
For Susanna Burghartz, 
a great and inspiring historian of Material Culture1

Introduction

If you dream about an object for long enough, one day 
it will appear right in front of you. In the best of dream 
worlds, it will appear both in the form of a material ob-
ject, and as a figment of your imagination.
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This is what happened to a great art historian who, like 
a number of his fellow countrymen, was dedicated to the 
task of securing Italian Renaissance masterpieces for 
Great Britain. His name was Sir John Charles Robinson 
(1824–1913). From 1852 to 1869, he was a curator in the 
South Kensington (now Victoria and Albert) Museum 
in London. His obsessive quest for Old Masters laid the 
foundations of the museum’s collections. But, on occasi-
ons, his passionate urge to make a purchase led him as-
tray. Besotted by an Italian masterpiece that he had just 
discovered, he would do everything in his power to buy it 
immediately. Sometimes, his purchase would prove to be 
a second-rate object, or even a fake.

Robinson’s mind resembled a cosmos in which imagi-
nation and observation, fanciful projections and careful 
visual analysis combined their powers with unexpected 
consequences. This cosmos should now become an ob-
ject of serious study. When writing on the history of col-
lections, historians should not restrict their attention to 
the treasures and masterpieces accumulated by curators 
and collectors in the past.2 Art historians’ mistakes and 
errors also belong to the history of art; after all, viewing 
and observing are human activities steeped in history 
and circumstances, whatever the outcome. They are cul-
tural phenomena that are determined by what one could 
call precise cultural configurations, in which imagination 
and observation play an equal part. One of these cultural 
configurations is the complex representation of Italian 
Renaissance sculpture, as it was constructed by amateurs 
in Britain and in Europe during the second half of the 
nineteenth century.3 And it was this configuration that 
could lead art historians to purchase fakes.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Robinson and his 
friend Wilhelm von Bode were luminaries in the field of 
Italian Renaissance sculpture.4 At the end of a distingu-
ished career, Robinson was the surveyor of the Queen’s 
pictures. At the time of his retirement, Bode was general 
director of the Berlin museums. Yet these two Titans of 
the museum world, who purchased so many masterpieces 
for the Victoria and Albert Museum and for the Kaiser 
Friedrich Museum in Berlin, also made some colossal er-
rors of judgment. Bode purchased a sculpture in wax that 
he attributed to Leonardo da Vinci; it was soon discove-
red that the fragile statue had in reality been crafted by 
a modern British artist.5 Bode even purchased a so-cal-
led Michelangelo that subsequently turned out to be an 
Italian sculpture of the Baroque period (Ill. 1).6 The mis-
take was understandable: the German museum director 
may have felt under pressure to acquire a Michelangelo 
marble, because his English counterpart – and friend – 
Robinson had found a Cupid by Michelangelo.7 Unfortu-
nately, unbeknown to Bode, Robinson had also felt under 
pressure to secure a Michelangelo for his museum. And 
the statue that he bought turned out to be as proble-
matic as the one purchased by Bode. Robinson’s ‘Cupid’ 
had probably started life as a Narcissus. It had been res-
tored shortly before it was sold to the South Kensington 
Museum, and during this restoration it became a Cupid. 
Analysis showed that it is not even by Michelangelo, but 
is a marble statue by a minor Florentine Renaissance 
sculptor, Valerio Cioli (Ill. 2).8

IIl. 1: Statue of St John the Bap-
tist (‘San Giovannino’). Marble, 
17th century. Formerly in Ber-
lin, Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum. 
Destroyed during the Second 
World War.
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How did Bode and Robinson commit such egregious 
mistakes? It hardly seems probable that on certain – al-
beit rare – occasions, these great connoisseurs suffered 
a temporary bout of blindness, an affliction that was 
brought on whenever some atypical, unconventional or 
weird object was brought to their attention. What is at 
stake is certainly more complex than this. We are here 
confronted with a historical problem: how can we re-
construct a culturally circumscribed phenomenon, such 
as the behaviour of the scholarly gaze when it alights on 
and then focuses on an art object at a given time in his-
tory and working within a particular context?

Robinson and Bode were extremely well read; both were 
familiar with a vast number of Italian Renaissance art-
works. Even so, the art market regularly unearthed and 
then submitted to their judgement and approval hitherto 
unknown sculptures. Some of these objects exerted a 
dangerous fascination over the two men, for a number of 
reasons. Some ostensibly offered answers to unresolved – 
and cardinal – questions concerning their creator; some 
seemed to fill apparent gaps in an artist’s career and cor-
pus; yet others were clearly rarities. They seemed to offer 
convenient solutions to tricky artistic conundrums; they 
as a result became irresistible, acquiring a special aura.

In order to understand these and similar situations, it 
becomes necessary to cast aside some mainstream re-
presentations of the connoisseur’s mind. It is commonly 
assumed that a connoisseur is very skillful at assembling 
a meaningful configuration of images in his or her mind 
– their mental picture library. It is true that he or she 
does indeed gather these mental images while collecting 
stylistic and material observations, generally drawn from 
the close observation of authentic specimens. Other 
images also help the connoisseur. These are what we can 
call secondary images. They are material images of art 
works, for example photographs.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, collec-
ting photographic reproductions of authentic artworks 
became an important issue for connoisseurs.9 However, 
these mental and material images are not the only re-
sources on which connoisseurs draw. What is all too of-
ten forgotten when we investigate the mind of the con-
noisseur, is that fiction also plays a very important role. 
Connoisseurs create visual fictions in their mind. These 
fictions assume a cognitive role. They comprise a num-
ber of ideal qualities that connoisseurs acknowledge as 
being ‘characteristic’ of an old master. From time to time, 
these fictions become so powerful that the connoisseur 
projects them upon the material artworks that he or she 
is scrutinizing and evaluating. In such instances, mental 
fictions obliterate the results of the immediate observa-
tion of an object; all of a sudden, the material art work 
appears to embody one of these fictions too perfectly.

One example of this is the 1861 purchase by Robinson 
of the marble ‘Cupid’ for the South Kensington Museum 
(Ill.  2). The opportunity seemed perfect – it fulfilled a 
long held, weighty wish. In fact, the wish was so pro-
found and so ancestral that it was almost fated to lead 

Ill. 2: The so-called Cupid by 
Michelangelo [Attr. Valerio Cioli, 
Narcissus. C. 1564. Marble, res-
torations. Height 99.9cm. Victo-
ria & Albert Museum, London.
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Robinson astray. The curator was desperate to find a 
Michelangelo, since over the preceding centuries no one 
had managed to secure for a British collection – public or 
private – a sculpture by the great Florentine artist.

Michelangelos for Britain – a lengthy history of  
failure

Since the seventeenth century, great collectors and kings 
had been determined to secure highly important art 
works by the best sixteenth-century Renaissance artists, 
especially by Raphael and by Michelangelo. Every prince 
dreamt of possessing a Raphael; the artist was hailed as 
an absolute model for aspiring artists by art academies 
across Europe. In that respect, the British monarchy had 
certainly succeeded. In 1623, King Charles I had secu-
red a major set of paintings by this artist, the famous 
cartoons for the Sistine tapestries. When Queen Victo-
ria lent these precious works to the South Kensington 
Museum in 1865, the museum became a very important 
address for all tourists interested in art, a destination 
that no self-respecting European amateur could afford to 
ignore.

Over the eighteenth century, British collectors and in-
stitutions had constituted such vast fortunes, that they 
could probably hope to purchase most of the best mas-
terpieces on the continent.10 A century later, in 1879, the 
great art historian Jacob Burckhardt visited the South 
Kensington Museum. Overwhelmed by the size and the 
quality of the collections, he declared that it was no lon-
ger possible to be a specialist of Italian art without ha-
ving visited Great Britain.11

Michelangelo’s works were as much in demand as those 
by Raphael, even if the sculptor was considered a so-
mewhat perverse genius who seemed to have reveled in 
breaking all the rules of art. However, this characteristic 
endeared him to nineteenth-century artists; he became a 
true emblem of Freedom and Bravura, and as such he was 
much admired. He was hailed as a hero of the romantic 
rebellion, precisely because he had taken great liberties 
with the artistic canon bequeathed by Greek antiquity.12 

It was, however, much less easy to purchase works by 
Michelangelo than by Raphael. Marbles by the Florentine 
sculptor proved to be in very short supply in Great Bri-
tain. From the seventeenth century onwards, his sculptu-
res were much sought after among discerning collectors. 
Every piece that could be moved and sold was deemed to 
be of interest. Somehow, despite the very considerable fi-
nancial means at the disposal of British collectors at the 
time, Lady Luck did not seem to be smiling on Britain. In 
1629, however, King Charles I acquired part of the Gon-
zaga collection from Mantua; it included Michelangelo’s 
Sleeping Cupid.13 This was a famous piece, since Vasari, in 
his Vite, had stated that an unscrupulous dealer sold this 
marble to Cardinal Riario shortly after it was comple-
ted.14 The prelate was told that the statue was a genuine 
antique sculpture; Riario believed this tale, until he lear-
ned that a young contemporary artist, Michelangelo, was 
in fact the artist responsible for the work. In 1573, while 
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the Cupid was still in the Gonzaga collection in Mantua, 
it was shown to a French diplomat, Jacques Auguste de 
Thou, along with an antique Cupid purported to be the 
model used by the young Michelangelo.15 The Duke Gon-
zaga hoped thereby to underline the fact that Michelang-
elo’s production was as perfect as the most venerated 
antiques. This was totally in keeping with Vasari’s theory 
and defense of modern art.

Vasari maintained that the Humanists’ rediscovery of 
Antiquity was not imputable merely to a circle of scho-
larly Florentine philologists; he claimed that artists had 
also been closely involved in this process. The artists too 
could bring Ancient Greek and Roman art back to life, 
in the true spirit of the Renaissance or rebirth, by trans-
cending the centuries that separated the Ancients from 
the Moderns. Vasari explained how modern artists could 
emulate and match ancient artists by citing the example 
of the young Michelangelo, whom Lorenzo de Medici 
had allowed to study some antiques in his collection. 
Some of Lorenzo’s best statues were placed in what was 
later – and inappropriately – called the ‘Accademia del 
Giardino’. When Michelangelo was a young man, this ‘Ac-
cademia’ was a rather informal gathering of artists, wor-
king together in a garden belonging to the Medici family, 
in which some antique specimens were displayed for 
their use.16 From the late sixteenth century onwards, the 
‘Accademia del Giardino’ became a mythical establish-
ment; its supposed existence served to explain the pre-
eminence of Florentine sculpture in Italy at the time of 
Lorenzo di Medici. It was also cited as a venerable fore-
runner to the Accademia del Disegno, the art school that 
was actually founded much later, on January 13, 1563. 
When Michelangelo died, only a year after the founda-
tion of the Accademia, Vasari was entrusted with the 
organization of the funeral ceremony. Vasari emphasized 
the ‘Accademia del Giardino’ episode in Michelangelo’s 
early artistic life.17 In other words, the Sleeping Cupid was 
felt to be of great significance both in Michelangelo’s life, 
and in the historiography of a crucial period of the Ita-
lian Renaissance. The acquisition of such an important 
object would be a great feat and triumph.

King Charles I was well aware of the value of the Sleeping 
Cupid, and he insisted that the marble should be placed 
in his palace at Whitehall. However, in 1698 a fire da-
maged the palace, and the famous statue disappeared, 
much to the dismay of amateurs.18 It was not until the 
end of the eighteenth century that another Michelan-
gelo went on sale, prompting the hope that it could be 
acquired in Great Britain. A great British collector, John 
Lyde-Browne, managed to get hold of this object: it was 
a superb unfinished sculpture, a crouching boy that had 
been intended for the Medici chapel in San Lorenzo. 
Lyde-Browne installed the marble in his country house, 
Warren House near Wimbledon. Only a few years later, in 
1785, Lyde-Browne was flirting with bankruptcy, and had 
to sell his beloved Michelangelo to the Russian Tsarina 
Catherine the Great. The magnificent sculpture left Great 
Britain for good; it is now in the Hermitage Museum in 
St Petersburg. Lyde-Browne described this piece in his 
catalogue in the following terms: “an unfinished statue 
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of a boy removing a thorn from his foot, a celebrated 
work by Michelangelo. The boy is naked and has superbly 
rendered anatomy. It is believed that the statue was for-
merly in the Villa Medici.”19

By the time when public museums were being establis-
hed in large numbers in Europe, the search for movable 
masterpieces of the Renaissance had become even more 
intense. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Na-
poleon I was filling the Louvre with masterpieces; at this 
same period, Great Britain had very little to offer as far 
as public art museums were concerned. In the Louvre, 
foreign tourists could admire several major paintings by 
Raphael, but also a pair of superb marbles by Michelan-
gelo, the two Slaves that had been created to adorn the 
funeral monument of Pope Julius II in Rome (San Pietro 
in Vincoli).20 As a young student in Paris, Robinson visi-
ted the Louvre, and must have spent several hours admi-
ring the two Slaves.21

It was not until 1822 that Sir George Beaumont purcha-
sed a capital work by Michelangelo and had it transpor-
ted to London. Beaumont bought the Tondo Taddei, a 
marble bas-relief, from a French artist, Jean-Baptiste Wi-
car; in 1830, he bequeathed this masterpiece to a British 
institution – not to the British Museum, but to the Royal 
Academy, for the benefit of its students.22 Today, it is still 
to be found there. The figure of the infant Christ depic-
ted in the tondo shows that Michelangelo drew some of 
his inspiration for this work from the ancient Cupid be-
longing to the Medici family, that he had already used as 
a model for his Sleeping Cupid.

Ten years later, when the splendid collection of drawings 
gathered by Sir Thomas Lawrence was dispersed, the 
University of Oxford decided to purchase a group of ma-
jor sheets by Raphael and by Michelangelo. The purchase 
was a considerable coup for the British, at last giving 
them a slight edge over their French competitors. Robin-
son had first-hand knowledge of this group of drawings 
since he published the first catalogue raisonné of this 
collection of Raphaels and Michelangelos in 1870.23

Originals and copies at the South Kensington 
Museum

From the beginning of his activity at the South Kensing-
ton museum, Robinson was confronted by a very im-
portant dilemma. The museum was set up in the aim of 
improving the aesthetic quality of British manufacturing 
production at that time. The first director, Henry Cole, 
was adamant that the South Kensington museum should 
be open to all the actors involved in industrial produc-
tion, from industrialists to designers and to craftsmen. In 
his view, the museum should resemble a large encyclo-
pedia of beautiful forms; to this end, it should also house 
a large collection of plaster casts and of facsimiles.24 
However, some of his curators believed that only origi-
nal works of art could provide suitable models – in their 
opinion, copies should be banished from the museum. In 
1857, a major crisis tested their opinion on the issue. Sir 
Charles Eastlake, the director of the National Gallery in 

6



London, purchased Domenico Ghirlandaio’s Madonna, 
Christ surrounded by saints from the Church of San Gio-
vanni della calza in Florence (Ill. 3).25

Ill. 3: Domenico Ghirlandaio, Sacra conversazione degli Ingesuati. 
1484–1486. Tempera on wood. 190×200 cm. Florence, Uffizi.

Ghirlandaio was an important painter, and was one of 
Michelangelo’s masters. The panel was packed, ready 
for shipping to London; but at the last minute the Great 
Duke of Tuscany, Leopold II of Habsburg-Lorraine, 
stepped in and refused to grant an export license for 
the painting. The panel was seized by the government 
and donated to the Uffizi, where it is still on show to-
day. Eastlake complained to the British government, 
provoking a diplomatic row between Great Britain and 
Tuscany. The Grand Duke felt that he had to soften the 
blow and so he presented Queen Victoria with a gift: a 
modern plaster cast after Michelangelo’s David (Ill. 4)! 
The cast arrived in the newly founded South Kensington 
museum in 1857. Henry Cole was delighted by this out-
come, convinced that a copy made after a famous mas-
terpiece was an adequate substitute for an original mar-
ble created by a Renaissance master. Robinson was not 
convinced: for him, only original artworks were suitable. 
The conflict between Robinson and Cole over such issues 
was to escalate over the years, until Robinson resigned 
from his post at the South Kensington Museum in 1869.

Robinson was thus determined to find original sculptures 
by Michelangelo. He had already done rather well for the 
museum – and could refer to this fact. He had, after all, 
identified some Michelangelos – twelve in all – in the 
small collection of terracottas and wax figures that had 
been sold by an old Florentine family, the Gherardinis. 
The whole group had been bought en bloc by the South 
Kensington Museum in 1854.26 The move was brilliant, 
and Robinson was entitled to be proud, all the more so 
because the French Government had tried but had been 
unable to purchase these important pieces for the Louv-
re.27

Ill. 4: Plaster cast of Michelan-
gelo’s David by Clemente Papi, 
1856, Height: 541.5cm Plaster 
cast, painted plaster, after Mi-
chelangelo. Cast by Clemente 
Papi, Florence, c. 1856. Victoria 
& Albert Museum, London.
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The new Michelangelo: a Cupid coming from  
nowhere

Robinson was so emboldened by his first victory that 
when he purchased a group of art works from the Gigli 
collection in 1861, he was willing to offer the very sub-
stantial sum of one thousand pounds for a Cupid attri-
buted to Michelangelo (Ill. 2).28 Admittedly, this marble 
did not quite look the part. It belonged to Ottavio Gigli, 
an agent for the great collector Marchese Giampietro 
Campana, and a great Italian patriot of the Risorgimento. 
Gigli’s own collection had been formed in the view of 
underlining Italy’s eminent role in the reform of the arts 
from the fifth to the sixteenth centuries. The idea was 
not new, but Gigli wanted to prove that the “Rinascita” 
was a foreshadowing of the Risorgimento itself. When 
Gigli purchased the Cupid, the marble was duly authenti-
cated by two well-known Florentine sculptors, Giovanni 
Dupre and Emilio Santarelli, who had discovered the 
marble. According to the certificate that they provided, 
the statue had been found in the cellar of a building 
situated in the Rucellai gardens. The two sculptors sub-
sequently embellished their account, claiming that they 
had identified the statue instantaneously. On seeing it, 
they explained, they had immediately turned to each 
other and exclaimed: “It is HE”.29 The experience – in 
their account at least – equated to an epiphany, one that 
was so powerful, that it required no further explanation. 
There is no doubt that Santarelli, a strictly neo-classical 
sculptor, was a great admirer of Michelangelo, especially 
of the younger artist who remained close to his antique 
models – he himself executed a portrait of Michelan-
gelo in neo-classical style (!) for the façade of the Uffizi 
gallery. The marble was installed in 1840.

Robinson did not question the shortcomings of Santarel-
li’s and Dupre’s epiphanic expertise (“It is HE”). Instead, 
he eagerly endorsed their swift, or hasty, verdict (Ill. 5).30 
In a way, their ‘discovery’ suited him. Santarelli restored 
the missing arm of the statue, and turned the marble into 
a Cupid. Thanks to Robinson, Great Britain was, at last, 
the proud owner of an important Cupid by Michelangelo.

For Robinson, this new Cupid was ideal, because it 
looked almost like an antique statuette. Robinson was 
tempted to date the marble to the beginning of Miche-
langelo’s career, not long after the young genius had just 
completed his studies in the ‘Accademia del Giardino’. 
Furthermore, the Rucellai gardens, where the statue was 
found on Marchese Stiozzi’s property, had been a mee-
ting place for the Platonic Academy founded by Marsilio 
Ficino; after his death, Francesco Zanoli Cattani, Ficino’s 
principal disciple, had decided to house the meetings of 
the Academy in the Orti Oricellari, graciously put at the 
disposal of the academicians by their owner, Bernardo 
Rucellai. The rebirth of ancient philosophy, and the re-
birth of antique art seemed to be closely connected in 
the biography of the young Michelangelo, as well as in 
the biography of the new Cupid. The narrative reinforced 
Robinson’s feeling: this was an authentic relic, bearing 
witness to a miraculous conjunction between the world 
of literature and the world of art.

Ill. 5: Line engraving of the so-
called Cupid by Michelangelo. 
Ex.: John Charles Robinson: 
South Kensington Museum. 
Italian Sculpture of the Middle-
Ages and Period of the Revival 
of the Arts. London 1862, inv. 
N°7560, pp. 133–136, illustra-
tion.
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What fascinated Robinson in his newly discovered Cu-
pid, was nothing less than the magical resurrection by a 
modern artist of a dead body, namely the body of ancient 
art, which had suddenly been brought back to life. In 
his famous book Artistic Theory in Italy (1940) Anthony 
Blunt opposes two visions of the antique revival: one is 
philological and mathematical, characteristic of an artist 
and humanist such as Leon Battista Alberti; the other is 
closer to that of Francesco Colonna, as expounded in his 
Hypnerotomachia Polifili (1499).31 In his erudite novel, Co-
lonna shows that the nostalgia for antiquity is a perfect 
analogon for Polifilus’ love for Polia. Love sustains Poli-
filus in his quest for the rediscovery of antiquity. At the 
end of the novel, Polifilus is killed, but Polia, whom he 
has worshipped for so long, gives him a kiss, and brings 
him back to life. At about the time when Robinson pur-
chased the Cupid, Jacob Burckhardt published his famous 
Cultur der Renaissance in Italien (1860). One passage in 
this book casts a new light on Burckhardt’s almost ma-
gical vision of Historical discourse – that the historian 
could by his or her words aspire to resurrect a dead body. 
In his essay, Burckhardt refers to a strange episode that 
occurred in Rome during the fifteenth century.32 The epi-
sode is narrated in a letter that the humanist Bartolomeo 
Fonzio wrote to the Florentine banker Francesco Sassetti 
in 1485.33 An excavation was being carried out on the fa-
mous Via Appia. The diggers found the grave of a young 
Roman lady, and lifted up the slab. Inside, the body of 
a young lady was superbly preserved. Her sheer beauty 
and freshness enthralled all the Romans who came to 
witness the miracle. Fonzio’s letter is known through an 
illuminated manuscript which is now held in the Bod-
leian library in Oxford. A drawing represents this perfect, 
intact body, which seemed to have defied all the laws of 
time.34 Burckhardt interpreted this miracle as evidence 
that a whole generation of men and women were ready 
to believe that the Ancients were absolute models of 
perfection, and that these perfect bodies could be resur-
rected by the combined efforts of archaeologists, modern 
philologists, and modern artists.

In conclusion, I should like to reflect on the circumstan-
ces that attributed great value to a statue that we now 
consider a mediocre marble of the Renaissance, probably 
carved by a second-rate Florentine artist.

First of all, extraordinary powers were conferred on 
this statue, within a very particular context, that of the 
intense competition raging between France and Great 
Britain – a struggle for the most glorious remains of an-
tiquity and of the Renaissance. In his book Romantic fal-
sehood and novelistic truth, literary historian René Girard 
presents the idea that desire is always mimetic.35 Bet-
ween a desiring subject and an object, one can identify 
a model or a mediator, external or internal. An example 
of an internal mediator is a neighbor who arouses our 
jealousy. During the nineteenth century, British curators 
were preoccupied by their belief that France possessed 
far superior museums and state collections. The resulting 
competition led, in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, to a veritable flurry of acquisitions, carried out 
in an attempt to counter this perceived imbalance. Every 
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great masterpiece bought for Great Britain was hailed 
as a national response to a treasure purchased by the 
French for the Louvre. When in 1798, the banker John Ju-
lius Angerstein bought Sebastiano del Piombo’s Raising 
of Lazarus, it was seen as a riposte to Napoleon’s spolia-
tion of Raphael’s Transfiguration in 1796. Both paintings 
had been commissioned by Cardinal Giuliano de’ Medici 
in order to pit Sebastiano (Michelangelo’s pupil) and Ra-
phael (Michelangelo’s rival) against each other.

The second conclusion that can be drawn from this story 
is that during the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury photography became a radically new tool, which 
was rapidly put at the disposal of art historians. A new 
ability to produce good images of art works quickly and 
relatively cheaply gave birth to a dream: documenting 
the whole corpus of an artistic genius through photo-
graphs. Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, started 
a collection of photographs after all the known works by 
Raphael; it was undertaken at great cost, with the help of 
the Prince’s librarian, Carl Ruland. 36 Robinson soon de-
veloped a great interest in photographs after art works, 
and favored the use of photographic illustrations whe-
never he could for his own publications. The extensive 
use of such tools was not anodyne. In the century when 
Charles Darwin published his Origin of Species (1859), 
such collections of images contributed to building up 
an art-historical illusion – that it would be possible to 
visualize the full, organic development of forms in a 
single artist’s corpus, as well as in the whole history of 
art. One could call this illusion a kinetic/historical vision 
of forms. The task of the connoisseur was to reconstruct 
the missing segments of this organic development, by 
putting his own imagination to good use. From time to 
time, a newly discovered statue or painting seemed to 
correspond perfectly to his or her mental representations 
of one of the missing segments. At the time, the purpose 
of art history was to reconstruct the movement of artistic 
forms, from primitivism to perfection – whether these 
pure forms ever took shape in a material artwork or not.

Above all, the nineteenth-century rediscovery of the Ita-
lian Renaissance resembles the dream of a dream. Burck-
hardt was fascinated by Bartolomeo Fonzio’s letter to 
Francesco Sassetti because it bore witness to the almost 
erotic resurrection of a dead past in the best tradition of 
Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia Polifili. But this 
historical miracle legitimized entirely another miracle, 
performed on the same model – that of the Resurrection 
of the Renaissance by the nineteenth century. In that 
sense, and according to Girard’s categories, even Burck-
hardt and Sir John Charles Robinson’s visions of the 
Renaissance were mimetic: they tried to conjure up the 
magical powers used by men in earlier times.
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