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Introduction
Hybridity in Early Modern Art

Ashley Elston and Madeline Rislow

Art historians operate at intersections, the meeting of form and context, artist and
patron, viewer and object. Particularly with the emphasis on social history pursued by so
many scholars in the last 50 years, the weaving together of various aspects of the condi-
tions that impact visual art (and vice versa) has become part and parcel of the field. And
yet, for all of the productive attention paid to the complex ways in which art and society
interact, this framework for the study of early modern art tends to isolate works of art
through categorization, placing them within a fairly limited number of subsets based
primarily on medium and chronology.! A cursory examination of the textbooks widely
used to present Italian and Northern Renaissance art to undergraduate university courses
reveals that such categorization is also the guiding organizational principle to teach this
period with a focus on development over time (Trecento, Quattrocento, Cinquecento
for Italy; International, Fifteenth century, Sixteenth century for Northern Europe), over-
laid then with consideration of media (divided into painting, sculpture, architecture) and
place (Florence, Siena, Venice, Rome in Italy; the Rhineland, Flanders, Ghent, France in
Northern Europe, etc.).?

Without doubt, such structure can work well in teaching and provides a digestible
format for students who benefit from the clarity of approaching a massive amount of
information through the prism of well-defined groups of objects.? However, the tendency
continues beyond the classroom, with the specialization of the field often reinforcing a
hyper-focus on @ medium, an artist, a city, a decade.* This volume is intended to extend
the challenge to this ingrained taxonomic framework and complicate the traditional ca-
nonical narrative by posing new questions of well-known works of art and artists, and
by bringing forward examples of visual culture that often fall into the interstices between
established categories for early modern art.

As an opportunity for rethinking the organizational inclinations of the field, we turn
to the notion of the hybrid (a mixture, something that exhibits heterogeneous sources,
a composition of diverse elements) as it entwines with the study of visual art, both as
iconography and as a more abstract concept. Indeed, the most basic idea of the term
“Renaissance” (subjected, reasonably, to extended serious debate), as a period in which
Western European cultures sought to revive that of ancient Greece and Rome, relies
on cultural hybridity.’ The body of scholarship surrounding the fraught “hybrid” term
fittingly crosses disciplinary lines, and while it is not within the scope or aim of this
volume to compile its substantial bibliography, its place in modern critical theory must
be acknowledged.® The flexibility and ubiquity of hybrid structures as well as the spread
of interest in the concept through multiple academic fields contributes to a situation that
in many ways aligns with Robert Young’s 1995 assertion that “there is no single, or
correct, concept of hybridity: it changes as it repeats, but it also repeats as it changes.””
With roots in biology and linguistics, the term is perhaps now most closely associated
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with postcolonial and subaltern studies of the 1990s, in particular with Homi Bhabha’s
critical work challenging the definition of cultural identity—not static but constantly
evolving as past and present interact—and hybridity has since become a frequent point
of discussion and contention throughout the humanist academy.® Cogent critiques of hy-
bridity, including those that interrogate an underlying schema of an essentialist cultural
“purity” and expose the potential inadequacy of the term to encompass nuanced com-
plexity, address problematic aspects of the theoretical discourse.’

Since Bhabha’s situation of the term within postcolonial studies, the term “hybrid”
has been both implicitly and explicitly associated with sites and structures of power. In
Carolyn Dean and Dana Leibsohn’s words, hybridity “is produced and enacted when
particular kinds of things and practices are brought together that in some way challenge
presumptive norms.”'? The essays gathered here reveal instances of hybridity that we
hope lead to a reevaluation of some of the underlying inclinations of the field, especially
the privileging of the moment of production, the intended original placement, and a de-
sire to categorize by clearly delineated media. The case studies in this volume draw from
multiple theories of hybridity to investigate the admixtures of various media, of various
times, and of various cultures as they relate to early modern art. European works of art
created from ca. 1400 to 1600 that combine media (both in actuality and through repre-
sentative means) and that reference multiple chronologies abound. Exploring individual
artists, sites, objects, and motifs, the essays reflect the challenges noted above in universal
definitions of the hybrid, yet simultaneously display the broad, beneficial applicability of
the framework.

Some of the principles employed in examining liminality, another concept invested in
boundaries, may be useful in considering hybridity as it relates to early modern European
visual culture.!! With its roots in anthropology, the liminal offers art historians a lens
through which to articulate how objects (and the people that interacted with them) could
operate at junctures.'? The phenomenological slippage that can occur in objects, images,
and structures located at literal or figurative thresholds is also involved in works of art
that exhibit hybridized forms of media and time. Ambiguity and ambivalence often enter
conversations on visual art and the liminal, and also surround hybridity related to both
the objects themselves and the way in which scholars have tended to approach them.!?
And, as with the liminal, hybridity’s ambiguity can be productive, allowing for complex-
ity that constructively enhances the object/image’s devotional or social efficacy.

The essays gathered here explore the guiding foci of medium and time as they relate
to hybridity. Both materiality and temporality have prompted impressive and extensive
independent literatures that have accelerated in the past 10-15 years, as discussed below;
bringing them together in this volume reflects their interconnected natures. Indeed, as
encountered again and again in these essays, changes in the physical qualities of works of
art over time provoked new lives, meanings, and audiences. Spurred by the recent wave of
interest in both material and time and built on the foundations of their respective bodies
of scholarship, these essays offer studies engaged with the hybridization of these concepts
in early modern European visual culture.

The collection initially developed in sessions convened at the meeting of the Renais-
sance Society of America in New Orleans in 2018 with a focus on Italian art, and since
that point has expanded its consideration of Northern European art and sharpened its
chronological focus on the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, providing a degree of shared
context and scholarship across the geographical and material sweep represented in the
essays. The intention of this volume is not to seek comprehensive coverage; rather, the
case studies gathered here reflect the myriad of approaches historians of early modern
European art take when interrogating the role of hybridity, a methodological heterogeneity
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of particular value given the discourse surrounding this theme and its mutable interpre-
tations. While the majority of the contributions consider Italian works of art, within that
group we have included essays on relatively understudied artists and regions alongside
those of well-known names and places to demonstrate the utility of the hybrid in early
modern studies. Hybridity provides a means to examine well-studied artists and sites
with fresh eyes; using it as a focus to explore lesser studied works and artists suggests,
perhaps, one way to resist the marginalization of an artwork that challenges clean catego-
rization of media, style, and/or periodization. In excavating the possibilities rather than
the limitations of that which is hybrid, these case studies participate in broader, ongoing
reevaluations of traditional art historical structures in early modern visual culture.

Material

Materiality as an avenue of inquiry into early modern visual culture engages with ob-
ject qualities ranging from the physical and technical to the linguistic and metaphysical.
This framework manages simultaneously to bring us back to the fundamental unit of art
history—the work of art as thing—and broaden the field’s ability to intersect with other
disciplines, often anthropology with its shared interest in the way in which humans have
interacted with and understood objects.'* Increasingly, the work of critical theorists such
as Alfred Gell, Bruno Latour, and W.J.T. Mitchell crops up in art historians’ work along-
side the social historical analyses of Hans Belting and Michael Baxandall.!® The growth
of interdisciplinary degree programs in material culture and visual studies would indicate
that such trends will continue into the foreseeable future.'®

In the introduction to The Matter of Art, Christy Anderson, Anne Dunlop, and Pamela
H. Smith attribute the rise of interest in materiality in part to the “increasingly disembod-
ied nature of information and images in a digital age.”!” Whether or not the “material
turn” in art history functions as a reaction to contemporary cultural modes predicated
on intangibility, the volume of recent publications on media/material topics constitutes a
significant trend in scholarship. A search for scholarship on the materials of early mod-
ern European art now generates a number of results, everything from studies of wax to
wood, from pigments to supports, that consider media as physical phenomena and as
bearers of theoretically-driven meaning.'® Art historians’ work on materiality has con-
tributed substantively to how we think about the ways in which visual culture informed,
and was in turn informed by, its contexts, in addition to opening up valuable new avenues
for intellectual collaboration with related fields of study.

In this recent body of scholarship on materials that has considered afresh the implica-
tions of media types both traditionally lauded (e.g., marble) and habitually minimized
(e.g., wax), a tendency to treat media largely independently has developed. For example,
the constituent essays in The Matter of Art each explore a particular medium (e.g., Spike
Bucklow’s study of lead white) or treat multiple media but separately (e.g., Eckart March-
and’s consideration of workshop training methods in the respective media of plaster,
wax, and terracotta).'” While in no way meant to diminish the value of the single medium
study, this collection seeks to consider how hybridization of media (encompassing all
manner of literal and figurative mixtures) might be understood.

Models for reflecting on the qualities of different media in relation to each other are
entrenched in the history of art, and were especially prominent during much of the period
covered by these essays. The paragone, a template for the comparison of materials that
has proved impressively durable since its rise to prominence in the sixteenth century, most
readily springs to mind.?® Understood generally as a theoretical competition between arts
(painting vs. sculpture, image vs. poetry), in seeking to establish the particular abilities
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of different media in opposition to each other, the paragone framework supports mono-
medium categorization. However, while at first seeming resistant to the hybrid, the parag-
one may prove productive to understanding it. As Christopher Nygren recently reminded
us, the paragone “is a fundamentally dialogic mode of reasoning, and one that authors
found generative.”?! Recent publications have pushed back against the traditional char-
acterization of the paragone, arguing for a constructive model of comparison rather than
a competition requiring a superior and an inferior.?? By identifying productive moments
of material comparison and integration, the examination of media hybridity here contin-
ues in this vein of scholarship to reconsider the solely antagonistic paragone framework.

In addition to shifting discussions of the paragone as a way to investigate media,
scholars such as Caroline Walker Bynum have emphasized the fluidity and dynamism of
late medieval and early modern materials.?? Saints’ relics—material understood as alive
and dead, of the earth and yet somehow linked to heaven—demonstrate how objects
could function as hybrid entities in this period and how their status was irrevocably
linked to their state as matter. Yet those conditions were often literally or figuratively
blurred, and distinctive, singular, stable categories difficult to pin down.*

It is with this foundation in mind—that early modern materials were often conceived
of as inherently variable in state and concept, and as mixtures of forms rather than pure
examples of an easily codified type—that several of the essays in this collection enter the
conversation. The first two essays in this section explore works of art that, as argued
here, were highly effective devotional objects because of their very employment of hybrid
media. Amanda Hilliam’s work centers on fifteenth-century Italian altarpieces by Carlo
Crivelli as hybrid examples of the genre. Building three-dimensional elements off the sur-
face of the painted panel, Crivelli, as Hilliam sees him, created “artisanal microcosms”
with each altarpiece consisting of a blend of media that resulted in “a transitional space
where material transformations take place.” These physical conversions, made possible by
Crivelli’s manipulation of media, allowed for greater spiritual connection for the viewer.
Ashley Elston focuses on the late fifteenth-century altarpiece of the Bichi family chapel
in Siena, an ensemble of polychrome sculpture and painted panels jointly completed by
Luca Signorelli and Francesco di Giorgio Martini. She presents this case study as an ex-
ample of collaboration between painting/painter and sculpture/sculptor that utilized the
integrated, but distinct, presence of both media in support of the liturgical atmosphere
of the chapel.

The next three essays draw our attention to hybrid materials in Northern Europe and
explore the relationship of text (in manuscript, print, and inscription) and image. These
studies excavate the visual as well as linguistic roles of text as a conceptual material
deployed in conversation with figural imagery. Catharine Ingersoll analyzes the unusu-
ally long Latin inscription and emblem on the sixteenth-century sculpted tomb marker
of Anna Lucretia von Leonsberg in Regensburg. Ingersoll asserts that the monument,
composed by Anna’s humanist husband, employed text with image as a unified rhetorical
statement designed to communicate both of their characters. Turning to methods of pro-
duction for both text and image, Michelle Moseley-Christian approaches hybridity as a
conversation between prints and manuscript illuminations in the fifteenth century, a time
of great transition for the book realm with the introduction of the printing press. Taking
up the example of the “wild woman” typos, largely derived from Germanic sources, she
argues that the medial and technological shift affected intriguing changes in iconogra-
phy. Larissa Grollemond looks at the continued popularity of illuminated manuscripts
in late fifteenth-century and sixteenth-century France, long after the introduction of the
printing press. As she contends, the French aristocracy’s continued use of handmade
objects allowed noble patrons a means to preserve their identity and history in a manner
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that also experimented with hybrid media, incorporating styles associated with panel
painting and trompe l'oeil objects. This connotative intersection of media, style, and
time reveals multifaceted possibilities that inhere in the production and reception of such
hybrid objects.

Time

As noted above, textbooks of the history of early modern art often depend on a
chronological arrangement. An effective strategy for tracing the development of styles,
influences among artists, and shifts in iconography, the date in which a work of art was
made has been one of the cornerstones of basic art historical inquiry.?* The concern
with time supported art historians’ interest in social context as the cultural, political,
and religious environments in which artists, patrons, audience, and objects operated at a
given moment could be brought to bear on a topic. Baxandall’s classic 1972 monograph,
in which he developed the term “Period Eye,” has proved to be an enduring study that
links appreciation of certain stylistic characteristics with temporally situated cultural
atmospheres.?® One of the corollary effects of using the “Period Eye” is that it privileges
the moment of production of a work of art, and the ways in which the object is a product
of the intersection of styles, iconographies, and functions from multiple times may be
unduly minimized if we do not consciously search for them.

Hybridity of time, like hybridity of materials, manifests in many modes. We might
begin by remembering works of art that incorporate earlier styles, either those associated
with past periods of the same culture or those that speak to the past glories of oth-
ers.”” More than simple anachronism, the conspicuous integration of past styles has
the potential to exploit the past for the present audience. Klaus Kriiger, examining the
aesthetics of the past, asserts that historicizing “retrospective” stylistic choices made
by fourteenth-century Italian panel painters are tied to increased reflection at that time
about the nature of representation and, as he puts it, the “image as medium.”?® Although
not always characterized in these terms, the classicism so closely associated with Italian
culture in the early modern era reflects a type of temporal hybridity. Furthermore, spolia,
those reused objects and architectural fragments often (but not exclusively) of ancient
origin, and thus a related facet of hybrid time in visual culture, bring the past into the
present through tangible means.?’

Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood’s interrogation of time and its connec-
tions to visual culture have spurred considerable discussion. In Anachronic Renaissance
(2010) they state that “no device more effectively generates the effect of a doubling or
bending of time than the work of art, a strange kind of event whose relation to time is
plural.”3% Their model of “substitution” positions art as “belonging to more than one
historical moment simultaneously.”3! Objects and artifacts become points of disruption
and collapse a linear progression of time, in effect producing a temporal hybrid for the
viewer. Nagel and Wood’s extended consideration of multilayered time as integral to
early modern works of art has renewed attention on theories of temporality.

The next several essays consider hybrid time through change in a space or object.
Kirstin Noreen explores the idea of temporal hybridity in the paintings adorning the
Sancta Sanctorum, one of the holiest sites in Rome during the medieval and Renais-
sance periods and a visual environment that has undergone a series of changes over the
centuries. She considers the stylistic and iconographical conversations created, covered,
preserved, and destroyed over time as the fresco program was selectively altered through
repainting, moving from the original medieval images and frames to the later Renais-
sance overpainting and finally to the decision in the modern era to remove much of the
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overpainting to privilege the original. Madeline Rislow traces the history of the relics of
St. John the Baptist as they were enshrined in the city of Genoa. Following their transla-
tion in the eleventh century, the relics of the city’s patron saint were encased within three
reliquaries between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, made in a variety of media, but
linked by shared narrative iconography. Rislow places this series of reliquaries within the
growth of St. John’s cult, the changing history of the city, and also within their physical
movement during urban processions, showing how the reception of a continued stored
artifact (the relics) was affected by change in display over centuries.

Turning from object to artist, Sally Cornelison considers the impact of time on a single
artist by examining how Giorgio Vasari recycled designs, especially his own. Cornelison
excavates Vasari’s ability to reuse his professional past through an examination of two
panels for the Pieve in Arezzo. Here, Vasari cleverly repurposed paintings originally in-
tended for other locations into new sites. In so doing, she highlights how circumstances
complicate an understanding of a linear chronological progression of an artist’s career.

In their work on colonial Spanish America, Dean and Leibsohn observed that art his-
tory tends to locate hybridity in the final product rather than in the process, privileging
finished visual characteristics to the exclusion of other points or types of hybridity.3? As
the study of early modern European art becomes more inclusive of the impact of other
cultures, the utility of broad terms—such as Renaissance, Baroque—bound mostly by
accepted chronological parameters becomes increasingly problematic and worthy of close
scrutiny, as seen in Christa Irwin’s essay, which brings to light the work of Bernardo Bitti,
an Italian painter who spent much of his career in Peru with Indigenous and European
audiences.?® Irwin addresses the varied issues at stake in continuing to describe Bitti’s
work using traditional period terms. She argues that despite stylistic similarities with
Mannerism, Bitti’s work takes on different meanings in the context of the Peruvian vice-
royalty, thus showing how terminology based on time periods can elide issues of cultural
context.

Hybridity writ large precipitated the ideas gathered in this volume about early modern
European objects and artists, and pushes back against the efficient, well-defined catego-
ries of art history that can unintentionally minimize, marginalize, or overlook altogether
those works of art that do not easily fit into established types, or obscure what might be
gleaned about an image or object if we questioned how it mixed media or complicated
its relationship with time. Hybridity, by its very nature, operates in concert with focused
explorations of the constituent parts. This collection is thus intended to represent a next
step in synthesizing the scholarship on media and time that has shaped significant paths
in the study of early modern European art.
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