
INTRODUCTION

The brilliant twentieth-century art historian Erwin Panofsky maintained
that, without historical locus, to understand a work of art, “we must

subject our practical experience to a controlling principle which can be called
the history of style.” If one takes De pictura as a work of art itself, its historical
locus is the formative moment of cohesion between humanism and painting.
Nonetheless, two debates persist regarding this union.

Debate number one concerns the actual extent of mutual influence between
the two disciplines in the early Renaissance.The only known painting guide
contemporary with De pictura is Il libro dell’arte (The Craftsman’s Handbook), by
Cennino da Andrea Cennini (–), believed to have been begun in
Padua in the late s. De pictura stands apart from Cennini’s Il libro, and even
Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Commentarii of about , the dense s De prospectiva
pingendi by Piero della Francesca (–), and the tracts from  to 
by Leonardo da Vinci (–); although major discourses on visual art,
they are not humanist texts. A dearth of humanist discourse on visual art,
however, does not rule out mutual awareness. Two possible venues of
intersection were art as visual remains of antiquity affecting early humanists,
or early humanism directly affecting a contemporary painter or sculptor. This
two-way street of stimulus delivered De pictura. Two further distinctions
concern this debate over mutual influence. First, as opposed to Cennini,
Ghiberti, Piero, and Leonardo – all of whom were artists who wrote notes
and diaries as addenda to their artistic exploits – Alberti did not come from a
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studio or workshop but from a liberal arts apprenticeship in Padua and Bologna
and as papal scribe in Rome. He was the converse – a writer-humanist who
applied rhetoric to visual art. Classical rhetoric is crucial; Robert Williams
reminds us that “the entire vocabulary of literary stylistics, soon to be adapted
to the visual arts [via Alberti] derives from it.” An exile fortunate enough to
be educated by humanists, Alberti would alter the course of painting appreci-
ation with De pictura. Through humanist education, he virtually invented art
criticism, further moving the pictorial arts away from religion’s grip, bequeath-
ing it an eventual secular base. For example, by attempting to reconstruct the
optic science of single-point or fixed perspective as the replication of three-
dimensional vision onto a two-dimensional plane, De pictura shifted how
painting would be henceforth valued by the secular connoisseur, prince,
collector, and humanist. Painters would thereafter become increasingly
subject to the temporal universe of written opinion and private patron.
As the first fusion of painting and humanism, De pictura altered the path of
art discourse.

The second distinction of this first debate is that there is no contemporary
progenitor for De pictura. The work’s antique personages and precepts are
conceived and developed in humanist Latin, yet there is no treatise so precisely
laid out in adaptive classical rhetoric with which to compare it. De pictura,
within Panofsky’s historical locus, points to an education revived from Roman
antiquity – the studia humanitatis of grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry, and
moral philosophy. This antique paideia had been resurrected in Padua before,
during, and after Petrarch (Francesco Petrarca, –). Petrarch is the
hinge between Alberti’s medieval and Renaissance education. According to
humanist scholar Ernest Wilkins, Petrarch’s coronation as poet laureate, cele-
brating ancient Rome as the nascence of Western culture and delivered on the
Capitoline Hill on Easter Sunday, April , , “illuminates more clearly than
does any other existing document the transition from the Middle Ages to the
Renaissance. With all its mingling elements old and new it is the first manifesto
of the Renaissance.” More specifically, as David Marsh precisely elucidates,
Petrarch, the “father of humanism” – in both personal history (son of an exile,
Bologna law student) as well as literary use of ancient themes and morals
(Seneca, Cicero), subjects (self-examination, contemporary criticism), and
modus (letters, use of the third person) – is the significant fundamental forebear
to Alberti, “universal man of the Renaissance.” Marsh rightly argues that “the
closely parallel circumstances between the lives of the two men will have
reinforced Albert’s emulation of Petrarch,” as the “original heir to Petrarchan
humanism.” Alberti’s immersion in this milieu of Petrarch and classicism
began in Padua under humanist teacher Gasparino Barzizza (–) and
continued in both Bologna and Rome. De pictura speaks to this in language,
form, and content.
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The second debate surrounding De pictura concerns the tract’s practical
impact on contemporary painters. Either theory evolved into practice, or
theory evolved from practice. One body of opinion argues that descriptions
of methods, such as fixed or single-point perspective, either preceded or
coincided with practical application by innovators, such as Brunelleschi and
Masaccio. In this view, Alberti would be the theoretical forebear of technique
in early Renaissance art. However, no contemporary reference survives in
which painters refer to Alberti or his theories. Moreover, Alberti includes no
illustrations in De pictura, as did Piero in his later De prospectiva pingendi. Hence,
the contradictory position sees Alberti as an observer who analyzed and
elaborated on technique and process already in use. This supports De pictura’s
purpose: not to teach artists but to impress aristocrats. Carroll Westfall pointed to
this distinction in , essentially separating the “principles” such as single-
point perspective in Book  from the “practice” in the latter two books aimed
at the liberal arts. Indeed, his intent to delight a cultural elite of high-end
picture collectors, who would view De pictura as the primary device to exalt
their exquisite taste, adheres to Cicero’s goal for rhetoric to instruct, delight,
and move (docere, delectare, movere). Delighting and moving an audience are
essential, but the orator is also “duty bound to instruct.” Alberti instructed by
elevating painting to liberal art esteem.

Therein lies a present-day paradox. Modern erudition tends to sequester
Alberti’s visual art domain from his intellectual purview. Renaissance art
history at times offers only nominal consideration of intellectual context when
it, in fact, might point to cogent realms, such as politics or economics.
Conversely, Renaissance intellectual history tends to catalogue De pictura and
Alberti’s other art and architectural treatises, “in isolation,” as Marsh maintains,
within its own canon in the humanism domain. Stefano Cracolici, citing
Cristofo Landino’s perfect metaphor of Alberti’s philology and style as assum-
ing the “colors of a chameleon,” depending on his subject (“Tornami alla
mente lo stilo di Battista Alberto, el quale come nuovo camaleonta sempre
quello colore piglia el quale è nella cosa della quale scrive”), maintains the two
worlds of Alberti – art and humanism – as irreconcilable due to the latter’s
vacillation in historiography. A more hopeful trend, indicated by John
Paoletti and Gary Radke as well as Stephen J. Campbell and Michael
W. Cole, and Peter Burke, has moved to amend this. As Radke and Paoletti
explain, “In structuring histories of Renaissance art around artists, rather than
according to the places in which they worked, the persons and institutions
whom they served, and the societal expectations they met . . . historians have
often failed to indicate that the critical interrelations of these social forces with
the arts gave them a compelling visual life over time.”

In sum, Panofsky’s historical locus for De pictura is the bond between
painting and humanism in an unprecedented moment. Yet with no precedent,
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there is no comparative context for his history of style. The vital distinction
between Cennini’s Il libro and Alberti’s De pictura is the creation of a vocabu-
lary. Distilled from observations, mathematics, and portrayals of antiquities,
Alberti’s lexicon is the determining interdisciplinary exercise of the early
modern era. Therein style does not exist. There is no Latin equivalent for
this word, nor is the concept ever mentioned. Alberti neither uses a single term
such as comparatio, relating to objects within a painting, nor does he address
individualism within his parameters of miracula picturae. In Alberti’s day there
was yet to be a style of Botticelli versus Lippi paragone (comparison) or a school
like Fauvism, where André Derain’s color transition contrasted with Maurice
de Vlaminck’s edging to define form. The correspondent aesthetic of style is
neither applicable nor intended. Alberti examined process and product at the
dawn of early modern art. Comparative critique was not at play.

Six chapters follow, the first three devoted to Padua. Chapter  paints the
political and intellectual backdrop of Padua in the s, which sets the stage
for Alberti’s education. Chapters – examine domains of intellectual and
visual art within Alberti’s diverse locales: Chapter  heralds his humanist
education in Padua from  to ; Chapter  pinpoints his visual sources
there; Chapter  explores intellectual and visual events in Bologna and north-
ern Europe from  to ; and Chapter  examines Rome from  to
. Each chapter divides sources between textual and visual. In turn, the
textual and visual each divide into two groups – antique and post-antique.
Chapter  concludes the book.

Alberti’s humanist education directed him to paintings and monuments.
Joining art with intellectual history provides a forensic reconstruction of De
pictura’s origins before . Examination of Alberti’s evolution in his four
locales of exile will clarify sources for De pictura, its impact on art theory, and
its foundation for early modern painting. Key terms (circumscription and
composition) or a realm of terms (mathematics) as well as prescriptions in
which terms are employed deliver textual source, the educational source of
that text, and the visual works in Padua, Bologna, northern Europe, and
Rome that illustrate them. Resolving texts available to Alberti requires
knowing the legacy of humanism in Padua and Bologna. Alberti’s school
curriculum in both cities reveals training in mathematics and optics. His
employment under Pope Eugenius IV discloses access to antique and early
Renaissance works in Rome. Visual evidence from the s to s
identifies precise artworks and ideas that fired his painting obsession.

Monuments are pertinent to all locales. De pictura is also examined in the
context of Alberti’s other early works. Correlating text and art to his demand
that painting “hold and charm the eyes and minds of spectators” provides the
corridor of genesis for Leon Battista Alberti’s De pictura, our modern era’s
preeminent tract on painting.
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 David Marsh, preface to Studies on Alberti and Petrarch (Abingdon: Routledge, ), x.
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 Cecil Grayson, preface to Alberti, De pictura, vii–viii, and De pictura, “The Texts,” –.
 James M. M. Good and Richard H. Roberts, “Introduction: Persuasive Discourse in and

between Disciplines in the Human Sciences,” in The Recovery of Rhetoric: Persuasive Discourse
and Disciplinarity in the Human Sciences (London: Bristol Classical Press, ), –. Good
and Roberts reboot the open letter of December , , by Arthur W. Still, cofounder
and editor of the History of the Human Sciences (London: Sage, –), who distin-
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 Alberti, De commodis litterarum atque incommodis, ed. Laura Goggi Carotti, in Nuova collezione
di testi umanistici ineditit o rari: Pubblicata sotto gli auspici della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa da
A. Campana, P. O. Kristeller, S. Mariotti, G. Martelotti, vol.  (Florence: Leo S. Olschki,
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 Paul Hills, The Light of Early Italian Painting (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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