MARCO MASSETI

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF ARTISTIC
REPRESENTATIONS AND LITERARY
DESCRIPTIONS OF ANIMALS

«When the desire to reproduce the animal has produced representations of naturalistic quality, the
figure effectively becomes, for the zooarchaeologist, an efficacious palaeofaunistic datum»

(Francesco Fedele 1985)

1. INTRODUCTION

The artistic representation is a form of language which gives us information about the
appearance and the external morphology of the object portrayed. Often in this kind
of production we come across two types of different representation, the zoomorphic
illustration and the zoological one. The former focusses on the artistic evocation of
beings that do not necessarily describe real animals but look like them. They may
also be hybrids, creatures composed by the assembly of diverse parts of different
living beings, destined to arouse fear and dismay in the observer. We can bring as
examples of this kind of artistic depictions the Etruscan chimera from Arezzo of the
5% century BC (Florence, Museo Archeologico), or the Islamic bronze griffin from
11" century Egypt (Pisa, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo) (cf. pl. 1).
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Another fantastic image is the manticore as depicted in Rochester Bestiary (c.1230-
1240) in the British Library (Royal MS 12 F. xiii), London. This legendary animal has
been represented with the head of a human, body of a lion and a tail of venomous
spines similar to porcupine quills, while other depictions have it with the tail of a
scorpion.' A lethal predator, the manticore eats its victims whole, using its triple rows
of teeth, and leaves no bones behind.? It was not possible to find it in the ancient
oecumene because it inhabited only the eschatiai tés oikoumenés, ‘the extreme ends of
the ancient world, which up to the Middle Ages, and even beyond, had been confined
to the geography of Ethiopia (indicating sub-Saharan, “Black Africa” in its entirety)
and India.’ To give a further example, the list of these inventions also includes the
Oriental sea fish and other monstrous and, who knows, aberrant marine creatures
depicted by the Florentine painter Agnolo Gaddi, in the wall paintings above the arch
of the nave of the Cappella della Cintola in the cathedral of Prato, between 1392 and
1395.* All these artistic and/or literary representations have no correspondence in
reality, and not even a scientific significance since they do not represent real beings
but creatures that exist only in the imagination of man.

Often these monsters have been treated as if they really existed. To make this
possible they have been involved in some human activities and set in scenic contexts
inferred from reality. It is the case of the mythical creature protagonist of the South
Netherlandish “Unicorn Tapestries” (1495-1505) in the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(New York). Here, the scenes of the unicorn hunt are strikingly set against natural
backgrounds that favour the realistic description of plants and animals common
in contemporary Europe. In a detail of The Unicorn defends itself it is possible,
for example, to observe how scientifically the Renaissance artist has sketched the
depiction of one male mallard, Anas platyrhynchos L., 1758, or a bittern, Botaurus
stellaris (L., 1758) (cf. pl. 2).

2. THE ZOOLOGICAL REPRESENTATION

In other cases, the artistic reproduction of naturalistic elements has proved so
efficacious as to enable the unequivocal recognition of the species portrayed. In the
art of ancient Egypt, for example, naturalistic subjects played a predominant role.
The pictorial rendering of many of the zoological species proves to be inspired by
life observation from the Early Dynastic Age (3™ millennium BC) onwards. Among
the most famous examples of this ancient iconographic tradition are the mural
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paintings of the grave of Khnumhotep III in Beni Hasan (c. 1900 BC), or of the
Theban tomb of Nebamun (c. 1450 BC), now in the British Museum in London.
The latter is decorated with a crowded and vibrant scene showing the dead tomb
owner hunting birds in the marshes.” Nebamun turns its main hunting attention to
numerous species of duck, using some little egrets, (L., 1766) as a decoy. In between
the scene, an African wildcat, Felis silvestris lybica Forster (1780) seems to be taking
advantage of the havoc caused in the swamp by the passing of the hunter’s boat. These
representations feature a precision in the reproduction of the naturalistic elements
comparable to that of modern treatises and scientific textbooks.

There are even cases in which the artistic representation goes into still greater
detail, to the point of providing indications of even the subspecies portrayed, as in
the case of the gazelles evoked in the bas-relief hunting scenes of the Assyrian king
Ashurbanipal, in the palace of Niniveh, dated to about 645 BC (London, British
Museum) (cf. pl. 3).°

The precision of the artistic evocation enables these to be unequivocally identified
as Persian goitered gazelles, Gazella subgutturosa subguttrosa (cf. pl. 4).”

Effectively, this is the only subspecies of Near-Eastern gazelle in which the females
are without horns, as amply illustrated in the sculptures conserved in the British
Museum.

Although a careful and coherent description of naturalistic subjects was already so
accurate in such ancient times, we have however to wait until the Age of Enlightenment
(17" - 19" century) to witness a more complete attempt at a scientific description
of nature. This will be done by the Swedish botanist, zoologist, and physician Carl
von Linné (23 May 1707 - 10 January 1778) who, in the thirteen editions (1735 -
1770) of his Systema naturae, organised the natural world according to the taxonomic
criteria that follows the theoretical ideation of the concepts of “genus” and “species”.
As concisely clarified by Van Den Brink, the latter is one of the most complex issues
encountered in the study of zoology.* In fact, it must be assumed that the concepts of
genus and species are purely artificial and almost impossible to define in reality but
that they are both used for convenience.

3. ON THE CORRECT TAXONOMIC ATTRIBUTION OF THE ARTISTIC
REPRESENTATION OF ZOOLOGICAL SPECIES

The attribution of the correct taxonomic position to a zoological species depicted in
a painting, a miniature or any other artistic representation is strictly dependent on
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the degree of greater or lesser adherence to reality of the artist’s skills. The closer the
representation is to reality, the easier it is for the specialist to recognise the species it
belongs to. In the Western World, this perception of nature seems to be taking hold
since the second half of the 14™ century, when artists began to depict recognisable
plant species.” Even the zoological universe, often artistically reproduced by
observation of living elements, is described with increasing scientific rigorousness
starting from the same chronologies. This is, for example, attested by the images
of the Taccuino dei Disegni (Cassaf. 1.21. Biblioteca Civica “Angelo Mai”, Bergamo)
or the Ofiziolo Visconti or Libro dore (1395 - 1402) of Gian Galeazzo Visconti by
Giovannino de’Grassi (Milan, c. 1350 - 1398). Before that it was the already mentioned
Agnolo Gaddi who evoked, with absolute scientific fidelity in the Prato’s cathedral
frescoes, some of the animals that frequented the Tuscan woods and countryside
in the late Middle Ages. Among these we can remember the European hedgehog,
Erinaceus europaeus L., 1758, the brown bear, Ursus arctos L. (1758), the red deer,
Cervus elaphus L., 1758, and some migratory and sedentary birds.'” On the contrary,
a few years earlier the genius of Giotto had not yet shown any particular interest in
a more careful zoological rendering of the famous Sermon to the Birds, of which we
know at least two versions, housed respectively in the frescoes (1295-1299) of the
Upper Basilica of Assisi, in Umbria, and in a detail of the predella of the painting San
Francesco receiving the stigmata (circa 1295-1300) (Paris, Musée du Louvre).

After the year 1492, and about a couple of centuries before the Linnaean revolution,
the discovery of America brought the Europeans far beyond the previously supposed
ends of the previously known world, revealing the existence of new countries formerly
impossible to even imagine. In full Renaissance, this fact coincides with an even more
disenchanted attitude than that previously held by artists in their treatment of the
natural element, which finds a new strength in the description of animals and plants
that come from the newly discovered worlds. The fresco Tribute to Caesar (1519-
1521) by the Florentine painter Andrea del Sarto decors the great central hall, also
called Sala di Leone X (‘Leo X hall’), of the Villa Medici at Poggio a Caiano, in the
surroundings of Florence (cfr. pl. 5).

Among other things. the importance of this fresco also lies in the fact that it is one
of the first European artistic productions in which several Neotropical zoological
species are described. The decoration of the central hall of the villa was executed
about twenty years after the discovery of Brazil, begun on 22 April 1500, under the
sponsorship of the Kingdom of Portugal."" Consequently, for these animals, this was
the first artistic and even scientific representation known in Europe. Earlier artistic

9  Moggi 1987; Signorini 2000.
10 Masseti 2009a.
11  McAlister 1984.



Marco Masseti

evocation of Nearctic and Neotropical species is indeed almost unknown, apart
from a few - still contested - details of the decoration in the Vatican Loggia. Much of
the latter was executed by Giovanni da Udine (1487-1561), an artist working with
Raffaello Sanzio (1483-1520) who was commissioned to carry out the decoration of
several rooms in the papal palace.'

In del Sarto’s masterpiece, a Cuban red macaw, Ara tricolor Bechstein, 1811 (cf.
pl. 6), today extinct, and several South American parrots of the genus Aratinga Spix,
1824, a smaller relative of the macaws, are portrayed."

There is also the representation of a very peculiar Neotropical monkey, the
Marcgrave’s capuchin or blond capuchin, Sapajus flavius (Schreber, 1774) (cf. pl. 7).

Its presence here is quite astonishing: firstly because the depiction of this species,
endemic to the Brazilian Atlantic forest, reveals an awareness of the authentic
existence of Brazil on the part of the commissioner of the painting, only a few years
after its discovery; secondly because it represents the very first documented evidence
for this extremely rare primate.'* Over the years, the Marcgrave’s capuchin has been
the subject of extensive but inconclusive discussions among taxonomists as to its
origin and identity. Since no specimen of it was present in any scientific collections
up to very recent times, and in view of the seeming improbability of its bright yellow
coat colour, it was never identified as a true species. After being believed to be extinct
for at least three centuries, this primate was only recently rediscovered in Brazil.'®
It currently lives in narrow fragments of relic Atlantic Forest, exclusively limited to
the Brazilian states of Rio Grande do Norte, Paraiba, Pernambuco and Alagoas. The
distribution of this monkey was probably more extensive in the past, and at the time
of the European discovery of Brazil Marcgrave’s capuchins may well have inhabited
areas that were among the first to be explored by Europeans: areas whose natural
resources were soon to be intensively exploited. It was probably one of the first
species of Brazilian primates to be brought to Europe. Very likely, the rare monkey
painted by Andrea del Sarto figured among the animals sent as gifts to Pope Leo X
from Manuel I of Portugal, who was particularly eager to obtain papal concessions.'®
In essence, then, the pictorial description of Marcgrave’s capuchin by Andrea del
Sarto provides scientific verification of the taxonomic belonging of the primate to
the species S. flavius, at the same time proving to be the oldest scientific description
of the animal, available in Europe.
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4. LIMITATIONS OF THE ZOOLOGICAL ARTISTIC REPRESENTATION

Every artistic invention is the product of information derived from cultural tradition
and the personal experience of the author. A drawing, a painting, a sculpture should
therefore not be considered in the same way as a photograph. None of them can be
considered as an absolutely faithful representation of reality but must be seen as an
interpretation of the natural element that the artist is called to represent. In simple
terms, we are dealing with a subjective interpretation of reality. This fact may lead
to misunderstanding, if not even mystifying what the object portrayed should have
been. It is necessary, however, to distinguish when it comes to the precise desire of
the author to mystify reality or instead of his inability to produce a congruous and
coherent interpretation of the natural element. When, for example, Paolo Uccello
frescoed the Creazione degli animali (about 1420-1425) in the Chiostro Verde of the
Basilica of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, he had no intention of describing real
animals. He then draws on a repertoire of fantastic and aberrant creatures handed
down from the tradition of medieval bestiaries, as well as his most unrelenting
nightmares, which are also known in other artistic productions of the masters of the
Renaissance, including the works of Piero di Cosimo (see for example The forest fire,
circa 1490; Oxford, Ashmolean Museum).

On the other hand, there are cases in which the representation of the natural
element can’t provide any diagnostic element from a taxonomic point of view, even
despite the perfect artistic execution of the work. We can take as an example a
silver pendant in the shape of a horned ungulate (10.21 cm), referred to the Proto-
Elamite period (3.100-2.900 BC), originating from southwestern Iran (New York,
Metropolitan Museum of Art: Rogers Fund, 1947, 47.100.89) (cfr. pl. 8).

Generally described as representing an antelope, this precious metal figurine
poses serious doubts of taxonomic attribution in zoologists. It is in fact the depiction
of a representative of the Bovidae family that does not seem to have confirmation in
the biogeography of inner Asia. Its external morphology is too massive to be that of a
gazelle, and its horns are too long, even for a goitred gazelle. The general impression
would not rule out the possibility that it could be a chiru, Pantholops hodgsonii (Abel
1826), an antelope endemic of the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, in India and China, where it
inhabits the high-altitude plains and the montane valleys at elevations of 3,250-5,500
m.'” However, the current distribution of this Tibetan ungulate seems a little too far
from southwestern Persia and the ancient territory of diffusion of the Proto-Elamite
culture. It should not be underestimated that some of the ancient human cultures of
central-western Asia maintained for centuries a network of political and commercial
contacts that connected them to geographical and civil realities even very far away
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from them. This fact allowed goods, animals, plants and/or parts of them to reach the
ancient Near East from inland Asia. Artistic examples of this are provided to us by
the depiction of animals such as the bharal or blue sheep, Pseudois nayaur (Hodgson
1833), a caprine characteristic of the Himalayan mountains, depicted in a famous
Neo-Assyrian bas-relief of Ashurbanipal’s throne room at Nimrud (about 875-860
BC), in Iraq (London, The British Museum: WA 124561) (cfr. pl. 9).'®

Or the wild horses, Equus przewalkii Poliakov, 1881, originating from the central
Asian steppes, that have been artistically evoked in the Neo-Assyrian bas-relieves
of the Hunt of wild equids (645 BC) from Ashurbanipal’s palace at Niniveh, Iraq
(London, The British Museum) (cfr. pl. 10).

On the taxonomic affiliation of these equids, see the discussion in Masseti."” In
any case, the Proto-Elamite silver figurine of the MET shows proportions too massive
to suggest that it can be taxonomically referred to a chiru. Thus, we just have to try to
identify this depiction with the artistic representation of an ibex or another species of
wild goat (genus Capra L., 1758), that still inhabit the mountains of the oriental Near
East and Central Asia. The long horns of the silver artefact have, however, a lyre-
shaped development that hardly exists in the phenotypes expressed by the Holocene
representatives of the genus Capra. To be a real goat, it also lacks what is perhaps
the most diagnostic character used by ancient artists to indicate these ungulates: a
long and thick beard developing beneath adult male’s chin.?® In this respect it should
also be noted that the representations of wild goats that appear on Proto Elamites
cylinders, coeval to the MET pendant, show animals with very different horns,*
adult males being characterised by long and heavy cranial appendices, backwards
curved like a straight scimitar and not lyre-shaped. In the light of all this, we find
it very difficult to assign a taxonomic position to the ungulate depicted in the silver
figurine and we would almost be tempted to believe that it does not represent a real
animal, even though its artistic rendering may lead us to think otherwise. Moreover,
the natural attitude in which the animal was represented - perhaps actually copied by
a living representative of the Bovidae taxonomic group - would almost suggest that
the artist had a living model in front of him at the time of its portrait. At this point it
might also be legitimate to ask whether the doubts posed by the MET artefact could
perhaps lead to the assumption that it is a very well made fake?

Then, there is the case in which scholars attribute an erroneous specific
identification to the zoological species portrayed. This happens especially where
those who are called to study a given representation from an artistic and/or historical
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point of view do not consider it appropriate to turn to a zoologist for help in the
taxonomic attribution of the animal depicted. With all the consequences that may
result. Very recently Scalini, for example, published a study on the painting 1890
nr. 2653 of the “Collezione Spannocchi”, kept at the Pinacoteca Nazionale of Siena,
depicting a bird of prey (cfr. pl. 11).%2

This author mistakenly attributes the image to that of a gyrfalcon, Falco rusticulus
L., 1758, an animal very appreciated by the medieval European noble courts for its
use in the art of hawking. This raptor was only possessed by people of the highest
rank, such as royalty, the high nobility and high-ranking clergy.”® This meant that
the bird was much appreciated especially by the emperors. Thus, Scalini concludes
that the zoological portrait of Siena was a work of Pisanello, a court painter of the
late fourteenth-fifteenth century, particularly well known for his skill at depicting
animals. In fact, only an artist of Pisanello’s skill could be granted the privilege of
painting the emperor’s favourite falcon. However, the morphological and phenotypic
characters of the depicted bird are quite far from those of a gyrfalcon and, more
generally, of any real falcon, that is to say any representative of the genus Falco L.,
1758. Its relatively small head, the eye characterised by a large pupil surrounded by
the yellow iris and the long tail, square in the distal portion, not pointed, and crossed
horizontally by three dark-colored bars on the isabella background, together with
the short wings, suggest to identify it with a subadult goshawk, Accipiter gentilis
(L., 1758), or, at most, a honey buzzard, Pernis apivorus (L., 1758). The precision
of its artistic evocation does not rule out even the possibility that the painter may
have portrayed the animal from a living model, perhaps with a hooded individual in
front of him. During the Middle Ages, the goshawk was not considered as valuable
as the gyrfalcon, but was also possessed by people of high rank, nobility and rich
commoners.** Its use, together with that of the smaller sparrowhawk, Accipiter nisus
(L., 1758), was particularly appreciated in falconry; and it has been celebrated in
many artistic productions, both pictorial (i.e. Gentile da Fabriano, 1423-Adorazione
dei Magi, Florence, Uffizi Gallery)® and literary (i.e. Lorenzo de’Medici, 1472-1473-
Uccellagione di starne).* The lack of ornithological experience in the study of Scalini
is inevitably reflected in the erroneous taxonomic attribution of the portrayed bird
of prey.”’” This led the same researcher to suggest a different paternity to the author
of the painting, previously referred to as an unknown artist of the sixteenth century
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German school, of about a century after Pisanello.?®

5. UNFATHOMABLE AND MYSTERIOUS LITERARY DESCRIPTIONS

Oneofthebigphilological problemsishowto translate zoological terms. Palacozoology
and archaeozoology are made difficult by the uncertainty that attends the matching
of ancient animal terms and modern species names. We have archaeological evidence
of bone remnants and we have linguistic evidence in ancient words, but no certain
way of matching them. For the common domesticated and food animals (sheep, goat,
cow, oX, horse, pig, dog, duck, goose, pigeon), there is agreement, but lesser-known
animals, like the wild ones, are still a problem. When images are not available, it is
difficult-in some cases even impossible-to identify the taxonomic species which a
literary author is talking about.

In his encomiastic poem Ambra, dedicated in 1485 to Lorenzo Il Magnifico, for
example, the Renaissance poet Agnolo Poliziano describes a very peculiar animal:
Atque aliud nigris missum (quis credat?) ab Indis Ruminat ignotas armentum discolor
herbas (‘And another ungulate with the coat of various colour, arrived here [who can
believe it?] from the Black Indies, is ruminating herbs unknown to it’). But how is
it possible to understand which species of ruminant Poliziano was hinting at? The
“Black Indies” might be identified in some of the countries ruled at that time by the
Moors, such as North Africa, the Near East or, even, the Iberian Peninsula.?” From
these exotic lands came in 15" century Florence various, extremely precious animals
that embellished the menagerie of the Signoria. They represented authentic status
symbols that underscored the cultural affluence and social position of their owner,
while possession and display of rare zoological species was considered a sign of
courtly prestige and power.”* Among the many animals that came to the Medici court
and that could well fit the description of Poliziano, we can remember some spotted
cows, camels, and even a giraffe,’ that was brought as a gift to Lorenzo de’Medici on
the occasion of the Egyptian embassy of 1487.%> But another ruminant “with the coat
of various colour”, arrived in Florence from the countries ruled by the Muslims was
also the common fallow dee, Dama dama dama (L., 1758). This is a medium-sized
cervid, native of Asia Minor, characterised by a summer coat with a tawny background
colour spotted in white.” In adult males, during the mating period, the neck and the
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head take on a definite greyish colouration. Poliziano tells us that it was Lorenzo de’
Medici who first imported this animal into Tuscany. From the last part of the 15%
century onwards it will be used in the setting up of one of the main amusements
of the Medici court, following the Late Antique and Byzantine fashion: namely the
so-called “fallow deer race”. It consisted in constraining a number of animals to run
along straight courses bordered by fabric boundaries or other provisional structures
and thick hedges. At the end of the race the hunters lay in wait to put the ungulates
to the swords, to the amusement and delight of the noble women watching the
spectacle from a raised platform.** However, even the latter taxonomic identification
of the ungulate “ruminating herbs unknown to it”, described in the poem Ambra,
must necessarily remain confined to the hypothesis, because we can’t have any other
diagnostic indication about this animal’s affiliation to a precise taxon.

6. PROBLEMS IN TRANSLATION

Fundamental to the correct understanding of a text - whatever the original language
- is the skill of its translator. If the latter is not familiar with the terminology used in
certain specialist contexts, the risk of misunderstanding and misinformation is very
high. In Italian, for example, the expression “fare lo spirito santo” (literally ‘act the
holy spirit’) translates the English term ‘hovering’ which indicates the mid-air flying
of some species of raptors in order to assess with the utmost precision the point of
the ground below where to launch on the prey. If, however, the translator from Italian
does not know the meaning of this technical expression risks giving a completely
different value to the literary image he is translating, even making it blasphemous.*
In this sense, the translation made by Lucia Drudi Demby in 1959 for the
Italian edition of the famous novel “Out of Africa” (1937) by the Danish Baroness
Karen Blixen (17 April 1885-7 September 1962) is full of unintentionally funny
ideas, precisely because they are macroscopically incorrect. Thus, in the zoological
ignorance of the translation of Drudi Demby (Blixen, 1959) the “eland”, Taurotragus
oryx (Pallas, 1766), becomes a more generic antelope, while the “puff-adder”, Bitis
arietans Merrem, 1820, is translated as a simple viper, and the One kind of African
Daphne of the woods takes on the unlikely meaning of «a kind of African olive of the
woods». It is a shame that, above all, this last description makes no sense from a
strictly scientific point of view. It would therefore be common opinion that it is more
appropriate to consult a specialist in the subject, who perhaps does not even know
the language to be translated so well, than an expert translator of the same language,
who does not know anything about the subject he has been called on to deal with.
Let us now try to consider those cases in which in ancient times there was already

34 Masseti/Vernesi 2015.
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confusion regarding the literary description of two or more morphologically similar
zoological species. In his Historia animalium, the Greek philosopher and polymath
Aristotle (4™ century BC) refers of the two carnivores, the yaAfj (galé) and the {ktig
(iktis). The former name was given to a small animal, characterised by a tawny coat
colour and a white belly, slightly larger than a mouse. We can perhaps identify this
carnivore in the mustela vulgaris of Pliny the Elder.’® Aristotle refers that the gale is
an extraordinary hunter of mice.”” Several scholars of antiquity, such as Hesychius
and Photius,*® and some commentators on the Aristotelian page generally tend to
identify it with the weasel, Mustela nivalis L., 1766. Various ancient literary works
consider this carnivore as a committed mice predator. We can remember among
others the Batrachomyomachia (late Hellenistic period), The Wasps by Aristophanes
(c. 445 - after 388 BC), and Stichus by T. Maccius Plautus (c. 259/251-184 BC).*”
Following Cicero, also Pliny the Elder refers that the weasel carries its young within
the house, from place to place in its mouth.* The modern archaeozoological research
documents this practice by the ancient Romans to allow weasels to frequent the
houses of men to keep them free from mice and other unwanted micro-mammals.*
Pliny the Elder and Isidore of Seville refer that the mustela called ikt (iktis)
by the ancient Greek is similar in its general morphology and coat colour to the
gale, but much larger in size.*” It can be confidently identified with the Latin mustela
silvestris or mustela rustica and, according to Aristotle, this animal was the size of
a “Maltese dog”. It has been proposed to identify it with one of the representative of
the Mustelidae family, such as the pine marten, Martes martes (L., 1758), the beach
marten, Martes foina (Erxleben, 1777), or perhaps the polecat, Mustela putorius L.,
1758. The essential problem that afflicts the modern translator of the Aristotelian
page, like other Greek and Latin scholars of the past, is how to correctly translate
the terms gale and ictis and their respective Latin casts. Unfortunately, no further
linguistic clarification of the specific character of the animal described is available.

36 Pliny the Elder, Naturalis historia, XXIX, 60-61.
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7. AN OVER-PROCLAIMED RENAISSANCE ERMINE. CONCLUDING
REMARKS

Still in the ambit of medium and small-sized carnivores, our attention cannot but
be drawn to the one whose portrait was perhaps among the most celebrated in the
history of art of all time: the stoat of the painting Lady with an ermine (1488-1490;
Cracovia, Czartoryski Museum), attributed to the genius of the Italian Renaissance
Leonardo da Vinci (cfr. pl. 12).

The current definition of the painting is very recent. Nothing is known, in fact,
about this picture until the end of the eighteenth century, when the Polish prince
Adam Czartoryski (14 January 1770-Montfermeil, 15 July 1861) bought it - it is not
known where, perhaps in France - during the revolution. Undoubtedly, a Lombard
work of the Leonardo school, the painting portrays a lady holding in her arms a
white-coated mustelid. Specialists have at length busied themselves with the attempt
to make a taxonomic classification of the animal. Effectively, as also observed by
Cotte,” rather than revealing the morphological features of an ermine, Mustela
erminea L., 1758, this animal appears to more closely resemble another species of
mustelid of larger dimensions which can probably be referred to the Martes genus,
possibly representing an exemplar of stone marten, Martes foina (Erxleben, 1777),
with an albino or depigmented coat.** The representation of the carnivore appears
to be influenced by the mediaeval bestiaries, still a vital element in the Renaissance
perception of the animal world.* Even the posture in which the animal is portrayed
appears to be in a sense unnatural, recalling the heraldic composition featured in
mediaeval zoomorphic images. From this aspect, the symbolic significance evoked
by the representation appears to be more important than the taxonomic attribution of
the zoological species. The fact that the pale-coated animal has been seen as an ermine
is connected with the cultural significance of this species of mustelid. According to
Ottino Della Chiesa,*® it must certainly be an ermine, albeit slightly rounded out for
eurhythmic requirements, not only because the lady portrayed is without doubt the
intriguing Cecilia Gallerani, the mistress and comforter for many years of the lord of
Milan, Ludovico Sforza - better known as Ludovico il Moro - but because the animal
is white and constitutes an emblem of chastity. The stone marten, on the contrary
suggests concupiscence and no woman, not even the most free-thinking - still less if
she were the companion of a prince — would have tolerated such an association in a
portrait, any more than a painter would have dared to make it. Effectively, we can say

43 Cotte 2015.

44 Della Chiesa 1967; see also Cotte 2015.
45 Hassing 1995.

46 Della Chiesa 1967.
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that the appearance of the animal portrayed in the painting synthesises the symbolic
significance expressed by the ermine in late mediaeval Italian culture, leaving aside
the question of to what species the animal actually belonged. The creature used as
a model was, possibly, an individual of Martes foina, which the painter skilfully
transformed into a stoat by giving it a white coat, as misleading as it was pregnant
with significance.
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Pl. 1 Islamic bronze griffin from 11" century Egypt (Pisa, Museo dellOpera del Duomo) (photo
by Roberto Del Chiaro).
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PL 2 Detail of the tapestry The Unicorn defends itself (1495-1505) in the Metropolitan Museum
of Art (New York), with the representation of male mallard, Anas platyrhynchos L., 1758 (left),
and a bittern, Botaurus stellaris (L., 1758) (photo by Silvia Cantagalli Masseti).
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PL 3 Detail of the bas-relief hunting scenes of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal, in the palace of
Niniveh, dated to about 645 BC (London, British Museum), showing a herd of Persian goitred
gazelles, Gazella subgutturosa subguttrosa (Giildenstaedt, 1780) (London, The British Museum,
The Trustees of the British Museum).

Pl. 4 The Persian goitred gazelle is the only subspecies of Near-Eastern gazelle in which the
females are without horns, Ceylan Pinar (Urfa, south-astern Turkey) (photo by Marco Masseti).



Marco Masseti

PL 5 The fresco Tributo a Cesare by the Florentine painter Andrea del Sarto in the Villa Medici
at Poggio a Caiano (Prato), painted between 1519 and 1521 (reproduced by permission of Dire-
zione Villa Medicea di Poggio a Caiano, Polo Museale per la citta di Firenze).
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PL 6 Detalil of the fresco Tributo a Cesare, showing an individual of the extinct Cuban red ma-
caw, Ara tricolor Bechstein, 1811.
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PL. 7 Another detail of the fresco Tributo a Cesare, showing a subadult Marcgrave’s capuchin or
blonde capuchin, Sapajus flavius (Schreber, 1774).
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PL. 8 Silver pendant in the shape of a horned ungulate (10.21 cm), referred to the Proto-Elamite
period (3.100-2.900 BC), originating from southwestern Iran (New York, Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art: Rogers Fund, 1947, 47.100.89).
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PL. 9 The image of a bharal or blue sheep, Pseudois nayaur (Hodgson, 1833), is represented in a
Neo-Assyrian bas-relief from Ashurbanipals throne room at Nimrud (about 875-860 BC), Iraq
(London, The British Museum: WA 124561).
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Pl 10 Detail of a Neo-Assyrian bas-relief showing the Hunt of wild horses (645 BC) from Ashur-
banipal’s palace at Niniveh, Iraq (London, The British Museum).



Marco Masseti

PL 11 The painting 1890 nr. 2653 of the “Collezione Spannocchi’, kept at the Pinacoteca Na-
zionale of Siena, showing a subadult goshawk, Accipiter gentilis (L., 1758), or, at most, a honey
buzzard, Pernis apivorus (L., 1758).
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PL. 12 The painting Lady with an ermine (1488 - 1490), attributed to Leonardo da Vinci (Cra-
covia, Czartoryski Museum).



