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1 Andrea Mantegna, The Entombment, 1465–70,
engraving on paper, 11¾ × 17 3/8 in. (29.9 × 44.2 cm).
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, Patron’s
Permanent Fund, 1986.981 (artwork in the public
domain; photograph provided by National Gallery of Art)
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Res Papirea: Mantegna’s Paper Things
caroline o. fowler
The impression of Andrea Mantegna’s engraved Entombment in the National Gallery of Art
in Washington, DC, bears not only the image of Christ’s body being carried toward his rocky
sepulcher but also the wear of time itself (Fig. 1).1 This print split in two at some point and was
carefully rejoined and laid down on a heavy paper, perhaps sometime in the eighteenth century. The slight divide occurs down the length of the left side of Joseph of Arimathea’s body.
Although artiﬁcial, the fracture in the print follows the division of the composition, bridged by
Joseph’s ﬁgure.
On the right side of the Entombment, John frames the group of mourning women, his
hands clasped and mouth rent open in a piercing cry. Mary is collapsed, her grief-stricken face
turned up and toward the viewer. Her neck is vulnerable and exposed, while her hands fall lifeless to her side, opening up her bodily form. Mantegna presented Mary’s ﬁgure in opposition
to her son, Jesus Christ, whose frame is closed and contained within his shroud. Christ’s hands
have been placed one on top of another, crossing his body. In contrast to Mary’s bared neck,
his head is tucked, chin on chest. His corpse is held tight, as his shroud is pulled taut from his
weight. On the left side of the print, Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea carry Christ’s body
to his tomb. A mourner steps in to balance the body as his weight shifts. The Magdalene raises
her palms to the sky, her dress swelling against the rocks as she gazes down at Christ’s body.
Christ and Mary are visual counterpoints to one another, as are the Magdalene and John.
John’s palms and eyes are pressed together, the pressure of his anguish escaping through the
sound from his mouth, a crescendo of internal tension evinced by the swelling of his veins. In
contrast to the contained ﬁgure of John, the Magdalene opens her palms and body to gaze at
Christ. The agitation of her drapery as it arches across the rock face of Christ’s tomb enlivens
this side of the image, an action mirrored in the carrying of Christ’s body. The physical agitation on the left side departs from the frozen stillness of grief ’s weight and pressure on the
right. Christ’s body processes from the movement of suﬀering toward its totalizing immobility,
a directionality reinforced by Joseph of Arimathea as he glances with an impassive face away
from Christ’s body in the direction of Mary’s shattered form.
Organizing the texture and surface of the print, Mantegna engraved curving lines
through the landscape, transforming its bare surface into striations of rock. The rough, rippling
circularity of the landscape contrasts with the geometric rigidity of Christ’s tomb, inscribed
with Roman letters: humani generis redemptori (To the Redeemer of the Human Race).
The print pivots around the burial of Christ after Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for Christ’s
body, and “he bought ﬁne linen, and took him down, and wrapped him in the linen, and laid
him in a sepulcher which was hewn out of rock” (Mark 15:46). While the print evokes the
tomb cut out of rock, Mantegna also pays heed to the account in John, in which Nicodemus
aids in the burial: “And there came also Nicodemus, which at the ﬁrst came to Jesus by night,
and brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about an hundred pound weight. . . . Where he
was cruciﬁed there was a garden; and in the garden a new sepulcher, wherein was never man
yet laid. There laid they Jesus therefore because of the Jews’ preparation day; for the sepulcher
was nigh at hand” (John 19:39–42). As both accounts make clear, Christ’s sarcophagus was not
prepared for “the Redeemer of the Human Race.”2 Mantegna’s use of the inscription therefore
draws Christ’s burial across time into the engraving’s present. Although Christ’s sarcophagus
was not carved, Mantegna (or his engraver) incised into metal Christ’s tomb with its proper
9

RCAB_A_1260343.indd 9

17/02/17 10:37 AM

2 Hans Baldung Grien, The Lamentation over the
Dead Christ, 1515–17, woodcut on paper, 85/8 ×
6 in. (21.8 × 15.3 cm). Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,
RP-P-OB-4078 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © Rijksmuseum)

epitaph. The act of cutting into the metal plate aligns with the carving of the rock-cut tomb.
Both the tomb carved from rock and the cut metal plate become containers for the body of
Christ. In Mantegna’s print, however, Christ’s body is set into perpetual motion as it travels
across landscapes. The inscription in its address positions the body of Christ in this incessant
movement toward: To the Redeemer of the Human Race.
Yet the print in its paper form also addresses itself to the reader. Mantegna translated the imagined stone monument of Christ’s tomb into a paper inscription. Paper,
unlike stone, travels easily. It is mobile and crosses borders and seas, bearing little physical
weight. Stone is heavy and passive, a sense of weight, pressure, and endurance mirrored
within the bodily ﬁgures of Mary and John. Paper is active, light, and embodies a temporal
brevity enforced through movement. This mobility is embedded within the choice of narrative episode, the carrying of Christ’s body on the road to his rocky tomb. As the account
in John states, Nicodemus brought one hundred pounds of myrrh and aloes. This added
weight to Christ’s corporeal form is stressed in the ﬁgure of Nicodemus, who leans back to
counterbalance the heft of Christ’s body, struggling under its mass. In contrast, Joseph of
Arimathea loosely holds in two hands the linen cradling Christ’s body.
Christ’s two pallbearers frame his body across the print and stress in
their statures Christ as both heavy and weightless.3 Ultimately, however, the lightness of the paper in the hand of the engraving’s viewer
embodies the divine weightlessness of Christ’s body as it traverses the
landscape from Nicodemus and Joseph to the present viewer. Just as
Christ’s body was carried from Golgotha to his tomb, so the bearer
of the print will eﬀortlessly move the form impressed on paper across
time and space.
It is these particular qualities of paper—mobile, mutable,
and transient—that guided Mantegna’s engagement with copperplate
engraving.4 Mantegna’s investments in engraving and his particular use
of paper as a support for artistic expression generated an exploratory
engagement with a new form of making founded not in the endurance of the material but in its mobility. Through their peregrinations
outside Mantua, Mantegna’s prints reached new places. In new hands,
Mantegna’s engravings were translated into diﬀerent idioms and,
through this passing traﬃc, achieved continuation.
Mantegna’s enduring impact on the graphic arts reveals itself
in the reiterations of the Magdalene, who reappears in prints by Hans
Baldung Grien (1484–1545) and Hercules Segers (1589/90–1640).
Although the subject of Baldung’s print—the Lamentation—occurs
earlier in the narrative of Christ’s Passion (Fig. 2), the same ﬁgure of
the Magdalene from Mantegna’s work stands behind the Virgin as
they both mourn Christ’s dead body.5 As in Mantegna’s engraving, the
Magdalene’s palms are raised to the sky, the extension of her limbs
realizing the expansion of Mary Magdalene’s grief beyond the container of her bodily form. Baldung replaced the Magdalene’s animated drapery with nautilus
curls spilling over her body, calligraphic lines incised into the wood. Segers, in turn, appropriated Baldung’s composition for his own meditation on the Lamentation, carrying forward
the compositional work of not only Baldung but also Mantegna (Fig. 3).6 Indeed, one of
Segers’s etchings of the Lamentation was listed as a Mantegna drawing in a Cologne auction
catalog from 1902.7
10 The Art Bulletin March 2017
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3 Hercules Segers, The Lamentation of Christ,
1615–30, etching on paper with oil paint, 63/8 ×
6¼ in. (16.3 × 15.9 cm). Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,
RP-P-OB-798 (artwork in the public domain; photograph
© Rijksmuseum)
4 Albrecht Dürer, Christ on the Cross, 1508, engraving
on paper, plate 5¼ × 37/8 in. (13.3 × 9.7 cm), sheet
5½ × 41/8 in. (13.9 × 10.4 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, Fletcher Fund, 1919,
19.73.30 (artwork in the public domain; photograph
© The Metropolitan Museum of Art, provided by Art
Resource, NY)

The Magdalene is not the only ﬁgure to persist beyond Mantegna’s Entombment.
Albrecht Dürer borrowed the stoic yet emotive John for a Cruciﬁxion from 1508 (Fig. 4).8
By showing John raising his clasped palms against the dark incisions of a striated sky, Dürer
magniﬁed the articulation of John’s mourning. In Dürer’s Cruciﬁxion, the static posture
of John’s body in Mantegna’s engraving becomes bent and angular. Moreover, Dürer’s
appropriation of Mantegnesque ﬁgures extends beyond iconographic similarities into the
composition of the engraving, with a linear swelling of line and movement forming the
background of Dürer’s Cruciﬁxion that abstracts the ampliﬁed but tapering lines that
Mantegna used to delineate the landscape in his Entombment. In these echoes of Mantegna’s
ﬁgures and heightened technique, his Entombment achieved a form of perpetuation.9
Whereas the ﬁssure running down the center of the Washington engraving reminds the
viewer of the inherent fragility of works on paper, the carrying of this print across temporal
and geographic periods deﬁed the materiality of its support and inscribed continuation into
the act of creation.10
The material charge of paper remains overlooked in the early history of engraving.
Mantegna innovated in the medium of engraving in a period when the support of paper for
engraving was still deemed ephemeral and temporal as opposed to the support of parchment,
a material of animal hide that had endured in archives and libraries across centuries. In one
of the most cited discussions of paper versus parchment in the ﬁfteenth century, the German
humanist Johannes Trithemius (1462–1516), in his treatise On Praise of Scribes (composed
1492, printed 1494), evoked the transience of paper against the persistence of parchment: “The
printed book is made of paper [res papirea] and, like paper, will quickly disappear. But the
scribe working with parchment ensures lasting remembrance for himself and for his text.”11
It is this quality of paper—res papirea (literally, “paper things”)—as a thing that will quickly
disappear that actively engaged Mantegna.12 The mutable, ephemeral surface of paper under
11 res papirea : mantegna’s paper things
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his hands expressed the movement toward loss in artistic making. Paper was the medium with
which to investigate ontological instability in the artist’s workshop. In their pivotal work on
modes of substitution in Renaissance artistic practice, Christopher Wood and Alexander Nagel
describe paper as “the substitutional medium par excellence,” one that was “durable in its relative inexpensiveness and therefore endless proliferation.” While there are many trajectories in
the early modern print where this description of paper holds and certainly dominates, there
exists another course to explore in which paper was the support that was seen not as durable
in its proliferation but instead as ﬁnite. Paper’s transience revealed the limits of reproduction.13
As Jacques Derrida noted, it was precisely its “relative inexpensiveness” and seemingly “endless
proliferation” that placed paper things, no matter how precious, always on the cusp, liable to
“become something thrown out.”14
The vegetal paper and the copperplates of early print were materials deﬁned by corporeal qualities that succumbed to change. Paper was a pulp made from old linen, rags, sails,
rope, and rigging.15 Ragpickers traveled around urban areas collecting rags
to deliver to the paper mill, where the discarded linens were macerated into
a pulp through running water. The pulp was then caught in a wire paper
mold, in which the paper would dry. That paper was a substance made
from discarded textiles endowed it with a phoenixlike quality, rising from
the linens of disuse.16 Yet paper was not the only ephemeral substance in
early print. Mantegna’s copperplates were precious objects as well, from
which only a limited number of impressions could be struck before the
delicate burr on the plates would wear down and produce a very diﬀerent
line, chiaroscuro, and technique of engraving. Thus, it may be seen that
the information inscribed into Mantegna’s works was embedded in the
copperplates themselves. The paper impressions of Mantegna’s engraved
matrices were carrying not only inscriptions of his invenzione, or design,
but also the direct impression of the engraver’s technological virtuosity. The
impressions that conveyed the technical skill of the engraved plate before
the lines in the plates degraded were so few that the impressions made over
time reveal an extraordinary variability in their quality of line, crucial to
conveying deﬁnition in Mantegna’s iconic narratives. Mantegna engaged
with the potential mutability and simultaneous mobility of engraving, an
instability reﬂected in the support of paper, these paper things deﬁned by
their tendency to disappear.

mantegna as an engraver

5 Andrea Mantegna, Studies for Christ at the Column
(recto), ca. 1460, pen and ink on paper, 9¼ × 5¾ in.
(23.6 × 14.5 cm). The Courtauld Gallery, London,
Princes Gate, bequest, 1978, D.1978.PG.345.r
(artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by
The Samuel Courtauld Trust, The Courtauld Gallery,
London)

Earlier engravings and woodblocks were used for playing cards, devotional
prints, and artist’s model books. Mantegna’s experiments in engraving
introduced a new monumentality into print, reﬂected in their size and
ambitious compositions. The invenzione and style of the engravings are
unquestionably attributed to Mantegna. However, scholars still debate
whether Mantegna executed the plates himself for these impressive works
on paper or whether he achieved his prints through overseeing the production of his designs
by an engraver in Mantua.17 In 1811 Adam Bartsch attributed twenty-three engravings to
Mantegna, a list that Paul Kristeller shortened to seven in his Mantegna monograph.18 In
their study of Mantegna’s prints for the Andrea Mantegna exhibition in 1992, David Landau
and Suzanne Boorsch arrived at diﬀering opinions regarding the authorship of the plates
for Mantegna’s engravings. Landau attributed eleven engravings to the hand of Mantegna
12 The Art Bulletin March 2017
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6 Andrea Mantegna, Studies for Christ at the Column
(verso), ca. 1460, pen and ink on paper, 9¼ × 5¾ in.
(23.6 × 14.5 cm). The Courtauld Gallery, London,
Princes Gate, bequest, 1978, D.1978.PG.345.v
(artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by
The Samuel Courtauld Trust, The Courtauld Gallery,
London)

(including the horizontal Entombment) and considered the other prints displaying the
invenzione of Mantegna as works of one engraver, postdating the mid-1480s.19 In contrast,
Boorsch attributed all twenty-three engravings to a single hand, whom she demarcated as
the “Premier Engraver.”20 Considering the extensive labor necessary for executing twenty-three copperplates, Boorsch doubted that Mantegna himself engraved the plates and
speculated that he collaborated with another artisan. In 2001, Andrea Canova published
a contract between Mantegna and Gian Marco Cavalli (1450/53–1508).21 This document
revealed that Mantegna hired Gian Marco—a medalist, goldsmith, and sculptor—to
engrave his designs in 1475. The contract stipulated that when Gian Marco completed the
plate, both the plate and the drawing for the plate had to be returned to Mantegna. This
contract demonstrates that Mantegna considered the work produced by an artisan as his
(and not the artisan’s) property.22 Such a level of oversight suggests that the technical eﬀects
achieved in the engravings were produced under the supervision of Mantegna and in collaboration with an engraver as the most assured way to obtain the visual
eﬀects that Mantegna wanted for his designs. Whether Mantegna realized
the new potential of engraving through the mastery of the medium himself or through collaboration with an engraver, it is clear that under Mantegna’s intellect and through his design, the formal and technical language
of printmaking shifted.
Mantegna’s translation of his drawn line into a printed line marks a
shift in the technical language of printmaking. Yet, as scholars have noted,
there is little formal similarity between Mantegna’s surviving drawings from
this period and his printmaking technique. While both his drawings and
engravings relied on the building of contour through a precise repetition
of parallel lines, the deployment of this technique remains markedly different in his earliest surviving drawings.23 Evelyn Lincoln acknowledges
that it is “problematic” to say that Mantegna’s prints are “imitative of his
actual drawing style.”24 For Lincoln, Mantegna realized an idealization of
drawing in his engraving that was not yet manifest in his drawing, arguing that Mantegna’s printmaking produced an “ideal drawing style, one
that was mathematical and precise, but also somewhat quick and visibly
notational.”25 Scholars presume that Mantegna’s drawing inﬂuenced his
engravings, but the opposite seems to be more likely. An examination of
the corpus of Mantegna’s drawings supports the possibility that his drawing
style responded to his innovations in engraving.
The remaining drawings are so few that it is diﬃcult to make deﬁnitive conclusions. Nonetheless, it appears that Mantegna’s use of parallel lines
to build contour changed after his work in copperplate engraving. In the
pen and ink studies of Christ’s body for the engraving Flagellation of Christ
with the Pavement (Figs. 5, 6), Mantegna’s line is driven by an attention to
circumscription, outline, and an attempt to convey bodily movement—
both external and internal—through a vigorous contrast between notational
markings and repeatedly applied lines. Together, they stress contour and change. Mantegna’s
Flagellation drawing (recto) studies how Christ’s hands bound behind his back contorted
his frame against the pillar. Christ’s body is delineated in outline with little shading, except
across the arm. Moreover, as scholars have noted, Mantegna used a rapid incisive fury of line
to express Christ’s inner turmoil.26Flagellation of Christ with the Pavement (Fig. 7) is considered one of Mantegna’s earliest attempts at engraving and oﬀers a valuable comparison of his
13 res papirea : mantegna’s paper things
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7 Andrea Mantegna, Flagellation of Christ with the
Pavement, ca. 1460–75, engraving on paper, 157/8 ×
123/8 in. (40.4 × 31.3 cm). Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,
RP-P-OB-1938 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © Rijksmuseum)
8 Andrea Mantegna, Pietà, 15th century, pen and
ink on paper, 5 × 37/8 in. (12.7 × 9.8 cm). Galleria
dell’Accademia, Venice (artwork in the public domain;
photograph provided by Bridgeman Images)

techniques in drawing and print.27 The line deployed in the engraving diﬀers greatly from that
of the drawing. The strokes for Christ’s body are placed more closely together in the engraving
than in the drawing to simulate the movement of light and shadow, and the circumscription to
deﬁne the face and hair creates a heavier demarcation—more like the intaglio line of the metal
plate than the ink of Mantegna’s pen.
Even in a drawing such as the Pietà (Fig. 8), in which Mantegna employs an
increased number of paralleled lines to develop patterns of shadow across Christ’s and
Mary’s ﬁgures, the lines remain distinct and individualized.28 This stands in contrast to the
few surviving drawings from the 1470s, following Mantegna’s sustained engagement with
engraving. In a sheet such as Man Lying on a Stone Slab (Fig. 9), the drawing begins to
exemplify what Lincoln described as Mantegna’s “ideal drawing style.”29 The forms materialize through precise geometric and regular lines. Both the quadrangular stone slab on
which the man is reclined and the tighter precision of lines across the print bring the ﬁgure
into relief. The lines lack the width and clearer division of Mantegna’s earlier drawn lines.
Instead, they more closely resemble his engraved lines, which are close together, ﬁner, and at
times blur together into pockets of deep shadow.
This shifting exactitude of line also may be seen in Mantegna’s later drawing
TheVirgin and Child Enthroned with an Angel (Fig. 10), in which Mantegna penned thick
and thin parallel strokes to deﬁne the bodies of Christ and the Virgin from the darkened
recession of space, a technique that appears in his canonical engraving Madonna and Child
(Fig. 11).30 As in his engravings, the ﬁgures’ forms emerge into relief through a play between
strong lines of circumscription, minutely thin lines of folds, and an intensive patterning of
parallel lines across the composition in variations of density. Although, because of the small
sample of drawings, a deﬁnitive assessment is not possible, the surviving examples discussed
14 The Art Bulletin March 2017
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clockwise from top left:
9 Andrea Mantegna, Man Lying on a Stone Slab, ca.
1475–85, pen and brown ink over traces of black chalk
or charcoal on paper, 8 × 5½ in. (20.3 × 13.9 cm). The
British Museum, London, 1860,0616.63 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph © The Trustees of the British
Museum, provided by Art Resource, NY)
10 Andrea Mantegna, The Virgin and Child Enthroned with
an Angel, ca. 1480–90, pen and brown ink with brown
wash over black chalk on paper, 7¾ × 5½ in. (19.6 ×
13.9 cm). The British Museum, London, 1858,0742.3
(artwork in the public domain; photograph © The Trustees
of the British Museum, provided by Art Resource, NY)
11 Andrea Mantegna, Madonna and Child, ca. 1470–85,
engraving on paper, 10¼ × 9¾ in. (26.2 × 24.8 cm).
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, RP-P-OB-1925 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph © Rijksmuseum)

RCAB_A_1260343.indd 15

17/02/17 10:38 AM

above suggest that Mantegna did not translate his style of draftsmanship and line into
engraving. Instead, his experiments in engraving shifted the formal ﬁnish and exactitude
of his drawings.31 His engravings changed the formal vocabulary and expressive potential
of his drawing, which became increasingly based on tighter, more precise groups of parallel
lines placed closely together to establish gradations of light and shadow across ﬂat surfaces.
Mantegna, likely in collaboration with an engraver, invented a new pictorial language with
engraving that existed autonomously from drawing, although it would come to inﬂuence
the expressive potential of the drawn line.

drawing as a medium for storage and transmission

12 Jacopo Bellini, Lamentation of Christ at the Tomb,
ca. 1450, pen and ink on vellum, 113/8 × 16¾ in.
(29 × 42.7 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris, RF 1522
(artwork in the public domain; photograph by Gérard Blot,
© RMN–Grand Palais, provided by Art Resource, NY)

One function of the medium of drawing in the Renaissance was to stockpile designs for
later iterations in diﬀerent media: illumination, panel painting, sculpture, stained glass,
textiles.32 With important exceptions that will be discussed, ﬁfteenth-century drawings were
rarely autonomous works. Artists kept their drawings as models for themselves and the
workshop. In turn, artists depended on drawings to retain forms and invenzione that they
saw in their travels, storing them in model books and sketchbooks for future use.
Mantegna’s father-in-law, Jacopo Bellini, and his workshop changed the formal possibilities of drawing. Bellini and his workshop created and compiled two drawing albums
over two generations. These albums contained drawings that were not studies of previously
existing works (with the exception of some
antiquities) or designs for compositions
(with the exception of some fabric designs).
Instead, these works presented metal-point
drawing as an autonomous medium that
did not act as a middle ground between
object and painting, artist and patron,
design and ﬁnal composition (Fig. 12).
These drawing albums arguably contain a
summation of late medieval–Renaissance
metal-point drawing.33 Moreover, the
collaborative formation of these drawing
albums by many hands in the Bellini workshop demonstrates the grounding of Early
Renaissance invenzione in the corporation
of the workshop as opposed to the isolated
genius of a ﬁgure such as Leonardo or
Michelangelo.34 It is through the lens of
these model books, a tradition often seen
to culminate in Bellini’s albums, that Mantegna’s project in engraving has been interpreted.
Kristeller theorized that Mantegna’s engravings constituted a form of drawing for other
artists to study, pointing out that engravings “were more accurate than those third- and
fourth-hand copies from drawings which were usually employed.”35 Keith Christiansen also
proposed that Mantegna’s engravings should be seen as a “coherent and focused project,”
indebted to the tradition of the model book and drawing album, like those produced in the
workshops of Pisanello and Bellini.36
It is important to see Mantegna’s engravings in the context of these earlier drawing
books, particularly Bellini’s albums. Yet it is necessary to examine how his engravings depart
from this drawn tradition. Drawing albums traveled, but their mobility remained limited,
16 The Art Bulletin March 2017
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circulating among a distinct set of eyes and hands often circumscribed by the patron or the
workshop. Although drawing books recorded singular compositions, they more often captured
details of a gesture, a fold of drapery, or a type of costume. Until Bellini’s albums, drawing
books were most often sites of inspiration and storage for retaining and presenting patterns of
animals, drapery, faces, and gestures.
The mobility of prints in western Europe introduced a new form of image into circu37
lation. Prints allowed the study of a design as well as the technical eﬀects mobilized to attain
that design and to dramatize the narrative. Drawing albums might focus on the compositional
grouping of a fresco, a panel painting, or an illuminated manuscript, but they rarely conveyed
the qualities particular to the support or materials for the original design: how the physical
qualities of buon fresco, tempera on panel, or parchment might embody in diﬀerent ways the
surface of the brushstroke or the chiaroscuro of drapery and bodies. Engravings could serve a
diﬀerent end. They carried the design in its originally intended medium. Not only the design
but also the medium of its realization was now mobile. The engraving could convey the invenzione of the design and the evidence of the artist’s technical accomplishment in that medium.
If Mantegna’s engravings are seen simply as translations of his drawings for a wider audience,
this obscures the ways in which they are remarkably diﬀerent from his drawings.
Although drawing studies exist for some of his engravings, these drawings should be
seen as compositions for the engraving, such as Mantegna would have made for a painting.
Against the view of the engravings as translations of his drawings, it seems likely that the
drawings were made with the intention of serving the medium of engraving to reach a point
of autonomous technical virtuosity. The drawings remain as evidence of Mantegna’s process
of engraving and movement toward autonomous mastery in the medium. This hypothesis is underscored by two drawings for two diﬀerent engravings in the British Museum,
London—Man Lying on a Stone Slab and The Virgin and Child Enthroned with an Angel
(Figs. 9, 10). Both drawings have underdrawings.38 The delineation of an underdrawing
for each drawing suggests that these were carefully composed works planned for transfer
to engraving; in other words, the drawings should be seen as in service to the engravings,
which dictated the style of Mantegna’s draftsmanship. It is this autonomy of medium that
Mantegna brought to engraving.39
Technical sophistication in the models of engraving that Mantegna studied gives
evidence of his creative engagement with the new medium. As scholars have maintained,
Mantegna’s ability to capture multiple tones in black-and-white engraving was inﬂuenced
by the German prints circulating in Venice from the German community in northern Italy.
The most concrete iconographic example of Mantegna’s analysis of German prints is his
incorporation of a Nativity design by the Master E.S. in his painting The Adoration of the
Shepherds of about 1450 (Figs. 13, 14).40 Yet beyond the iconographic resonances, scholars
have pointed to a material likeness between Mantegna’s engravings and those of the Master
E.S. The engravings conveyed across geographic borders not only compositions but also
evidence of technical skill in a medium. The works of the German artist capture variations
of chiaroscuro across the paper, from the white surface of the support to the darkest incisions of black ink. Mantegna realized his subtlety of tone, shadow, and form through the
repetitive application of line to build dimensionality. Through the circulation of the Master
E.S. prints, Mantegna gained access to new experiments that pushed the boundaries of the
medium in a way that drawing albums and model books did not. Embedded in these new
prints was a new language of technological innovation. As Mantegna’s own investment
with printmaking would reveal, however, the eﬀect from a well-made print was conﬁned
to a ﬁnite number of impressions. If Mantegna was invested in both the mobility of his
17 res papirea : mantegna’s paper things
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invenzione and technological innovation, he would have quickly realized that the ability to
reproduce multiple prints of a quality that attested to innovation in printmaking was subject
to this limitation.

impressions and loss

13 Andrea Mantegna, The Adoration of the Shepherds,
ca. 1450, tempera on canvas transferred from wood,
15¾ × 217/8 in. (40 × 55.6 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, Purchase, Anonymous
Gift, 1932, 32.130.2 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © The Metropolitan Museum of Art, provided
by Art Resource, NY)
14 Master E.S., Nativity, 1440–67, engraving on paper,
5¼ × 81/8 in. (13.3 × 20.5 cm). Hamburger Kunsthalle,
10304 (artwork in the public domain; photograph by
Christoph Irrgang, provided by bpk, Berlin / Hamburger
Kunsthalle / Art Resource, NY)

The impression from the National Gallery
of Art in Washington, DC, is rare (Fig. 1).
This particular example demonstrates
Mantegna’s use of drypoint, which produces a small raised burr along the edges
of the incised lines. When the plate is
inked, the ink catches in both the grooves
and these raised burrs. Impressed on
paper, the ink on the metal burr softens
into a variety of tones beyond the blackand-white linearity of the burin lines.
Mantegna achieved in this Entombment
a chiaroscuro never before realized in
European printmaking. The remarkable
variety of tonalities may be observed in
the jagged edges of the tomb’s rock-hewn
walls, which display a range of tone within
the shadows across the protrusions of rock
and a glow emanating from the interior of
the tomb itself. The use of this technique
and a careful attention to the pressure of
the plate yielded tonal gradations in the
earliest states of Mantegna’s prints, a variety missing from later impressions, as the
burr wore down to the linear mark of the
incised line.
The extant impressions of
Mantegna’s Entombment reveal that his
technique of drypoint and burin was
delicate. As may be seen in a later state
of The Entombment at the Harvard Art
Museums (Fig. 15), the chiaroscuro
achieved in Mantegna’s earlier state is
here reduced to an indistinct line with no
tonal gradations. Through multiple pressings, the raised line of the burr ﬂattened. In later
impressions, the variety of visual timbres dulled to eﬀect the linear black-and-white printed
contrast of line. Arthur Hind even likened Mantegna’s later impressions to “mere ghosts of
the composition in its original state.”41 The copperplate, like paper, does not endure. After
the ﬁrst impressions, with their tonal gradations, are taken the plate becomes a matrix that
would print only “ghosts” of earlier prints pulled from the matrix. These later imprints
carry the information of Mantegna’s invenzione, but they no longer convey the virtuosity
of technique. The particular quality of eﬀect and tonality that Mantegna sought was ﬁnite.
Mantegna’s experiments in printmaking reveal that, despite their implicit reproducibility,
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15 Andrea Mantegna, The Entombment, 15th century,
engraving on paper. Harvard Art Museums, Cambridge,
MA, Gift of William Gray from the Collection of Francis
Calley Gray, G2476 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © President and Fellows of Harvard College,
provided by Imaging Department)

his engravings were one-of-a-kind. Whereas Kristeller once remarked that copying an
engraving was better than copying a third- or fourth-hand drawing, Mantegna’s plates supplied a limited run of prints. Later impressions are like third- and fourth-hand copies of his
original designs, with only the starkest tonal values.

an address in movement
Mantegna addressed his Entombment “To the Redeemer of the Human Race,” and in this
address toward, Mantegna thematized the mobility of the paper medium. The inscription evokes a movement toward Christ. Such a transfer across space is embodied in the
design of the engraving, which captures the eﬀect of a passage across a landscape. Yet this
is a study of not only a physical moving across space but also the internal interchange of
sorrow. The print is a meditation on movement and grief as well as grief as an internal
movement.42 Mantegna’s visual sources for his Entombment reveal how he pictorialized
sorrow and its relation to internal and external movement. The engagement with the physical movement of bodies and things across space in Mantegna’s engraving becomes clear
when it is seen in conjunction with one of the most important visual sources of Mantegna’s
work, Donatello’s carved Entombment from the high altar of Basilica di Sant’Antonio di
Padova (Fig. 16), a work that exploits its materials to engage more with a metaphysical than
a physical movement.43 In contrast to Mantegna’s work on paper, Donatello’s relief of the
Entombment employs stone, gilding, and marble to set Christ’s body both as a historical
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16 Donatello, high altar of the Santo, Padua, relief
showing the Entombment, 1447–50, Nanto stone,
54¾ × 74 in. (139 × 188 cm). Basilica di Sant’Antonio
di Padova (artwork in the public domain; photograph
© Scala, provided by Art Resource, NY)

presence in the past and as an eternal recurring presence on the altar. Donatello worked a
local limestone for the relief, but there are also traces of polychromy on the surface. The
sarcophagus itself is inlaid with marble in an all’antica style, and where it is not revetted
it was gilded. As Jim Harris points
out, this gilding mimetically resonates
with the metalwork objects that would
have contained the true presence of
Christ, such as the monstrances and
chalices for the Eucharist. Moreover,
Donatello polychromed in a darkened
color the ﬁgures in the relief, perhaps
in imitation of porphyry.44 The variety
of colors and materials of Donatello’s
Entombment relief stands out vividly
against the rest of the altar, which is
cast in bronze. This particular relief
was placed behind the altar, the site
of the Host (in a compartment within
the altar), thus helping to realize
Christ’s presence both corporeally
and metaphysically in the church.45
Through his use of all’antica marble
revetment and gilding, Donatello
materialized Christ’s presence as both
a historical presence in antiquity and a metaphysical presence in the Eucharist. In carving
out the moment of the lowering of Christ’s body into his sarcophagus all’antica, Donatello
relied on materials to enrich the narration of Christ’s Entombment as at once a singular
historical event and a repetitive eternal event enacted in the liturgy.
It is not accidental that Mantegna took the ﬁgure of Mary Magdalene for his representation of Christ’s burial from this singular all’antica and metaphysical representation of death
and entombment.46 While Donatello exploited the material of stone to stress the weight of
Christ’s Entombment—and to equate the representation of Christ’s tomb with the material
of the relief—Mantegna capitalized on the mobility of paper to underscore the carrying of
Christ’s body, translating the metaphysical transubstantiation of Christ’s body embedded in
Donatello’s materials into a meditation on the physical weight of Christ’s corporeal form—the
weight of death—as it is carried across the landscape. That is, whereas Donatello inscribed
Christ’s Entombment into the altar in stone, marble, gilding, and polychromy, evoking the
true presence of Christ in the Eucharist, Mantegna used paper to realize the mundane, earthly
transport of Christ’s body. Paper has neither the monumental nor commemorative qualities of
stone. Thus, Mantegna’s composition confronts instead the heaviness of Christ as his mourners struggle to contain and carry his corpse within the shroud. The physical weight of Christ’s
body mirrors the psychological weight of grief under which Mary has collapsed. Mantegna
carved transposition of bodily weight in space into a copperplate that would form the matrix
for the paper print, a nearly weightless substance.47 Christ’s divinity paradoxically becomes
reﬂected in the mutable and transient support of paper and its weightless quality. Moreover,
both Christ’s body and the paper print are works that will be carried. In his representation
of stone within the print, Mantegna engraved with a Roman inscription an address both to
Christ and to the viewer, an address that positions itself en route for another, as though this
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paper monument were a letter aimed toward both Christ and an unknown future reader.
Embodied in the movement of Christ’s body as it is carried across the landscape on the road to
his tomb is the mobility of paper.

mantegna and paper
In order to understand Mantegna’s engagement with the support of paper and its historical
implications, a brief history of this material and its role in administration and archives proves
helpful. The technology of paper ﬁrst traveled to western Europe through Spain and Sicily
from Egypt, Syria, and Baghdad. In 1130 Roger II, king of Sicily, established the ﬁrst paper mill
in his kingdom. In 1231 Frederick II of Hohenstaufen decreed that all deeds must be written
on parchment to protect against deterioration and wear. With this legal code, Frederick II separated the uses of paper and parchment in his administration, reserving paper for his registers,
which noted expenses, orders, and taxes. As one scholar summarized, parchment documents
were produced by specialized workshops and expressed “eternal validity,” whereas papers in a
register “were designed and stored in accordance with the economy of time imposed by a temporary working memory.” Parchment documents embodied in their specialized construction
and materials a “metaphysical” archive bridging the legal jurisdiction of heaven and earth. In
turn, paper registers functioned on the mundane level of daily administrative activities.48 In
its capacity to act as a relatively less expensive immediate support for contemporary administrations, in the thirteenth century paper became integral to the rise of administrative practices
throughout Europe. Paper coexisted with parchment in city administration, and the choice of
material often reﬂected the considerations of the content and the reader.49
Despite its role in bureaucracy and administration for more than two hundred years
in western Europe, paper was still a new medium for textual preservation in Mantegna’s
period. Previously, bronze, stone, parchment, and wooden tablets covered with wax served
as supports for textual inscription. By the Early Renaissance, however, most ancient bronze
inscriptions had been melted down and the wood tablets had perished. The textual record
from antiquity survived primarily in stone sculpture and on parchment in manuscripts in
monastic libraries. The rediscovery of stone fragments with commemorative and dedicatory inscriptions inspired early humanists, including Mantegna and his friends, who were
devoted to recording on paper, parchment, and in paint ancient writings on stone. The most
famous example of their lapidary passion is the trip undertaken by Mantegna and companions to Lake Garda, where they uncovered antique texts. The Renaissance antiquarian Felice
Feliciano described this adventure, in which they dressed in the imagined clothes of antiquity to sketch among the monuments.50
The passion for stone monuments and inscriptions cannot be overestimated. As the
humanist Pomponio Leto (1428–1498) wrote to his friend the Florentine poet Angelo Poliziano
(1454–1494): “I have some very ancient inscriptions at which, when you see them, you will
stare in stunned silence, because things just dug and pried out of the ground turn out to be
discoveries already known to those powers of observation you have.”51 To which Poliziano
responded: “As for those inscriptions from antiquity you describe, I absolutely cannot wait to
handle, to embrace, to adore them.”52 These epigraphic encounters in stone provide the context within which to understand Mantegna’s Roman lettering for the dedication on Christ’s
tomb—“Humani Generis Redemptori”—an imagined inscription that could be pried out of
the ground to be embraced and adored.53 In the engraving, Mantegna imagined an encounter
between the viewer and the discovery of the inscription for Christ’s tomb. With the lettering
he used on the head of Christ’s sarcophagus, Mantegna established Christ’s burial within the
historical world of Roman inscription.54
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17 Andrea Mantegna, The Court Scene showing a
detail of the family of Ludovico III Gonzaga, 1465–74,
fresco. Camera degli Sposi, Palazzo Ducale, Mantua
(artwork in the public domain; photograph © Scala,
provided by Art Resource, NY)

Material supports have always been important conveyors of the meaning of the text
that they bear. Memorial inscriptions, in particular, bridged the divide between the living and
the dead, so that public spaces became permanent sites of memoria. As Michael Koortbojian
observed, “the epitaph announced the emotional bond between commemorator and commemorated, and consequently manifested for posterity that fundamental complicity that
exists between the dead and the living, between the past and the inevitable future.”55 Mantegna
reimagined the civic world of Roman funereal practice in the paper print, moving the stone
epitaph into the impression of the metal plate. Whereas classical inscriptions on stone (or
bronze) linked persons to
speciﬁc sites, the print mobilized the inscription. Paper’s
inherent transportability
renders it siteless and establishes its posterity not in the
immutability of the material (as in stone) but in the
ability of the print’s matrix
to reproduce and paper to
travel. Just as Christ’s body is
carried across the landscape,
so the inscription marks his
tomb not on a large-scale
civic monument but on
an ephemeral and mobile
object.56 Nevertheless, just as
inscriptions in the Roman
public world bridged the
living and the dead, so the
inscription on Christ’s tomb
oﬀers a direct link between
Christ and the viewer, between Mantegna’s present and the viewer’s present, between the nonsite of print and the viewer.
The Romans valued stone for its ability to counter the destructive passage of time. As
one scholar lists, stone was used for “law, death, rituals, commemorations, dedications, ceremonies, decrees and injunctions, commerce, accounts, boundaries, calendars, and, inevitably,
graﬃti.”57 As Mireille Corbier writes about inscriptions in imperial Rome, the “continuity of
the support” authenticated the text.58 Parchment, too, served many of these functions, such
as the preservation of law and contracts by notaries. Paper, however, was not meant for laws
and commemorations—for any textual monument meant to connect the worlds of heaven
and earth. Yet here, through his use of the inscriptive device, Mantegna mobilized paper in
his mode of address. It links past and present, acknowledging both Christ and the viewer.59
Mantegna translated a durable support of memory from ancient Rome—the monumental
stone inscription—into the mobile, transient medium of paper for his modern age. While
scholars have discussed Mantegna’s representation of stone and relief, the particularity of his
painted depictions of paper have yet to be judged in light of his paper prints.60 A careful examination of the salient examples of Mantegna’s painted representation of paper indicates how
Mantegna reﬂected on and evoked the presence of paper in daily administrative life and its role
as a mobile medium of messages.
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18 Andrea Mantegna, Ludovico Gonzaga Awaits the
Return from Rome of His Son, Cardinal Francesco
Gonzaga, detail showing Cardinal Francesco Gonzaga,
1474, fresco. Camera degli Sposi, Palazzo Ducale,
Mantua (artwork in the public domain; photograph by
Erich Lessing, provided by Art Resource, NY)

Perhaps the most important example can be found in the Camera picta, the famous
series of frescoes executed by Mantegna for the Gonzagas. Here, a folded piece of paper provides the narrative impetus for the unfolding of local history in the series of portraits showing
the Gonzaga family in the chamber of Ludovico Gonzaga. The narrative device of the letter
and the reception of letters by messengers connect the portraits of Ludovico and his sons.61
To the left of the entrance, the family gathers as Ludovico receives a letter from his secretary
(Fig. 17). From the creases in the sheet of paper, it is
clear that this is a communication recently opened.
The deliberately painted creases mirror the type of
folds found in letters now kept in archives, letters
such as those written between Mantegna and the
duke. As Ronald Lightbown points out, despite the
multiple interpretations given for the contents of the
letter, the “arrival and dispatch of messengers on the
business of Mantua and its territory was an ordinary
event in the Camera Picta as the Marchese sat there
with his wife and family.”62 Therefore, whatever
the message that the letter contained, Mantegna
transcended the speciﬁcity of Gonzaga history and
dramatized the central role of letters in daily administrative business for the duke. The iconographic
theme of the letter plays out across the room. In
the adjoining wall, depicting Cardinal Francesco
Gonzaga, Mantegna inserted a small letter in the
cardinal’s hands with the inscription A[nd]rea[s] me
pi[nxit] (Fig. 18). This small inscription intimates
that the letter speaks to the viewer: Andrea painted
me. With this autographic inscription addressed
to the viewer, Mantegna inscribed himself into the
humanist and political circulation of letters and
underscored his role as a painter of letters.
Mantegna’s care in the painting of paper and
in its marks of use can be seen in his late work. In
the Ecce Homo from about 1500 (Fig. 19), Mantegna
presented Christ, his hands bound and a rope
around his neck, standing before the crowd after
his ﬂagellation when Pontius Pilate asks: “Shall I crucify your King?” (John 19:15).63 Christ’s
body bears the traces of crisscrossed wounds across his torso from the whips of the ﬂagellation. He is crowned with thorns, an instrument of his Passion. In a visual parallel to Christ’s
diadem, the head of Christ’s handler on the left wears a paper circlet with pseudo-Hebraic
inscriptions.64 In addition, Mantegna included two pieces of unfolded paper, which appear
to be stuck to the inside of the frame, bearing the words from John 19:15: “Away with him.
Away with him. Crucify him.” The repetition in the verses of John’s text is mirrored in the
composition of the painting, in which Mantegna framed Christ’s face with the echoes between
the two papers: crucify him, take him away, crucify, crucify him, crucify, take him away and
crucify him. The textual reverberation Mantegna inscribed on these pieces of paper recalls the
imagined voices of the crowd as they repeatedly called out for Christ to be taken away and
cruciﬁed. The papers address the viewer, who stands in the position of the crowd condemning
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Christ. That Mantegna copied the words from John on to representations of paper eﬀectively
creates a painted monument to the voices of the crowd recalled by John. On the top of the
folded paper, Mantegna even smudged wax, marking the seal, the smear of red at the same
time resonating with the presence of Christ’s blood. The material painted by Mantegna carries
juridical implications as well. In using a
contemporary technology—paper—to
bring the Ecce Homo into the viewer’s
present, Mantegna implied that this is
not the oﬃcial document of parchment
or stone reserved for births, deaths, and
legal pronouncements.65 It is instead
the bureaucratic medium of paper.
Mantegna depicted Christ’s Roman sentencing within the day-to-day material
of administrative practice.

paper and parchment in
the artist’s workshop

19 Andrea Mantegna, Ecce Homo, ca. 1500, oil
on canvas, 21¼ × 16½ in. (54 × 42 cm). Musée
Jacquemart-André, Paris (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © Scala, provided by Art Resource, NY)

Mantegna’s attention to the connotations of paper can be understood only
in the context of the persistence of
parchment as a support in the ﬁfteenth
century. The necessary coexistence of
paper and parchment may be seen in
the treatise On Praise of Scribes (De laude
scriptorum). In the dissemination of
his written work, Trithemius relied on
both the scribal culture of monasteries
and the invention of the printing press,
distributing his writings in handwritten
and printed editions, each impressed on
both paper and parchment. However, in
his treatise On Praise of Scribes, Trithemius evoked the transience of paper
against the persistence of parchment:
“The printed book is made of paper
and, like paper, will quickly disappear.
But the scribe working with parchment ensures lasting remembrance for
66
himself and for his text.” Trithemius speculated on the duration of paper versus parchment:
“The word written on parchment will last a thousand years. The printed word is on paper.
How long will it last? The most you can expect a book of paper to survive is two hundred
years.”67 Trithemius contended that it was the duty of the scribe to copy printed books onto
parchment to ensure their survival.68 The scribe will “guarantee permanence to useful printed
books by copying them. Otherwise they would not last long. His labor will render mediocre
books better, worthless ones more valuable, and perishable ones more lasting.”69 Nevertheless,
despite his own proclamations for parchment over paper, of the thirty-ﬁve known copies of De
laude scriptorum, all are printed on paper.70 This common ﬁfteenth-century practice of copying
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incunables on to parchment helps to contextualize the coexistence of paper and parchment in
the ﬁfteenth-century artist’s workshop. David Landau theorizes that the drawings copied from
Mantegna’s prints exist because there were so few impressions of Mantegna’s engravings, and
artists were forced to make copies by hand if they wanted to own the invenzione.71 Questions
regarding the enduring qualities of paper versus vellum in the development of print—often
relegated to histories of the book—shed light on Mantegna’s engravings on paper. Keith Christiansen’s suggestion that Mantegna’s engravings present a type of drawing or model book is
important.72 Yet the support of Mantegna’s engravings—paper—signiﬁcantly diﬀers from the
support of surviving model books.
Most of Mantegna’s contemporaries committed their drawn designs to the more durable
medium of parchment as opposed to paper. Marco Zoppo (1433–1498), Mantegna’s contemporary and fellow apprentice of Francesco Squarcione, collected a group of drawings into what
is now known as the Rosebery album, in the British Museum. This album shows antique fragments and putti reimagined in fantastic and bawdy compositions. Zoppo drafted this collection
of drawings on vellum, an expensive form of parchment made from fetal calfskin.73 Of the two
famous drawing albums by the Bellini workshop, the one in the Musée du Louvre, Paris, was
executed on vellum.74 The anonymous drawing album in the British Museum attributed to a
Paduan artist of about 1451 to 1475 illustrates the twelve apostles in delicate drawings of watercolor and brown ink on vellum. Other important earlier model books, such as Giovanni de
Grassi’s work now in the Biblioteca Civica, Bergamo, or Amico Aspertini’s Wolfegg Codex, also
were composed on vellum. This does not mean that all drawing albums and model books were
on parchment. Paper and parchment (in the form of vellum) coexisted as mediums for drawing
albums.75 However, it is important to attend to the high quality and ﬁnish of the albums on
vellum, signaling the artist’s awareness that it was the medium to preserve drawing for posterity.
Mantegna’s antiquarian friends copied each other’s manuscripts on to parchment—for example,
the pen-and-wash drawings on vellum that Bartholomaeus Fontius copied from the manuscripts
of his friend Ciriaco d’Ancona.76
So far as we know, Mantegna did not collect his drawings into an album of vellum
pages that would have been seen by an elite few associated with his patrons, workshops, and
friends. Nevertheless, in rare instances, his compositions survive on vellum, and it is necessary
to view Mantegna’s engagement with paper and print in the context of his few remaining
invenzione on vellum. Mantegna’s work bridges two traditions. Mantegna used two diﬀerent
media by which to publish and commit to posterity his invenzione: the hand-ﬁnished copy on
vellum and the engraved print on paper. There are two compositions by Mantegna that coexist
in both paper and vellum versions—The Deposition and The Descent into Limbo—and a study
of these two compositions casts into relief how Mantegna engaged with the material properties
of his ﬂexible supports.
Mantegna’s Deposition as a drawing on vellum is considered not a “creative” work by the
artist but a copy of an absent common prototype.77 Scholars posit that there is a single model
for both the drawing and the engraving.78 Whether or not a common prototype existed, what
remains are two diﬀerent supports and methods by which Mantegna multiplied his compositions. There is the drawing on vellum, perhaps a copy of a lost original (Fig. 20). And there
is the engraving printed on paper (Fig. 21). The drawing on vellum belongs to the tradition of
the workshop model, which committed to posterity the designs of a master through parchment. Supposing that the drawing on vellum would have circulated among an intimate set of
acquaintances in the Veneto and Mantua, it also would have been seen as one link in the chain
to an older composition by Mantegna of the Deposition, for it borrows directly from the Bellini
drawing album now in the Louvre (Fig. 22).79
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clockwise from top left:
20 After Andrea Mantegna, The Deposition, 1446–1506,
pen and brown ink with brown wash on vellum, 167/8 ×
12 in. (42.9 × 30.7 cm). The British Museum, London,
1895,0915.777 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © The Trustees of the British Museum)
21 Andrea Mantegna, Descent from the Cross,
Bartsch 4 Hind 10-II, n.d., engraving on paper, 177/8 ×
14¼ in. (45.4 × 36.2 cm). Staatliche Museen, Berlin,
Kupferstichkabinett, 810-21 (artwork in the public
domain; photograph by Jörg P. Anders, provided by bpk,
Berlin / Staatliche Museen / Art Resource, NY)
22 Jacopo Bellini, Descent from the Cross and
Lamentation of Christ in a Landscape, ca. 1450, pen and
brown ink on parchment, 10¼ × 15 in. (26 × 38 cm).
Musée du Louvre, Paris, from the album RF1502-39folio34 (artwork in the public domain; photograph by
Gérard Blot, © RMN–Grand Palais, provided by Art
Resource, NY)
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23 Jacopo Bellini, Christ’s Descent into Limbo, ca.
1450, pen and brown ink on parchment, 15 × 10¼ in.
(38 × 26 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris, from the album
RF1489-22-folio21 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph by Thierry Le Mage, © RMN–Grand Palais,
provided by Art Resource, NY)

Bellini’s Deposition unfolds in an urban setting outside the city walls, with children
playing among antique ruins and gardens. Manicured but barren trees line the agricultural
space into a perspectival recession toward the city. In his composition, Mantegna isolated
the ﬁgural grouping of Bellini’s Deposition and a single barren tree. He also moved the setting farther away from the city and into a remote rocky landscape, of the type that would
become a Mantegna trademark. In the drawing on vellum, the isolation of the single barren
tree from the Bellini album composition achieves a new impact with the addition of a blank
tabula ansata, a popular imperial Roman form of votive tablet deﬁned by its dovetail handles, hanging from the leaﬂess branches. The principal diﬀerence between Mantegna’s drawing on vellum and his engraving of the Deposition is the tabula ansata.80
In the Mantegna composition on vellum, the desolate tree is seen against Christ on
the cross and embodies the raw material of the True Cross. According to Jacopo de Voragine
in the Golden Legend, the True Cross was made from either the Tree of Mercy or the Tree of
Good and Evil. Voragine describes it as “a tree of unfruitfulness, because
in whatever numbers it was planted on the hill of Calvary, it bore no
fruit.”81 What was a perspectival device in Bellini’s composition becomes in
Mantegna’s an iconographic reference to the unfruitful tree that provided
the wood for Christ’s cross. This recalibration of compositional elements
and the new meaning that emerges are realized by the empty inscriptive
device in Mantegna’s composition. The void of the tabula ansata opens
Mantegna’s design for potential reuse, as a prospective site for signatures,
dates, and places to be inscribed into the tabula ansata. Mantegna’s engraved
Deposition (without the tabula ansata), by contrast, closes this window of
opportunity and oﬀers a ﬁnal version of this composition for wider circulation beyond the intimate circle of the workshop. The engraving, then, is the
ﬁnal work, existing and embracing the uncertainty of paper and its duration
as it carries the invention of its creator beyond the court of Mantua. The
drawing on vellum, however, remains circumscribed within the relationships between the circle of Mantegna and Bellini and takes part in a visual
discussion that addresses the Deposition’s iconographic and compositional
possibilities. The presence of the empty tabula ansata hanging from the
branches of the tree reminds the viewer that the composition remains only
tentatively complete.
Mantegna’s choice of paper or parchment, burin or pen, reﬂects
his attentiveness to diﬀerent media and their roles as potential signiﬁers.
This reﬂection extends into one of Mantegna’s most iconic engravings, The
Descent into Limbo, which also resonates with a work in the Louvre Bellini
album (Fig. 23). Unpacking the relation of these two compositions (the
Descent from the Cross and The Descent into Limbo) to the Bellini workshop
album demonstrates how these works were constructed and how they emerged from the circulation of images and designs within a closed set of artisans and acquaintances into a ﬁnished
work for a broader audience. The introduction of print into this circle helped to expand the
reach of Mantegna’s invenzione beyond the workshops of northern Italy. At the same time,
it bears an ongoing debt to this circle of artists and peers who repeatedly drew from one
another’s work and ideas. Mantegna’s Descent into Limbo illustrates the collaborative nature of
composition within artistic and collecting circles in Mantua and illuminates how the expansion of this fraternity through print forever changed the deﬁnition of the artist, invention,
and composition.
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clockwise from top left:
24 Andrea Mantegna, The Descent into Limbo, mid15th century, pen and brown ink with brown wash on
paper, 105/8 × 77/8 in. (26.9 × 20 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, Robert Lehman Collection,
1975, 1975.I.274 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © The Metropolitan Museum of Art, provided
by Art Resource, NY)
25 Andrea Mantegna, Christ’s Descent into Limbo,
pen and brown ink and brown wash on parchment,
145/8 × 11 in. (37.2 × 28 cm). École Nationale
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris, EBA189 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph © Beaux-Arts de Paris, Dist.
RMN–Grand Palais, provided by Art Resource, NY)
26 Andrea Mantegna, Descent into Limbo, 1475–80,
engraving on paper, 15¾ × 12¾ in. (40 × 32.5 cm).
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, RP-P-OB-1941 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph © Rijksmuseum)
27 Giovanni Bellini, The Descent of Christ into Limbo,
1475–80, oil on vellum on panel, 203/8 × 145/8 in. (51.8
× 37.3 cm). Bristol Museum and Art Gallery, Bristol, UK,
Bequest of F. P. M. Schiller, 1946 (artwork in the public
domain; photograph © Bristol Museum and Art Gallery,
UK, provided by Bridgeman Images)

the reception of mantegna in parchment and print
The Descent into Limbo exists today as a drawing on paper, a drawing on vellum, an engraving, and a painted drawing on vellum by Mantegna’s contemporary Giovanni Bellini. Mantegna’s ﬁrst composition of Christ descending into Limbo is the drawing on paper in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (Fig. 24). Mantegna pictured Christ from behind,
so that the viewer beholds Christ’s ﬂuttering drapery as he descends into the earth. An arched
structure with a shattered doorway in the foreground of the drawing frames the descent.
Adam, Eve, an unidentiﬁed third ﬁgure, and the Good Thief stand outside the entrance to
Limbo, their status assured. Demonic creatures raise their talons in despair, as Christ steps on
the doorway he shattered. This drawing is considered an early study. Mantegna subsequently
reconﬁgured the composition in a drawing on parchment (Fig. 25).82 In the latter, Mantegna
magniﬁed the entrance into Limbo conceived originally on paper and increased the dramatization of the splintered wooden door, under Christ’s bare feet. The demonic ﬁgures protest
Christ’s descent and blow trumpets announcing his arrival, a sound so deafening that the
male ﬁgure at the right covers his ears in excruciation. In the design on vellum, Mantegna, as
in the Deposition on vellum, extends the legacy of Bellini’s albums. In a parallel to the blank
tabula ansata in the Deposition, Mantegna reserved an unﬁnished area of the Limbo drawing.
Mantegna never completed the ﬁgure of Eve in the vellum drawing, leaving her face and
upper torso blank. In the engraving of the same subject, however, Mantegna deﬁned the torso
of Eve as old, with naked breasts falling from her deﬁned breastbones (Fig. 26).
Giovanni Bellini used Mantegna’s composition on vellum for his own interpretation;
he speciﬁcally considered the ﬁgure of Eve, whom Mantegna left unrealized (Fig. 27).83 In
contrast to Mantegna’s haggard Eve in the engraving or unﬁnished Eve in the drawing, Bellini
painted the Eve as Venus-like, with a supple, lithe frame. Bellini also inserted a blank cartellino
in the foreground, of such minute size that it could not possibly contain a legible inscription.84 His blank cartellino echoes the empty tabula ansata in Mantegna’s vellum drawing of
the Deposition and the unrealized Eve in his vellum drawing of the Descent. The inclusion
of inscriptive devices signiﬁes a site in the composition that remains deliberately uninhabited.
Like Mantegna, Bellini inserted his own vellum work into a chain of models open to future
interpretation, keeping undeﬁned the compositional possibilities of signatures, bodies, and
forms. The voids of empty votive tablets and minute cartellini leave open spaces for future
artists to inscribe their signatures. Bellini’s vellum painting exists on the same material as the
drawn compositions on vellum, intimating a tradition of compositions on vellum that circulated within the delimited hands of a family workshop. Within this intimate set of artists and
cognoscenti, such works on vellum also posit another model. Like the Bellini workshop drawing albums, these vellum drawings open a conversation about the compositional possibilities
for certain canonical narratives.
The geographic extent of Mantegna’s inﬂuence may be seen in another artist’s engagement with Mantegna’s Descent into Limbo. In 1512, Dürer engraved Descent into Limbo (Fig. 28)
for his Passion series, which directly cites Mantegna’s Descent.85 Dürer’s Descent into Limbo
maintains many of the features of Mantegna’s scene, with Adam, Eve, and another ﬁgure
standing in the doorway to Limbo while a demon hovers above the crumbling arched ediﬁce
marking the passage downward. Yet, whereas Mantegna’s Descent oriented the viewer to look
at Christ from behind as he descended into Limbo, Dürer envisioned this descent from the
directly opposite point of view, positioning the viewer within Limbo instead of outside of it.
The reference to the vertiginous space of Limbo and Christ’s movement down into the earth,
with the shattered doorway prominently displayed in the foreground, clearly references its
debts to Mantegna’s Descent, but with the print’s viewpoint mapped into a new space. In this
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28 Albrecht Dürer, Descent into Limbo, 1512, engraving
on paper, 45/8 × 3 in. (11.6 × 7.5 cm). Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam, RP-P-OB-1172 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph © Rijksmuseum)

reconsidered position in Limbo, the viewer is implicated in the narrative. Dürer’s engagement
with Mantegna’s Descent reveals the way in which the transfer of prints extended beyond
iconographic fragments reincorporated into new compositions, such as the Magdalene discussed earlier. Here, Dürer did not borrow a single ﬁgure but reconceived Mantegna’s print
from a diﬀerent point of view and a slightly diﬀerent time frame—a
moment later, when Christ has descended further into Limbo. Also, in
contrast to Mantegna and his peers, Dürer inscribed his authorship in
the form of a monogram on stone, protruding in the print’s foreground
at right. Dürer, working apart from the closed circle of the BelliniMantegna workshops, asserted his authorial presence as an end point in
the chain of compositional formulas.
Mantegna mobilized the workshop tradition of the model on
parchment or vellum for the new support of paper and thereby extended
the geographic reach of compositional formulas that began in the more
intimate conﬁnes of the Bellini drawing albums. As the coexistence
of paper and parchment for two of Mantegna’s invenzione indicates,
Mantegna utilized both the perceived permanence of the vellum model
for the workshop and the mobility of print to spread his designs into new
geographic territories beyond Italy. In her work on the visual qualities of
the page from manuscript to print, Bonnie Mak conjectures that works
copied on vellum or parchment circulated in diﬀerent circles than printed
works on paper. Works on parchment ﬂowed among friends “controlled
through a system of referral.” In contrast, printed works on paper could
reach a broader audience for those beyond the system of referral. As Mak
makes clear: “The two products thus possessed their own individual social
status and meaning; the materials were a part of diﬀerent networks of textual transmission and consequently read in diﬀerent communities.”86 This
argument can be extended to the coexistence of Mantegna’s invenzione
on parchment and paper. It seems likely that the vellum works circulated
within the intimate circle of Mantegna’s workshop and fellow artists, such
as the Bellini workshop. The engravings on paper reached beyond the
immediate conﬁnes of Mantegna’s circle, as may be seen in Dürer’s later
interpretation of the Descent.
Mantegna transformed a device used in his workshop models into print. In the process, he destabilized the engraving, relocating it from a speciﬁc textual reading, a time, a place,
and an author. Mantegna saw that the mobility of paper—despite its ephemeral status—presented a mode of preservation separate from that of the parchment model. This movement,
which is inscribed into paper, suggests that the process of making was itself an address toward
a ﬁnal destination that remained unknown. Its constant reorientation is perhaps best expressed
in Dürer’s reconﬁguration of Mantegna’s Descent, which articulated it into a new narrative
viewpoint and history. In Dürer’s work, the traces of Mantegna remain in the fragment of the
shattered door, embodying Dürer’s own destruction of the print’s original design to imagine a
viewer circulating from the precipice above Limbo into its uncertain depths.

movement as knowledge
It is this movement toward an unknown that Mantegna’s dear friend Francesco Filelfo
described as the process of knowledge. In his discussion of piety, Filelfo distinguished wisdom
and knowledge: “wisdom concerns contemplation and knowledge concerns action.”87 Filelfo
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in turn deﬁned piety as the means to worship God, connected to wisdom: “Since therefore
among those things that are eternal and unchanging nothing is greater than God, nothing
more excellent, nothing better, all our contemplation must be oriented to the worship of
God.” Knowledge, however, is “of temporal things.”88 Filelfo expands:
Knowledge itself, I say, is prepared for us as a kind of route for going to, not for arriving at, immortal and eternal God. By knowledge which consists in the precepts for
leading this temporal life, not in the teaching of that eternal and heavenly life, we
particularly toil and busy ourselves so that, with the mind cleansed and puriﬁed of all
the earthly ﬁlth and squalor, we may at long last see God and enjoy His presence face
to face.89
Filelfo argued that knowledge and wisdom can become falsely equated, and he maintained
that artists were occupied with knowledge. Although antiquity sometimes qualiﬁed some
artists as wise, Filelfo corrected this linguistic slip to foreground their knowledge. He named
Praxiteles, Copas, Phidias, Apelles, Apollodorus, Parrhasius, Euphranor, Polycletus, Homer,
and Hesiod as outstanding artists and poets “who were clearly engaged in temporal and corporeal matters.”90
In his commitment to paper and the medium of engraving, Mantegna reinforced the
action of the artist as a progression of knowledge founded in corporeal matters. Mantegna
could not choose a more temporal support than paper. Unlike the inscriptive surfaces of
parchment and stone, paper was deﬁned by its ephemerality. Mantegna took up this uncertain substrate to explore the movement of forms—the progression of knowledge from the
artist’s workshop beyond its limited geographic territory. Paper did not have the durability of
stone, the material that carried the monumental inscriptions from the past that Mantegna and
his friends treasured. Nor was paper, unlike parchment and vellum, considered a surface on
which artists chose to keep their inventions for posterity. Such engravings were small gifts that
Mantegna and his patrons would include with their letters.91
In this address toward, as may be seen in the engraved inscription of Christ’s Entombment, it would be easy to insert Mantegna’s use of paper into the developing humanist discourse of letters. Yet this would undercut the radicality of Mantegna’s ability to wield print
and its paper support. Mantegna’s engravings exist without signatures, without dates, without
places. Mantegna, who is famous for his epigraphic gestures in painting, oddly omitted his
signature from these paper works.92 In this way, his engravings enact the fragments of antiquity
recently rediscovered in the ﬁfteenth century, anonymous works dug from the earth. It is as
though Mantegna recognized that Horace, Ovid, or Pliny’s texts survived not because of the
material on which they were written but because of the act of copying.93 Mantegna made his
engravings mobile objects, decentered from Mantua and the ﬁfteenth century, carrying his
signature only within the lines of the composition, which itself faded over time and multiple
impressions. Mantegna’s works invited themselves to be copied for their preservation, translated into new media—possibly substrates beyond the conception of the artist, such as gelatin
emulsions on photographic ﬁlm, liquid crystal, or LED displays. These paper things deﬁed
time in their embrace of a limited temporality founded in paper’s own transient status, a recognition that preservation happens in the interpretative act of the copy, that all knowledge is a
ﬁnite corporeal progression toward the unknown.

caroline o. fowler is the A. W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow in the Physical History of Art at Yale University.
This article pertains to the book project “Paper Routes in Early Modern Art.” Her book Drawing and the Senses: An Early
Modern History was published by Brepols/Harvey Miller Series in Baroque Art [Department of the History of Art, Yale
University,  York Street, New Haven, CT , cof6@yale.edu].
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