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A Note on Grorgione’s Tempesta with Comments on Giorgione
Poetic Allegories by Edgar Wind

Bernardino Branca

Abstract

Wind’s explanation of the opposing forces embodied in Giorgione’s imagery provides us an
apparently very straightforward and persuasive solution to the enigma of the symbolic meaning of
these paintings. However, as Wind and Paul Oskar Kristeller pointed out in a 1962 letter exchange
concerning Lodovico Lazzarelli, only a small group of patrons, courtiers, artists and humanists
understood the ideas embodied in the symbols of fifteenth and eatly sixteenth-century Italian
imagery. Wind and Kiristeller agreed that Platonism as well as Hermeticism played an important role
in the elitist ‘Spiritual World” of the time.

Keywords

Embodiment, Giorgione, Kiristeller, Lazzarelli, Wind

Giorgione’s Tempesta

Edgar Wind’s writings on the Italian Renaissance after Pagan Mysteries became more
scattered and fragmentary. One of the most important examples is the study Giorgione’s
Tempesta with Comments on Giorgione Poetic Allegories, published after a long hiatus in 1969.1 In
this study Wind takes due care to show that he has been applying the abductive method of
interpretation, as evidence of his Pragmatist approach to the interpretation of the meaning
of Giorgione’s paintings. A diverse set of clues, woven together like the strands of a rope,
provides the solution to the enigma of the Tempesta (Fig. 1).

Wind says that, as late as 1949, the Tempesta was described by Kenneth Clark as
follows: ‘No one knows what it represents; even Michiel, writing almost in Giorgione’s day,
could offer no better title than “a soldier and a gipsy”, and I think that there is little doubt
that this is free fantasy’.2 Wind’s interpretation, antithetical to Clark’, appears almost too
simple and straightforward to be true. However, the theological and philosophical

U Edgar Wind, Giorgione’s Tempesta with Comments on Giorgione Poetic Allegories (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1969).
2 Ibid., p. 1.
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symbolism Wind refers to was actually well-known among the tightly knit intellectual elites
of the time. With the help of drawings and etchings at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi in Venice,
made by minor artists who reproduced Giorgione’s frescos, Wind reconstructs Giorgione’s
lyricism and ideography, and finds the key to the solution of the enigma.

Fortitude and Charity are the symbols that Wind uses to interpret this allegory. He
explains that they are the only weapons that man has to defend himself from the vagaries
of fortune and chance. Warburg addressed Fortune in one of his early works; it is usually
represented with the symbols of a storm, that is, dark clouds and lighting,3 In a 1961 article
Wind explains that Fortuna in Renaissance Italian is the equivalent of good and ill chance or
luck, whereas Fortunale or Tempesta means storm, understood allegorically as the sudden
turns of chance that occur in life, which the virtuous man should skilfully turn in his
favour.* In Giorgione’s Tempesta the virtuous man, represented by the soldier holding a pike,
must try to gain the favour of Fortuna, represented by the storm in the background, but
requires the help from the Cardinal Virtue of Fortitude (Fortitudo), represented by the two
broken columns, and from the Theological Virtue of Charity (Caritas), represented by the
gipsy who breastfeeds a child. The allegorical representations of Fortitude and Charity
stand up to the storm of Fortuna, showing the soldier how to pass through it. The symbols
of Charity and Fortitude powerfully encapsulate their opposing but complementary
energies, which joined together with the one of Fortuna, create the powerful sense of
balance and harmony which pervades Giorgione’s Tempesta.

However, Wind says that it is the landscape rather than the human figures that is the
main theme of the Tempesta. Whereas Titian’s paysage moralysé is subservient to the
arguments presented by the figures, in Giorgione the landscape is second to none.

The Three Philosophers

The tight braiding of text and images continues in the Three Philosophers (Fig. 2), another
painting by Giorgione in which landscape plays an important role. The rocky cave on the
left side of the painting is part of the allegory of Heaven and Earth, and the three mages
(from the Persian magus, magician or wise man) belong to the same allegory. A craftsman
with a compass sitting under a tree and measuring a terrestrial globe represents Earth.
Heaven is represented by the standing figure of a priest, who has a map with astrological
symbols on his hand. The figures are linked by a male figure with a turban and one finger
inside his belt’s knot. Wind quotes Pico’s De hominis dignitate yet again; in this painting,
Giorgione has Verkirpert (embodied into a physical object) Pico’s idea that man is the point

3 Aby Warburg, TFrancesco Sassetti’s Last Injunctions to His Sons’ in The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity:
Contributions to the Cultural History of the European Renaissance, trans. by David Britt (Los Angeles: Getty
Research Institute, 1999), pp. 233-236.

4 Wind, ‘Platonic Tyranny and the Renaissance Fortuna’ (1961), in Edgar Wind, The Eloquence of
Symbols, ed. by Jaynie Anderson, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 87.
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A Note on Giorgione’s Tempesta with Conments on Giorgione Poetic Allegories by Edgar Wind

at which Heaven and Earth meet, nodus et copula mundi, the knot and union of the world.>
This metaphysical notion is embodied in Giorgione’s Three Philosophers.

With the Three Philosophers, as with the Tempesta and The Wreath of Trebonins, Wind
searches for metaphysical ideas embodied in a painting that could explain the spiritual
world in which Giorgione lived. For example, Wind recognises in the Three Philosophers the
embodied idea of an elegiac message that Giorgione sent to his small and tightly knit
network of well-read sponsors and intellectuals in Venice.

The Wreath of Trebonius

Other examples of metaphysical arguments that Wind finds embodied in Giorgione’s art
include the Wreath of Trebonius (I/ Bravo), and the fragments from the Fondaco dei Tedeschi.
In the Wreath of Trebonius (which now has been attributed to Tiziano, Giorgione’s puplil,
(Fig. 3), Wind insists on the physiognomic contrast between the two figures: ‘fear in the
young man’s face, rootlessness in the killer’s’.¢ This is another example of discordia concors,
which Wind discussed in great detail in Pagan Mpysteries: opposing yet complementary
psychic forces, which once joined together in one symbolic imagery, create the powerful
sense of balance and harmony that pervades Giorgione’s paintings.

In considering the fragments, Wind uses again the abductive methodology taken
from Pragmatism to explain that the minor artists of the Fondaco provide clues that help
to corroborate the interpretation of Giorgione’s paintings discussed above. The continual
interlacing of text and images is a distinctive feature of Wind’s detective-like method of
interpretation.” As with his previous studies, in Giorgione’s Tempesta with Comments on Giorgione
Poetic Allegories, Wind explains the opposing rational and irrational spiritual forces embodied
in the paintings of Giorgione. Wind’s explanation of such opposing forces embodied in
Giorgione’s imagery provides us an apparently very straightforward and persuasive solution
to the enigma of the symbolic meaning of these paintings. A meaning which back then was
meant to be understood only by Giorgione’s small and tightly knit network of well-read
sponsors and intellectuals in Venice.

Kristeller and Wind’s Exchange on the Spiritual World of the Italian
Renaissance

Indeed, as Paul Oskar Kristeller pointed out, only a small group of patrons, courtiers,
artists and humanists — an elite within the dominant Neoplatonist cultural mz/zen in Venice

5 Wind, Giorgione’s Tempesta with Comments on Giorgione Poetic Allegories, p. 7.
6 Ibid., p. 11.
7 Ibid., pp. 11-15.
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and Medicean Florence — understood the ideas embodied in late fifteenth- and eartly
sixteenth-century Italian artworks.® In 1962, Wind wrote to Kristeller about the article the
latter had just published on Lodovico Lazzarelli (1447-1500).% Kristeller’s article referred to
the influence of Hermetism in Renaissance learned circles and courts. 10 Lazzarelli was
one of the translators of the Corpus Hermeticum and also the humanist who introduced
alchemist and itinerant magus Giovanni Mercurio da Correggio (1451-1506) to
Hermetism.!! In this letter, Wind defines Lazzarelli and da Correggio as ‘two astonishing
characters’.12

Moreover, in this letter, Wind discusses Lazzarelli’s Tarocchi engravings — which he
recognizes as the formerly known Mantegna Tarocchi — of the eponymous card game (Fig.
4).13 Lazzarelli used these engravings for the imagery of the illuminated manuscript De
gentilium deorum imaginibus, a poem in two volumes that touches on mythological and
astrological topics and which is illustrated with hermetic and alchemic imagery and
symbols.!* In 1471, Lazzarelli dedicated this manuscript to the duke of Ferrara, Borso
d’Este, and following Borso’s death, to the duke of Utrbino, Federico di Montefeltro, in
1477.15 In 1480, he presented the illuminated manuscript Fasti christianae religionis to King
Ferrante d’Aragona of Naples (Fig. 5).1¢ Lazzarelli’s illuminated manuscripts — like
Giorgione’s The Three Philosophers — were typical examples of what Wind defined as the
‘allegorical as mystical’ imagery circulating in Italian courts during that time, an imagery
which reconciled Christian symbols with Hermetic and Cabalistic ones. Wind’s and
Kiristeller’s 1962 correspondence on Lazzarelli recall that of Wind with Warburg in 1928 on
Bruno, which Warburg defined as ‘the Giordano Bruno problem’.l” However, while Bruno

was an epigone of the Renaissance’s spiritual world, Lazzarelli was a forerunner.
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Fig. 1. Giorgione, The Tempest, 1503. 83 x 73 cm. Venice, Museo dell’Accademia. (Image in
Public Domain)
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Fig. 2. Giorgione, The Three Philosophers, 1506. 23,5 x 144,5 cm. Vienna, Kunsthistoriches Museum.
(Image in Public Domain)
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Fig. 3. Tiziano, The Wreath of Trebonius, 1515-20. Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. (Image in
Public Domain)
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Fig. 4. Mantegna’s Tarots, Lodovico Lazzarelli, De gentilium deorum imaginibus, Urbinates Latini (Urb.
Lat), 716-717. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican City, Rome. (Image in Public Domain)
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Fig. 5. Lodovico Lagzarelli and bhis Muse presenting the illuminated manuscript Fasti christianae religionis
(1480) 10 the King of Naples, Ferrante d’Aragona (Beinecke MS 391, folio 6v).
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