Tommaso Casini, ‘Ceffi e bizarri volti’: portraits and the physiognomic interpretation of famous tyrants

The portrait of a famous person often transmits a precept, or an exemplary characteristic, even as it seems to be limited to exalting a quality or failing for which the individual has become, so to speak, the historical symbol. Petrarch, in the preface to his treatise, De viris illustribus, paraphrases Livy and speaks of examples that his readers must learn to imitate or else shun ‘illa prosequi qui quae vel sectanda legentibus vel fugienda sunt’. The literary and iconographic tradition of the portraits of heroes, soverains and tyrants – ancient or modern – supplies a continuous alternation of positive and negative examples, grounded in the double perspective of the ‘fructiferous’ mission of the historians qua master of morality, and the classical idea of history as magistra vitae. Thus virtues such as clemency and wisdom, and also vices such as wickedness, tyranny and idiocy become fixed as textual or pictorial topoi. In much figurative iconography, the effigies and the exploits of Hannibal, Nero, Attila, Tamberlane, Ezzelini da Romano, Cesare Borgia and other great figures from history become identified with their moral and psychological characteristics.

In his important study, History and its Images (1993), Francis Haskell showed how historians frequently drew useful information for their research from the collections of ancient and modern images. One of the best known of these is by Paolo Giovio who created in his villa in Como a museum of portraits in which one could ‘derive from diverse faces and bizarre expressions certain rules or skilled precepts useful for the art of physiognomy’. Giovio made extensive use of these portraits which he considered as invaluable for enriching the narratives of his Elogia. In general the relationship between portraiture and physiognomical rhetoric were consistent and indissoluble in the culture of the 16th and 17th centuries. 

My aim is to highlight certain relationships between image and text in the descriptio of a gallery of illustrious men who became famous in particular because of their bad or tyrannical character. The symbolic image of the emperor Nero in Titian’s ‘The crowning with thorns’ (currently in the Louvre), the portrait of Attila in the decoration of the façade of the Charterhouse at Pavia, the painted and engraved effigies of Hannibal, Tamberlane and other historical protagonists will be compared with the literary descriptions of Aretino, Rouillé, Tasso, della Porta, Montaigne and Marino. We will thus seek to outline – by means of the parallels between portraits and physiognomies – the complex web of relationships between the tradition of physiognomical art, the role of exemplarity in ancient history and the practises of ecphrasis.

