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The structural problematic of
Leon Battista Albert?’s De pictura

MARK JARZOMBEK

INTRODUCTION

Though Leon Battista Alberti’s treatise on painting was the first text of
its kind in the Renailssance, its organization was based on an old and
time-worn concept which Albertt adapted from medieval philosophy, and
refurbished for his purpose. De pictura is new wine in an old bottle. But,
whereas the wine has been studied over and over again, the bottle has
received little scholarly attention.

A proper understanding of De pictura hinges on the tripartite struc-
tural division of the treatise. As Alberti explains in the famous letter of
dedication to Filippo Brunelleschi (1435):

You will see that there are three books. The first, which is entirely
mathematical, shows how this noble and beautiful art arises from roots
within Nature herself. The second puts the art into the hands of the
artists, distinguishes its parts and explains them all. The third instructs
the artist how he may and should attain complete mastery and under-
standing of the art of painting.'

Those few scholars who have attempted to explain the origin of these
divisions have pointed to classical sources. John Spencer, for example, in
his article ‘Ut rhetorica pictura’ (1957), suggests that the structure of De
pictura denves from Cicero.® Though Alberti drew heavily on Cicero,
Cicero’s five distinctions - exordium, narratio, confirmatio, reprehensio,
peroratio - can be applied only with much uncertainty to the three books
of De pictura. Even Spencer has to admit that ‘Alberti does not follow this
organization precisely.”

Heinrich Mihlmann, in his recently published dissertation Aesthe-
tische Theorie der Renawssance: L. B. Albert: (1981), argues for a con-
nection to Aristotle and Horace:

* 1 will not discuss the important symmetry between the organization of the treatise and Alberti’s
tripartite definition of painting into circumscription, composition and ‘the reception of light'. All
translations from De pictura come from Cecil Grayson, Leon Baptista Alberti: On Painting and On
Sculpture, The Latin Texts of ‘De FPictura’ and ‘De Statua’ (New York, 1972).

* John Spencer, ‘Ut rhetorica pictura’, j Warburg C, 20 (1957}, 26-44.

P Ibid. 31.

© 1990 The Society for Renaissance Studies, Oxford University Press



274 Mark Jarzombek

In Anlehnung an den Aufbau der Poetiken des Aristoteles und des
Horaz wird die Malereil nacheinander unter den drei Gesichtspunktep
‘rudimenta’, ‘pictura’, ‘pictor’, abgehandelt., Das erste Buch gilt den
elementaren Bestandteilen der Malerei: hier wird die Zentralperspec_
tive dargestellt. Das zweite Buch behandelt die Malerei nach ihren in.
haltlichen Gegenstidnden, das dritte schliesslich handelt vom Maler ¢

There are many aspects of Alberti’s philosophy that are Aristotelian,
but as far as Aristotle’s Poetics goes, there is little to connect it to De prcturg
on this particular issue.” Mithlman’s second suggestion that the organiza-
tion of the treatise derives from Horace's De arte poetica is also problem-
atical. The argument was first proposed by Creighton E. Gilbert in the
article “Antique frameworks for Renaissance art theory: Alberti and Pino’
(1943) where he draws a connection between Horace and the terms
rudimenta, pictura and pictor that appear as chapter headings in some
manuscripts of De pictura (Biblioteca Vaticana, Cod. Reg. Lat. 1549,
1733, for example).

The form in question is the isagogic treatise, which classical scholars
have studied with reference particularly to Horace's A7t of Poetry. The
most recent contributors to the discussion hold that Horace’s epistle is
systematically divided into three sections: On poetic content, On
poetic technique, On the poet. The correspondence of these with
Albert’s Rudiments (technique), Painting (content), and Painter
(poet) 1s indisputable.®

Gilbert forces the matter, for De arte poetica may move in a very general
way from poetic subject matter, to poetic form, to the nature of the poet
himself, but it has no internal divisions, and irs rambling and discursive
style is so different from De pictura that one could be satisfied with it as
source only if other alternatives were lacking.” Furthermore, those
manuscripts of De pictura which contain the headings rudimenta,

* Heiner Mihlmann, L. B. Alberti: Aesthetische Theorie der Renadssance (Bohn, 1982), 3.
* On the Pgetics in the early Renaissance see: V. Branca, Poliziano e lumanesimo della parola
{Turin, 1983), 13-16, 32.

Superficially, it might appear as if Alberti's sentence in the dedication - ‘The first book whicit is
entirely mathematical shows how this noble art arises from roots within nature herseif’ - harkens
back to Aristotle’s directive in the opening of Poetics: "Let us begin in the right and natural way, with
basic principles’ {Aristotle. Poetics, translated with an introduction and notes by Gerald F. Else, Ann
Arbor, Mich., 1970, 15). The description of Book One in the dedication is too cryptic, however, to
allow this conclusion. In the second sentence of Book One. Alberti explains more precisely that he
will first “take from mathematicians those things that seem relevant’ and only ‘when we have learned
these will we go on . . . to explain the art of painting from the principles of nature' (Grayson, On
Painting. 37). In other words. Alberti's discussion of mathematics in Book One does not follow
‘nature’. but precedes it. an imporiant distinction. as will be shown. The explicit ‘non-narural’
beginning of De pictura is clearly antichetical to the fundamental tenets of Aristotle’s treatise.

* Creighton E. Gilbert, "Antique frameworks for Renaissance art theory: Alberti and Pino’,
Marsyas, 3 (1943-3), §1.
" Leon Golden, "Horace', in Classical and Medieval Literary Criticism {New York, 1974}, 135,
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pictura and prcior are late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century copies of the
treatise, with the titles superimposed on the three books.® Older copies,
significantly, have no headings at all. Even if Alberti had organized the
treatise according to these divisions, he would have been drawing not on
classical sources, but upon medieval ones, such as De wuniverso by
Hrabanus Maurus (d. 856), a text well known to Alberti and used in the
composition of De re aedificatoria.” Hrabanus's distinctions between
poesis, poema and poetae must be seen within the context of a medieval
topos that will be discussed below.

ALBERTTIS TEMPLE METAPHOR

An tmportant clue to understanding the significance of the tripartite divi-
sion of De pictura can be found in one of Alberti’s oft-neglected literary
works. In Book Three of Profugiorum ab aerumna (Refuge from Mental
Anguish), written during the 1440s, Alberti digresses from a discussion on
human suffering to describe a Greek temple as a metaphor for ‘the temple
of Pallas and Pronea’ that writers construct in their work.'® The im-
mediate function of this metaphor is to elucidate the discourse of Agnolo
di Pandolfini, the principal interlocutor of the piece. Yet it 1s clear that
Alberti refers to more than simply the organization of a particular text;
the metaphor stands for the organization of learned discourse n toto."
Just as the temple took seven hundred years to build, ‘men of genius in-
vented the arts and sciences over the centuries and constructed in their
writings, as it were, a temple and residence for Athena’.'”

Of the temple’s three major components, the walls represent rational
discourse and correspond to ‘mankind’s investigations into truth and
talsehood’; the columns, a metaphor for ‘man’s need and ability to in-
vestigate nature’, represent scientific discourse; the roof, which protects
the temple as a whole, corresponds to ‘the avoidance of vice and the
desire for virtue’. It stands for the realm of ethics. The temple, Alberti ex-
plains, once civilization’s greatest accomplishment, now lies in ruins.

Alberti casts a shroud of ambiguity over the origin of the metaphor
suggesting that it was based on something he might have read in Vitru-
vius, but no matter how diligently one searches through Vitruvius's Ten
Books on Architecture, one finds no such building described there, least

! Rosario Assunte, Die Theorie des Schoenen im Mittelalter {Cologne, 1963), 182. On the in-
fluence of Hrabanus's text on Alberti see: John Onians, Bearers of Meaning, the Classical Orders in
Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance (Princeton, NJj, 1988), 147-9.

* Rensselaer W. Lee, Ut Pictura Poesis: The Humanist Theory of Painting (New York, 1967}, 7.

" Grayson, Opere volgart, 11, 160-1.
"' The manuscript does not mention the location of the temple, as Grayson points out. He suggests
thar it might be the temple of Ephesus, even though it was not dedicated to Athena, but o Artemis

(p. 437).
' Grayson, Opere voigari, 11, 161. All translations of Profugiorum ab aerumna are mine.
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of all in Alberti’s symbolical sense.'> Humanists frequently inventeq
quotations; In Intercoenles, Alberti even admits engaging in the prac.
tice.'* The description of the temple of Athena was, however, not a totg]
fantasy, but may have been inspired by Pliny’s description of the Temple
of Ephesus (Natural History [36, 95-7), Pliny having been one of Albertj’s
favourite sources. Pliny’s description is more technical in nature thap
Albertt’s; he gives the dimensions, discusses the foundations and, for good
measure, throws in some colourful stories concerning the temple’s con-
struction. Alberti’s metaphor only marginally addresses such specifics.

Important is not so much the temple as the metaphoral image. The im.
petus to see architecture as metaphor was of course commonplace. Car-
dinal Juan de Torquemada, for example, a fifteenth-century Dominican
theologian (possibly known to Alberti?), defined the Church as a temple
where the walls are faith composed of squared and solid stones cemented
by charity; the length of the church is magnanimity, its breadth charity,
its height hope and its columns the doctors of the Church.'® Alberti’s
temple metaphor, however, does not elucidate points of dogma; instead it
refers to the structure of an all-encompassing cultural discourse which re-
quires that many ‘men of learning’ continually contribute to its making.
The final touch was provided by the ‘mosaic maker’, who, seeing that the
floor was still unadorned, collected pieces of marble fragments to com-
pose a series of illustrations. These stand [or the textual exempla used by
all fifteenth-century writers to enrich otherwise abstract discussions. The
overall scheme of Alberti’s temple metaphor 1s, however, su: generis in
the context of early Renaissance literary theory. No other humanist writer
devised such a simple and forceful scheme.

Alberti's temple metaphor underlies the organization of Profugiorum
ab aerumna. The first book deals with the reasons why men become sad,
and the second with how one can work to protect oneself against anguish;
the last chapter is a series of moral exhortations on how to keep the soul
free to follow the ways of virtue. Not only does it move from a rational
argument to an organic one, and then to a moral one, in accordance with
the meraphor, but it also contains numerous stories and references to
classical sources which correspond to the mosaic on the floor.'¢ Since the

" Non so se fu Cipreste, del quale Vitruvio scrive tanta lode, o se fu aitro architetto inventore di
questo pingere ¢ figurare. come oggi fanno. el pavimento (Opere volgars, 1. 160).

'* Eugenio Garin, ‘Intercenali inedite’, Rinascimento, 12 (1963), 82. Leonardo Brumi, after
reading Della fanuglia, admonished Alberti for not making his references clear, and advised him to
rewrite the text. Bruni, however, was not one to raisc a finger, for he was criticized for the same
reason. See B. L. Ullman, 'Leonardo Bruni and humanistic historiography’, Medievalia H, 4 (1946},
49. For the letter written by Leonardo Bruni to Alberti see Franco Borsi, Leon Baptista Albert:
{Milan, 1980), 362.

" Caroll William Westfall, In This Most Perfect Paradise (University Park, Pa, 1974}, 55.
Westfall does not make the connection to Alberti's quote in Profugiorum ab aerumna.

' What makes Profugiorum ab aerumna different from De pictura is that it hardly deals with
original material. In fact. one scholar, pointing to numerous classical and medieval texts on a similar
theme, has written it off as *derivative’. David Marsh in The Quattrocento Dialogue labels Alberti’s
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structure of De pictura follows similar principles, one cannot help but
conjecture that De pictura is more than a ‘theory’ of painting, but like
Profugiorum ab aerumna is a textual representation of a larger image.

De pictura, from the point of view of its structure, can be envisioned as
a diagram - a condensation if one will - that serves to bring into textual
visibility a praxis intended to unite literary and cultural phenomena.
Book One of De pictura represents the walls of the temple of culture; they
are built on reason, in this case, the ratzo underlying the mathematical

- construction of perspective.

In writing about painting in these short books, we will, to make our
reasons (ratio) clear, first take from mathematicians those things which
seem relevant to the subject. [I, 1]

Let us search for the reasons (ratione) and start with the Opmlons of the

philosophers . . . [I, 5]
Anyone who has properly understood the theory (rationem) cannot

doubt that some median rays . . . {1, 6]
We will explain the theory (rationem) behind this when we write about
the demonstrations of painting . . . [I, 19]

Alberti’s use of ratio should not mislead us into assuming that he had an
unshakeable, so-to-speak proto-Enlightenment, belief in rationality.
Rather, it points to the abstract nature of the discussion. This is rein-
torced by the careful use of other phﬂosophlcal terms such as qualitas and

quantitas:

The permanent qualities of surfaces are two-fold. [I, 2]
There are as many quantities in a surface as there are points on the
outline that are in some way opposed to one another. [I, 5]

Book Two begins with a rhetorical interlude intended to heighten the
mnterest of the young reader (see Appendix). This interlude ends and
Book Two begins in earnest with the statement “We divide painting into
three parts and this division we learn from nature herself.” The word

middle dialogues, Libri della famiglia IV, Theogenius and Profugiorum, as 'derivative’, concurring
with Giovanni Santinello {{na visione estetica del mondo e della vita, Florence, 1962, 135) that it is
‘an uncontrolled torrent of precepts and examples . . . designed to bore the reader’ (The Quatiro-
cento Dialogue, Cambridge, Mass., 1980), 131 n. 18). If the contents are derivative, the organiza-
tion, based 'on the temple metaphor, is not, as it too involves the tripartite division of learned
discourse applied here in a new way, namely to a discussion on human suffering and to the
psychology of the mind. From this perspective, Alberti’s claim holds up with Profugiorum ab aer-
umna just as much as it does with De pictura. As is always the case with Alberti, however, the chess
pieces which perform the novel strategic task are frequently taken from older game sets. This may be
the reason why Profugiorum ab aerumna has been called "derivative’; scholars have tended to look at
the content rather than the structure where the novelty and originality lies. In reality, therefore, the
two alternatives, temple and mosaic, are not always either-or, but can be combined. Even De prc-
tura is partially constructed out of textual fragments taken from Cicero, Pliny, Quintilian, Strabo
and Lucian, among others.
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nature, which occurs only rarely in Book One, now appears practically in
every other sentence:

Nature demonstrates this very clearly [11, 32]
I draw the breadth and length of the walls on the pavement, and in
doing this I observed from nature that . . . [II, 3]

Book Three corresponds to the roof of the temple of culture: ethics. '™
After opening with the pronouncement that to be a good painter one
must be a ‘good man’, Alberti lists the attributes of proper moral
behaviour, such as:

- Be attentive to your morals.

- Be learned in all the liberal arts.

- Make yourself familiar with poets, and orators.
-~ Follow the method of teachers in painting.

- Combine diligence with speed of execution.

-~ Culuvate talent by industry, study and practice.
- Employ every care in your work.

- Consult friends and chance spectators.

‘That the subject matter of De pictura is painting is peripheral to the
significance of the text which, like a painting itself, re-presents a lost
three-dimensional original. The treatise is, therefore, more than a
‘theory’ of painting as it is an after-image of a defunct cultural enterprise
that by means of simulation it hopes to revitalize and begin anew.

There will probably be some who will correct my mistakes and who will
be of far greater assistance to painters than I in this excellent and
honorable art. I implore them, should they in the future exist, to take
up this task eagerly and to readily exercise their talents on it and
perfect this most noble art.'®

THE "'SCIENCE” OF PAINTING

The tripartite organization that underlies the temple metaphor is based
on a dstinction employed throughout the Middle Ages in disciplines such
as theology, science and medicine, but never art. It may be useful to
recall summarily the history of the tripartite topos 1 order to
demonstrate how Alberti’s employment of it is both conventional and
deviationist. Its origins date back to Plato, who had argued for a

'" Throughout Books Two and Three there are numerous anecdotes and observations gleaned
from the classics and interspersed at regular intervals to demonstrate various points. 'Plutarch tells us
- -+ 'Itis said that Phidias . . ."; "The painter Zeuxius began . . ."; "1 used to tell my friends . . ., and
so on. Too often these have been taken as essential to the argument, when in actuality they are secon-
dary to the overall configuration of the text.

" Graysan, On Parmnting, 107.







