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Memling’s Pagagnotti Virgin and Child: Italian 
Renaissance sculpture reimagined

Paula Nuttall

Hans Memling’s Pagagnotti Virgin, the central panel of a triptych painted in 
Bruges for a distinguished Florentine patron (fig. 1), belongs to a group of small 
devotional paintings by the artist which have long been acknowledged as the 
earliest Netherlandish paintings to employ the distinctly Italianate, all’antica 
motif of putti and garlands, widely associated with Renaissance sculpture. 
The other works in this group are the triptych of the Virgin and Child and 
an unknown donor in Vienna, the Resurrection triptych in the Louvre, and 
the Virgin and Child in Washington, all of which have been speculatively 
associated with Italian patronage, because of their use of the putto motif.1 In 
my view, on grounds of quality of execution and inventiveness of design, the 
Pagagnotti triptych is the prime version in this group. Now divided between 
the Uffizi and the National Gallery, London, it was painted for the Dominican 
Benedetto Pagagnotti, bishop of Vaison in Provence, who resided in Florence 
and was one of the most important churchmen in the city.2 It should probably 
be dated no later than 1480, since the detail of the mill from the background 
of its central panel, much cited by late fifteenth-century Florentine painters, 
first appears in an altarpiece by Filippino Lippi of 1482–83.3 Pagagnotti’s desire 
to own a Netherlandish devotional image is explicable given the vogue for 
Netherlandish painting in Florence at the time, but Pagagnotti did not himself 
visit the Netherlands, and must have placed the commission through a 
middleman, perhaps his nephew Paolo Pagagnotti, who did visit Bruges.4 

It is likely that Memling introduced the putti and garlands as a gesture 
to his Italian patron, together with other details of apparently Italianate 
inspiration which have hitherto largely escaped notice: in the upper corners, 
the figures of Samson rending the jaws of the lion, and Cain slaying Abel, 
painted to resemble gilded sculptures, and the decorative detail of the arch 
itself. This article will consider the possible sources for these Italianate 
elements. 

Working in Bruges offered Memling ample contacts with the many Italians 
resident there, and with Italian visitors.5 These included some of his most 
important clients in the 1470s, such as the manager of the Medici bank, 
Tommaso Portinari, and the Venetian ambassador to the Burgundian court, 
Bernardo Bembo. Such individuals offered the potential for artistic exchange, 
whether through the commissioning of locally produced artworks such as 
tapestries, for which drawings were often sent from Italy, or as the owners 
of personal possessions brought from Italy, such as the sestertius of the 
Emperor Nero held by Bembo, a noted antiquarian, in his presumed portrait 
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by Memling (Antwerp, Koniklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten), an object 
that the artist studied closely.6 Confraternity membership provided another 
means of communication: Memling was a member of the Confraternity of 
Our Lady of the Snow, to which several members of Bruges’ Italian community 
also belonged.7

Contacts between Italy and the Low Countries extended well beyond the 
mercantile community to princes, nobles, diplomats, prelates and legists, 
whose travels to Italy must have generated a flow of artefacts from south to 
north, such as the gold chain presented to the distinguished Burgundian 
nobleman Philippe de Croy on his mission to Naples in 1472.8 There were also 
numerous Italians employed in various capacities at the Burgundian court 
during the reign of the Italophile duke, Charles the Bold (ruled 1467–77).9 
These included the Neapolitan nobleman and ducal secretary Giovanni di 
Candida, who in the 1470s produced the first Renaissance portrait medals in 
the Netherlands.10 The Florentine goldsmith Niccolò di Forzore Spinelli, also 
known as Niccolò Fiorentino, was appointed in 1468 as maker of ducal seals.11 
It is possible that both these artists brought with them drawings and other 
artworks from Italy.

By 1498, when Gerard David cited them in The Justice of Cambyses (Bruges, 
Groeningemuseum), it was possible to see in Bruges versions of two antique 
gems from the Medici collection, the famous and much-reproduced ‘Sigillo 
di Nerone’ of Apollo, Olympos and Marsyas, and the so-called Ceres and 

1. Hans Memling, the Pagagnotti 
triptych, c. 1478–80, oil on panel, 
57 x 42 cm (central panel), 57.5 x 
17.3 cm (left wing), 57.5 x 17.1 cm 
(right wing). Galleria degli Uffizi, 
Florence (central panel) and 
National Gallery, London (wings) 
(photo: © The National Gallery, 
London)
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Triptolemus.12 Both were widely reproduced in bronze plaquettes in late 
fifteenth-century Italy, and it is usually thought that David must have seen 
examples of these. It is possible, however, that he knew the designs through 
other intermediaries, notably casts, drawings or – in the case of the Apollo 
and Marsyas, which was reproduced in some Italian manuscripts – through 
books.13 

The most spectacular example of Italian sculpture to reach the Low 
Countries was surely the tomb by Andrea della Robbia, in the Abbey of 
St-Bertin at Saint-Omer, made for the eminent Burgundian bishop and 
Chancellor of the Order of the Golden Fleece, Guillame Fillastre.14 Severely 
damaged in the French Revolution, it survives only in fragments in the Musée 
Sandelin and the churches of St Denis and St Martin-au-Laërt, at Saint-Omer. 
There is no record of its original appearance, although the surviving elements 
suggest that in addition to the tomb, Fillastre’s commission to della Robbia 
may have included an altarpiece.15 Probably ordered on one of three visits 
Fillastre made to Italy, in 1463, 1465 and 1467, it arrived at Sluys, the port 
of Bruges, in 1469–70, its transportation organized through Angelo Tani 
and Tommaso Portinari of the Medici bank. Portinari was perhaps also 
instrumental in procuring the glazed terracotta tondo of the Virgin and Child 
attributed to Benedetto Buglioni in the prestigious church of St James’s, 
Bruges, where members of the court and the Italian community, including 
Portinari himself, had chapels.16 The tondo is now in the chapel of Jean Gros, 
treasurer of the Order of the Golden Fleece; it is unknown whether this was its 

original location, nor has its original owner been 
identified. 

Portinari himself must have commissioned, 
from an unknown Netherlandish sculptor, the 
pair of stone tondi with the busts of Lorenzo de’ 
Medici and his wife Clarice Orsini, in the courtyard 
of the Bladelinhof, his residence and the premises 
of the Medici bank in Bruges, probably around 
the time of Lorenzo’s marriage in 1469.17 Although 
the faces are generic and unlikely to depend on 
portrait drawings made from life (unlike the head 
of Caterina Tanagli, the donatrix in Memling’s 
triptych of the Last Judgement, certainly based on a 
drawing sent from Florence), Italian drawings must 
surely have furnished Clarice’s Italian hairstyle 
and necklace, and the all’antica motifs of putto and 
lion heads adorning the busts. Italian designs must 
also have been employed for another of Portinari’s 
additions to the Bladelinhof, the Florentine-style 
garlands of fruit and leaves surrounding the 
ceiling bosses decorated with the Medici palle in 
the courtyard. This motif, and also the putto-head 
on the bust of Clarice, [AQ] is similar to that 

2. Circle of Maso Finiguerra, 
corner-pieces and clasps, 1470s, 
silver niello, The Hours of Jean 
de Carpentin, 145 x 105 mm. 
London, Sam Fogg 
(photo: Sam Fogg)
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framing the roundel of the Virgin and Child by Antonio Rossellino in the 
Cardinal of Portugal’s chapel at San Miniato al Monte, Florence, completed 
in 1466, a project sponsored by Isabella of Portugal, Duchess of Burgundy. It 
is worth speculating whether drawings for the chapel were sent to Isabella, 
through whose agency they may have been known to Portinari, who was 
closely associated with the court and additionally with the duchess through 
their mutual sponsorship of religious institutions in Bruges, or whether 
Rossellino’s workshop was involved in producing designs for the Bladelinhof 
sculptures.18

Books offered another important point of contact with Italian culture 
through the travels to Italy of high-ranking prelates such as the humanist 
bibliophile Cardinal Jean Jouffroy, bishop of Arras, whose library included 
volumes illuminated in Rome and Florence.19 The court offered another 
channel; Margaret of York, Duchess of Burgundy, for instance, acquired 
around 1470 a lavishly decorated Ferrarese manuscript of Justinus’s popular 
textbook, In Trogi Pompei historias, which she later gifted to her son-in-law 
Maximilian of Austria.20 As a centre of book production, Bruges, with its 
Italian connections, was itself in the front line of the spread of humanism in 
the Low Countries.21 The Italian scribe Francesco Florio – together with the 
Greek Georgius Hermonymus, who had previously worked in Rome – was 
employed at Bruges in the 1470s copying classical texts in humanist script 
for Jan Crabbe, abbot of the important abbey of Ten Duinen near Bruges.22 
Crabbe, himself a patron of Memling’s, had visited Rome in 1458 and enjoyed 
close relations with the Medici bank, facilitators of the abbey’s financial 
transactions with the Roman Curia.23 Another great bibliophile and collector 
of humanist texts, Raphael de Marcatellis, the illegitimate son of Philip 
the Good, Duke of Burgundy, was intimately connected with the Italian 
community through his stepfather, a member of the Venetian Marcatelli 
family, whose name he took.24 Marcatellis was abbot of St Bavo, Ghent, from 
1478, but was said to have dwelt ‘always in Bruges, among the merchants of his 
family’.25

3. Hans Memling, the Pagagnotti 
triptych, c. 1478–80, detail of the 
Virgin
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Contacts with Italy served the Bruges book 
industry in other, more unexpected, ways. The 
binding of the luxurious book of hours made in 
Bruges in the 1470s for the Burgundian courtier 
Jean de Carpentin, with illuminations by the 
Master of the Dresden Prayer Book, is decorated 
with figurative niello corner-pieces and clasps 
that are clearly of Florentine manufacture, close 
in style to Maso Finiguerra (fig. 2).26 Nothing is 
known about the production and marketing of 
such niello fittings, although it may be that there 
was a high-end speculative trade in these artefacts 
between Florence and Bruges, where the luxury 

book industry would have provided a ready market.27 Yet whether obtained 
on the open market or commissioned specifically for this book, they certainly 
added an exotic finishing touch to an already precious object. 

Clearly, then, although by no means as numerous as the examples 
of northern art reaching Italy, it was possible in the 1470s to see Italian 
Renaissance and antique works in Bruges, and to exchange ideas and visual 
knowledge with Italians themselves, including individuals involved in the 
purveying and production of art objects. This provides a context for exploring 
the Italianate elements in Memling’s Pagagnotti triptych, which I would argue 
were assembled by him from a range of visual sources available locally. 

The architecture of the triptych contains a number of decorative 
elements that must have been suggested by Italian models. The Virgin and 
Child are presented under an ornate round-headed arch, the outer rim of 
which carries an all’antica motif of half rosettes (fig. 3), while the Gothic 
arches on the wings are bordered with palmettes. The capitals on the tall, 
barley-twist columns of gilded metal supporting the fictive sculptures of 
Samson, Cain and Abel in the upper corners of the central panel have a 
tongued motif of all’antica inspiration. The gleaming columns of reddish 
marble with gold capitals and bases, in both the central panel and the 
wings, are a feature of Memling’s work and reflect the type of coloured 
marble column, albeit with stone capitals and bases, found in Netherlandish 
painting from Jan van Eyck onwards. The gold capitals and bases seem, 
however, to have been Memling’s innovation and may have been suggested 
by comparable examples in Italian manuscript paintings of the 1460s 
and 1470s.28 While the capitals in the central panel are decorated with 
a Gothic vegetal motif, those on the wings suggest Corinthian capitals, 
being comprised of a motif similar to the Corinthian acanthus leaf in 
overall shape if not in actual detail, surmounted by an abacus. They are 
glimpsed through and carefully framed by late Gothic arches of delicate 
stone tracery. This seems to be an intentional juxtaposition of the most 
up-to-date architectural languages from north and south of the Alps.29 The 
travels of northern masons to Italy may account for Memling’s knowledge of 
Italianate architectural forms and decorative motifs; tapestry designs with 

4. Lorenzo Ghiberti, north 
doors of the Florence Baptistery, 
1403–24, detail of inner frame. 
Florence, Museo dell’ Opera del 
Duomo 
(photo: author)
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architectural elements may have been another source, as might the Fillastre 
tomb, which presumably had architectural decoration.30 

The inner rim of the central arch is decorated with a vine on the left, 
alluding to the Eucharist, like the flour mill in the background, and ivy 
on the right, associated with immortality.31 Although painted to simulate 
sculpture in gilded or polished metal, or possibly wood, these plants are 
concomitantly a tour de force of naturalistic observation, with their curling 
tendrils and delicate roots, as are the two pairs of a snail and a lizard beneath 
them: a sophisticated play on the painter’s skill at rivalling both sculpture 
and nature. Intriguingly, there is a close parallel between these forms and 

5. Bartolomeo Sanvito and 
Gaspare Padovano, St Jerome’s 
translation of Eusebius’ 
Chronica, c. 1485–88, pigment and 
gold leaf on parchment, 334 x 233 
mm. London, British Library, MS 
Royal 14 C.III 
(photo: ©The British Library 
Board)
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the decoration of the inner frames of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s north doors for the 
Florentine Baptistery (1403–24), where naturalistic gilt bronze ivy leaves are 
interspersed with small creatures, including a snail and a lizard (fig. 4). The 
resemblance is striking, though difficult to explain, since Memling did not 
visit Italy. One possible intermediary may have been tapestry design. A very 
similar vine motif occurs, among a range of plants, in the border of a tapestry 
of Arithmetic and Astronomy, woven in the Netherlands to Florentine designs, 
from a set of the Liberal Arts now in Rochester, New York, made for the chapter 
house of Santa Maria Novella in the 1470s, which perhaps coincidentally, as 
a Dominican, Pagagnotti would have known.32 At the same time, it is worth 
considering whether there might be a connection with northern goldsmiths’ 
work. Naturalistically rendered leaves not unlike Ghiberti’s occur in examples 
of Parisian goldsmiths’ work of c. 1400, and Ghiberti’s interest in this type of 
object is well known .33 Perhaps, then, rather than Memling citing a Florentine 
sculptural motif, the similarity might be explained as Ghiberti having been 
inspired by a northern one.

By contrast, the garland-bearing putti atop the arch and columns are a 
motif incontrovertibly associated with Renaissance sculpture.34 The Fillastre 
tomb can, I think, be dismissed as a possible source, as there are no close 
parallels for this particular arrangement of putti perched on architecture in 
works of this date by della Robbia – although it is possible that della Robbia 
helped to inspire the fruits and flowers in the garland. The motif of putti and 
garlands is particularly associated with Donatello, who introduces it on the 
Cavalcanti tabernacle (Florence, S. Croce, 1433).35 Memling’s pairs of garland-
bearing putti – and indeed some of his architectural decoration – certainly 
share affinities with this. Yet by Memling’s day the motif was widespread, 
notably in northern Italy, in monumental stone sculpture and reproducible 
media. One could cite, among many examples, Amadeo’s Colleoni Chapel 
façade in Bergamo, a Paduan terracotta relief of the Virgin and Child in the 
Liechtenstein Collection, and the slightly later Paduan bronze plaquette of 
the Virgin and Child with Angels and Putti of 1480–1500, known in numerous 
versions.36 

But the motif was also widespread in other media. Arguably the closest 
parallels with Memling’s imagery are to be found in the architectural 
frontispieces of Paduan and Venetian books of the 1470s by Benedetto 
Bordon, the Master of the London Pliny, and the celebrated Rome-based 
Paduan scribe and illuminator duo, Bartolomeo Sanvito and Gaspare 
Padovano.37 In these works, dainty, playful putti are deployed on all’antica 
cornices and capitals, or lounge at the tops of arches, like sculptures brought 
to life, their flesh colour juxtaposed with the gilt or stone-coloured surfaces 
of architecture and architectural sculpture, in the same way as in the 
Pagagnotti Virgin. Bernardo Bembo owned two volumes by Sanvito and 
Gaspare with such frontispieces (fig. 5), although they were almost certainly 
made after his return to Italy; nevertheless it is easy to imagine that similar 
books might have found their way into the hands of prelates or diplomats 
travelling from Italy to Flanders.38 

6. Hans Memling, the Pagagnotti 
triptych, c. 1478–80, detail of 
Samson and the Lion

7. Hans Memling, the Pagagnotti 
triptych, c. 1478–80, detail of 
Cain and Abel
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Probably the most strikingly all’antica 
elements of the Pagagnotti Virgin are the fictive 
sculptures of Cain and Abel, and Samson and the 
lion (figs. 6, 7). As Old Testament types for Christ 
as victim and Christ triumphant, they belong to 
a Netherlandish pictorial tradition exemplified 
by Jan van Eyck’s Van der Paele Virgin, where they 
appear as fictive stone statuettes on either side of 
the Virgin’s throne.39 Yet Memling’s presentation 
of them is utterly novel: they simulate gilded 
metal or polished brass rather than stone; they are 
clean-shaven, with short curls, rather than bearded 
and shaggy-haired; and above all, they are naked. 
In physique and proportions they are manifestly 
more Italianate than Netherlandish. They appear 
to suggest direct quotation from antique or 
Renaissance sources, most obviously bronze 

statuettes or plaquettes. Few Renaissance bronzes are datable to before 1480, 
however, and those few do not resemble Memling’s figures either stylistically 
or compositionally, making it unlikely that this type of object was in fact his 
source. 

The pose of the Pagagnotti Samson might suggest knowledge of Italian 
Renaissance images of Hercules and the Nemean lion, similar to Amadeo’s 
marble relief from the Colleoni Chapel façade, or Antico’s later gilded bronze 
medallion in the Bargello, which themselves adopt the straddling pose 
traditional to Samson iconography, rather than the antique type showing 
Hercules upright and in profile.40 The naked Samson, in turn inspired by 
Hercules imagery, is highly unusual as a type, but, perhaps significantly, 
appears on one of the Florentine niello corner-plates of the Carpentin Hours 
(fig. 8). Yet rather than the faithful imitation of a Renaissance type, Memling’s 
Samson might be seen as an all’antica reimagining of a Netherlandish one, 
such as that in the Van der Paele Virgin, which it closely resembles, with the 
crouched figure astride the lion, viewed at an angle to the picture plane. 

Abel’s pose, lying on his back and dramatically foreshortened, with the 
crown of his curly head and upturned face closest to the viewer, is unlike any 
rendition of this figure in traditional Netherlandish imagery. The pose in 
fact bears a striking resemblance to that of a fallen man in Benozzo Gozzoli’s 
fresco of The Burning of Sodom formerly in the Camposanto, Pisa, datable to 
1473–77 and known through an engraving of 1832 by Giovanni Paolo Lasinio 
(fig. 9).41 This pose in turn relates to a sheet from the so-called Rotterdam 
sketchbook, a collection of study drawings made in Gozzoli’s workshop in 
the 1460s, showing a foreshortened male nude lying on his back alongside 
a study of a man in the pose of the Spinario.42 It is unclear whether the 
recumbent nude in this drawing reflects an unidentified antique source or 
is a Gozzoli invention (perhaps, as Francis Ames-Lewis has suggested, based 
on a sculpted model in clay or wax), but it was evidently a stock Gozzoli pose 

8. Circle of Maso Finiguerra, 
Samson rending the jaws of 
the lion, 1470s, silver niello, 
dimensions ??, The Hours of 
Jean de Carpentin, 145 x 105 mm. 
London, Sam Fogg 
(photo: Alixe Bovey)
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and recurs with variations in other figures from the Camposanto frescos.43 It 
would seem that a version of this pose, presumably in the form of a drawing, 
was known in Bruges in the 1470s, furnishing inspiration for the Pagagnotti 
Abel. Intriguingly, it was also known to Memling’s Bruges contemporary, the 
Master of the Dresden Prayerbook, who employed it for the figure of a male 
nude tormented by demons in the border decoration to the Gradual Psalms 
in the Carpentin Hours (fig. 10). The preceding miniature in the Carpentin 
Hours, the Penitential Psalms, includes in its border the kneeling figure 
of a resurrected man almost identical in pose to the Pagagnotti Cain (fig. 
11). Memling’s Cain and Abel appear to be a conflation of these two poses, 
inventively integrated to create a novel, dynamic figure group, translated into 
the idiom of Renaissance sculpture. Together with his all’antica reimagining 
of traditional Samson imagery, this is extraordinary testimony to Memling’s 
knowledge of the visual language of Italy, and his ability to work in that idiom. 

A creative approach to sources is also suggested by the other paintings in 
the Pagagnotti group, which employ similar motifs but never repeat them 
exactly. This is evident if, for instance, the Pagagnotti Cain and Abel are 
compared with their counterparts in the Louvre triptych, or from comparison 
of the putti across the group. The inference is of an imaginative reworking 

of drawings within the workshop, rather than the 
careful imitation of particular models. 

This still raises a number of questions. What 
was the relationship between Memling and the 
Master of the Dresden Prayerbook? Is there a direct 
connection between the presence of Florentine 
nielli and the use of a Florentine figural pose in the 
Carpentin Hours, and Memling’s Italianate figures? 
What might have been Memling’s source for the 
all’antica musculature of Cain, Abel and Samson, 
which is far from his preferred skinny body type? 
Again, this may have been two-dimensional rather 
than three-dimensional, perhaps a drawing after 
an antique sculpture such as the Belvedere torso.44 
If Memling did not in fact see Renaissance bronze 
statuettes, how did he come so successfully to 
represent these objects? Did Italian manuscripts 
with fictive gold sculptural decoration help him to 
envision all’antica sculpture in the round? Was his 
depiction of imagined golden statuettes prompted 
by knowledge of Ghiberti’s gilded figurines on 
the Gates of Paradise, perhaps transmitted orally 
through one of his Florentine clients? Was it an 
imaginative transposition of local goldsmiths’ 
work, such as Gerard Loyet’s Charles the Bold 
reliquary, into a Renaissance idiom? Indeed, is it 
goldsmiths’ work that is invoked here, or another 

9. After Benozzo Gozzoli, The 
Burning of Sodom (detail), 
1473–77, fresco, formerly 
Camposanto, Pisa. Engraving by 
Giovanni Paolo Lasinio, 1832 
(photo: author)
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local sculptural form, namely the brass statuettes atop slender columns 
placed around altars, now known only from paintings of Netherlandish 
church interiors due to the poor survival rate of fifteenth-century 
Netherlandish metal sculpture?45 Whatever the answers, Memling emerges in 
a new and unexpected light as a sophisticated, knowledgeable and versatile 
interpreter of Italian imagery. 

The Pagagnotti triptych is a tour de force, pictorially, technically and 
conceptually. It evokes Italian sculpture in a variety of ways, complex and 
surprising, involving a sophisticated reimagining of diverse visual sources 
drawn from a range of media, Netherlandish as well as Italian. This was 
surely intended to delight and impress its distinguished Florentine owner. 
Concomitantly it invokes a long-standing Netherlandish pictorial tradition 
going back to van Eyck and van der Weyden, in which the representation of 
sculpture creates multiple realities within the painted image, challenging 
the viewer’s perception and inviting admiration for the painter’s skill at 
reproducing the forms and materials of sculpture on a flat surface, and his 
ability to blur the boundaries between animate and inanimate forms. With 
the introduction of Italian sculptural elements in the Pagagnotti Virgin, 
Memling takes this paragone to a new level. 

10. Master of the Dresden 
Prayerbook, The Hours of Jean 
de Carpentin, fol. 224r (detail), 
1470s, pigment and gold leaf on 
parchment, 145 x 105 mm (whole 
page). London, Sam Fogg 
(photo: Sam Fogg)

11. Master of the Dresden 
Prayerbook, The Hours of Jean 
de Carpentin, fol. 200r (detail), 
1470s, pigment and gold leaf on 
parchment, 145 x 105 mm (whole 
page). London, Sam Fogg 
(photo: Sam Fogg)
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