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Doctoral Thesis Abstract

The dissertation deals with the emergence of images-within-images in Italian painting around the end of the thirteenth century. This period marked a new beginning in the history of visual representation in Western art: the picture was no longer conceived of as a two-dimensional surface, but as a three-dimensional pictorial space depicting a world parallel to our own. This shift led to a “realistic” turn of the picture itself. One concomitant of this development was that images-within-images appeared in large number, usually as part of a building situated in the background or an object belonging to the setting. The term images-within-images refers to the phenomenon of presenting one figurative work within another (for instance, a fresco within a fresco, but hybrid combinations such as sculpture represented in painting are also included). A widely known and emblematic form of this is picture-within-picture, where paintings are depicted in paintings. The universal importance of the phenomenon is that it indicates a reflexive step, when the unilateral process of “an image representing something” is broken and gives place to “an image representing an image.” My main question is how these embedded images contributed to the reality-effect of the pictures (by showing them more life-like and detailed). I also investigate how these embedded images facilitated a pictorial reflection on the visual organization of the picture itself, at the same time creating meaning-related associations within the works and thus contributing to their message. Furthermore, by investigating the aspirations of the patrons and pictorial developments in the artists’ workshops the results are situate in their broader historical context.
Chapter 1 sets up in detail the theoretical framework of the dissertation. By analyzing the research history of pictures-within-pictures I show how the dominance of the modern concept of art prevented the full appreciation of the problem of images-within-images before the Renaissance. This discussion is combined with analysis of the Allegory of Obedience from the Lower Church in Assisi, which is one of the most complex examples from the period. In this case it may be possible to show in detail how pictorial and iconographic consideration can apparently come together. Building on the results of this case study I further evaluate the relevance of the concept of disguised symbolism in this period. (Thus acknowledging my indebtedness towards the legacy of Erwin Panofsky.) Having asserted the possible interdependence of painters and their patrons, this chapter concludes with a short discussion of the “Franciscan question” of art history.
Chapter 2 deals with the complex question of how images were perceived and used in the Middle Ages prior to the Trecento. The aim is to create a historical framework in which the arrival of the realistic turn around the 13th century and the emergence of images-within-images can be interpreted. This reconstruction situates the realistic turn at the border of “medieval” and “modern” perception of the image in terms of the role of the aesthetic features of the works and the cultic and theological contexts.
Chapter 3 addresses the beginnings of images-within-images in the Trecento. These beginnings will be treated under the name of Giotto of Bondone, even if I leave open the question of whether he was responsible or not for the Legend of St. Francis in the Upper Church at Assisi. I argue throughout this chapter that the phenomenon of images-within-images appears first on those works, which have been connected to Giotto for a number of reasons. Despite the insecurities of certain attributions, I believe that there are a sufficient number of examples showing that he was indeed interested in exploring both their pictorial and iconographic implications. The discussion of his work in this chapter is limited to his activity up to the time he finished the Allegory of Obedience in the Lower Church in Assisi. The works in the focus of this chapter are the fresco decorations of the Upper and Lower Church in Assisi together with the Arena chapel in Padua and the Stefaneschi altarpiece.
Chapter 4 follows from chapter three since Giotto’s work for the Franciscans of the Santa Croce in Florence is dealt with here although from a different angle. In this chapter I concentrate on the emblematic motif of the depicted statuette. This motif epitomizes many questions within the dissertation. It simultaneously encorporates the influences of contemporary architecture and Classical wall painting. I highlight that this Classical motif had already been adopted for Christian purposes in Late Antiquity as the PALATIUM mosaic of the San Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna indicates. Reconsidering theories proposed by Erwin Panofsky, Janetta Rebold Benton and Michael Camille, I attempt to show that the use of the statuette also transcended a mere expression of idolatry. It was exploited to express typological connections (in case of the Temple) and permitted development of secular power-representation (in case of the Palace) within a picture. In the context of the statuette I discuss how Bernardo Daddi and Taddeo Gaddi absorbed Giotto’s impact in the Santa Croce in Florence. Beside these two main followers of Giotto, the statuette influenced the works of Palmerino of Guido at the Santa Chiara in Assisi and of the Rimini brothers for the Augustinian convents of Tolentino and Rimini, and appears in the oeuvre of Duccio of Buoninsegna as well.
In addition to the cross-section provided by the discussion of statuette imagery in Chapter 5 I discuss another motif: the pseudo-sculptural decoration of the throne of the Virgin. The throne of the Virgin Mary is crucial to the entire dissertation. Most of the images-within-images in the period appear on narrative paintings which might give the distorted impression that the phenomenon was limited to the historia. This chapter demonstrates how images-within-images found their way to the imago as well and became integrated elements within the traditional iconography of the Virgin and the Child. The analysis of various works from Rieti, Spoleto, Assisi, Florence, Figline and Lodi reveals the role of images-within-images in integrating liturgical, typological, theological and even biographic references into the representation of the Mother of God. Complementing the argument on the statuette, I discuss how Bernardo Daddi and Taddeo Gaddi for some of their major Madonna commissions in Florence managed to merge the pictorial and iconographic implications of images-within-images.
Following these two comprehensive chapters on the statuette and the throne of the Virgin in Chapter 6 I return to the more monographic treatment of the subject and analyze the relationship of the Lorenzetti brothers to the phenomenon. Pietro Lorenzetti, in the left arm of the transept of the Lower Church in Assisi, continued Giotto’s design and thus, came into first-hand contact with the images-within-images of his predecessor. I show how in the Passion cycle Pietro absorbed and developed Giotto’s solutions further. I evaluate whether these details can be understood as a pictorial exegesis on the passion of Christ. The other two subchapters are dedicated to two major works of his brother Ambrogio: the Martyrdom of the Franciscans in the Church San Francesco and the Presentation to the Temple for the Cathedral, both in Siena. With the pseudo-sculptural decoration on the palace of the sultan in the Martyrdom Ambrogio intended to create a complex reference to Classical gods. In the Presentation he blended together an allusion to the contemporary building of the Cathedral of Siena, the origins of Circumcision in the Old Testament, and perhaps the actual liturgy to be performed before the painting. In this way he managed to harmonize topographical, typological and liturgical codes.
In Chapter 7 I briefly touch upon the question of the diffusion and afterlife of the phenomenon. The images-within-images reflecting on the visual and iconographic organization of the picture apparently first showed up outside Italy around 1330 in the Augustinian abbey of Klosterneuburg. The Morning of the Resurrection panel of the altarpiece contains a typological reference to the Prophet Daniel displayed as part of the sarcophagus. This case study should reveal how images-within-images were tailored to fit within a different context outside Italy.

Either the pictorial or the iconographic aspect alone would already make the problem of images-within-images in the Trecento interesting. Yet, what makes it particularly intriguing in the period is that the visual and semantic tendencies appear tied to the same phenomenon. In certain cases the same image-within-image indicates simultaneous engagement both with the pictorial and the iconographic aspects. The combination of the two testifies to the relevance of the phenomenon in the investigation of representational reflexivity and helps bridge the gap between the broadly understood discipline of visual studies and traditional iconography. The theoretical model worked out in the dissertation for understanding pre-modern Western developments can perhaps be applied to the analyses of other non-Western visual systems and, ultimately, contribute to a cross-cultural understanding of pre-modern reflexive imageries.
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