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by ANNA ORLANDO

Raffaella Morselli’s book could just as easily 
have been subtitled Rubens’s People in Italy 
were the author not strongly wedded to a 
classificatory method, convinced – with 
some justification – that the art historian’s 
analytical and critical work can only properly 
be based on scientific methods, involving 
the methodical gathering of an impressive 
quantity of data.  

The present volume is the outcome of a 
long-running project to bring together and 
analyse a series of documents relating to Peter 
Paul Rubens’s time in Italy. Published and 
unpublished and of various types, although 
mostly letters or receipts, they have been 
ordered chronologically and in all cases 
verified against the originals. Presented 
and interpreted with the help of a sound 
knowledge of Rubens’s career, as well as of 
the contexts within which he was operating, 
this closely interwoven data recreates for the 
reader a cast list of names that, as page follows 
page, become faces and individuals. Behind or 
alongside them, political factions, intellectual 
circles and groups of friends come into focus, 
out of which emerges Rubens’s network. 

Thanks to her first-hand experience 
of navigating the treacherous shoals of 
archival records in her studies of the Gonzaga 
inventories in 2006 and her more recent 
investigation with Elena Fumagalli of court 
painters in seventeenth-century Italy,1 
Morselli is perhaps the only scholar working 
today capable of recreating a complete and 
sharply defined picture of the Rubens’s Italy 
and his contacts there. She has provided 
scholarship on the painter with an important 
new tool, a veritable database of over two 

the Duchy of Urbino. It is hard to place the 
Hermitage dish within the development of 
Nicola’s early style and, despite the monogram 
on its reverse, there seem better stylistic 
reasons for asigning the obverse to Xanto.2

The dish in the British Museum was 
given to the museum by Augustus Wollaston 
Franks in 1855, and has, in this reviewer’s 
opinion, confused attributions to Nicola 
ever since.3 Despite its inscription in Nicola’s 
handwriting with the words ‘Nicola da .V.’, 
the plate is unlikely to have been painted by 
Nicola. The artist who painted the image 
lacks a sense of space, sensitivity in adapting 
painted embellishment to an object’s form and 
the ability to draw hands and feet, skills that 
did not desert Nicola even in his later years. 
As early as 1968, Burr Wallen, comparing this 
plate with ‘the three monogrammed pieces’ 
known to him, concluded that it did not ‘stand 
up in quality and should be eliminated from 
Nicolò’s œuvre’.4 Wisely, Wilson does not lean 
too heavily on the example of this ‘signed’ 
plate, or he would surely have had to attribute 
the poorly drawn no.86 to Nicola in person, 
rather than to his workshop or circle. The 
idea, based on this ‘signed’ plate, that Nicola 
lost all his skills at the end of his life, has 
allowed scholars to give benefit of the doubt 
to relatively undistinguished work like no.84, 
which Wilson describes as ‘probably by Nicola 
da Urbino’ (p.196).

Just how good Nicola’s late work could be 
is shown by no.83 (Fig.3), which bears the arms 
of Margherita Paleologo of Monferrato, the 
wife of Federico Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, 
and formed part of a service that can be dated 
to c.1533. This plate, which appeared on the art 
market without known provenance as recently 
as 2012, bears an astonishing portrayal of 
Vitruvius and Michelangelo, the latter shown 
stripped to the waist and chiselling furiously 
at a marble statue. This unexpected scene is 
wholly taken from an astrological work by 
Sigismondo Fanti. On its own terms this is 
a vigorous work even if it lacks the delicate 
touch shown on the service Nicola made in 
1524 for Federico’s mother, Isabella d’Este, a 
service represented in the present collection  
by a fine if incomplete plate (no.78). 

Identifying Nicola’s followers provides 
fertile ground for disagreement. The 
decoration of a bowl depicting Joseph 
interpreting Pharaoh’s dream (no.85) is 
closely based on a scene of that subject from 
Raphael’s Logge in the Vatican, which had 
not yet been engraved at the time the piece 
was painted. Wilson discusses several other 
pieces of maiolica that are all by Nicola 

and that also bear scenes from the Loggia 
that were only later to be engraved. It is 
convincingly argued, however, that the bowl 
is not by Nicola but by a follower and should 
be linked with two lustred pieces (nos.174 and 
175) that are dated 1524 and 1526 respectively, 
suggesting a slightly earlier date for the bowl 
than c.1530–40 as proposed in the entry. This 
reviewer agrees with Wilson that the bowl, 
despite the ugly handwriting on its reverse, 
is by a painter he calls the ‘Decollation 
Painter’. The name derives from a dish in the 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, which shows 
the decollation of John the Baptist and is here 
proposed by Wilson as a ‘type-piece’ for this 
group. However, the Ashmolean dish bears no 
cursive handwriting and the autograph status 
of its painting is somewhat compromised by 
the attentions of lustre specialist from Gubbio. 
It therefore seems preferable to retain the 
name this reviewer has given to the artist, 
the ‘Painter of Aeneas in Italy’, after a plate in 
the Museo Civico Medievale, Bologna, which 
shares the decorative handwriting found 
on a plate (no.87) and on a number of other 
fine pieces attributable to this hand.5 Nor 
does it seem at all likely that, as proposed by 
Wilson, this fine painter is responsible for the 
altogether inferior no.86.

Wilson is dogged in identifying coats of 
arms and their owners, which here include 
not only Isabella d’Este and her daughter-
in-law but also Bindo Altoviti, Francesco 
Guicciardini, Duke Francesco II Sforza of 
Milan, Cardinal Robert de Lenoncourt, 
Cardinal Rusticucci and Guidobaldo II Della 
Rovere. One happy discovery of Wilson’s is the 
near certainty that a pilgrim flask by Xanto 
(no.113) and the service to which it belongs 
were made for Dom Pedro Mascarenhas, an 
interesting Portuguese nobleman, who was on 
an embassy to the Holy See in 1538, the date 
borne by plates that survive from the service.

The collection has its full share of 
splendid pieces, such as nos.93 and 192, 
which are difficult to attribute and Wilson’s 
consideration of such problems is exemplary. 
The publishers have done the collection 
proud, and this must rank with the finest 
illustrated catalogues of a maiolica collection 
ever written. Any serious art library will need 
to possess it. 

1 E. Ivanova, ed.: exh. cat. Il Secolo d’Oro delle Maiolica, 
Ceramica Italiana dei Secoli XV-XVI dalla Raccolta 
del Museo Statale dell’Ermitage, Faenza (Museo 
Internazionale delle Ceramiche) 2003, pp.40–41, no.29.
2 See J.V.G. Mallet: exh. cat. Xanto: Pottery-Painter, 
Poet, Man of the Italian Renaissance, London 
(Wallace Collection) 2007, pp.28–30; J.V.G. Mallet: 
‘Nicola da Urbino and Francesco Xanto Avelli’, 
Faenza 93, 4–6 (2007), pp.199–250.
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hundred documents dating from 8th May 
1600, when Rubens obtained from the city 
council in Antwerp his safe conduct, allowing 
him to travel abroad (p.84), to 31st March 1612, 
when he received from Rome payment for 
‘three large pictures’ (‘tre quadri grandi’; p.330) 
for S. Maria in Vallicella (p.317), although 
the supplier of the slate panels for this 
commission did not receive his payment until 
some time afterwards, on 16th February 1614 
(p.318). In the meantime, Rubens had returned 
to his native country, where – thanks in part 
to his growing fame during eight intense years 
in Italy – he would become court painter to 
the Habsburg archdukes in Flanders.

No other publication on Rubens and 
Italy, including those connected with the 
exhibitions held in Genoa in 2004 and in 
Milan in 2017, which contained the fruits 
of much documentary research,2 can boast 
such a forensic investigation of all the known 
facts about the subject. In some respects, 
the scholarly model adopted is Northern 
rather than Italian, and is comparable, for 
example, to the immense Antwerp-based 
Corpus Rubenianum or the more recent Rubens 
Online, curated by Nils Büttner and Ulrich 
Heinen, on the website of the Herzog August 
Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel.3 

The documents record no fewer than 
twenty-seven places in Italy and ninety-six 
individuals playing their parts on a chaotic and 
fascinating Baroque stage set. Places and names 
are woven together through the commentaries 
by Raffaella Morselli and Cecilia Paolini, 
who has contributed an important essay, 
‘All’origine delle prime biografie. La letteratura 
artistica seicentesca’. There are also twenty-five 
pages of useful appendices. One consists of 
painstakingly detailed biographical summaries 
by Paolini, arranged alphabetically from Hans 
von Aachen, the painter who, on returning to 
Prague from his stay in Mantua in 1603, was so 
enthusiastic in expatiating to Rudolph II on the 
marvels of Rubens’s copies after Correggio that 
the Emperor asked for two for himself (pp.204 
and 211), to Catalina da Zúñiga, Countess of 
Lemos and wife of the Viceroy of Naples, 
Fernando Ruiz de Castro, to whom Rubens 
delivered ‘some rock crystals for use in his 
oratory’ (‘alcuni cristalli per uso del suo oratorio’), 
as a gift from Vincenzo I Gonzaga (p.171). 

Another minutely detailed appendix 
explores Rubensian geography in the 
period covered by the book, from Antwerp, 
mentioned in no fewer than forty-six letters 
and documents, to Verona, the final stage on 
a summer journey that Rubens made with 
his brother Philip in 1602 (pp.116–17). Man of 

letters, philosopher and politician and three 
years older than his brother, Philip is depicted 
by Rubens in a post mortem portrait in the 
Detroit Institute of Arts (c.1610) and in the 
group portrait the Four Philosophers (c.1611; 
Palazzo Pitti, Florence). His name appears 
often in the present book, in part because the 
two brothers lived together in Rome, in via 
della Croce near Piazza di Spagna. Forced to 
return to Flanders because of the illness of 
their seventy-two-year-old mother, Philip felt 
himself ‘a monster’ to be leaving ‘this city that 
reigns over all the world.’ (‘un mostro’; ‘quella 
città che regna sul mondo’; p.276). Peter Paul 
stayed a further fifteen months or so until his 
mother was assailed by ‘a most serious asthma’ 
(‘un gravissimo male d’un atsma’), which until 
this point ‘had not quite reached the stage of 
desperation’ (‘non era ancora giunto a quel segno 
di disperazione’). His last lines from Italy are 
addressed to Annibale Chieppio, the chief 
minister of Vincenzo I Gonzaga, in a touching 
farewell written as he was on the point of 
‘mounting my horse’ (‘salendo a cavallo’; p.310).
1 R. Morselli, ed.: Le Collezioni Gonzaga: L’elenco Dei 
Beni Del 1626–1627. Inventari, Cinisello Balsamo 2006; 
and E. Fumagalli and R. Morselli, eds.: The Court Artist 
in Seventeenth-Century Italy, Rome 2014.
2  P. Boccardo with C. Di Fabio, A. Orlando and F. 
Simonetti, eds.: exh. cat. L’Età di Rubens: Dimore, com-
mittenti e collezionisti genovesi, Genoa (Palazzo Ducale) 
2004; A. Lo Bianco, ed.: exh. cat. Pietro Paolo Rubens e 
la nascita del Barocco, Milan (Palazzo Reale) 2017.
3  Available at http://www.hab.de/de/home/wissen-
schaft/forschungsprofil-und-projekte/rubens-online.
html, accessed 10th June 2019.
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by FRANCESCA CAPPELLETTI

The volumes planned for this ambitious and 
fundamental project are not being published 
according to the original order of the great 
work on the painters of Bologna by Carlo 
Cesare Malvasia (1616–93), first published 
in 1678, but rather on a more random basis, 
as the editors complete the translations, 
together with their accompanying critical 
notes, indexes and bibliography.1 Thus, after 
the first volume in the edition, dedicated to 
late medieval Bolognese painters, follows the 
thirteenth, which takes us into the world 
of two artists who were alive at the time 

Malvasia was writing, Domenichino (1581–1641) 
and Francesco Gessi (1588–1649). The book 
includes a substantial new reading not only 
of the careers of these artists and others who 
are mentioned in the course of the principal 
biographies but also of the whole of the Felsina 
pittrice and Malvasia’s working methods.

The translation features passages of 
absolute bravura, with virtuoso clarification 
of the often ambiguous terms used by 
Malvasia. The use of such words as ‘affetto’, 
‘emozioni’, ‘compassioni’ and ‘commozioni’, all 
crucial terms within seventeenth-century art 
criticism, are astutely discussed in a passage 
on Domenichino’s apprenticeship with 
Annibale Carracci, and on the practice within 
Carracci’s workshop of using draughtsmanship 
to investigate expressions. One of the most 
characteristic aspects of Malvasia’s writing 
is the fact that he quoted the reports of 
contemporary eyewitnesses, which in the past 
have often been dismissed as unreliable hearsay 
or gossip. The inclusion of such reports has 
been attributed to Malvasia’s desire to make his 
characters come alive and introduce dynamic 
exchanges between significant personalities, 
such as Caravaggio and Guido Reni. However, 
thanks to the increased scholarly interest that 
this English edition of his work has generated, 
it has been possible to demonstrate that 
much of this scepticism was misplaced, since 
independent documents have been found that 
confirm some of the statements.2 

More generally, the careful analysis of 
the text elucidates the mechanisms of artistic 
production in the seventeenth century, the 
ways in which workshops operated and the 
role of the art market. It becomes clear that the 
prices artists could command were important 
not simply in terms of economic survival and 
personal wealth, but also in terms of the artists’ 
reputation and in the context of the constant 
struggle between the realities of commerce 
and artistic glory. A more concrete picture 
emerges of the friendships and rivalries between 
painters, including between expatriate fellow 
countrymen, who might at first find themselves 
sharing but subsequently having to compete 
for the favourable opinions of collectors and 
scholars. As Elizabeth Cropper notes in her 
brilliant introductory essay, Malvasia’s Life 
of Domenichino perfectly demonstrates 
the author’s approach: the famous case of 
Domenichino and Reni, both painting frescos 
of St Andrew in the oratory of that name in S. 
Gregorio al Celio, Rome (Fig.4), is the starting 
point for a comparative discussion of the two 
artists; moreover, the question of the similarities 
between Domenichino’s Last Communion of St 
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