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A SERIES OF FIVE PLAQUETTE STUDIES
CONCERNING MODERNO AND HIS SCHOOL

Galeazzo Mondella, called Moderno, was the most prolific
producer of small bronze reliefs of the Renaissance. While
some of his productions were evidently conceived as
independent works-of-art others were likely intended to
be grouped in a series. Further examples ostensibly sought
to preserve creations conceived by him originally in more

precious materials.

Throughout the course of scholarship various bronze
plaquettes attributed to Moderno have instead been
reallocated to followers or presumed anonymous workshop
assistants. These artists are today identified by pseudonyms
like the Master of the Herculean Labors, the Coriolanus
Master, Master of the Orpheus and Arion Roundels, Master
of the Corn-Ear Clouds, the Lucretia Master, et al.

While many of these pseudonyms have been applied only
in the last few decades, the proposed identity of these
artists or their possible reassessment back to Moderno
has been little explored due to an absence of information
or further critique. However, certain observations may
yield reasonable suggestions concerning their context or
authorship, particularly as regards the work of Matteo del
Nassaro, a gem-engraver whom Giorgio Vasari noted had
been a pupil of Moderno as well as a pupil of Moderno’s

Veronese contemporary Niccold Avanzi.
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The Battle of Cannae Medal —

A German-Italian crossover?

The authorship of a medal celebrating the Battle
of Cannae has occasionally entertained a dual
attribution in scholarship (cover, fig. 01). The
Battle Scene depicted on the obverse of the medal
has traditionally been attributed to Moderno or
his ambit,' and for the last century, to another
anonymous artist in Moderno’s circle, dubbed the
Coriolanus Master,” whose same battle scene is
alternatively described as Coriolanus Fighting Under
the Walls of Rome on account of its feature among
a series of additional small plaquettes depicting

scenes from the story of Coriolanus—known by

Fig. 01 - Obverse of a bronze medal depicting the Battle of

Cannae, by Hermann Vischer der Jiingere (?), after Galeazzo
Mondella, called Moderno, made ca. 1506-07 (?), Venice (?)
(National Gallery of Art, DC, inv. 1957.14.273.a)
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independent casts—and preserved collectively on an

inkstand at the Victoria & Albert Museum (fig. 02).

In spite of this complication, the Battle Scene’s
execution is almost certainly due to Moderno’s
authorship as adequately demonstrated by Douglas
Lewis.> Lewis notes its derivation from earlier
compositions attributed to Moderno like the
reverse of his medal for Agostino Mazzanti and his
autograph Senatorial Triumph relief which appears
variably in plaquette form and as the reverse for
medals. Furthermore, the example of the relief
produced by the Coriolanus Master truncates the
original circular composition of the scene into

a debased rectangular format. Its composition
derives from antique sources* and is connected
with a Lion Hunt roundel by Moderno as well as a
battle scene plaquette representing dubious fortune
and featuring the legend DVBIA FORTVNA. The
elements of these compositions collectively reach
their zenith in a Battle Scene cameo, probably by
Moderno, and formerly in the Duke of Orleans

collection.?

Moderno’s Battle Scene and DVBIA FORTVNA
compositions appear to have been spread as
models that found their way into various workshop
environments. As noted by Lewis, Andrea Briosco,

called Riccio, appears to have borrowed the latter for
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the invention of his Combat at a City Gate bronze
relief and Severo da Ravenna reproduces an example
of it beneath the foot of a Chimera attributed

to him.® It would seem likely that Moderno
prepared this composition, and its corollaries, as

an independent artwork and its diffusion among
peers or other workshops led to its subsequent
appropriation by the Coriolanus Master (if not
identifiable as Moderno himself)” and the producer
of the Cannae medal. The fidelity of the relief on the
Cannae medal is already suffering in the quality and

suggests it was probably sourced from an aftercast.®

Moderno’s designs were circulated posthumously,

as observed by the business partnership made by

his son and nephews after his death,” and likewise
observed by the feature of quality casts of his models
found in Paduan bronzes produced later in the

workshop of Desiderio da Firenze."” Evidence for the

Fig. 02 - Side of a gilt and silvered
bronze ink casket with a Battle
Scene (right), attributed to the
Coriolanus Master, ca. 1500, Italy
(Victoria & Albert Museum, inv.
M.167-1921)
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contemporaneous use of his models within other
workshops is noted also by a 1522 document citing a
Venetian goldsmith that was in possession of a ‘Saint
George on horseback with a dragon, in the form of

a wax model by the hand of Moderno, intended to
be used in the production of a diamond brooch."
This model by Moderno has been linked with a relief
typically associated with an assistant operating in
Riccio’s workshop and making use of the warrior
featured on the aforenoted DVBIA FORTVNA
composition which is sometimes attributed to

Moderno, and other times, to his workshop."”

Moderno’s small Battle Scene composition used on
the Cannae medal must date to the first years of the
16th century, following after the earlier battle scene
medal reverses made in Mantua during the 1490s and

dating around 1503-05 or 1508, while he is believed to
3

have been active in Rome.
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Fig. 03 - Obverse and reverse of
the gilt bronze hilt for the sword of

Gonzalo de Cérdoba, ca. 1504-15 i ;!?Hlllu —

L Al NAe
(Royal Armoury of Madrid, inv. G 29)

As previously noted, the original Battle Scene was
realized in circular form and probably lacked a
legend. The raised legend on the Cannae medal is
disparate from other legends featured on Moderno’s
plaquettes and medals and was evidently added by
a different hand. Notably, the legend ingeniously
commemorates the victory of Hannibal over the
Romans at Cannae in 216 BC and is reimagined

in the conquests of the French during the Italian
campaigns by the "Great Captain" Gonzalo
Fernandéz de Cordoba y Aguilar whom, at the Battle
of Cerignola near Cannae, defeated the French in

April of 1503.

Based upon this date, the Cannae medal has most
frequently been considered made shortly after the
battle. The medal forms the hilt of a sword once
belonging to Cérdoba™ (fig. 03) that was originally
believed to have been given to him by Pope

Alexander VI sometime between April and August
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of that year: post-ceding the date of the battle it
commemorates and preceding the death of the
pontificate. However, more recent scholarship has
dated the sword to 1504-15 and is now understood to
have been given to Cérdoba by Pope Julius I1.” Julius
11, ‘the warrior pope, also gifted other commissioned
swords during his tenure, like those he gave to the
Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I and to King
James IV. Recent analysis of the sword has confirmed
it was produced in Italy'® and based upon its style, it

is probably the work of a swordsmith in the Veneto

apparently using the monogram “P."”

Determining a date for the Cannae medal may be
further narrowed through our understanding of its
feature on Jean Grolier’s binding of Philostratus.
In particular, the dating for the edition of Grolier’s
copy of Philostratus is debated, believed printed
anywhere between 1501-04 and Paul Needham

has theorized the most probable dating for the
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binding rests somewhere around 1509-10." These
observations altogether narrow a probable dating for
the Cannae medal between 1504-09 with Moderno’s
original invention of the model presumably executed
sometime before this, probably in 1503-05 on account

of its clear Roman influence.

The feature of the Battle Scene composition on the
Cannae medal has frequently led scholarship to
inadvertently ascribe the entire medal or its obverse
to Moderno or the Coriolanus Master, however,
Lewis has aptly noted that while the original Battle
Scene is certain to be Moderno’s invention, the medal
only appropriates the design and the overall medal

is altogether ‘so eccentric as to stand in some degree
outside the Italian medallic tradition, commenting

also that the medal is, ‘in a way, Germanic."

The present author here interjects a further, albeit
adventurous, exploration of Lewis’ observation.
The medallic tradition was chiefly reserved to Italy
throughout the 15th century and while the Cannae
medal does suggest a German essence, the medallic
tradition in Germany is generally not understood
to begin until 1507 by way of the Vischer family of

bronze founders active in Nuremberg.*

A minority of medals representing the genesis of
this art in Germany are generally ascribed to Peter
Vischer the Younger, the middle-son of Peter Vischer
the Elder who presided over a quantity of important
commissions in bronze during the late 15th and early
16th centuries. The earliest German medals represent

portrait busts of Peter Vischer the Elder’s two eldest
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sons: a medal of Hermann Vischer the Younger
from 1507 (fig. 04) and a medal of Peter Vischer the

Younger from 1509.*

The present author has contended that these
medals commemorate the return of these sons

from their wanderjahre, a German rite-of-passage
traditionally expected of guild members following
their apprenticeships and typically occurring
around the age of 19 or 20.** The medal depicting
Hermann Vischer the Younger features a reverse
probably depicting the Pillars of Hercules, which the
present author has suggested is an allegory referring
to Hermann’s return from Italy with newfangled
knowledge. Following the untimely death of his wife
in 1513, Hermann is documented as having made a
trip to Rome returning with a quantity of sketches
for use in their workshop, to which the present
author has formerly suggested was a possible reprise

of his proposed wanderjahre of 1507.%

While the portrait medal of Hermann was probably
realized in Germany in 1507, it is to be assumed he
would have initially experimented with the art of
medal making during his supposed wanderjahre, ca.
1506-07. Hermann’s knowledge of bronze casting
would have logically connected him with others
working in this same medium and Nuremberg’s

ties to the arms industry may have presented his
candidacy to prepare such an artwork for possible
incorporation on a sword hilt, aside from the prestige
associated with his father’s workshop as the premier

bronze foundry of Germany.
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Fig. 04 - Obverse and reverse of a brass self-portrait medal of Hermann Vischer
der Jiingere, 1507, Nuremberg (left and center, Cabinet des Medailles, Bibliotheque

Nationale, Paris); Reverse of a bronze medal depicting the Battle of Cannae, by
Hermann Vischer der Jiingere (?), ca. 1506-07 (?), Venice (?) (right; National Gallery

of Art, DC, inv. 1957.14.273.b)

If Hermann’s wanderjahre occurred in Italy ca. 1506-
07 we would assume an initial passage occurred
through Venice where there was a significant
German population and a well-established German-
Venetian mercantile industry.** We may recall
Albrecht Diirer’s initial travels to Italy, arriving and
staying in Venice both in 1494 and again in 1505.*
Diirer certainly knew the Vischer’s, providing the
designs for the bronze tomb for Count Hermann
VIII of Henneberg and his wife, Elizabeth, Countess
of Brandenburg, in 1512-13, whose casting was the
product of the Vischer workshop, and a project

also occasionally ascribed to Hermann Vischer

the Younger. Diirer would later collaborate with

the Vischer’s on other projects large and small

and Hermann’s friend, Wolf Traut, worked in
Diirer’s studio.”® If Hermann the Younger made his
wanderjahre during this period he would have done

so while Duirer was likewise in Venice.
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Another hypothetical impetus for traveling to Venice
for his wanderjahre might be due to the influence

of the Venetian painter Jacopo de’ Barbari who
moved from Venice to Nuremberg in 1500 and had a
significant impact on the artists in that city. Jacopo’s
provision of the designs for Peter Vischer the Elder’s
execution of the graveplate for the tomb of Duchess
Sophie of Mecklenburg in 1504, would have
entailed the young Hermann’s impressions of this
Venetian master whom likewise had made a great

impression upon Direr.

Notably, Moderno was especially active in Venice
during this period and is documented there for at
least two weeks>® whilst also serving his second
incumbency as head of the goldsmith’s guild in
Verona. He appears to have been commissioned by
various Venetian clients at-this-time, indicated by

inscriptions featured on casts of his small Madonna
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and Child with Two Standing Angels reliefs datable

to this period as well as his masterpiece group of the
Flagellation of Christ and Sacra Conversazione for
Cardinal Domenico Grimani and the elaborate sword
hilt probably executed for the Venetian commander
Giorgio Cornaro.” Given their shared industry in
bronze founding, it would seem possible Hermann
the Younger, if in Italy or the Veneto at-this-time,
would have encountered Moderno, perhaps even
serving in his workshop or ambit, if not becoming

familiar with his creations through other channels.>

The remainder of the Cannae medal—its inscription
and reverse—might theoretically be Hermann’s
handiwork, as there is a particular consonance
between the scale and naively realized depiction

of Hercules and Janus on the reverse of the Cannae
medal and that of Hercules on the reverse of
Hermann’s portrait medal (fig. 04). The crudely
articulated legend on the Cannae medal recalls

the hand of a woodcutter still influenced by

Gothic German letter-types, as also observed on
Hermann’s medal and most notable perhaps, is the
clever classicized idea behind the Cannae medal
which is similarly reflected in Hermann’s portrait
medal. The Vischer’s interest in the classical world
and humanism was integral with the influence of
their Nuremberg peers and patrons inclusive of
Hartmann Schedel, Sebald Schreyer and Pangraz
Schwenter.>' We may note for example, Peter Vischer
the Younger’s drawings based upon the latter’s
German translation of the Histori Herculis, or the

same artist’s clever depiction of Martin Luther as
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Hercules in his allegorical drawing of the Victory of

the Reformation.>

Regrettably, Hermann’s untimely death and the
minimal information concerning his activity as a
sculptor provides little or no understanding toward
his creative ability. Even his 1507 portrait medal

is often unfairly ascribed to the invention of his
younger brother rather than to him even though
there is little stylistic coherence between them.*
Nonetheless, his theoretic presence in Italy in 1506-
o7 and his presumed experimentation in medal
making, would present an adequate timeline that

resonates with the invention of the Cannae medal

and its subsequent feature on the sword for Cérdoba.

The Cannae medal appears to have made its way
throughout Europe, employed as the reverse for
subsequent medals of Francis I (after 1515), a German
medal of Charles V of Spain (after 1519) and in a
much-debased form on a posthumous medal of
Louis II of Hungary, dated 1532 and attributed

to Michael Hohenauer.?* In addition to the early
German medal of Charles V of Spain it also appears
as part of a border treatment—among other
plaquette-based compositions—in the 1521 German
prayer book of Matthdus Schwarz illuminated by

Narziss Renner in Augsburg.®

Another scarce medal related to the Cordoba family,
and likewise brought to our attention by Lewis,
features an additional appropriation of a model

by Moderno.3® The medal is possibly a memorial
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to Elvira de Cdérdoba, the daughter of the ‘Great
Captain, who died prematurely in 1524. The medal
features a fictional depiction of her by way of a
crudely edited relief of Moderno’s high-relief model

of Faustina®” while the reverse features a naively

realized scene of Death and Peace Closing the Door
of the Temple of Janus (fig. 05). It is perhaps not

Fig. 05 - Obverse and reverse of a bronze medal of Elvira
unreasonable to also suggest a loosely potential de Cérdoba, 1524 (?), after Moderno (obverse) (National
origin for this medal within the Vischer workshop. Gallery of Art, DC, inv. 1957.14.1116.a-b)
In particular, its format recalls a closely dated, ca.
1525, medal of Sebald Rechs which is assigned to
the Vischer workshop®® and features a similar visual
format albeit the legend on Elvira’s medal is much

more Italianate than German (fig. 06).

Fig. 06 - Obverse and reverse of a lead medal of Sebald Rech,
ca. 1525, attributed to the workshop of Peter Vischer der
Jiingere, Nuremberg (Germanisches Nationalmuseum, inv.
MED 10597)
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