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Leonardo & gli altri/Leonardo in Dialogue. An
international conference of the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz – Max-PlanckInstitute, organized by Francesca Borgo,
Rodolfo Maffeis and Alessandro Nova, Florence, 17-19 September 2015.

Francesca Borgo (Harvard University/KHI)
writes:
In 1973, Leo Steinberg opened his book on
Leonardo’s Last Supper with two questions: ‘Is
there anything left to see? And, is there anything
left to say?’ When embarking on a project on
Leonardo, the fear of exhausted interpretation,
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after decades of unrelenting publications, seems to
be a common scholarly concern, one that is often
found among the first lines of many Leonardo
volumes. Daniel Arasse, to quote just one other
example, begins his 1997 monograph with an
equally daunting note: ‘With the exception of
God, Leonardo da Vinci is undoubtedly the most
written about of all artists’. Indeed, no other artist
from Western culture appears to have received so
much systematic and widely disseminated attention. Following Leo Steinberg’s statement forty
years ago, an avalanche of literature has been
accumulating at an overwhelming speed. Since
then, roughly three thousand new publications
have appeared, at an average rate of forty monographs per year. To this intimidating bibliographical corpus, one must add the exceptional amount
of writing produced by Leonardo himself, adding
up to the largest written legacy of any Renaissance artist. The quantity of this material discourages extemporaneous approaches: it promotes
specialization, and also, inevitably, inhibits
exchange with the outside.
In designing the conference Leonardo & gli
altri/Leonardo in Dialogue, Rodolfo Maffeis,
Alessandro Nova, and the present writer, aimed at
directly engaging with this issue: the exceptionality, not of Leonardo himself, but of this specific
field of research. We thought that the rich and
challenging nature of Leonardo studies demanded
a moment of collective consideration, irrespective
of methodological training, and across geographic
and institutional boundaries. Drawing from the
expertise of specialists in the history and theory of
painting, print culture, sculpture and architecture,
both North and South of the Alps, the conference
sought to provide a look at Leonardo originating
from outside the field of Leonardo studies,
fostering a dialogue with the broader field of
Renaissance art history and theory.
Many leonardisti in the past few years have
been productively looking at Leonardo’s contexts.
This is the direction in which the contributions
offered by the speakers of this conference proceeded, seeking to re-contextualize Leonardo’s
artistic oeuvre within the broader culture of his
time. In emphasizing Leonardo’s surroundings,
these papers did not intend to underplay the extent
of his novelty and originality, nor were they
aimed at producing mechanical or forensic
reconstructions of his ‘contexts’—the factual
account of his peregrinations and encounters
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across Italy and France. Rather, the conference
sought to take a more direct route into the figural
and rhetorical structures of the works themselves,
hoping that the reconstruction of Leonardo’s
period eye will contribute to a better understanding of the art of his time. By forcing Leonardo’s
cumbersome figure into a comparative perspective, the conference intended to resist the reductive approach that centres exclusively on his
authorial presence. Because this is more easily
done in studies of Leonardo’s reception, his
followers or afterlives were not our primary
concern. On the contrary, while focusing on
Leonardo, we sought to develop more general
hypotheses on his contemporaries; to use Leonardo’s exceptionally large corpus of writing to look
at the broader—and often oral—culture of his
times.
By inviting scholars who are not, strictly
speaking, Leonardo specialists, my co-organizers
and I intended to extend our comparative approach beyond our object of study, to the field’s
own structure and methodology. Our aim was to
counterbalance the distance that traditionally
separates the field of Leonardo studies from the
many methodological turns that, time and again,
have encouraged art historians to rethink the
discipline: upheavals that, while sometimes
ephemeral, often helped to fundamentally and
productively challenge art history’s central
notions and assumptions. This dialogue, we
believe, has the advantage to better assess and
elucidate the field of Leonardo studies through
comparison and contrast with other fields; to hone
its methodological acuity by exploring the methods of others; to identify questions and issues that
resonate beyond its borders; to initiate a theoretical conversation able to both validate and enrich
its highly-specialized approach.
The conference opened with a map of Leonardo’s direct and indirect interactions: in Mantua,
Parma, Milan, Florence, Rome—with Isabella
D’Este, Correggio, Fra’ Bartolomeo, Bramante,
Michelangelo and Raphael. This predominantly
geographic focus was combined with four panels
that looked at Leonardo’s dialogues both thematically (through notions such as nature, the grotesque and the non-finito) and by media (sculpture, architecture). The program included a visit to
the Opificio delle Pietre Dure, where Cecilia
Frosinini and Roberto Bellucci brought the
participants up to date on the last stages of the
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restoration of Leonardo’s Adoration.
The polyphony of voices, approaches and
themes that characterized the event makes a
summary of these three days an impossible task:
for an overview, I refer the reader to the abstracts
provided below. Several of these papers outlined
new problems and issues, pointing to some
aspects of Leonardo that had so far escaped the
attention of other specialists. Other contributions
proposed novel approaches to long-standing
questions: these new directions of research were
developed, for example, by either a shift in
perspective (i.e., from Italian to Northern design
procedures; from the single commissioner to a
network of patrons; from the individual master to
the larger workshop practice), by a broadening up
of traditional notions (i.e., allegory, or academy),
or by a radical rethinking of a few key ideas
brought forward by a close re-reading of texts
(i.e., the non-finito, the universality of the painter).
We are aware that many other voices could
enrich this conversation. As we work towards the
publication of the proceedings, and to build on the
spirit of openness that characterized this event, I
invite the readers of the Leonardo da Vinci
Newsletter to contact the organizers of the symposium with proposals and suggestions about artists,
contexts and issues that should be brought into the
discussion to productively rethink Leonardo’s
dialogues.
Contact: borgo@fas.harvard.edu
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