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Interpreting Pontormo’s Halberdier: Francesco Guardi or
Cosimo | de’ Medici?

In 1989, the collection of the J. Paul Getty Museum was enriched by a portrait of a young
man in a soldier dress with a halberd, painted by Jacopo Pontormo (Ill. 134). The work, which
is called the Portrait of a Halberdier, became one of the most discussed Florentine portraits of
the Cinquecento. The dispute concerns the identification of the Pontormos model. There are
two candidates: the first one is Cosimo I de’ Medici, the Duke of Florence (1537-1569) and
the Grand Duke of Tuscany (1569-1574); the second one is the Florentine noble Francesco
Guardi, the defender of the Florence during the Siege in 1529-1530, whose name is not that
famous in the history of 16" century Florence. The identification of the young halberdier as
either Cosimo I or Francesco Guardi is a key to date (1529/1530 for Francesco or late 1530s
for Cosimo I) and interpret the Pontormo’s portrait. In Cosimo’s case, the portrait refers to
the triumph of the Medici dynasty in the person of young Duke as the absolute ruler of Flor-
ence. In Francesco Guardi’s case, the halberdier symbolizes the struggle of Florentine republic
against the encroachment of the Medici supported by Spanish troops of Charles V, the King of
Spain (1516-1556) and the Holy Roman Emperor (1519-1556). The article aims to methodize
different approaches to identify the young halberdier, to reconsider the recent studies on this
subject, and to analyze, why the Pontormo’s portrait admits directly opposing interpretations.

Before appearing in the Getty Museum, the Portrait of a halberdier passed through a number
of French and American collections where it was generally considered as Bronzino’s portrait of
ayoung man'. In 1920, Hermann Voss attributed the Halberdier to Pontormo on the basis of the
stylistic analysis [25, p. 175]. Voss was also the first who suggested to identify the young soldier
as Francesco Guardi, according to The Lives of Giorgio Vasari. In the account of Pontormoss life,
Vasari mentioned the portrait of Francesco Guardi in the costume of a soldier that Pontormo
had painted during the siege of Florence?. However, the Voss attribution was not supported by
colleagues because Francesco Guardi, the only one known to history, was born in 1466 [5, p. 8].
Obviously, this person could not be painted on the portrait of the 16" century that represented
a young man no older than twenty years old. The new suggestion about the model for the
halberdier’s portrait was proposed in 1959 by Herbert Keutner who published the newfound
inventory of the Riccardi collection. The Riccardi, originally from Pisa, was in the service of the
Medici dukes. The 1612 inventory of their collection included the description of the Halberdier
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For Halberdier’s provenance and bibliography, see [18, pp.431-433].
“Ritrasse similmente, nel tempo dell'assedio di Fiorenza, Francesco Guardi in abito di soldato, che fu opera
bellissima...” [23, p.282].
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that was located in the Riccardi’s palazzo Valfonda in Florence. This description, which is the
first documentary reference of the portrait, confirmed the Pontormo’s authorship of Halberdier
and identified the model as “the Most Excellent Duke Cosimo when he was young™.

The inventory of the Riccardi collection became a powerful argument to regard the young
halberdier as the representation of the Duke Cosimo I de¢’ Medici, whose persona has never
been considered in this regard before. In this case, the portrait should be dated circa 1537,
Cosimoss first year of rule when he was about 18 years old. The first portraits of the Duke after
coming to power, namely Pontormo’s drawing (1537; Florence, Uthzi) and Baccio Bandinel-
li’'s marble relief (c. 1537; Florence, Collection Giuseppe Pacini), represent beardless Cosimo.
Since the late 1530s, however, Duke has always been portrayed with a beard. The Bandinelli’s
marble bust of Cosimo I de’ Medici (c. 1539-1540; New York, The Metropolitan museum) and
the allegorical Portrait of Cosimo de’ Medici as Orpheus, (c. 1539; Philadelphia Museum of Art)
painted by Agnolo Bronzino for Cosimo’s marriage to Eleonora di Toledo in 1539, represented
the young Duke already with a thin beard.

The obvious way to confirm or refute the identification of a young halberdier as Cosimo I
is to compare the Pontormo’s portrait with other portraits of the Duke. The Cosimo’s appear-
ance can be clearly conceived by means of numerous portraits which represent Duke between
the ages of 12 and about 40. There are, in particular, Ridolfo Ghirlandaio’s Portrait of Cosimo
de’ Medici at age twelve (1531; Florence, Palazzo Medici-Riccardi), allantica busts of Cosimo
sculpted by Baccio Bandinelli and Benvenuto Cellini (Florence, Bargello), Agnolo Bronzino’s
Portrait of Cosimo I de’ Medici in armour, (1545; Florence, Ufhizi) which is known in over twenty
copies by Bronzino and his atelier. Cosimo’s distinct facial features, which have been repre-
sented in different portraits, are a long hawk nose, a small mouth with narrow upper and wide
lower lips, and a strong chin. These features are typical for the portrait renderings of other
members of the Medici dynasty (for example, Botticelli’s Portrait of Giuliano Medici). Pontormo
reproduced the “Medici traits” in his historical Portrait of Cosimo the Elder (c. 1519; Florence,
Ufhzi).

The Halberdier’s face considerably differs from Cosimo’s portraitse. However, the differ-
ences between halberdier’s and Cosimo’s features can be explained by the idealizing the char-
acter of Pontormo’s work. The young men in Pontormo’s portraits (such as Portrait of Furrier
(1517-1518; Paris, Louvre), Portrait of young man in pink (1525-1526; Lucca, Pinacoteca Com-
munale), Portrait of a man in a red cap (1530; London, National Gallery) and Portrait of a Hal-
berdier itself) have large and close-set eyes, small mouth with full lips, curly hair, delicate fea-
tures, and a slim body. The same type of beauty is also found in Pontormo’s religious painting:
Elisabeth Cropper [5, p.12] noted the similarity between the faces of young halberdier and
angels in the Deposition from the Cross painted by Pontormo for Capponi Chapel (1526-1528;
Florence, Santa Felicita). Thus the Halberdier could represent the image of bella gioventi than
reproduce the model’s features. Moreover, the idealized character of the model encouraged to
see in Pontormo’s portrait influence of classic imagery of heroic youth, including an iconog-

3 “Unritratto... si crede di mano di d.° Jac.® del’Ecc.™ Duca Cosimo quandera giovanetto, con calze rosse, e

berretta rossa, et una picca in mano con arme a canto, e giubbone bianco, e collana alcollo con ornam.* dorato
bellissimo... ” [15, p.152].
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raphy of young Octavius, the future emperor Octavian August [11, p.88], and Saint George of
Donatello [5, p. 84].

To sum up, there are not conclusive arguments to identify the young man as Cosimo I
by comparison with Duke’s portrait imagery. The new conclusions on the Halberdier’s iden-
tification came from the iconological analysis. Pontormo’s portrait represents a wide field for
interpretations based on numerous attributes, including a soldier uniform of a young man, his
halberd and hat badge with the image of Hercules fighting with Antaeus, and a bastion in the
background.

The first approach to interpret the iconography of Pontormo s portrait was suggested in
1971 by Kurt Forster who accepted the attribution of the Riccardi inventory and considered the
halberdier as Duke Cosimo [11]. Heir of a junior branch of the Medici family, Cosimo became
the ruler of Florence in January 1537 after the murder of Duke Alessandro I de’ Medici. At first,
the young capo did not enjoy the confidence of the emperor Charles V who did not officially
confirm his ducal title. At the same time, Florence has been attacked by the army of fuorusciti
led by Strozzi, the ancient enemy of the Medici. Cosimo’s victory during the battle of Mon-
temurlo in August 1537 brought an end to the anti-medicean march and granted the Duke the
favour of the Emperor. Cosimo pursued a policy based on the consolidation of his power and
the creation of the absolute ruler image?. In 1542, the Duke moved from his official residence to
the Palazzo Vecchio, one of the most important symbols of the Florentine Republic. According
to Forster, “the huge bastion looming in the background is a reference to Cosimo’s expressed
claim to independent authority over the Florentine fortezze” [11, p.73]. In that interpretation,
the portrait can be referred to Bronzino’s Portrait of Cosimo I de’ Medici as Orpheus which rep-
resents Duke quieting Cerberus by his poetry [21].

More powerful argument to identify a young halberdier as Cosimo I is the golden hat badge
with the image of Hercules slaying Antaeus. The imagery of the famous Greek hero and his
Labours was an important part of Medici allegorical representation. In the 1470s, Antonio del
Pollaiuolo executed for the Medici three paintings of Labours of Hercules (associated with Her-
cules and the Hydra, Hercules and Antaeus, Florence, Uffizi) and a bronze sculpture of Hercules
and Antaeus (Florence, Bargello). In Cinquecento, the group Hercules and Cacus, sculpted by
Baccio Bandinelli and placed in front of the palazzo Vecchio four years after the restoration of
Medici power in Florence, became a symbol of the dynasty triumph.

The image of Hercules as a personification of force had a significant role in the representa-
tion of Cosimo I°. In 1537, the first year of Cosimo’s rule, Domenico di Polo executed a medal
with a portrait of the Duke in armour on the obverse and a scene of Hercules slaying Antaeus
on the reverse. The victory over the mythic giant, held aloft by Hercules, could be referred
to Cosimo’s triumph over Strozzi and other fuorusciti, exiled from Florence. The Duke was
sculpted, painted, and portrayed on medals directly as a Greek demi-god or with his attributes.
For example, the engraving of Niccolo della Casa from Baccio Bandinelli’s drawing (1544; New
York, Metropolitan museum) represents Cosimo with a lion skin, bow, sword and shield; Duke’s
armour is decorated with scenes of Labours (Hercules carrying Nemean lion and Erymanthian
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The cultural politics of Cosimo I de’ Medici has been the subject of numerous studies. See [2; 8; 6].
For Cosimo’s representation as Hercules, see [19, pp.79-106].
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Boar, Hercules fighting Lernaean Hydra). Cosimo’s political doings were eventually compared
to Hercules’ Labours. Vasari mentioned twelve medals of Pietro Paolo Galeotti representing the
most significant cultural and political doings of Duke [24, p.543].

Forster’s identification of halberdier as young Duke Cosimo, based on the inventory of the
Riccardi collection, was generally accepted by scholars. In 1981, Karla Langedijk included Pon-
tormo’s work in her monumental monograph on Medici portraits [18]. Few years later, Getty
museum purchased the Halberdier as a portrait of Cosimo I de’ Medici. The catalogue for the
sale comprising arguments in favour of identification of the young halberdier as Duke Cosimo
was prepared by Janet Cox-Rearick [5, p.9].

The new suggestion about the Halberdier was made in the 1990s. Luciano Berti returned to
earlier Voss’ idea to identify the young man as Francesco Guardi, defender of Florence at the
time of the Siege in 1529-1530 [1]. This proposal, based on The Lives of Vasari, was made pos-
sible after the discovery of another Francesco Guardi who was born in 1514. Berti’s article was
supported by Elisabeth Cropper. The result of her iconological study was a brilliant monograph
published in 1997 [5].

Cropper proposed another reading of halberdier’s attributes, much different from the For-
ster’s interpretations. She proposed that the green fortification wall behind the model should
represent one of the bastions of San Miniato al Monte, which had been built by Michelangelo
during the Siege. This suggestion is based on the fact that the Guardi had a property nearby the
Monte San Miniato. In Cropper’s interpretation, Pontormo coded Francesco’s name into the
portrait. The young man from the Guardi del Monte family is represented before the bastion as
the guardio del monte. Moreover, the guardio Francesco was a literal embodiment of the guardia
del Monte established by Signoria in the face of hostile force [5, p.80]. Hence, the halberdier in
Pontormo’s idealized portrait appears as a defender of Florentine Republic and his own prop-
erty against Spanish troops.

Hercules slaying Antaeus on halberdier’s hat badge is also interpreted by Elisabeth Cropper
as an anti-medicean symbol. The image of Hercules was an important part of Florentine repub-
lican culture. The author cited as example Michelangelo’s drawings for the sculpture of Hercules
and Antaeus [5, p.70]. This unrealized sculptural group, commissioned to Michelangelo by
Signoria in 1508, should flank the entry of the Palazzo Vecchio with his statue of David. After
the republican government’s defeat in Florence, Medici transmitted the commission to Baccio
Bandinelli, who was close to the Popes Leo X and Clement VII. The sculptor refused the story
of Hercules and Antaeus, which should keep anti-medicean connotations, and represented the
victory of Hercules over Cacus.

The conclusions of Elisabeth Cropper were accepted by the Getty Museum which reat-
tributed Pontormo’s work as a portrait of Francesco Guardi (1529/1530). However, the new
approach to Halberdier’s identification was proposed by scholars in the 2010s. The article Who
was Pontormo’s Halberdier? The evidence from pathology produced an anatomical study to iden-
tify the young soldier [26]. It claims that the left hand of the model was severely deformed. The
authors revealed pathological anomalies of the proximal interphalangeal (PIP), the distal inter-
phalangeal (DIP) and the metacarpo-phalangeal (MP) joints of the four fingers of halberdier’s
left hand. The PIP joints are swollen and flexed, while the MP joints are depressed; the DIP
joints are also extended. The same deformities were also discovered on the right hand of Bronz-
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ino’s Cosimo de’ Medici in Armour (Ill. 135). The anatomical resemblance between two models
made it possible to identify the Halberdier as Duke Cosimo [26, p.1917]. The suggestion was
indirectly confirmed by the fact that Cosimo had numerous arthritic changes as his mother
Maria Salviati, the granddaughter of Lorenzo the Magnificent, belonged to the senior Medici
branch, which suffered from a psoriatic DISH-arthropathy; Cosimo’s ).

The conclusion, based on anatomical study, seems arguable. If Pontormo’s and Bronzino’s
portraits represent the same model, the right hand of halberdier should be also deformed, but
it has no visible pathologies. Moreover, some of Cosimo’s portraits as Ghirlandaio’s Portrait
of Cosimo de’ Medici at age twelve or Bronzino's Portrait of Cosimo at the age of forty do not
demonstrate equal anatomical deformities of his left or right hand. These observations corre-
spond to the fact that the accurate examination of Cosimo’s small bones of hands revealed no
signs of erosive arthritis but only post-mortal damages [10, pp. 3699-3700].

In the 1530s, Bronzino painted the Portrait of a young man with a book (IlL. 136). Pontormo’s
pupil, the painter reproduced in this portrait the composition and sitter’s pose of the Halber-
dier. Moreover, Bronzinos model had the same finger joints’ pathologies as the Halberdier and
later Cosimo de’ Medici in Armour. The similarity between the hands’ defects led the authors to
conclude that the young man with a book also represented the Florentine Duke. This interpre-
tation, based only on anatomical resemblance, can be however contested.

The X-radiograph analysis® shows that the painter significantly changed the palazzo’s inte-
rior behind the model and corrected the figure. Reworking the portrait, Bronzino remade con-
siderably the left hand of the sitter. Following the Halberdier’s hand, the index and the middle
fingers were joined, and the PIP joints were swollen. These changes argue in favour of its delib-
erate nature. The models in Florentine court portraits of the 16" century were often represented
with physical pathologies. Bronzino’s art is an example. Strabismus was featured in Cosimo’s
imagery. Firstly painted by Bronzino in the Portrait of Cosimo de’ Medici as Orpheus, it became
the part of Duke’s official imagery in Portrait of Cosimo de’ Medici in Armour. Robert B. Simon
considered this defect as a sign of distinction and beauty [20, p.535]. Besides Duke’s portrai-
ture, strabismus was also characteristic of some Florentine nobles’. In this context, the hand’s
deformity of Bronzino's young man with a book and later Cosimo de’ Medici portraits could
be adopted by the painter from Pontormo’s Halberdier as anatomical feature accentuating the
uniqueness and the beauty of the model. So, the pathology of halberdier’s left hand cannot be
taken as an incontestable argument to consider the model as young Cosimo I de’ Medici.

In summing up, the iconological analysis is the most convincing way to identify the young
halberdier. As demonstrated by the studies of Kurt Forster and Elisabeth Cropper, the ico-
nography of Pontormo’s portrait allows either medicean or anti-medicean interpretations. This
ambivalence can be explained by the character of Florentine court culture of the 16 century
which formed in the Duchy during the rule of Cosimo I de’ Medici. Duke’s official portraiture
appealed to Roman imperial reminiscences (busts all’ antica, iconography of Octavian August)

6 The X-radiograph photos of Bronzino’s Portrait of a young man with a book are available at https://www.

metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435802 (accessed 21 January 2021).
7 'There are, for example, Portrait of Bartolomeo Panciathici (1540; Florence, Uffizi), Portrait of a man holding
a statuette (1545; Paris, Louvre), Portrait of Ludovico Capponi (1551; Frick collection, New York).
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and antique mythology (Cosimo’s imagery as god or demi-god)®. Some of these symbols and
attributes could also be associated with Florentine history and its republican culture. Besides
Hercules’ imagery, it was the lion’s theme of Cosimo’s representation which was connected to
Medicis attributes, Florentine Marzocco lion, Nemean lion’s skin and Roman emperor’s im-
agery. Moreover, ancient Florentine symbols could change its original republican meaning in
the new absolutist culture. Michelangelo’s David, commanded by republican government and
placed in the Piazza della Signoria, was built into the context of monarchic Medici rule after
moving of the ducal residence to the Palazzo Vecchio and the appearance of two “Medici” gi-
ants — Bandinelli’s Hercules and Cacus and Bartolomeo Ammanati’s Fountain of Neptune.

In our opinion, the iconological analysis proposed by Elisabeth Cropper is the most conclu-
sive approach to identify Pontormo’s Portrait of a Halberdier as the portrait of Francesco Guardi
painted in 1529 or 1530. The ambivalence of Florentine court culture can justify the possible
mistake of Riccardi inventory which defined the Halberdier as Cosimo I de’ Medici thirty years
after the Duke’s death. However, the debate about the Halberdier favours the broadening of the
methodological arsenal, which can be used for the attribution and the interpretation of the
16"-century Florentine portraits, including portraits of the Medici.
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HasBanune crarbu. «lOHo1a ¢ anebappoit» kuctu Skomno Iontopmo: ®panuecko IBappu min Kosumo I
Menman?

Caepennsa 06 aBrope. XoneB Poman PycmanoBuu — acrmpaHT. MOCKOBCKMIT TOCY/JapCTBEHHbIN YHM-
Bepcuret nmenn M. B. JlTomonocoBa, JlenuHckue ropsl, 1, Mocksa, Poccniickas Qeneparust, 119991. kholeff@
gmail.com ORCID: 0000-0001-9487-5438

Annoramua. B ucropnorpadum, cnoxmsiericas Bokpyr «IlopTpera roHOmM ¢ anebappoit» kuctu Sxo-
1o TToHTOpMO, T/TaBHOE MECTO OTBEfIeHO Ipob/eMe MAeHTHUKALMN M300PaXKEHHOI XyIOKHIKOM MOJIEI.
CormacHo OJHON U3 Bepcuit, Ha opTpeTe M306paxkéH Ppandecko IBapay, OfMH U3 3AIUTHUKOB PeCIy6/u-
KaHckoli PropeHuny BO BpeMs 0Cajibl TOPOfja MCIHAHCKMMM Bo¥ickamu B 1529-1530-x rr. JIpyras runoresa
OTOXIECTB/IAET ToHOIIY ¢ drmopenTuiickuM reprorom Kosumo I Memwan. B cTaThe mpefmpuHATa MOMBITKA
CUCTeMATU3MPOBATh PA3/IMYHble HOJXOAb! K MAHTU(UKAIINN MO, JaTh OLIEHKY ITOCTIeJHUM MCCIIeJOBaHN-
AM U OTBETUTD Ha BOIIPOC, KaKMM 06pasoM noprpet IIOHTOPMO JOIyCKaeT MPAMO MPOTHBOIIONIOXKHbIE PeCITy-
6mkanckue (Ppanyecko Isapan) n monapxndeckue (Kosumo I) mHTepnperanuu. Vccnegosanne onmpaercs
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Ha aHamu3 QIOpPeHTHIICKOI IPUABOPHOIT KynbTypsl XVI B. 1 moprperHOi nkoHorpaduu reprora Kosumo I
Mepyran. B cTaThe BbIfIeNIeHbI MKOHOMOTITYECKNUI I aHATOMITYECKIIT TTOAXO/BI K ONPe/ielIeHII0 IMIHOCTI arle-
Gappucra. ABTOpOM KPUTHMKYeTCs MOIBITKA MAeHTU(UIMpPOBATh IOHOMIY Kak repuora Kosumo Ha ocHOBe
CXOXKMX TTATOMOTMYEeCKIX M3BMEHEHMIT B CTPYKType KIUCTell PyK, 1306pakéHHbIX Ha «[lopTpeTe amebappuctar»
u «IToprpere Kosumo I B gocmexax» paboTel AHbONMO BpoH3uHO. AHaTOMMYecKye eeKThl IIPaBoil KUCTH
Kosnmo, n306paxéHHbIE Ha Psifie TOPTPETOB BPOH3NMHO, pacijeHeHbl KaK YMBIIIIEHHBI 3HAK KPACOTBI 11 VIC-
K/TIOYUTeIBHOCTH, 3aMMCTBOBAaHHBI 13 «IlopTpera IoHOUM C amebappoii». ABTOP MOAAEP>KUBAET BBIBOADL
Omusaber Kpormrep, KoTopas Ha OCHOBE MKOHOMOTMYECKOTO aHA/MN3a MAeHTHUIMPYeT MOfieb Ha OpTpeTe
kak @panyvecko [Bapau. JIBOMICTBEHHOCTb MHTEPIIPETALNIA, JONYCKaIoLasd KaK MeAUYNIICKIe, TaK M aHTU-Me-
AMYMIICKMe TPAKTOBKM 006pa3a, 00bsicHeHa CyThio chopMupoBasieiicsi B cepepune XVI B. GpropeHTHitCKOI
abCOMIOTICTCKOI KY/IBTYPbl, KOTOpas acCUMIIMPOBaa ObIBIINE CUMBOJBL peciybamkanckoil dropeHiym
U MICTIONIb30BAIA VX JIA MpocaBienys reprora Kosnmo n poga Memran.

KmroueBbie cnopa: noprper, ®nopennus, Peneccanc, MaHbepusM, ukoHonorus, ITonropmo, bponsuno,
Kosumo, Memman
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11l 135. Agnolo Bronzino. Portrait of Cosimo I
de’ Medici in Armour. 1545. The Uffizi Gallery,
Florence. Wikimedia (public domain)

11l 136. Agnolo Bronzino. Portrait of a Young
Man with a Book. 1530s. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York. (Met's Open Access
policy, public domain)




