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Abstract 
  

The Camposanto of Pisa is an extraordinarily complex and evocative monument, which 

has captured the imagination of pilgrims, both religious and secular, for centuries. The late 

Medieval and early Renaissance wall paintings that line the perimeter of the portico surrounding 

a vast inner courtyard, are unparalleled in early Italian art, not only for their striking variety of 

composition and narrative complexity, but also for the sheer grandeur of their proportion. 

However, the passage of time has scarred the structure of the Camposanto and inflicted terrible 

damage on its wall paintings. This thesis explores the material reality of the Camposanto as 

experienced over three centuries through the eyes of British travelers. In order to situate the 

Camposanto mural cycle within an historical and cultural context, the first chapter provides an 

overview of the construction and decoration of the monument. Notably, Giorgio Vasari (1511-

1574), the Italian Humanist often recognized as the father of art history, included numerous 

descriptions of the Camposanto murals in his highly influential text Vite de' più eccellenti pittori, 

scultori, ed architettori. Accordingly, the second chapter provides an analysis of Vasari’s 

descriptions and reflects upon the influence that the Renaissance author may have had upon the 

subsequent British reception of the Camposanto murals. The third chapter utilizes three centuries 

of travel writing in order to investigate the aesthetic impact of the Camposanto mural cycle upon 

British tourists from the seventeenth through to the nineteenth century. 
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             Chapter 1 
 

An introduction to the History of the Camposanto of Pisa 
  

 The Camposanto is located along the periphery of the northwest corner of the city of Pisa 

within the Piazza del Duomo, a walled expanse of brilliant green turf out of which the white 

marble facades of the Cathedral (1063 - 1350), Baptistery (1152 -1363), and Leaning Tower 

(1173 -1319) rise in a strikingly isolated cluster [fig.1]. The construction of the Piazza del 

Duomo was first begun in the middle of the eleventh century, a period in which the city 

maintained a considerable amount of power and wealth.1 Through its participation in the 

crusades, the powerful Pisan navy had sacked coastal cities, built important trade routes, and 

established Pisa as one of the most prosperous commercial centres in Italy.2 Accordingly, faced 

in the purest white marble and exhibiting Romanesque, Islamic, Byzantine and Gothic influence, 

the architecture of the Piazza del Duomo not only expressed the piety of the people of Pisa, but 

also their wealth and cosmopolitan sophistication.3 Today this architectural complex is often 

referred to as the Piazza dei Miracoli or Miracle Square, a simple yet evocative title that was 

coined in the twentieth century by the Italian writer, poet, and war hero, Gabriele D'Annunzio 

(1863-1938).4 While this formal designation may be relatively modern, the Camposanto in 

particular has long been understood as a location possessing miraculous properties. In order to 

analyze seventeenth to nineteenth-century British travelers’ impressions of the murals of the 

																																																								
1 David Herlihy, Pisa in the Early Renaissance: A study of Urban Growth (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1958), 29, 38, 39. Kenneth R. Bartlett, A Short History of the Italian Renaissance (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2013), 137, 138. 
2 Herlihy, Pisa in the Early Renaissance, 105-108, 162. Bartlett, A Short History, 138. 
3 Diane Cole Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli (New Haven: Yale University Press,1996), 157,158. 
Roy Domenico, The Regions of Italy: A Reference Guide to History and Culture (Westport and London: 
Greenwood Press, 2002), 335. 
4 Bartlett, A Short History, 138. 
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Camposanto it is first necessary to situate the construction and decoration of the monument 

within a social and cultural context.  

 The construction of the Camposanto was initiated in 1277 under the direction of 

Archbishop Federico Visconti (c.1253-1277) and the architect Giovanni di Simone.5  However, 

the site had been a place of burial from a much earlier date.6 For centuries the citizens of Pisa 

had buried their dead within as well as around the cathedral, which had become so densely 

encircled by tombs that access to the building had become seriously obstructed by the 

memorials.7 Thus the plans for the commission of the Camposanto likely arose, at least in part, 

out of a necessity caused by the overcrowding of the cathedral and its environs.8 While the 

sepulchral congestion of the Cathedral yard must certainly have propelled civic and ecclesiastical 

authorities to advocate for a new and more organized place of burial, the need for a separate and 

enclosed structure may have been rooted in less mundane considerations. 

 Diane Cole Ahl has suggested that although the actual building of the Camposanto did not 

begin until the end of the thirteenth century, the concept of the monument was likely first 

conceived in the twelfth century by Archbishop Ubaldo Lanfranchi (died 1207).9 It is perhaps 

difficult to extricate historical fact from legend; however, local tradition maintains that 

																																																								
5 Mario Bucci and Licia Bertolini, Pisa Monumental Cemetery: Frescoes and Sinopias (Pisa: Opera della 
Primaziale, 1960), 3. 
6 Bucci and Bertolini, Pisa Monumental Cemetery, 13. Howard Colvin, Architecture and the After-life 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 364. Barbara Kathryn Dodge, “Tradition, 
Innovation, and Technique in Trecento Mural Painting: The Frescoes and Sinopie Attributed to Francesco 
Traini in the Camposanto in Pisa” (PhD diss., The Johns Hopkins University, 1978), 25. 
7 Colvin, Architecture and the After-life, 220. 
8 Indeed, Howard Colvin states that the Camposanto, as a burial place that was fully separate from the 
Churchyard, initiated a new phase within the history of the Christian cemetery. Colvin, Architecture and 
the After-life, 220. 
9 Diane Cole Ahl, “Camposanto, Terra santa: Picturing the Holy Land in Pisa,” Artibus et Historiae 24/48 
(2003), 95. Notably, in contrast to Diane Cole Ahl, Neta B. Bodner has persuasively argued that the holy 
soil did not come from Cavalry, but instead from Akeldama, a burial ground in Jerusalem. Neta B. 
Bodner, “Earth from Jerusalem in Pisan Camposanto,” in Between Jerusalem and Europe: Essays in 
Honour of Bianca Kühnel, ed. Renana Bartal et al. (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 2015), 74-93. 
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Archbishop Lanfranchi led the Pisan Navy on a crusade to liberate Jerusalem from Muslim 

control between 1189 and 1192.10 Toward the conclusion of his pilgrimage, Lanfranchi is 

thought to have ordered that the holds of fifty-three galleys be filled with soil from Cavalry.11 In 

1203, Lanfranchi is said to have obtained a plot of land, located upon the foundation of the city’s 

first baptistery and spanning the distance between the current baptistery and cathedral, as the 

final resting place of the sacred earth.12 The chosen site had long been connected to devotional 

practice within the community and for this reason held an intrinsic sense of religious importance 

for the people of Pisa.13 In addition to the soil being placed in a traditionally auspicious location, 

a legend soon arose that imbued it with an almost occult significance. It was believed that bodies 

buried in the soil were miraculously consumed within twenty-four hours.14 Indeed, the ability of 

the soil housed within the center of the Camposanto to rapidly speed decomposition may be 

understood as the most mystical aspect of the monument [fig. 2]. Further, the numerous 

anecdotal references made to the legend of the sacred earth that are to be found throughout 

academic and literary accounts over the centuries testify to the ability of the legend to capture the 

imagination of the foreign traveler.  

 Writing in the mid sixteenth century, Michel de Montaigne somewhat gruesomely related 

that he had been told “positively by everyone” that corpses buried within the inner courtyard 

swell “so greatly some eight hours afterward that the ground may be seen to rise; in the next 

eight it subsided, and in eight hours more the flesh is entirely consumed, so that four and twenty 

																																																								
10 Ahl, “Camposanto,” 95. 
11 It was believed that the blood of Christ had sanctified the earth surrounding the location of his 
crucifixion. Thus, by absconding with an integral piece of the Holy Land, the Archbishop secured a 
powerful sacred relic for the city of Pisa. Ahl, “Camposanto,” 95. 
12 Ahl, “Camposanto,” 95. 
13 Ahl, “Camposanto,” 95. 
14 Dodge, “Tradition, Innovation and Technique,” 28.  
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hours after the burial nothing is left but bare bones.”15 Janet Ross repeated Montaigne’s 

observations in her 1909 Story of Pisa. Further, both Ross and  Montaigne’s early twentieth-

century translator W.G. Waters observed that, in the latter half of the eighteenth century, the 

Scottish poet and novelist Tobias Smollett had employed nearly identical language.16  However, 

it is interesting to note that Smollett did not echo Montaigne’s observations when describing the 

soil, but instead in his description of the depiction of three corpses situated in the bottom left 

hand corner of the mural of the Triumph of Death [fig.3]. In fact Smollett added an element of 

scepticism regarding the miraculous soil by suggesting that, “in all probability it is no other than 

common earth mixed with quick-lime.”17 Notably, Smollett's theory may be found repeated 

throughout the later publications of many British travel writers. 

 Regardless of its validity, the belief that Archbishop Lanfranchi removed sacred earth from 

the holy land to Pisa and secured its blessing for his people endured. Furthermore, the legend 

insured that the city would become a central pilgrimage destination, a designation which brought 

with it both religious prominence and monetary gain. Throughout the Middle Ages, Pisa was 

intimately connected to the culture of pilgrimage as the devout passed through the city on their 

journey to Rome, or came to the port of Pisa to board the trading ships that travelled along trade 

routes to Acre.18 Hence, Pisa’s civic and spiritual identity was largely defined by the act of 

																																																								
15 Michel de Montaigne, The Journal of Montaigne's Travels in Italy by way of Switzerland and Germany 
in 1580 and 1581, vol. 3, trans. W.G. Waters (London: John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1903), 116. 
16 Janet Ross and Nelly Erichson, The Story of Pisa (London: J.M. Dent & Co., 1909), 201. Montaigne, 
The Journal of Montaigne's Travels,116. 
17 Tobias Smollett, Travels Through France and Italy (Edinburgh: J. Mundell & Co., 1796), 457. 
Barbara Dodge also referred to the long tradition surrounding miraculous decomposition in her 1978 PhD 
dissertation in which she observed a connection between the legend and two inscriptions found on the 
exterior of the Camposanto. The inscriptions warn of the inevitability of death and proclaim that the 
penitent buried within may gain eternal life. Dodge, 28. In 2015 Neta Bodner used early testimonies of 
the miraculous soil and its powers of decomposition in order to argue a link between the soil in Pisa and 
that of Akeldama. Bodner, “Earth from Jerusalem,” 82. 
18 Ahl, Camposanto, 98. 
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pilgrimage. However, by 1244 the Catholic Church had lost control of Jerusalem necessitating an 

accessible equivalent. As Ahl posits, the construction of the Camposanto may have been a 

conscious attempt to recreate the Holy Land within Pisa through the enshrinement of its very 

soil.19 Thus, the Camposanto served to physically and conceptually connect Pisa to Jerusalem.  

Further, by functioning as a monumental reliquary intended to enshrine a piece of the physical 

remains of the holy land, the Camposanto created a significant destination for Christian 

pilgrimage within Italy. In addition, the site served as a final burial ground for the most 

illustrious and elite citizens of Pisa. Ultimately, the Camposanto may be understood as a 

monument of central importance to the spiritual and civic life of the people of Pisa, which was 

intended to proclaim the city’s prominence within the Christian world. 

 The Camposanto was the final architectural component within the grand cathedral 

complex of Pisa.20 Moreover, the monumental cemetery was not only designed to be the largest 

and most impressively beautiful structure in the city, but also to express an aesthetic and spiritual 

unity with the pre-existing structures.21 The white marble facade, which faces the cathedral and 

baptistery, was likely intended to echo both the material of their construction and, through the 

repetitive sequence of blind arches, the Romanesque style of the earlier architecture [fig. 4]. The 

Camposanto exterior was designed to harmonize with the surrounding architecture, yet the four 

unarticulated windowless walls of the expansive corridors surrounding the rectangular interior 

courtyard seem to have been destined for a decorative program that would invariably distinguish 

																																																								
19 Ahl, Camposanto, 98. 
20 Bucci and Bertolini, 13. 
21 Barbara Dodge records the dimensions of the Camposanto as: exterior length 129,565 meters, interior 
length 126,646 meters, exterior width 44,356 meters, interior width 42,021 meters, height 14,007 meters. 
Dodge, 202. 
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the building from the earlier structures [fig. 5].22 Notably, the only architectural elements that 

were added, interrupting the vast expanse of flat wall surface, were the chapel doorways situated 

on the north and east sides and the entrances located on the north side.23 Therefore, it would 

seem that the architects of the Camposanto intended to give the artists who would eventually 

decorate the interior of the building the freedom to focus fully on their pictorial narratives 

without the need to concede to the idiosyncrasies of construction. Indeed, beginning in the mid-

fourteenth century and extending into the late fifteenth century, the cemetery walls were 

transformed into one of the most remarkable mural cycles of the era. However, due to historical 

events, the work on the murals was effectively broken into three separate campaigns and 

prolonged over one hundred and fifty years.24  

Only seven years after the construction of the Camposanto began, Pisa was conquered by 

Genoa in the battle of Meloria (1285), an event that plunged the city into a period of unrelenting 

war, plague, and famine.25 The ongoing tempestuous and often oppressive political climate in the 

city of Pisa created poverty and exodus, which continually interrupted the completion of the 

ambitious decorative program of the Camposanto.  

 The Opera della Primaziale, an organization established in the eleventh century to 

supervise the earliest constructed monuments of the Piazza del Duomo, not only oversaw the 

erection of the Camposanto, but also was primarily responsible for selecting the artists who 

																																																								
22 Robert Oertel recorded the dimensions of the interior walls of the Camposanto as: 126 meters long and 
52 meters wide. Robert Oertel, Early Italian Painting to1400 (New York and Washington: Frederick A. 
Praeger, Publishers, 1968), 306. 
23 Dodge, 32. 
24 Ahl, Benozzo, 158. 
25 William Heywood, A History of Pisa:  Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Cambridge: University Press, 
1921), 72. 
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would decorate the interior.26 Barbara Dodge observed that there exists “no record or evidence of 

any preliminary general plan” for the mural cycle, yet that a unifying continuity pervades both 

their iconography and their arrangement.27 The scenes, although varied, are consistently 

appropriate to the setting of the cemetery in that they are often moralizing in nature, reminding 

the viewer of the impermanence of life and the need for repentance. Additionally, the murals 

were uniformly bordered with similarly painted frames and, for the most part, conform to a 

similar size, shape, and arrangement. Dodge further noted that the murals were rendered in both 

a “single or double tier system” and that the larger surface area of the single tier scenes afforded a 

greater variety within the composition.28 Accordingly, the single tier murals were often reserved 

for the images that were intended to convey the sternest admonishments. In addition, the murals 

were intentionally organized to focus the attention of the viewer upon the most instructive 

scenes.29 Located in three of the corners, the eye of the viewer would be drawn down the long 

corridors, coming to rest upon an immense and complex single narrative [fig. 6]. An imposing 

Crucifixion, located on the eastern end of the south wall, was one of the three single tier murals 

that acted as a didactic focal point.30 Moreover, as the Crucifixion was rendered behind the altar, 

which was the locus for religious activity from the start of the fourteenth century, it may be 

understood as the beginning of the mural cycle.31  

																																																								
26 The Opera continues to direct the conservation and promotion of the site to the present day “Opera 
Profile,” Opera Della Primazialle Pisana, accessed Aug. 18, 2015, http://www.opapisa.it/en/opera-
primaziale/opera-profile/opera-profile.html. “Charter,” Opera Della Primazialle Pisana, accessed Aug. 18, 
2015, http://www.opapisa.it/en/opera-primaziale/opera-profile/charter.html. 
27 Dodge, 31. 
28 Dodge, 32. 
29 Dodge, 33. 
30 Dodge, 33. 
31 Lorenzo Carletti and Francesca Polacci, “Transition between Life and Afterlife: Analyzing The 
Triumph of Death in the Camposanto of Pisa,” Signs and Society, 2/1 (2014), 93. 
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 The physical arrangement of the mural cycle, beginning in the south half of the east wall 

and running along the south corridor from east to west along the circumference of the interior, 

roughly follows the chronology of their manufacture.32 The Resurrection, the Doubting of St. 

Thomas, and the Ascension of Christ, followed the Crucifixion toward the center of the wall.33  

While there has been no solid consensus on dating or attribution of these murals, Dodge relates 

that scholars consistently separate the Crucifixion from the Resurrection, Doubting of St. 

Thomas, and the Ascension of Christ. The latter three murals are usually connected to the cycle 

that follows them on the adjoining south wall, which is comprised of the Triumph of Death, Last 

Judgment, Inferno, and Stories of the Anchorites [figs. 7, 8, 9, 10].34 The northern part of the east 

wall was originally decorated with murals contemporaneous to the Triumph of Death, however, 

in 1667 the Florentine painter Zaccaria Rondinosi painted the Feast of Belshazzar in this 

location.35 Notably, it has been observed that Rondinosi’s work was so admired by the people of 

Pisa that he was honoured with a tomb and marble inscription within the walls of the 

Camposanto.36 

 The Triumph of Death, originally located at the southern end of the east corridor, 

constituted the second single tier focal point and was followed by the Last Judgment, Inferno, 

and the Stories of the Anchorites.37 Both the attribution and the dates of execution of the entire 

cycle of these, the earliest murals at the Camposanto, have been among the most contested and 

																																																								
32 Dodge, 34. 
33 Bucci and Bertolini, 19, 20. Dodge, 34. 
34 Dodge, 34. 
35 Dodge, 35. 
36 Abate Luigi Lanzi, The History of Painting in Italy, trans. Thomas Roscoe (London: Henry G. Bohn, 
1847), 234. 
37 The detached murals are currently located in a series or rooms that run off of the corridors of the 
Camposanto. 
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the subject remains controversial.38 Additionally, a great deal of scholarship has been devoted to 

The Triumph of Death in respect to a possible connection, or lack there of, to the Black Death.39 

Regardless, the works have most often been attributed to the Florentine painter Buonamico 

Buffalmacco (c. 1315 to1336), the Pisan painter Francesco Traini (c.1321 to 1365) or the 

ambiguous “Master of the Triumph of Death.”40 While the latter designation concedes that the 

Triumph of Death, the Last Judgment, the Inferno, and the Stories of the Anchorites have not 

been definitively connected to a specific individual, it implies that the murals were nonetheless 

the work of a single artist along with his workshop, a conclusion that has been widely accepted 

by scholars for over a century.41 

The Assumption of the Virgin was likely the next mural to be painted and although the 

attribution is uncertain, the work is frequently given to Stefano Fiorentino (c.1300-1350), an 

																																																								
38 In a 1960 publication Mario Bucci attributed the earliest Trecento mural cycle to “The Master of the 
Triumph of Death” and “The Master of the Crucifixion.” Further, in the case of the Crucifixion, Bucci 
stated that the work should not be dated before 1360 and gave no firm dates for the other work, Bucci and 
Bertolini, 19-23. In her 1977 dissertation, Barbara Dodge gave a thorough overview of the controversies 
surrounding the dating and attributions of the mural cycles, from the 19th century up to the late 1970's 
coming to the conclusion that the murals should be dated to the 1330's and attributed to Francesco Traini. 
Dodge, 28, 43-54. In 1993, based on iconographic, historic, and stylistic evidence, Joseph Polzer dated 
the Triumph of Death between 1332 and 1336, stating that Buffalmacco was primarily responsible for the 
majority of the early decoration in the Camposanto, however, Traini had likely been his assistant. Joseph 
Polzer, “The Triumph of Thomas Panel in Santa Caterina, Pisa: Meaning and Date,” Mitteilungen des 
Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 37 (1993): 29. Polzer’s dates and attributions were based on 
research begun in the 60’s; for further insight, see: Joseph Polzer, “Aristotle, Mohammed and Nicholas V 
in Hell,” The Art Bulletin 46/4 (1964): 457-469. In a 2014 article, Lorenzo Carletti and Francesca Polacci 
attributed the same murals to Buonamico Buffalmacco and dated them c. 1336-41, Carletti and Polacci, 
89. For a seminal work regarding the subject see: Millard Meiss, “The Problem of Francesco Traini,” Art 
Bulletin, 15/2 (1933), 97–173. 
39 For more on this subject see: Henk van Os, “The Black Death and Sienese Painting: A Problem of 
Interpretation.” Art History 4/3 (1981): 237-49. Millard Meiss, Francesco Traini (Washington, D.C.: 
Decatur Press, 1983). Millard Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1951). 
40 Bucci and Bertolini, 19-22. Carletti and Polacci, “Transition between Life and Afterlife,” 91-93. “The 
First Decorations,” Opera Primaziale, accessed August 14, 2015, http://www.opapisa.it/en/miracles-
square/monumental-cemetery/the-cycle-of-frescoes/the-first-decoration.html. 
41 Bucci and Bertolini, 29. Ahl, “Camposanto.” 99. Dodge, 43, 52-54. 



	 10	

artist whose biography and oeuvre is uncertain [fig.11].42 Following the Assumption of the 

Virgin, six scenes portraying the Stories of Job were painted along the western third of the south 

wall, which are often attributed Taddeo Gaddi (c. 1300-1366) [fig. 12].43 The fourteenth century 

artist and author Cennino Cennini wrote that Taddeo was a Florentine painter who worked for 

twenty-four years in the studio of Giotto (c. 1266- 1337).44 Andrew Ladis has stated that 

Taddeo’s historical relevance is dominated by two central issues, “his relationship to Giotto and 

Giotto’s greatness.”  Interestingly, the Camposanto murals were among Taddeo’s last works and 

thus rendered after his lengthy association with Giotto’s workshop.45  

Six scenes depicting Stories of the Life of Ranieri, the primary patron saint of the city, 

follow Taddeo’s work. Documentary evidence has shown that the Florentine painter Andrea 

Bonaiuti (active c.1346-77) rendered the first three scenes between 1343 and 1377 [fig. 13]. 46 

However Bonaiuti was unable to complete the cycle before he died and the Venetian born artist, 

Antonio Veneziano (c.1370-1419), was invited to finish the cycle in 1379 [fig. 14].47 In 1391 and 

1392 Spinello Aretino, a painter first documented in Arezzo, rendered six more scenes depicting 

																																																								
42 Brendan Cassidy, “Stefano Fiorentino,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/ 
T081181. Dodge, 37. 
43 Ahl, “Camposanto,” 99. Dodge, 37. 
44 Cennino Cennini, A Treatise on Painting, trans. Mary P. Merrifield (London: Edward Lumley, 56 
Chancery Lane, [c.1390] 1844), 103. Andrew Ladis, “Taddeo Gaddi: Style and Chronology” (PhD diss., 
University of Virginia, 1978), 1, 2, 30. Andrew Ladis, “Gaddi,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/ 
grove/art/T030348pg2. 
45 Bucci and Bertolini, 25-27. 
46 Also known as Andrea di Bonaiuto and Andrea di Firenze, this artist is most renowned for his extensive 
fresco cycle in the chapter house of the Santa Maria Novella, Florence, the construction and decoration of 
which is particularly well documented. Julian Gardner, “Andrea Di Bonaiuto and the Chapterhouse 
Frescoes in Santo Maria Novella,” Art History 2/2 (1979), 107, 108. John C. Richards, “Andrea 
(Bonaiuti) da Firenze,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press), http: 
//www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/opr/t118/e62. Bucci and Bertolini, 29. 
47 Bucci and Bertolini, 27. Dodge, 36. 
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the stories of martyred warrior Saints Ephesus and Potitus.48 Thus, Spinello Aretino brought to 

completion, not only the work begun by Andrea Bonaiuti and continued by Antonio Veneziano, 

but also the mural cycles of the east and south corridors.49 

 The decoration of the north corridor seems to have overlapped with the completion of the 

south and was begun in 1388 by Piero Di Puccio (1355-1400), an artist who is believed to have 

spent most of his career in Orvieto.50 Puccio was commissioned to paint the Stories of Genesis 

through to the Flood.51 The initial mural, Theological Cosmography, located along the northern 

end of the west aisle, constituted the third single tier focal point [fig. 15]. This singular image 

was intended to portray a Ptolemaic-Aristotelian and Christian conception of the universe in 

which God the Father is holding the universe depicted as a series of concentric circles of water, 

air, and fire encircling the earth. This mural was followed by comparatively orthodox portrayals 

of the Stories of Adam and Eve, Stories of Cain and Abel and the Crowning of the Virgin [fig. 

16]. Puccio completed the mural cycle in 1391, yet almost eighty years would pass before the 

decoration of the Camposanto interior would continue. Throughout the latter half of the 

fourteenth century Pisa had been in a state of steady decline, which culminated in 1406 when the 

city fell to her historic rival Florence.52  

 In January 1468, when the Florentine artist Benozzo Gozzoli (c.1421-1497) received the 

commission to paint the final mural cycle, illustrating twenty-six biblical narratives, Pisa had 

																																																								
48 Flavio Boggi, “Spinello Aretino,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/opr/t118/e2488. 
49 Ahl, “Camposanto.” 99. 
50 John Richards, “Piero di Puccio,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/ 
T067498. Bucci and Bertolini, 39. 
51 Currently all attributions given to Puccio have been based on his Camposanto mural cycle. Richards, 
“Piero di Puccio.” 
52 Herlihy, Pisa in the Early Renaissance, 85. Heywood, A History of Pisa, 269. 
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come under Medici rule.53 The mural cycle completed by Benozzo is particularly significant as it 

was the most extensive work created by a single artist and his workshop in the Camposanto, and 

ultimately brought the entire mural cycle to completion [figs. 17, 18]. As a devoted patron of Fra 

Angelico, the elderly Cosimo Medici had chosen the artist’s chief disciple, Benozzo, to complete 

a mural sequence for the Chapel of the Magi in Palazzo Medici, Florence in 1459.54 Benozzo is 

known to have maintained a relationship with the Medici after the completion of the cycle in 

1460, thus it may be that the powerful family influenced the selection process of the Opera della 

Primaziale. Ahl has suggested that by advising the Opera to hire an artist that was supported by 

the Medici, the Archbishop Filippo de’Medici (c.1430–1491) was intentionally imposing the 

mark of his family’s patronage upon Pisa.55 However, it has been noted that, for the most part, 

the artists that worked on the murals of the Camposanto were not citizens of Pisa. Thus, it does 

not seem likely that Benozzo’s work within a monument connected to Pisan civic identity was 

consciously intended to suggest Medici control. In contrast, it would seem that the people of Pisa 

celebrated the artist who had completed work not only for the Medici, but also for a variety of 

patrons, from Popes and powerful religious orders to village priests and towns folk throughout 

the diverse regions of Umbria, Tuscany, and Lazio.56  

 The Stories of the Old and New Testament were finished in 1484, having taken fifteen 

years to complete. During these years, Pisa became Benozzo’s home, and the location of 

Benozzo's exceptionally prolific workshop, which produced all manner of civic and religious 

paraphernalia for the city and surrounding districts. 57 Benozzo continued to live in Pisa for 

																																																								
53 Ahl, Benozzo, 158. 
54 Christina Acidini Luchinat, “Benozzo Gozzoli’s Chapel of the Magi Restored and Rediscovered,” in 
The Early Medici and Their Artists, ed. Francis Ames-Lewis (London: Birkbeck College, 1995), 125,126. 
55 Ahl, Benozzo,160. 
56 Ahl, Benozzo, 1. 
57 Ahl, Benozzo, 157. 
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eleven years after the completion of the Camposanto murals, only leaving the city under duress 

when the French invaded in 1495.58 As Pisa had been Benozzo’s primary residence for over a 

quarter of a century, it seems likely that he developed an intimate association with the city and 

perhaps, as the master of a large workshop likely employing Pisan artists, came to be regarded as 

a member of the community. Accordingly, through an examination of what is known about 

Benozzo's relationship to the citizens of Pisa, it may be possible to better understand the 

importance that the Camposanto murals held for the citizens of the city.  

 Francis Ames-Lewis has suggested that a tomb-slab located in the Camposanto exists as 

evidence that Benozzo enjoyed exceptionally high status as an artist in Pisa.59 The memorial was 

presented by the people of Pisa and was intended to mark the place of the artist’s burial; 

however, an inscription dates the presentation of the slab to six years prior to the completion of 

the mural cycle and twenty years before Benozzo’s death. Notably, the inscription also makes 

direct reference to Benozzo’s artistic achievements, a practice virtually unknown in the period.60  

The last lines of the inscription proclaim Benozzo’s ability to evoke a semblance of life in paint: 

  Who fashioned these images of such varied form 
  Was not nature, her genius engendering that brood. 
  This is the work of Benozzo: by his art their visages live: 
  O gods above, endow them with voice as in life!61 
 
That the people of Pisa chose to honour Benozzo in this way within his lifetime and even before 

the completion of his undertaking, would seem to speak to a desire to publicly demonstrate their 

appreciation of the artist’s work in the Camposanto and to celebrate his place within their 

community. Thus, it may be seen that Benozzo was regarded as a master painter of exceptional 

																																																								
58 Ahl, Benozzo, 157. 
59 Francis Ames-Lewis, “Reconstructing Benozzo Gozzoli’s Artistic Identity,” in Fashioning Identities in 
Renaissance Art, ed. Mary Rogers (Aldershot and Brookfield: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 2000), 33. 
60 Ames-Lewis, “Reconstructing Benozzo Gozzoli’s Artistic Identity,” 33. 
61 This passage has been translated from the Italian by Diane Ahl. Ahl, Benozzo, 1. 
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talent and was exceedingly praised by his contemporaries. That Benozzo received such accolades 

may have resulted, not only from his talents as a painter, but also because of his intention to 

bring the momentous Camposanto mural cycle to completion. The project had been intimately 

connected to the civic and spiritual identity of Pisa from the outset, and its nearing completion 

likely created an outpouring of local pride. However, the passage of time would seem to be 

consistently accompanied by the fickle fluctuations of taste. 
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Figure 1. The Piazza del Duomo, Pisa © Luca Aless, CC- BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 2. The inner courtyard of the Camposanto, Pisa, Stereo card © Enrico van Lint (1808- 
            1884). 
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Figure 3. The Triumph of Death (Detail), c.1336-41, Buonamico Buffalmacco (?) Camposanto,  
 Pisa. 
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Figure 4. Facade, Camposanto, Pisa, 2002, photograph © Stephen M. Höhne, CC-BY-SA-2.0/de. 
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Figure 5. Inside the Camposanto, Pisa, stereo card © Enrico van Lint (1808-1884). 
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Figure 6. The southern end of the east corridor of the Camposanto, which culminates in the 
            single narrative mural the Triumph of Death, stereo card © Enrico van Lint (1808-1884). 
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Figure 7. The Triumph of Death, Buonamico Buffalmacco (?), c.1340, Camposanto, Pisa, 
            photograph © The Yorck Project: 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei, 2002. 
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Figure 8. The Last Judgment, Buonamico Buffalmacco (?), c.1340, Camposanto, Pisa,  
 photograph © Saliko, 2006, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 9. The Inferno, Buonamico Buffalmacco (?), c.1340, Camposanto, Pisa, photograph ©  
 Saliko, 2006, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 10. The Stories of the Anchorites (Detail), Buonamico Buffalmacco (?), c.1340,  
 Camposanto, Pisa, photograph © Saliko, 2006, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 11. The Assumption of the Virgin, Stefano Fiorentino (?), c. 1340-60, destroyed in 1944,  
 http://catalogo.fondazionezeri.unibo.it. 
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Figure 12. The Stories of Job (Detail), Taddeo Gaddi (?), c. 1350, Camposanto, Pisa, photograph 

© Kaho Mitsuki, 2012, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 13. Stories of the Life of Ranieri (Detail), Andrea Bonaiuti,1343-1377, Camposanto, Pisa, 
 photograph © Miguel Hermosa Cuesta, 2014, CC-B-SA-4.0. 
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Figure 14. Stories of the Life of Ranieri (Detail), Antonio Veneziano, c. 1379, Camposanto, Pisa,  
 photograph © José Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro, 2014, CC-BY-SA-3.0 
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Figure 15. Theological Cosmography, Piero Di Puccio, c.1388, Camposanto, Pisa, photograph © 

Miguel Hermosa Cuesta, 2014, CC-BY-SA-4.0. 
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Figure 16. The Stories of Adam and Eve, Piero Di Puccio, c. 1391, Camposanto, Pisa,  
                  photograph © Miguel Hermosa Cuesta, 2014, CC-BY-SA-4.0. 
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Figure 17. The Tower of Babble, Benozzo Gozzoli, c. 1470-1484, Camposanto, Pisa, photograph 

© Kaho Mitsuki, 2012, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Figure 18. The north corridor of the Camposanto, Pisa (The Tower of Babble, Benozzo Gozzoli,  
 c. 1470-1484 can be seen on the far left), photograph © José Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro,  
 2014, CC-BY-SA-3.0.
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Chapter 2 
 

Giorgio Vasari and his Persistent Influence 
 

Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) published the Vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori, ed 

architettori in 1550, almost a century after Benozzo Gozzoli completed the monumental mural 

cycle of the Camposanto of Pisa. This seminal work, which the Italian humanist subsequently 

revised and expanded in 1568, would rapidly come to be considered a foundational tome within 

the disciplines of art history and connoisseurship. Vasari’s influence was both immediate and 

lasting.1 For this reason, prior to analyzing what British visitors wrote about the wall paintings of 

the Camposanto, it is instructive to consider Vasari’s descriptions of these works, and to reflect 

upon how his words may have guided the eyes, hearts, and minds of successive visitors. Notably, 

Vasari's second edition was the only version to be fully translated into English before the 

twentieth century.2 Accordingly, the following analysis will focus primarily upon the second 

expanded version of Vasari's Vite.     

 Rooted in ancient rhetorical and literary modes, the Vite combined several distinct ways 

of writing about both the visual arts as a whole, and artists as individuals. Svetlana Alpers stated 

that Vasari's Vite achieved a synthesis of four traditional rhetorical devices, which she outlined in 

the following terms.3 First, the biographies of artists followed those of famous classical 

																																																								
1 Numerous histories of art, mirroring Vasari’s Vite, were published throughout the following century. In 
Italy a new biography of Michelangelo was published in 1553 by his pupil Ascanio Condivi, while 
Giovani Pietro Bellori published Le Vite de’ pittori, scultori ed architetti moderni in 1672, and Filippo 
Baldinucci published Notizie de’ professori del disegno da Cimabue qua in 1672.  In the north Karel van 
Mander published his Schilderboek in 1604 and Joachim von Sandrart published Teutsche Academie in 
1675. For an outline of early publications said to be directly influenced by Vasari please see: Chris 
Murray, Key Writers in Art History: From Antiquity to the Nineteenth Century (New York: Routledge, 
2003), 66-70. 
2 Murray, Key Writers in Art, 66. 
3 Svetlana Leontif Alpers, “Ekphrasis and Aesthetic Attitudes in Vasari's Lives,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 23/3 (1960): 192. 
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precedents in the tradition of Plutarch's Lives of Famous Men.  Second, the descriptions of 

artworks were written in the literary tradition of ekphrasis begun by Homer.4 Third, by 

attempting to situate each artist within the progressive development of art, the introductions to 

the biographies employed ancient rhetorical devices. Finally, the prefaces explaining technique 

were written in the tradition of Vitruvius.5 Alpers further argued that Vasari was not only 

exceptional in being the first author to have effectively combined these ancient methods of 

persuasion, but also for his ability to relate them to each other and in so doing develop “the 

distinction between imitation, as the means or skills of art which are perfected in time, and 

narration as the constant end of art.”6 As has already been noted, Vasari promoted a progressive 

conception of art history and each artist discussed in his Vite was strategically placed within this 

arc of progress. In order to discuss Vasari's impressions of the Camposanto murals it is first 

necessary to briefly outline the organizational scheme and central subject matter of the Vite. 

 Vasari began the Vite with a dedicatory letter to Duke Cosimo I, followed by an 

introduction to artistic techniques and then the biographies of the artists. The author organized 

the biographies into three sections, roughly dividing the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth 

centuries into distinct ages. Accordingly, each of the three sections began with a preface in 

which the underlying themes of the book were explained and reiterated. A significant concept 

put forth by Vasari was the notion that the progression of the arts mirrored the human life cycle.7 

Notably, a sentence found in the first preface states that the arts, “like human bodies, have their 

																																																								
4 For an extensive history of the usage of ekphrasis see: James A. W. Heffernan, Museum of Words: The 
Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004). 
5 Alpers, “Ekphrasis,” 191. 
6 Alpers, 192. 
7 Murray, 66. 
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birth, their growth, their growing old, and their death.”8  Accordingly, the three sections or ages 

mirrored the stages of human development: infancy, youth, and maturity.9 As the murals of the 

Camposanto spanned Vasari’s first two ages, they may have been perceived as particularly 

instructive examples of both the advancement of the technique of wall painting and the arts as a 

whole.  

Before exploring the Vite further, it is first necessary to consider how British travelers to 

the Camposanto may have been introduced to Vasari's writing. In England, Vasari was already 

being referenced within his own lifetime. According to Charles Davis, the earliest known 

mention was published in 1570, within a preface to Euclid's Elements of Geometrie.10 Indeed, it 

would seem that allusions to Vasari abound in English publications throughout the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries to the extent that they prove difficult to track.11 The poet and writer 

Henry Peacham (1578- c.1644) included a passage on the lives of famous Italian painters in his 

instruction manual Compleat Gentleman that, as Patricia Rubin explains, was “loosely derived 

from Vasari by way of Karel van Mander.”12 First published in 1622 and subsequently reprinted 

numerous times, Peacham briefly described the lives of eighteen Italian painters and outlined a 

series of artistic techniques in the format of an instructive manual for the aspiring gentleman 

artist. Notably, Peacham pointedly referred his readers to “two volumes of Vasari, well written in 

Italian, (which I have not seen as being hard to come by)” that were to be found in two libraries 

																																																								
8 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters Sculptors and Architects, vol. 1 (of 10), trans. 
Gaston du C. de Vere (London: Macmillan and Co. and The Medici Society, [1568] 1912), 22. 
9 Murray, 66. 
10 Charles Davis, “Vasari in England: An Episode. Was Mrs. Foster a Plagiarist?” FONTS 75 (2013): 4. 
11 Davis attempted to give an overview of references made to Giorgio Vasari throughout English 
publications, but admitted that the task was “nearly impossible” given the apparent breadth of the author’s 
influence. Davis, “Vasari in England,” 4. 
12 Patricia Lee Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 415. 
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of his “especially worthy friends.”13 This suggests that the author had access to the Vite. Indeed, 

the similarities between Peacham’s brief biographies and those of Vasari demonstrate an 

undeniable and seemingly direct influence. It is also interesting to consider that although 

Peacham only gave accounts of a very limited number of artists, the author included many of the 

painters identified by Vasari as having worked on the murals of the Camposanto, including 

Giotto, Stefano Fiorentino, Buonamico Buffalmacco, and Andrea Orcagna.14 Further, in his 

biography of Stefano Fiorentino, Peacham referred to the Camposanto of Pisa as the location of a 

Virgin Mary that “excelled that of his master,” a statement, which, as will be discussed later in 

this chapter, would appear to directly quote Vasari.15 

 The physician Dr. William Aglionby (ca.1640-1705) published a particularly compelling 

example of an English reinterpretation of Vasari in 1685.16 Aglionby’s  Painting Illustrated in 

Three Dialogues may perhaps be understood as a severely abridged and often paraphrased 

interpretation of the Vite. However, the author not only maintained Vasari’s biological model of 

art history, but also condensed and refined it, emphasizing the conclusion that decline would 

inevitably lead to decay.17 While the 1568 edition of Vasari's Vite contained the biographies of 

																																																								
13 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters Sculptors and Architects, vol. 1, trans. Mrs. 
Jonathan Foster (London: Henry G. Bohn, York Street, Covent Garden, [1568] 1855), 133. Henry 
Peacham, Peacham’s Compleat Gentleman (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, [1634] 1906), 154. 
14 Peacham, Peacham’s Compleat Gentleman, 139, 143-147. 
15 Peacham, 143. Giorgio Vasari, Lives, vol. 1, 133.  
16 Craig Ashley Hanson, The English Virtuoso: Art, Medicine, and Antiquarianism in the Age of 
Empiricism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 93. 
17 Like Vasari, William Aglionby described three “ages” of painting spanning the twelfth century through 
to the sixteenth century, and described them as “infancy,” “adolescence or youth,” and “virility and 
manhood.” Aglionby stated that he feared the arts would soon decay “because all things that have attained 
their utmost period, do generally decline.” William Aglionby, Painting Illustrated in Three Dialogues, 
Containing Some Choice Observations Upon the Art Together with the Lives of the Most Eminent 
Painters, from Cimabue, to the Time of Raphael and Michael Angelo with an Explanation of Difficult 
Terms (London: John Gain, 1685), 68, 69, 71, 83. Philip Lindsay Sohm, The Artist Grows Old: The Aging 
of Art and Artists in Italy, 1500-1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 136. For more about the 
life and work of William Aglionby see: Craig Ashley Hanson, “The Extreme Delight Taken in Pictures: 
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nearly two hundred artists, Aglionby's work included only eleven. However, the author curated 

his selection in order to illustrate the rise, progress, perfection, and decay of painting. Aglionby 

wrote his book as a conversational dialogue between a curious “friend” who made polite 

inquiries about Italian art, and a knowledgeable “traveler” who gave answers and definitions. 

Interestingly, when asked how to learn more about the lives of the most famous artist, the 

traveler responded that the best way was to “read their Lives, done by Vasari,” but in the mean 

time “to satisfie your curiosity, I will say a little of everyone.”18 Such a statement would seem to 

suggest that Aglionby did not intend his own publication to be a substitute for Vasari. Perhaps 

instead, the purpose of Aglionby’s work was to function as a simplified introduction to the 

subject of Italian art for the fledgling connoisseur.  

The profusion of literary references to Vasari may suggest that the Vite had been widely 

discussed in Britain within educated circles for centuries, if not always read.19 Thus it is not 

surprising that concepts put forth in the Vite may have come to influence the way that the 

English traveler experienced Italian art, perhaps even for those who, not having read Vasari for 

themselves, were exposed to his concepts through a kind of intellectual osmosis.  

Despite the early interest that many English scholars seem to have taken in Vasari, an 

extensive English translation of the Vite was not available until the middle of the nineteenth 

century. Mrs. Jonathan Foster is credited with having published the first English translation of 

Vasari’s Vite in five volumes beginning in 1850 and finishing in 1852.20 However, it is important 

to note that Foster’s version, while including all of the biographies, omitted some of the 

																																																								
Physicians, Quackery, and Art Writing,” in The English Virtuoso: Art Medicine, and Antiquarianism in 
the Age of Empiricism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 93-125. 
18 Aglionby, Painting Illustrated in Three Dialogues, 74. 
19 Davis, 3. 
20 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters Sculptors and Architects, vols. 1-5, trans. Mrs. 
Jonathan Foster (London: Henry G. Bohn, York Street, Covent Garden, [1568] 1850-1852). Davis, 4.  
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introductory sections, most significantly the technical prefaces. Charles Davis asserts that there 

was a general dissatisfaction with Mrs. Foster’s translation from the outset, yet the Art journal 

published a glowing review in January of 1850 that described the work as “clever and 

interesting” as well as “a welcome addition to artistic literature.”21 Regardless, many new 

translations would soon follow Mrs. Foster’s and among the most extensive were an eight-

volume “Temple Classics” version by A.B Hind in 1900, and a ten-volume translation by Gaston 

Du C. De Vere in 1912-15.22 Notably, the review of Mrs. Foster’s translation in the Art journal 

declared that, despite being a “text book for every continental writer upon Italian Art,” Vasari’s 

Vite had “hitherto proved almost a sealed volume” to the majority of the English public.23 

Accordingly, as she was the first translator to make Vasari’s Vite fully accessible to the English 

reading public, this study will primarily focus on Mrs. Foster’s volumes. 

In order to elucidate the historical British reception of the Camposanto murals, the 

following exploration will adhere to Vasari’s dates and chronological arrangement as translated 

by Mrs. Foster around the mid-nineteenth century. In so doing several unifying themes will be 

identified. An extensive paper could easily be devoted to tracking the evolving attributions of the 

Camposanto murals and the inherent controversies found therein.24 However, the question of 

																																																								
21 Art Journal [London, England] “Reviews,” (January 1, 1850), 267, 268. Davis, 6-8. 
22 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, vols. 1-8, trans. A.B. 
Hinds (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, [1568] 1900). Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, 
Sculptors, and Architects, vols. 1-10, trans. Gaston Du C. De Vere (London, P.L. Warner, published to 
the Medici society, [1568] 1912-15). Rubin, Giorgio Vasari, 415. Davis, 6. 
23 Art Journal, “Reviews,” 267. 
24 Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni Battista Cavalcaselle repeatedly critiqued Vasari’s attributions in 
their influential text, A New History of Painting in Italy from the Second to the Sixteenth Century, first 
published in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Notably, when discussing the murals attributed to 
Buffalmacco, Crowe and Cavalcaselle stated that “the life of this artist, as written by Vasari, is utterly 
untrustworthy” for the reason that, in their opinion, the works attributed to this artist differed greatly from 
one another. Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni Battista Cavalcaselle, A New History of Painting in 
Italy, From II to the XVI Century, vol. 1. Giotto and his Followers, 2nd ed., ed. Edward Hutton (London: 
J.M. Dent & Co. New York: E.P Dutton & CO., [1871] 1908), 331. However, Crowe and Cavalcaselle 
did not always dismiss Vasari’s attributions. An example of this may be found in the observation that the 
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establishing particular individuals as the creators of the murals is not of central importance to 

this study. Thus, while Vasari's attributions may certainly have been of particular interest to 

British tourists, very little commentary regarding their validity will be provided in this analysis. 

Instead, focus will be placed, not upon the murals themselves, but upon Vasari's descriptions of 

them. It is important to note that, in order to convey an entertaining story or impart a lesson in 

morality, Vasari’s biographies were often exaggerated, sometimes to such an extent that they 

became works of fiction. Regardless of whether or not they were rooted in fact, the personalities 

portrayed by Vasari often provided a context for the artist's work. In this way, Vasari’s 

depictions inevitably colour the reader’s perception of the artworks subsequently described. For 

this reason, in order to analyze how Vasari described the decorations of the Camposanto, it may 

also be instructive to reflect upon how the author characterized the artists that he identified as the 

creators of the murals.  

 The first murals that Vasari identified in the Camposanto of Pisa were the Stories of Job. 

Vasari attributed this work to Giotto, an artist that he described as a painter, sculptor, and 

architect of Florence and whose life span he dated from 1276-1336.25 Currently the Stories of 

Job are attributed to one of Giotto’s closest disciples, Taddeo Gaddi (c.1300-1366).26  

																																																								
Assumption on the inner lunette of the entrance of the Camposanto, which Vasari had assigned to a 
Sienese artist, “has the character of a Sienese rather than of a Florentine painting.” Yet the authors also 
described Vasari’s statements as “vague.” What is perhaps most interesting about the aforementioned 
observations is the extent to which Vasari’s Vite continued to function as a baseline for connoisseurship 
well over three centuries after the initial publication of the text. Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni 
Battista Cavalcaselle, A New History of Painting in Italy, From II to the XVI Century, vol. 2, The Sienese 
School of the XIV Century, The Florentine School of the XV Century, 2nd ed., ed. Edward Hutton 
(London: J.M. Dent & Co. New York: E.P Dutton & CO., [1871] 1908), 334.  
25 Vasari, vol. 1, 93. 
26 Although Vasari did not attribute any of the murals in the Camposanto to Taddeo Gaddi, he did 
describe the artist as the godson and disciple of Giotto who, after his master’s death, was considered to be 
“first in the art” of painting. Further, Vasari described a mural by Gaddi in the principal chapel of San 
Francesco of Pisa, and noted that the artist had included a self portrait of himself on the ceiling. 
Interestingly, Vasari also claimed that Gaddi and “Simon Memmi,” an artist that was described as a 
fellow follower of Giotto and to whom several Camposanto murals were attributed in the Vite, had shared 
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 Within the first paragraph of his biography of Giotto, Vasari endowed the artist with 

miraculous, even holy powers of representation. Giotto was described as having been born in the 

countryside outside of Florence to parents of modest means, and in an epoch that lacked artistic 

genius.27 Yet through divine inspiration the young Giotto was compelled to draw what he saw of 

the world around him upon any surface that was available to him. According to Vasari, it was in 

this way that the master painter Cimabue discovered the child and took him as his apprentice.28 

Vasari wrote that Giotto rapidly gained proficiency in the style of Cimabue, and soon surpassed 

his master by banishing “the rude Greek manner.”29 Further, Vasari credited Giotto with having 

revived the ancient practice of drawing from nature and, in so doing, putting into motion a 

progressive cycle of artistic refinement that ultimately produced the style of the High 

Renaissance.30 Thus, through divine intervention and the inspiring power of nature, Giotto was 

said to have single-handedly rescued the visual arts from banality and perpetual decline.31  

 Vasari’s insistence that Giotto possessed a supernal capacity to imitate nature is not only 

central to his characterization of the painter as saviour of the arts, but also to his description of 

the Stories of Job in the Camposanto. Vasari contended that, by drawing accurate portraits from 

life, Giotto had re-introduced a technique that had been abandoned for over two centuries.32 

																																																								
equally in the decoration of the chapter house of Santa Maria Novella, Florence. Thus, although Vasari 
wrongly attributed the work of Taddeo Gaddi in the Camposanto to Giotto, the mural may still be 
understood as being connected to Vasari’s conception of an artistic lineage. Vasari, vol. 1, 192, 194, 199, 
198. Andrew Ladis, “Gaddi,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.comproxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/T030348pg2. See 
also page 10 of this thesis. 
27 Vasari, vol. 1, 93. 
28 Vasari, vol. 1, 94. 
29 Vasari was referring to the rather flat and abstracted symbolic style of Byzantine art. For further 
information, see: Grażyna Jurkowlaniec, “West and East Perspectives on the Greek Manner in the Early 
Modern Period,” in East Meets West at the Crossroads of Early Modern Europe, ed. Jeannie J. Łabno 
(Warsaw: University of Warsaw Press, 2009), 71–92. Vasari, vol.1, 94. 
30 Vasari, vol. 1, 94. 
31 Vasari, vol. 1, 94. 
32 Vasari, vol. 1, 94-100. 
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Accordingly, in the lengthy description of Giotto’s progress as an artist and the works that he 

produced, Vasari consistently admired the expressive qualities of Giotto’s faces, and his ability 

to portray emotion, while repeatedly identifying portraits included in the works.33 Hayden 

Maginnis has argued that Vasari’s focus on portraiture is significant as it was paramount to his 

“definition” of the painter’s achievement.34 Maginnis suggested that a sixteenth-century viewer, 

perhaps much like a twenty-first century viewer, might not have been willing, or able, to 

appreciate the naturalism of a fourteenth-century depiction of an animal, or even a human 

figure.35 However, as it is assumed that they captured the likeness of a particular individual, 

portraits may be perceived as a better indicator of artistic skill. Thus, according to Maginnis, 

Giotto’s artistic excellence was “embodied in the number of portraits he created.”36 

Correspondingly, Vasari wrote admiringly about the expressive qualities of the faces, as well as 

the beauty of the figures in the Stories of Job. Further, perhaps as an assertion of the artist’s 

ability to portray nature, Vasari also made a point of directing the reader’s attention to specific 

portraits.37  

On the whole, the description of the figurative elements of the Stories of Job was 

relatively brief, however, Vasari devoted significant attention to providing an overview of the 

method of their manufacture.38 In so doing, Vasari demonstrated the artist’s attention to detail 

and the great care taken in the mural’s creation.39 The following passage is of particular interest, 

not only because it reinforces the conception of Giotto as possessing a keen sense of observation, 

																																																								
33 Vasari, vol. 1, 96. 
34 Hayden B.J. Maginnis, “Giotto’s World Through Vasari’s Eyes,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 56/3 
(1993): 387.  
35 Maginnis, “Giotto’s World,” 387. 
36 Maginnis, 387. 
37 Vasari, vol. 1, 102. 
38 Vasari, vol. 1, 101. 
39 Vasari, vol. 1, 101.  
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but also because it addresses the issue of salt and damp, two problems of conservation that have 

been consistently discussed in relation to the Camposanto:  

Giotto judiciously reflected, that the marble of that part of the  
building was turned toward the sea and exposed to the south east 
winds, was always humid and always gave out a certain saline  
moisture, as do nearly all the bricks of Pisa, which fades and corrodes  
the colours and pictures, so he caused a coating of intonaco to be  
made for every part whereupon he proposed to paint in fresco, that his  
work might be preserved as long as possible. 40   

 

Significantly, Vasari lamented that, despite the efforts of the artist, the murals had suffered 

deterioration as a result of both neglect and the inherent nature of their composition.41 Further, 

Vasari pointed an accusing finger at “those who ought to have taken better care of [the murals],” 

a sentiment that, as will be shown in the following chapter of this thesis, was echoed in the 

writings of several nineteenth-century English visitors. 42  

Although the Stories of Job may have become damaged over time, Vasari claimed that 

the murals had once been so impressive that they had earned Giotto great prominence. So much 

so that the artist attracted the attention of Pope Benedict IX, who invited Giotto to paint a large 

mural in the sacristy of St. Peter’s in Rome.43 In addition, it is important to note that according to 

Vasari, Giotto had received the commission for the Camposanto only after acquiring “great 

fame” from his preceding work. 44 Thus, Vasari portrayed the Stories of Job as a work of primary 

importance because, not only were the murals created by an established artist whose genius lit up 

the dawn of the early Renaissance, but they were also of such exceptional quality that they 

ultimately propelled his illustrious career. 

																																																								
40 Vasari, vol. 1, 101.  
41 Vasari, vol. 1,101.  
42 Vasari, vol. 1,101.  
43 Vasari, vol. 1,102. 
44 Vasari, vol. 1, 98, 101. 
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 The next work, located in the Camposanto, that Vasari discussed in his Vite was the 

Figure of the Virgin, which he attributed to Stefano, a painter from Florence, whose life span 

was cautiously given as 1301?-1350?.45 In this instance it is unclear which Figure of the Virgin 

Vasari was referring to. Currently the Assumption of the Virgin is tentatively attributed to 

Stefano Fiorentino (c.1300-1350), however, Vasari later gave the Assumption to “Simon 

Memmi.”46  

 Vasari identified Stefano as a student of Giotto who surpassed all of his contemporaries 

in art and left his master “far behind.” 47 Thus, the artist was situated within the development of 

style from the outset of his biography. However, while Stefano was described as being the most 

preeminent painter of his day, his biography was brief compared to that of Giotto. 48 

Consequently, an evocative description of the artist’s work in the Camposanto is, in this instance, 

lacking. Nevertheless, Vasari employed the Figure of the Virgin as the first example of the 

younger artist’s prowess, declaring that it outshone the works of Giotto in both “design and 

colour.”49 In addition to characterizing Stefano as having surpassed Giotto, Vasari claimed that 

the artist demonstrated “the good and perfect manner of the moderns.”50 Hence, the Figure of the 

Virgin was construed as superior to what had come before and suggestive of what would come 

next. 

The third work in the Camposanto to appear in the Vite was the Lives of the Holy Fathers. 

Vasari attributed this work to “Pietro Laurati,” a painter from Siena whose death date was given 

																																																								
45 Vasari, vol. 1, 33. 
46 Vasari, vol. 1, 191. Also, see page 9 of this thesis. 
47 Vasari, vol. 1, 133. 
48 In addition, the biography of Stefano is combined with another artist, Ugolino da Siena. Vasari, vol. 1, 
133. 
49 Vasari, vol. 1, 133. 
50 Vasari, vol. 1, 133. 
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as 1350. 51 Currently this work is often referred to as the Stories of the Anchorites and attributed 

to Buonamico Buffalmacco.52  

The biography of Pietro Laurati, who Vasari described as having become a better master 

than Giotto, is even less detailed than that of Stefano.53 Yet his description of the Lives of the 

Holy Fathers, painted beside the principal door on the facade of the Camposanto, is somewhat 

more revealing. Vasari wrote that the expressive verism of the heads could not be surpassed by 

the manner of the day, yet in this instance the artist’s work was praised as being the equal to that 

of Giotto, in contrast to the progress established by Stefano.54 However, Vasari credited Lives of 

the Holy Fathers with securing the prestige of the artist. 

 The next biography to make mention of the Camposanto murals followed closely behind 

that of Pietro Laurati. Vasari attributed the Creation of the World, the Building of Noah’s Ark, St. 

Augustine and  St. Thomas Aquinas, and the Passion to Buonamico Buffalmacco, a painter from 

Florence, who was identified as having been alive in 1351.55 In contrast, it is now known that the 

Creation of the World and the Building of Noah’s Ark were painted by Piero Di Puccio (1355-

1400). However, in regard to St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, and the Passion, it is 

																																																								
51 Vasari, vol. 1, 140. Pietro Laurati is today most often known as known as Pietro Lorenzetti. In a 1984 
article, Hayden Maginnis described Pietro’s oeuvre as a prime example of the problems typically 
encountered when attempting to properly attribute and chronologically organise Sienese trecento 
paintings. The central difficulty being that, although five of Lorenzetti’s signed works survive, even the 
most basic facts about the artist’s life remain a mystery. Maginnis also pointed out that Vasari’s Vite 
provided very little useful information about Lorenzetti. This is because five of the eight works that 
Vasari specifically described are now lost, and the Camposanto mural, the description of which is central 
to Vasari’s chronology, is “clearly not the work of Pietro.” Further, Maginnis observed that Vasari 
misread Pietro’s signature as “Pietro Laurati de Senis” on the Madonna and Child now in the Uffizi. 
Therefore, within the Vite, even the name of this artist is rooted in misinterpretation. Hayden B.J. 
Maginnis, “Pietro Lorenzetti: A Chronology,” The Art Bulletin 66/2 (1984): 183.  
52 See page 9 of this thesis. 
53 Vasari, vol. 1, 140. 
54 Vasari, vol. 1, 133. 
55 Vasari, vol. 1, 154. 
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unclear which murals Vasari was referring to, as there are no works in the Camposanto that are 

currently known by these titles.  

According to Vasari, Buonamico Buffalmacco was a mischief-maker, overly fond of 

practical jokes and lacking in sincerity.56 While Vasari conceded that Buffalmacco’s work was 

animated and clever, it would seem that the author excluded the Creation of the World, the 

Building of Noah’s Ark, St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas and the Passion from the 

progressive evolution of art initiated by Giotto. In contrast, Vasari stated that, to amuse himself, 

Buffalmacco had convinced his friend and fellow artist Bruno that in order to animate his figures 

he should paint scrolls of text unfurling from their mouths.57 This practice, according to Vasari, 

“thus originated in jest” was archaic, insipid, and appreciated only by the simpletons of that day 

and the fools of his own time. Further, Vasari lamented, “a great part of the Campo Santo, 

decorated by much esteemed masters, is full of this absurdity.”58 In this way Vasari was perhaps 

suggesting that the murals, which he attributed to Buffalmacco, effectively represented a period 

of regression in the decoration of the Camposanto. Despite this, the figurative elements of the 

murals, particularly their variety and beauty, were still praised in the Vite, as were the heroic 

dimensions of God the Father and the heavenly bodies. Essentially, Vasari portrayed 

Buffalmacco as an artist who did not respect serious matters and as a result, despite having been 

paid handsomely for his work, died impoverished. Consequently, the murals that Vasari 

attributed to Buffalmacco may be understood as contaminated by their creator’s lack of 

solemnity and furthermore as having corrupted succeeding murals through their inclusion of text. 

																																																								
56 Vasari, vol. 1, 154. 
57 Vasari, vol. 1, 166. 
58 Vasari, vol. 1, 166. 
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 The next Camposanto murals to be discussed in the Vite were the Assumption, and the 

Life of St. Ranieri of Pisa.  The works were included in Vasari’s biography of “Simon Memmi,” 

a painter from Siena who was given the tentative life span of 1285?-1344.59 Simon Memmi was 

in fact Simone Martini (c.1284-1344), an artist whose life is relatively well documented in 

comparison to the majority of fourteenth-century artists.60 It is known that Simone Martini had a 

brother in law named Lippo Memmi (c.1370-1350), who was also a painter.61 However, in the 

Vite the two are described as brothers and their biographies are combined.62 Although the current 

attribution is uncertain, the Assumption is often given to Stefano Fiorentino (c.1300-1350), while 

it is known that Andrea Bonaiuti (active c.1346-77) painted the first three scenes of the Life of St. 

Ranieri between 1343 and 1377.63  

Vasari credited the lasting fame of Simon Memmi to his having lived in the same period 

as the poet Petrarch, whose writing gave “more lustre to the poor life of Maestro Simon, than it 

																																																								
59 Vasari, vol. 1, 181. Maginnis noted that Vasari viewed Memmi (Martini) as a pupil of Giotto and that 
the large number of portraits attributed to him were intended to “elevate the status of the artist…just as 
Giotto’s portraits had done” and also to “attest to the conquest of nature.” According to Maginnis, Vasari 
may be understood as using portraiture to construct an artistic lineage, which is exemplified by his claim 
that Memmi (Martini) included a portrait of Cimabue, Giotto’s master and thus his artistic grandfather, 
next to his self portrait in the frescoes of the Spanish Chapel of S. Maria Novella, Florence. Moreover, 
Maginnis argued that the way in which Vasari employed portraiture to emphasize the talent of an artist 
and to construct an artistic “family tree” was purely a literary device. This was demonstrated through a 
discussion of the incongruities found within many of Vasari’s chronologies. Most significantly, Maginnis 
cited several instances in which the subjects of portraits said to have been painted from life were in fact 
deceased at the time of production. Maginnis, 388, 389. 
60 Hayden B.J. Maginnis, “Lippo Memmi,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/ 
T051300. 
61 Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi both signed and dated the altarpiece of the Annunciation originally 
from the altar of Sant'Ansano in the Cathedral of Siena, however, Maginnis has observed that the precise 
nature of Lippo’s contribution to the altarpieces has been debated by scholars. Maginnis, “Lippo 
Memmi.”  
62 Vasari, vol. 1, 181. 
63 See pages 9 and 10 of this thesis. 
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has received, or ever will receive, from all his works.”64 It would seem that this statement was 

not intended to diminish the worth of the artist, who was described as an excellent painter, but 

instead to suggest that, while paintings must surrender to the ravages of time, a work of literature 

is eternal.65 

 Like Stefano, Simon was said to have been a pupil of Giotto and to have successfully 

emulated his master’s style. Further, while Vasari suggested that Simon was not “particularly 

excellent at design,” he also observed that the artist was considered to be a master by his 

contemporaries because of his ability to draw from nature.66 Thus, it is possible to see Vasari’s 

evolutionary theme reasserted through the continuation of Giotto’s legacy of naturalism. 

Accordingly, the descriptions of both the Assumption, and the Life of St Ranieri of Pisa offered 

profuse details concerning their emotive and animated realistic character, particularly in regard 

to the figures. Notably, Vasari was not wholly complimentary, finding the division of the murals 

and the addition of decorative borders unattractive. In this instance Simon was described as 

having been misled by the senior artists, Giotto and Buonamico, as they caused him to continue 

his work using their antiquated arrangement. It would seem that Vasari intended to remind the 

reader that, despite their beauty and variety, the Assumption and the Life of St Ranieri of Pisa 

were indebted to an obsolete style and thus primarily representative of the infancy of the arts. 

																																																								
64 Vasari, vol. 1, 182. Giuseppe Mazzotta has stated that Petrarch owned paintings by both Giotto and 
Simone Martini, and that the poet preferred the work of the latter artist whom he had met while studying 
law in Avignon, France. Indeed, Petrarch wrote two sonnets about a portrait of his beloved Laura by 
Simone that not only praised the celestial beauty of the sitter, but also the unsurpassed skill of the artist. 
Giuseppe Mazzotta, The Worlds of Petrarch (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993), 26-29. 
65 One wonders if this observation may have been intended to remind the reader of Vasari’s own 
eminence as an author whose work would provide so many artists with enduring fame. Further, the 
longevity of the Vite, coupled with the profound number of lost works of art from the period covered in 
the book, may perhaps demonstrate Vasari’s foresight. Vasari, vol. 1, 182, 183.  
66 Vasari, vol. 1, 191. 
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The Triumph of Death and Last Judgement were the next murals in the Camposanto to be 

discussed in the Vite. According to Vasari both works were rendered by Andrea Orcagna, a 

painter,  sculptor, and architect from Florence who died 1376. 67 As discussed in the first chapter 

of this thesis, the attribution of these murals has been the subject of much debate, however, 

Buonamico Buffalmacco (c. 1315 to1336) has been most recently credited with their 

manufacture.68 

  Much like Giotto, Vasari portrayed Andrea Orcagna as having displayed a natural 

artistic ability from an early age.69 Due to this precocity, Orcagna quickly became the apprentice 

of his brother Bernardo and together the two achieved renown for their meticulous style.70 

Further echoing the biography of Giotto, Vasari expressed that it was only after gaining fame 

that the Orcagna brothers were invited to Pisa to decorate the walls of the Camposanto.71 In this 

way, Vasari may perhaps be understood as consistently reiterating the inherent importance of the 

Camposanto as a commission that was only given to celebrated artists.  

An extensive description complimenting the variety, inventiveness, and life-like 

appearance of the figurative elements of the Triumph of Death, and the Last Judgement 

follows.72 Once again, by directing the attention of the reader toward the inclusion of portraiture, 

Vasari may have intended to convey the artist’s talent. Accordingly, Vasari repeatedly observed 

																																																								
67 Vasari, vol. 1, 204. 
68 See page 9 of this thesis. 
69 Vasari, vol. 1, 204. 
70 Vasari, vol. 1, 205. Nardo di Cione was the brother of Andrea Orcagna, also known as Andrea di Cione. 
G. Kreytenberg, “Nardo di Cione,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press) http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/T017817pg2. 
71 Vasari, vol. 1, 205. 
72 Vasari, vol. 1, 205 - 209. 
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that the myriads of figures included in the murals were undeniably “figured from life,” despite 

the author’s admission that he was unable to make much definitive identification.73  

Vasari repeated his assertion that Buffalmacco had invented the custom of painting text 

issuing from the mouths of figures, maintaining that Orcagna had repeated the practice only 

because of the misleading influence of the extant murals. Yet in contrast to the strong 

condemnation found in the preceding biographies, Vasari for the most part refrained from 

belittling the inscriptions in the case of the Triumph of Death. Perhaps Vasari did not express 

distaste for Orcagna’s inclusion of text because, as he pointed out, many of the passages were 

rendered on the periphery of the work within “scrolls prepared for this purpose,” thus they were 

distinct from the overall composition.74 Further, while Vasari observed that, for the most part, the 

text had deteriorated and become illegible, he included a few verses that he attributed to 

Orcagna.75 Vasari wrote that after the completion of the Triumph of Death, the artist painted the 

Last Judgment, rendering the appropriate emotions “with infinite art and most life-like truth,” 

then returned to Florence leaving his brother Bernardo to paint the Inferno as described by 

Dante.76 Of this mural, Vasari wrote only that the work had been recently restored after suffering 

great injury, and further that a later version done by the same artist in Florence had been more 

successful.77 Notably, the biography of Orcagna combined and perpetuated many of the themes 

																																																								
73 Vasari, vol. 1, 205, 207, 209. 
74 Vasari, vol. 1, 208. 
75 Vasari, vol. 1, 207. 
76 Vasari, vol. 1, 208,	
77 Vasari, vol. 1, 209. Vasari was referring to the frescoes of the Last Judgement, Paradise, and Hell  
 painted by Nardo di Cione in the Strozzi Chapel, Santa Maria Novella, Florence. Kreytenberg, “Nardo di 
Cione.” 
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established within the previous biographies, and for this reason may have strengthened the 

appeal of the Camposanto murals.78 

 The next biography to mention the murals in the Camposanto was that of Antonio 

Veneziano. According to Vasari, Veneziano, who was born in Venice and most active in the 

second half of the fourteenth century, continued the Life of St Ranieri.79 Vasari’s attribution 

appears to have been correct as it is known that Antonio Veneziano (c.1370-1419) was requested 

to complete the cycle 1379.80  

Antonio Veneziano was distinguished as an artist who was forced to leave his homeland 

in order to find the appreciative audience that his work rightfully deserved.81 Vasari related that 

although the Venetian nobility overlooked Veneziano in favour of more fashionable foreign 

artists, he was beloved by the people of Florence for both his artistry and his “many other 

excellent qualities.”82 Accordingly, Vasari credited Antonio with the admirable ability to imbue 

his figures with life.83 Vasari wrote that, having established himself as an artist of some renown, 

Antonio was invited to Pisa in order to complete the murals left unfinished by Simon of Siena.84 

Antonio was described as having closely followed the style of the previous artist and Vasari 

devoted several paragraphs to their description.  

																																																								
78 Interestingly, in the last sentence of Orcagna’s biography, Vasari wrote that, although the artist had 
many followers, the only one to surpass him was Francesco Traini, a painter to whom some later 
historians would attribute the Triumph of Death. For more on Traini please refer to the notes on page 9 of 
this thesis. 
79 Vasari, vol. 1, 244, 246. 
80 See page 10 of this thesis. 
81 Vasari, vol. 1, 244. 
82 Vasari, vol. 1, 245. 
83 Vasari, vol. 1, 245-246. 
84 Vasari, vol. 1, 246. Maginnis has argued that the description of the completion of unfinished works was 
a literary device used by Vasari to re-inforce the “fraternity of art” by not only “forging direct links 
among artist, but also suggesting “obligations owed to other members of the fraternity.” Maginnis, 391. 
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As in the previous biographies, the artist’s ability to emulate nature was primarily 

expressed through the observation of particularly emotive figures, and the identification of 

portraiture, including Antonio’s own likeness.85 However, Vasari seemed to have been most 

captivated by Antonio’s ability to accurately portray madness and disease.86 This may be 

because, as Vasari recounted in his closing paragraph, Antonio eventually gave up painting in 

pursuit of an interest in botany, and eventually devoted himself entirely to the practice of 

medicine.87 Regardless, Vasari stated that “all the works executed by Antonio in the Campo 

Santo are such, that they have been universally, and with great justice, acknowledged to be the 

best of all the various productions,” effectively signalling another upward movement in 

progressive cycle of painting within the monument.88 

Vasari not only attributed the superiority of the murals to their figurative elements, but 

also to their method of manufacture, relating that Antonio’s work was wholly executed in fresco 

and absent of any retouching.89 Vasari observed that it was this lack of over-painting that enabled 

the murals to escape the damaging effects of time, stating “we find it proved, beyond a doubt, 

that pictures, so retouched, acquire a look of age, and are yet deprived of all the purifying effects 

of time.”90 Further, Vasari wrote that the murals should function as a lesson to future artists as 

they demonstrated the advantages of pure fresco. 

																																																								
85 Vasari, vol. 1, 246, 250. 
86 Vasari, vol. 1, 246, 248. 
87 Vasari, vol. 1, 250. 
88 Vasari, vol. 1, 248. 
89 Vasari, vol. 1, 249. 
90 It is unclear what exactly Vasari meant by the “purifying effects of time,” perhaps the author was 
referring to an aesthetic quality, such as the softening of colours and forms that is inevitably brought 
about by the passage of time. Or perhaps Vasari admired the appearance of untouched fresco for the more 
pragmatic reason that age imbued the works with a venerable quality. Vasari, vol. 1, 249. 
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The biography of Spinello Aretino follows closely after that of Antonio Veneziano.91 

Vasari recognized Aretino as the artist who painted Scenes from the Lives of San Petito and Sant’ 

Espiro, an attribution that continues to be accepted.92 Perhaps more than any of the preceding 

biographies, Vasari purposely drew a parallel between the youth of Spinello Aretino and that of 

Giotto. Vasari claimed that Spinello was so naturally inclined to become a painter that, while still 

a child and without a teacher, he had gained more skill then many others who had been 

apprenticed to the best masters.93 Further, when Spinello became an apprentice, he rapidly 

outshone his master just as Giotto had done.94 Hence, Vasari once again portrayed nature to be 

the ultimate teacher and proclaimed the ability to depict nature as the greatest demonstration of 

skill.95   

Vasari had admiringly described numerous works attributed to Spinello, particularly in 

Arezzo, yet he definitively proclaimed Scenes from the Lives of San Petito and Sant’ Espiro in 

the Camposanto to be the artist’s greatest achievement.96 Interestingly, Spinello was said to have 

wished to create continuity between his own work and that of Giotto, Simon of Siena, and 

Antonio Veneziano, thus continuing their legacy.97 Further, like Antonio Veneziano’s the Life of 

St Ranieri, Vasari admired the excellent state of preservation of the murals, attributing their 

longevity to the care that the artist had taken in their manufacture.98 In this way the Scenes from 

the Lives of San Petito and Sant’ Espiro exemplified the highest achievement of the artist, and of 

the art of fresco itself. However, Vasari added that Spinello was eventually surpassed by his son 

																																																								
91 Vasari, vol. 1, 255. 
92 See page 10 of this thesis. 
93 Vasari, vol. 1, 255. 
94 Vasari, vol. 1, 255. 
95 Vasari, vol. 1, 256. 
96 Vasari, vol. 1, 268. 
97 Vasari, vol. 1, 266. 
98 Vasari, vol. 1, 268. 
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and in this fashion effectively reasserted his agenda of continual advancement toward 

modernity.99 

 The biography of Taddeo Bartoli, a painter who according to Vasari was from Siena and 

lived from 1363 to 1422, contained the next mention of a mural in the Camposanto, the 

Coronation of the Virgin.100 However, it is now known that the Coronation was painted by Piero 

Di Puccio (1355-1400).101 Taddeo was defined by Vasari as an artist who had to work very hard 

in the hope of achieving fame. Thus, Taddeo differed fundamentally from artists who, like 

Giotto, were naturally gifted. Accordingly, little was written regarding the Coronation of the 

Virgin, only that its angels portrayed “beautiful attitudes” and the colours were “fine.”102 

Ultimately, according to Vasari, although Taddeo strove to become a decent painter he was 

undone by a recurrent malady and surpassed by his nephew, Domenico Bartoli.103 

All of the preceding biographies were located in the first volume of the Vite; however, the 

description of the largest mural cycle created by a single artist in the Camposanto was placed in 

the second volume. It is significant that, in contrast to the murals of earlier artists who were all 

connected to the rebirth and infancy of the arts, Stories of the Old and New Testament, correctly 

attributed by Vasari to Benozzo Gozzoli (c.1421-1497), was situated within the second age of 

																																																								
99 Parri Spinelli (1437-1453) was the son of Spinello Aretino. Documentary evidence has shown that Parri 
assisted his father in the painting of several frescoes in Siena. Vasari wrote that Parri was apprenticed to 
the Florentine Sculptor and goldsmith Lorenzo Ghiberti. Vasari, vol. 1, 391. Frank Dabell and Stephen K. 
Scher, “Spinelli,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press) http:// 
www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/T080598. 
100 Also known as Taddeo di Bartolo, this painter was indeed active in Siena. Vasari, vol. 1, 265. Gail E. 
Solberg, “Taddeo di Bartolo,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press) http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/T082981. 
101 See page 11 of this thesis. 
102 Vasari, vol. 1, 286. 
103 Also known as Domenico di Bartolo (1400-1445), this painter is first documented in 1420 as an 
apprentice for a commission in the Siena Cathedral. Vasari, vol. 1, 288. Giovanna Damiani, “Domenico 
di Bartolo,” in The Oxford Companion to Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press), http://www. 
oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/ T023181. 
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painting, or adolescence.104  According to Vasari, although lacking in perfection, the second age 

of art brought about remarkable improvements in technique and skill, a characterization that may 

be embodied in the biography of Benozzo.105  

Echoing the biography of Taddeo Bartoli, Vasari portrayed Benozzo Gozzoli as a hard 

working, inventive, and prolific follower of Fra Angelico, who was however “not particularly 

eminent.”106 After a brief introduction to the artist, Vasari dispassionately recounted a list of 

Benozzo’s patrons and the locations of his paintings, with praise amounting only to “tolerably 

well done.”107 While the first half of the life of Benozzo was written in a somewhat tepid and 

perfunctory manner, Vasari’s tone noticeably shifted in his discussion of the Camposanto in Pisa. 

In contrast to the preceding overview, relatively detailed and illustrative sentences were used to 

describe Benozzo’s mural cycle and, in this singular instance, the artist was said to have 

employed “much power of invention” and accomplished a “most formidable undertaking.”108 As 

he had done in the majority of the previous biographies, Vasari not only gave an account of the 

iconography of the murals but also specific figurative attributes embedded within the 

composition, such as instances of effective foreshortening.109 Vasari’s desultory 

acknowledgement of Benozzo’s oeuvre as a whole created a stark contrast with his enthusiasm 

for the wall paintings of the Camposanto. Further, as Vasari was known to have owned many 

sheets of Benozzo’s preparatory drawings for the Camposanto murals, the author may have 

																																																								
104 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters Sculptors and Architects, vol. 2, trans. Mrs. 
Jonathan Foster (London: Bell & Daldy, York Street, Covent Garden, [1568] 1871), 115. See pages 11-14 
of this thesis. 
105 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, trans. Julia Conway Bondanella and Peter Bondanella (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press [1568] 1991), 49. 
106 Vasari, Lives, Vol. 2, 116. 
107 Vasari, vol. 2, 116. 
108 Vasari, vol. 2, 117. 
109 Vasari, vol. 2, 118. 
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referred back to the images while he wrote the biography.110 Regardless, the delight that Vasari 

expressed in his writing, along with his interest in collecting artifacts from the creation of the 

murals, may speak to the overwhelming visual appeal of the Stories of the Old and New 

Testament.  

Vasari consistently described both the physical condition and many of the intimate details 

of the visual narratives of the murals of the Camposanto. Such attention to detail would seem to 

suggest that the author visited the monument and saw the wall paintings first hand, a pilgrimage 

that many came to follow. Consequently, Vasari’s descriptions of the mural cycle would become 

but the first of many literary accounts of the Camposanto. Svetlana Alpers has observed that 

Vasari’s descriptions of paintings were derived from “the observation of particulars” and in this 

way were intended to force a selective “reading in” or guided evaluation of the works.111 Indeed, 

it has been shown that Vasari reiterated several themes throughout his descriptions of the murals 

of the Camposanto. First, the work of Giotto, which was inspired by nature, and through the 

auspices of heaven, represented the beginning of the upward progression of fine art. Second, for 

the most part, the Camposanto murals carried on Giotto’s inheritance. Third, in many instances 

the murals were excellent examples of the longevity of fresco, while others demonstrated the 

effects of neglect, poor conservation, and the ravages of time. Finally, the majority of artists 

commissioned to paint the murals had already enjoyed some level of success in their careers.  

That it is possible to observe an evolutionary cycle of the arts is perhaps Vasari’s most 

enduring influence, and reverberations of this concept may be seen to permeate art historical 

theory to this day. Therefore, the Camposanto murals may have been most appreciated by Vasari 

																																																								
110 Diane Cole Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli (New Haven: Yale University Press,1996), 156. 
111 Alpers, 190. 
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for their ability to illustrate the incubation period of the arts. Further, as Benozzo Gozzoli’s 

murals were representative of the second age of art, the Camposanto also expressed the active 

progression toward perfection. Consequently, Vasari’s descriptions of the Camposanto murals 

most certainly coloured the subsequent experiences of many British travelers, and perhaps 

ultimately informed the way they wrote about what they saw.  
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Chapter 3 
 

The British Reception of the Camposanto Murals 
 

Beginning in the late sixteenth century, it became fashionable in Britain for young 

aristocrats to embark on a tour of the continent for the sole purpose of enjoyment and 

edification.1 Previously, in the late ancient world and during the Middle ages, pleasure and 

learning may have been accompanying benefits of travel, but secular self-improvement was not 

yet the primary objective. 2 The British citizens who journeyed to Italy before the advent of the 

Grand Tour had primarily been soldiers, merchants, tradespeople, or religious pilgrims.3 Thus, 

the Grand Tour is often understood as the foundation of leisure travel. However, it is important 

to note that, from approximately 1660 to 1840, continental travel was primarily an educational 

rite of passage for the elite.  

Usually undertaken following the completion of studies at Oxford or Cambridge, the tour 

was intended to impart the young nobleman with the well-rounded education, social grace, and 

refinement of taste that would prepare him for a preordained position of leadership.4 As the 

center of the Roman Empire, the British perceived of Italy as the epitome of Classical 

civilization, both in its original form and its Renaissance reincarnation.5 Further, during the 

eighteenth century wealthy Britons commonly compared the expanding colonial empire of their 

																																																								
1 Jeremy Black, Italy and the Grand Tour (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 1. 
2 Black, Italy and the Grand Tour, 1. 
3 The Greek Philosopher Strabo made the first recorded citing of a Briton in Rome during the reign of 
Augustus. Strabo was likely describing a slave, however, George B. Parks has stated that, although their 
numbers are unknown, British merchants, soldiers, and laborers soon followed. Further, Parks has 
observed that ecclesiastical travel to Rome began in 180 A.D. when King Lucius sent messengers to Pope 
Eleutherus to solicit for a baptism. George B. Parks, The English Traveler to Italy, vol.1 Middle Ages to 
1525 (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1954), 4-6, 8.  
4 James Buzzard, “The Grand Tour and After (1660-1840),” in The Cambridge Companion to Travel 
Writing, eds. Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 37, 38. 
5 Buzzard, “The Grand Tour,” 37, 38. 
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own country to that of ancient Rome. For this reason, men of high standing were expected to 

emulate the examples of their Roman antecedents.6 Consequently, Italy was among the most 

essential destinations of the traditional Grand Tour itinerary.  

The history of the British Grand Tour is commonly located between the restoration of the 

British Monarchy in 1660 and the ascension of Queen Victoria in 1837, yet travel was not 

always continuous or tranquil throughout this period.7 Indeed, the outbreak of the French 

Revolutionary wars in 1793 made continental travel challenging and often dangerous. However, 

despite the hazards of war, British tourism did not come to an immediate halt.8 In contrast, many 

British tourists remained abroad throughout much of the 1790s, and eagerly crossed the channel 

following the Peace of Amiens in 1802. Nevertheless, peace was fleeting. After the Napoleonic 

Wars erupted in 1803, land travel became exceedingly perilous and by 1807 sea routes had 

become equally insurmountable. Consequently, between 1807 and 1815 the British Grand tour 

was almost entirely suspended.9 Nevertheless, as Rosemary Sweet has observed, a great deal of 

travel literature continued to be published throughout this period of relentless war.10 Indeed, 

British travelers were so anxious to resume their accustomed itineraries that, when hostilities 

began to subside in 1815, some boarded ships destined for the continent even before a new peace 

treaty had been signed.11  

Although most often associated with the eighteenth century male aristocrat, the abundant 

accounts written by British tourists demonstrate that the voyage was not always strictly limited to 

																																																								
6 Buzzard, 39. 
7 Buzzard, 38. 
8 Rosemary Sweet, Cities and the Grand Tour: The British in Italy, c. 1690-1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 10. 
9 Sweet, Cities and the Grand Tour, 10, 11. 
10 Sweet, 11. 
11 Sweet, 11. 
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a particular class, period, or gender.12 In the late eighteenth century, travel accounts penned by 

women began to appear, as did works authored by men who, although often highly educated, 

were not of noble birth. Further, although it is commonly understood that the Grand Tour 

concluded when leisure travel ceased to belong exclusively to the nobility, many middle class 

Victorian tourists continued to imitate the traditions established by their aristocratic 

predecessors.13 Letters and guides, written and published as a result of extended travel 

throughout Italy, offer a fascinating variety of personal interpretations of Italian art, history and 

culture. In order to explore the aesthetic impact of the Camposanto mural cycle upon British 

sensibilities, the following chapter will analyze a selection of travel accounts from the 

seventeenth through to the nineteenth centuries.   

Writing in the late eighteenth century, John Moore (1729-1802) observed that reading the 

classics and the histories of the Empire from an early age had conditioned travelers to entirely 

overlook what had transpired in Italy throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and 

instead to appreciate the country solely as a relic of ancient Rome.14 Rosemary Sweet has noted 

the significance of Moore’s statement, suggesting that it not only reveals the author’s awareness 

of the “collective ignorance” of British tourists in regard to the comparatively more recent 

history of Italy, but also his need to confront the issue.15  

Henry Fulton has stated that, although Latin instruction had gone out of fashion in the 

early eighteenth century, the language was preserved in schools that maintained a mission to 

																																																								
12 Black, 1-16. 
13 Dory Agazarian, “Victorian Roads to Rome: Historical Travel in the Wake of the Grand Tour,” 
Nineteenth-Century Contexts 37/5 (2015): 391.  
14 John Moore, M.D., A View of Society and Manners in Italy: With Anecdotes relating to Eminent 
Characters, vol. 1 of 2 (London: Printed for W. Strathan; and T. Cadell, in the Strand, 1781), 69. 
15 Sweet, 236. 
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eliminate all traces of local dialect from the speech and writing of their students.16 Moore’s 

father was an early moderate Presbyterian minister from Northern Ireland, while his mother was 

the daughter of a prominent Glaswegian mercantile family.17 Correspondingly, it has been 

observed that Moore’s speech remained coloured by his lineage throughout his life, perhaps 

despite his education.18 Thus, conceivably for Moore, Latin was on some level associated with 

the suppression of his own history. Regardless, as Moore was bound for university, and 

ultimately an apprenticeship to the surgeons William Stirling and John Gordon, Latin and the 

Classics were essential to his education.19 Moore served as a surgeon to the North British 

Fusiliers in Flanders and later established a successful practice in the city of Glasgow; however, 

he yearned to distance himself from his chosen profession.20 In 1772 Moore became the tutor of 

the eighth duke of Hamilton, an appointment that would require the physician to accompany the 

young nobleman on the traditional Grand Tour.21 Consequently, Moore lived abroad for five 

years, spending eight months in Italy where he collected material for a travel guide that 

questioned the wisdom of what might be described as a classical myopia.22 That Moore was 

compelled to direct the attention of his readers toward their persistently parochial view of Italy 

may suggest that the author proposed to remedy what he perceived as a regrettable circumstance. 

Consequently, Moore wrote an extensive introduction to Venice, portraying the city as a 

destination that, despite claiming “no importance from ancient history,” was in possession of a 

																																																								
16 Henry L. Fulton, Dr. John Moore, 1729-1802: A Life in Medicine, Travel, and Revolution (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 2015), 31. 
17 Fulton, Dr. John Moore, 3, 8, 31 
18 Fulton, Dr. John Moore, 3, 8, 31. 
19 Fulton, Dr. John Moore, 47. 
20 H. L. Fulton, “John Moore,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Lawrence Goldman 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19130. 
21 Fulton, “John Moore.” 
22 Fulton, Dr. John Moore, 311. 
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fascinating and inspiring past, as well as an array of unique and colourful customs.23 However, 

Moore chose not to include any commentary regarding the venerable maritime republic of Pisa.  

Joseph Addison (1672-1719) wrote Remarks on Several Parts of Italy, an early 

eighteenth century travel account that would become among the most influential of the period.24 

Addison is perhaps best known as the co-author of the Spectator, one of the most significant 

journals of the age, which was published six days a week from 1711 to 1714.25 The Spectator 

explored a wide range of contemporary popular subject matter including satire and literary 

criticism. Nevertheless, Remarks on Several Parts of Italy exemplified the overriding fascination 

with classical antiquity identified by Moore.26 Indeed, James Buzzard has observed that Addison 

was so intent upon tracing the remnants of antiquity that his writing often portrayed Italy as an 

unpopulated country in which it would seem that no monuments had been built after the classical 

period.27 Significantly, before setting out on his voyage, Addison declared that he had not only 

refreshed his “memory among classic authors,” but also collected the books that he would 

require as points of reference throughout his travels.28 Further, Addison stated that, while abroad, 

one of his favorite diversions was to read passages of classical poetry “upon the spot” and 

compare the words of the ancients to the Italian countryside that surrounded him.29 Thus, as 

Addison may have intentionally sought out locations in Italy based upon classical texts, the 

																																																								
23 Moore, A View of Society and Manners in Italy, 69. 
24 Elizabeth A. Bohls and Ian Duncan eds., Travel Writing 1700-1830: An Anthology (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 5.  
25 Donald J. Newman, “Introduction,” in The Spectator: An Emerging Discourse, ed. Donald J. Newman 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press), 12. 
26 Sweet, Cities and the Grand Tour, 5. 
27 James Buzzard, “The Grand Tour and After (1660-1840),” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Travel Writing, eds. Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 40. 
28 Joseph Addison, Remarks on Several Parts of Italy in the Years 1701, 1702, 1703 (London: Printed for 
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29 Addison, Remarks on Several Parts of Italy, 3. 
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author’s travels may not only have been intellectually enlightened by the classics, but also 

perhaps tangibly planned. It is important to note that Addison embarked at Marseille for Genoa 

in the winter of 1700. Since his tour took place almost eighty years before that of Moore, the 

later author may have been influenced by concepts put forth in the earlier publication.30 Unlike 

Moore, Addison included Pisa in his commentary, though the author devoted only a scant two 

sentences to it. Addison described Pisa as a “shell of a great city,” perhaps suggesting that the 

city was lifeless and vacant. Further, while Addison wrote that the church, baptistery and leaning 

tower were “well worth seeing,” the author neglected to make mention of the Camposanto.31  

As the aforementioned publications suggest, Pisa was not a major tourist destination in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Yet it was nonetheless visited frequently as a stopover 

for travelers entering Italy along the coastal road from France, by sea from the port of Marseille, 

or departing by way of the Alps.32 Robyn Cooper has observed that, while the Cathedral Square 

has consistently been the principal tourist attraction in Pisa, throughout the seventeenth and 

much of the eighteenth century the monuments were often appreciated only as intriguing oddities 

exemplifying “the worst possible taste.”33 Further, because of the preference for classical 

antiquity propelled by popular guidebooks, the ancient Roman sarcophagi housed within the 

walls of the Camposanto were the objects of primary interest to foreign travelers. In contrast, the 

murals rarely inspired enthusiasm.34 Accordingly, it would seem that relatively few British 

accounts of the Camposanto murals were written previous to the nineteenth century. Therefore, it 

is the nineteenth century that will be of central importance to this discussion. However, it is first 

																																																								
30 Lucy Aiken, The Life of Joseph Addison (Philadelphia: Carey Hart, 1846), 68. 
31 Addison, 230. 
32 Robyn Cooper, “The Crowning Glory of Pisa: Nineteenth Century Reactions to the Campo Santo,” 
Italian Studies 37/1 (1982): 74. 
33 Cooper, “The Crowning Glory of Pisa,” 74. 
34 Cooper, “The Crowning Glory of Pisa,” 75. 
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necessary to begin with an overview and analysis of accounts that originated in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. 

A travel narrative written by John Raymond and published in 1648 is notable as both an 

early, albeit exceedingly brief, impression of the Camposanto, and as an affirmation of the 

ambivalence commonly experienced by seventeenth-century English tourists when confronted 

with artifacts of the late Middle Ages. An Itinerary: Contayning a voyage, made through Italy, in 

the yeare 1646, and 1647 reveals little about the personal history of the author, who it would 

seem has largely been forgotten. However, as was the custom of the day, Raymond included a 

personal note to his readers insisting that he had not intended for his writing to be published, 

significantly adding that his work should be interpreted, not as a desire to “grace the page,” but 

as an attempt to “preserve antiquity.”35 In this way Raymond revealed that his fundamental 

interest in Italy was the classical history of the country, and further that he may have believed 

that the vestiges of the ancient past were fading away and in need of documentation. Notably, the 

observation that the Camposanto murals required British intervention in order not to be lost 

would become a common refrain toward the mid-nineteenth century.36  

Raymond did not so much describe the Camposanto as list its basic attributes: the marble 

walls of the facade, the miraculous soil of the holy field, the ancient urns, and the painted walls. 

																																																								
35 John Raymond, An Itinerary: Contayning a voyage, made through Italy, in the yeare 1646, and 1647 
(London: Humphrey Moseley, 1648), 4,5. 
36 In 1845, while in Pisa, John Ruskin wrote a series of letters to his parents stating that he thought “the 
Campo Santo about the most important thing to study in all of Italy at present, for it will soon be gone.” 
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artistic circles of Britain. John Ruskin, Ruskin in Italy: letters to his parents, 1845, ed. Harold I. Shapiro 
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972), 51, 61,62. In an 1892 periodical article William Holman Hunt mused 
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Further, although the author largely focused upon the holy field of earth from Jerusalem and the 

astonishing properties of that soil, it was the ancient urns in combination with the Stories of the 

Old and New Testaments “painted of old worke” that the author identified as casting the 

monument in a “venerable” light.37 Though his commentary is short, it is intriguing that, unlike 

many of his compatriots, Raymond did not differentiate between the classical antiquities and the 

late Medieval and early Renaissance wall paintings, nor did Raymond make any explicitly 

aesthetic commentary. In contrast, Raymond viewed the works in concert, and in so doing seems 

to have been affected primarily by the somber mood inspired by the advanced age of his 

surroundings. Although Raymond did not express any particular interest in the murals, the author 

succeeded in recording a distilled impression of the Camposanto as a distinguished and aged 

monument. 

Edward Wright, who toured Italy for two years as the companion to George Parker, 

second earl of Macclesfield (c.1697–1764), offered a more detailed account of the Camposanto, 

which the author tellingly referred to as “most delightful .... tho’ Gothick.”38 Like John 

Raymond, Wright included a preface explaining that he had not intended to publish his travel 

memoirs and, although it would seem that little is known about the author himself, his patron 

was an educated man of science trained in mathematics and astronomy.39 A curiously reticent 

admiration may be found sprinkled throughout Wright’s description of the monument, which 

																																																								
37 Raymond, An Itinerary, 20. 
38 Edward Wright, Some Observations Made in Travelling Through France, Italy, &c. in the years 1720, 
1721, and 1722, vol. 1 (London: T. Ward and E. Wicksteed, 1730), 2, 382. A. M. Clerke, “George Parker, 
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was largely a dispassionate and rather dry list of the pictorial elements of the mural.40 However, 

it is interesting to consider that, although not wholly complimentary, Wright did not indulge in 

direct condemnation of the style in which the murals were painted. Wright noted that the murals 

displayed the “hard” manner of their day, but forgave this as an unavoidable deficiency of their 

age.41 Notably, Wright identified the murals as the work of “some of the first restorers of 

painting,” an observation that would seem to indicate that the author was familiar with the 

overriding themes of the Vite, and particularly the biography of Giotto.42 In this instance the 

“first restorers of painting” refers to Giotto and his followers, the artists identified by Vasari as 

having saved the arts from the banality of the Middle Ages by drawing inspiration from nature 

and classical antiquity. 43 

Vasari defined the fourteenth century as an age in which the arts experienced a re-birth, 

and identified Giotto, to whom he attributed The Stories of Job in the Camposanto, as the artist 

who independently brought such an age about.44 Further, in order to illustrate the talent of the 

artists who painted the murals of the Camposanto, Vasari consistently identified portraits 

embedded within the religious narratives, commenting upon their verity and variety. In this way, 

along with observations regarding the effective use of perspective, Vasari emphasized the 

																																																								
40 Detached descriptions, often taking the form of catalogue like lists, were a common convention found 
in eighteenth-century British travel writing. For more on this subject see: Charles Batten, Pleasurable 
Instructions: Form and Convention in Eighteenth-Century Travel Writing (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1978). 
41 In observing that the murals lacked chiaroscuro, Wright related that “Raphael himself, a good while 
after; was scarce come into it” demonstrating that the author did not see the murals as deficient, but 
instead as examples of an earlier style. Further, in drawing a parallel between the Camposanto murals and 
a painter who Vasari portrayed as one of the penultimate artists of his own era, Wright signaled that he 
fully ascribed to the sixteenth century author’s conviction that the history of art developed progressively 
toward the High Renaissance. Wright, Some Observations, 385. 
42 Wright, 281. 
43 See chapter 2 of this thesis. Wright, 281. 
44 See chapter 2 of this thesis. 



	

	 66	

emerging development of the technical skills of the artists who painted the walls of the 

Camposanto.45 In a similar manner, Wright pointedly admired both the expressive quality of the 

faces and the technical accuracy of the rendering of the architecture, particularly in the works 

separately attributed to Giotto and Benozzo.46 Correspondingly, although Vasari never discussed 

the lives of Giotto and Benozzo in concert and located them respectively within the first and 

second ages of painting, his descriptions of the murals of both artists were particularly extensive 

and favourable. However, despite having included an admiring description of the frescoes 

painted by Vasari in the halls of the Vatican in his guide, Wright did not mention the illustrious 

sixteenth century Italian author in reference to the Camposanto.47 Therefore, it is unclear if 

Wright’s observations were derived directly from Vasari’s text, or if he was influenced by later 

English publications that paraphrased Vasari, or perhaps even the oral tradition. Regardless, the 

extent to which Wright’s interpretation of the Camposanto dominated his account of Pisa is 

striking.48 Moreover, although Wright pedantically described certain antique marble inscriptions, 

the author devoted his greatest attentions to the murals. Thus, it would seem that, despite a 

negative predisposition toward early Italian art, the murals of the Camposanto captivated 

Wright’s attention. Perhaps, as his descriptions of the murals often appear to echo the Vite, 

Wright’s admiration was largely the result of Vasari’s having identified the murals as canonical 

examples of the first and second ages of painting.  

																																																								
45 Hayden B.J. Maginnis, “Giotto’s World Through Vasari’s Eyes,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 56/3 
(1993): 387. Giorgio Vasari, Lives Seventy of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, vols. 
1-2, trans. Mrs. Jonathan Foster (London: Henry G. Bohn, York Street, Covent Garden, [1568] 1850-65), 
102. 
46 Wright, 382, 385. 
47 Wright, 382, 385. 
48 Wright’s description of the Camposanto covered the better part of eight pages, while one page was 
given to the cathedral, a single paragraph to the leaning tower, and a few scant sentences to the 
Baptistery. Wright, 380-388. 
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In contrast to Raymond’s elementary impression, and Wright’s tempered enthusiasm, 

Tobias Smollett (1721-1771) wrote a conspicuously opinionated account of the Camposanto in 

1765. Smollett, who was born into a family of lawyers and soldiers, distinguished himself as an 

early Picaresque novelist after serving in the Royal Navy and thereafter enjoyed a prolific 

literary career.49 When Smollett set out for continental Europe in 1763, he was in the last decade 

of his life and suffering from mild tuberculosis, intermittent fevers and asthma.50 Nonetheless, 

the climate of the South of France, where he resided for almost two years, proved so restorative 

that Smollett was able to undertake the extensive tour of Italy that resulted in the 1766 

publication of Travels through France and Italy. Echoing Wright, Smollett observed that the 

murals were painted in a “dry manner,” directly following the “restoration of painting.”51 Like 

Wright, Smollett found “merit in their expression”; however, he was decisively less forgiving, 

declaring the “drawing incorrect, the design generally lame, and the colouring unnatural.”52 

Notably, the only mural that Smollett saw fit to describe was the Triumph of Death. Further, 

Smollett limited his account to the three corpses, their states of decomposition, and their 

connection to the Holy Field.53  

																																																								
49 Interestingly, Smollett was the distant cousin of John Moore and was likewise a Presbyterian who was 
educated at the University of Glasgow and apprenticed to the surgeons William Stirling and John Gordon. 
Kenneth Simpson, “Tobias George Smollett,” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. Lawrence 
Goldman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.queensu.ca/view/ 
article/25947. 
50 Simpson, “Tobias Smollett.” 
51 Tobias Smollett, Travels Through France and Italy (Edinburgh: J. Mundell & Co., [1766] 1796), 456. 
52 Smollett described the murals as “a curious monument of the efforts made by this noble art immediately 
after her revival.” While this statement demonstrates that Smollett was informed by Vasarian tradition, 
the phrasing seems to suggest that the author did not value the early status of the murals, but instead 
dismissed them aesthetically as displeasing curiosities of an obsolete age. Smollett, Travels Through 
France and Italy, 456. 
53 Smollett’s description is as follows: “At one corner of the corridor, there are the pictures of three bodies 
represented in the three different stages of putrefaction which they undergo when laid in this composition. 
At the end of the three first days, the body is bloated and swelled, and the features are enlarged and 
distorted to such a degree, as fills the spectator with horror. At the sixth day the swelling is subsided, and 
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There are several factors that may have contributed to Smollett’s interest in the Triumph 

of Death, and more specifically the three corpses. Perhaps the most immediate and simple reason 

was that this particular mural, located at the southern end of the east corridor and consisting of an 

immense single tiered narrative, was a prominent focal point [fig.6]. Indeed, the sheer size of the 

mural would certainly have drawn the attention of the viewer, as would the dynamic zigzagging 

arrangement of its figurative elements. By studying recent photographs of the Triumph of Death, 

it is possible to comprehend both the monumental size and engaging visual narrative of the mural 

[fig. 19,7].  

The viewer’s gaze is first drawn to the top right of the composition, where a churning 

company of angels and demons fight for the souls of the departed. Subsequently, the eye is 

drawn down the craggy cliffs, drifts toward the far left corner, and comes to rest upon three 

coffins where three corpses recline in varying states of decay. A group of courtly gentlemen and 

ladies regard the corpses, expressing a variety of poses that mingle attitudes of fascination and 

pity with those of revulsion and disgust. The youthful countenances and elegant costumes of the 

group of animated onlookers create a stark contrast with the recumbent putrefying corpses. After 

contemplating this juxtaposition of life and death, the eye sweeps across the bottom of the 

composition, skimming a heap of bodies where a devil pulls an infant like soul from the mouth 

of a nun. Finally, the gaze comes to linger in a garden where a host of ladies recline under orange 

trees and putti, seemingly oblivious to the specter of Death plunging down upon them from the 

left and wielding a scythe. After a moment, the eye drifts up again to the angels and back to the 

three corpses. Certainly the composition could also be read in the opposite progression. 

																																																								
all the muscular flesh hangs loosened from the bones; at the ninth, nothing but the skeleton remains.” 
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However, because the three corpses are located at the epicenter of the zigzag configuration, the 

energy of the arrangement remains focused upon them, regardless of the direction in which the 

narrative is read. Thus, the eye of the viewer is continually drawn back to the three corpses. 

Further, while the corpses were positioned in a potentially dark corner at the edge of the mural, 

they were not only emphasized by the overall composition of the work, but also prominently 

placed at eye level. Consequently, the Triumph of Death was conspicuous in its placement, size 

and composition.  

Another possible reason that Smollett was drawn to the Triumph of Death may have been 

his Protestant faith. Sweet has observed that in the first half of the eighteenth century British 

Protestants often viewed Catholicism as a corrupt institution founded upon the vestiges of 

paganism.54 Indeed, viewing Catholic art and architecture was a somewhat fraught experience for 

many British Protestants traveling within Italy. Claire Haynes has demonstrated that, although 

overt prejudice was thought to have faded from elite circles after the failed Jacobite uprising of 

1745, fervent anti-Catholic sentiment continued to be expressed by travelers of privilege 

throughout the later eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth century.55 Thus, as 

Protestants often drew correlations between Saints and pagan deities and ridiculed patronal 

imagery and holy relics, Smollett may have found the allegorical iconography of the Triumph of 

Death more approachable than the more blatantly Catholic narratives that surrounded it.56 

However, Haynes has suggested that Protestant viewers often managed a kind of aesthetic 

duality within Catholic settings where they rationally separated works of art from the religious 
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functions that they perceived as idolatrous.57 Hence, Smollett’s attention to the Triumph of Death 

may have been inspired by private anxieties.  

 Smollett had recently suffered an extended illness. Thus the knowledge that all beings 

must die and ultimately decompose may have preoccupied the thoughts of the infirm and ageing 

author. Perhaps, the Triumph of Death, specifically the three corpses, engaged Smollett’s interest 

because they expressed a reality that is at once deeply personal and universally relatable, that 

death is unavoidable and often frightening.  

The Triumph of Death also caught the eye of George Edward Ayscough (d.1779), who 

published an anonymous account of his own continental travels ten years after Smollett.58 

Ayscough, the son of an aristocratically connected clergyman of the Church of England, 

described the states of decomposition of the corpses depicted in the mural in language similar to 

that of Smollett. Both Smollett and Ayscough claimed that the murals portrayed the three 

“stages” or “states” of decomposition that a body underwent when interred within the earth of 

the Camposanto.59 However, the two descriptions differed in the length of time required for this 
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decomposition to take place. Smollett explained that “nothing but the skeleton” remained after 

nine days, while Ayscough indicated that only three days were required for a body to become a 

“mere anatomy.”60 Further, although he seemed to delight in relating the gruesome details of the 

stages of decay, Ayscough, prudishly added that the depiction of was “uncouth.” 61 In regard to 

the other murals, Ayscough wrote only that the subjects were derived mostly from the Old 

Testament, although they included a “ridiculous” Last Judgement, Hell and Paradise.62 Notably, 

Ayscough later reflected that his enthusiasm toward Rome was inhibited by the knowledge that 

the city was controlled by the papacy, whom the author described as “the most effeminate and 

superstitious people in the universe.” 63 Therefore, it would seem that Ayscough’s dismissive and 

somewhat affronted response to the Camposanto murals was likely coloured by Protestant 

prejudices. However, in a letter from Rome, Ayscough gleefully wrote that he had knelt before 

the Pope and received an “apostolic benediction,” when he had chanced upon the papal entourage 

while taking the evening air.64 It would seem that Ayscough’s aversion to the papacy was 

overcome by the experience of being directly acknowledged by a powerful and impressive 

personage. Such an admission casts a perplexing light upon both the author’s religious 

allegiances and his reaction to the Camposanto. Correspondingly, Haynes has noted that, 

although the eighteenth century was a period in which England prided itself on its unfaltering 

defense of the Reformation, the works of art most prized by the nation were Catholic in subject 

and Italian in origin.65 Accordingly, the British Protestant relationship with Catholic art may be 
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63 Ayscough, 140. 
64 Ayscough, 159-162. 
65 Claire Haynes, Pictures and Popery: Art and religion in England, 1660-1760 (Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing, 1988), 1. 



	

	 72	

understood as paradoxical.66 Therefore, perhaps for Ayscough, the Camposanto murals were 

primarily “uncouth” and “ridiculous” because the author did not recognize them as canonical 

works of art, as Edward Wright had done, and thus the author could not forgive their Catholic 

context or their Gothic aesthetic.67   

As the preceding passages have demonstrated, British travel writers not only consistently 

echoed concepts put forth by Vasari, but also the words of their immediate predecessors. In a 

similar way, just over a decade after Ayscough’s death, Hester Lynch Piozzi (1741–1821) 

described The Last Judgement, Hell and Paradise as “vastly ridiculous” to the modern viewer.68 

Born Hester Lynch, the beloved only child of bankrupted descendants of Welsh nobility, she 

received an exceptionally advanced classical education.69 From an early age Lynch’s mother had 

taught her to translate Italian and at seventeen she received instruction in rhetoric, philosophy, 

Latin and French literature.70 In order to save her family from relative poverty Lynch entered 

into a marriage of convenience with a wealthy brewer, Henry Thrale, with whom she had eleven 

children.71 However, Lynch did not remain an obedient servant to the needs of her family 

throughout her lifetime. 
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 After the death of her husband in 1781, Lynch fell in love with her daughter’s music 

teacher, Gabriele Piozzi, an infatuation that was considered a transgression, not only because 

Piozzi was an Italian, but also because he was a Catholic.72 Much to the consternation of her 

daughters and friends, Lynch married Piozzi in 1784 and the couple departed for Italy, where she 

wrote a travel narrative described by Mariana D’Ezio as having broken all of the established 

conventions of the genre.73 D’Ezio has noted that although Lynch married a Catholic, she did not 

shy away from expressing critical opinions of the religion.74 Indeed, Lynch’s condemnation of 

the Last Judgement, Hell and Paradise seems to have been informed by the opinions of her 

Protestant predecessors. However, Lynch’s account was nonetheless remarkably innovative.  

By observing that the murals possessed an unparalleled ability to impart a feeling of 

“pensive melancholy,” Lynch was among the first English authors to record an emotional 

experience of the Camposanto.75 D’Ezio has suggested that, in an attempt to prove to her 

contemporaries that her marriage to an Italian and subsequent journey to Italy did not a hinder 

her personal liberty or impede upon her intention to become an independent author, Lynch 

fashioned herself as the “ideal writer” who could transcend cultural barriers as a result of her 
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“demi-naturalization.”76 Thus, in contrast to her contemporaries, who often sought only to record 

the peculiarities of Italian culture, Lynch attempted to interpret her experiences through an 

“emotional filter” in order to create an appealing modern narrative that was often romantic in 

sentiment.77 Interestingly, a travelogue published the same year displayed the work of a woman 

who, like Lynch, had not only diverged from the established conventions of British society, but 

also expressed a unique interpretation of the Camposanto murals.  

Lady Craven (1750-1828) was the youngest daughter of Augustus, fourth earl of 

Berkeley (1716–1755) and Elizabeth, countess of Berkeley (1719/20–1792). As befitted her 

noble position, the young Craven received an education in social grace, house keeping, music, 

dance, painting, and embroidery on silk.78 Like Hester Lynch Piozzi, Lady Craven fell into an 

inconvenient love affair; however, it would seem that the privilege of her title afforded the lady 

freedoms that were unavailable to the widow of a brewer, however wealthy.79 Hence, when Lady 

Craven set out on a remarkably extensive three year tour, she was in the midst of an indiscreet 

extramarital affair that, while causing a lengthy separation from her family, did not seem to 

result in either the loss of her children’s affections or her elevated social position.80 Indeed, the 

resulting travelogue that was later published at the suggestion of Lady Craven’s friend and 

confidant, the art historian Horace Walpole (1717 –1797), is considered to have been her most 

important work.81   
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In her account of the Camposanto, Lady Craven made no mention of the style in which 

the murals had been painted, nor did she express any opinion regarding their iconography. 

Instead the author focused her full attention on their state of disrepair:   

 
This plaster or stucco is broken off in several places, and discovers that the 
outlines of the painting were done upon the wall, before the stucco was laid on; 
this appears perfectly incomprehensible, as the stucco is thick, and can never 
have been transparent - but I am assured that the red lines underneath, which 
appear to me to be common chalk pencil, were done with a composition which 
pierced through the stucco when wet - in a faint line - the only way of 
accounting for this singular circumstance - I confess the drawing on the wall is 
done with so much more freedom and boldness then the painting expresses, 
that I wished all the stucco fallen off, that I might see all the spirit of design at 
once.82 

 

The peeling plaster drew Lady Craven toward the surface of the mural, and upon discovering the 

exposed sinopie she was inspired to contemplate the method of their manufacture.83 Lady 

Craven’s account is striking as both a deviation from the established conventions of British 

eighteenth-century travel writing, and as a prefiguration of the interest in technique and concern 

over damage that would emerge toward the end of the nineteenth century.84 Notably, Lady 

Craven had received some instruction in the art of painting while in Paris. 85 Possibly, as a result 
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of her familiarity with painting techniques, Lady Craven was able to look at the works from the 

perspective of an amateur artist and in this way appreciate aspects of the murals that had gone 

unnoticed by the previous generations of British viewers. Alternatively, perhaps Lady Craven’s 

attention to the elements of the murals, which had been consistently overlooked by her 

predominantly male counterparts, exemplifies what the prominent art historian Lady Elizabeth 

Rigby Eastlake (1809 –1893) would describe fifty years later as the “superiority” of the feminine 

“power of observation.”86  

Thus, at the dawning of the nineteenth century two singular women, Hester Lynch Piozzi 

and Lady Craven, introduced two subjects to the discourse surrounding the Camposanto: the 

capability of the murals to inspire morbid contemplation, and the aesthetic consequences of their 

decaying condition. These themes, along with their long established status as ambassadors of the 

regeneration of the arts, may be found to reverberate throughout nineteenth century descriptions 

of the murals of the Camposanto. The following analysis will focus on British observations 

regarding the ability of the murals to illustrate the progression of the arts, emotive contemplation, 

and the potential role that their decaying condition played within the viewer’s perception of both. 

However, it is first necessary to introduce the rise of the Camposanto as a fashionable British 

tourist destination. 

 The popularity of Florence blossomed in the nineteenth century and, as many tourists 

made excursions from the city, trips to Pisa became increasingly commonplace.87 Further, as was 

noted in a mid-century edition of the popular travel series Murray’s Handbook, a railway 

between Livorno and Pisa had been established in 1844 and by 1852 trains departed Pisa for 
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Florence five times daily.88 Thus, by the middle of the nineteenth century Pisa had become a 

common stop en route to Florence, as well as an easily accessible daytrip from the capital of 

Tuscany. As it was relatively inexpensive, and considerably faster then former modes of 

transport, the train made travel available to members of society who had previously been 

excluded from this luxury.89 Buzzard has argued that increasingly accessible continental travel 

not only resulted in ever-greater numbers of British tourists within Italy, but also the 

development of an “anti-tourist” sensibility.90 According to Buzzard, in order to differentiate 

oneself from both the banal traditions of the Grand Tour and the unsophisticated modern tourist, 

it became fashionable for the sensitive traveler to seek out locations generally perceived as “off 

the beaten track.”91 Thus, the search for an authentic Italy, unmolested by one’s compatriots, 

may have further increased the allure of Pisa. Additionally, a fascination with Gothic art and 

architecture had begun to emerge toward the middle of the eighteenth century. Sweet has 

identified two approaches that helped to define the popularization of the Gothic: a scholarly 

effort by antiquarians to establish a “system” of Gothic architectural elements in the tradition of 

the Greek Classical order, and the more whimsical interest in the fashionable “Gothick” as an 

expression of the sublime.92 As has already been established, the Camposanto was an excellent 
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example of both, thus it is perhaps unsurprising that the significance of the monument seems to 

have increased throughout the nineteenth century.  

Among the first authors to recognize that the growing number of British travelers to the 

continent represented a lucrative publication opportunity for a series of pocket guidebooks was 

Mariana Starke (1762-1838). The daughter of an officer of the East India Company, Starke was 

raised at Hylands House, a Neo Classical villa in the south of England and began her writing 

career as a dramatist.93 After writing several plays that were produced in London between 1788 

and 1791, Starke travelled to Italy where she spent seven years caring for a consumptive 

relative.94 This extended residence resulted in Letters From Italy, one of the most popular 

guidebooks of the nineteenth century.95 Based on her experiences in the last decade of the 

eighteenth century, Starke’s writing may be understood as having both created continuity with 

the previous epoch and hinted at an emerging shift away from the traditional itineraries and 

concepts that defined the Grand Tour. Notably, Starke observed that her fellow English travelers 

often overlooked Pisa.96 For this reason Starke intended to impart a “minute description” of a 

city, which she heralded as the “cradle of the Arts.”97  However diminutive Starke claimed her 

intentions to be, the subsequent description of the Camposanto was the most extensive hitherto 
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published in English.98 Due to the popularity of Letters from Italy and because it was later 

revised and expanded many times, this account likely shaped the experiences of many nineteenth 

century tourists. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as has previously been explained, 

Pisa had not been considered a mandatory stop on the traditional continental tourist itinerary. 

However, Starke observed that as Pisa possessed examples of the “earliest efforts of the infant 

arts,” the city was the logical starting point for any traveler who wished to trace “the gradual 

progress of the arts to the state of maturity.”99 Consequently for Starke’s audience, Pisa was no 

longer a peculiar diversion, but the first stop on a journey that would ultimately lead from 

Florence to Rome like a pilgrimage along the evolutionary path of the arts. 

Hilary Fraser has suggested that Starke infused both her treatment of the practical aspects 

of travel and her descriptions of works of art with a distinctively “feminine note.” Further, Fraser 

cited Starke’s enthusiasm for Pisa as a primary example of both the author’s feminine 

sensibilities and her “independent and discerning judgment.”100 While Starke described the 

Camposanto as the “most elegant building at Pisa,” her description reveals that her central 

interest lay in the murals.101 Like Edward Wright before her, Starke devoted the preponderance 

of her attention to the murals. However, in contrast to Wright’s stiff pictorial report, Starke noted 

the provenance, age, and condition of the murals, in addition to their iconography. While 

Starke’s account was somewhat more animated and detailed then those of her predecessors, the 

opinions she expressed largely corresponded with those of the past, as did her assertion that the 

primary importance of the murals lay in their ability to illuminate the “earliest efforts of the 
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infant arts.”102 It appears that this mode of thought was essentially inextricable from British 

perceptions of the Camposanto as nearly every account makes some note of the instructive 

significance of the murals and their ability to illustrate the early stages of artistic development.  

The Grand Tour, as has previously been discussed, was principally undertaken as the 

completion of one’s education. Thus it is not surprising that for many travelers, the value of the 

Camposanto lay in the ability of the murals to illustrate an intellectual concept; that, as Vasari 

and many of his disciples had proposed, the arts followed a progressive path and that this path 

could be traced through the works of succeeding generations of Italian artists. Notably, Vasari 

not only included biographies of artists and descriptions of their work, but also outlined the 

techniques employed by the artists. In a brief chapter dedicated to fresco, Vasari described the 

method as “the most masterly and beautiful, because it consists in doing in a single day that 

which in the other methods, may be retouched day after day, over the work already done,” 

suggesting that the difficulty inherent to the medium imbued it with superiority.103 Such a 

declaration is perhaps representative of the defining intention of the Vite. Vasari espoused not 

only a hierarchy of the arts, but, as has already been noted, promoted a progressive conception of 

their history.  

On the whole, observations relating to the murals as examples of the infancy of the arts 

are monotonous both in their wording and their intention. Accordingly, the following account 

maintains an essential resemblance with the writing of Starke and the majority of her 
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predecessors, in that it primarily described the murals as objects that show the progressive 

development of art. However, it is worth noting as a particularly eloquent example that differs in 

a subtle but fundamental way from what has already been discussed. Joseph Forsyth, like Moore 

and Smollett, was born in Scotland and relocated to London following the completion of his 

education.104 After working as an assistant master at an academy in a London suburb, Forsyth 

purchased the school, which he successfully ran until his failing health forced him into early 

retirement.105 Having suddenly found himself with the resources and leisure to travel, Forsyth 

jumped at the opportunity to fulfill his yearning to visit Italy and in 1802, upon hearing of the 

Peace of Amiens, embarked almost immediately.106 Unfortunately, Forsyth was arrested in Turin 

and imprisoned for thirteen years when hostilities were abruptly renewed in 1803.107  

In the hope of appealing to Napoleon’s reputation as a patron of the arts, Forsyth wrote a 

book on Italian art and architecture that, along with the work of Starke, became a defining travel 

guide of the nineteenth century.108 Although Forsyth gave an extensive description of the murals, 

he conceded that there was “nothing truly excellent,” and found the inclusion of portraiture 

unattractive. In this instance, it would seem that Forsyth purposely rejected the Vasarian view 

that the faces were among the best features of the murals.109 Chloe Chard has argued that taking 

a stance of disagreement with previous critics and connoisseurs was a rhetorical device that 

emerged in late eighteenth century travel writing, which was intended to express the 
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“spontaneity” of the authentic personal reaction.110 Yet, Forsyth nonetheless upheld the 

precedent set by Vasari as he wrote that the murals illustrated “art growing, through several ages, 

from the simplicity of indigence to the simplicity of strength.”111 It would seem that, as Forsyth’s 

depiction places the murals within a progressive context, it conforms to the commentaries 

previously discussed. However, Forsyth’s observation differs quite fundamentally in that he 

recognized several ages within the mural, not simply infancy.112 Interestingly, although the 

Camposanto murals were consistently described as exemplars of the infancy of the arts, Vasari 

situated Benozzo Gozzoli, the artist who decorated the largest expanse of the Camposanto 

interior, within his second age of painting. Thus, it is possible to understand Forsyth’s 

observations as having expressed a more nuanced understanding of the Camposanto, perhaps 

resulting from a closer reading of Vasari, or simply a closer look at the murals. Conversely, as 

Forsyth observed the evolution of “several ages” and not simply infancy and adolescence, the 

author may have been asserting his own capacity for free and original thought by intentionally 

breaking from the pre-established traditions put forth by his compatriots.113 

Although not as prevalent as the opinion that a stroll thorough the venerable corridors of 

the Camposanto would reveal the unfolding of the progressive development of the arts to the 

attentive traveler, reports of the emotive influence of the murals are of fundamental importance 

to understanding their reception. Indeed, Robyn Cooper has demonstrated that the Camposanto 

often provoked a state of morbid contemplation within the minds of nineteenth century visitors. 

Further, Cooper observed that the inspirational power of the monument was such that it moved 
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Mariana Starke to compose “Sonnet of Grief,” which she inserted into the later editions of her 

guidebook.114 The sonnet personified grief as a woman, veiled and perpetually weeping, who 

protectively haunted the vacant corridors of the “fit cradle of the reviving art.”115 Fraser has 

suggested that the grieving woman, keeping watch over the Camposanto, was intended to be a 

symbolic representation of the “sympathetic female travel guide” caring for the needs of the 

inexperienced traveler and escorting them through the remarkable monuments of the illustrious 

dead. However, because of the early nineteenth century fashion for visiting monuments by 

moonlight, the Camposanto was often sought out for its haunting elegiac qualities.116 Therefore, 

Starke’s sonnet might simply have been an artful enticement to an audience in search of morbid 

thrills. Correspondingly, at the turn of the century, Anna Brownell Jameson (1794-1860) 

published a description of the Camposanto that described the eerie melancholy of the monument 

at night.  

 Anna Brownell Jameson was born Anna Brownell Murphy, the eldest daughter of Denis 

Brownell Murphy, an Irish painter of miniatures. In order to further his education and establish a 

career, Mr. Murphy moved his young family from Dublin to the north of England in 1802 and 

settled in London a year later.117 In a period of good fortune, Murphy employed an accomplished 

yet overly severe governess to educate his five daughters. 118 However, the arrangement did not 

last and Jameson, who was then eleven or twelve, soon took over the education of her sisters. 
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Notably, it was as a governess that the future writer found her first employment.119 Although 

Jameson initially traveled to Italy in 1821 as a governess, when she returned some twenty-three 

years later it was as an accomplished author of fiction, art history, and criticism.120 As an art 

historian, Jameson was perhaps most famous for her five volume series Sacred and Legendary 

Art, which included numerous references to the murals of the Camposanto, and displayed a 

particular interest in their iconography.121 However, it is Jameson’s earlier guidebook, Memoirs 

of the Early Italian Painters, which presents a distinctly evocative description of the 

Camposanto. Jameson recounted the effect that the monument had upon the nocturnal visitor 

“when the figures on the pictured walls look dim and spectral through the gloom,” and how the 

lonely silence imparted an “inexpressibly strange, dreamy, solemn, almost awful” impression.122 

Interestingly, it was not only the funereal purpose of the monument that filled Jameson with 

dread, but the condition of the murals, which she described as “faded, discoloured, ghastly in 

appearance, and solemn in subject.”123 In observing that some of the murals survived only as 

fragments, Jameson somewhat ghoulishly remarked that the viewer could discern “here an arm-

there a head,” conjuring the impression that the walls of the monument were strewn with the 

severed appendages.124 Further, Jameson professed that, when seen in the light of day, the murals 
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lost much of their power of morbid inspiration, becoming instead objects to “examine, study, 

criticize.”125  

Perhaps Jameson felt that the murals were most aesthetically pleasing when seen by 

moonlight, not only because nightfall heightened the emotional attraction of their subject matter, 

but also because the murky light enhanced their visual appeal by abstracting their decayed 

appearance. In contrast, when seen by daylight the murals were edifying objects, devoid of the 

sepulchral mysteries of the night.126 Notably, in 1810 Carlo Lasinio, the keeper of the 

Camposanto, had set about transforming the monument into a museum, which, in addition to the 

murals, tombs and urns, displayed suppressed works from surrounding churches and convents.127 

In the light of day, the more conventional, gallery-like, atmosphere that Lasinio sought to create 

may have diminished the experience of the visitor who hoped to discover mournful inspiration. 

Indeed, while the first edition of Murray’s Handbook for Travelers to Northern Italy expressed 

gratitude for Lasinio’s successful preservation of the remaining antiquities, the guide also 

observed that, although the collection of sepulchral monuments was “most splendid and 

interesting,” the knowledge that they had been collected from surrounding environs for the 

purposes of display “diminished...the impression which they produced upon the mind.” 128 

Further, the “sanctity” of the Camposanto had been “impaired by its conversion into a historical 

museum.”129 It would seem that, as such a declaration was included in a commercially popular 

guidebook, for many tourists the appeal of the Camposanto may have been located in its 

authenticity as a burial ground and perhaps even its aged and neglected appearance. 
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The American author Henry James (1843-1916) first traveled through Italy at the age of 

twenty-six, a journey that inspired him to compose a series of essays that would later be 

compiled and published as Italian Hours.130 Although James was American by birth, he spent 

most of his writing career in Britain; thus the author’s perspective was surely coloured by his 

British residency and therefore significant to this analysis. Notably, many of James’ novels 

explore the theme of the morally innocent and inexperienced American encountering Europe and 

Europeans, which he often characterized as worldly and corrupt. Umberto Mariani has observed 

that James’ essays reveal the extent to which the author, who felt “most at home” in Britain, was 

unable to acculturate in Italy. 131 Further, Mariani noted that James himself admitted that, in 

contrast to Britain, he was only able to observe Italy from the outside.132 Perhaps it was James’ 

awareness of his own position as an outsider that allowed him to write an account of the 

Camposanto murals that portrayed the material reality of the monument with a poignancy that is 

both objective and lyrical.  

The Place is at once a cemetery and a museum, and its especial charm 
is its strange mixture of the active and the passive, of art and rest,  
of life and death. Originally its walls were one vast continuity of closely  
pressed frescoes; but now capricious scars and stains have come to out  
number the pictures, and the cemetery has grown to be a burial place of  
pulverized masterpieces as well as finished lives.133 

 

The decayed condition of the murals had been previously noted by British travelers; however, 

the detail of such observations noticeably increased toward the middle of the nineteenth 
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century.134  

In response to Pisa, Henry James wrote that “a city so ancient and deeply historic... is at 

every step but a burial-ground of a larger life than its present one.”135 In a similar, though 

perhaps less nuanced remark, the travel writer Frances Milton Trollope (1779-1863) professed 

that Pisa gave her the impression of having been constructed of tombstones.136 Frances Milton 

Trollope was born Frances Milton, the daughter of an Anglican Vicar, and married Thomas 

Anthony Trollope (1774–1835), a barrister who eventually went mad.137 A late bloomer, 

Trollope turned to writing in her late fifties in an attempt to escape the financial ruin incurred by 

her husband’s increasingly erratic behavior.138 Notably, Trollope’s writing career was launched 

with the publication of a travel book Domestic Manners of Americans, a work that scathingly 

critiqued America and Americans from a British perspective, and thus creates an interesting 

contrast with the work of Henry James.139 Regardless, as both James’s and Trollope’s reactions 

to Pisa were directly linked to descriptions of the Camposanto that emphasized the damage of the 

murals, it is possible to assert that the effect of the monument upon the imagination was such that 

it infused the entire deteriorating city with a morbid quality.  
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It would seem that the decaying Camposanto murals pervaded the British traveler’s 

experience of the monument with an atmosphere of transience. Trollope wrote ecstatically about 

the beauty of the Camposanto interior, urging her readers to follow the descriptions in “Rosini’s 

little book,” yet conceding that this endeavor required a measure of patience:140 

The figures seem often to fade, like flitting ghosts, before you;  
but when once you have caught the unity of the design, their faint  
mysterious looks become intelligible, and by degrees, you are rooted,  
as it were, upon the spot whereon you stand, with that fond  
earnestness to find out what is partially veiled, which makes so  
remarkable a feature of our nature.141 

 
Not only does the ethereal imagery found in this passage evoke a romantic conception of the 

funereal function of the Camposanto, it also reveals that the faded colours, indistinct outlines and 

peeling plaster initially made it challenging for Trollope to follow the pictorial narrative of the 

murals. Yet, instead of detracting from the author’s enjoyment of the murals, the damage made 

the imagery more mysterious and intriguing. A half-century earlier the damaged murals had 

caused Lady Craven to look closely at the surface where the sinopie was revealed to her, a 

discovery that initiated an interest in their manufacture, an interest that the author might 

otherwise not have taken. Likewise, Trollope, in order to reconcile what she read in her 

guidebook with what she saw on the walls before her, was forced to indulge in an extended 

contemplation of the murals, resulting in a thoughtful impartation of their aesthetic power. 

Further, considering the dull abridged reiteration of Rosini that followed, Trollope’s portrayal of 

her experience of the murals as illusive impressions is perhaps the only part of the account in 

which the author expressed her own opinions. 
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 The preceding commentaries demonstrate that, throughout the centuries, the Camposanto 

murals have consistently been defined by their aged appearance. The earliest written 

observations were invariably preoccupied with seeing the murals as examples of the initial phase 

in the progressive history of the arts, a fixation that has been shown to have endured. However, 

beginning in the late seventeenth century, it would seem that British travelers began to look past 

the murals’ status as instructive examples of the infancy of the arts and actually see their material 

reality. In so doing, British tourists began to contemplate, not only the figurative elements of the 

murals, but also their decaying condition. In this way, the evocative power of the murals may 

often have been influenced, and perhaps even enhanced, by their damage.  
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Figure 19. The Triumph of Death, Buonamico Buffalmacco (?), Camposanto, Pisa (the mural is 

detached and currently located in a room adjacent to the corridors), photograph © José 
Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro, 2014, CC-BY-SA-3.0. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

In the preface to his book Pisa in the Early Renaissance: A Study of Urban Growth, 

David Herlihy described the city as having suffered “more than her fare share of catastrophes.”1 

Correspondingly, by exploring the early history of Camposanto of Pisa, it has been revealed that 

both the construction and the decoration of the building were repeatedly interrupted by the 

tumult of war. As a result, several generations of artists were commissioned to create the murals 

in succession. Further, the artists hailed from a diverse array of cities, including Venice, 

Florence, Arezzo, Orvieto, and Pisa.2 Because the murals were composed over centuries, by an 

ever-changing series of hands expressing divergent regional and artistic lineages, the works may 

be seen to represent an uncommonly diverse scope of painting for the period. However, the 

murals were cohesively bound by their physical arrangement and unified iconographical 

program, which imparted them with a prevailing continuity that perhaps encouraged the viewer 

to see the complex work as a continuous narrative. For many eighteenth and nineteenth century 

British visitors who walked the halls of the Camposanto, the unfolding narrative of the murals 

not only expressed a moralizing message, but also exposed the subtle variations in artistic 

technique that communicated an additional narrative, the initiation of the evolutionary path of the 

arts. 

The diversity of early Italian artists represented in the Camposanto is reflected in the 

numerous references made to the murals by Gorgio Vasari in the first, and to a much lesser 

extent second part of his Vite de' più eccellenti pittori, scultori, ed architettori. Vasari made 
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mention of the Camposanto murals in nearly a dozen of his biographies, perhaps most 

significantly within the life of Giotto. For Vasari, Giotto was the progenitor of the naturalistic 

mode of painting that would ultimately evolve into the style of the High Renaissance. Although 

Giotto is no longer recognized as having contributed to the decorative program of the 

Camposanto, according to Vasari, he was among the first artists commissioned to decorate the 

walls of the monument. Further, the majority of the subsequent works were said by Vasari to 

have been painted by Giotto’s disciples. Thus, the murals attributed to Giotto functioned as a 

significant reference point for all of the works that were said by Vasari to to have followed. 

Some murals, like those attributed by Vasari to Buonamico Buffalmacco, were denoted as a 

regression of Giotto’s naturalism; however, for the most part later artists were consistently 

represented as having equalled or surpassed those that had come before them. Thus, if one was to 

conceptually follow in Vasari’s footsteps through the corridors of the Camposanto, it would be 

possible to perceive of the monument as a remarkably comprehensive representation of the 

earliest stages in the development of the arts evolving into the second age, which was 

represented by the murals of Benozzo Gozzoli. In this way the Camposanto may be understood 

as a Vasarian map of painting, tracing the initial phases of his progressive history of the arts.  

  Pisa had been an incidental stop along the pilgrimage route to the Holy Land throughout 

the Middle Ages. Later the advent of the Grand Tour brought a new kind of pilgrim to Italy, one 

seeking communion with Classical Antiquity. Accordingly, British Grand Tourists passed 

through Pisa while en route to Florence and ultimately Rome, sometimes pausing from their 

travels to take in the Camposanto. As early as the seventeenth century, the Camposanto was 
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described as “venerable.”3 Considering the apathy and even distaste that many eighteenth century 

visitors expressed toward the Gothic architecture of the monument, it may have primarily been 

the aged appearance of the interior of the Camposanto that made it worthy of consideration. By 

the eighteenth century the murals were consistently appreciated as an instructive example of 

“some of the first restorers of painting.”4 Thus, it may be seen that British observers regularly 

reasserted Vasari’s portrayal of the monument.  

 Beginning in the early nineteenth century, female travelers began to publish their 

accounts of the Camposanto. These accounts were still often influenced by the writing of their 

predecessors and sustained the recurrent theme that the murals exemplified the first age of 

painting. Notably, Mariana Starke asserted that Pisa, despite having been traditionally 

overlooked by her fellow British travelers, should be the starting point for tourists who wished to 

trace the progression of the arts. Thus, Pisa was no longer an insignificant stop along the route to 

Rome, but the conceptual point of departure for a journey that followed the Vasarian progressive 

history of the arts. However, some authors also transcended the notion that the murals’ singular 

significance lay in their status as instructive examples of the early stages of painting. Hester 

Lynch Piozzi observed that the murals could evoke a melancholy emotional response in the 

viewer, while Lady Craven described their damaged physical condition.5 Lady Craven’s remarks 

not only initiated a discussion of the murals’ manufacture, but also acknowledged the visual 
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interest of their layered composition. Ultimately, these fresh observations brought about a more 

nuanced approach to viewing the murals, which likely propelled their fame. 

This study has shown that in some instances, damage to paintings, brought about by the 

passage of time and human tragedy, should not be understood as destroying the beauty of the 

imagery or obscuring the intended meaning of the narrative. Instead, damage may be understood 

as possessing the ability to communicate the story of an artwork’s physical life, and, as it did for 

some nineteenth century British observers, damage may even become a meaningful part of the 

aesthetic significance of a work of art. As with many works of art, the British reception of the 

Camposanto is deeply biased as descriptions are invariably infused with both the ideals of the 

day and the temperament of the author. However, by investigating subjective descriptions of the 

Camposanto it has been shown that, regardless of their initial response to the murals, the viewers 

who took note of condition were often inspired to look more closely at the painted surface. As a 

result, these observant individuals frequently commented, not only on aspects of craftsmanship 

that may otherwise have gone unnoticed, but also on the way in which the condition of the 

murals put them in mind of a timeless human preoccupation, the certainty of death. After the 

Camposanto was converted to a museum, the disintegration of the murals enhanced the 

connection of the works to their sepulchral past. Thus, toward the end of the nineteenth century 

the Camposanto came to be experienced, not only as a monument that inspired the contemplation 

of human mortality, but also the contemplation of perishing of works of art. 
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