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Questions on the reception of Italian Renaissance,
the ways of its transmission, and its relation to local
artistic traditions emerge in connection with late fif-
teenth- and sixteenth-century art in most European
countries. Therefore, research on the art patronage
of cardinal Georges d’Amboise, a key figure of early
Renaissance in France, can be of international schol-
arly interest. The exhibition organized in 2017 in
the Musée d’Art, Histoire et Archéologie in Evreux
under the title A Renaissance in Normandy — Cardinal
Georges d’Amboise, Bibliophile and Patron of the Arts and
its accompanying catalogue undoubtedly deserve the
attention of researchers of Renaissance art.

Being the capital of the Eure department, where
the cardinal’s famous chateau, Gaillon is situated,
Evreux was an understandable choice of site, even if the
municipal museum and library had very few relevant
objects to contribute to the show. Most of the artworks
on display were loaned from the Bibliotheque nation-
ale de France, Paris (henceforth BnF), co-organizer of
the exhibition. Thanks to the cooperation between the
two institutions, a new audience, living further from
the capital and the country’s largest cultural centres
got access to a rich selection of objects, mainly manu-
scripts that are rarely on view. Unfortunately, T had
no chance to visit the exhibition, therefore, my review
focuses on the catalogue.

Georges d’Amboise (1460-1510), archbishop of
Rouen since 1493 and cardinal since 1498, played
a prominent role on the political stage as the prime
minister of Louis XII, and was deeply involved in the
Italian affairs of the French king. After the occupa-
tion of Milan by the French army in 1499, he was in
charge of reorganizing the duchy, then in 1500, as
lieutenant general, he suppressed the Milanese revolt
and appointed his nephew, Charles IT d’Amboise, gov-
ernor of Milan. The cardinal also participated in the
conquest of Naples in 1501. He returned to Italy again
in 1503 as a potential candidate for the papal tiara,
but he failed in his aspirations for the papacy at both
conclaves held in the same year.!

The Italian sojourn had a great impact on the
cardinal’s art patronage. Among his several building
projects, the reconstruction of the chateau of Gaillon,
the summer residence of the archbishops of Rouen,
stands out. Here Italian Renaissance forms and motifs,
transmitted by masters and artworks coming from the

peninsula, merge with the traditions of French cas-
tles and the latest developments of Flamboyant archi-
tecture. His commissions of paintings also reflect a
predilection for Italian art. Beside commissioning an
altarpiece from Andrea Mantegna and having a paint-
ing by Perugino according to the 1508 inventory of
Gaillon, he invited the Milanese Andrea Solario to
decorate the chapel of the chateau. The third pillar of
Georges d’Amboise’s art patronage was his library, that
included 138 manuscripts purchased from Frederick
IV of Aragon (1452-1504), King of Naples. This rich
collection of Italian illuminated manuscripts was com-
pleted with some volumes he had copied and illumi-
nated in Rouen and Paris.

Focusing on all main aspects of the cardinal’s
patronage, the exhibition and the catalogue represent
an attempt to synthesise the results of recent scholar-
ship.? Research on the topic, however, started much
earlier, more than one and a half century ago. The first
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scholarly work dedicated to Gaillon was published by
Achille Deville in 1850.3 Deville not only edited the
archival sources (accounts and inventories) related to
the construction works and the collections in Gail-
lon, but, in the form of a more than 150-page-long
introduction, he also wrote the first monograph on
the chateau. While Deville’s invaluable publication
of documents still serves as the basis for all research
on Gaillon, his interpretation of the sources as proof
for the primacy of French masters over the Italians is
evidently outdated today. The nationalistic overtones
of Deville’s introduction rooted in the much polarised
attitude of nineteenth-century French art historians
towards art in sixteenth-century France. One group
of scholars considered French Renaissance as a deri-
vation of Italian art and thus inferior to it, while the
other party argued for the autonomy of sixteenth-cen-
tury French art by emphasising its connections with
Gothic style, regarded as par excellence French.* The
extensive publication of archival sources in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century strongly supported
this latter, nationalist approach to French Renaissance,
since it provided long lists of names of unknown
French masters, outnumbering by far the Italians
working in France. As Flaminia Bardati remarked,
in the absence of proper critical commentaries, these
source editions facilitated creating important masters
from French artisans and downplaying the role of Ttal-
ians.’ Deville’s introduction fitted well into this strand
of French art historical writing. He emphasised sev-
eral times the French masters’ quantitative superior-
ity,° and also their greater talent, when comparing the
Florentine sculptor Antonio Giusti (Antoine Juste) and
Michel Colombe.” He also attributed the lion share of
the work to his compatriots, and only secondary and
decorative tasks to foreigners.® Often taking a polemic
tone, Deville opposed those who considered the archi-
tecture of Gaillon as Italian in style, basing their opin-
ion alone on the sculpted fragments that Alexandre
Lenoir exhibited in the Musée des Monuments Fran-
cais after the building had been seriously damaged
during the French Revolution.’

From around the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, a new generation of French art historians tried
to overstep these biased approaches and examine
the phenomena of French Renaissance with as much
objectivity as possible.!'® A new monograph on Gail-
lon that considerably revised Deville’s conclusions,
however, was published only in 1952 by Elisabeth
Chirol. The author established a new chronology of
the construction, and was the first to connect the

construction phases with key events in the cardinal’s
career that opened up the path for interpreting Gail-
lon as a scene of political representation, a significant
aspect of recent research on the cardinal’s art patron-
age.!! In order to reconstruct the building history and
reconsider the importance of the masters introduced
by Deville, Chirol took into account the written and
material evidence with equal weight. To complete
Deville’s collection of written sources, she composed
a catalogue of all the surviving stone carvings of the
chateau of Gaillon. Thus, in comparison with Deville,
Chirol managed to provide a more balanced view on
the role of French and Italian masters. However, she
divided the labour between them along similar lines,
confining the Italian influence to the sculptural work
and decoration, while attributing the architectural
design to French masters from the Loire Valley and
from Rouen.!?

A more detailed and sensitive analysis of the con-
nection between Renaissance and Flamboyant forms
came only towards the end of the twentieth century.
Jean Guillaume’s observations, put forward in his
lecture held in Tours at the international conference
“Linvention de la Renaissance” in 1994, proved to be
especially fruitful for subsequent research. Recur-
rently referring to Gaillon, he demonstrated that the
structure of the facade in Flamboyant architecture
facilitated the adoption of such Italian Renaissance
elements as pilasters and cornices. As for all'antica
ornaments, he examined how French masters trained
in Flamboyant sometimes misunderstood Renaissance
forms or — depending on their talent — came to new
solutions.!® Guillaume’s approach that considered
Flamboyant as a framework receptive to Renaissance
motifs and looked for mutual influences between
them became the dominant way of interpreting early
French Renaissance in recent scholarship. Flaminia
Bardati’s new monograph about Gaillon, as well as her
numerous articles on French Renaissance were written
in the same spirit. She emphasised the modernity of
both French Flamboyant and Italian Renaissance style
and argued that the compatibility of the two styles
resulted in a synthesis.!* Based on travellers’ accounts,
she also showed that this stylistic dichotomy was not
only perceived but even appreciated by contempo-
raries.?> In the chapters of the exhibition catalogue
dedicated to the architectural projects of the cardinal
and their sculptural decoration Thibaut Noyelle and
Sophie Caron summarised these recent developments
in research. The representative function of all'antica
decoration, related to French military victories in Italy
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and the cardinal’s involvement in them, received spe-
cial emphasis in both articles.

From among the three main aspects of the cardi-
nal’s art patronage, his collection of paintings is prob-
ably the most difficult to grasp. On the one hand, a
part of his commissions are known from documents —
the inventories of Gaillon or his correspondence — but
hardly any of them can be identified with surviving
artworks. On the other hand, based on heraldic evi-
dence or provenance, there is good reason to suppose
that Andrea Solario, the Milanese painter invited by
Georges d’Amboise to Gaillon in 1507, painted several
of his extant works for the cardinal, nevertheless, none
of them corresponds with the items in the invento-
ries. Solario’s sojourn in France was already studied in
detail in the 1980s: in the frame of an exhibition organ-
ized by Sylvie Béguin and in a monograph by David
Alan Brown.'® Beyond summarizing the results of pre-
vious research, the short chapter by Vincent Delieuvin
in the present exhibition catalogue slightly revised the
cardinal’s motivations for choosing Solario. In contrast
to previous scholarship that considered the Milanese
painter a substitute for Leonardo da Vinci or at least
regarded the Leonardesque elements of his style as the
main reason behind his invitation, Delieuvin empha-
sised the “monumental and descriptive” nature of his
art that the cardinal realized to be convenient for the
decoration of his chapel, which included large-scale
portraits of his family.

The most extensive part of both the exhibition and
the catalogue, and the one bringing considerable new
results, explored the various aspects of the cardinal’s
book collection. As opposed to the sculpted fragments
and the paintings by Solario, such a rich selection of
his illuminated manuscripts has never been displayed
to the public before. Moreover, an intensive campaign
of digitalization accompanied the exhibition, as a
result of which now all the manuscripts once in the
possession of Georges d’Amboise and preserved in the
BnF are fully available online.!”

Researchers of the cardinal’s library are in a
privileged situation. Beside three inventories, some
accounts related to his commissions of manuscripts
have also survived, and all has been available in print
for one and a half century thanks to Deville’s funda-
mental source edition.!'® Moreover, a hundred or so
volumes, that is 40% percent of the books listed in
the inventories, can be identified today. The present
catalogue not only published a new, critical edition of
the written sources related to the manuscripts, but for
the first time it provided a concordance of the three
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inventories and the surviving manuscripts, including
all other data on provenance.

Since most of the manuscripts (64 volumes)
ended up in the collection of the BnF, no surprise that
the first draft of the history of the cardinal’s library was
written by Léopold Delisle, curator of the Department
of Manuscripts, as a subchapter of his book about
the formation of the BnF’s manuscript collection.?”
Beyond identifying the manuscripts once belonging
to Georges d’Amboise, he discussed the different ways
of acquisition, and also touched upon the question of
dispersion. As for their illumination, he recognized
that the Ttalian manuscripts in the possession of the
cardinal had a significant influence on the French illu-
minators working for him.

Research on the library at Gaillon revived only
towards the end of the twentieth century, thanks to
the publications by Marie-Pierre Laffitte and Gennaro
Toscano. In her studies, Laffitte analysed in detail the
accounts and inventories related to the library, raising
some new questions such as the arrangement of the
volumes in the room or the profile of the manuscript
collection in comparison with other contemporary
French libraries.?® She also discussed in depth the dis-
persion of the library, and identified the manuscript
collection of Philippe Hurault de Cheverny (1528-
1599), Chancellor of France as the intermediary stage
in the way of several manuscripts from Gaillon to the
French Royal Library. Toscano, an expert on Neapoli-
tan manuscript illumination, mainly focused on the
cardinal’s manuscripts coming from the Aragonese
library.?! The surviving eighty or so volumes of Nea-
politan origins in Georges d’Amboise’s library served
as a rich and representative sample for Toscano. In
several studies, he presented the history of manuscript
production and collecting in the Aragonese court in
the fifteenth century. In addition, he also made some
important observations on how French illuminators
working for the cardinal used his Italian manuscripts
as models. Both authors contributed to the present cat-
alogue. Laffitte wrote only a short introductory essay
dedicated to the spatial arrangement of the cardinal’s
library, while Toscano published another extensive
study on the scribes and illuminators of the Aragonese
manuscripts.

A fresh view on the library of Georges d’Amboise
was given by the essays of Maxence Hermant, chief
curator of the exhibition. Together with Mathieu Del-
dicque and Florence Calame-Levert, they explored
the book collections of three contemporary French
prelates, two of Georges d’Amboise’s brothers, Louis
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I, Bishop of Albi (1433-1503), and Jean I, Bishop of
Langres (1434-1498), and a good acquaintance of the
cardinal, Raoul du Fou, Bishop of Evreux (>-1511).
Their libraries have never been studied in detail before.
In the context of these other collections, in which all
manuscripts were produced in France and were pri-
marily of liturgical content (with the exception of
Louis’s, who had several patristic codices), the unique-
ness and ambitiousness of the cardinal’s library, con-
taining around one and a half hundred Italian manu-
scripts, are even more apparent.

Although the cardinal’s French, illuminated,
historical manuscripts — a key component of aristo-
cratic libraries in France — are far outnumbered by
his Latin humanistic codices produced in Italy, Her-
mant argued that Georges d’Amboise aimed to create
a library responding to the standards of both French
and Italian aristocratic libraries. The disproportions of
the final stock of his library are due to various external
circumstances. Being a younger son, he did not inherit
the family library, and from around 1501-1502, when
his interest for manuscripts aroused, he had less than
a decade to make up this lack by commissions. He
was certainly more fortunate with the Italian manu-
scripts, since he could purchase them in bulk from
the indebted Frederick IV of Aragon. He did not need
to make more efforts to improve the Italian part of his
library, his other acquisitions either predate this one,
or he received them as gifts. Perhaps the cardinal did
not have a similar opportunity to buy second-hand
luxurious French manuscripts, a practice that became
more and more common from the early sixteenth cen-
tury, when manuscript production started to decline.??

Hermant also re-examined the subgroup of
the Aragonese manuscripts that came to Georges
d’Amboise through the hands of Guillaume II Bricon-
net, Bishop of Lodeve (1470-1534). Based on previ-
ous research by Marie-Pierre Laffitte, he extended
their number and studied them in the context of other
manuscripts commissioned by the Briconnet fam-
ily that reveal their interest in humanistic books.??
Thanks to a document from 1503 recording Frederick
of Aragon’s debt to a member of the Briconnet family,
Hermant also found a possible occasion for the acqui-
sition of the Neapolitan codices.

The Briconnet manuscripts give a vivid example
for different practices of replacing the coat of arms
of the previous owner, an interesting subject briefly
addressed by Hermant. Guillaume Briconnet chose
an unusually drastic and creative method to indicate
his ownership in the second-hand books. He either

had new marginal decoration added to the manu-
script already illuminated in Italy, or, in several cases
he removed the title page, had it copied with a script
imitating the original and decorated it with a new bor-
der and his own coat of arms. Such an effort seems
excessive, when considering that the manuscripts
spent only a short time in Briconnet’s possession: he
acquired them not earlier than October 1502, when
Frederick of Aragon arrived in France, but probably
only in 1503, and they appeared in the first inven-
tory of Georges d’Amboise, dressed up in late 1503 or
early 1504. In contrast with Guillaume Briconnet, the
cardinal simply erased the previous owner’s coats of
arms, and had his own painted in their place. Inter-
estingly, Georges d’Amboise was keen to remove only
the Briconnet coats of arms, but he left untouched all
the Aragonese ones. Hermant and Toscano provided a
tempting explanation for this, pointing out that a part
of the Aragonese coat of arms is almost identical with
the cardinal’s. A luxurious breviary now preserved in
the Vatican Library represents a third case.?* It was
commissioned by Matthias Corvinus (1443-1490),
King of Hungary from Attavante degli Attavanti, but
left in Florence after his death in 1490. Somehow
Georges d’Amboise acquired the volume since his coat
of arms appears on several pages. However, only a part
of the previous owner’s heraldic devices had been cov-
ered so that in the lavishly illuminated double-page
spreads the two coats of arms appear together: that
of King Matthias on the right page and the cardinal’s
on the left. This solution must have been purposeful
and suggests that the royal rank of the previous owner
added to the value of the manuscript.

The Vatican Breviary, this rarely exhibited man-
uscript was definitely one of the highlights of the
show in Evreux, and the catalogue contributed to
the research of the manuscript with interesting new
results. For the first time, the breviary was identi-
fied with the first item in the inventories of Georges
d’Amboise, describing “Ung bel et magnifique breviaire
en parchemin usaige de Rome, couvert de drap d’or qui fer-
moit a fermeaulx d’or en quatre endroiz dont en y a troys
perduz.”® Toscano, author of the entry gave no justifi-
cation for this identification that is, however, far from
being evident: for more than a century, this item of the
inventory had been identified with a now lost breviary
that the cardinal commissioned in Rouen according
to his accounts.?® Nevertheless, 1 have two remarks
to support this unexplained identification. First, the
third inventory, dressed up in 1550, gives the title of
the book as “Ordo breviarii secundum consuetudinem
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Romane Curie”, which, though fitting for every brev-
iary following the use of Rome, has exactly the same
phrasing as the incipit of the Vatican Breviary. (The use
of the breviary mentioned in the accounts is not speci-
fied, but a use of Rouen would be more appropriate
for the archbishop.) Second, the only analogy for the
binding is another book from Italy, Saint Augustine’s
commentaries on the Psalms (“Augustinus, super psal-
mos, couvert de drap d’or, et quatre fermaus d’argent”).>’

Thus, the date of the cardinal’s first inventory (late
1503—early 1504) serves as a terminus ante quem for
the acquisition of the manuscript, the circumstances
of which have not been unfolded yet. Based on new
research on French and Florentine diplomatic rela-
tions, Emanuele Cutinelli-Rendina, one of the edi-
tors of the correspondence between the Signoria and
Francesco Soderini and Luca degli Albizzi, the Flor-
entine ambassadors in France, offered an interesting
hypothesis. On 28 November 1501 Soderini wrote
to the Signoria that the favour of Georges d’Amboise
could not be gained by money but rather by a book
he was longing for.?® The Signoria answered on 14
December that they could not send the book, which
was then in Rome, since the owner did not want to
sell it, but they would do their best to purchase it.?
Although the book was not specified, there is a strong
possibility according to Cutinelli-Rendina that it is
identical with the Vatican Breviary. Toscano suggested
that if the Signoria’s efforts to purchase the book
remained futile, the cardinal could have acquired it
during his sojourn in Rome in 1503.

The letter by Soderini is an important evidence
for the cardinal’s early interest in books and the pos-
sible use of (in all likelihood luxurious) manuscripts
as diplomatic gifts, especially for prelates. The splen-
didly illuminated breviary would have been without
doubt appropriate for such purpose, thus it is reason-
able to search for the circumstances of its acquisition
in the intensive diplomatic negotiations between Flor-
ence and Georges d’Amboise in the first years of the
sixteenth century. However, so far we do not have
enough information to identify the Vatican Breviary
with the book mentioned in the correspondence.
The authors also ignored or neglected some impor-
tant and well-known data on the provenance of the
manuscript. In February 1498, Vladislaus 11 Jagiel-
lon (1456-1516), successor of Matthias as King of
Hungary, wrote to the Signoria to ask for information
about the manuscripts commissioned by his prede-
cessor but left in Florence in order to finally acquire
them.*® In their answer of 31 May 1498, the Signoria
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informed the king that all the manuscripts are in the
hands of the Medici, with the exception of a magnifi-
cent breviary estimated to 500 florins that is now in
the possession of the Capponi family. This volume
is unanimously identified with the Vatican Breviary.
These documents should also be kept in mind when
considering if the correspondence between Francesco
Soderini and the Signoria refers to the same volume.
How could the manuscript be in Rome in 1501 if in
1498 it belonged to a Florentine family? Was it the
Capponi who were unwilling to sell the book in 1501
or did it change hands in the meantime?

The Vatican Breviary is not the only manuscript
commissioned by King Matthias that got into the
possession of the French cardinal. Together with the
Aragonese manuscripts he also acquired the Sermons
by Saint Ambrose, Maximus of Turin, and Saint Basil
of Caesarea that once belonged to the Hungarian king’s
library, the so-called Bibliotheca Corviniana. In his
entry about the manuscript, Toscano gave a brief sum-
mary of the library’s history, but with several inaccura-
cies due to the use of rather outdated secondary litera-
ture.®! The theory that Matthias started to create his
famous library already in the 1460s has been recently
questioned; new scholarship dated the project to the
1480s.3? The role of Vespasiano da Bisticci in the pro-
duction of corvinas (manuscripts from the Bibliotheca
Corviniana) can also be refuted considering that the
Florentine book merchant (cartolaio) retired in 1480.33
Listing Francesco d’Antonio del Chierico among the
most important illuminators working for King Mat-
thias also reflects an earlier stage of research, because
lately all the corvinas previously attributed to Chierico
have been integrated into the oeuvre of Francesco Ros-
selli and other Florentine illuminators.>*

The two corvinas on display are not the only
reason for which this catalogue deserves the atten-
tion of scholars dealing with Hungarian Renaissance.
I believe that research on book illumination in Buda
in the late fifteenth century, especially on the recep-
tion of all’antica motifs could benefit from a compari-
son between manuscripts decorated in Buda and in
Rouen.?> The decoration of the manuscripts produced
for King Matthias in Buda merges Northern Italian,
Florentine, and sometimes even Netherlandish ele-
ments, which makes the scale and composition of the
so-called Buda workshop a tricky and much debated
question.*® When considering the workshop structure
behind the production of the “hybrid” decorations by
the Buda workshop, the example of the illuminator
Jean Serpin may give food for thought: he was respon-
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sible for both the Ttalian style and the traditional
French border decorations in the manuscripts com-
missioned by Georges d’Amboise in Rouen. It means
that to some extant illuminators were capable to switch
between different styles. The same might be true for
illuminators working in Buda, which, of course, does
not exclude the possibility that several hands worked
on the same manuscript and does not exempt schol-
ars from the careful analysis of differences in style and
quality. While the demand for all’antica marginal dec-
orations probably came from the commissioner — from
Georges d’Amboise and King Matthias — who could
provide the local illuminators with the models, i.e. the
manuscripts produced in Italy, the stylistic heteroge-
neity of the Buda workshop’s production might also
have delighted the patrons.

As far as Renaissance architecture in Hungary is
concerned, a comparative approach has already been
applied by Rozsa Feuer-Toth, who confronted the
Renaissance refurbishment of the Buda castle with
early French Renaissance building projects.>” She
argued that in contrast to France, where work organi-
zation and building methods remained the same as in
the Gothic period, in Hungary, the adaption of the Ital-
ian practise of dividing the labour between the Italian
“ornamentators”, who carved the window and door

frames, and the local masons facilitated the appearance
of all’antica elements in pure form as self-supported
structures. Now, with the help of the rich source mate-
rial and the intensive research on Gaillon discussed
above, Feuer-Toth’s illuminating but perhaps too
sharp and general contrast could be tested and refined
if needed. Unfortunately, a comparison between the
coexistence of Gothic and Renaissance forms in Buda
and Gaillon remains very much limited because the
findings in Buda are too scarce and fragmentary to
allow any well-founded reconstruction of the palace.8
In summary, this beautifully illustrated and ele-
gant catalogue provides a thorough and comprehen-
sive view on the current state of research on Georges
d’Amboise’s art patronage, with an emphasis on its rep-
resentational function in the context of the cardinal’s
political achievements and aspirations. It also contrib-
utes to the results of the last few decades of research
with some new data, observations, and hypotheses,
especially regarding the cardinal’s library. As a synthe-
sizing work, it may offer guidelines to explore other,
lesser known patrons of the early Renaissance period
in France and may serve as a useful point of reference
for any comparative study on the reception of Renais-

sance in other countries.
Eszter Nagy*
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