
Reconstruction has driven research in Italian late medieval and Renais-
sance painting for the last half century. Most surviving paintings of the 
period are fragmentary and need recontextualization. This involves struc-
tural examination, technical expertise, and liturgical knowledge. It re-
quires collaboration between scholars, scientists and restorers. Exemplary 
cases are Simone Martini’s Dominican high altarpiece from Santa Cateri-
na, Pisa, and Ugolino di Nerio’s Franciscan high altarpiece from Santa 
Croce in Florence. Subsequently dismembered their reconstruction has 
demanded a multiplicity of approaches. The initial deconstruction of such 
altarpieces could be caused by a variety of factors: change of patron, new 
liturgical fashions, and physical deterioration. Traditional art historical 
methods of attribution have proved insufficient. Lack of evidence often 
inhibits reconstruction, the absence of contract-drawings, knowledge of 
the patron and original setting, understanding of the complexities of can-
on law, liturgy and local custom are all contingent. Contemporary Latin 
terminology is often confusing and the wide-spread use of the formula 
›modo et forma‹, the imitation of a specified earlier model, has only re-
cently been fully appreciated. The totality of these arguments has been 
slow to coalesce, and much reconstructive work remains to be done. 

The recent, revelatory exhibition of the major Sienese artist, Taddeo di 
Bartolo (c. 1362–1422) at Perugia prompts several reflections. What 
should be expected from a comprehensive exhibition of a late medieval 
artist’s oeuvre, and what can and cannot be achieved in such an exhibi-
tion and its accompanying catalogue? Comparable questions were al-
ready raised by the Berlin 2005/2006 exhibition »Geschichten auf 
Gold«, which focussed on Ugolino di Nerio’s polyptych from the Fran-
ciscan church of Santa Croce in Florence, and the mostra of Ambrogio 
Lorenzetti at Siena in 2017/2018. How can fragmentary paintings be 
presented and the vital historical background be suggested to the twen-
ty-first century public? The Perugia exhibition took place in the medie-
val Palazzo dei Priori, where imaginative efforts were made to recreate 
medieval environments for the paintings; Ambrogio Lorenzetti was 
displayed in the Trecento Ospedale di Santa Maria della Scala, whose 
façade once displayed an important fresco cycle by the painter and his 
brother Pietro. »Geschichten auf Gold« was housed in a purpose-built 
modern museum, with an enviable range of display possibilities. Each 
setting provided a different, yet relevant context for the paintings exhib-
ited. It is in varied environments such as these that reconstruction be-
comes an absolutely essential heuristic tool. How then, has reconstruc-
tion itself been handled in recent years, and what are its potentialities? 

Fundamentally different criteria, historical and scientific-technical, 
nowadays underlie almost all reconstructions of late medieval paint-
ings. Increasing awareness of their necessarily complementary rele-
vance has led to better understanding of the individual works and their 
demands on the spectator. Yet, the introduction of new methods of 
 investigation, display, and demonstration have, inevitably, also led to 
mistakes and misconceptions. All reconstructions are necessarily re-in-
terpretations. Any attempt at reconstruction therefore involves con-
siderable responsibilities, primarily, respect is owed to the original al-
tar-painting, and subsequently its artists, their patrons, the intended 
destination, church setting and its customary public. While this article 
concentrates on Siena as a pioneering centre of late medieval altarpiece 
production and export, its principal criteria for reconstruction can 
equally apply to many other areas of Italy. 

Some years ago, I was told in an American gallery »We cannot 
present fragments to our public«. However, giving the object the im-
pression of completeness and inappropriately beautifying it, can them-
selves fundamentally mislead the viewer and falsify the picture; a mis-
taken reconstruction is dangerous. Many Early Italian pictures are 
fragments, initially forming parts of elaborate, composite paintings, 
predominantly from churches. To grasp their roles, to understand the 
painter’s intentions, the patron’s wishes and the viewer’s reaction, we 
have to envisage the fragment as part of the whole, and attempt recon-
struction of the original work in its former location. In fact, reconstruc-
tion has dominated research in the last half century.

Prior to re-construction, we should consider construction and 
de-construction. The expectation that a picture fits any frame and any 
space is a modern concept established during and developed since the 
Renaissance.1 It does not apply to paintings from the late thirteenth to 
the early fifteenth centuries. In their creative process carpentry of the 
wooden painting-support and its framework was firmly integrated with 
gilding and painting. One conditioned the other, a crucial aspect to 
which we shall return. Poplar, then the most common pictorial support 
in central Italy, as a soft wood excludes dendrochronology, ages poorly 
and is sensitive to humidity. In central Italy circa 1300 the pictorial sup-
port of large-scale altarpieces changed basic structure, shape and size, 
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or multi-storeyed, the most favoured formal type during the Trecento; 
and Siena was its Italian centre.4

Even in Italy undisturbed altarpieces in their original framework 
are now rare, and those located in their original destination rarer still. 
The signed seven-part polyptych (heptaptych), completed by Simone 
Martini from Siena around 1319, for the Dominican convent of Santa 
Caterina in Pisa, is an almost complete example, now in the local Mu-
seum (fig. 4).5 Its core is constructed of seven vertical planks, which 

built of vertical instead of horizontal planks. This facilitated the formal 
development from the low rectangular dossal to the taller, multipartite 
polyptych (fig. 1). From the mid-fourteenth century multi-storeyed 
polyptychs were gradually simplified and eventually unified, so that by 
the mid-fifteenth century a rectangular or rounded, unified pictorial 
surface emerged, framed only after completion (fig. 2). Painting and 
framework could then be independently executed and subsequently 
united, as is still the case. 

Many high-quality painting fragments survive from Siena. After 
the battle of Montaperti in 1260 when it unexpectedly triumphed over 
Florence and its allies, Siena enjoyed a long period of peace, successful 
self-government and economic wealth, which substantially encouraged 
craftsmen and artists.2 As business extended into the Sienese hinter-
land, it prompted new buildings of churches and houses which required 
paintings.

The altarpiece, the focus of this essay, be it painted or sculpted, was 
never essential for celebration of mass;3 – a crucifix, candles, liturgical 
books, vessels, and vestments sufficed. Yet altarpieces stimulated devo-
tion, instructed the congregation, embellished churches and permitted 
identification of their patron, who could be the resident religious insti-
tution or an individual donor, a family, or also a guild or confraternity 
(fig. 3). The altarpiece became ever more popular, the polyptych, single- 

1  Ambrogio Lorenzetti, St Nicholas consecrated bishop of Myra, 1332, tempera and gold on poplar,  
Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence

2  Bernardino di Betto detto Pinturicchio, Enea Silvio 
Piccolomini consecrated cardinal, ca. 1502–1507, fresco, 
Libreria Piccolomini, Cathedral, Siena
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3  Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi, Annunciation with Saints, 1329–1333, tempera and gold on poplar,  
Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence

4  Simone Martini, Polyptych of Santa Caterina, around 1319, tempera and gold on poplar,  
Museo Nazionale di San Matteo, Pisa
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plaster ornament), were applied to the spandrels of the rounded, cusped 
arches. The elaborate frame architecture employs inner spiral columns, 
some of which still survive, intermediary pilasters, now almost all 
 removed, and outer piers, now entirely lost.6 The latter originally stabi-
lized the massive altar-painting on the altar block and anchored it to 
the floor. In taller polyptychs the uppermost pinnacles were often car-
pentered separately, and secured above the main components, either by 
vertical battens or slots, as can be observed in the polyptychs by Pietro 
Lorenzetti at Arezzo and Taddeo di Bartolo at Perugia and Montepul-
ciano. Furthermore, monumental structures increasingly used inter-
locking horizontal battens at the rear. They radically facilitated the exe-
cution of the large components in small workshops and in addition the 
transport of these components to their final destinations. Simone Mar-
tini and Ugolino di Nerio both successfully employed this procedure 
(fig. 6).7 

were once secured by horizontal battens at the back (fig. 5). An inscrip-
tion socle was attached to the front of the altarpiece, inserted between 
the main panels and the predella. The solid core presumably rested on 
a box-like structure, of which only the frontal, horizontal sections sur-
vived. A finely articulated framework of wood and plaster, divides the 
main surface and integrates the seven panels, upper gallery and crown-
ing gables. Laminated wooden layers, decorated with pastiglia (a fine 

5  Simone Martini, Back of Polyptych of Santa Caterina, around 1319, tempera and gold on poplar, Museo Nazionale di San Matteo, Pisa

6  Simone Martini, Back of Polyptych of Santa Caterina, detail of fig. 5; the original nail 
pattern indicates the lost interlocking battens
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painted shortly afterwards by Ugolino for the Florentine Franciscans 
was also early disassembled, to facilitate transport and later sale; its 
components are therefore scattered among several major collections.11 
At Santa Croce it was liturgical change which provoked the de-construc-
tion of this Sienese masterpiece, and in 1569 a monumental tabernacle 
for the Host replaced it. The heptaptych was separated into its seven 
compartments, predella and outer piers, which were then shifted to the 
convent’s upper dormitory. In 1647 precise engravings by Giovanni An-
tonio Baccanelli recorded its three Franciscan saints, Francis (fig. 7), 
Anthony of Padua and Louis of Toulouse, which Niccolò Catalano pub-
lished in reverse in 1652. In 1785, the Franciscan Guglielmo Della Valle 
described the tavola still in the same location, but in poor condition, 
and mentioned the artist’s signature, the Passion predella, the crowning 
pinnacles and the richly decorated framework. Besides liturgical and 
logistical reasons for de-construction we may in this case also suspect 
devotional ones, as the most venerated panels, the Virgin, Francis and 
Anthony, badly damaged, perhaps by abrasion or candle burns, were 
separated and eventually lost. The other well-preserved main saints, 
John the Baptist, Peter and Paul survive in Berlin (fig. 8). The beautiful 

The painted surface of the panel would have been prepared by lay-
ers of linen, occasionally some parchment to cover nails, poor quality 
wood or joins, rough and fine plaster and imprimatura. Framework and 
picture fields were covered with bolus and then gilded before painting 
began. The gilded areas, bounded by incisions, left space for the inser-
tion of the painted figures. With the help of radiography, infrared re-
flectography, and ultraviolet light compositional incisions by stylus and 
underdrawings in carbon, strengthened by ink and pen, wash and 
brush can be detected; additionally the painting’s general condition can 
be assessed and alterations observed. Furthermore pigments, binding 
medium and varnishes can be identified. Understanding of the  pictorial 
process assisted by these new scientific procedures has greatly  facilitated 
accurate reconstructions. 

Simone’s Pisan high altarpiece allowed the Dominican Order to 
display a learned programme of the Virgin and Child among Saints with 
a Pietà below and God the Father above. The saints are differentiated as 
Order’s saints, titular saints of church and altar, popular local saints, 
accompanied by angels, prophets, apostles, and Church fathers. After 
the not unusual, radical separation of the seven individual compart-
ments the correct reconstruction of their sequence was long disputed. 
Only when sufficient attention was paid to the wooden construction 
was certainty achieved. Following common fourteenth-century carpen-
ters’ practice the individual compartments were originally aligned by 
wooden pegs or dowels, regularly placed and driven horizontally into 
the sides of two neighbouring vertical planks.8 As the outermost planks 
were not doweled to the lateral piers, these outer planks with dowel- 
holes only on the inner side were easily identifiable, and the middle 
position of the Order’s saints, Dominic and Peter Martyr, thus securely 
determined. 

Perhaps in reaction to or even in competition with Simone Mar-
tini’s high altarpiece at Pisa the Dominicans of Santa Maria Novella 
promptly commissioned Ugolino di Nerio, another master trained by 
Duccio, with the heptaptych for their main altar. It was presumably 
 financed by the family of Fra Baro Sassetti, already documented in 1304  
as Baro de parentela Sasetorum in the convent.9 However, this impor-
tant early Sienese polyptych in Florence appears lost.10 The polyptych 

7  Giovanni Antonio Baccanelli, Saint Francis, 1647, engraving

8  Ugolino di Nerio, reconstructed Saints Peter, John the Baptist and Paul, around 1325, 
tempera and gold on poplar, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Eigentum des 
Kaiser Friedrich Museumsvereins
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ication. Also missing in Superville’s drawing are the lateral buttresses, 
which were in origin crucial for stabilizing the altarpiece. How other-
wise would you keep a monumental, heavy altarpiece upright on a free-
standing high altar? Stability became particularly pressing in the case of 
double-sided altar-paintings, which exclude any additional support 
from the back. It therefore seems most likely that Duccio invented the 
massive outer piers to buttress the free-standing double-sided Maestà 

Passion scenes, once forming a continuous frontal predella plank, were 
cut up into small, manageable portions for sale before 1835, as Gustav 
Waagen, a German art historian then visiting English collections, re-
corded (fig. 9). By then the market steadily exploited the growing inter-
est in »primitive« paintings by private collectors.12 A late eighteenth- 
century drawing attributed to Humbert de Superville apparently copied 
in detail the entire framed heptaptych and clearly documented the 
painting’s uneven condition (fig. 10).13 This elaborate drawing  obviously 
records the altarpiece’s appearance at that time. Art historians unques-
tioningly accepted the drawing and its purpose, allowing themselves  
to be misled into believing that the drawing documented the original 
(fig. 11). However, the arrangement of the predella scenes and the rela-
tion between the narrative socle and the upper core are unconvincing. 
The panel above the Madonna, already almost totally destroyed, was 
probably divided into a double-arched field, attested by other examples 
of the same altarpiece-type.14 The uppermost pinnacle very likely con-
tained the Crucifix or a Crucifixion, absent from the predella, but here 
Christ Crucified would have appropriately referred to the church’s ded-

9  Ugolino di Nerio, Carrying of the Cross, around 1325, tempera and gold on poplar, 
National Gallery, London

10  David Pierre Giottino Humbert de Superville, The Santa Croce Altarpiece, around 
1800, pen, brush and ink on paper

11  Reconstruction of the Santa Croce Altarpiece 
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Ugolino’s gothic frame-architecture at Santa Croce is stylistically 
more developed than Simone Martini’s at Pisa. It reflects in miniature a 

on the high altar of Siena Cathedral (figs. 12, 13).15 Subsequently, such 
buttresses, defined in architectural terms as colone da lato, are docu-
mented in the 1320 contract of his pupil, Pietro Lorenzetti, for the large 
polyptych in the Pieve at Arezzo.16 Giovanni del Biondo’s Rinuccini 
polyptych of 1379 in the sacristy chapel of Santa Croce (fig. 14),  tellingly 
modelled on Ugolino’s altarpiece in the same church, exceptionally pre-
serves not only its predella-box and buttresses (fig. 15), but also a 
crowning Crucifixion above the central paired Apostles.17 

12  Duccio di Buoninsegna, Maestà, front, around 1308–1311, tempera and gold on poplar, Museo dell’Opera del 
Duomo, Siena

13  Reconstruction of Duccio’s Maestà, front

14  Giovanni del Biondo, Rinuccini Polyptych, 1379, tempera and gold on poplar, 
sacristy chapel, Santa Croce, Florence

15  Giovanni del Biondo, Rinuccini Polyptych, Detail of Buttress, 1379, tempera and 
gold on poplar, sacristy chapel, Santa Croce, Florence
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had presumably financed the triptych, lost political power, but the high-
ly venerated altarpiece remained intact on the main altar. An earlier 
instance is Lippo Vanni’s meticulously frescoed lateral polyptych of the 
1360s in San Francesco at Siena (fig. 17).22 Otherwise we may have to 
turn to the San Tarasio chapel of San Zaccaria in Venice for the gothic 

gothic cathedral elevation, and must have fitted well into the new build-
ing of Santa Croce, founded in 1295: it was associated with the screen, 
or tramezzo, of the 1330s, now destroyed but known through excava-
tions and a drawing.18 This screen formerly divided the lay congrega-
tion from the friars in the eastern section of the church and determined 
the laity’s access to and view of the high altar. Ugolino might well have 
been familiar with avantgarde, gothic metalwork, either locally pro-
duced or imported, since Siena’s location at the Via Francigena facilitat-
ed exchange with northern craftsmen, and their patrons.19 The pioneer-
ing Berlin exhibition of 2005 digitally reconstructed the original setting 
of Ugolino’s heptaptych in the main chapel.20 While successfully stimu-
lating the viewer’s imagination, by anachronistically transposing the 
reconstructed altarpiece into the presbytery, as it exists today, it also 
emphasized the underlying dangers of virtually creating an ahistorical 
situation: the apse stained glass windows were completed in the 1350s, 
and Agnolo Gaddi’s choir frescoes later still.

Identifying a complete fourteenth-century Sienese polyptych in its 
original location is extremely difficult. Taddeo di Bartolo’s huge trip-
tych, signed and dated 1401, at Montepulciano in the Sienese hinter-
land, is a very rare example (fig. 16).21 Taddeo’s masterpiece had initial-
ly helped the ambitious archpriest, Jacopo di Bartolomeo d’Aragazzi, to 
elevate his pieve to a collegiate church. Subsequently his family, who 

16  Taddeo di Bartolo, Triptych of the Assumption, 1401, tempera and gold on 
poplar, Cathedral, Montepulciano

17  Lippo Vanni, Polyptych, 1360s, fresco, Martinozzi chapel, San Francesco, Siena
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despite several restorations and relocations retains its original structure 
in marble and local stone (figs. 21, 22).30 De-construction was caused 
not only by liturgical change, or successive patrons but also by natural 

high altarpiece of 1443 and its flanking triptychs, still in situ, by Gio-
vanni d’Alemagna and Antonio Vivarini.23 Painted altarpieces, Bild im 
Bild (a picture within the picture), such as Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Con-
secration of St. Nicholas or Taddeo di Bartolo’s Mass at Greccio (fig. 18), 
and Sassetta’s Funeral of St. Francis, provide another source for recon-
struction;24 however it should be remembered that the artist in general 
intended to characterize the setting of his scene, and not to document 
an altarpiece.25 In Florence Giotto’s polyptych of the 1330s still survives 
in its original destination, in the contemporaneously frescoed Baron-
celli chapel at Santa Croce.26 Given a fashionable Renaissance frame  
in the 1480s, it proves that a masterpiece by the great Florentine artist 
was enduringly respected in situ in his home town.27 The regrettable 
destruction of its original Trecento frame can also be interpreted as a 
positive sign of active cult in the family chapel. A different situation 
occurred at Monteoliveto, when Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s St. Michael trip-
tych was splendidly reframed in Cinquecento style without substantial 
loss of the original frame (figs. 19, 20).28 In contrast, the framework of 
the 1357 polyptych by Andrea di Cione, called Orcagna, in the Strozzi 
chapel at Santa Maria Novella in Florence, was most likely only materi-
ally, but not formally renewed.29 San Francesco at Bologna still pre-
serves an extremely rare case of a late fourteenth-century, richly docu-
mented, colossal high altarpiece by the Dalle Masegne brothers, which 

18  Taddeo di Bartolo, Mass at Greccio, 1403, tempera and gold on poplar, Niedersächsisches Landesmuseum, Hanover
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19  Ambrogio Lorenzetti, St. Michael altarpiece in its original framework of around 1337, tempera and gold on 
poplar, Museo Civico Archeologico e d’Arte Sacra, Palazzo Corboli, Asciano

20  Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Sixteenth-century framework of 
St. Michael altarpiece, tempera and gold on poplar, Museo 
Civico Archeologico e d’Arte Sacra, Palazzo Corboli, Asciano
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Istituto di Bologna, Rome 1915, pp. 132–155; Helen Geddes, Altarpieces and Contracts: The 
Marble High Altarpiece for S. Francesco, Bologna, (1388–1392), in: Zeitschrift für Kunst-
geschichte LXVII, 2004, pp. 153–182.
31 Jane Immler Satkowski, Hayden B.J. Maginnis (eds.), Duccio di Buoninsegna, Georgia 
2000, pp. 69–72; Guglielmo Della Valle, Lettere Sanesi di un socio dell’Accademia di Fossano 
sopra le belle arti, II, Rome 1785, pp. 63–77, 71. 
32 Maetzke 1980, as n. 16, pp. 26–36; Gardner von Teuffel 2005, as n. 6, pp. 125, 623.
33 Leopoldo Tanfani Centofanti, Notizie di artisti tratte dai documenti Pisani, Pisa 1897,  
pp. 119–120; Hellmut Hager, Die Anfänge des italienischen Altarbildes, Munich 1962, p. 113; 
Gardner von Teuffel 2005, as n. 6, pp. 132–134. 
34 Cf. Michel Laclotte, Polyptyques anciens et modernes. Sur le mot polyptyque, in: Polyp-
tyques. Le tableau multiple du moyen âge au vingtième siècle, exh. cat. [Paris, Musée du 
Louvre, 27.3.–25.7.1990], Paris 1990, pp. 11–15, 11.

Siena are equally uncommon. The 1320 contract between Pietro Loren-
zetti and Guido Tarlati, the bishop and ruler of Arezzo, for the surviving 
high altarpiece of the local Pieve is exceptional (fig. 23).32 It is preceded 
by the equally important contract of 1302 between the Florentine 
Cima bue, then active in Pisa Cathedral, and the rector of the Francis-
can hospital church of Santa Chiara at Pisa.33 The latter provides the 
earliest known contractual description of a gothic polyptych, simply 
defined as tabula, because the now familiar technical term, polyptych, 
was apparently introduced only in the mid-nineteenth century.34 As the 

disasters, such as floods, earthquakes and snow, which occasionally 
struck Bologna.

After discussing two major contemporary examples, painted for 
leading mendicant churches by Simone Martini and Ugolino di Nerio, 
it becomes important both to summarise and to widen the range of 
argument. In the past reconstruction relied predominantly on historical 
sources, which ought now to be balanced against and firmly integrated 
with technical and scientific insights. The striking quantity of fragments 
from disassembled altarpieces prompted viewers, antiquarians, and 
scholars to investigate, observe, draw and record. The on-going search 
for legal and literary documentation helped to identify named artists, 
and, to understand the religious, political, economic, social and  cultural 
context. Apart from sheer curiosity a didactic aim seemingly motivated 
Guglielmo Della Valle, Johann Anton Ramboux, and Jean-Baptiste 
Séroux d’Agincourt. It was Della Valle remarkably enough who identi-
fied the 1308 document for Duccio’s Maestà (figs. 12, 13) and insisted, 
that this precious painted monument should not only be better pre-
served, but could also be easily reconstructed, potrebbesi riattare facil-
mente e ricomporre.31

At the beginning of the fourteenth century demonstration- or con-
tract-drawings for altar-paintings would have been rather unusual; con-
temporary contracts, payments, donations and litigation papers from 

21  Pierpaolo and Jacobello Dalle Masegne, High altar ensemble, 1388–1392, marble and 
local stone, San Francesco, Bologna

22  Pierpaolo and Jacobello Dalle Masegne, High altar ensemble, Back, 1388–1392, marble 
and local stone, San Francesco, Bologna
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35 Cf. Jean-Marie Guillouet, Ambre Vilain (eds.), Micro-Architectures Médiévales. L’échelle 
à l’épreuve de la matière, Paris 2018.
36 Christa Gardner von Teuffel, Clerics and Contracts: Fra Angelico, Neroccio, Ghirlandaio 
and Others. Legal Procedures and the Renaissance High Altarpiece in Central Italy, in: 
Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 62, 1999, pp. 190–208, reprinted and annotated ead. 2005, as 
n. 6, pp. 372–398, 656–666.
37 Ugo Procacci, La creduta tavola di Monteoliveto dipinta da Spinello Aretino, in: Vasari II, 
1928–29, pp. 35–48; Stefan Weppelmann, Spinello Aretino und die toskanische Malerei des 
14. Jahrhunderts, Florence 2003, pp. 50–52, 145–157, 363–366.
38 Hannelore Glasser, Artists’ Contracts of the Early Renaissance [Ph.D. Columbia Univer-
sity 1965], Ann Arbor 1968; Gardner von Teuffel 2005, as n. 6, ad indicem.

concept of gothic architecture and metalwork and therefore also of the 
architectonically conceived altarpiece was still very new in Italy circa 
1300,35 its application was initially hesitant or inconsistent, and the rel-
evant terminology, mostly architectural, not painterly, was extremely 
flexible, with regional variations entering only later. This caused consid-
erable difficulties of interpretation and reconstruction. In addition, the 
notary’s normal language was Latin; only later were certain contractual 
paragraphs concerning the craftsmen translated into vernacular. How 
in 1302 were colone (columns, piers or pilasters), predula (gradine or 
socle), and tabernaculum (frame, container or ciborium) understood? 
Cimabue’s tabula is lost, or was perhaps never executed, while Pietro 
Lorenzetti’s altarpiece survives, shorn of most of its original framework. 
This was removed in order to make the structure less wide to fit more 
easily onto a side altar. In both documents the altarpiece type is barely 
characterized, although Madonna and four saints implied a five-part 
structure. The 1302 polyptych programme was described by biblical 
hierarchy and the historian thus faces a delicate task of reconstruction. 
Location of and access to an altar and its light source might also have 
conditioned the panel’s figural composition. In Lorenzetti’s contract the 
programme was minimally outlined, as Tarlati had still to specify his 
choice. Some spaces were materially distinguished, to be covered either 
with fine gold or silver, ultramarine blue or other good-quality colours, 
because of the cost involved. In addition, an altarpiece-contract would 
normally state the destination, date of completion, price, method of 
payment, guarantors, witnesses, notary, penalties for lateness and the 
site of contractual procedure.36 Contracts often inform us about the 
 patron. Tarlati, who had commissioned two fashionable gothic seals  
for himself from Siena, largely determined the programme and insisted 
on personally subcontracting the legnaiuolo, or woodworker. The 
wooden support and its framework were executed in one workshop, 
while paint ing and, commonly, gilding were done in another. The re-
sponsible painters signed as SYMON DE SENIS ME PINXIT in Pisa, 
PETRUS LAURENTI HANC PINXIT DEXTRA SENENSIS in Arezzo 
and UGOLINUS DE SENIS ME PINXIT in Florence, all accentuating 
their native town. The inscription on the monumental triptych destined 
for Santa Maria Nuova, the Olivetan house in Rome, exceptionally 
commemorated the three masters responsible, the Florentine carpenter, 
Sienese gilder and Aretine painter (fig. 24).37 Their lengthy contract of 
1384 refers not to a drawing, but modo et forma, that is that the tabula 
should be modelled on the Olivetan altarpiece at San Ponziano in 
 Lucca, recently completed by the same group of artists. The reference to 
an already existing work of art could cover many aspects, panel type, 
structure, programme, style, material, as well as quality of execution.38 

23  Pietro Lorenzetti, Polyptych, 1320– around 1325, tempera and gold on poplar,  
Pieve, Arezzo

24  Spinello Aretino, Sts. Nemesius 
and John the Baptist, 1385, tempera 
and gold on poplar, Szépművészeti 
Múzeum, Budapest
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44 Gardner von Teuffel 2005, as n.6, pp. 372–398, 656–666.
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tations, sacristans’ ledgers, and inventories certainly document their 
involvement, which in turn allows the historian to reconstruct pro-
gramme and setting. Altarpiece commissions by the Dominican and 
Carmelite Orders were investigated by Cannon, 1982, 1987, 1994 and 

Another case in point is the Maestà by Duccio’s bottega in Massa Marit-
tima, although the specific documentation appears lost (fig. 25).39 At 
the time modo et forma represented a standard, formulaic way of com-
munication devoid of negative allusions. Extensive networking further 
helped; monastic and mendicant orders often relied on trusted crafts-
men recommended to them by houses of their own order; thus Meo da 
Siena exported altar-paintings to the abbeys of Subiaco and San Pietro 
at Perugia,40 while the Augustinian friars at Siena surely proposed Am-
brogio Lorenzetti to their brothers in Massa Marittima (fig. 26),41 and 
the Franciscans at Siena probably recommended Ugolino di Nerio,  
who had presumably already delivered to them the heptaptych, now at 
Williamstown, to Santa Croce at Florence (figs. 27, 11).42 

The Franciscans of Sansepolcro were so deeply concerned about 
the appropriate programme of their double-fronted and multi-tiered 
high altarpiece that they sent two friars to Siena to agree the figure et 
l’istorie della taula with the artist, come pare a noi et al maestro insiemi, 
that is definition by negotiation (figs. 28, 29).43 A month later they for-
mally confirmed the exceptionally rich, descriptive programme, which 
Sassetta had then to paint. Although this scripta dates from 1439, the 
procedure almost certainly followed much earlier practice.44 Another 
later set of documents from Vallombrosa near Florence records how a 
notary, powerful abbot and artist proceeded, from talk to preliminary 
notes, to final contract for Perugino’s high altar-painting with its donor 
portrait.45 Religious institutions keenly controlled that altar and priest 
were fit for celebrating mass, and, equally, that programme and décor of 
altarpieces were appropriate.46 Orders’ Rules, Constitutions, Consue-
tudines, decrees of General and Provincial Chapters, Apostolic Visi-

25  Duccio and workshop, Maestà of San Cerbone, around 1316, 
tempera and gold on poplar, Cathedral of San Cerbone, Massa 
Marittima

26  Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Maestà of San Pietro all’Orto, 1335–1337, tempera and gold on poplar, Museo d’Arte Sacra, 
Massa Marittima
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27  Ugolino di Nerio, Heptaptychon, 1317–1320, Clark Art Institute, Williamstown

28  Sassetta, Reconstruction of the Borgo San Sepolcro altarpiece, front, 1437–1444 29  Sassetta, Reconstruction of the Borgo San Sepolcro altarpiece, back, 1437–1444
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2008, pp. 122–133, 176–180.
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Siena. Una storia documentaria, in: Alessandro Cecchi (ed.), Simone Martini e l’annunciazio-
ne degli Uffizi, Milan 2001, pp. 34–59, 45 fig. 8.
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2013 and Gardner von Teuffel, 1977, 2015 and 2016.47 Accurate identifi-
cation of the clergy’s habit, its material, cut and colour, has proved cru-
cial, as it may individuate and date different religious institutions, espe-
cially the congregations of reformed orders. Black habits normally 
indicate the Benedictine Order, brown and white its reformed branch-
es. White might also be worn by the Cistercians and the Umiliati. 

Knowledge of local cult proves essential for assessing altar-paint-
ings in Siena. Cathedral and city were dedicated to Mary and the eccle-
siastical year was punctuated by her major and minor feasts.48 Therefore 
the Cathedral’s high altar-piece, Duccio’s Maestà, carried in public pro-
cession from the artist’s workshop to its destination, showed the en-
throned Virgin, surrounded by many saints, with the town’s four patron 
saints, Ansanus, Savinus, Crescentius and Victor, in the front row (fig. 
12).49 They recur in the four important side altar-panels where they 
flank representations of the four major Marian feasts, her Birth by Pie-
tro Lorenzetti (fig. 30), the Annunciation by Simone Martini and Lippo 
Memmi (fig. 3), the Purification by Ambrogio Lorenzetti (fig. 31) and 
Christ’s Nativity by Bartolomeo Bulgarini.50 Her main feast, the Assump-
tion, the feast day of the Cathedral’s consecration, was probably prom-
inently depicted in the Maestà’s lost central gable together with a Coro-
nation, the heavenly culmination. This hypothesis is strengthened by 
the Coronation in the topmost gable of Guido da Siena’s multi-partite 
altarpiece which preceded Duccio’s Maestà on the high altar.51 This was 
echoed significantly in the Assumption pinnacle of Pietro Lorenzetti’s 
Aretine polyptych in the Pieve, which was also dedicated to the Virgin 
(fig. 23). Duccio’s subordinate Marian and Christological scenes on the 
front and back of the predella, in the pinnacles above the galleries, and 
on the reverse of the main panel, as well as the four feast-paintings, pro-

30  Pietro Lorenzetti, Birth of the Virgin, 1342, tempera and gold on poplar,  
Museo dell’ Opera del Duomo, Siena

31  Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Purification of the Virgin, 1442, 
tempera and gold on poplar, Gallerie degli Uffizi, Florence

vided magnificent, often varied models for later Sienese painters and 
patrons. Recently Simone Martini’s Annunciation (fig. 3) was unfortu-
nately chosen as model for the substitute frame of another retable orig-
inating from Siena Cathedral by Paolo di Giovanni Fei, without realiza-
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32  Luca di Tommè and Niccolò di Ser Sozzo, Umiliati Polyptych, 1362, tempera and gold on poplar, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena

33  Pietro Lorenzetti, Partial Reconstruction of the Carmelite altarpiece, 1329, tempera and gold on poplar, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena
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by Cesare Brandi 1959, Hannelore Glasser 1965, Monika Cämmerer- 
George 1966, John White 1973, Christa Gardner von Teuffel 1979, Hans 
Belting 1990, Erling Skaug 1993, Joanna Cannon 1994, Julian Gardner 
1994, Sible de Blaauw 1996, Michele Bacci 2000, and Donal Cooper 
2001, to name only a few.60

tion that Simone’s present frame was actually neo-gothic, thus falsifying 
the planned reconstruction.52 

Bernardino da Siena, the barn-storming fifteenth-century preach-
er, told his congregation to study Simone’s Cathedral’s Annunciation 
(fig. 3) and follow the Virgin’s exemplary devotion.53 Often a predella 
narrated the life-story of a venerated saint or altar-titular, painted in the 
main field, such as that of St. Thomas in the 1362 Umiliati polyptych by 
Luca di Tommè and Niccolò di Ser Sozzo (fig. 32).54 In an outstanding 
case, the 1329 high altarpiece of San Niccolò dei Carmini, Pietro Loren-
zetti’s predella depicted the history of the Carmelite Order, obviously to 
consolidate its self-definition (fig. 33).55 The modest signs of an Order, 
or the coat of arms of a patron, assist identification. Other narrative 
compositions were not always altarpieces, as Simone Martini’s panel of 
Beato Agostino Novello demonstrates originally, set above the Beato’s 
tomb near the screen or tramezzo of Sant’ Agostino in Siena.56 By mid- 
century another monumental scene, the Resurrection, formed the core 
of Niccolò di Segna’s polyptych for the Camaldolese abbey at Borgo San 
Sepolcro (fig. 34), firmly directing the worshipper’s attention to Christ, 
the Salvator, and the abbey’s location.57

A wide-ranging perspective, with a largely historical approach to 
early altar-painting in central Italy was pursued by distinguished schol-
ars such as Hellmut Hager, 1962, himself influenced by among others 
Eckart von Sydow, 1912, and Edward Garrison, 1949;58 Henk van Os 
wrote a fundamental short history of early Sienese Altarpieces, 1984 and 
1990.59 Ground-breaking publications of more specific focus followed 

34  Niccolò di Segna, The Resurrection Polyptych, around 1340–1350, tempera and gold on poplar, Cathedral of San Giovanni 
Evangelista, Borgo San Sepolcro
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leading institutions, like the National Gallery in London, the Metropol-
itan Museum, and the Louvre, which had in-house restoration labora-
tories, led the way. Independent institutions like the Istituto Centrale di 
Restauro in Rome, the Opificio delle Pietre Dure in Florence and the 
Doerner Institut in Munich collaborated with independent historians. 
What can be achieved in a »modern« institution has recently been 
demonstrated by the Museo di Capodimonte at Naples.68 

Ever more regularly restoration reports were published and made 
available to the wider public. By then technical and scientific results 
were more often written up by the responsible specialists, and no more 

In 1932 Icilio Federico Joni, the Sienese restorer and counterfeiter, 
publicly mocked art historians, connoisseurs and dealers, and in par-
ticular Bernard Berenson, as incapable of deciding whether a painting 
was executed in tempera or oil.61 His own paintings successfully exploit-
ed the public’s ignorance of painting techniques. The 1989 exhibition of 
the National Gallery, London, »Art in the Making: Italian Painting Be-
fore 1400« marked a watershed: it set out to demonstrate that technol-
ogy extends knowledge.62 Most crucially, it characterized the fragment 
as no longer a simple image draped in velvet or ostentatiously reframed, 
but as a discrete object, freed from later accretions, which provided 
essential clues about its maker and the processes of its making. Thus the 
overpainted lower, outer corners of Ugolino di Nerio’s Passion predella 
from Santa Croce or of Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Maestà at Massa Marit-
tima prove the existence of lateral pilasters, as their bases, before their 
forced removal, slightly overlapped the pictorial fields (figs. 35, 26).63 
That a tiny detail can subsequently become meaningful was further es-
tablished by the nail-sockets of the frontal predella of Sassetta’s Francis-
can double-sided polyptych, which started off the reconstruction of the 
entire altarpiece ensemble (figs. 28, 29), which was edited in exemplary 
fashion by Machtelt Israëls 2009.64 Comparably, empty letter-sockets 
allowed an archaeologist to reconstruct a monumental bronze inscrip-
tion on the Pantheon, Rome.65 

As Pietro Lorenzetti used vegetable dies in his Carmelite altarpiece 
(fig. 33), which faded with time and turned the Order’s habits and other 
garments even »whiter«,66 the question arises whether the artist applied 
these dies also elsewhere, which leads to the major concern with pig-
ment- and material change.67 

It is the collaboration between art historian, historian, conservator, 
restorer and scientist, which will determine the future. Initially, a few 

35  Ugolino di Nerio, Last Supper, around 1325, tempera and gold on poplar, Lehman Collection, Metropolitan Museum, New York City
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sawn apart in the later sixteenth century, during the Counter-Reforma-
tion when many such altarpieces were removed from their high altars, 
since no saw wide enough for the job then existed. Masaccio at Pisa in 
1426 provides another striking case: based on acute observations of the 
fall of light, shadows and figural composition John Shearman, while 
concentrating on the pictorial surface, reconstructed the original polyp-
tych.72 It was the present writer who stressed the constraints exerted on 
Masaccio by a Sienese carpenter, who had already fully determined the 
wooden structure before the start of painting, and proposed another 
hypothetical reconstruction.73 X-rays subsequently showed that the 
Crucifixion and Madonna and Child were indeed painted on the same 
vertical planks and thus partially confirmed the reconstruction.74 On 
the other hand, further technical examinations and detailed observa-
tions, taken in isolation without sufficient comparative data being then 
available, gave rise to the mistaken assumption of two distinct polyp-
tychs by Masaccio at Pisa.75 

Niccolò di Segna’s Camaldolese high altarpiece, mentioned above, 
may serve as final example for a partially successful reconstruction (fig. 
34): its ultimate prototype was Duccio’s Maestà in Siena, with which it 
once shared comparable upper pinnacles and outer buttresses. Niccolò’s 
formal structure was in turn modo et forma, confirmed by Sassetta’s well 
documented and reconstructed Franciscan polyptych. The single saints, 
now misleadingly surmounting Niccolò’s polyptych, originally decorat-
ed its lateral buttresses; and its main pinnacle, now lost, presumably 
depicted an Ascension above the central Resurrection. In origin the latter 
thus directly referred to the altar panel’s destination, Borgo San Sepol-
cro, and at the same time to the Christological programme on the re-
verse of Duccio’s Maestà. In addition, John the Evangelist as the abbey’s 
titular and Benedict in a white habit, venerated as founder by the re-
formed Camaldolese Congregation, firmly root the altarpiece in town. 
The pilasters dividing the saints in the main storey proved original, the 
predella has instead been given a modern, heavy frame, while the usual 
inscription socle was totally overlooked by the restorers.76

All of this promotes deeper comprehension of the original com-
plete assemblage and its intended setting. Sensitive and informed re-
construction makes a vitally important contribution to the understand-

by the art historian unaided. With more shared technical information, 
and access to the backs of the major components from Ugolino’s Santa 
Croce heptaptych, cracks (wrongly) observed should easily have been 
identified as butt-joins. This should have permitted the correct combi-
nation of main saints and gallery figures (fig. 36), and produced an im-
proved reconstruction.

The more technical approach to reconstruction also stimulated 
questions about the creative process, the artist’s training, the family 
workshop and working conditions, about Cennino Cennini’s treatise, 
guild rules and tax systems.69 Creighton Gilbert 1977 focussed on the 
role of the legnaiuolo (woodworker), Andreas Rothe, Marco Ciatti, Ciro 
Castelli, Andrea Santacesaria, George Bisacca and Christoph Merze-
nich all considered wooden support and painting in conjunction.70 In-
vestigation into the basic characteristics of wood, the handling of it, and 
the necessary tools, was pioneered by Jacqueline Marette.71

 It required a wood specialist to tell both the historian and art his-
torian that large double-fronted altar-paintings could not have been 

36  Ugolino di Nerio, Back  
of St. Peter from the Santa Croce 
altarpiece, around 1325, tempera 
and gold on poplar, Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, 
Eigentum des Kaiser Friedrich 
Museumsvereins
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in helping to grasp broader traditions of image, perception, reception 
and ritual from the Middle Ages to the present day. 
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ing of late medieval Sienese painting, whether it be the rare complete 
altarpiece restored to its original location, or a separated fragment now 
housed in a distant museum. Reconstruction must weigh different cri-
teria, historical as well as technical and scientific: it requires adequate 
forensic photography, close and prolonged access to the original arte-
fact and familiarity with the relevant historical disciplines. Awareness 
of the limits of current knowledge is also essential, while the art histo-
rian’s modern aesthetic or subjective judgement should interfere as little 
as possible with the assessment. The often delicate or altered condition 
of a surviving fragment must be taken fully in consideration. The limi-
tations of reconstruction should always be respected. At times it is safer 
to reconstruct graphically or digitally, thus leading the investigator and 
subsequently the spectator towards a possible reconstruction, rather 
than to ›restore‹ the object itself irreversibly, and by such intervention 
invent an unlikely setting. Any reconstruction remains an approxima-
tion, and exceptions to the rule can always be found. Yet, appropriate 
reconstruction of paintings in their intended surroundings is essential 




