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32 Luca di Tommeé and Niccolo di Ser Sozzo, Umiliati Polyptych, 1362, tempera and gold on poplar, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena

33 Pietro Lorenzetti, Partial Reconstruction of the Carmelite altarpiece, 1329, tempera and gold on poplar, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena
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34 Niccolo di Segna, The Resurrection Polyptych, around 1340-1350, tempera and gold on poplar, Cathedral of San Giovanni

Evangelista, Borgo San Sepolcro

tion that Simone’s present frame was actually neo-gothic, thus falsifying
the planned reconstruction.”

Bernardino da Siena, the barn-storming fifteenth-century preach-
er, told his congregation to study Simone’s Cathedral’s Annunciation
(fig. 3) and follow the Virgin’s exemplary devotion.”® Often a predella
narrated the life-story of a venerated saint or altar-titular, painted in the
main field, such as that of St. Thomas in the 1362 Umiliati polyptych by
Luca di Tomme and Niccolo di Ser Sozzo (fig. 32).°* In an outstanding
case, the 1329 high altarpiece of San Niccolo dei Carmini, Pietro Loren-
zetti’s predella depicted the history of the Carmelite Order, obviously to
consolidate its self-definition (fig. 33).® The modest signs of an Order,
or the coat of arms of a patron, assist identification. Other narrative
compositions were not always altarpieces, as Simone Martini’s panel of
Beato Agostino Novello demonstrates originally, set above the Beato’s
tomb near the screen or tramezzo of Sant’ Agostino in Siena.*® By mid-
century another monumental scene, the Resurrection, formed the core
of Niccolo di Segna’s polyptych for the Camaldolese abbey at Borgo San
Sepolcro (fig. 34), firmly directing the worshipper’s attention to Christ,
the Salvator, and the abbey’s location.”

A wide-ranging perspective, with a largely historical approach to
early altar-painting in central Italy was pursued by distinguished schol-
ars such as Hellmut Hager, 1962, himself influenced by among others
Eckart von Sydow, 1912, and Edward Garrison, 1949;** Henk van Os
wrote a fundamental short history of early Sienese Altarpieces, 1984 and
1990.% Ground-breaking publications of more specific focus followed

by Cesare Brandi 1959, Hannelore Glasser 1965, Monika Cimmerer-
George 1966, John White 1973, Christa Gardner von Teuffel 1979, Hans
Belting 1990, Erling Skaug 1993, Joanna Cannon 1994, Julian Gardner
1994, Sible de Blaauw 1996, Michele Bacci 2000, and Donal Cooper
2001, to name only a few.*
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35 Ugolino di Nerio, Last Supper, around 1325, tempera and gold on poplar, Lehman Collection, Metropolitan Museum, New York City

In 1932 Icilio Federico Joni, the Sienese restorer and counterfeiter,
publicly mocked art historians, connoisseurs and dealers, and in par-
ticular Bernard Berenson, as incapable of deciding whether a painting
was executed in tempera or o0il.** His own paintings successfully exploit-
ed the public’s ignorance of painting techniques. The 1989 exhibition of
the National Gallery, London, »Art in the Making: Italian Painting Be-
fore 1400« marked a watershed: it set out to demonstrate that technol-
ogy extends knowledge.® Most crucially, it characterized the fragment
as no longer a simple image draped in velvet or ostentatiously reframed,
but as a discrete object, freed from later accretions, which provided
essential clues about its maker and the processes of its making. Thus the
overpainted lower, outer corners of Ugolino di Nerio’s Passion predella
from Santa Croce or of Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Maesta at Massa Marit-
tima prove the existence of lateral pilasters, as their bases, before their
forced removal, slightly overlapped the pictorial fields (figs. 35, 26).°°
That a tiny detail can subsequently become meaningful was further es-
tablished by the nail-sockets of the frontal predella of Sassetta’s Francis-
can double-sided polyptych, which started off the reconstruction of the
entire altarpiece ensemble (figs. 28, 29), which was edited in exemplary
fashion by Machtelt Israéls 2009. Comparably, empty letter-sockets
allowed an archaeologist to reconstruct a monumental bronze inscrip-
tion on the Pantheon, Rome.®

As Pietro Lorenzetti used vegetable dies in his Carmelite altarpiece
(fig. 33), which faded with time and turned the Order’s habits and other
garments even »whiter«,* the question arises whether the artist applied
these dies also elsewhere, which leads to the major concern with pig-
ment- and material change.”’

It is the collaboration between art historian, historian, conservator,
restorer and scientist, which will determine the future. Initially, a few

leading institutions, like the National Gallery in London, the Metropol-
itan Museum, and the Louvre, which had in-house restoration labora-
tories, led the way. Independent institutions like the Istituto Centrale di
Restauro in Rome, the Opificio delle Pietre Dure in Florence and the
Doerner Institut in Munich collaborated with independent historians.
What can be achieved in a »modern« institution has recently been
demonstrated by the Museo di Capodimonte at Naples.*®

Ever more regularly restoration reports were published and made
available to the wider public. By then technical and scientific results
were more often written up by the responsible specialists, and no more
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36 Ugolino di Nerio, Back

of St. Peter from the Santa Croce
altarpiece, around 1325, tempera
and gold on poplar, Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin, Gemildegalerie,
Eigentum des Kaiser Friedrich

Museumsvereins

by the art historian unaided. With more shared technical information,
and access to the backs of the major components from Ugolino’s Santa
Croce heptaptych, cracks (wrongly) observed should easily have been
identified as butt-joins. This should have permitted the correct combi-
nation of main saints and gallery figures (fig. 36), and produced an im-
proved reconstruction.

The more technical approach to reconstruction also stimulated
questions about the creative process, the artist’s training, the family
workshop and working conditions, about Cennino Cennini’s treatise,
guild rules and tax systems.® Creighton Gilbert 1977 focussed on the
role of the legnaiuolo (woodworker), Andreas Rothe, Marco Ciatti, Ciro
Castelli, Andrea Santacesaria, George Bisacca and Christoph Merze-
nich all considered wooden support and painting in conjunction.” In-
vestigation into the basic characteristics of wood, the handling of it, and
the necessary tools, was pioneered by Jacqueline Marette.”

It required a wood specialist to tell both the historian and art his-
torian that large double-fronted altar-paintings could not have been

sawn apart in the later sixteenth century, during the Counter-Reforma-
tion when many such altarpieces were removed from their high altars,
since no saw wide enough for the job then existed. Masaccio at Pisa in
1426 provides another striking case: based on acute observations of the
fall of light, shadows and figural composition John Shearman, while
concentrating on the pictorial surface, reconstructed the original polyp-
tych.”? It was the present writer who stressed the constraints exerted on
Masaccio by a Sienese carpenter, who had already fully determined the
wooden structure before the start of painting, and proposed another
hypothetical reconstruction.” X-rays subsequently showed that the
Crucifixion and Madonna and Child were indeed painted on the same
vertical planks and thus partially confirmed the reconstruction.” On
the other hand, further technical examinations and detailed observa-
tions, taken in isolation without sufficient comparative data being then
available, gave rise to the mistaken assumption of two distinct polyp-
tychs by Masaccio at Pisa.”

Niccolo di Segna’s Camaldolese high altarpiece, mentioned above,
may serve as final example for a partially successful reconstruction (fig.
34): its ultimate prototype was Duccio’s Maesta in Siena, with which it
once shared comparable upper pinnacles and outer buttresses. Niccold's
formal structure was in turn modo et forma, confirmed by Sassetta’s well
documented and reconstructed Franciscan polyptych. The single saints,
now misleadingly surmounting Niccold’s polyptych, originally decorat-
ed its lateral buttresses; and its main pinnacle, now lost, presumably
depicted an Ascension above the central Resurrection. In origin the latter
thus directly referred to the altar panel’s destination, Borgo San Sepol-
cro, and at the same time to the Christological programme on the re-
verse of Duccio’s Maesta. In addition, John the Evangelist as the abbey’s
titular and Benedict in a white habit, venerated as founder by the re-
formed Camaldolese Congregation, firmly root the altarpiece in town.
The pilasters dividing the saints in the main storey proved original, the
predella has instead been given a modern, heavy frame, while the usual
inscription socle was totally overlooked by the restorers.”

All of this promotes deeper comprehension of the original com-
plete assemblage and its intended setting. Sensitive and informed re-
construction makes a vitally important contribution to the understand-
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ing of late medieval Sienese painting, whether it be the rare complete
altarpiece restored to its original location, or a separated fragment now
housed in a distant museum. Reconstruction must weigh different cri-
teria, historical as well as technical and scientific: it requires adequate
forensic photography, close and prolonged access to the original arte-
fact and familiarity with the relevant historical disciplines. Awareness
of the limits of current knowledge is also essential, while the art histo-
rian’s modern aesthetic or subjective judgement should interfere as little
as possible with the assessment. The often delicate or altered condition
of a surviving fragment must be taken fully in consideration. The limi-
tations of reconstruction should always be respected. At times it is safer
to reconstruct graphically or digitally, thus leading the investigator and
subsequently the spectator towards a possible reconstruction, rather
than to >restore« the object itself irreversibly, and by such intervention
invent an unlikely setting. Any reconstruction remains an approxima-
tion, and exceptions to the rule can always be found. Yet, appropriate
reconstruction of paintings in their intended surroundings is essential

in helping to grasp broader traditions of image, perception, reception
and ritual from the Middle Ages to the present day.
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