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INTRODUCTION

CONNECTING the two grand-ducal residences of Florence, Palazzo
Vecchio and Palazzo Pitti, is a long gallery that begins in the Uffizi and
extends nearly a kilometer across the Arno and the busy quarter of the
Oltrarno. Out of bounds to tourists and seldom visited by anyone, it
contains the largest collection in the world, begun by Cardinal Leo-
poldo dei Medici in the seventeenth century and continued well into
the twentieth, of artists' self-portraits. From Andrea del Sarto and
Vasari, through Rubens and Rembrandt, Van Dyck and Velazquez,
David and Delacroix, to Maurice Denis, Balla, and Chagall, the
painters stare out at us with proud, enigmatic gazes, sporting elaborate
robes, gripping their brushes and palettes, toying with books and musi-
cal scores, sometimes even holding their own self-portraits. We walk
this monumental artistic mile wondering what these men, and occa-
sional women, were like. They seem to challenge us to gauge their per-
sonalities, or their personas, from their paintings. They prompt a
question first asked by Philo Judaeus, a writer of the first century A.D.:

Unfailingly, works of art make known their creator, for who, as
he looks at statues and pictures, does not immediately form an
idea about the sculptor and the painter?

I take this quote from Margot and Rudolf Wittkower's Born Under
Saturn, first published in 1963 and here reissued, a book which brings
the resources of modern scholarship to explore the relation of the artist's
character to the character of his art. Can we really judge the personality
from the work? Where do our ideas of artistic character come from? Do
we know enough about the development of art as a profession? What
are the tools we need to study creativity in a historical context? The
Wittkowers seek to put such questions in historical perspective as they
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discuss the lives and accomplishments of a host of European artists
from the late Middle Ages to the dawn of the Romantic era. The pic-
ture that emerges from their pages is at once finely detailed and sweep-
ing: we see the Renaissance artist separating himself from the medieval
guild, striking out on his own, and suffering the uncertainties of a
newly unmoored social status, which is the moment, the Wittkowers
argue, that the notion of the melancholic and eccentric artist takes
hold. It is followed, however, by a much longer period in which the
artist emerges as an eminently respectable figure, of the sort epitomized
by Sir Joshua Reynolds, with his huge income and confident standing
in the upper ranks of society. Then, with the approach of Romanticism,
an era ushered in by William Blake, the artist reappears once again as a
rebel against convention, breaking the bounds of rationality.

Born Under Saturn is a book of vast range, acute intelligence, and
fast narrative pace. It is not only a fascinating compilation of stories of
artists' lives but a pioneering introduction to the concept of the artist
and the way it has been modified by history. Furthermore, it sheds light
on some of the major debates about method that affected the develop-
ment of art history during the twentieth century. But to appreciate the
full accomplishment of this book requires some more detailed knowl-
edge of Margot and Rudolf Wittkower's own lives and labors.

Rudolf Wittkower (1901-1971) was one of the great lights of the gen-
eration of German Jewish art historians forced to emigrate by the Nazis.
He found refuge from the Nazi regime first in London and later in New
York, where he ended his career at Columbia University. Wittkower was
best known for his studies of Renaissance architecture, writing with
great and revolutionary insight on Alberti, Michelangelo, and Palladio,
but he was also an authority on baroque sculpture and the foremost
scholar on the work of Bernini. Educated in post-World-War-I Berlin
and Munich, Wittkower wrote a thesis on the minor Veronese
Renaissance painter Domenico Morone, and then, in 1923, moved to
Rome to take up a position at the newly formed German research insti-
tute, the Bibliotheca Hertziana. There he assisted the director, Ernst
Steinmann, with his research on Michelangelo, and began to investigate
the undervalued fields of baroque architecture and sculpture. The sev-
enteenth century had long been considered a degenerate period; schol-
arly literature on it was sparse. Wittkower and Heinrich Brauer's
massive catalog of all the known drawings by Gianlorenzo Bernini,
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published by the Hertziana in 1931, formed the basis for the study of the
major artist of the baroque for generations and is still an invaluable
tool.

How unusual and innovative Wittkower's interests were emerges
from the following story. Bernard Berenson, the great connoisseur of
early Italian painting, came to Rome to visit Steinmann. He was intro-
duced to Wittkower as one of Steinmann's young assistants, and asked
to see his work. Wittkower offered photographs of the Bernini draw-
ings. Berenson sat across the table reviewing the labels on the back, not
even bothering to turn the photographs right side up. Finally he said,
"When I look at these, I feel physically sick." Wittkower was furious.
His own determination to try to find the value and the importance of
what a student was doing was to make him a master teacher, shaper of
two generations of British and American students.

Assistants at the Hertziana remained bachelors until they left the po-
sition, but on the last day of 1923 Wittkower broke with this tradition
by marrying. He was then twenty-two and his bride barely a year
younger; they had known each other since they were seventeen and six-
teen. Margot Holtzmann (1902-1995) came from a well-to-do Jewish
medical family in Berlin, but was determined to pursue a career in fur-
niture making and design, unconventional for a woman, especially of
her background. She had enrolled in the Tischlerei Fachschule in Berlin
in 1919 and the Stadtische Kunstgewerbe und Handwerkschule in
nearby Charlottenburg in 1920. Throughout the 19205, she held various
jobs as a garden designer and interior designer while raising her and
Rudolf's child, Mario.

In 1933 the Wittkowers emigrated to England. Politically aware,
they had the foresight to realize that Hitler's grip on power would not
prove temporary. The next year Rudolf was lucky to find work in the
great library of 120,000 books formed in Hamburg by Aby Warburg
but relocated to London in 1934. Warburg, a scion of the great
Hamburg banking family, died in 1929 but the Wittkowers had met
him in 1927, a year after he had emerged from a mental clinic on the
Lake of Constance, which he had entered for the treatment of the
schizophrenia that had plagued him since 1918. They formed a bond
with Warburg. He was, Rudolf Wittkower later maintained, the one
real genius he had ever met, with interests that encompassed the whole
world of visual culture, not just the great art of the Florentine
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Renaissance, but also astrology, and popular items from advertisements
to comic strips. He appreciated the loftiest flights of the Renaissance
spirit but also saw the demonic undercurrent beneath.

Warburg, victim of schizophrenia, brought melancholy to the atten-
tion of early-twentieth-century scholarship, and gave the initial stimu-
lus to the work that emerged decades later as Born Under Saturn. Indeed,
melancholy is a key to the work of many early Warburgians. Melan-
choly for the Middle Ages was synonymous with acedia, gloomy sloth.
But in the Renaissance the neo-Platonist philosopher Marsilio Ficino
rediscovered a passage in Aristotle where the ancient author maintains
that all men who achieve distinction in the arts and sciences are melan-
cholic. He went on to conflate Aristotle's creative melancholy with Plato's
divine mania, the source of artistic inspiration. Thus melancholy be-
came the mark of the creative spirit. (Michelangelo, for example, called
his own habitual gloom and self-imposed isolation pazzia, folly, but he
really was referring to the divine mania of Plato.) Warburg's followers,
above all his great disciple Erwin Panofsky, continued to investigate the
meanings of melancholy. It lies at the heart of Panofsky's biography of
Diirer. Scholars of Elizabethan literature were drawn to the subject
as well. And if melancholy held a position of strange pride in the Re-
naissance sensibility, it also had a grim pertinence in the world of the
twentieth century. Saturn, tutelary deity of melancholy, assumes a place
of honor in the title and on the frontispiece of the Wittkowers' book.

At first sight one expects Born Under Saturn to be a study in the psy-
chology of the artist, but if anything the book is a historian's revenge
against psychology, or at least against the wave of psychologizing inter-
pretations of the artist that began in the nineteenth century. Rumors of
Freud had reached and intrigued Rudolf in his student days. At one
point he kept pencil and pad by his bed to record his dreams, and he
took an interest in lecturers coming to Berlin from Vienna to speak on
topics such as Leonardo and psychoanalysis. As Margot was later to say,
this was a time when a new interest dawned in the personality of the
artist. But by 1963 the Wittkowers had come to believe that history was
a good deal more revealing about art and artists than psychological
speculations.

Their skepticism was aroused by a series of efforts to discover an
anchorage in psychology, but outside of history, for the study of person-
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ality and talent. In 1863 Cesare Lombroso had tried to link genius
with insanity, making his case with a welter of anecdotes. In Germany
in 1917-1920 the Pannenborg brothers tried to establish a psychological
typology of creative personalities. And in 1932 the German art historian
Ernst Kris, a contemporary of the Wittkowers who had undergone
Freudian psychoanalysis and begun to practice as an analyst himself,
published an influential psychoanalytic study of the "character heads,"
Characterkopfe, of the portrait sculptor, Franz Xavier Messerschmidt
(1736-1783). These were a series of grimacing faces done in the last thir-
teen years of Messerschmidt's life. Sixty-nine were completed and forty-
nine have survived. Soon famous, they were meant to represent the
inner emotions associated with character types. Thus we have a "happy
smiling old man" and a "splenetic man," which are harmless enough,
but also two remarkable "beak heads," which distort the lips of a smil-
ing face in a nightmarish way.

For Kris, writing in the language of Freudian psychoanalysis, Mes-
serschmidt was a psychotic with predominant paranoid trends, tending
toward schizophrenia. His insanity, Kris thought, was indeed a key to
his creativity. For the Wittkowers, on the other hand, he was a success-
ful and respected artist with perhaps some eccentric and solitary habits,
but hardly a madman. To produce private works with cryptic meaning
alongside works for a paying bourgeois clientele was not for them a sign
of insanity. Many artists did this, they realized, not least Michelangelo,
who produced drawings with private meanings for his Platonic friend
Tommaso dei Cavalieri. To have absorbed occult practices and to be ob-
sessed with proportion and physiognomies was hardly unusual. Studies
and speculation about proportion had been the backbone of art theory
from the time of Alberti, as Rudolf Wittkower had shown in a famous
book of 1949. In Born Under Saturn, the Wittkowers remain respectful
of Freud, but skeptical about the application of psychoanalytic cate-
gories to the art of the past. For them the tracing of the monotonous
pattern of subconscious urges obscured more than it clarified the his-
torical situation of the artist.

Kris aroused the Wittkowers' skepticism, but another writer aroused
their out-and-out hostility. This was the psychologist Ernst Kretschmer,
who in 1921 sought to establish the physiological basis of character and
then in 1929 to chart a typology of genius. The Wittkowers found
Kretschmer's racial theories distasteful and objected to his unfounded
generalizations, of which they give this sample:
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The realistic, joyful mood of the Renaissance, with its entirely
worldly, earth-loving, pleasure-seeking, constructive, artistic na-
ture, had, in comparison with the Gothic spirit, a more cyclo-
thymic infusion.

However preposterous this may sound now, Kretschmer was very much
in fashion in the 19305. His theories were used by the rising historian of
the Vienna School, Hans Sedlmayr, to interpret the unconventional de-
signs of an artist dear to Rudolf Wittkower's heart from his days in
Rome, Francesco Borromini (1599-1667). Inferring an inner psychotic
state from Borromini's occasional irascibility and his tragic suicide,
Sedlmayr analyzed his architecture in terms of what he called, using
Kretschmer's term, a schizothymic personality, discerning within the
visible architecture abstract forms that he saw as deep structures of
Borromini's art.

To Wittkower these were so many pretentious cliches, of no help in
illuminating the achievement of an architect of immense creativity.
Constitutionally adverse to the imposition of authoritarian intellectual
constructs on history, Wittkower took on Sedlmayr and the two en-
gaged in a series of attacks and counterattacks in learned journals in
1931. The polemic tone of these was deepened by Wittkower's awareness
of Sedlmayr's Nazi sympathies, but beyond that it was based on deeply
contrasting views of what made for valid art history. The case of Bor-
romini is illustrative of Rudolf and Margot Wittkower's approach to the
question of artistic personality. Borromini only occupies a few pages in
Born Under Saturn, in the chapter on artists' suicides, but three years
later, in an address on the occasion of the tercentenary of the artist's
death in 1967 (drafted at first by Margot but then revised and delivered
by Rudolf)> Wittkower considered him anew. The address, published
with the dramatic title "Personality and Destiny," is a small master-
piece, and one of the most insightful studies of the personality of any
baroque artist. The Wittkowers are not disdainful of psychology. Among
other things the essay explores with acumen precisely the psychological
dimensions of the rivalry between Borromini and Bernini. But it is a
beautiful demonstration of psychological insight not born of specula-
tion but grounded in biography and history, rehabilitating a difficult
and tormented but brilliant artistic personality.
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Born Under Saturn aims to replace uncontextual psychologizing with
historical context gained from a reading of hundreds of contemporary
sources. The presence of myriad "lives" or vite of artists from Vasari
through the eighteenth century, along with editions of their letters and
treatises, was the great strength of the Warburg Library. Born Under
Saturn is a compendium of stories and lore from these vite. They are
never blindly accepted and always tested against other evidence, but
there is a presumption in favor of their richness and general reliability.
Thus the book is a reservoir of information saved for readers down-
stream who, because of linguistic barriers and limitations of time, can-
not drink from the original sources.

The information from the vite is organized into fruitful categories,
many of which presage specialized work by a generation of younger
scholars raised on Born Under Saturn. The structure of artists' work-
shops, the struggle for independence from the guilds, artists' contracts,
artists and money, Protestant iconoclasm, journeys of northern artists
to Rome, the rise of artists to knighthood, the court artist, all have been
the subject of important books and entire research programs in recent
decades. The Wittkowers take us as far as one can go from the pub-
lished sources; subsequent generations have descended into the archives
to create whole new worlds out of what were short sections of the book.

The Wittkowers touch on questions of sexuality and homosexuality
without prudery or circumlocution, but in this book of 1963 these is-
sues do not tower the way they might today. The authors are content
with recovering the tone of imperturbability that patrons of the Re-
naissance and baroque periods exercised when dealing with artists
whose lives were freighted with erotic material. And though several
women artists appear in its pages, the fundamental question posed by
Linda Nochlin in 1971 as "Why have there been no great women
artists?" does not arise. Still the Wittkowers assembled the framework
necessary for an answer to that question: the importance of training in
academies where women were excluded from drawing after the nude,
and the conception of art as a career with its own patterns of training
and patronage.

This may be the place to mention that throughout their many years
of marriage the Wittkowers often worked together as a team. Another
book appeared under their joint names in 1964, The Divine Michel-
angelo. Born Under Saturn, however, is more Margot's book than
Rudolf's. The preliminary work and first draft were hers, she revealed to
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an oral historian from the Getty Foundation in 1993, though she added
that it would never have been a real book if Rudolf had not pulled it to
pieces and put it back together again. Against his suggestion that she
publish it under her own name, she countered that his was the recog-
nized name and the book would fly higher if both appeared as authors.
So it came out in 1963 as by Rudolf and Margot Wittkower. In this edi-
tion, in tribute to the main author, the order of the names has been re-
versed.

Born Under Saturn is a remarkable book, full of fascinating informa-
tion presented with a judiciousness and intelligence that remains exem-
plary. It will interest the reader concerned not only with artists of the
pre-modern world but with the historiography of art history as it
evolved early in the last century. And last but not least, it is a tremen-
dous pleasure to read.

— J O S E P H C O N N O R S
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