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Uccello’s ‘Saint George and the Dragon’: Technical Evidence Re-evaluated

Jill Dunkerton and Ashok Roy

Uccello’s ‘Saint George and the Dragon’ was acquired by the National Gallery in 1959 (note 1). During the subsequent cleaning and restoration, the painting underwent a detailed technical examination, one of the aims of which was to clarify the status of the canvas support and its preparatory layers. In the late 1950s, little was known of the history and techniques of canvas painting in Italy in the fifteenth century and it was necessary, therefore, to confirm that the Uccello had not been transferred from panel. The method of investigation was to examine the layer structure in a series of paint samples prepared as cross-sections, in conjunction with X-ray and infra-red photography of the picture. These revealed no evidence for transfer from panel, but did reveal what appeared to be a most unusual sequence of preparatory layers on the original canvas support (note 2).

We have returned to the subject of Uccello’s techniques as part of the re-examination of groups of fifteenth-century Italian paintings for a forthcoming revision of the National Gallery Italian Schools catalogue (note 3). Since 1959 various studies of early painting on canvas, both in Italy and in Northern Europe, have shown that although few examples survive, the support was in common use (note 4). More detailed scientific examinations, made at the National Gallery and elsewhere, have demonstrated that methods of preparation and painting technique, and particularly the medium, varied widely, arguably more so than for paintings on panel. In recent years there have also been significant developments in methods of paint analysis, and it was decided to re-examine the surviving samples from the 1959 study, in addition to a small group of new samples taken from the edge of the picture for the purpose of medium analysis (note 5).

The original linen canvas, which was probably lined in the nineteenth century, is of a simple tabby weave and relatively coarse in texture by the standards of the day (approximately 14 warp and 14 weft threads per cm). A prominent fault in the weave runs the width of the canvas, level with the mouth of the dragon and the hind legs of the horse. This could be mistaken for a seam or join, especially when viewed in the X-radiograph, where it registers clearly. It had been observed previously that the upper and left canvas margins are still present and are turned over the edges of the stretcher. Traces of blue paint, largely mineral azurite, on these margins show that the canvas had painted borders similar to those often seen on early canvas paintings. It can be confirmed from paint samples that this blue was the first colour to be applied over the gesso and that it extended as a relatively broad band at the periphery, underlying all subsequent layers. The lower edge of the canvas has been trimmed but fragments of blue border survive under old putty and restoration, and part of the border can be seen at the lower right corner in the X-radiograph. The left edge has been cut, losing all trace of the border. The tack holes and creases along this edge indicate that it was once turned round a smaller stretcher. However, judging by the composition, little of the picture can have been lost.

Norman Brommelle, in his published account of the painting, described the preparation of the canvas as follows: ‘In addition to the very thin white gesso next to the canvas, there were three other layers which might be regarded as primings, since they exist, as far as can be discovered, over the whole area of the canvas beneath the design’. He described these three layers as a mixture of a red-brown ochre and red lead in a medium of glue, followed by a black layer of variable thickness consisting of carbon black, also in a glue medium, and finally a layer of lead white in oil. He continued: ‘above these layers the actual painting technique was comparatively simple and straightforward (note 6).’ The binding medium for the upper paint layers was recorded as a drying oil (note 7).

Although the results of our re-examination of samples confirm many aspects of Brommelle’s account, an alternative interpretation of the complex layer structure evident in the samples can now reasonably be proposed. The first preparatory layer of gesso (calcium sulphate) is unexceptional on an Italian canvas painting of this period (note 8). The orange-red subsequent layer is more difficult to account for, since this appears to be a most unusual priming in a fifteenth-century painting, although it became common later. Analysis of this layer by EDX combined with examination at high magnification with the oil immersion objective showed a mixture of orange-red ochre and a little lead white; no red lead was found to be present (note 9). The binding medium of this layer is now known to consist of untreated walnut oil (see p. 87 of this ‘Bulletin’).

The constitution of the next layer in the sequence proved to be less consistent than had been implied in the earlier published account, and leads us to propose another explanation for the complexity of the layer structure. The suggestion that the black layer is present beneath the entire composition, although it is variable in thickness, proves not to be correct on re-examination. Of the eleven cross-sections in which the complete layer structure is preserved, the black layer is present, often discontinuously, in only seven. It is clearly absent from two samples and in the remaining two samples, its position in the structure is occupied by a dull green paint. The fact that this layer is not a uniform colour shows that it is unlikely to be part of Uccello’s priming and suggests the hypothesis that its function was instead related to an initial design, probably incomplete, and perhaps not for a ‘Saint George and the Dragon’. In support of this argument, our observation that the red layer underlies the black and green – not a technique associated with representational or figurative work of the period, where colour areas tend to be carefully planned and reserved – raises the possibility that this putative first design was some form of decorative, heraldic or emblematic composition.

Two factors make detection by imaging methods of a possible concealed design problematic. First, the red earth, black and green pigments have little X-ray opacity and therefore will not register in the radiograph, particularly with superimposed layers containing lead white. Secondly, with infra-red techniques of examination, the red earth layer is insufficiently reflective to provide much contrast with black or green paints applied over it (note 10). Only in the lower left corner of the picture, particularly in the pink of the Princess’s dress, is it possible to detect by reflectography some dark features which may relate to a first design. The curved geometric shapes support the suggestion that this was simple in form.

If it is correct that Uccello re-used this canvas, it follows that the layer of lead white seen in all the samples was applied to obliterate the earlier design, and to provide a fresh surface for the underdrawing of the composition we now see. This cancellation layer was brushed on broadly and unevenly, producing a patchy image in the X-radiograph. In the lower left corner a curving sweep, which might be read as some form of pentimento, is probably no more than a ridge of this lead white paint. The variation in thickness of the white re-priming appears to have influenced the condition of subsequent paint layers and this can be seen in Fig. 2. Infra-red details also show the presence of a delicate linear underdrawing in a dark liquid material and this is particularly evident in the figure of the Princess. In spite of a careful underdrawing, numerous small modifications can be seen. In this area alone, changes have been made to the Princess’s crown, the position and size of her hands, and the folds at the front of her dress, which have been extended over the completed landscape. The opening of the cave to the left of the Princess was originally lower and therefore nearer to where she stands. Other pentimenti can be detected in the figure of Saint George, in the horse and elsewhere, most notably in the immediate landscape behind him (note 11).

Excepting the changes made in the course of execution, the method of painting, and therefore the layer structure, is relatively simple and direct, as Norman Brommelle described. The palette is neither broad in range nor does it include particularly costly pigments such as ultramarine (note 12). Analysis of the new samples, taken for fuller medium identification, confirmed the earlier indications of Uccello’s use of an oil medium for this painting (see details of media analysis on p. 87). When this result was first published, taking account of Martin Davies’s date of c.1460 for the picture, the use of the oil medium was judged to be a relatively early occurrence for an Italian work. However, James Beck has argued convincingly that the National Gallery picture is a development of, and therefore post-dates, Uccello’s version of the subject in the Musée Jacquemart-André, Paris. He associates the Paris panel with a document of 1465, which would suggest a date of the early 1470s for the London canvas (note 13). An ever-increasing database of reliable analytical studies on the use of oil in Italian fifteenthcentury easel painting shows that at this date the use of an oil medium should no longer be regarded as remarkable (note 14).

Our revised view of the structure and materials of Uccello’s Saint George and the Dragon arises principally from the availability of a far greater range of technical data for Italian painting techniques of the fifteenth century than had been available previously. This has allowed us to reconsider a work that had appeared to be anomalous in its technique and to place it more securely within its historical and material context.
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