-

View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you byfz CORE

provided by OpenEdition

sutm  Cahiers de recherches médiévales et

médiévales et humanistes
humanistes . Lo .
Journal of medieval and humanistic studies

1912010 o
Les iles britanniques : espaces et identités

Relics and Society in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Venice
The Miracles of the True Cross at the Bridges of San Lorenzo and San Lio

Kiril Petkov

OpenEdition

Electronic version

URL: http://journals.openedition.org/crm/12013
DOI: 10.4000/crm.12013

ISSN: 2273-0893

Publisher
Classiques Garnier

Printed version

Date of publication: 30 June 2010
Number of pages: 267-282

ISSN: 2115-6360

Electronic reference

Kiril Petkov, « Relics and Society in Late Medieval and Renaissance Venice », Cahiers de recherches
médiévales et humanistes [Online], 19 | 2010, Online since 30 June 2013, connection on 01 May 2019.
URL : http:/journals.openedition.org/crm/12013 ; DOI : 10.4000/crm.12013

© Cahiers de recherches médiévales et humanistes


https://core.ac.uk/display/224049104?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org
http://journals.openedition.org/crm/12013

Relicsand Society in Late M edieval and Renaissance Venice: The Miracles of
the True Crossat the Bridges of San Lorenzo and San Lio

Abstract: This article analyzes two miracles, which a fragment of the True Cross pedforme
for the Venetian confrataity of San Giovanni Evangelista in the late fourteenth and early
fifteenth centuries. Unlike most such feats bearing a strong spiritual messagerabkes at

the bridges of San Lorenzo and San Lio had a marked social context. The breaking of the
superratural into everyday life inserted the numinous agent onto a stage where three major
dimensions of late medieval and Renaissance Venetian segetgonal, confraternal, and
civic— intersected and arranged their relationships in a continuously shifting social and
political environment. The scrutiny of the miracles and their renditions in tektiraage
allows us a glimpse into the meanings with which individuals (in the persons of Andrea
Vendramin, Gentile Bellini and Giovanni Mansueti), the group (tbefraternity of San
Giovanni Evangelista and the Vendramin family), and society (represented by ithe civ
authorities) imbued the supernatural action to position themselves in their Eoaiaktape.

Résumé Cet article offre une analyse de deux miracesomplis par un fragment de la
Vraie Croix pour la confraternité de San Giovanni Evangelista de Venise a la fin detxIV

au début du X¥siécle. A la différence de ce qui se produit en général lors de ces événements
porteurs d’'un message spirituel folkesmiracles accomplis aux ponts de San Lorenzo et de
San Lio s’inscrivent dans un contexte social. L'irruption du surnaturel dans la tmiddes

jours a introduit un agent divin sur une sceéne ou trois aspects majeurs de la société
vénitienne du Moyen Age tardif et de la Renaissaritaspect personnel, confraternel, et
civique— se superposent et s’agencent dans un environnement social et politique en
changement constant. L’examen de ces miracles et de leur traduction en texsggestiious
permetd’entrevoir les significations données a ces événements surnaturels par desindiv
(Andrea Vendramin, Gentile Bellini et Giovanni Mansueti), par le groupe (la coniitiate

San Giovanni Evangelista et la famille Vendramin) et par la société (lesitaatciviques)

afin de définir leur place dans les structures sociales de leur ville.

Sometime in 1370, the Venetian confraternity of San Giovanni Evaragelist
having recently acquired a fragment of the True Cross, took it out on ong of it
regular preessions around the city. The Cross was a powerful artifact and the
brothers were eager to display their devotion to it and enhance the hora of t
scuolaand the Serenissima. It was the feast day of San Lorenzo and the saint’s
church was the destination point. At the narrow bridge julsiréahe church, the
dense crowd pressed the crbgmrer too hard. He lost his balance, and the precious
relic tumbled down over the parapet. However, the Cross did not sih& ganal. It
hovered over the murky watessistained by the invisible power of the divine. The
astonished brothers, some lay onlookers, and a priest of San Loretzwiptat to
retrieve it, but the Cross defied them. Only when sbeolds Guardian grande
Andrea Vendramin, threw himself in tleanal did the Cross graciously move his
way and allowed itself to be rescued. It was a clear miracle, and a great nhumber of
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people witnessed it with their own eyes. To make sure that this poignson heas

not lost, shortly thereafter the Cross workedthar public miracle. The occasion,
again, was a procession, this time a funeral march to the church of Sahdsie a
mass for a deceased brother was to be held. The late brother, however, was a
dissolute person who had repeatedly refused to join thes@&mw journeys of the
scuola Challenging the divine did not go without retribution. As soon as the
procession mounted the bridge in front of the church, the Cross refusedsso c
over, all attempts to carry it to the other side notwithstanding. CEnenony was
allowed to continue only when the Guardian ordered it taken down ande@tigc

a simple cross from the church. The great multitude of brothers aodkens who
were to take part in the service had just witnessed yet another mira&kdvioyrtie
Cross.

Thus began the miraclgorking career of the relic of the True Cross hosted
by the confraternity of San Giovanni Evangelista. In the course ofotlmving
century it performed no less that seven other miracles, and perhaps inrehel
awe and wonder of participants and audience. The Cross delivered mercipent sh
from the fury of sea storms, exorcised demons, healed sick and paralyzed, and
returned to health a badly wounded child. It became the confraternity’s most
treasured acquisition drattracted the devotion of worshippers great and small. Its
miracles were faithfully recorded in the confraternity’'s books and ratifiedhe
communal authorities. In 1414 officers of theuola considered decorating their
meeting hall with representatis of the Cross’s miraculous actiéndlalf a century
later the project was already outdated. A new pictorial program was lauirched
1494, which adorned the albergo with the relic with nine monumental casvass
executed by leading Venetian painters of tirae®. In the same decade the
confraternity commissioned a limited edition of a small booklet descriltine
miracles. The text was reprinted with a few alterations a century later9® abd
from that point found its way into numerous seventeeattd eighteentkcentury

* Incunabulum in the Museo Civico Correr, cat. 249 (no title, incMitacoli della croce
nella benedetta scola de misier san Zuane evangelistee second text iMiracoli della
Croce Santissima Della Scuola de San Giovanni Euangelgaice, Ventura Galuano,
1590.The first miracle can be dated in the 1370s by the presence of Afeindeamin, who
passed away in 1382 and occurred, in all probability, in March 1370. The second nsiracl
harder to date. It most likely took place in the last years of the fourteetit first decade of
the fifteenth century, assuming that the miram#ection, which places it before the miracle
with the healing of the daughter of Nicollo di Benvegnuto (dated in 1414), isgada
chronologically.

2 Archivio di Stato di Venezia, San Giovanni Evangelista (ASV SGE), Regis0pf170,
November 4, 414.

3 For a most thorough recent discussion of the pictorial cycle against the backgrdbad of
age along with copious references to earlier works see P. F. Bkemetian Narrative
Painting in the Age of Carpacciblew Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1988. The
dates for the completion of the canvasses are after J. Bernas€baiDating of the Cycle of
the Miracles of the Cross from the Scuola di San Giovanni Evangelidtée Veneta35,
1981, p.198-202.



Relics and Society in Late Medieval and Renaissance Venice 26¢

miracle collections Judging from their numbers, the confraternity’s visual and
textual publicity campaign was quite effective. The relichaf True Cross might
well have earned the confraternity the status ofcaola grande It certinly
contributed to its continuing appeal and positionaAss the other scuole in the
city®.

The majority of the miracles worked by the Cross and known to westbalo
with healings. Such feats were (and still are) the besmtbutter area of
intervention of supernatural artifacts of all kinds. The miracles brieftgrsad up
above, however, belong to a different category. Their stated andvpusi@th was
for God to simply manifest himself. In an age of hunger for supeaiautifacts,
the relic had to prove its authenticity to be able to reinforce the faith in the
efficacious powers of the divine. The narrative logic of the textual accounts
conveying the miracles and the construction of the pictistalie painted after
them sent out a somewhafferent message. Accounting for all the conventions of
contemporary miracle stories and the Venetian style of narrativerparbund the
turn of the cinquecento, the actions of the True Cross at San Loren&aardo
have specific social contexts. rblugh text and image, the primary goal of the
renditions of the miracles was to express and affirm the statugslaies of their
chief protagonists and through these, the social arrangements of latevahedi
Venice. Stable enough but nonetheless evolvihg, latter underwent noticeable
changes between the early 1370s, when the Cross worked its fiestlesjrand
1500, when Gentile Bellini completéthe Miracle at the Bridge of San Lorenzo
Remarkably enough, the social logic of the miracles’ renditions hallelant
throughout the period, although for different reasons. The slicesoidl reality in
which the miracles occurred, the execution of the new pictorial progvam
conceived, and Giovanni Mansueti’'s and Gentile Bellini's large canvasses w
completed constitute three consecutive points on a trajectory at whictodted s
consensus about the needs of representing the action of the sacred interglected w
cultural consensus about its meanings. The analysis of the texts and ithage
capture thse instantiations of reality allow us a glimpse into the relatetwéen
the Venetian social establishment and its cognitive aesthetics.

At the starting point of San Giovanni Evangelista’s True Cross’ Venetia
career is the figure of Andrea Vendramin.eTprivilege for the donation of the
Cross to thescuolain the incunabula booklet describing the miracles states that it
was because of the brothers’ reputation as devout men that Philippe deckléhiér
former Chancellor of the Kingdom of Cyprus andabgnvoy to Venice, decided to

4 First discussed by P. F. BroywAn Incunabulum of the Miracles of the True Cross of the
Scuola Grande de San Giovanni Evangelis®ollettino dei Civici Musei Veneziani d’arte e
di storia, new series, 27,-4, 1982, p5-8.

® The magisterial study of the social policies of the Venetian confrateymémains B. Pullan,
Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venicehe Social Institutions of a Catholic State to 1620
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1971. For actuecent survey see
P. F. Brown, 4e Scuole», Storia di VeneziaDalle origini alla caduta della Serenissima
vol. 5.1l RinascimentoSocieta ed economiad. by Alberto Tenenti and Ugo Tucci, Rome,
Istituto della Enciclopedia lItaliana, 1986,307-354. For the artelated activities of the
confraternites see W. B. Wurtmanii,he Scuole Grandi and Venetian Art, 12601500
Diss., The University of Chicago at lllinois, Chicago, 1975.
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donate the fragment. The fact that Mézieres was hosted by the confratenity
his lengthy stay in Venice and felt obliged to reciprocate is not medti@esides
being a pious man, &uardian grande/endramin must haveeen one of the most
prominent cittadini in Venice in the 1370s. He was a wealthy oil raetchnd
wholesale supplier for the soap manufacturing business his family owrted an
operated. His mercantile and industrial background, as well as his rea estat
properties were the focus of the second miracle worked by the Crosg|itleydof
two of his ships laden with soap oils from a sea storm inAtiéatic Sea. More
importantly, Vendramin was socially upwabdund. His wealth and reputation had
already engred him the position oGuardian grandeof one of the then major
Venetian confraternities, endowing him with considerable social andoedon
muscle in the finely structured Venetian power hierarchy. Just a few yearatater
leader of his family, herbke through the political glass ceiling of Venetian society.
In 1379, to support his city in the war with Genoa, Vendraofiered to pay the
expenses of thirty fighting men for two months, sent his son Bartaowith two
companions along with a infantrpan in his own place, and pledged to support a
galley and two boats with the interest from his publicly invested futfidisas long
as the war lasted For this patriotic commitment, in 1381 he and his descendants
were admitted to the Grand Council abdcome members of Venice's exclusive
ruling caste of patricians in one of the extremely rare cases of group enlargément
the patriciate after thBerrataclosed the political class in 1297

The renditions of the miracle at San Lorenzo duly convey #meses of
individual social mobility enveloping Vendramin’s figure and caré@ére intrusion
of the supernatural happened at a bridge, a convenient physical trope farcial
threshold that th&uardianwas about to cross. The early account that desctiieed
retrieval of the Cross delineates neatly the fundamentals of the iaferseicial
hierarchy in a dense, long sentence, placing Vendramin, not yeticigmatt the
time, at its top. As they saw the Cross tumbling over,esprtatives of different
Venetian social classes launched themselves in the water in three consecutive
waves. first lay onlookers from the banks of the canal, then brothers from the
confraternity, then a priest of the church of San Lorenzo, and finahdimin
himself. A double heérarchy transpires here, interweaving piety and social

® Not much is known about Andrea Vendramin. By 1351 the Senate allowed him to begin
trading in soap oils due to heavy des incurred during recent political disturbances, see
ASV, Senato Misti, vol. 26, fol.53, March 10, 1351, quoted after Benjamin Kofihe
Records of the Venetian Senate on Dikltabase, 2001, Kohl Nr 1523. Apparently, he made

a fortune in the business and the quality of the soaps produced by his family became
proverbial. In 1458 Benedetto Cotrugli, a merchant of Ragusa (Dubrovnikyevetd in the
Venetian and international trade states inlLliiso dell’arte di mercaturahat the Vendramin
soaps wee so good you could buy thema«chiusi occhb, see Ugo Tucci, edBenedetto
Cotrugli Raguseo. Il libro dell’arte di mercaturd/enice, Arsenale Editrice, 1990, Book I,
chapter 17, pl78. Vendramin’s funerary inscription informs us that he was theftbunca,

died on August 25, 1382, and was buried in the grounds of Santa Maria dei Servi where his
grandson, the Doge Andrea Vendramin, later had his own funerary monument, see E.
Cigogna,Delle inscrizioni Veneziané/enice, 1824, p46-47. For his patritic contribution

see Vittorio Lazzarini, e offerte per la guerra di Chioggia e un falsario del Quattrocento
Nuovo Archivio Venetat, 1902, p207.
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arrangements. The escalation of effort stresses the political arrangenfients o
Venetian society, determining status through a series of criteria wetngether
secular standing and proximity, literal and mystical, to the sourceaparnatural
power. The onlookers, no matter their rank, lacked the statusritfi@paffiliation

with the collective conduit of grace represented by the confraterniig. &y
brothers of San Giovanni, for their part, ioabove the general public by virtue of
their proximity to the Cross but lacked the official spiritusddentials of a priest
empowered by the sacrament of ordination and entitled to handle numinous.object
The priest of San Lorenzo possessed a higiesl lof spiritual quality but was
nonetheless a representative of the clerical estate and thus by definliimaliyo
subordinated to the ruling lay patrician class. The combinations ofuspiand
profane, lay and ecclesiastical, and social andipallihaturally positioned Andrea
Vendramin at the pinnacle of the established social and political oAdethe
accounts have it, the divine revelation was as much a matidestaf the
miraculous powers of the supernatural as it was the seal andatatifiof that
order. It sanctioned proper hierarchy on principle and pinpointed Vendrantive a
authorized typological equivalent of the numinous agemtchoice that clearly
indentified him socially with the noble class in the frame of thaéidan pofiical
theology of governance.

If Andrea Vendramin was at the top of the hierarchy reflected in the
unfolding of the miracle of San Lorenzo, the social status of théaéretho was
shamed by the Cross at San Lio is somewhat of a mystery. We do mothisio
name or occupation. Two things characterize his position withiedhela First, he
wasmolto dissolutandcattivo, and a regular at taverns and brothels and second, he
refused to follow the Cross in procession. The incunabula account reduces the
miracle’s goal to the purpose of blanket unmasking and condemnation of moral
failure and disrespect for the sacred, which borders on unbelidf.viBare serious
infringements of the ideal order of the Venetian commune and confhtern
discipline, but there waore behind the reasons for the interjection of the divine
into everyday space at San Lio.

To begin with, it is highly unlikely that in the person of the dissolut¢hlero
the miracle would target the patriciate or seek to censure a membie oitizen
elite, thecittadini originarii. The reasons are the special relationship with the divine
enjoyed by the former and the restrictions imposed on the leisurelyitsuo$ the
socially dominant classes by the state constitution. In allgtibty, the disslute
brother was gopolang a commoner exercising a mechanical trade. The narrative
logic of the story, the provisions of tkeuolds regulations, and the social dynamics
within the confraternity and in the larger Venetian societywbeh the late
fourteenth and the late fifteenth centuries offer clues that support tidkisn and
reveal layers of social meaning in the action of the divine agent.

In terms of textual logic, just like at San Lorenzo’s, before it becagwa cl
what was responsible fond traffic jam on the bridge several persons attempted to
get the Cross moving. Their order of involvement, however, portraysdbial
hierarchy highlighted at San Lorenzo’s in reverse. The firstetmime aware that
something was amiss, perhaps someidact, was theGuardian grande He
instructed one of his eompanions, therefore likely a man of his rank rather than a
common brother, to take up tpenellowith the Cross and proceed. The companion
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failed. Then another person got involved, a mariaeman robust and bold, who
volunteered to carry over the Cross, confident in his strength. He ted faihis

turn, «and if the first two did badly, he fared even wossas the text comments. It

is at this point that a friend of the deceased who lesh well aware of the dead
confratellds failures and had tried in vain to bring him to his senses, realibadl

might have caused the procession to halt and reported it as a miracle to the
Guardian The account’s narrative thus establishes a clear msigreof rank in a
descending order, beginning with the most socially prominensopeage, the
Guardian going down through the hierarchy, including the associate of thaudiss

man, and ending with the culprit himself.

The social conditions in late miedal Venice as reflected in confraternity
practices make it even more likely that the depraved man targeted in theateat
low commoner status. Unlike the event at San Lorenzo, the miracle AtdSamot
about dynamics. At San Lorenzo, the Crosaged in the water by itself and then
continued to move of its own accord, including its final approach té&trerdian
And in the eye of the beholder, as Bellini’s artistic skill rendered itedn the
latter’'s hand it was the Cross that pulled Vendratoivard the canal’s bank rather
than theGuardiancarrying it out of the water. At San Lio, the miracle is all about
stasis staying put, staying within limits, knowing one’s place, fulfillingets
obligations. The bridge here is a threshold to obligetithat could not be rescinded.
The texts do not mention it, but leading a virtuous life and marching in giooes
behind the Cross at funerals were not up to the discretion of individotiebs.
Piety was mandatory. It was their duty, clearly spetletin thescuolds mariegole
or confraternal constitutiohslt was not a liability to be accepted or rejected lightly,
for three reasons. First, it was part of the basic contraeteket the confraternity
brothers ensuring each of them a larger pool of devout intercession ondfehalf
souls. Second, and increasingly more important as time wore on, accongpanyi
deceased brothers on their last earthly journey was the social duty ofithrners
and poorer members visvis the weltto-do and patri@n brothers who contributed
the overwhelming majority of alms enjoyed by lovetaiss members. Wedlttended
processions illustrated the social harmony in Venice, confirmed the sththe
elite, and added to the chance that they would end in God’s gads.brhirdly, the
relic depended on worshippers to validate its charisma as much as therbrethr
depended on the relic to give a boost to their good fortunes in this world are in th
hereaftet.

For all this to be efficacious the brothers had to livertueus life as the
regulations enjoined it upon them. Preventing the perpetration afagna major
goal of confraternal regulations. Misdemeanors such as gambling arkihgrat
taverns and conversing with prostitutes reflected poorly ors¢helds status as a
vehicle of grace that was to be distributed to the community. It dimihige
efficacy of the entity. When the Cross refused to lead the miscreant tmddis f

’ As stated in thecuolds regulations, chapters xvi and xxi, see AVS SGE busta 32dd.

8 See P. F. Brown, &lonor and NecessityThe Dynamics of Patronage in the Confraternities
of Renaissance Venice Studi Venezianil3, 1987, p184-92 and on the mutual relation
between sacred object and worshippers R. TrexI®&itual Behavior in Florence The
Setting», Medievalia et Humanistica, 1973, p128sq.
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resting place, it was not entirely personal. By asserting itself, theedagent lso

affrmed the double meaning of confraternal devotion, social and spiriflnen

again, the dissolute brother might have been lower in rank and status;des ot

appear that this put him in a position of dependence on his social bettgpie e
admonitions of his comrade, he carried on with his depraved life until theDered

can assume, and indeed that was the case, that at the time when the miracle occurred
there were no social conditions, or institutional mechanisms, to enfeitber
virtuous life or outward expressions of confraternal piety. It took theraofidthe
authority of the highest instance, the supernatural, to set things straight

How much of the accounts was part of the original texteadlition of the
miracles with theirrespective exaltation of uppelass individual social mobility
and stigmatization of lower class Venetians who shirked their social obtigato
difficult to say. There are reasons to believe that the incunabulumSzf1501
might have strayed from tHate fourteentfcentury records, just like the reprint of
1590 introduced slight but visible alterations in what became the maimstext in
the Baroque tradition. Th@uardian grandeat the time of that later print mentions
that «books» containing tk earliest recording of the miracles have been pilfered
Even accounting for the precedent of extremely limited disseminatimfioofnation
offered by the available incunabula text, his reference almosgtirdgrindicates a
scripted record in the confexnity’s private books. The most likely documents to
contain the original accounts of the miracles, sbeolds Notatorio, lacks the first
fifty -two folios; the Registro di donazioninow available in a late copy, is also
missing its twentyfour beginnng folios and opens with the miracle at San Lorenzo.
The pilfered ©ooks» might well have been these bundles of rippHgpage$’. It is
conceivable therefore, that the incunabula and the later account derivingh&om
enhanced the socially relevanfarmation. Still, there is no reason to doubt the
main direction of the account in the incunabula’s rendition with disug on
supernatural action emphasizing Vendramin’s individual status andrroorgi
lower-class brothers’ collective obligations. Ifetincunabula account is true to the
original scripted text of the miracle, it is a testimony to Vendramin’s atpis. If
the text was composed or modified after 1381 it came to ratify his nohle.stde
numinous agent had already demonstrated ifefece to Vendramin, by choosing,
through Méziéres’ decision, his confraternity to host its earthglait, by choosing
him to retrieve the relic, and by choosing to reveal itself one more tinsawgg
him from financial loss. In whatever form theseoickes were embodied the
preference was already an established fact by the time of Vendramin’semeabl
Similarly, the stern admonition threatening loss of spiritual priegeigsued to the
dissolute brother with the miracle at San Lio reflected dgagding arrangements
linking the sacred and the social in trecento Venice.

But by the later decades of the fifteenth century, as the confraternity
conceived the idea of the new pictorial cycle in honor of the Cross and
commissioned the incunabula perhagsong other things, as a guide to the artists,
there were more poignant reasons to stress the relevance of the mifaees.
Miracle at San LorenZs special attention to Andrea Vendramin made even more

 Miracoli della Croce santissima, Privilegimo page.
1 See also Browrncunabulump. 8.
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sense as the fifteenth century wore on. The Vendrdamily continued its social
and political ascent. In the 1430450s Andrea and Luca Vendramin, the sons of
Bartolomeo, appear among the families most frequently elected to tlaeSan
testimony to their political commitment and rising prestige amongptiitically
most active Venetian elite Throughout the fifteenth century members of the family
consistently held some of the top offices of the Seren&sinThe family’'s
crowning achievement was the election of Andrea Vendramin, the granfitiom o
Guardian grandeand himself a member of ttsguola as doge in 1476. The link to
the Vendramins rubbed off some of their éclat onto the collective body of the
confraternity as well. It is not by coincidence that Gentile Bellini deeig@dwas
perhaps askedto portray theGuardianVendramin with the face of his grandson,
the later doge, whom he knew persorféllyhe interest was mutual. The family too,
saw the continuing affiliation with thecuolaand its precious relic as an important
component of their puld and civic image. In 1484 members of the family, the sons
of the Doge Vendramin, Paolo and Alvise, as well as a nephew and anotlieg,relat
joined the confraternity and made a real estate gift of significalniey citing the
Cross and its miracle atetbridge of San LorenzoIn 1491 Alvise’s son Giovanni
followed suit. The intimate connection to the relic that the family cldiragerhaps
best illustrated by Titian’s family portrait, executed ca. 1843 of Gabriele and
Andrea Vendramin with the latter’'s seven sons adoring San Giovarundi$ixmwith

the fragments of the True Crés<Clearly, the older Andrea’s involvement in the
miracle of San Lorenzo had become a foundation myth for the familywasda
crucial component of their social positioriinto the sixteenth century.

There are reasons to think that they felt compelled to stress that esclusiv
supernatural support. Regardless of their rapid incorporation inothizgdly most
powerful and socially most prominent nucleus of the Venetidimg class, the
Vendramins were only recently arrived. Their citizen status would havdly been
forgotten against the background of the leading noble clans that caadd their

1 Data in A. Muzzato, #roblems and possibilities of constructing a research database. The
Venetan case, Storia di Venezia. Rivistaol. Il, 2004, tables on [29-30.

2 See the databaskhe Rulers of Venice, 133524. Interpretations, Methods, Database
Compiled by Benjamin Kohl, Antonio Muzzato, and Monigque O’Connell, version 4.0,
2.26.2009, ane-book available athttp://rsa.fmdatabase.com/fmi/iwp/cgidb=venice4
0%20intact&loadframes

3 A miniature in the Boymans Museum in Rotterdam portraying Doge Andrea Vemdrami
bears marked resemblance to the face of the elder Vendramin. The pdratingit of a
Doge, Cardinal, and Secretaryas done by an artist in the Bellini's workshop and the face
might have been painted by Gentile Bellini's himself, see F. Heinem@mvanni e i
Belliniani, Venice, 1962, p616. H. Collins, dime, Space, and Gtie Bellini's The Miracle

of the True Cross at the Ponte San LorefRortraits of Catherina Cornaro and Pietro
Bembo)», Gazette des Beawhats, 6" series, 100, 1982, R01-208, noted the identification
(see p206 n.2), but his argument of three or even four temporal planes in the painting is
tenuous.

4 ASV SGE,Instrument;j 89 (13241666), fol.86.

* P, Pouncey, #he Miraculous Cross in Titian’s ‘Vendramin Famity’ Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Instituteg, 19381939, p.191-193. For theportrait see H. Wethey,
Titian. Vol. 2. The Portraits London, 1971, fig136-140.
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genealogy several centuries back in time. In 1476 Andrea Venudmaaselected
doge with a majority of only three votes. There had been signifaggmbsition in

the electors’ Council of Fort)ne, overcome by his relatives among the older
families. Patricians of ancient stripes openly expressed their disdain f
Vendramiri®. A year into Andrea Vendramin’s reign, Antonio Feleto, a lawyer and a
former employee of his did malign him in public by stating that theyForte must
have been hard pressed to select a doge since they could not find anyone better than
an oil vendof. These attitudes are not accidental. The last quarter of the fifteenth
century saw an increasingly hardening perception of the divisiotise Venetian
social hierarchy, especially the differences between the upper crust of thieywealt
merchantcittadini andthe patrician nobility. The latter began to emphasize more
rigorously their aristocratic status and the distinctions that set aipam from even

the most prominent commoners. The younger Andrea Vendramin, tire finge,

was touted as the most beadftil youth» in Venice by the second quarter of the
century but his handsomeness, the service t@#renissimaand the commercial
and real estate wealth his family commanded, were apparently not ereadsid
sufficient’® The confraternity’s decision to caonission a new painting cycle in
which the elder Vendramin figured prominently as the divine’s chosesopage
came to bolster their position as weditablished members of the Venetian political
leadership as much as it was testifying togbeolds corporate position as conduit

of God’s grace. It was fully in the spirit of the late fifteentmtury outburst of
artistic and architectural energy designed to strengthen the linkageseto th
supernatural in what were some of the city’s darkest hours. Itla@s@temporary

to another massive investment in the symbolic-geifnotion of the family, the
construction of the tomb of Doge Andrea Vendramin in the church of Santa Ma
dei Servi. Executed by Tullio Lombardo in 1493, ever since it was built therhb

has been considered the most important funerary monument and the benchmark

' According to Sanudo, the election was outright flawed, see Angela Caraccioip éd.,
Marin Sanudo il Giovane, Le Vite dei Dogi (147494) Padua, Antenore, 1989,lvg p. 67.
Filippo Tron, Vendramin’s major opponent and a member of one of the ancient patricia
families directly stated that Andrea Vendramin was not qualified to be a doge,h& had
only been ennobled in the aftermath of the war of Chioguji, p.70.

” Domenico MalipieroAnnali Veneti dall anno 1457 all 15086d. by Francesco Longo and
Agostino Sagredo, Parte quintachivio storico italiang 1% series, 7 2, 1844, p666-667.
Malipiero and Sanudo record that Feleto used the waxdruol which can mean foaeseller

or cheesanonger as well, but was used by the office of the Ternaria mostly to des@hat
vendors. Feleto surely vented a common sentiment, but paid for the indisevétiotwo
years in prison and banishment upon releldseended his life in exile.

'8 For the rapid accumulation of substantial real estate properties xatbena of Andrea

and Luca Vendramin in the middle quarters of the fifteenth century see E. Chrawvzet,
«Sopra le acque salse Espaces, pouvoir afbciété a Venise a la fin du Moyen ABeme,
Istituto storico italiano per il medio evo, 1992,427-428. It is at least indicative that the
second miracle of the Cross related to Andrea Vendramin and concerned chiefljewith t
saving of his oHladen ships at sea tells also how he was alerted to the trouble on the water
while asleep and dreaming about a blaze that was consuming his house in Venice.
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the architectural and artistic sophistication of late fifteasthtury Venicé.
Between them, the cognitive aesthetics of Lombardo’s sculpturesBaltidi's
painting constucted a visual reality that proffered a solid proof to the greatness of
Venice, the devotion of its people, the divine grace lavished on thenthenole of

the Vendramins as the human linkage between all of these. If the Vendrathins f
somewhat on théefensive against the background of late fiftearghtury social
adjustments the investment in the artistic projection of their rank ad gtaovided
unshakable testimony for their belonging to the Venetian chosen eliteatfigly

and literally. Eve if they felt secure enough in their position after Doge
Vendramin’s election, an artistiour de forcewas in synch with the general mood
of the time. As refined contemporaries knew, beauty was efficaaioiwaculous
beauty even more so.

How about themiracle of San Li® The later decades of the fifteenth century
witnessed developments with significant impact on the confratelmiathers of
lower extraction. The 1490s were especially disturbing. Hamessed in the
Mediterranean and with trouble brieng in theterraferma Venice saw a slump in its
commercial activities and massive loss of wealth for the state andrdiveary
citizens. The poor brothers of San Giovanni Evangelista, like those otregoeat
confraternities, became increasingly degent on the welio-do and wealthy. The
corporate spirit of equality came under pressure with correspondiagtsefon
confraternal devotion, which has been waning throughout the course fifteéenth
century anyway. In the earlier part of the 1400s however, it has been also ¢ne upp
classes and the patrician elites shirking their obligations, astivdacomplained to
the Council of Te#. By the last quarter of the century the situation had changed
decisively. The poorer brothers, however defined but certainly lower biaggnly
one way to pay back for the charitable contributions doled out on theirf,bleyal
participating in the funeral processions honoring their deceased rat@po
benefactors and by reciting prayers for their souls. The confraternitgrsffvere
well aware of the problems that poorly attended processions creatds: fmubla
and seized on what was the easy solution. Poorer brothers depending oateorpor
charity may not have been too pious, but they could not afford tatHegealms.
They could be, and were, transformed into indirectly paid mournetadomeltto-
do*. Already in 1430 thescuolds officers were authorized to withdraw support
from poorer brothers on corporate dole who failed to appear at four proc&ssmns

* For Doge Vendramin’s tomb see W. S. Shear8arudo’s List of Notable Things in
Venetian Churches antie Date of the Vendramin Tomsh Yale ltalian Studiesvol. |, 3,
1977, p219-68.

2 ASV SGE, Parti Mistg busta 41, fol34, petition to the Council of Ten dated March 27,
1430. On the relations between San Giovanni Evangelista and the Council of WWhBee
Wurthman, «The Council of Ten and th&cuole Grandin Early Renaissance VenieeStudi
Venezianil8, 1989, pl15-66.

2 See the oftemuoted statement of th&uardian grandeof San Rocco that the
confraternities were making one a son and another of stepson of misser San Rocco when all
should be equal soms in Brown, «Honor and Necessity, p.196. On the other hand, the
confraternity made sure they will receive enough alms by limiting ther laitly to members
of the scuola in 1467, ASV SGE, busta 32, f&.

22 ASV SGE,Parti Miste busta 41ibid.
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1490 the Council of Ten authorized tBeuolato impose attendance at funeral
processions on all those who received alms and benefices or held pratyasiatus
on pain of losing the benefits or the chance to?%oifhe miracle at San Lio was a
sternreminder of that obligation and a testimony of its growing importarit@ny
the confraternity. It can be argued that gwiolds concern precisely with that
problem was behind the petition to the Council of Ten to authorize the pgenrof
the procession to the church of San Lio to commemorate the miracle, approved i
1475* Among other reasons that cannot be well ascertained the same preoccupation
may be lying behind the fact that the painting with the miracle at Sandsone of
the first to be exaded, ready to be hung in 1494.

And yet, exactly at the point when corporate charity mattered so mueh mor
for the rank and file brothers who fell on hard times, two developsreok place
that must have affected their morale. First, the officers of@awanni Evangelista
and their counterparts in the othsguolereduced support for charity to dedicate
funds to their lavish redecorating campaigns. The governing bodytfested to
meet the rising expenditures by signing up more members. In 18&8aime known
that thescuolahad enrolled over 200 people in excess of the legal number of 550.
The Council of Ten immediately mandated their dismisday the early 1490s, the
situation had changed. In February 1491, siceiola humbly petitioned for an
expansion, and the Council of Ten duly granted their request to that dffeatin
became clear that that would not suffice. In September 1492, the Coadcibh
authorize the suspension of an annual charitable distribution toesedditional
funds tothe tune of 200 ducats per y&aiThe partial reorientation of confraternal
spending may have been spiritually well justified in the eyes of theatentity
officials, but the effect of those cuts on corporate morale cannot be akestlo
Second, even asorporate spending augmenting poorer members’ resources was
being pared down, the Ten allowed preferential treatment of noble confraternity
members. In 1481, it went so far as to ordergtwolato enroll gravely sick and
even already dead patricians whHesired to obtain the spiritual benefit of such
affiliation?. Since 1409, nobles had enjoyed special treatment in monetary terms as
well, since the Council of Ten had postulated that they were not liabtbddien

% |bid., busta 8, filza 82, folh0-41. For a discussion of the process see PURarm and Poor
p.70-78.

24 ASV Consiglio di Diecj Parti Miste, Registro 18, fol69, from May 1474. The gpoval
came some months later, in 1475, see ASV ] Miste busta 41, fol66. Of course, this
could also be due to competition with tBeuola grandef Santa Maria della Carita, which
had obtained its own fragment of the True Cross in 1472. Importantly, however, San
Giovanni Evangelista’s immediate reaction in 1472 was to petition the CadriEen for
permission to take the Cross out on the feast day of San Lorenzo, thus commerntioeating
miracle that initially and decisively established the Ceossputation as a sacred object. P.
Brown, «Honor and Necessity, p.194, states that the new supplication is surprising, but in
the light of the social need to secure poorer brother's attendance it is not dliygstl
would argue that the two pigons were finely calibrated to meet different needs.

% |bid., Registrol9, fol. 102102.

% |bid., Registro 24 (1488490), fol.205,ibid., filza 6 (1492), fol164.

7 |bid., Registro 20, fol57.
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ducats entrance fee and were to pay whatever they considéte@ihé patricians
evidently used this provision as an excuse to cut down on their contnisypiotting
the confraternity under financial stress. In 1498, some tifter the incunabulum
with the miracles was printed and four yeafter Mansueti painted the miracle at
San Lio, the magistracy reinstated the entry fee for nobles at a minohuem
ducats, the standard amount for commoners of all stripes. The Ten repeated t
injunction in 1505, which indicates that the nobles resisted paying eué&n tha

Such developments could not have failed to generate resentmeatramth
and file membership of thecuola The confraternal climate was ripe for recalling
the miraculous intervention at San Lio. As the narratives haveeitirarsgression
that drew the ire of the supernatural was not so much the dissohtterts
depraved life, nor his refusal to march in any processionhisutefusal to attend
specifically funerals. His friend’s argument juxtaposes the esémtitendance of
the cross upon his death to tbenfratellds current obligation while alive. On the
principle of reciprocity that informs so much of tlseuolés existence in the
Venetian social and spiritual worlds, the structural logic of the alirpoints to
shirking attendance at funeral processions as the brother's main failhee.
obligation that he neglected was more confraternal than civic and wasotberef
required of him not because of his position as a citizen of Venice but dhiseremk
and status as a member. Given that attendance at funerals had become an
institutionalized marker of (lower) social status the action of the raumigame to
seal that status by stressing that processions were his duty aadfreety taken
liability to accept or refuse atillv

The textual renditions of the miracles of San Lorenzo and San Liodheref
the supposed prototype in the confraternity books and the incunabula, doeditail
with the principal premises and shifts in the social constitution of théncibe late
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. There are reasons to think thatvihteak
covers» and alternative proofs for the veracity of the texts, the authenticityeo
miracles, and the efficacy of the relic, the large canvasses executed by Gentile
Bellini and Giovanni Mansueti, had a similar social underpinning. The reference
point here, however, is not the confraternal arrangements orehdramins’ and
the dissolute brother’s respective social aspirations or failures.Bellmi’'s and
Mansueti's ovn status and position as members of the profession and Venetian
citizens. It appears that the canvasses, while reflective of the paimgitstiual
style, skill, and artistic preferences, allow for a conjecture that e$tablés socially
informed correpondence between their status and career and the meanings
embedded in their renditions of the miracles. This is a tenuous angtinat has not
been broached by art historians but is definitely worth hazardingppidsite, it
allows for yet another dimension of the composite perception of vepgtelmed at
San Lorenzo and San Lio.

By the time he was commissioned to paint the miracle of San Lorenzo,
Gentile Bellini was at the peak of his life as an artist and member of {hectakle

% |bid., Registro 9, fol25".
2 |bid., Parti Miste Registro 27, fol218; Registro 30, fol200.
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upperclass Venetiasociety of the later fifteenth centdtyHe had had a remarkable
socially upward career, considering the origins of the famtipse scion he was.

His father Jacopo Bellini, who established the Bellini’'s reputationragniost artists

and masters of one tie two recognized painting workshops in the city, began as
the son of a tinsmith who was perhaps not even a native of tfe Thg ancestry of
manual work would have defined Jacopo as a popolano but his talenhtgedra

him the status of cittadino. Gentile ploughed ahead in the same spieih k¢htook

over from his father at the latter's death, probably in 1469, he had already been
granted the honorific title of Palatine Knight by Emperor Frederick 111 fatefined
services. Four years later, he wasg in charge of the restoration and repair of the
decorative program of the Great Council’s hall, a commission greatly addimg t
honor. In 1479 he received another knightly titl&atden Knight», accentuated by

the gift of a heavy gold chain frotme Ottoman Sultan Mehmed Il and proudly
displayed it on a medal he struck himself. The Grand Council addressed him as
fidelis civis noster. For the grandson of a popolano tinsmith, Gevdgedoing quite

well indeed.

Gentile’s artistic style, of which he canvasses for San Giovanni
Evangelista’s miracle cycle are a good example, mirrors tyjmalthg his and his
family’s life experience as upwattbund persons. The latter fact corresponds, on a
fundamental level, to the socially mobile career of the Yaméhs. The only
difference was that their families started their ascent at a different fuhg social
ladder. Both, however, were able to climb to the respective limitheif social
progression. In Gentile, the Bellinis reached as far as theyalleveed to, only the
very top of Venetian society being off limits for them. It is peshapot just a
coincidence that Gentile chose to portray his synopsis of Venice, the great
procession in the piazza San Marco, with the cathedral’s top cut off. A&dor t
Vendramins, by virtue of their head start the sky was the limit.

It will therefore not be too much of a conjecture to state that Gentile's
rendering ofThe Miracle of the Bridge at San Lorernzears the marks of his artistic
sensibility in manner, coto style, and composition as much as it does embody the
particulars of the social reality of his being in the world. It is righen, and airy.

A generous amount of light pours onto the wigeen scenery. It is well centered
around the figure of a heroic individual, in this case Guardian grandeAndrea
Vendramin. The rendition is dynamic, with a winding double persgedaind
considerable amount of energetic movement enfolding into a relatigely space.

It provides an ample amount of room aroungl ¢entral figure to move. It includes a
temporal perspective conveying perhaps as many as three momentsieof ti
connected to the miracle. It leads the eye, from the focal point of Vendasmahithe
Cross, to the stone bridge in the background with the edassnfraternity brothers
at the middle of which the crowd parts to highlight three figustanding for the

% See J. M. zur CapelleGentile Bellinj Stuttgart, Franz Steiner Verlag, 1985188 for
Gentile’scurriculum vitaeandibid., p.79-80 for the San Lorenzo painting for San Giovanni
Evangelista.

1 Jacop Filippo Foresti, the prolific chronicler, mentions that Gentile was born in Patiea
reference may be just to the accident of birth, since Jacopo had worked & Batdii may
also indicate the family’'s Paduan provenance. See Bridamative Paintirg, p.55.
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topmost ranks of the Venetian social hierarchy, a noble, a knight, andtarsénst
in front of them, staying put, is tleeuolds standard, drging the eye up, where the
sky opens. The perspective on the architecture around the sceas thakaction
appear to enfold outwardly. The buildings, the bridge, and the canal supihent r
than organize or constrict the space where the action takespitdnin their hare
defined flat surfaces, corners, and edges. Windows on all floors anddathe
scenery are thrown wide open orsinuttered.

The painting also stresses the exceptionality of its central figurbt Righe
middle of the frenetic adtity to retrieve the Cross, Vendramin appears to advance
unperturbed and with decorum, as a true patrician should. The caomfsateothers
and the onlookers in the scene that appear cognizant of what had just happened ar
all animated and in motion. Some point to the Cross. Others gesticalatetheir
arms, or kneel in prayer. Gondoliers take off their hats or turn the# epward to
the heavens to acknowledge the extraordinary phenomenon. In the middlinisf al
Vendramin calmly floats forwartiolding the Cross aloft, his white robes trailing
behind, with hardly a ripple disturbing the calm surface of the water.bFothers
who attempted to retrieve the Cross swim toward the relic, pushingrtbmith
mighty arm strokes. Vendramin, in just dsep water, proceeds regally, his body
upward, halfway out of the water, apparently supported by the Croshk plapels
him smoothly toward the embankment. There, Caterina Cornaro, the afelneth
Queen of Cyprus devoutly gazes his way, providing bgtdwéness proof for the
miracle and the aura of top nobility toward which Vendramin striviestiessly.
Gentile Bellini's conceptualization of th#liracle imparts on the miraculous
occurrence a meaning that made Vendramin’s figure, and all that it speéritral
for the entire cycle of canvasses on the miracles of the True Cab$sast that is
what no less a connoisseur than Giorgio Vasari concluded afterysgvihe
paintings in the 1566%

The entire impression conveyed by Bellini's stylelocoand composition is
of an environment informed by openness, dynamism, and advancddeeotum
and structure afford a central and evidently chosen figure ample oppprtanit
unobstructed arrival» in space, time, and society. The conclusion thatattist
came to interpret the theme with his existentially determineaggage> suggests
itself logically. The Miracle at the Bridge of San Lorenzan well be read as an
aesthetic metaphor for both Gentile Bellini’'s and Andrea Venuranartistic and
social careers, exquisitely crafted by the former and accomplished in fulieby t
latter. Their personal progressions may not have been exactlyutoina but they
were certainly blessed by the divine. To use Erving Goffman’s conBepini's
artistic stye «keyed» the rendition of a miraculous action from a century earlier in
a different register, patterning its perception within the semantic fiéld o
Vendramin’s ascent because it was a typological equivalent to his own social
experiencé.

Giovanni Marsueti'sMiracle at San Liccould not have been more different,
and more apposite to the meaning embedded in the story of the miracle. The

% Cited after BrownNarrative Painting p.235236.
% Erving Goffman Frame Analysis. An Essay on the Organization of Experjebambridge,
Mass., Harvard University Press, 197445.
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painting, along with a second piece he did for the True Cross dyweHealing of
the Daughter of Nicolo di Benvegnydappears to have been his first major
assignmentThe commission won him another important patron,sitilaof San
Marco, which hired him to work on their own decorative project. litde is known
about Mansueti to venture a guess why sheolaof San Giovanni entrusted him
with this task®’. The association with the Bellinis must have played an important
role. Mansueti had been an apprentice in their workshop and maintairfiedoadi
affiliation with Gentile and Giovanni even after receiving major cdéssions. It
seems that he needed that connection. All of his known work showskeise of
a craftsman, a careful, wallticulated artist with a good deal of skill but little
imagination and none of the creative, inventive touch characteristibeofjreat
talents. For most all of his large painting there are prepgratawings made by
someone else’s handvansueti followed them, to the extent he was capable. His
artistic ability was limited, and he appears to have known and acknowlduged t
For all practical purposes he was a man of mediocre talent, secure in his niche but
under pressure, consistently outdone and overshadowed by others,yfins$ b
masters, then by his peers, and ultimately by painters of the youngenatijen,
such as Giorigne and Titian. He had not much taste for the sublime. His strength
was in conveying mundane, everyday features. In his waning years, iat¢he |
1520s, his major patrons became increasingly uncomfortable with dils; is
heirs had to have recourse dodrownout litigation to recoup some of the wages
promised to him by thecuolaof San Marco. He was successful in terms of staying
busy but his life had none of the luster, glamour, and socially ascendjagtory of
Gentile’s position in the larger Wetian society. Stability, conservatism, and even
stagnation characterize Mansueti’s place in the contemporary artistic community.
At the time he began the work on tMiracle at San LioMansueti had
already developed his identifiable style. Its chief features ardstakmable in the
painting and are even more pronounced if compared to a drawing attributed to t
hand of Gentile Bellini and likely prepared for the painting of the mir&amtile’s
sketch is airy and light, almost serene, bearing his hakisnof openness and
decorous movement. By contrast, Mansueti’'s canvas depicts one ofate m
crammed and condensed spaces he ever p&infHie scene is overcrowded,
Mansueti's typical visual garrulity bursting it along the seams. Idire to fill
spae translates in a pictorial agoraphobia. The painter altered the architectural
topography of the square in front of San Lio, bringing in a bridge closer to the
church, making the buildings in the rear background close in on the speutdto
the houses on the left and right towering menacingly above the bridgesugti’'s
concern for architectural detail is overwhelming. So are his human figopgsng
up from every window, door, roof, or balcony, massing in open spacedpatiddg
in gondolas and boafsom which one cannot see the water of the canal. A ribbon of
blackclad patricians and senators in red togas populate the foreground, in stark

3 For Mansueti see S. Miller, Giovanni Mansueti, A Lite Master of the Venetian
Quattrocento>, Revue roumaine d’histoire de I'aderies beawarts, 15, 1978, p77-115.

% For a discussion see Miller,Giovanni Mansuetb, p.81 and BrownVenetian Narrative
Painting, p. 1523 for Mansueti’s «<opious stie » andibid., p.154 for a reproduction of
Bellini’s drawing for the San Lio painting.
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contrast to the whiteobbed confraternity brothers, which they visually separate
from the viewer. Dynamics, peaips attempted, eludes the spectator. Except for
architecture perspective is lacking, layers of people compete for the beholder’s
attention. The overwhelming impression is that of an overcrowded,ensed
reality, with little if any room to move, the vigltale of an arrested progression.
Which is precisely where Mansueti was situated, socially and artigtigall
1494. His rendering of San Lio’s miracle main message withirfrdimework of
abundant architectural and structural detail construes his hoetap contemporary
Venetian society and his place in it. It was an overwhelming order, hutaals
comforting one. It was congested, but since everyone was in their plaperthere
was not much chance that someone would get elbowed out. In sodietiy the
architectural frame which he so delighted in depicting, every detaieredttEven
the smallest part of the order had a functional task, convéygagty, supporting
action, or providing testimony. Nothing could be subtracted or taken out without
affecting the efficacy of the whole. For a lame painter with average skite g
conscious of his limitations, the message of the miracle of Sarwa® a solid
guarantee that ratified his status in the world. His canvass capturasitient after
the mimacle had occurred. The numinous agent had sanctified the cadesxwith
Mansueti's place in it. In case there was any doubt, the artist duly matthanself
affirming his faith: not just in the charisma of the sacred object and the shame of the
miscreant, but in the numinous action that confirmed his belonginglias we

The short analysis of the meanings inherent in the fifteeatitury renditions
of the miracles at San Lorenzo and San Lio offered here is certainbxinatistive.
Nonetheless, it illustrates the degree to which the perceptionsvbét«actually
happened when the supernatural broke into everyday life result from the social
strategies and being in the world of the main characters, individdat@lective,
which constructed theecords that commemorated the occurrence. Against such a
background, the designs of the main actor, the numinous agent itsklin dime
complex web of strivings for continuous-agrangement of the relationships
between individual, group, and societyldtte medieval and Renaissance Venice, to
remain an almost complete mystery. Which, after all, they are suppobed t
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