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The Bibbona
Church

[C.P]

Sempre uno edifizio vole essere ispicato d’intorno a volere
dimostrare la sua vera forma (A building ought always
1o be detached all round in order to show its true shape).

Paris MS. B, £ 39 v, ¢. 1487-g0 (Richrer. § 753}

HE WELL-KNOWN map at Windsor,

RL 12683 (Richier, pl. CXII}, ¢. 1503-4,
showing the western part of Tuscany with the
Tirrenian coast at the top, includes a considerable
number of large and small towns, each identified
with its name written by Leonardo in the regular
marnner, that is, from left to right. On the vpper
left, facing the sea, there are the hill-towns of
Bolgheri and Bibbona, which are located at
about five kilometers from one another. Be-
tween the two, in the plain, is shown the huge
structure of a church with large cupola, appar-
endy octagonal, toppend by a conspicuous lan-
tern. Though the drawing is about a quarter of an
inch in size, it conveys the effect of 2 monumen-
tal building the like of Florence Cathedral with
Brunetleschi’s cupola.
This is one of the very few unidentified spots in
the whole map, indeed the only one shown in a
scale that approaches that of a whole town. For
more than thirry years, in fact since the carly
19603, I have been wondering about this myste-
rious detail, and only recently Guido Lapez, a
contributor to this journal and the owner of a
country house at Bolgherd, was able 1o solve the
problem the moment I brought it to him. And so
in a summer day of 1995 we went together to the
ouskirts of Bibbona to visit Santa Maria della Pi-
etd,' an imposing Greck-cross church as devel-
oped from a squarc plan the way it is shown tme
and again in Leonardo's carly studies of ccclesias-
tical architecture in Paris MS. B, ¢, 1487-90, and
on refated sheets of the Codex Adantcus. Like the

' A thorough account of the history and style of this church is
found in Gemma Landolfi and Maddalena Faola Winspeare.
Bibborg. Guida ai beni storici ¢ artistia, 1994, pp. 35-117 (with
fuil bibliography). 1 should like to thank Dr, Lucia Borghesan
ol the Municipality of Legharn for a copy of this publication.

later Santa Maria della Consolazione at Todi, built
about 1508 by Cola da Caprarola on a Bramante
plan, the Bibbona Church stands out in the open
field and could be observed from the top of the
fortified walls of the town as shown in Leonardao’s
drawing — a vantage point comparable to that
which is taken by the viewer of an architectural
model i order to appreciate its ‘true form'.

The building is known to have been planned by
Ranieri da Trpalle and Vicorio Ghiberti, son of
Lorenzo, who are in fact recorded in newly dis-
covered documents for having followed its con-
struction entrusted to bricklayers and stonema-
sons from Vicenza since about 1482 By 1492 it
was completed, as shown by an inseription still in
sint on the architrave of the main entrance door:

DIVAE VIRGINI PORTAM HANC C - BIBON -
SVA IMPENSA ISTITVIT FACIVINDAM - MCCUCXCEH

The chureh was built in order to have its main
altar incorporate the tabernacle that used to stand
by the road in the open field with an image of the
Virgin with the Dead Christ painted on stone
and said to have performed miracles since the
end of the eighth century. A reference o it is also
in Luca Landucci’s Diary under the year 1482
The portent was also known to Girolamo Savon-
arola, who wrote in poetical, passionate terms
about it. By the end of 1482 Leonardo was al-
ready in Milan and it is unlikely that the nows
about the miracolous image had reached him,
though it is more probable that he had come to
be informed of the plans for the new church.
Onc sheet of the Codex Atlanticus, f. 362 r-b, v-
b, ¢. 1487-90, contains several studies of central-
ly-planned churches, and next to the plan and
elevation of 1 Greek-crass church on the recto

* Landucei’s entry reads as follows: *E in questo tenpo v pariava
d'una divozione di Nostra [Yonma trovate 2 Bibbona, d'un ta-
bernacolo fuora di Bibbona un trarre di balestro; ch'é una Ver-
gine Marza a sedere con Cristo in braccio came si levé di croce.
come st dipingeno Palire Pietd. La quale comineid msino a di 5
daprile 1482, b quale si trasfigurava, cioé diventava d'azzurm
rossa, ¢ di rossa poi nera ¢ di divers colori, E gueste dicono
avere fatto molte [volte] insino a questo di [...J" {At this time there
was much tatk about the worship of an inuge of Qur Lady
Bibbona, or rather in a tabemacle about 2 bowshot from Bibho-
na, It is, namely. a Virgin seated and holding the dead Christ in
her arms, afer e has heen taken down from the Cross, a scene
called Pictd. This worship began on the stk of April, when it was
transfigured: that iy, it changed from biue to red, and from red
to black and divers colors. And this is said to have happened
many fimes berween then and now [L.]). On the basis of style,
the painting cannat be carlier than the mid-fificenth century.
For the documentation concerning the church. see Giuseppe
Marchini, "Vitono Ghiberti architetto’, in Sontti di stona del-
Parte in ouore di Mane Salmi, Rome, 1962, Vol. 11, pp. 18p-202,
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there is a note not by Leonardo: *benedictus de
benedictis de pisis amicus Leonardj deuning de
florentie”. With all probability this is the same
person as recorded in the annals of the Florentine
Studio recently published by Armando Verde
(Pistoia, 1977, Vol. 11, t. I, pp. 167-9). Benedett
was a scolaro in law at Pisa where he graduated in
1491 after a protracted student life. In 1499 he
was Orator at Venice and died there in 15c0. Itis
probable that about 1487-90 he was in Pavia orin
Milan, where he professed himself a friend of
Leonardo’s. Whether he was interested in ar-
chiteeture or not, he might have been informed
of the architectural projects in the arca of Leg-
horn at the time of his school days in nearby Pisa.
The construction of the Bibbona Church was in
fact completed in 1492, a year after his graduation,
The best-know church of the same time was of
course Santa Maria delle Carceri by Giuliano da
Sangallo al Prato, also dating ¢. 1452, with which
the Bibbona one is sometimes compared. And it
is somenmes suggested that the ground plans of
Santa Maria degli Angioli and Santo Spirito in
Pans MS. B, fl. 11 v-12 1, reflect a Leonardo
mectng with Giuliano in Milan in 1492 as record-
ed by Vasari {1V, 276). This is of course an impos-
sibility because the drawings certainly predate that
meeting. In fact, MS. B cannot be later than 1490,
and those partcular drawings show the same
touch of the pen and color of the ink as the notes
on the same pages in the style of the 1489 anatom-
ical studies. It is however quite possible that this
kind of information circulated quickly, just as it is
not to be ruled out the possibility that Leonardo
had been more direedy nvolved wich the plans for
the Bibbona Church since it could well be that he
was informed of them even before leaving Flor-
ence in late 1482, In Vasart's account of Leonar-
do's earliest actvity in Florence {IV, 20}, reference
1s made to architecture, with the specificaton that
he made ‘many drawings of both ground plans
and other buildings, and was also the first who,
still 2 very young man, discussed about the canal-
ization of the Arno River from Pisa to Florence’,
Leonardo’s carly excumsions in the terrtory
might have brought him to the site where the
Bibbona Church was to be built. As the character
of this structure is so emphatically reflected in his
carly studies of ccclesiastical architecture, one
may wonder why, when he happened to see the
actual building some ten years after it was com-
pleted, he decided o include it in 2 map of
technical nature, where cach town is designated
by name for reference, and where this particular
structure stands alone, out of scale and unidenufied.

A New Madonna
of the Yarnwinder

NATHALIE GUTTMANN

HE EXHIBITION on the theme of

Leonardo’s Bridges organized by Carlo Pe-
drettt and first shown in three locations in Sweden
- Malmé, Stockholm and Géteborg — from 1993
to 1995, failed to include the ex-Reford version of
the Madonna of the Yarmwinder,' buc the revised
edition of the same cxhibition, which is now
touring the world after the stops in Germany and
Holland (Spever, 1995, and Rotterdam, 1995-6),
will be featuring an unpublished carly version of it
This 1s a privately owned painting {oil on wood,
43.5 X34.7 cm) recenty sold in England and now
privately owned. Of some thirty or so copies
known of the subject, this is unquestionably the
best after the two versions that have come to be
recognized as products of Leonardo’s studio un-
der the direct supervision and even participati-
on of Leonardo himself, namely the Buccleuch
and ex-Reford enes* As such, it incorporates
elements of both, c.g. the emphatically flattened-
out face of the Virgin, just as in Leonardo’s well-
known figure study at Windsor, the highly con-
vincing detail of the stratified rock formation at
bottom right, and the aunospheric rendering of a
chain of Alpine muntains in the far backgroond,
far more Leonardian in character than thosc in
the ex-Reford version. Different elements of the
landscape are mwroduced in the mid-distance —
the upstream view of a river flanked by a town
with a bridge and by a long, winding road that
leads up to a smaller town, on the left, and a pro-
montory of dense vegetation on the right. The
type of buildings may suggest at first a northern
artist, but this is precisely the type of landscape
that Bernazzano conwibuted to the paintings
of Cesare da Sesto. A comparable detail ap-
pears cven in a small sketch on a French sheet of
Leonardo’s geometrical seudies, CA, f. 9o v-b,
¢. 1517-18. This newly discovered Madouna of
the Yanuwinder is being studied by Carlo Pedrerti,

'C.P., "The Swedish Courier’, in ALY Joumal, VI [1995). 245,
* P, "The Mystenies of 2 Leonardo Madonna, mostly Unsol-
ved' i ALV Joumal. V [tg92]. 169-75 {with full bibliography).

[141]
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|C.P.] THE BIBBONA CHURCH [pp. 140-1]

1. Windsor, RL 12682 (actual-size detail), . 1502.

=0 @

2. Enlarged detail of Figure 1.

. Bibbona, Santa Maria della Pietd, ¢. 1492.




4. CA, £ 362 1-b, ¢, 1487-90. 5. CA, f. 362 v-b, ¢. 1487-90.

6. Detail of Figure 4,

. @

g and ro. Details of Paris MS. B, £. 91 v (3 v), ¢. 1487-90.




8. Ms. B, f. 92 v-93r (2 v-3 1), &. 1487-90.

9. MB. B, ff. 93 v-94 1 (3 v-4 1), ¢. 1487-90.




