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I myself have many times considered in the same vein what you are now saying, and how
great may be the acuteness of the human mind. And when I run over the many and marvelous
imventions men have discovered in the arls as in letters, and then reflect upon my own
knowledge, I count myself little better than miserable. I am so far from being able to promise
myself; not indeed the finding out of anything new, but even the learning of what has already
been discovered, that I feel stupid and confused, and am goaded by despair. If I look at some
excellent statue, I say within my heart: “When will you be able to remove the excess from a
block of marble and reveal so lovely a figure hidden therein? When will you know how to mix
different colors and spread them over a canvas or a wall and represent all visible objects by
their means, like a Michelangelo, a Raphael, or a Titian?> Looking at what men have found
out about arranging the musical intervals and forming precepts and rules in order to control
them_for the wonderful delight of the ear, when shall I be able to cease my amazement? What
shall I say of so many and such diverse instruments? With what admiration the reading of
excellent poets fills anyone who attentively studies the invention and interpretation of concepts!
And what shall I say of architecture? What of the art of navigation? But surpassing all
stupendous inventions, what sublimity of mind was his who dreamed of finding the means to
communicate his deepest thoughts to any other person, though distant by mighty intervals of
place and time! Of talking with those who are in India; of speaking to those who are not _yet
born and will not be born for a thousand or ten thousand years? And with what facility, by
the different arrangements of twenty characters upon a page!'

V' Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems, tr. Stillman Drake, Berkeley, 1967,
104—05. Sagredo, in Galileo Galilei’s Dialogo de’ massimi sistemz, end of the First Day: “Io
son molte volte andato meco medesimo considerando, in proposito di questo che di
presente dite, quanto grande sia ’acutezza dell’ingegno uomano; e mentre io discorro
per tante e tanto maravigliose invensioni trovate da gli uomini, si nelle arti come nelle
lettere, e poi fo reflessione sopra il saper mio, tanto lontano dal potersi promettere non
solo di ritrovarne alcuna di nuovo, ma anco di apprendere delle gia ritrovate, confuso
dallo stupore ed afflitto dalla disperazione, mi reputo poco meno che infelice. S’io
guardo alcuna statua delle eccellenti, dico a me medesimo: ‘E quando sapresti levare il
soverchio da un pezzo di marmo, e scoprire si bella figura che vi era nascosta? quando
mescolare e distendere sopra una tela o parete colori diversi, e con essi rappresentare
tutti gli oggetti visibili, come un Michelagnolo, un Raffaello, un Tiziano?’ S’io guardo
quel che hanno ritrovato gli uomini nel compartir gl’'intervalli musici, nello stabilir
precetti e regole per potergli maneggiar con diletto mirabile dell’udito, quando potro
io finir di stupire? Che diro de i tanti e si diversi strumenti? La lettura de i poeti
eccellenti di qual meraviglia riempie chi attentamente considera 'invenzion de’ concetti
e la spiegatura loro? Che diremo dell’architettura? che dell’arte navigatoria? Ma sopra
tutte le invenzione stupende, qual eminenza di mente fu quella di colui che s’immagino
di trovar modo di comunicare i suoi pill reconditi pensieri a qualsivoglia altra persona,
benché distante per lunghissimo intervalo di luogo e di tempo? parlare con quelli che
son nell’Indie, parlare a quelli che non sono ancora nati né saranno se non di qua a
mille e dieci mila anni? e con qual facilita? con i vari accozzamenti di venti caratteruzzi
sopra una carta.”
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INTRODUCTION

There was a thing called the soul and a thing
called vmmortality.!

The Italian Renaissance marked the beginning of a general respect for
artistic genius. Michelangelo serves as the premier example, or at least
as one of the principal types, of that artistic genius. He was the linchpin
of Vasari’s Lives of the Most Famous Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, pub-
lished in 1550, when the artist was seventy-five.? In 1975, the five hun-
dredth anniversary of the artist’s birth, Howard Hibbard’s popularizing
biography claimed: “Michelangelo is the most famous artist who ever
lived and many would say the greatest.”® Vasari, however, had made a
stronger and less circumspect claim. In his account, Michelangelo was
sent by a merciful God, to be for us:

a spirit who, working alone, was able to demonstrate in every art and
every profession the meaning of perfection in the art of design, how
to give relief to the details in paintings by means of proper drawing,
tracing, shading, and casting light, how to work with good judgement in
sculpture, and how to make buildings comfortable and secure, healthy,
cheerful, well proportioned, and richly adorned with various decorations
in architecture. Moreover, He wanted to join to this spirit true moral
philosophy and the gift of sweet poetry, so that the world would admire
and prefer him for the wholly singular example of his life, his work, the
holiness of his habits, and all his human undertakings, so that we would
call him something divine [heavenly] rather than mortal.*

! Aldous Huxley, Brave New World, Chapter 3.

2 Followed by a second, expanded edition in 1568 and a separate edition, also in
1568, of Vasari’s Vita di Michelangelo Buonarroti, dedicated to the son of Ottaviano de’
Medicy; J. Wilde, Michelangelo: Six Lectures, Oxford, 1978, 2.

3 H. Hibbard, Michelangelo, Boulder, Co., 1998 (1974).

* Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, J. and P. Bonadella, tr., 1991, 414; “uno spir-
ito che universalmente in ciaschuna arte et in ogni professione fusse abile, operando
per sé solo, a mostrare che cosa sia la perfezzione dell’arte del disegno nel lineare,
dintornare, ombrare e lumeggiare, per dare rilévo alle cose della pittura, e con retto
giudizio operare nella scultura, e rendere le abitazioni commode e sicure, sane, allegre,
proporzionate e ricche di varii ornamenti nell’architettura. Volle oltra cio accompag-
narlo della vera filosofia morale, con 'ornamento della dolce poesia, accio che il mondo
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Vasari’s Lives inaugurated a new rhetoric and ended artistic naiveté.
Michelangelo or his works were dubbed divine more than twenty times
in the Life of 1550, nearly forty times in the Life of 1568—as were Dante,
Vittoria Colonna, and even Giovanni da Udine’s garlands. The states
of mind of the Sistine Prophets and Sibyls were called divine, and the
hands of the artist, no less the drapery of the Virgin in the Pieta of
1500 and David’s thighs. With regard to the Moses, Vasari memorably
credits Michelangelo with having “portrayed so well in the marble the
divinity which God had put in the most holy face of that one” (“si bene
ritratto nel marmo la divinita che Dio aveva messo nel santissimo volto
di quello”). Michelangelo himself is called “divino” as a simple epithet
only toward the close of the 1568 Vita.

The new rhetoric was remembered long after Michelangelo was
dead, sometimes more clearly than the works themselves. Delacroix
recalled seeing a Michelangelo cartoon: “O sublime genius! How
stamped with majesty are the features, though almost effaced by time!
I felt a passion for great things aroused in me once more. Let us,
from time to time, gain renewed strength from great and beautiful cre-
ations.” Whether, three centuries earlier, the verbal fuss ever meant
much to a much-occupied Michelangelo already well into middle age is
another matter.

It was never principally as makers of objects that Renaissance artists
were esteemed; instead, they were assimilated to pre-existent categories
of respect. Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man had held
out the promise that anyone could become “an angel and a son of
God.”® Artists floated on a tide of compliment devised by humanists
and poets for themselves, for the female objects of their love poetry,
and for the obliging patrons they were willing to celebrate in equally
exalted terms. Leonardo played the lyre appealingly; he was himself
exquisite of person. In these respects, he personified his own art’s
grazia, and grazia is a divine quality. But that Vasari termed some of
his works divine did not imply that they were like relics,” so much as

lo eleggesse et amirasse per suo singularissimo specchio nella vita, nell’opere, nella san-
tita dei costumi et in tutte ’azzioni umane, e perché da noi piu tosto celeste che terrena
cosa si nominasse;” Vasari/Bettarini-Barocchi, VI, 3—4.

5 In 1823; The Journal of Eugene Delacroix, tr. W. Pach, New York, 1937, 55.

6 “angelus erit et dei filius,” Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, De hominis dignitatis, ed.
E. Garin, Florence, 1942 [c. 1487], 106; God is called an architect, 104.

7 Cf. Julius Held, “The Early Appreciation of Drawings,” in Latin American Art, and
the Baroque Period in Europe, Studies in Western Art, Acts of the Twentieth International Congress of



INTRODUCTION 5

that compliment had exceeded well beyond the bounds of the literal.
One could believe that an artist possessed ingegno, even that he displayed
grazia, but not that he was actually divine. An artist was divine, as he
was ingenious, on the coattails of others, principally poets and women,
the primary purveyors of fiction in Renaissance culture.

It might be more accurate to say that artists’ reputations became
a complicated phenomenon during the Renaissance, than that they
rose. The fact that occasionally an artist effected such an extraordinary
change in status did not uniformly shift the status of their comrades.
Nor did the enhanced status entirely eliminate the more menial or
ephemeral aspects of artists” assignments. In 1550, the very year Vasari
was writing the biography in which Michelangelo appeared as the
pinnacle of artistic achievement for all of human history, “il divino”
was paid six scudi to gild eight bedknobs on Julius IIT’s beds.?

Leaving behind routine tasks for a more aggrandized schedule had
its difficulties. Just as the courtier’s life was notoriously subject to envy,
so for the successful artist’s. Increasingly the overly popular appeal
and base monetary motivations of artists came under attack. Often
the increasing sensuality of art played a part in fomenting controversy.
Paolo Pino cited the avarice of both painters and patrons in his Dial-
ogo di pittura, 1548,° Michelangelo Biondo (1549) cautioned that painters
needed to exercise more diligence if they were to maintain the rep-
utation and hope of eternal praise that was worth more than mere
money.'* Vasari cautioned in the Life of Marcantonio Raimondi against
both greed and indiscretion, the latter in the following terms:

the History of Art, 111, Princeton, 1963, 72—95, esp. 80-81, where he cites Pietro Aretino’s
use of the word “reliquia” of a drawing. It is more because it is an image of Christ
and he is writing a monk that he calls it a relic than because Titian is divine; cf.
Aretino/Camesasca, Lettere, 11, 237, 1548 “lo esempio di Cristo, vivo e vero ne larte,
che di mano di Tiziano tengo come reliquia in camera.”

8 'W. Wallace, Michelangelo at San Lorenzo: The Artist as Entrepreneur, Cambridge, 1994,
2; Wallace supposes that Michelangelo oversaw rather than executed this commission.

9 “L’arte in sé non mai digradera dalla prima degnita, come arte liberale e virtu
rara, ma noi artefici siamo disuguali a quel onore e utilid convenevole a tal arte per tre
cagioni. La prima ¢ che noi vogliamo prima esser maestri che discepoli, la seconda per
la molta ignoranza di chi fa operare, la terza per ’avarizia de’ pittori e di chi compera,”
P. Pino, Dialogo di pittura, ed. E. Camesasca, Milan, 1954, 34.

10 “percio che la pittura gli ¢ prestantissima delle arti; impero il vostro nome ¢ la
vostra fama supera ciascun guadagno di qual si voglia bellissima arte. Non siate avari
in cose che aspetta alla vostra arte, percio che la avarizia gli ¢ stata sempre contraria
alla virtt, impero che I'animo dato al guadagno rare volte, o mai, acquista il frutto
della posterita,” Scritti d’arte del Cinquecento, ed. Paola Barocchi, Milan, 1971, I, 775.
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They oughtn’t use the gifts of God, as is often done, in despite of the
world and in things abhorrent to all.!!

Giovanni Battista Armenini denounced in 1586 the “disastrous hacks
[who] insinuate themselves as practitioners of such venerable arts,”
who “think only of creating an effect among the common people.”"
As artists’ reputations rose, they also fell.

“Ingegno” was from the start a complex word, various of connota-
tions. Etymologically it implies that which is born in one (“in-gigno”),
but as a word it designates that complex concept, intelligence. Com-
pacted into the word is that basic metaphysical dilemma for a Renais-
sance Christian, of free will versus the grace of God. The theme of
artistic #ngegno, sometimes routinely dubbed divine and sometimes regu-
larly not, tended to be framed in terms either of its being a liberal art,
or as a twin of poetry. Both of these realms were associated with kinds
of freedom, that of a free citizen with ofium in the one case, and of a
creative imagination, delving often in what is at least literally fiction, on
the other. As a consequence, the pictorial arts in the Renaissance were
shaped not only as a stylistic evolution with lifelikeness the avowed aim,
but as a field of endeavor in which it was fundamental to emphasize the
discretionary, if not also the arbitrary. These two strands were some-
times woven together only with awkwardness.

In particular, once ingegno was called divine, the question arose
whether it was so as an extreme example of human freedom, in anal-
ogy to divine freedom, or as the recipient of divine grace and thereby
an instrument rather than a free agent. This ambiguity was crucial, for
in the one case the artist was more than usually liable to the possibil-
ity of failure (a fledgling notion before the Sistine Last Judgment) and
in the other was utterly exonerated. Michelangelo lived this ambiguity,
being both the artist of the “tragedy of the tomb” and, in old age, the
architect of God’s most important temple, a work he advertised him-
self as having done without material recompense (hence redeeming his

1 “non si doverebbono i doni di Dio adoperare, come molte volte si fa, in vituperio
del mondo et in cose abominevoli del tutto;” Vasari/Marini, 846.

12 Giovanni Battista Armeninini, On the True Precepts of the Art of Painting, ed. and tr.
E. Olszewski, n.l., 1977, Book One, Ch. VI, 118; “quella turba di dozzinali, la quale
senza il lume del buon disegno si offeriscono di por mano a fare di queste professioni in
tante onorate imprese, conciossiaché seguendo essi tuttavia solo la parte dell’occhio del
volgo,” Armenini/ Ticozzi, 55-56.
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“freedom” in the midst of this otherwise most restrictive opus).'® The
economy of the gift of art, the analogue to God’s grace and at the
same time the descendent of Pliny’s Zeuxis, who had to give away
his works since they were deemed priceless, was integral to the divine
Michelangelo’s late career as it was to no other. One cannot be both
divine and mercenary; the adjective thus served ends useful not only to
the artist but also to the patron.

The compliment, “divine,” of artistic ingegno tended either to collapse
back to meaning little more than that the artist was analgous to God,
creating an imitation of nature;'* or, if used to imply the stronger
claim that the artist outdid nature with her faults and was a free
inventor, a confrére one might say of God rather than a dependent,
this rendered the artist vulnerable to attacks as proud. Brunelleschi, the
first visual artist deemed publicly to possess ingegno, was a controversial
public figure, whose pioneering biography was written in his defense;'
despite Vasari’s presentation of Michelangelo as saintly, his personal
reputation was even more fraught.'® The heightened praise he received
was published and survived; but it is not hard to imagine that these
upstart artists excited insult as well, though that was predominantly oral
and so lost to history, except for the implicit defenses in the biographies.

The potentially troubling indeterminateness on the philosophical
level as to what claim was being made about an artist’s intellectual
prestige correlates with the artist’s anomalous social position, as one
who lives the life of a courtier or distinguished citizen, but without

13 On Michelangelo’s salary during these years, see Rab Hatfield, The Wealth of
Michelangelo, Rome, 2002, 162-66.

14 See also Walter Cahn, Masterpieces: Chapters on the History of an Idea, Princeton, 1979,
Ch. 2.

15 The chief attacker was Giovanni da Prato; see Eugenio Battisti, Filippo Brunelleschi:
The Complete Work, New York, 1981, 321—26.

16 Paolo Giovio, a man of not unblemished reputation himself, famously accused
him of indecorous behavior (“agrestis ac ferus,” “incredibiles domesticae vitae sordes,”
230); Lomazzo, who had ties to Giovio, puts Michelangelo with the sodomites; Libro de:
sogni, Ragionamento terza, featuring Euclid and Ariosto. See also Francesco Sansovino,
Proemio, Dante, 1564, “tra le sue disgratie fu tenuta questa una principale, ch’egli non
volle, né¢ si diletto di lasciar dopo se discepoli, nella virta de’ quali si ritrovasse il suo
nome, tanto gli parve d’esser fatto immortale col suo proprio valore.” The Magliabechi-
ano refers to Michelangelo in 1549 as “lo inventor delle porcherie, salvandogli ’arte ma
non devotione...Che tutte i moderni pittori e scultori per imitare simili caprici luterani,
alto oggi per le sante chiese non si dipigne o scarpella altro che figure da sotterrar la
fede et la devotione; ma spero che un giorno Iddio mandera e sua santi a battare per
terra simile idolatre come queste,” Giovanni Gaye, Carteggio inedito d’artiste dei secoli XIV,
XV XVI 11, Florence, 1840, 500.
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the requisite family background. The more the Renaissance artist was
singled out for praise and social prestige, the more vulnerable he was.
Pride of place easily led to envy. An artist’s cultural status was a kind of
foreign currency whose equivalence to social or intellectual status was
always in flux. It was only in the case of exceptional conditions that an
artist escaped the category of mascot to the powerful, an extraordinary
servant, akin to the jestor Gonella or the court dwarfs. These cases
were few. In a world riddled by dictates of decorum, even such masters
as Donatello and Mantegna were sometimes closer to troublesome pets
than icons of personal freedom. The divine artist a century later was
acknowledged to be unpredictable, but even he was not lauded by his
contemporaries as that icon of individual freedom he later became
for modern art historians. The divine artist was but early modern;
the romantic genius of the nineteenth century was but warmed-over
revolutionary:

For the artist to be “divine” says more about the relationship to
patron, or prospective patron, than to the natural world. That is, it
serves as a declaration of power relative to patron rather than of lack
of power over the material world. The epithet “divino” was promoted
for the most part by writers less educated and less well-placed than
humanists, more hacks of the printing industry than courtiers, men
for whom the humanists’ booklearning was devalued, for whom even
the need for a nobility not determined by birthright but by virtue and
vt had been displaced by a much more contentious relationship to
vested status and power. Pietro Aretino (1492-1556) gloried in his gold
chain and fine dinners as only the son of a shoemaker could. So not
only do the compliments made of artists change, but the status of the
complimenters too. The compliment “divino” tended to be extended
by complimenters themselves in need of compliments, Aretino chief
among them. A more moderate encomium, that of parity with the
ancients, tended to be offered by more distant superiors.

Artists had the incentive to promote the distinctively modern idea
of maniera, a modest encoding of the concept of ingegno. If beauty was
not reliably unitary, collecting antique art alone would not suffice. It
is no mere coincidence that the artist who licensed the whole idea of
license, that is, of maniera, was also a founding but failed forger, namely,
Michelangelo, who as a young artist had tried to make an antique
Sleeping Cupid. There was more than one way to compete with antiquity.

Both artists and patrons had an interest in augmenting artistic rep-
utation, though the patron’s interest had a degree of ambivalence. He
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wanted to own art by famed men, without creating a rival in prestige—
a problem only conceivable after the successes of Michelangelo, and
inconceivable after his death. Hence at least a part of the value of antig-
uities in the eyes of patrons, as reputable art made by anonymous, or
in any case dead, artists. As for modern art, the studiolo was essentially
a little shrine-in-the making to the collector, akin to the gentleman’s
library or Wunderkammer, rather than to the diverse ngegni of artists.
Had the fashion been for rooms dedicated to the works of single artists,
the case would have been quite different. The collector who assem-
bled various artists’ works maintained hegemony over his painters, like
provinces in his state.

The complication of issues of style that is acknowledged by the term
maniera opened patrons to doubts about their taste—was it overly osten-
tatious or licentious; was it good taste? A divine artist could function as
insurance for his powerful patrons, who the farther they got from exclu-
sive patronage of altarpieces, the more exposed were they to criticism
rather than praise for their expenditures on art. Employing an artist
who was divine might seem risk free in this regard; using a lesser light
such as Pordenone or Vasari or Veronese laid one open to criticisms
that that artist worked too fast, or didn’t study nature, or had Lutheran
leanings.

Twentieth-century study of the Renaissance emphasized the value
placed on magnificence, that Aristotelian virtue by which artistic pa-
tronage was construed as a good work. Yet as Clive Bell warned long
ago in his essay “The Classical Renaissance and its Diseases,” following
in the footsteps of Leo Tolstoy, among others, there was another, self-
indulgent side to princely patronage, “a new world of ideas and refined
sensuality”:

Popular art pursued the downhill road sedately while plutocratic art
went with a run...the outstanding fact is that with the Renaissance
Europe definitely turns her back on the spiritual view of life. With
that renunciation the power of creating significant form becomes the
inexplicable gift of occasional genius.!”

Most of the official pronouncements of the period praise what pow-
erful men did, predictably enough, but every now and then a fore-
taste of Bell’s assessment can be uncovered. The pastoral aesthetic was
the leading example of an attempt to insulate art from charges of lux-

17 Clive Bell, 41, [1913], 160.
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ury and vanity. Michelangelo was not alone in being called divine; he
was also not alone in espousing an aesthetic of lowliness as a defense
against decadence—an aesthetic option which the courtly Vasari stead-
fastly disallowed. Michelangelo spoke of himself as abject, weak, and
tormented. He portrayed figures more akin to the Belvedere Torso
and the Laocoon than to the Apollo Belvedere, that is, to antiqui-
ties which, though by no means pastoral, exemplified exhaustion and
anguish rather than triumph.

Praise of the pastoral life, with implicit or explicit renunciation of the
corrupt court and city, was one strategy working against the art of mag-
nificence. Another important aesthetic initiative was directed toward
the beloved, whose purity is associated with the the modest habits of a
simple, often rural, life. As Ortensio Landi put it straightforwardly in
the mid-sixteenth century:

Why is poverty praised by wise men? Because it is the mistress of good
mores, the spur of the mind, and the donor of perfect good manners.!?

And further:

Already some very refined minds have written that poverty in ancient
times was the builder of all cities deviser of all the fine arts, and only it
reveals itself as without defect, entirely admirable, and full of every true
worthiness.!?

Or as Bartolomeo Taegio warned conversely in 1564, the year of Mi-
chelangelo’s death, wealth led to corruption:

O Roman people, mislead by wealth, you are ruined, and you who were
conquerer of the world live in poverty.?°

Magnificence had been a more unassailable quality during better times,
in the fifteenth century. Then the pre-eminence of magnificence had
simplified matters of taste. The history of the epithet “divino” impli-
cates this newly vulnerable patron in a world in which wealth 1s actively
(if quietly) mistrusted.

18 “Perche lodasi da savi huomini la poverta? Percioche ella & maestra dei buoni
costumi, fomento del 'ingegno, & donatrice di perfetta creanza;” Ortensio Landi,
Paradosst, Pisa, 1999 (1543), 102.

19 “Scrissero gia alcuni nobilissimi ingegni che la poverta negli antichi secoli fusse
disficatrice di tutte le citta inventrice di tutte le buone arti, & essa sola ritrovarsi senze
diffetto, tutto gloriosa, & piena d’ogni vera lode;” Landi, Paradosst, 8.

20 “O popolo Romano, ingannato dalle ricchezze, ando in rovina, & vivendo in
poverta fu vicitore del mondo,” Taegio, Lofficioso, Milan, 1572, 7v.



INTRODUCTION II

An artist’s reputation as divine insured the patron’s exposed taste.
The fragility of works of art was known not only from the example of
antiquity, but from the almost immediate deterioration of Leonardo’s
murals in Milan and Florence and the provisional state in which Mi-
chelangelo had left the Battle of Cascina, as a ruin in the making, a mere
cartoon. Leonardo praised painting for the uniqueness of its objects,
and tried thereby to vaunt painting above literature, which existed in
many equivalent exemplars:

It [painting] does not produce infinite children, as do printed books.
Painting alone remains noble, it alone honors its author and remains
precious and unique and never bears children equal to itself. This sin-
gularity makes painting more excellent than those [sciences] which are
made public everywhere.?!

Nevertheless, it was all too obvious that uniqueness’ downfall was its
weak prayer for permanence. What had lasted from antiquity were
multiples, e.g., sarcophagi produced in large numbers rather than mon-
umental statuary, particularly in bronze. It was acknowledged in the
writing about medals that cheaper materials were more likely to sur-
vive; the revolutionary idea was that, paradoxically, this lesser material
cost gave them greater value.?? Even the valuation of gems is subject to
fashion, as Landi pointed out, claiming that agates, pyrites, sapphires,
topaz, and emeralds used to be prized, and diamonds not.?

This complication to the concept of value had repercussions in the
world of visual art. In literary pastoral, as in some visual art, that which
is grand and magnificent is eschewed. The stylistic flavor is one of mod-
esty and understatement rather than pride and overt ambitiousness, but
this is attributed to the lowliness of the author/artist and his themes,
rat