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to about 1910-30.4 Independent of the 
research presented in the current article 
and without argumentation, in 2022  
Andrea G. de Marchi attributed it to  
an unknown artist from around 1500 
and identified it as a copy of a 
miraculous image in Pistoia.5 

Technical investigations conducted in 
preparation for the catalogue of Italian 
paintings at the Rijksmuseum shed light 
on the manufacture of the Virgin of 
Humility and appear to corroborate a 
fifteenth-century dating. The art histor
ical and archival research of 2021-22 
presented in our article indicates that 
peculiarities in the iconography of the 
painting are related to a record of a 
Marian miracle that happened in the 
summer of 1490 in the Tuscan city of 
Pistoia. It demonstrates that it is likely 
to be one of several documented replicas 
made for devotional use in the event’s 
direct aftermath, while also suggesting 
that it may have been painted by Niccolò 
di Mariano, one of the few painters 
documented in Pistoia at the time. 

The Rijksmuseum Virgin of 
Humility Examined

Technical investigation consisted of 
close examination of the object’s front 
and reverse, with the aid of diffuse and 
raking light and microscopic examina
tion of the painted surface, coupled 
with a set of non-invasive analytical 
techniques, including x-radiography,6 

<	t the time the authors of this 
article began collaborating on the 

Rijksmuseum’s catalogue of the collec
tion of Italian paintings, in 2021, the ori- 
gins, iconography, function, and attri- 
bution of a small painted panel of the 
Virgin of Humility were unclear (fig. 1).1 
The painting was first documented in 
1906 in the collection of Otto Lanz 
(1865-1935), a Swiss surgeon passionate 
about early Italian painting who lived  
in Amsterdam. Lanz considered it to be 
a work by an unknown Northern Italian  
or Florentine master of the fifteenth 
century.2 He solicited opinions from 
various art historians. Richard Offner, 
in his letter to Lanz of 6 July 1928, 
suggested that the collector’s ‘Bauern
madönnchen’, or peasant Madonna, 
might date to 1485 and that it could be 
by a late pupil of Filippo Lippi, close to 
the San Miniato Master. On 17 June 1929, 
Roberto Longhi instead put forward an 
attribution to Pier Francesco Fiorentino, 
whereas at unspecified dates Wilhelm 
Suida and Hermann Beenken suggested 
that the Madonna was from Siena and 
could be dated circa 1460. Henk van Os, 
in a typed annotation made in the nine-
teen seventies on a photograph in the 
Lanz archive, proposed it was Florentine 
School or by the Bolognese Lippo di 
Dalmasio.3 In 2008, however, Fee van  
’t Veen published the Madonna with- 
out substantiation as a forgery in the 
manner of the Florentine school dating 

Fig. 1
Attributed to 
niccolò di 
mariano ,  
Madonna  
of Humility,  
c. 1490-1500. 
Tempera (?), gold 
and silver on panel, 
26.1 x 16.4 x 1.5-2.0 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. sk-a-3997.
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The Miraculous Madonna of Pistoia 
in a Devotional Replica of 1490-1500 

Attributed to Niccolò di Mariano
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infrared reflectography (irr),7 and 
infrared-false colour (ir-fc),8 all 
carried out in accordance with the 
standard research protocol designed 
to study the Italian paintings in the 
Rijksmuseum collection. In addition, 
macro-x-ray fluorescence imaging 
spectroscopy (ma-xrf)9 was used to 
gain more information on the palette 
and painting technique. Furthermore, 
non-invasive x-ray diffraction point 
analysis (xrd) was employed to 
answer specific questions on pigment 
identification.10 

The artist painted on a single plank 
of vertically grained conifer wood 
identified as fir (Abies spp),11 with a 
semi-tangential cut and an irregular 
thickness of between 1.5 and 2 cm, being 
slightly thicker on the right (fig. 2). The 
plank for the support, which would 
traditionally have been provided to the 
painter by the carpenter,12 was probably 
recycled, as a fragment of a nail within 
the wood of the bottom left corner,13 
visible in x-radiography (fig. 3), is 
unrelated to the construction of the 
present picture. Although it is well 
known that modern forgers reused 
older panels,14 renaissance artists did 
the same – including, for example,  

Fig. 2
Bottom side-edge  
of the panel (fig. 1). 
The support is made 
of a single plank of  
fir wood with a semi-
tangential cut.

the Florentine altarpiece and cassone 
painter Giovanni dal Ponte (1385-1437), 
who repurposed a wood panel in  
Sts Nicholas and Benedict, which is the 
lateral panel of an altarpiece. It has a 
bottom edge with dovetail joinery, 
suggesting it was readapted from what 
was probably first a piece of furniture.15 
The support of the Rijksmuseum 
Madonna is likely to be a similar case 
of the fifteenth-century reconfiguration 
of a wood panel. 

The choice of a conifer wood might 
seem unusual, given that during the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
poplar was the most commonly 
employed wood for panel painting 
supports in Italy, and especially 
Tuscany, with planks from conifers 
somewhat more prevalent in the 
Veneto region.16 However, coniferous 
wood was prevalently used in early 
Tuscan painting until around 1250-80.17 
It also continued to account for a small 
percentage of painting supports later 
on,18 including Piero del Pollaiolo’s 
Virtues of circa 1469-72, commissioned 
to serve as spalliere for the stalls (and 
therefore significantly as parts of fur-
niture) in the hall of the Tribunale della 
Mercanzia in Florence 19 and Neroccio 
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de’ Landi’s Portrait of a Lady of circa 
1485, in these cases identified as 
cypress.20 No less than fifteen wood 
species were used by Italian painters in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
and as our knowledge in the field pro
gresses, the number of non-poplar 
wood species tends to increase, as 
noted by Raffaella Bruzzone and Maria 
Clelia Galassi,21 with the percentages 
rising from 10%, as registered by 
Jacqueline Marette in her pioneering 
study,22 to 28% registered in the work 
by Peter Klein and Josef Bauch in 1980,23 
to 30% found in their 2011 study based 
on a database of 500 occurrences.24  
Fir has also been found to be used in 
Tuscany for battens originally applied 
to the reverse of paintings, for example 

in Perugino’s Crucifixion of about  
1474-80,25 attesting to its availability in 
the carpenter’s workshop in the region. 
Furthermore, it is worth considering 
Pistoia’s close geographical proximity 
to the Apennines, where fir wood is an 
indigenous species.26 Considering that 
we are not dealing with a high-quality 
commission but instead a small devo
tional image, and that the support is 
made of a repurposed plank, the choice 
of wood is likely to have been dictated 
by its ready availability in the carpen
ter’s workshop.

 In line with fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century central-Italian practice, prior 
to grounding, the carpenter applied 
framing wood mouldings to the panel 
enclosing the area of the pictorial field.27 
These mouldings are now lost; even 
though the panel has been subsequently 
cropped on all sides, exposed areas of 
bare wood measuring approximately  
6 mm wide remain where they were 
once attached. A raised edge of ground, 
or barbe, is visible along the perimeter 
of the pictorial surface where it abutted 
the mouldings; residues of glue and 
splinters of wood – with a grain diverg
ing from that of the panel – remain on 
the bare wood edges. The carpenter 
would have secured the mouldings at 
their centre with nails. Since no nail 
holes can be discerned, the mouldings 
and the wood surface to which they 
were applied would have been at least 
twice as wide as the remaining bare 
strips of wood. At the top, the frame 
was constructed with five moulding 
segments to form a polygonal arch: the 
carpenter incised radius lines in the 
wood of the support to mark the places 
where two adjacent segments would 
abut. We can observe one of these inci
sions at the edge of the barbe at the top 
left and follow three of them under the 
gesso preparation in the x-radiograph: 
due to the greater accumulation of 
preparatory layers in the incisions, they 
are in fact more radiopaque and there
fore show as lighter lines in the image 
(figs. 4a, b). Traces of a brown colour 

Fig. 3
X-radiograph of  
the panel (fig. 1).  
The arrow indicates 
the presence, within 
the thickness of the 
wood, of a fragment 
of a nail unrelated  
to the construction  
of the panel.
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visible on the barbe (indicated by the 
yellow arrows in fig. 4b) suggest the 
framing elements were not gilded but 
simply painted. 

The front of the panel was prepared 
with at least two preparatory layers: a 
lower layer of light grey and a top layer 
of white (figs. 5a-c). As is common in 
Tuscan panel painting,28 these are com
posed of gesso, or calcium sulphate,  
as indicated by the elemental ma-xrf 

Figs. 4a, b
Detail of the arched 
top in x-radiography 
(a) with the red 
dotted lines indicating 
the incisions in the 
wood filled with  
gesso and therefore 
appearing lighter; the 
rectangle indicates the 
detail enlarged in the 
photomicrograph (b), 
where, as indicated  
by the red arrow, the 
incision in the wood 
can be seen and 
where, as indicated 
by the yellow arrows, 
there are traces of the 
original mouldings’ 
brown paint on the 
barbe.

maps of calcium and sulphur that show 
coinciding signals where the ground is 
exposed (figs. 6a, b). The presence of 
barbes on all sides indicates that the 
application of ground and paint con
cerned both the support and its framing 
elements. In some places, some white 
material seeped beneath the moulding. 
Beyond the barbe, it can be seen on the 
now exposed strips of wood on three 
sides: at the bottom of the panel this 

4b

4a

4b
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material consists of gesso, while at  
the left and top a difference between 
the two elemental maps shows a com
position that is rich in calcium but  
not in sulphur. This suggests either  
a calcium carbonate or a calcium 
caseinate; both materials would have 
been present in a late fifteenth-century 
workshop, but it is impossible to 
distinguish between the two with- 
out further (invasive) analysis.29 

Observation through the stereo
microscope reveals this material is 
located under the two full preparatory 
gesso layers,30 and therefore indicates 
that it was applied first, perhaps as a 
filler to regularize the carpentry.

Most likely from the outset – in 
accordance with a widespread use for 
independent central-Italian panel paint
ings 31 – the reverse (fig. 7) was covered 
up to the edges with a coarse, off-white 

Figs. 5a-c
The front of the 
painting (fig. 1) (a) 
with indication of the 
detail enlarged in (b) 
and the spot where 
the photomicrograph 
in (c) has been taken. 
It shows the wood  
of the support (1),  
the two preparatory 
layers, of which the 
lower one is light  
grey (2) and the 

5b

top one off-white (3), 
and the paint layers 
(4). In (b), splinters  
of vertical wood  
fibres from the now- 
lost applied frame  
can be seen.

1 2 3 4

5b

5c5a

5c
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Figs. 6a, b
ma-xrf elemental 
maps of calcium 
(Ca-K) (a) and  
sulphur (S-K) (b) of 
the painting (fig. 1).  
Both maps relate 
mainly to the 
presence of gesso 
(calcium sulphate) in 
the preparatory layers. 
The signal is strong 
where the ground is 
exposed, for example, 
in the barbe around 
the painted area or 
the many scattered 
miniscule paint losses. 
The two maps differ  
in two areas along  
the left and top edge 
where preparatory 
material seeped  
under the now-lost 
mouldings of the 
frame, highlighted  
by red ovals drawn 
on (a); here a signal 

for calcium but  
not for sulphur is 
registered. The two 
maps also differ in  
the red cushion on 
which Mary is seated, 
where there is a signal 
for sulphur but not  
for calcium, as it is 
painted in vermillion, 
a mercuric sulphide 
pigment. 

Fig. 7
Reverse of the panel 
(fig. 1).

6a 6b



t h e  m i r a c u l o u s  m a d o n n a  o f  p i s t o i a  i n  a  d e v o t i o n a l  r e p l i c a  o f  1 4 9 0 - 1 5 0 0 

203

gesso layer of which a patch towards the 
centre right has later been scraped off. 

In a liquid medium using a brush, the 
painter made an extensive underdraw
ing for the outlines of the figures, the 
folds of the blue mantle (figs. 8a-d) and 
the capitals and bases of the niche: it 
looks dark grey when observed through 
losses with the stereomicroscope and 
appears lighter grey in infrared reflecto
graphy. Once the painter had blocked in 
the colours, he redrew the underdrawn 

outer contours of the figures in black 
paint, which in infrared reflectography 
look darker than the lines of the under
drawing, indicating that the colours 
have different compositions (figs. 9a-
c).32 In the gesso, he incised the pilasters 
and floor with a straightedge, and the 
arch with a compass, of which the 
central point has remained indented 
and can be perceived under the paint 
surface (fig. 10a-c). The incisions are 
interrupted by the figures, indicating 

Figs. 8a-d
Detail of the  
Virgin and Child  
in the painting (fig. 1)  
in visible light photo
graphy (a) and infra-
red reflectography 
(InGaAs 900-1700nm) 
(b); respectively 
enlarged in the details 
in (c) and (d). The 
underdrawing for 
the blue mantle (as 
indicated by red 
arrows), suggests the 
direction and shape  
of the folds. It was 
made in a liquid 
medium applied  
with a brush.

8c

8d

8a

8b

8c

8d
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Figs. 9a-c
Detail of the Virgin and 
Child in the painting 
(fig. 1) in visible light 
photography (a) and 
infrared reflectography  
(InGaAs 900-1700nm) 
(b). Where the Virgin’s 
right hand and her 
mantle meet, as 
indicated by the red 
arrow, two lines are 
visible in infrared 
reflectography, the 
grey one relating to the 
underdrawing and the 
black one positioned 
farther right relating 
to the paint layers and 
made after the colour 
had been applied. In 
the photomicrograph 
(c), taken where the 
mantle and the 
background meet,  
the two lines can be 
distinguished, with the 
painted lines showing 
black and the under-
drawing – elsewhere 
partially covered by 
the white of the 
background – showing 
grey in the small loss.

that he made the underdrawing first,  
as is usual in the preparatory phases  
of Italian panel painting and as is 
recommended by Cennino Cennini  
in his Libro dell’arte. 

The handling of the paint suggests 
that the artist used tempera.33 He first 
painted the architecture and the sky, 
while leaving the figures in reserve 
(figs. 11 a-c). For the sky, he scumbled, 
with horizontal brush strokes, a blue 

pigment that contains copper, probably 
azurite, on top of a layer of lead white. 
The blue is now largely abraded, but 
some of it remains above the Virgin’s 
halo.34 A couple of white lines on top 
of some remaining blue in the sky may 
be remnants of clouds. The painter 
executed the architecture in lead white 
and a deep translucent red, probably a 
red lake as suggested by the copresence 
of calcium and potassium visible in the 

9a

9c

9b

9c
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Figs. 10a-c
Detail of the arched 
top of the painting 
(fig. 1) in visible  
light (a) and 
x-radiography (b)  
with superimposed 
drawing (in red) 
matching the  
outer incised circle  
and a radius line 
emanating from the 
central compass 
point, visible in the 
photomicrograph (c).

Figs. 11a-c
Detail of the painting 
(fig. 1) in visible light 
photography (a) and 
ma-xrf elemental 
maps of lead (Pb), 
Pb-M (b), and Pb-L (c)  
are associated respec
tively with more 
superficial or deeper-
lying lead layers. The 
latter map (c) shows 
that, while painting 
the sky, the figures 
were held in reserve, 
as is indicated by the 
red arrows.

10b

10a

10c

11a 11b 11c

10c

10c10c
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relative elemental distribution maps. 
The blue of the Virgin’s mantle is, as 
confirmed by xrd spot measures, the 
relatively inexpensive azurite, coarsely 
ground, and applied in a thick layer on 
top of a thin, light-grey underlayer. For 
the flesh tones, the painter used highly 
diluted paint that left the underdrawing 
partially in view, evidently so that the 
facial features look drawn. For the green 
of both floor and garments, he used a 
copper-based pigment that contains 
arsenic and zinc impurities, as is reveal
ed by the relative elemental distribution 
in ma-xrf maps (figs. 12a-d). xrd allow
ed us to rule out the presence of the 
modern pigments Scheele’s Green and 
Emerald Green, for which arsenic in 
association with copper green can be 
an indication: the green pigment was 
found to be malachite, therefore ruling 
out the presence of the two modern 
greens. The arsenic and zinc present  
in the pigment must be interpreted as 

impurities of malachite, possibly 
indicating its natural mineral origin.35 
Over a yellow mordant containing 
lead, the painter applied gold leaf for 
the halos, rays, stella maris on the 
Virgin’s robe, and the borders of 
all garments, and silver leaf for the 
moon under the Virgin’s foot (fig. 13). 
Only minute fragments of gold and 
tarnished silver remain. He painted the 
red cushion and the cross on Christ’s  
halo in vermillion, reinforced all out
lines in black and finished by painting 
two brown lines that run down from 
the Virgin’s forehead. 

A Miracle in Pistoia
The small panel shows the Virgin seated 
on a cushion on the floor, nursing  
her child, against the backdrop of an 
open arch. Both figures turn towards 
the viewer. The scene is a Virgin of 
Humility with Mary sitting on the 
ground, an iconography developed at 

Figs. 12a-d
Comparison between 
a photo of the paint
ing (fig. 1) acquired  
in visible light (a) and 
ma-xrf elemental 
maps of copper  
(Cu-K) (b), arsenic 
(As-K) (c), and zinc 
(Zn-K) (d).

12a 12b
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the onset of the fourteenth century as a 
means to enhance the devotee’s sense 
of closeness to the Mother of God.36 
The image is akin to Dante’s Divine 
Comedy, which describes the Virgin  
as ‘humble and exalted more than any 
creature’,37 with Mary humbly seated on 
the ground, or ‘humus’, and simultan-
eously identified by the moon at her 
feet as the Woman of the Apocalypse, 
who according to the Book of Revela
tion (12:1) is the Queen of Heaven. 

The only unconventional element  
in the image is the presence of brown 
lines of perspiration streaming down 
the Madonna. This detail refers to  
an image in the Tuscan city of Pistoia  
that represents the Virgin of Humility, 
which, in an extraordinary event occur- 
ring in the summer of 1490, according 
to local tradition, spontaneously began 
to perspire. The site of this miraculous 
happening was the romanesque church 
of Santa Maria Forisportam. 

Fig. 13
Combination 
of the ma-xrf 
elemental 
maps of gold 
(Au-L) and 
silver (Ag-L), 
with the 
two signals 
coloured in 
red and cyan 
respectively.

12c 12d
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Its protagonist was an image of the 
Virgin of Humility executed in fresco 
by a fourteenth-century painter, 
possibly the Tusco-Lombard Paolo 
Serafini of Modena,38 on the bell  
tower wall inside the church, in close 
proximity to an altar (fig. 14).39 The 
patron of the fresco was a widow, 
pictured kneeling in prayer on the 
Virgin’s right, seeking holy intimacy 
with the Mother of God. About a 
century after its creation, the Pistoian 
Virgin of Humility would indeed 
become very close to her devotees.

As a consequence of the enduring 
wars between the pro- and anti-papal 
Black and White Guelphs, Pistoia was 
torn by internal strife between the 
Panciatichi and Cancellieri families. On 
17 July 1490, the allegedly exasperated 
Madonna in the fresco began to per
spire, excreting a silvery liquid. Accord
ing to contemporary accounts, it sprang 
in several currents from her forehead 
and trickled down over her body and 
her child.40 When the canonical pro
cess for the miracle’s authentication 
was initiated in 1549, two local wit
nesses – Giovanni Maria Franchini 
Taviani and Giuliano Grifoni – recalled 
that they had been in school when the 
portentous happening was announced 
by church bells. Upon arriving at the 
church, the two boys climbed the altar 
to get a closer view of the Virgin’s sweat. 
Upon investigating this phenomenon, 
the city authorities verified that humi
dity in the church wall was not the 
cause. In 1491, the bishop of Pistoia, 
Niccolò Pandolfini, proclaimed the 
event’s divine nature and granted 
indulgences to those visiting the image. 
The miracle of the perspiring Virgin 
was initially perceived as a divine  
gift, whereas a couple of years later, 
it was interpreted as a compassionate 
premonition of the famine and disease 
that in the meantime had started to 
plague the already feud-ridden city. 
The Pistoian fresco of the Madonna 
was one of many images from the 
fifteenth century said to have miracu

lously come to life, another being the 
Madonna delle Carceri in Prato, in 
1484, which also subsequently became 
the focus of cultic veneration.41

In 1495, the commune of Pistoia 
elevated the devotion of the city’s 
miraculous Virgin of Humility to an 
annual civic feast. On the site of the 
ancient Santa Maria Forisportam, the 
construction of a sanctuary was also 
begun. The church of Santa Maria 
dell’Umiltà was designed by Giuliano 
da Sangallo, the preferred architect of 
Lorenzo il Magnifico de’ Medici who 
ruled the Florentine state of which 
Pistoia formed part. Sangallo, who also 
constructed Santa Maria delle Carceri 
in Prato, devised his design for the 
Pistoian church in accordance with the 
centralized ground plan characteristic 
of the many sanctuaries built to mark 
miraculous events. Santa Maria 
dell’Umiltà (fig. 15) was erected under 
the guidance of Ventura Vitoni, a local 
architect, and completed in 1569 with  
a dome designed by Giorgio Vasari.42 
The miraculous image, after being 
detached from its former location 
together with the wall on which it had 
been painted, was placed on the high 
altar of Santa Maria dell’Umiltà in  
1579 (fig. 16).43 In 1582, the newly built 
church was consecrated.

Prior to this time, in the miracle’s 
wake, which had reportedly repeated 
itself in the early months of 1491, the 
city had begun organizing processions. 
It also commissioned a cloth veil of 
gold bearing the Pistoian coat of arms, 
to be hung in front of the image.44 
According to the church’s archives, a 
frame for the veil was also built, made 
by the carpenter Batista di Tonino di 
Gerino and subsequently gilded by the 
painter Bernardino del Signoraccio.45 
Curtains or shutters were placed in 
front of many cult images to conceal 
them from casual glances and to 
enhance their mystery and cultic 
efficacy.46 The archives in Pistoia also 
reveal that, in what had become an 
oratory within the church, various 
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Fig. 14
fourteenth-
century 
tusco-lombard 
painter, probably 
paolo serafini  
of modena ,  
Virgin of Humility  
and a Widowed 
Donor, c. 1350.  
Fresco.  
Pistoia, Santa  
Maria dell’Umiltà.  
Photo: Lorenzo Gori, 
Pistoia

objects began to accumulate in a 
specially constructed cupboard and  
on a grate placed in front of the image: 
lamps, candles, vestments, jewellery, 
liturgical paraments, a silver sun and 
moon that could be affixed to the 
fresco, and ex-votos made of wax  
or silver in the form of babies and 
body parts.47

Devotional Replicas
A considerable demand arose for images 
and material tokens in the similitude of 
the miraculous Madonna, to be used in 
the sanctuary and the city. They were 
desired by individual devotees as well,  
not only citizens of Pistoia but also 
pilgrims from afar. In the second half of 
1490, the painter Niccolò di Mariano 
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was paid 7 lire and 4 soldi for ‘dodici 
schudi dipintone chon l’imagine e 
fighura di nostra donna’, or ‘twelve 
escutcheons painted with the image and 
figure of Our Lady’.48 The following 
year, Bernardino del Signoraccio was 
commissioned to paint a replica of the 
miraculous Virgin on a panel made  
by the carpenter Batista di Tonino 
di Gerino (also responsible for the  
veil frame) – a work intended for the 
solicitation of alms.49 One ‘Giovanni 
Chianti’ was paid 10 soldi for six images 
of the miraculous Virgin (possibly on 
paper, given the small sum of money), 
all to be brought to Siena as material  
to advertise her powers.50 

Among the surviving devotional 
replicas of Pistoia’s prodigious fresco 
is Bernardino del Signoraccio’s panel, 
today preserved in Avignon, which 
shows the Virgin of Humility accom
panied by Mary Magdalene, St Jerome, 
and two angels. The panel was possibly 
painted at the request of a confraternity 
with a devotion centred on the two 
penitent holy figures.51 Another replica, 
a panel painting now preserved in the 
Musée Tessé in Le Mans, repeats the 
central figural group of the original 
fresco, set before a landscape back

ground. The addition of God the Father 
and St Bernardino of Siena was possibly 
significant for the panel’s first owner, 
perhaps also a confraternity. Given the 
softness of its colouring and the thinness 
of the facial features, the Le Mans panel 
may also be a work by Bernardino del 
Signoraccio, though it has recently been 
attributed to Niccolò di Mariano.52

On 17 July 1492, Niccolò di Mariano 
– who, as noted above, executed the 
escutcheons bearing the image of the 
miraculous Virgin in 1490 – signed and 
dated a large panel made for the flagel
lants of the confraternity of Santa Maria 
dell’Umiltà in the church of Sant’Andrea 
in Pistoia (fig. 17). In the panel’s inscrip-
tion, the Virgin admonishes the mem
bers: ‘+figlivoli · tvtti · vi prego · 
per mi[a] amore · tvtti · serviate ·  
a dio · chon vmil · chore +’, or ‘All 
you brothers, because of my love, I beg 
you to all serve God with a humble 
heart’. With large, simple colour fields 
and sparse modelling, the painter has 
blocked out the figures against the back
ground of the box-like space containing 
a pink marbleized pavement also present 
in the miraculous, frescoed image. More 
precise than the painter of the devo
tional copies in Avignon and Le Mans, 

Fig. 15
giuliano da 
sangallo  (design), 
ventura vitoni 
(execution), and 
giorgio vasari 
(dome), The Church 
of Santa Maria 
dell’Umiltà in  
Pistoia, 1495-1569.  
Photo: Lorenzo Gori, 
Pistoia
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Niccolò di Mariano repeats the com- 
position of the figural group in the 
fresco in Pistoia and retains its archi
tectural background. But he also 
retraces, in brown lines, the trajectory  
of the Virgin’s perspiration, visible  
in the fresco and in agreement with 
contemporary accounts of the miracle.

The present panel in the Rijks
museum is likewise a replica of the 
miraculous Virgin of Humility of Pistoia. 
Like Niccolò di Mariano’s version for 
Sant’Andrea, it repeats the figural 
group’s composition and retraces the 
trajectory of the Virgin’s perspiration. 
Minor deviations from the prototype 
include the explanatory inscription 
‘·s[ancta]·maria·devmilitade·’ at 
the bottom of the picture and the setting 
in front of an arch opening onto a blue 
sky. Nevertheless, similarities in style 
and the faithfulness to the prototype 
ostensibly point to a connection between 
the Rijksmuseum Madonna and Niccolò 
di Mariano’s painting in Sant’Andrea.

Niccolò di Mariano
At the time of the miracle, Niccolò di 
Mariano is one of very few figurative 
painters documented as being active in 
Pistoia.53 On 4 March 1478, ‘Niccolò di 
Mariano, painter from Siena’ obtained 
citizenship in Pistoia.54 The document 
seems to indicate that he was born and 
trained in Siena and, at the time he moved 
to Pistoia, that he was a master and at 
least twenty-five years of age. By 1464, 
his brother Bartolomeo was a town crier 
in Pistoia, a role later also fulfilled by 
another of his siblings and two nephews. 
Niccolò’s move reunited him with  
his family. In Pistoia, he fathered six 
children, living for many years in the 
neighbourhood of Cappella di Santa 
Maria Maddalena a Ripalta up until his 
death in February 1500.55

On the basis of his only signed work, 
the Virgin of Humility from 1492 in  
the church of Sant’Andrea in Pistoia, 
Niccolò di Mariano’s pious and timid 
style has been recognized in various 
frescoes in and around the city.  

These include the following works 
(presented in chronological order):  
the Crucifixion, dated 1478 (Piuvica, 
Santa Maria e Biagio); Christ in the 
Tomb (Pistoia, Museo Civico); The 
Virgin and Child Enthroned with Tobias 
and the Angel, and Sebastian (Pistoia, 
San Lorenzo); The Adoration of the 
Shepherds (Pistoia, San Lorenzo); and 
the Four Evangelists (Pistoia, Santa 
Maria delle Grazie).56 Between 1479 
and 1485, he produced many works for 
the city’s cathedral. In 1484, he painted 
a now-lost fabric covering for the high 
altarpiece. On 29 January 1489, he was 
among twelve local painters – probably 
with different expertises – who rein
stated the board and statutes of Pistoia’s 

Fig. 16
giovanni  
domenico 
piastrini ,  
The Translation  
of the Miraculous 
Virgin of Humility  
of Pistoia, 1716.  
Fresco. Pistoia, Santa 
Maria dell’Umiltà. 
Photo: Lorenzo Gori, 
Pistoia
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Guild of Painters. On 27 June 1491, he 
was contracted to produce a now-lost 
triptych for the church of San Pietro  
di Vico Petroso (now San Pierino), in 
nearby San Pietro in Vincio, for the 
modest sum of six florins. Until the 
coming of age of Bernardino del 
Signoraccio (born c. 1460-last doc. 
1524), Niccolò di Mariano appears to 
be the most active figurative painter 
in Pistoia.57

Although smaller in scale and 
executed in a different medium, the 
Rijksmuseum panel is comparable to 
Niccolò’s late, large fresco roundels 
of the Four Evangelists in Santa Maria 
delle Grazie (fig. 18), distinguished by 
woodcut-like figures with oval faces, 
expressionless eyes with large dark 
irises that almost blend in with the 
pupils, and a paperclip-like shorthand 

for rendering the lines within the  
ear. As in his Virgin of Humility in 
Sant’Andrea, the architecture in the 
Amsterdam picture is rendered in a 
marbleization comprising only two 
shades of the same colour. Like the 
Sant’Andrea image, the Amsterdam 
panel bears an inscription in ver- 
nacular Italian – not learned Latin – 
using lettering in capitals with a 
distinctive splayed M. This recurs  
in the painter’s Christ in the Tomb, 
made for the local Monte di Pietà 
(Pistoia, Museo Civico). Stylistically, 
the Rijksmuseum Virgin of Humility 
therefore appears to be a work by 
Niccolò di Mariano. Based on historical 
considerations, it can be dated between 
the day of the miracle in 1490 and the 
painter’s death in 1500. This agrees 
with the copies for which Niccolò was 

Fig. 17
niccolò di 
mariano , Virgin  
of Humility, 1492. 
Tempera on panel,  
155 x 135 cm.  
Pistoia, Sant’Andrea. 
Photo: Lorenzo Gori, 
Pistoia
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commissioned in the fall of 1490, as 
cited in the aforementioned archival 
documents.

The cursory quality of the Amster-
dam panel – swift in its execution,  
with low-cost materials (more so than 
the large confraternal copy of the 
miraculous image in Sant’Andrea) – 
points to its modest function as a small 
devotional replica. Another indication 
is that the panel’s mouldings were  
not gilded but painted. It was made for 
less institutional purposes than the 
large confraternal copies and probably 
geared towards the market of the 

In this article, it is suggested that a small panel of the Madonna of Humility in the 
collection of the Rijksmuseum, executed with fifteenth-century woodworking and 
painting techniques and materials, is a devotional copy of the fresco of the Virgin of 
Humility in Pistoia that became miraculously active in 1490. Historical, stylistic, and 
archival evidence suggests the panel is possibly a work by Niccolò di Mariano (act. 1478; 
d. 1500), perhaps made as a devotional replica not long after the miraculous event.

ab s tr ac t

individual pilgrim or local devotee. 
Late fifteenth-century ex-voto images 
painted on panel, such as those 
surviving in the shrine of San Nicola 
da Tolentino in the Italian Marches 
and in the sanctuary of the Madonna 
della Quercia near Viterbo (fig. 19), are 
similarly distinguished by their simple 
execution with an emphasis on the out-
lines, set in painted rather than gilded 
frames.58 Perhaps the painter never even 
returned to examine the fresco, con- 
cealed behind its curtain in Santa Maria 
Forisportam, instead copying it from a 
cartoon, template, or even a woodcut. 
Accounts of the cult in Pistoia mention 
such prints. While none have been 
identified so far, they would have been 
executed in a simple style akin to that 
of the rare surviving xylography (Prato, 
Biblioteca Roncioniana), which 
reproduces the miraculous Madonna 
delle Carceri in nearby Prato.59

The Rijksmuseum panel displays 
technical features in accordance  
with a dating to the fifteenth century: 
executed on a reused panel, to which 
now-lost mouldings were applied prior 
to the preparation with gesso layers;  
an underdrawing in a liquid medium;  
a paint application using a tempera 
technique; and pigments characteristic 
of early-renaissance Italian panel 
painting. In its cursory style and devo
tional accuracy, the painting approaches 
the work of Niccolò di Mariano, an 
artist documented as having produced 
numerous replicas of the frescoed 
Virgin of Humility in Santa Maria 
Forisportam in Pistoia, which became 
miraculously active in 1490. The Rijks-
museum Madonna appears to be one 
of them.

Fig. 18
niccolò di  
mariano ,  
St Matthew, 
c. 1490-1500.  
Fresco. Pistoia,  
Santa Maria delle 
Grazie, also known as 
Madonna del Letto. 
Photo: Lorenzo  
Gori, Pistoia,  
su concessione 
dell’Azienda usl 
Toscano Centro

Fig. 19
unknown  
tuscan painter , 
Ex-Voto of a Man Who 
Healed Miraculously, 
late fifteenth century. 
Tempera on panel,  
21 x 19 cm.  
Viterbo, Santa  
Maria della Quercia.  
Photo: Public domain
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