorio Ghiberti.  These associations are evident not only in Neri’s 

account books, but also in extant paintings, where similarities in figure size demonstrate that 

cartoons were shared between workshops.  These findings challenge our understanding of 

fifteenth-century production methods, and suggest that there was a greater degree of co-operation 

between artists than is usually acknowledged.    

Information found in Neri’s Ricordanze has also provided us with a better understanding 

of Neri’s typical purchaser.  Male secular clients were Neri’s primary customers, accounting for 

approximately two thirds of his business, followed by male clergy.  Not all of the commissions 

from Neri were intended for display within a chapel, since many clients purchased devotional 

objects to be used within their homes.  The majority of Neri’s clients came from his 

neighbourhood, in the Santo Spirito quarter, but it was not uncommon for smaller churches 

located in the countryside to commission large altarpieces. 

Conservation and security concerns have forced many of Neri’s paintings from their 

original locations, but several of his works, especially in the more secluded regions of Tuscany, 

remain in situ.  A key aspect of my thesis research involved photographing and measuring these 

more isolated paintings in order to acquire the data required for analysing paintings in 

Photoshop.  This thesis has provided an updated guide to both the location and the volume of 

work that can be attributed to Neri, and hopefully a monograph will one day be published in 

order to supply a fuller index of paintings from the Bicci workshop.          

Although I aspired to view and document every painting from Neri’s workshop, certain 

constraints rendered this impossible within the scope of this thesis.  A primary stumbling block 
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was the sheer quantity of extant works, which number well over 300 if untraced paintings sold at 

auction in the last decades are included.  Another major issue is that much of the information 

regarding Neri’s paintings is not current, and the contents of a church or the appropriate person 

to contact is impossible to determine.  Occasionally, I might finally gain access to a site only to 

find that the literature leading me to that location was no longer correct.  Although I was able to 

visit a significant percentage of his extant paintings, with further time and resources additional 

ground could have been covered.          

As evidenced by the volume of commissions completed by his workshop, Neri di Bicci 

was one of the most popular artists of the fifteenth century.  This thesis has closely examined the 

life and work of Neri in order to assess the mechanisms of his success, which we now know can 

be attributed to his business acumen, the employment of cartoons within his workshop, and his 

ability to collaborate with his contemporaries.  As we grow increasingly familiar with Neri’s 

oeuvre, it is hopeful that his paintings will be appreciated not only for their inherent charm, but 

also as evidence of a highly organized workshop that functioned on the leading edge of 

quattrocento production methods. 
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Appendix: Value of Commissions Described by Neri in his Ricordanze 

Count Cost 

(lire)
1
 

Commissioner Year  Location (original)  Ricordanze 

Entry # 

1 680 Bartolomeo Lapacci, 

Amadeo 

1468 Florence, Santo Ronbolo 554 

2 650 Amideo 1475 San Niccolo di Cafaggio 791 

3 560 Antonio di Piero Benzo and 

Charol di Piero Benizi 

1454 Florence, Santa Felicita 22 

4 525 Mona Checha, wife of Piero 

di Giovanni 

1466 Monastero di Candeli al Canto a 

Monteloro 

523 

5 500   1460 Florence, San Felice in Piaza  254 

6 481 Nicholo Sernigi 1475 Morrocco, Church of Santa 

Maria at Morrocco 

797 

7 480 Bianca degli Spini (in 

memoriam) 

1456 Florence, Santa Trinita, Spini 

Chapel  

50 

8 425 Mariotto di Marcho 1471 Florence, Santo Spirito 698 

9 420 Piero archpriest of Viterbo 1459 San Sisto di Viterbo 168 

10 340 Giovanni Spinellini  1465 Florence, San Fedele 429 

11 300 Giovanni da Certomondo 1466 Certomonda Chiesa 479 

12 291 Compagnia delle Vergine 

Maria di San Martino a 

Ghanghalandi 

1433   61 

13 280 Compagnia di San Niccolo di 

Poggibonsi  

1456   111 

14 271.4 Amideo 1465 Florence, Santa Maria a Ughi 444 

15 245 Bernardo Salviati 1461 Florence, san Leonardo in 

Arcetri  

321 

16 230 Bartolomeo 1471 Arezzo, Badia di S. Piero a 

Ruoti  

696 

17 229.6 Giovanni 1467 Arezzo, San Michele 522 

18 225 Antonio da Pescia 1457 Pescia 161 

19 200 Mariotto Allegri  1462 Camaldoli, Sacristy 372 

20 200 Agnolo Vetttori  1464 Santa Maria alla Campora  431 

21 200 Francesca, abbess of San 

Michele of Prato 

1467 Prato, San Michele  575 

22 200   1472 Florence, Sant Apollonia 736 

23 190 Mateo iSquarcialupi 1464 San Francesco in San Miniato a 

Monte 

436 

24 180 Giorgio 1467 Pescia 485 

25 180 Nicholo Sernigi, 1473 Morrocco, Church of Santa 761 

                                                 
1
 At conversion rate of five lire equals one florin, according to average of conversion rates provided in Neri’s 

Ricordanze. 
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commissioned for a friend Maria at Morrocco 

26 179 Francesco D'Antonio  1461 Santa Monica monastery 299 

27 170 Francesco Zopo brother at 

Santo Spirito 

1462   347 

28 164 Berto Chorsellini 1461 Florence, San Giorgio  284 

29 160 Abot of San Felice, Don 

Mariano and Ruberto Mezola 

1472 Florence, San Felice  753 

30 155.6 Piero 1469 Poggibonsi, Sant'Agostino 629 

31 154 Pagholo Parigi 1462 Florence, San Giorgio 348 

32 152 Sandro di Betto 1469 Firenzuola, San Giovanni 

Battista 

614 

33 150 Geri Bartoli  1456   95 

34 150 Domenicho del Giochondo  1463 Fivizano, in Lunigiana 418 

35 150 Salvestro del Cicha 1463 Florence, San Romeo 427 

36 150   1463 Peccioli, San Miniato del 

Tedescho 

428 

37 150 Santo Girolamo frate 1470 Fiesole, San Girolamo 520 

38 149 Abott of San Pancrazio  1455 Florence, San Pancrazio  51 

39 147 Luca d'Andrea di San 

Colombano a Settimo 

1454 Ponte a Stagno, wayside shrine 12 

40 144 Mariotto Lupi 1462 Santo Lorenzo 380 

41 140 Bernardo Charnesechi 1455 Santa Maria in Campo, Baronci 

Chapel 

75 

42 140 Compagnia di San Giorgio, 

Damiano 

1459 Pescia 209 

43 140 Francesco di Giovanni  1464 Florence, Santa Felicita 446 

44 130 Don Antonio di San 

Pancrazio 

1456 San Pancrazio 118 

45 128 Mona Lionarda 1463 Florence, San Nicholo 404 

46 125   Caterina Bagniesi  1455 Florence, San Romeo   63 

47 125 Ghabriello di Pier Luigi 

Farnese 

1463   401 

48 123 Otto Nicholini 1463 Florence, Santo Spirito   393 

49 120.6 Compagnia del Pellegrino 1454   41 

50 120.4 Compagnia di Santa Maria di 

Sant'Andrea a Mosciano;  

1460 Mosciano 207 

51 120 Munisterio di Fulignio dalla 

Porta a Faenza 

1462 Fuligno, refectory 357 

52 119.5 Bartolomeo Lenzi   1461 Chiesa degli Innocenti 285 

53 112.45 Pagholi di ….  1457 Putignano Valdigreve  146 

54 110.7 India, sister of Bernardo 

Salviati 

1467 Florence, San Leonardo in 

Arcetri 

567 

55 110 Francesco of Santo Spirito 1464 Santa Monaca monastery 448 
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56 102 Monache of Sant'Apollonia 1473 Florence, Sant'Apollonia 771 

57 100 Martino dello Scharfa 1453 Florence, San Pancrazio 15 

58 100 Bernardo Squarcialupi da 

Poggibonsi 

1454 Poggibonsi   28 

59 100 Michele Agniolo d'Arezo 1457 Arezzo, Santa Maria delle 

Grazie 

137 

60 100 Mariotto di Manno 1462   360 

61 100 Gherardino di Nicholo 

Bertini 

1471 Tavarnelle val di Pesa, San 

Francesco in Barberino Valdelsa 

702 

62 96 Vittorio Ghiberti 1455 Signoria, platform outside town 

hall 

46 

63 95   1461 Prato 232 

64 90 Michele di Pino dalla 

Cavallina di Mugello 

1466   488 

65 83.4 Antonio di Berto Chardini  1458 San Francesco di Pescia, chapel 

Cardini 

181 

66 80 Antonio di Domenicho di 

Nicolaio da Montechastegli 

of Voltera 

1469 Voltera, Montecastelli 610 

67 80 Domenico Bartoli 1470   662 

68 75.85 Bartolomeo di Lucha Martini 1456   121 

69 75 Bartolomeo di Biagio priore 

di San Simone 

1457  San Simone 130 

70 75 Niccolaio Valentini 1467 Florence, Santa Maria Novella  550 

71 72 Francesco del Benino 1464   453 

72 70 Lorenzo Ridolfi  1454 Castelfranco di Sotto 23 

73 70 Francescho 1463   390 

74 70 Francesco, for the donne di 

Santa Monacha 

1463   391 

75 70 Compagnia di Santa Maria di 

Radda in Chianti 

1473   769 

76 70 Mariotto Gondi and Niccolo 

di Goro  

1474  787 

77 66 Tomaso di Lorenzo Soderini 1455 Lastra a Signa (near), Santa 

Maria delle Selve 

36 

78 62.2   1473 Florence, Sant'Apollonia 780 

79 60   1459 Monastero di Foligno, refectory 233 

80 60 Bernardo del Benino 1464   434 

81 60 Maria de' Tinciavegli 1464 Santo Donato iSchopeto 449 

82 60 Tomaso Soderini 1470 Florence, San Frediano 717 

83 56 Tommaso Soderini 1454 Florence, Sala dell'Udienza nel 

Palazzo della Signoria 

34 

84 55 Giovannozzo de' Mozzi 1459   255 
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85 52 Iachopo, Abott of San 

Pancrazio 

1454 Florence, San Pancrazio 37 

86 50 Zanobi di Manno 1457   148 

87 50 Nicholo Sernigi 1470   671 

88 50  1472 Florence, Santa Monaca 728 

89 46 Pietro Tazzi 1460   308 

90 45 Ser Michele da Todi 1461   331 

91 45 Antonio di Mariano, from 

San Friano 

1465   474 

92 44 Lionardo Boni 1464   437 

93 43.2 Tommaso Stini 1459   244 

94 40 Guido Guiducci  1459   243 

95 40 Francesco Zopo of Santo 

Spirito 

1461 Santa Monaca convent 320 

96 40 Niccolaio Valentini 1466   542 

97 40 Agniesa 1467 Florence, Santa Maria della 

Schala 

578 

98 40  1472 Monteloro, monastery of 

Candeli al Conto 

729 

99 40 Person in the Mercato Veccio 1472   730 

100 35 Antonio d'Iachopo 1464   439 

101 35 Giovanni d'Andrea 1470 near Prato, convento del Palco 677 

102 35   1472 Monastero del Portico 738 

103 32.4 Francesco Zoppo of Santo 

Spirito 

1461 San Gaggio 322 

104 32 Giovanni iSpinellini; 

Bernardo Squarcialupi 

1455 Poggibonsi 53 

105 32 Francesco di Giovanni  1456   78 

106 32 Pagholo del Bonba 1455 San Martino a Gangalandi 79 

107 30.5 I Gesuati 1468   601 

108 30 Benedetto d'Andrea di Bosi 1459   210 

109 30 Benedetto 1459   211 

110 30 

(for 

three 

items) 

Andrea di Biagio of Rome 1462   359 

111 30 Alessandro di Luigi, 

neighbour 

1462   369 

112 30 Domenicho veturale in San 

Felice in Piaza 

1462   382 

113 30  1464   406 

114 30 Francescho di Santo Spirito  1464 San Gaggio 455 
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115 28 Piero di Ghuccio  1454   26 

116 28 Mariotto di Meo da Radda 1474   784 

117 27 (3 

items) 

Andrea di Biagio 1459   223 

118 27 Iachopo Ciachi 1462   368 

119 25.8 Don Mariano 1456 San Felice in Piazza 113 

120 25.25 Bartolommeo Tazzi 1459   225 

121 25 Bernardo Squarcialupi da 

Poggibonsi 

1460 Poggibonsi 278 

122 25 Giovanni di Marco 1460   298 

123 25 Mateo Squarcialupi 1470   656 

124 25 Lorenzo Fiorini 1470 Florence, Santo Biagio 664 

125 25 Giuliano da Maiano 1471 room of Giovannino, brother of 

Giuliano 

683 

126 24.2 Girolamo Ciacchi 1459   229 

127 24 Niccolaio Davanzati 1461   336 

128 22.4 Carlo Cambini 1459   212 

129 21.6 il barbiere Chimento 1459   249 

130 21.4 Giovanni Buonromei 1461 San Pancrazio 326 

131 21.25 Carmine frate 1471 Carmine convent 680 

132 21 Pietro Tazi 1462   355 

133 20.5 Bernabe de Cingoli 1473   762 

134 20 Tommaso Soderini 1455   35 

135 20 Giovanni Rucellai  1455 Florence, house of Giovanni  56 

136 20 Antonio Turrini 1457   153 

137 20 Davanzato and Antonio 

Davanzati 

1460   303 

138 20 Ser Bastiano 1462   345 

139 20 Pagholo di Bonachorso 1462   356 

140 20 Chimenti 1464   441 

141 20 Ronbolo d'Andrea di Nofri 1465   465 

142 20 Giovanni Ghuerucci and 

compagni merciaia 

1470   665 

143 19 Pietro del Bernino 1456 his house 112 

144 19 Sinibaldo di Ser Agniolo and 

Giovanni di Baldo 

1463   387 

145 19 Corso proveditore del'Arte 

de'Maestri linaiuoli 

1467   556 

146 17.25 Giuliano da Maiano for 

fmaily in Pisa 

1468 Pisa   593 

147 17.25 Giuliano Sandrini 1468   594 

148 17 Carlo Ridolfi 1459   239 
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149 16.2 Mariotto Mazzi 1460   257 

150 16   1454 Florence, San Pancrazio, 

refectory and dormitory 

45 

151 16 Iachopo, abate 1465 Florence, abbey of the 

Camaldoli 

466 

152 15.8 Iacopo del Poccia 1455   47 

153 15 Salvadore di Filippo degli 

Scetti 

1453 Florence, San Romolo 2 

154 15 Domenico Mangreri 1459   238 

155 15 Lucha di Santo Pulinari 1462 Florence, San Pulinari 349 

156 15 Giuliano Ginori 1463   386 

157 15 Tomaso Miniato 1463   420 

158 15 Tomaso di Francesco di 

Dato, of Santo Piero 

Ghatolinio in Florence 

1465   463 

159 15 Pier Francesco Sernigi 1468   590 

160 15 Giuliano Sandrini 1474   789 

161 14 Machetta calzolaio 1459   228 

162 14   1459 Viterbo 231 

163 14 Mariotto Mazi, merciao al 

Veschovado 

1461   333 

164 14 Michele de lLili 1463   385 

165 14 Nicolaio Valentini 1466 Florence 512 

166 13.9 abott of San Felice 1455 Florence, San Felice in Piazza 77 

167 13.2 Antnio di Piestro da Panzano 1459   230 

168 13.2 Maso di Tomaso di Lorenzo 

Soderini 

1465 Convento del Carmine 470 

169 13 Bino 1472 Florence, outside the Porta a San 

Piero Ghatolino 

759 

170 12.4 Zanobi di Manno 1460 Florence, San Frediano 272 

171 12 Giuliano da Maiano 1461   323 

172 12 Francesco di Cristofano 1472   749 

173 11.9   1464   440 

174 11 Giusto, orafo 1461   325 

175 10.5 Diamante Salviati 1459   227 

176 10.25 Compagnia dei Battuti di San 

Martino a Gangalandi 

1453   20 

177 10 Giovanni barbiere 1459   242 

178 10 Charlo Ridolfi 1462   374 

179 10 Tomaso Soderini 1471 Florence, San Frediano, altar of 

Santa Margherita 

720 

180 9 Betto di Piero Dini 1471   684 
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181 8.25 Piero del Massaio  1456   106 

182 8 Pagholo prior ofSanta Maria 1457 Santa Maria a Putignano 156 

183 8 Company of Saint James in 

Uzzano 

1458 Valdinievole 180 

184 8 Domenico da Pescia sarto 1458 Pescia 186 

185 8 Don Mariano 1459 San Felice   248 

186 8 Geri  1468  604 

187 6.75 Mariotto Mazi 1467   576 

188 6.75 Benedetto, abate of Santa 

Maria di Murone 

1472 Pisa? Santa Maria di Morrona 726 

189 6.6 Chamaldoli, abbot 1461   330 

190 6 Don Mariano of San Felice in 

Piazza 

1456 Florence, San Felice in Piazza   94 

191 6 Abott of San Branchazio  1456 San Pancrazio 116 

192 6 Domenico da Pietrasanta 1461   329 

193 6 Nicholo Sernigi 1473 Morrocco, Church of Santa 

Maria at Morrocco 

767 

194 5.5 Antonio 1454 Lastra a Signa 29 

195 5.5 Francescho, brother at Santo 

Spirito in Florence 

1463 San Gaggio 391 

196 5.4 Giovanni detti Speraindio 1457   136 

197 5.4 Antonio di Benedetto sarto 1459   247 

198 5.4 Maso Finiguerra = Tomaso 

Finiguerra, 1426 - 1464 

1460   262 

199 5.35 Andrea di Barberino, mona 1457   134 

200 5.25 Camaldoli, abbot Iachopo 1455 Camaldoli 80 

201 5.25 Chonpagnia di san Bastiano 

delle Chonvertite 

1455 Compagnia delle Convertite 85 

202 5.25 don Romualdo di Candeli   1456   101 

203 5 Iachopo 1453 Camaldoli abbey 7 

204 5 Salvadore di Filipo  1454 Florence, San Romolo 30 

205 5 Francesco del Benino 1458 Pescia, sala del Consiglio, the 

other on the façade of the 

Palazzo dei Vicari di Pescia 

177 

206 5 Antonio 1459 San Francesco di Pescia, chapel 

Cardini 

181 

207 5 Monna Antonia da Pescia 1458 Pescia 185 

208 5 Francesco donzello 1459   221 

209 5 Lorenzo di Pero 1467   568 

210 5 Bernabe de Cingoli 1473   763 

211 5 frate of San Donato 1473 San Donato Scoperto 768 

212 4.5 Girolamo da Imola 1470   647 



280 

 

213 4.15 Don Mariano, monk in san 

Felice in Piaza 

1463   383 

214 4 Mariotto Mazzi 1460   256 

215 4 Lorenzo Toschanegli 1464   454 

216 4 Nicholaio Davanzati 1464   459 

217 4 Tomaso Soderini 1472 Florence, San Frediano, Santa 

Margherita altar 

742 

218 3.3 Giovanni di Ghuarneri Benci 1464   440 

219 3.3 Prete Antonio of San Iachopo 

e Santo Antonio di Fivizano 

di Lunigiana 

1465   469 

220 3.3 Don Romualdo 1467 San Romualdo nella Marcha 569 

221 3 Tommaso Soderini 1456 Santa Maria delle Selve 108 

222 3 Mariotto Mazi 1465   464 

223 2.75 Ronbolo d'Andrea di Nofri 1463 Polverosa, Santo Donato, 

monastery 

416 

224 2.2 Don Mariano of San Felice    Florence, San Felice in Piaza 

and Santo Pier Magiore 

101 

 


