A Knight in Shining Armour, A Virgin: Uccello’s Saint George and the Dragon in the
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, and Annunciation in the Ashmolean Museum,

Oxford

Paintings by famous early Renaissance artists are rare in Australian collections, so the
realisation that the Saint George and the Dragon' in the National Gallery of Victoria is by
Paolo Uccello, one of the legendary artists of the Italian Renaissance, is a notable
development in the study of European paintings in this country. Having belonged to a number
of discerning British collectors in the nineteenth century under various attributions, the
work’s true authorship was recognised in 1968 by the eminent Italian art historian and
connoisseur Roberto Longhi. Since Carlo Volpe’s persuasive endorsement of 1980, the
majority of authors have accepted the attribution. A close look at Uccello’s career helps to
locate the work in his artistic development with some precision. The recent technical
examination of the work and the Annunciation in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, with
which it has long been associated in the literature, and a comparison of these with Uccello’s
better known works provides further evidence for their attribution to him and reveals the
sophistication of Uccello’s technique, even when working on a small scale.

The provenances of the Saint George and the Annunciation are indicative of the
growing taste for Italian early Renaissance paintings in Britain in the first half of the
nineteenth century. The Saint George was most probably among the more than seventy
paintings offered for sale by the London art dealer Samuel Woodburn (1786-1853) to the
National Gallery, London, in 1846, at a time when there had been calls for it to represent the
early Italian school in its collection. The Saint George appears in the undated List of
Woodburn’s Collection of Early Italian Pictures, housed in the Gallery’s archives, as item
number five, attributed to Andrea Orcagna.” Also among the works offered was the
magnificent central panel of the Virgin and Child with Angels from Masaccio’s Pisa
altarpiece, then thought to be by Gentile da Fabriano. The Gallery rejected the offer on
Woodburn’s terms,’ however, the Masaccio was eventually acquired by the Gallery in 1916,
and it purchased the now celebrated Saint George and the Dragon by Uccello from the
Lanckoronski Collection in 1959.* Following Woodburn’s death, his Saint George was sold
from his estate in 1860 to a buyer simply recorded as ‘Campanari’. This may well have been
the Italian Marquis Domenico Campanari, a client of Christie’s in the mid-nineteenth
century.” The painting was lot 59, still attributed to Orcagna, described as ‘an exquisite work
of the highest rarity and interest’.’

The painting appeared shortly thereafter as lot 135 in the 1863 sale of the Reverend
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significant collectors of Italian early Renaissance paintings in Britain; he owned such
important works as Giovanni Bellini’s Agony in the Garden, now in the National Gallery,
London, and Giotto’s Dormition of the Virgin, now in the Stédatliche Geméilde Sammlung,
Berlin.” The Saint George was bought by ‘Burton’,® possibly the Mrs F.W. Burton who sold it
in 1867 to James Carnegie, the ninth Earl of Southesk (1827-1905), according to an inventory
of 1904 from Kinnaird Castle.” From 1922 the painting was loaned to the National Gallery of
Scotland, following a fire at the Castle."” It was then sold, presumably by Sir Charles
Alexander Carnegie (1893-1992), the eleventh Earl of Southesk, to the London dealers Ellis
and Smith, who in turn sold it to Agnew’s on the 9th of February 1949."" On the 11th of July
it was acquired by the Felton Bequest as a work of Domenico di Bartolo, on the enthusiastic
recommendation of the Felton Bequest Advisors A.J.L. McDonnell and Kenneth Clark, who
felt it would be ‘an ornament to the Gallery and a constant source of delight to its visitors.”"*
It was accessioned in the same year by the National Gallery of Victoria. The Annunciation"
was donated to the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, in 1850, together with Uccello’s Hunt in a
Forest and a substantial number of Italian early Renaissance paintings by the Honourable
W.T.H. Fox-Strangways (1795-1865), the fourth Earl of Ilchester, another pioneering British
collector of these works."*

The Saint George was published in 1927 in volume nine of Raimond van Marle’s
monumental survey The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting, where it appeared
with an attribution to the Sienese artist Domenico di Bartolo."> The following year Roberto
Longhi re-attributed it to an anonymous direct follower of Uccello in an article on the artist’s
late-gothic followers, principally Giovanni di Francesco.'® Subsequently, the work’s
attribution continued to oscillate between minor or anonymous Sienese or Florentine artists.
In his 1935 discussion of Uccello’s collaborators and followers who worked on the mural
paintings in the Chiostro Verde of Santa Maria Novella, Georg Pudelko observed that the
Saint George is by the same hand as the Annunciation in the Ashmolean Museum, showing
influences of Fra Angelico and Uccello.'” In 1939 John Pope-Hennessy described the artist as
a Florentine student of Uccello in a footnote to his discussion of the Sienese artist Sassetta,'®
and no author has since doubted that the two paintings are by the same hand. In the 1968 re-
publication of his above-mentioned article, Longhi revised his attribution of the Saint George
without explanation, giving it to Uccello himself."

Carlo Volpe initiated an important development for the critical reception of the Saint
George and the Annunciation, and for the understanding of Uccello’s early career, in his 1980
article in the Italian journal Paragone. He wrote it following the discovery in the church of
San Martino Maggiore in Bologna of Uccello’s beautiful, though sadly damaged, Adoration
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expansive re-assessment of Uccello’s oeuvre, which included a number of works whose
attributions to Uccello had been disputed, but not Longhi’s argument that Uccello reached his
artistic maturity late in life. Uccello incised the date of the Adoration into an area of drapery
in the foreground of the work. The first three digits clearly read 143, the last, however, can be
read variously as 1, 2, or 7.% In any case, with a date in the 1430s, the discovery of the
charming, nocturnal scene of the Adoration re-affirmed Uccello’s masterful synthesis of
perspective and the sculptural modelling of forms early in the Renaissance, still evident
despite the disturbing losses the painting has suffered. Volpe attributed the Adoration to
Uccello and dated it to a relatively early part of his career as well as the Virgin and Child
detached mural painting (Museo di San Marco, Florence), the Quarate predella (Museo
Diocesano, Florence), the Stories of the Virgin and Saint Stephen mural paintings in the
Assunta Chapel of Prato Cathedral, the Oxford Annunciation and the Melbourne Saint
George.” Since 1980 Uccello’s authorship of the Saint George and the Annunciation has been
widely accepted.”

There is ample stylistic evidence for the attribution of the two works to Uccello. Like
the Karlsruhe Adoration™ (Staatliche Kunsthalle, Karlsruhe) the landscape of the Saint
George is divided into distinct horizontal bands. Like the Crucifixion with the Virgin and
Saints (Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid) a kind of aerial perspective is created in the
Saint George and the Annunciation through the use of contrasting bands of colour in the
landscapes as they recede to the horizon. Volpe noted the similarity of the horse in the Saint
George to the one in the Quarate predella® and the dragon’s wings in the Saint George bear
the same dark circles between their webbing as the crest of the knight just behind Tolentino in
the Battle of San Romano (National Gallery, London) as well as the dragon’s wings in the
Saint George and the Dragon in the Musée Jacquemart André in Paris. The dark circles on
the wings of the Paris dragon have honey coloured crescents inside them, comparable to the
gold crescents on the wings of the Melbourne dragon.”” Dragons do not often have horns,
however, the Melbourne dragon has one painted with a scalloped base as though constructed
like a piece of metalwork, as is the unicorn’s horn on the standard of the Battle painting in the
Louvre. The decorative punte di diamante (pyramid-shaped points) on the ceiling of the
portico in the Annunciation are comparable to those on the underside of the sarcophagus of
the Equestrian Monument for Sir John Hawkwood in Florence Cathedral, and the arabesques
of Gabriel’s windswept drapery are similar to those of the embodiment of Faith on the ceiling
of the Assunta Chapel in Prato.

Documents record payments made to Uccello for his work as a young assistant in
Lorenzo Ghiberti’s workshop,”” and Ghiberti’s influence, especially of his most famous work,
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Uccello’s works. The Saint George seems to rely on compositional formulae from the David
and Goliath panel of the Doors of Paradise. In both compositions fighting takes place in the
foreground, with a rocky outcrop forming a backdrop and a walled city filling almost the
entire width of the background. Similarly, the Annunciation seems to rely on compositional
formulae from the Essau and Jacob panel of the Doors of Paradise. In each, the portico
dominates the scene around which the narrative unfolds, with God the Father in an upper
corner. Uccello, like Ghiberti, included a curtain draped over a beam, to soften the hard lines
of the architecture. Technical examination of the Annunciation discussed below shows that
the opening of the portico facing the viewer was first drawn and incised as a round arch and
the doorway leading inside was drawn and incised as an arch. The arch closest to the viewer
was ultimately painted with a pointed top and the doorway was made rectangular. Thus, the
initial design of the portico was initially closer to the design of Ghiberti’s portico in the Essau
and Jacob panel of the Doors of Paradise, with its round arches. The exact dates of
production for the panels of the Doors of Paradise are unknown but must fall between 1425,
when Ghiberti received the commission, and April 1437, when all the panels were cast.”®
Since Uccello was in Venice from some time after the 5th of August 1425 to at least the 12th
of July 1427,” his knowledge of Ghiberti’s designs for the Doors of Paradise most likely
dates from after his return to Florence. Most recent authors have dated the Saint George to the
early 1430s, although Volpe and others have dated the Annunciation to about 1420.%

Further indirect evidence that the works date from the early 1430s is provided by
Uccello’s stylistically similar Virgin and Child detached mural painting, formerly in a house
of the del Beccuto family in Florence and now in the Museo di San Marco in the same city.
Anna Padoa Rizzo has plausibly associated the work with debts owed to Uccello by Deo di
Deo del Beccuto, a wealthy and powerful relative from his mother’s family, recorded in
Uccello’s tax statements of 1431 and 1433. Although the cause for the debts is not specified,
none was declared in Uccello’s 1427 tax statement, and so the debts may relate to work done
by Uccello for Deo Beccuti following his return to Florence.”' Despite the differences in
media, all three works feature gold grounds, large amounts of blue (identified in the Oxford
and Florence paintings as the expensive pigment lapis lazuli,”* and it may be in the Melbourne
painting as well) and a reliance on Ghibertian compositional formulae. The Virgin and Child
is similar in form and colouring to the Virgin and Child polychrome stucco sculpture in the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, attributed to Ghiberti’s workshop. The precious
materials and small scale of the Saint George and the Annunciation suggest they were
commissioned by a wealthy patron or patrons for domestic display, as appears to have been
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Technical investigations of the Saint George and the Annunciation using scientific
analyses were undertaken for the first time between 2002 and 2004.” For each work the
support is a single piece of wood of vertical grain, with no trace of original frames, nor
substantial remains of barbes around the outside of the paint surfaces, which have been
damaged and restored in places in both works. However, there is no reason to think that the
painted surfaces have been reduced significantly. The round top of the Saint George is
probably the original shape of the paint surface,™ as is the case with the Karlsruhe Adoration
where traces of the original arch-shaped frame remain. The sunburst behind God the Father in
the Saint George harmonises perfectly with the round arch format. Given its smaller
dimensions and different shape, the Saint George was probably not originally part of an
integral ensemble with the Annunciation, as has been intimated by some authors.” The Saint
George may have been set within a tabernacle-style frame to hang on a wall or to stand alone
on a piece of furniture, possibly with wings. Two small areas of restoration on the vertical
edges of the painting at the springing of the arch suggest that the original frame had pilasters
whose capitals impinged slightly onto the surface of the painting. The condition of the works’
paint surfaces is quite good overall despite the panels’ old worm infestations, visible in the X-
radiography of the Annunciation and in the exposed sides of the Saint George. The
photograph of the latter, published by Van Marle, shows losses to the dragon’s wings that
have since been restored, possibly when the work was with Agnew’s, since the restorer
Horace Buttery was paid £18 in relation to the work at this time, although no explanation for
the payment was recorded.™

Close inspection of the X-radiography of the Annunciation also reveals the presence
of a single piece of fine-weave cloth that extends to, or close to, the four edges of the panel.
Cloth is also visible in places at the edges of the Saint George and its X-radiography shows
that a single piece of fine-weave cloth covers the panel up to a point just below the top of God
the Father’s papal tiara. Cloth interlayers were commonly used by Italian Renaissance artists
to provide a smooth surface for the application of the ground and subsequent paint layers on a
panel, however, there were variations in the quality of cloth employed and the extent of its
use. Uccello applied cloth strips to cover knots and joins between panels of the Hunt in a
Forest and covered almost the entire panel of the Battle in the Musée du Louvre with pieces
of cloth.”” In the Karlsruhe Adoration, however, he applied roughly torn patches of coarse-
weave cloth.® The extensive use of fine-weave cloth in the Saint George and the
Annunciation is indicative of their technical similarity and their high value.

By comparing the quality of the lines that appear in Infrared Reflectography (IRR),
the X-radiography and on the paint surface it is possible to distinguish underdrawing from
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The underdrawing is most easily identified when lines in the IRR do not correspond to
incisions or painted lines on the surface, such as the Holy Spirit that was drawn next to the top
right of the capital of the free-standing pillar, but was painted a fraction lower.”® The lowest
depiction of Gabriel was drawn with his left hand holding a lily stem, appearing from behind
his right sleeve, but this detail was not incised or painted. An S shaped curve for a contour of
the drapery of the Virgin’s robe that appears in the IRR a little way below the book was
neither incised nor painted. The medium of the underdrawing is difficult to determine, but
may be a combination of drawing with the point of a brush and metalpoint for the straight
lines.

The IRR shows ruled lines for the architecture and freehand lines for the figures and
contours of drapery, with little or no hatching for shadows and no obvious monochrome wash
drawing. It seems that Uccello first drew the outlines of the portico as a box-like, wire frame
structure with a ruler and then drew the Virgin and the lowest Gabriel within the architectural
space. The principal lines of construction for the portico pass through the Virgin. Similarly,
the vertical edges of the far pillar extend through the lowest Gabriel’s sleeve and an incision
passes through his halo. There are other ruled lines in the area occupied by the Virgin’s body,
whose significance is unclear, but which appear to be improvised construction lines. The IRR
shows numerous adjustments to the drawing for the architecture, suggesting that there was not
a detailed, auxiliary preparatory drawing for the portico, with the details being largely worked
out on the panel. Neither does the construction appear to have been measured. For example,
the decorative frieze along the top of the building facing the viewer was divided into
approximately, not exactly, equal sized rectangles in the underdrawing as a guide for the
repeated arabesque motif.

Varying amounts of underdrawing and incisions are present in all the figures and the
landscape in the Annunciation. The incisions in the drapery follow the underdrawing
somewhat loosely. The freely executed arabesques in the incisions for the drapery and figures
in both works, such as the corkscrew curls of God the Father’s hair in the Saint George, show
an artist completely at ease with his technique. Where geometric precision was required tools
were used; compasses were used to draw the haloes for the cherubim in the Annunciation, as
indicated by the points visible in the centres of the unpainted ones.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the design stage in the Annunciation is the
geometric construction of perspective in the architecture, an aspect of painting with which
Uccello is synonymous. It seems that he drew an approximate foreshortened square in
perspective for the ceiling of the portico, drew diagonals between the corners of the ceiling to
find the middle of the square, and then, after many attempts, divided the square into a grid to
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eight rows, while only those visible through the pointed arch were actually drawn and incised.
In the underdrawing for the cornice around the freestanding pillar, separated from the capital
by a block, the artist first determined the position of the four corners of the pillar, including
the corner which is not visible (approximately), he then drew two diagonals between these
corners to establish the correct angle for the corners of the cornice as they extend beyond the
pillar. Having worked out the final version of the cornice he then extended the principal lines
to the left so that the cornice of the far pillar would be correctly aligned. He also extended
construction lines to align their capitals. Of this fairly extensively underdrawn perspective
construction, many lines do not appear in the X-radiography or as incisions on the paint
surface. Thus, the artist generally incised, or incised more strongly, those lines that he
intended to be visible in the final composition.

A similar geometric approach to the planning of perspective is visible in the
Adoration in San Martino Maggiore. The lines of construction incised into the arriccio
(preparatory layer) for a punta on the inside edge of the right side of the architectonic frame
show that Uccello drew two diagonals between the corners of a foreshortened square to find
its centre, as he did in the Annunciation, but then extended a perpendicular line from this
point to arrive at the correct position for the top of the punta in relation to the base. Piero
della Francesca later followed a similar procedure when he constructed the pyramid-shaped
roof of a house in perspective in his treatise On Painted Perspective (De Prospectiva
Pingendi, Book 2, Proposition 9, fol. 25v., c. 1470-1480, Biblioteca Palatina, Parma).

In contrast, the perspective construction of the city in the background of the Saint
George is minimal, showing that Uccello’s approach to perspective was not dogmatic. The
infrared image reveals a little freehand underdrawing in the battlements and buildings, a
number of buildings were incised freehand and there is a long, ruled incision as a guide for
the battlements along the front of the city wall. The infrared image and X-radiography show
that numerous changes were made to the design of the city during its execution. The
representation of architecture in the Saint George serves as a background to the narrative,
rather than a mise en scéne as it does in the Annunciation, explaining why Uccello gave less
attention to this aspect of the work.

Striking features of the IRR of the Annunciation are the very dark areas that are light-
to-mid-grey in the painting, such as the fur lining of God the Father’s robes, His hair and
beard, the fur lining of the Virgin’s robes and the ground in front of the portico. This is not
the result of a dark preparatory layer under the surface as is sometimes the case with
Uccello’s areas of green paint,*” but the effect of black pigment in the grey paint. A
microsample taken by the Scientific Department of the National Gallery, London, from the
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composed of lead white and a relatively coarse black pigment, identified as probably a carbon
black, possibly a mineral black such as graphite.*' A comparable phenomenon occurs in the
Hunt in a Forest, where the fur cuffs and collar of a hunter’s costume, which are a mid-brown
colour on the paint surface, appear black in the IRR, probably because of an admixture of
black pigment.*

An aspect of the technique of the Saint George visible to the naked eye is the use of
coloured glazes over gold and silver leaf. A similar technique is recorded since at least the
12th century,” was used across Burope, and was particularly popular in Florence in the first
half of the fifteenth century. In the Saint George a large part of the dragon’s wings and body
are painted with semi-transparent green glazes over gold leaf, reinforced with black hatching
in the shadows. The same technique of using green glazes over gold leaf was used by Uccello
in the surcoat of Tolentino’s page in the London Battle. The adjacent brocade is executed
with red glazes over gold leaf and the sallet in his hand is executed with red glazes over silver
leaf. Like Saint George’s armour, the page’s armour is executed with opaque blackish glazes
over silver leaf.* The gold bands of God the Father’s papal tiara in the Annunciation, and the
corresponding feature in the Saint George, as well as the princess’ gold girdle show traces of
red glazing. The media for the two works would seems to be basically tempera with some oil
or resin glazing. These works would have made a sumptuous impression when first painted,
with large areas of exposed silver and gold leaf as well as areas covered in jewel-like
coloured glazes.

The gold ground around the splendid figure of God the Father in the Saint George is
incised with ruled, radiating lines, and ‘hexa-prong’ punchwork is used to create the
alternating areas of stippled texture. Uccello used a similar, perhaps identical, punch in the
pomegranate designs on Tolentino’s headdress in the London Battle.* In the Annunciation
similar punchwork appears in the cherubim, although not with sufficient clarity to determine
the type of punch used. Round punches were used to embellish the musical Angels’ haloes,
while the Virgin’s and the lowest Gabriel’s haloes were incised by hand with meandering
motifs, in a manner distinct from the Saint George.

There are other minor differences between the works. In the Annunciation the facial
features are predominantly modelled softly, in red-brown tones, while in the Saint George
graphic strokes of black define the upper eyelashes, the irises and pupils of the eyes and the
lines between the lips, closer to Fra Angelico’s style in such works as the Fiesole predella in
the National Gallery, London. Conversely, the pastel colours of some of the Angels’ robes in
the Annunciation are close to Fra Angelico’s delicate palette, while the strongly contrasting
colours of the Saint George are characteristic of Uccello’s sometimes wonderfully

unorthodox palette.



An intriguing aspect of the Saint George is the presence of fingerprints in the blue
paint of the walled city’s tower and the horse’s saddle. Like Van Eyck and Leonardo, Uccello
used his fingers to manipulate the glazes of his paintings while they were still fresh. In the
London Battle he used his thumb and fingers to modulate the blackish glazes over a layer of
silver leaf.* The fingerprints in the Saint George do not appear in areas with glazing,
however, this does not exclude the possibility that the artist worked the paint intentionally.
The Karlsruhe Adoration also shows extensive use of the artist’s fingertips to work blackish
glazes over gold leaf in the drapery, particularly in the Angels’ robes. However, the
fingerprints in the Saint George are too smudged and partial to provide a match with those in
the Battle or the Adoration.

The Melbourne Saint George and the Oxford Annunciation exhibit the valuable
materials, sophisticated and refined technique, and strong Ghibertian influence of Uccello’s
works from the early 1430s. They date from a critical point in his career, following his return
to Florence from Venice, in which he affirmed his position as one of the leading mural and
panel painters of the early Renaissance. Not long after, he would paint such masterpieces as
the Equestrian Monument for Sir John Hawkwood in Florence Cathedral and the three Battle
paintings now in the National Gallery, London, the Musée du Louvre, Paris and the Galleria
degli Uffizi, Florence. In the sixteenth century Giorgio Vasari named Uccello, with
Brunelleschi, Donatello, Ghiberti and Masaccio, as one of the remarkable generation that
renewed the art of Florence in the Renaissance.”’” Following the Saint George’s and the
Annunciation’s peregrinations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the reasons for his

fame can now be appreciated as far afield as Melbourne and Oxford.
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This article is a development of the author’s paper ‘The materials and technique of two panel paintings
attributed to Paolo Uccello: The Oxford Annunciation and the Melbourne Saint George’, in H.
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Copies, Répliques, Pastiches, Colloque XV, Leuven, Paris, Dudley MA, forthcoming in 2006, including
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This research was undertaken for a Ph.D. at The University of Melbourne, Paolo Uccello: The Life and
Work of an Italian Renaissance Artist, completed in February 2006.
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* The precise dates of Uccello’s departure from and subsequent return to Florence are unknown.
Uccello’s will (cited in G. Gaye, Carteggio Inedito d'Artisti dei Secoli XIV.XV. XVI., Florence, 1839,
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Billinge, Rausing Research Associate in the Conservation Department of the National Gallery, London.
Infrared reflectography was carried out using a Hamamatsu C2400 camera with an N2606 series
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