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«LOS BORRONES
DE TICIANO» THE VENETIAN
BRUSHSTROKE AND
ITS SPANISH TRANSLATIONS
Diane H. Bodart

1
Tiziano Vecellio, The Rape of Europa, 1560-1562, oil on canvas,
178 x 205 cm, Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum,
after conservation.

«Se tiene por adagio cuando la pintura no es aca-
bada, llamarla “borrones de Ticiano'™»

According to Francisco Pacheco’s treatise El Arte de
la Pintura, completed in Seville in 1638, borrones de
Ticiano -literally the stains of Titian, is an expres-
sion commonly used to name an unfinished style
of painting. The stain is indeed associated with
Titian from the early descriptions of his pictorial
language onwards - Giorgio Vasari, in the second
edition of his Vite (1568), famously talks about
macchie (stains) to define Titian’s mature style, and
the macchia progressively becomes the heart of the
poetic of Venetian colorito, which uses sketchiness,
the vibrant unfinished aspect of loose, painterly
brushwork, as an expressive means” In Italy as in
Spain, the early modern artistic vocabulary of pain-
terly brushwork has at its core the very idea of the
stain, with all its negative semantic connotations
of something dirty, accidental, careless and rough,
as opposed to clean, refined, careful and polished.
Bur this vocabulary of failure also carries positive
values, since Leonardo da Vinci had recognized
the suggestive power of the open imperfect shape
of the casual stain and had identified in its unde-
fined and unfinished form the generative poten-
tial of creation, invention, motion and life Since
the seminal studies of Mario Socrate, ‘Borron’ ¢ la
‘pittura di macchia’ nella cultura letteraria del siglo de
oro (1966) and Gridley McKim-Smith, Examining
Veldzquez (1988), scholars have carefully investi-
gated the occurrence and recurrence of borrones in
Spanish literature and artistic discourse, as an aes-
thetic category conveying Titian’s fortune at the
Spanish Hapsburg court and his legacy in Spanish
painting* Nonetheless, the semantic shift that the
process of translation from macchia to borrén enac-
ted, as well as its formal and technical implications,
has not been directly questioned. Through the
voice of Don Quixote, Cervantes compared transla-
ting from Italian to Castilian to viewing a Flemish
tapestry from the reverse, «for although you see the
figures, they are full of obscuring threads so that
you do not see them with the smoothness and color
of the front side»’ Besides the criticism of the limi-
tations of rendering one text into another language,
this parallelism suggests that the act of transla-
tion, by changing one’s perspective, questions and
unveils the backstage of the original work. To what
extent does the translation from macchia to borrén
reveal the hidden side of Titian’s miracles, as Pietro
Aretino used to call his works, the secret of his mzys-
tery, as BEugene Delacroix defined his pictorial pro-
cess?® What threads of the texture of Titians pain-
ting appeared visible to a Spanish gaze from the
western side of the Mediterranean?

From their Latin etymology, traducir and
transladar, the two Castilian words for translation,
convey the idea both of a displacement in space and
a shift in language, this latter textual process being
associated with copying and interpreting as stated
by Sebastidn de Covarrubias in his foundational
dictionary, Tesoro de la lengua castellana (1611)7 1
would like to start our investigation with the Titian

painting that was most eloquently submitted to
the process of translation in all its multiple dimen-
sions, a painting that also happens to be one of the
most magnificent examples of the Venetian artist’s
late figurative language: The Rape of Europa, today
at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston
[fig. 1]® The canvas was translated from Venice to
Madrid in 1562 as the last Ovidian poesie Titian
painted for Philip II. The Europa that the artist
described as «the seal of the many other» paintings
previously received by the king’ was to become
emblematic of the artist’s reception in Spain, which
was essentially conveyed by late works. In the se-
venteenth century, it was among the most prized
paintings in the royal collections of the Alcdzar of
Madrid. Rubens copied it during his second trip to
the court of Spain in 1628-1629, while Velizquez
quoted it as the mythical masterpiece of Arachne
in the narrative of Las Hilanderas (Madrid, Museo
Nacional del Prado, 1655-1660),' reinterpreting
it in the medium of a tapestry —the Cervantesque
metaphor of translation [fig. 2]. Significantly, the
Europa is also emblematic of a crucial turning point
in Titian’s pictorial language towards the free use
of the loose brushstroke as an expressive tool. It is
a key work, therefore, if not a proper manifesto of
Titian’s authorial agency." In fact, Vasari refers to
this very work when he describes the transforma-
tion from Titian’s earliest more polished style to
his mature one, characterizing the latter as a diffe-
rent way of painting (modo di fare), catried out in
strokes (condotte di colpi), executed roughly (tirate via
di grosso) and with blots (¢ con macchie), such that it
imposes a remote viewing distance on the beholder.
The full appreciation of this pictorial revolution
has long been compromised by the poor lighting
conditions of the historical display at the Gardner
Museum. We may be confident that the restoration
work undertaken in the Titian Room will contri-
bute to bringing the recently conserved Europa
back into the light and will allow viewers to per-
ceive in situ something of the joyful orgy of pain-
ting experienced by Isabella Stewart Gardner when
she received the canvas in 1896. As she described
in a letter to Bernard Berenson: «I am breathless
about the Europa... after a two days’ orgy. The orgy
was drinking myself drunk with Exropa and then
sitting for hours in my Italian garden at Brookline,
thinking and dreaming about her. Every inch of
paint in the picture seems full of joy».**

ForTitian, the representation of Europa must
have posed a particular challenge after his friend
Lodovico Dolce published his Trasformationi—the
successful  translated adaptation of Ovid’s
Metamorphoses versified in ottava rima, which was
first printed in Venice in 1553, with a dedication to
Emperor Charles V. In this augmented version of
the Ovidian text, Dolce describes the unparalleled
beauty of Europa such as «never painted by Zeuxis
or Apelles, nor by Titian or another perfect pain-
ter».”” Moreover, Dolce named that initially anony-
mous perfect painter in the revised editions of his
book that were successively published in the same
years in which Titian was working on his Poe.
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«never did Zeuxis or Apelles nor Raphael or Titian
paint so rare an object»'* To face the competition
with the greatest ancient painters as well as the
modern Raphael, Titian rendered the poetic ten-
sion between eroticism and pathos conveyed by the
textual sources of the myth,” not only through the
dynamic and unbalanced pose of the maiden, but
also by means of the textural qualities, both optical
and tactile, of the painted surface. «She is painted
differently from the rest of the painting, more di-
rectly»—noted David Rosand, who recognized this
difference in the «dimpled surfaces [that] seem to
record the impress of the modeling fingers as much
as the deliberated application of the brush»' This
idea of the artist modeling his figure with his bru-
shes and fingers in order to animate it, to make
it emerge from the pictorial surface and to bring
it closer to the viewer, obviously echoes Palma il
Giovane’s famous report quoted by Marco Boschini
about old Titian’s late technique, when he gave life
to his figures painting them more with his fingers
than with the brush."” The recent technical exami-
nation and conservation of the painting have not
revealed the artist’s fingerprints but have confir-
med the promptness of execution: the figure is
modeled out from darker contours drawn in places
with the brush, built up with thin layers of progres-
sively lighter paint and animated by vibrant blobs
of vermilion, such as those on the fingers holding
the bull’s horns." The accuracy and depth of David
Rosand’s observation will appear even more clearly
as we now turn to consider the technical experi-
mentation practiced by Titian from his early years.

Let us focus on the expressive climax of the
drama, the unusual gesture of the right arm that
not only hides part of the maiden’s head, thrown
back in a graceless foreshortening, but also casts a
shadow on her face, disfiguring it [fig. 3]. The appa-
rent disorder of the pose is related to textual des-
criptions of Europa looking back desperately to the
shore, overwhelmed by fear, as she understood that
the tenderly seductive white bull was bringing her
across the sea. This intense and dramatic gesture is
generally related to the tragic model of the Sacrifice
of Dirce in the Farnese Bull, the huge marble group
discovered some years before in 1546, when Titian
was in Rome. But we find it already in one of Titian’s
most violent compositions, the eatly fresco of the
Miracle of the Jealous Husband in the Scuola del Santo
in Padua (1510-1511), where the woman, unjustly ac-
cused of adultery, who is thrown back on the ground
and already wounded, tries to stop her man’s lethal
stroke with her unarmed right hand [fig. 4].”” The
gesture of Europa maintains something of this
violent struggle, but in a lighter key: she tries to de-
fend herself not from a mortal threat but from the
arrows of love. Her arm is raised not to divert the
trajectory of the blade of the dagger, but to grasp
her red veil blown away by the wind. The detail of
this magnificent piece of fabric plays a crucial role
in the composition, as an «accessory of movement»
proper to the pathosformeln that emphasizes the
drama of the action,*° and as an iconographic motif
that implies the loss of virginity. But it also places

Europa under the colors of the Spanish Hapsburgs,
the red scarf that they wore tightly cross-body
over their breastplate on the battlefield and that
Titian had repeatedly painted in their portraits in
armor?' Europa’s outfit also curiously embeds the
evidence of Philip IT's geographical dominion in its
material texture, as the translucent red lake used to
enhance the vermillion is likely no longer derived
from the European kermes, but from the American
cochineal, a recent novelty for Titian’s technique*
Coming back to the comparison with the murdered
wife in Padua, Europa’s facial expression is not an
agonizing scream - the mouth is less open, the li-
vely eyes are still visible even if only partially —but
something between angst and surprise, rape and
rapture —as noted by Panofsky, «<she might be called
a Danaé seen from above» a further variation of
Titian’s research into the female body seen from
multiple viewpoints. While the twenty-first centu-
ry’s cultural perspective tends to emphasize issues
of gender domination, sexuality and violence in this
tale of abduction, the sixteenth century perception
of the tragi-comic accent of the myth is conveyed
by the ridiculous aspect of Europa’s indecorous po-
sition, parodied by the putrto riding the dolphin*
Nonetheless, there is also a strong formal correla-
tion between the early fresco of femicide and the
late canvas of rape: as in the case of Buropa, the
murdered wife «is painted differently from the rest
of the painting», she is modeled with more mate-
rial substantiality such that she emerges from the
pictorial surface. Titian in fact devoted one full
giornata to shape her dramatic gesture, which re-
sults in a slight relief in the area of the intonaco
supporting her raised arm, when compared to the
surrounding fresco surface [fig. 5]* This unprece-
dented detail - that is imperceptible at first sight
but requires close scrutiny to detect—is absolutely
fascinating because it contains 7z fiéri the essence
of Titian’s lifelong pictorial research.

The substantiality of Titian’s mature colo-
rito has been associated with the notion of dis-
tance since Vasari: the distance of the beholder’s
viewpoint that is necessary for the achievement
and perception of the painting’s perfect illusion. As
David Rosand claimed instead in another striking
observation, Titian’s painterly brushstrokes call in
fact for a double proximity: the proximity of the fi-
gure to the pictorial surface, and the proximity of
the viewer «who is invited (pace Vasari), not to stand
back and squint until a focused illusion is obtained,
but rather to approach, to respond to the tactile ap-
peal of articulated stroke and surface»>® This pro-
vocative interpretation of the Renaissance gaze has
the merit of stressing the limits of Vasari’s statement
about Titian’s style and its perception: based on the
classical literary trope of proximity versus distance,
which finds its origin in Horace’s U pictura poesis,
Vasari’s assertion certainly simplifies the complex
materiality of Titian’s painting and the variety of
visual experiences that it offers?” At variance with
Vasari’s statement that Titian’s «early works are exe-
cuted with a certain finesse and an incredible dili-
gence and can be viewed both from close up and
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Diego Velazquez, Las Hilanderas, 1655-1660, oil on canvas,
220 x 289 cm, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado.

Tiziano Vecellio, Miracle of Saint Anthony: Miracle of the Jealous
Husband, 1510-1511, fresco, 327 x 183 cm, Padua, Scuola del Santo.
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Tiziano Vecellio, Miracle of Saint Anthony: Miracle of the Jealous
Husband, 1510-1511, fresco, 327 x 183 cm, Padua, Scuola del Santo,
detail under raking light.
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Tiziano Vecellio, The Rape of Europa, 1560-1562, oil on canvas,
178 x 205 cm, Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, after
conservation, det:
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from afar», they frequently reveal the presence of
loose brushstrokes when viewed up close, which
is often associated with his experimentation with
different supports. For example, in the Paduan
frescoes, where Titian treated a rough plaster as if
it were a coarse canvas, the dramatic shadows of the
disheveled yellow gown and white handkerchief of
the assaulted wife fallen on the ground are rendered
with broad, daubing strokes of red, visually expan-
ding the drip of blood that already stains her white
shirt at the level of her breast [fig. 6]. In the monu-
mental Assunta at the Frari in Venice (1516-1518), the
flesh of the putto playing the cornet in the glory
of angels is highlighted by vibrant daubs of vermi-
lion that animate the hand and cheek engaged in
the musical performance, modeled from darker to
lighter paint with short brushstrokes [fig. 7]. In the
Pala Pesaro of the same church (1519-1526), where
Titian smoothed the canvas with thick plaster pre-
paration as if it were a panel, the white sleeve of
Jacopo Pesaro is highlighted with a swirling stroke
of lead white [fig. 8]. In the mature works, that
according to Vasari «are carried out with strokes,
executed roughly and with blots, in such a man-
ner that they cannot be looked at closely but from
a distance appear perfect», the brushstrokes are in
fact often perceptible directly from afar. One of the
most striking examples is the fire of the nocturne
Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence for the church of the
Crociferi in Venice [fig. 9], an altarpiece commis-
sioned in 1546 -once Titian returned from Rome
where he had seen Raphael’s magnificent nocturne
of the Liberation of Saint Peter—but finished after
1557, in the same years as the Poesie for Philip 112
As Alonso de la Vera Cruz would later comment,
«paintings that want to imitate nighttime with the
artifice of the brush, covering what fog covers, and
uncovering what sight discovers, are the most dif-
ficult and require a superior knowledge of art to be
understood»?’ In Titian’s nocturne four de force, a
bouquet of strokes that animates the flames and
their reflection on the iron grill, associated with
the signature of the artist, acts as a pictorial mani-
festo, clearly discernable from a distance. The ef-
fect today is somewhat artificially enhanced by the
current viewing conditions of the recently restored
painting: on the altar of the chapel of the Gesuiti
church, the canvas is lit from below by a powerful
spotlight that highlights the detail of the fire. As
a result of the humidity of the chapel and a dra-
matic conservation history, (layers of color ended
up glued to the floor when the canvas was relined
face down without protection in the nineteenth
century,) that part of the painting presents in fact
severe damage*® Interestingly, the later version at
the Escorial, which suffered fewer losses, is also
very worn in that zone, because of the heat and
the smoke of the candles that once burned on
the altar™ The original lighting conditions were
therefore already emphasizing Titian’s pictorial
manifesto, in both the Venetian altarpiece of the
Crociferi as well as in his later replica for Philip II,
with a more modulated and vibrant effect than that
of the modern dazzling spotlight. The «artifice of

the brush» was taking advantage of the trembling
reflections of the candlelight to animate the coarse,
open and loose vermillion and lead yellow strokes
of the fictive fire - «the mendacious fire burns the
canvas», as José Delitala y Castelvi would later say
in praise of El Greco’s nocturne fires*
Significantly, one of the earliest uses of the
Spanish term borrdn to designate Titian’s loose
brushstrokes can be connected to the same years and
the same group of paintings - the late 1550s, when
the artist was working on the Poesie and finishing the
Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence for the Crociferi. This
first mention is attributed to Francisco Vargas, im-
perial ambassador in Venice from 1552 to 1559, who
is said to have asked Titian about his singular style:

Why he had turned to that style of painting, so
well-known of him, with broad brushstrokes
(de golpes de pincel groseros) almost like careless
borrones (casi borrones al descuido) (that borrones
are what man has the faculty to paint, most of
the time produced by natural inclination), and
not with the sweetness of the brush of the great
painters of his time?*

Titian answered that he did not want to be
considered an imitator and decided there-
fore to open a «camin nuevo», a new path that
would make him famous, just as the other mas-
ters—such as Michelangelo, Raphael, Correggio
and Parmigianino-were famous for their own
paths. It is impossible to establish to what extent
this dialogue is authentic or whether it is the fruit
of a recreation by Antonio Pérez who recalls it in
a later letter, published around 1598-1603. In that
period, references to pictorial borrones were already
common in Spanish literature - notably in Lope de
Vega’s La Corona Merecida (1603), in which the verse
«O, ymagen de pintor diestro/ que de cerca es un
borrén!» (O, image of a skilled painter/ that from
close sight is a borrén) refers most likely to Titian*
The theme of the camin nuevo was to become a suc-
cessful trope in seventeenth-century literature: the
dialogue mentioned by Pérez was directly quoted or
adapted, to defend or criticize the stylistic rupture
of painters such as El Greco and Veldzquez, or poets
such as Hortensio Félix Paravicino and Luis de
Goéngora® It was present n nuce already in Vasari,
when he describes Titian’s rough mature style as
a different modo di fare compared to the earliest
smoother paintings. In fact, the Vargas-Titian dia-
logue shows many similarities with Vasari’s famous
passage on Titian’s technique and the same voca-
bulary is used to define the painterly brushwork of
Titian: golpes/ colpi for strokes; grosero/ tirati via di
grosso for the coarse, rough, unrefined aspect of the
pictorial surface; and borrones as the equivalent of
macchie for stains or blotches. It is to be noted that
in Vasari’s Lives, the term macchia is ambivalent. It
may be used to define a sketchy way of painting or
a sketched canvas, an equivalent of @bbozzato and
bozza, related to the idea of the first invention that
may be potentially contained in a stain, but also to
the unfinished state of a definitive painting*® The
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Tiziano Vecellio, Miracle of Saint Anthony: Miracle of the Jealous
Husband, 1510-151, fresco, 327 x 183 cm, Padua, Scuola del Santo,
detail.
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detail during conservation.
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Tiziano Vecellio, The Pesaro Madonna, 1519-1526, oil on canvas,
488 x 269 cm, Venice, Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari,
detail after conservation.

9
Tiziano Vecellio, The Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence, c. 1546-1559,
oil on canvas, 493 x 277 cm, Venice, Church of the Jesuits, detail
after conservation, from NicoL, 2013, fig. 79.
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same ambivalence is to be found in the term borrdn,
which not only describes a sketchy way of painting,
but is also used to designate incomplete paintings,
listed for example in inventories.’

Vasari associates Titian’s sketchy manner
with the idea of sprezzatura, meaning the art that
conceals art, when he concludes that carried out
this way «fa parere vive le pitture e fatte con grande
arte, nascondendo le fatiche (the pictures seem to
come alive and are executed with great art, concea-
ling the effort)». He was probably drawing upon
the first association between the Venetian colorito
and Baldassare Castiglione’s neologism of sprezza-
tura, introduced by Lodovico Dolce in his Dialogo
di Pittura in 1558, two years after he had curated a
new edition with indexes of Castiglione’s Book of the
Courtier®® The same association is to be found in
Antonio Pérez’s letter with the expression borrones
al descuido. 1f descuido means careless, negligent, the
expression a/ descuido implicates a simulated negli-
gence.” With desprecio, descuido is one of the terms
chosen by Juan Boscin to translate Castiglione’s
Italian sprezzatura*® and whose relation to art
will be made explicit later by Lope de Vega’s oxy-
moron descuido artificioso* Borrones al descuido is
an expression that somehow anticipates what the
Venetian trattatisti, such as Carlo Ridolfi and Marco
Boschini, will call later in the seventeenth century
colpo sprezzante. While, for Boschini, the sprezzante
brushstroke (colpo sprezzante del pennello) is the ex-
pressive means of the Venetian tratto pittoresco’
Ridolfi uses it to describe Titian’s late Saint Nicholas
in the Venetian church of San Sebastiano (1563)
saying that the artist painted the figure «only with
strokes (colpi) and with a marvelous sprezzo», achie-
ving nonetheless a face so vivid (vivace), that it were
«come se I'anima gli infondesse il movimento (as if
the soul was instilling him with movement)»**

Vasari’s passage highlights a specific, fundamental
characteristic of the Italian macchia: its substantial,
structural aspect. According to him, Titian’s pain-
ting process, which appears to be done quickly,
alla prima, is in fact the result of several repaints,
retouches, layers and layers of color suggesting a
material thickness and depth of the macchia: «we
can see that [his pictures] are remade, and that he
returned to them with his colors repeatedly» (si
conosce che sono rifatte, e che si ¢ ritornato loro
addosso con i colori tante volte). This statement
recalls the famous testimony by Palma il Giovane,
reported by Boschini, of the long hand-to-hand
struggle that the old Titian had with his canvases:
leaving his paintings turned to the wall and later
returning to them again and again, progressively
adding layers of colors until he applied the final
touches (ultimi ritocchi, finimenti) directly with his
fingers (un striscio delle dita) to bring his animated
figures (animate figure) to perfection: an operation
that evokes the modeling of the human figure
by the divine Creator, as Boschini commented.
The materiality of Titian’s brushstroke has been
the object of several important studies in recent
decades that have investigated the hermeneutics

of its corporeality** The understanding of Titian’s
technique has been notably clarified thanks to the
work of conservators who have contributed to reas-
sessing the validity of Vasari and Boschini’s descrip-
tions of Titian’s mature pictorial process, based on
different workshop practices* Titian’s fingerprints
are not necessarily related to the roughness of late
paintings: they testify more commonly to the refi-
nement of blending colors or blurring outlines, a
technique already found in the polished works of
fifteenth century painters such as Giovanni Bellini
or Leonardo. Besides the five fingerprints of the
right hand left accidentally on the sky of the Pala
Pesaro,*® traces of Titian’s fingers have been obser-
ved extensively in one of his more refined works of
the 1540s, the Ecce Homo painted for Charles V on
slate, an unusual support that encouraged the artist
to model the flesh tones directly with the tips of
his fingers (Madrid, Museo nacional del Prado, ca.
1546-1547)* If Titian was in fact not painting alla
prima, the superposition and thickness of the layers
of his painting are remarkably variable from case to
case. It would depend for example on whether he
used preliminary drawings or traced figures from
previous works, whether he changed the composi-
tion directly on the support in case of new inven-
tions or if he reused a previously painted canvas.
Even in an apparently unprecedented composition
such as the Rape of Europa, the substantial effect of
Titian’s colorito is based on surprisingly thin layers
of paint**

There is nonetheless another important and
relatively overlooked source on late Titian’s pain-
terly brushwork, a source which is also a foundatio-
nal text for the terminology of pictorial borrones: the
fascinating correspondence in which the Marques
of Ayamonte, governor of Milan, and Don Diego
de Guzman, Spanish ambassador in Venice, discuss
the capacity of the old artist to paint as rumors say
that his hands were trembling, in 1575, one year be-
fore Titian’s death*” From Venice, the ambassador
declared: «There is no doubt that Titian’s old age
is such that he cannot make more than borrones,
but those [..] give life to what his assistants may
complete, particularly his son who does well»>° In
another letter, he specified to Ayamonte, who was
wondering about the merits of commissioning new
paintings to the artist, that even made in this way
they would nonetheless be Titian’s works, «because
even if the bodies will not be of his hand, the souls
will be entirely, which is what will give life»’* Late
Titian’s borrones, if failing to represent the bodies,
were still able to paint the souls, instilling move-
ment in the figure, as Ridolfi would later say. The
borrones are here the equivalent of the macchia: in
their inchoate shape, they are the very essence of
painting that, even if left unfinished, possess the
illusionistic power of animated life.

The generative potential of life and figure
contained in the formless, imperfect, materiality
of the stain therefore lies at the heart of Titian’s
painting. Significantly, indeterminacy is also at
the heart of Titian’s impresa in the image of a for-
mless newly born cub that the she-bear must lick
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carefully to complete its shape, just as the painter
has to polish his imperfect material to bring it to
figure and life [fig. 10]. This emblem, the origin
of which can be traced in classical sources, has
been much discussed.’® Associated with the motto
Natura potentior Ars—«art more powerful than na-
ture» -, it was probably conceived by the artist him-
self in conversation with his ltterati friends, such
as Lodovico Dolce. Yet, it has not been noticed that
this troubling piece of living flesh, «blood coagu-
lated and thick» according to Horapollo, is very
close to what the sixteenth century named mola, the
imperfect embryo resulting from a miscarriage - «a
certain animated flesh (#na certa carne animata) that
has no shape», as explained by Sperone Spetoni in
his discourse on breastfeeding (Discorso del lattare
i figliuoli dalle madri)>® The inchoate shape of the
mola would suggest parallels with the imperfect
and spontaneous literary draft, as an equivalent of
bozza and borron. The Flemish physician Levinius
Lemnius, in his obstetrical treatise Occulta naturae
miracula (Antwerp, 1559), the Italian translation of
which was printed in Venice in 1560, two years be-
fore the publication of Titian’s impresa by Battista
Pittoni, was to elaborate upon this idea. He des-
cribes the mola as «<some pieces of flesh that wriggle
and palpitate, and show the beginning of an imper-
fect work, like the sketches (bozze) of painters and
sculptors»** Levinius Lemnius’s language in this
passage, or more exactly that of his anonymous
translator, is not dissimilar to the language used by
the ambassador Don Diego de Guzman to describe
the fluttering of life generated by the inchoate form
of Titian’s borrones.

Despite the shared connection to the bozza,
as sketch and sketchy, borron is not the exact syno-
nym of macchia. According to the first edition of
the Vocabolario degli Accademici della Crusca (1612),
macchia, which comes from the Latin macula (literally
stain or defect, figuratively shame), is «the trace that
liquor or dirt leave on the surface that they touch or
on which they fall»* «I stupidly made this stain (ista
macula) on the first of December 1482» wrote a di-
sappointed annotator near a constellation of red ink
blots fallen on the white margin of his incunabu-
lum of Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita (Cambridge University
Library; fig. 11). Macchia is therefore closer to the
Spanish mancha, also derived from macula, a trace
which operates a transformative effect on the sur-
face that «muda y estraga su propia color (changes
and ruins its own color)», according to Sebastiin
de Covarrubias’s Tesoro de la lengua Castellana (1611).
Both macchia and mancha also have the negative figu-
rative sense of something that corrupts and disho-
nors, as «mancha en un linaje (a stain in a lineage)».
Borron—from borra (rough wool) and borrar (to can-
cel)-is instead a very specific stain: since Antonio
de Nebrija’s first Latin-Spanish dictionaries (1492-
1495), the borron de escriptura is associated with the
Latin /itura, both erasure and ink stain due to era-
sure. As Covarrubias will specify, borrdn is «la sefial
de tinta que cae sobre lo que se escrive (the trace of
the ink that falls on what one writes)». Even in its fi-
gurative sense, borron is a negative moral stain that

obscures the preexisting good qualities of a man.
Therefore, if the macchia is a stain that transforms
a neutral surface, the borrdn is a stain made over
something already done, which cancels or oblite-
rates what is underneath. A beautiful example of
such a borron is the black ink stain that crosses out
Titian’s printed portrait in the volume of Vasari’s
Lives from El Greco’s library, which expresses the
Cretan painter’s acrimony not against the Venetian
master but against his biased biography written by
the Tuscan Vasari (Madrid, Biblioteca nacional de
Espafia; fig. 12).°¢

The etymology of borrin established by
Covarrubias is worthy of closer analysis, not only
to refine the semantics of the term, but also to cla-
rify a slight but lasting misunderstanding, which
is at the origin of one particularly suggestive rea-
ding of Veldzquez's Hilanderas. As borra, from which
borrar and borrdn come, is commonly translated
in the literature as «rough wool», it has been pro-
posed to recognize a borra in the bunch of rough
wool hanging on the right wall of the spinning
room in the foreground of Veldzquez’s picture,
providing thus a key for a metaphor of painting:
in the same way that the rough wool of the borra
is transformed into threads by the spinners to give
origin to the mythological masterpiece of Arachne’s
tapestry in the background, so too Veldzquez’s
borrones transform rough pigments into perfect
painting”” Unfortunately, the etymological edifice
of this meta-pictorial interpretation is skewed in
its foundation because the borra is a very specific
rough wool that is not used for spinning, it is: «the
short hair of the sheep that cannot yet be sheared
in fleece»’® as described by Covarrubias under this
entry. Relating the subsequent entry borrar, which
also includes borrdn, to borra required contorted
explanations by the lexicographer who based his
arguments on the process of erasure. Borrar, mea-
ning «undo, or obscure what is written or painted
on paper, canvas, panel or another material», comes
from borra «because serving for fiber or sendal of
the inkwell, it dyed equally what they did not want
to be read or understood»’” Covarrubias here refers
to the material culture of writing, the process of
which included both inscription and erasure:*° in
that context borra defines pieces of textile used to
cover the inkwell in order to protect the ink from
dust that Giovan Battista Palatino describes in his
handbook on calligraphy (Libro Nuovo dimparare
a scrivere)®* Palatino recommends the use of silk
or cotton, and Covarrubias specifies furthermore
that «to cancel (borrar) something in a very appro-
priate way, usually one takes all the cottons and
fibers of the inkwell and rubs them over». Borra
therefore stands for the modern equivalent of the
Carthaginian sponge (punica spongia) that the an-
cients used to cancel their /ituras, as immortalized
by Martial in his epigram Ad Faustinum, quoted by
Covarrubias. According to the etymology recons-
tructed by Covarrubias, borra is thus the instrument
of erasure, borrar its action and borrén the trace of
that gesture. Besides its quality of a stain covering
something underneath, the borrin therefore has a

127



128

10

‘\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\1\\\\%«
‘, ™

T
0

Y,
722

7
.

¢
B

%

THE VENETIAN BRUSHSTROKE AND ITS SPANISH TRANSLATIONS

equitatu prgaiflo : 1pfam quits accelceare poflizcum peditum ag
_se_.r_: mis Numidis edito e (peculrs {1goozad

tefacta repente porta:ferox i boftes crumpit. | Et primo magrs q
efTic:anceps certamen enat. Dende wt i

31 Brutios profectum
M Marells Tribune M

—
TIZIANO DA CADOR

PITTORE.

DeferiXiore deli opere di T iKisno da Cador
Pittore_.

Ssenno :uS.—..E@Fﬁ&RMWSTB&a. Roin!

 lsPuauesclonunoingucrm! s chiafidell Alpe laa- 2 0.
% s iy e )
5 L1104 Vincaain ca6dunfaosin Chta
o L 1 pittora, lo

famclo, come

. ._
firic fono allarte dells piscura. E perche in quel tempo Giaubellino, cgli
FEfEF 2

12

ttori, Florence,
formerly in the library of El Greco, Madrid,
ioteca Nacional de Espafia, R/41691, p. 805

13
Jacopo Tintoretto, The Washing of the Feet, 1548-1549, oil on
canvas, 210 x 533 cm, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, detail.

nagro Romano dicer& Co
el Q. Cliudsia Prgtorem placere i e regtoné nde adducere |
plurimas fociord urbes tucrt pofTac(Eade ¢ftate Valerius cum clat
Autum ex Sicil tn Afiici

depopulau erant

10
Battista Pittoni, Titian’s impresa: ‘Natura potentior ars’, engraving,
15,5 x 22 cm, in id., Imprese di diver: ipi, duchi, signori, e
d'altri personaggi et huomini letterati et illustri. Con alcune stanze
del Dolce che dichiarono esse imprese, Venice, s. n., 1562, n. 51.

"
Titus Livius, Ab Urbe condita decadis primae, Venice, Vindelinus
de Spira, 1470, Cambridge University Library, Inc. 1.8.3.1b, cc4 v,
detail: red ink blot, dated 1st December 1482.

13

Diane H. Bodart

gestural dimension that contributed to its fortune
as pictorial technical term and an aesthetic cate-
gory®* Interestingly, Lorenzo Franciosini, in his
Vocabolario italiano e spagnolo (Rome, 1620), a book
owned by Veldzquez in his library, demonstrated a
particular understanding of these nuances when he
translated borrdn both with «stain of ink over the
writing» and scarbocchio or scarbozzolo, the terms of
the gestural scribble.”

From the late sixteenth century, theologians
and preachers participated importantly in the pro-
gressive transformation of the scriptural borron into
a pictorial term. Tt appears in their discussions of
painting metaphors for divine creation, or of the
soul as a tabula rasa and a painting which is yet to
come into being, where they take advantage of the
double meaning of borrén as a material and moral
stain that obscures, darkens, crosses out, but also
refer to the gestural dimension of its making. The
Augustinian Pedro de Vega, in his Psalmos peniten-
ciales (1599), establishes the following correspon-
dence: «<How many are the sins that we have, there
are as much rayones (crossings-out) and borrones
of hell in our souls»** Those sins are made by the
hands of Satan whose painting process is described
as aruse: «He puts them in a bath of gold which bri-
ghtens them up, he places highlights and red after-
glows on his abominable drawings, and he paints it
all in a loaded way so that some false shine gleams
through, in order that his ugly paintings do not
seem so ugly»® Here we encounter the lasting cri-
ticism of the borrones for their deceptive unsubstan-
tiality and Pedro de Vega insists on the idea of im-
perfection in his definition - probably the first—of
the pintura en borrin as fea y por acabar: painting
in borrdn, ugly and to be completed - where borrin
is to be understood both as sketch and sketchy*
Another significant passage for understanding the
negative perception of the pictorial borrin is to be
found in the Introduccion del simbolo de la Fe (1583)
by the Dominican Luis de Granada; commenting
upon the perfection of the created world as a proof
of the existence of God, the friar draws a parallel
with a perfect altarpiece: «Who would say that a
very large retablo, of many and excellent colors and
figures, was made by chance, with a borron of color
that happened to fall on a panel? For which retablo
is more pleasing and beautiful than this world?»*
He later describes the pictorial process of the borrin
in a manner that anticipates Jackson Pollock’s drip-
ping technique and the philistine criticism that it
will encounter: «Because it would be a great insa-
nity to say that a retablo of very perfect and beauti-
ful images was made by spraying, dipping a hyssop
in different colors and shaking it over a panel, wit-
hout any other industry»® This severe condemna-
tion of the pintura en borron for its random making
without art, nonetheless emphasizes the gestural
process at the heart of the new way of painting.

In the discourse on art, the difference
between a more substantial macchia and a more su-
perficial borrén, first explored by Chiara Gauna,”
becomes perceptible in the criticism levelled at the
followers of Titian’s camin nuevo, especially if we

compare the reception of Tintoretto and El Greco.
Vasari describes Titian’s mature technique as
poised on the threshold between excellent and bad
painting. What is acceptable in the work of Titian
is not acceptable in that of his followers who, not
understanding the labor needed to obtain his «per-
fect» paintings and believing they were done «senza
fatica» (without effort), imitate them only superfi-
cially, obtaining «goffe pitture» (clumsy paintings).
Those are the characteristics of what Vasari defines
(in his life of Battista Franco, where he talks about
Andrea Schiavone and Tintoretto) as «a certain
way of painting used in Venice, made with stains
meaning sketches (di macchie ovvero bozze), without
being finished at all»’ Vasari was thinking parti-
cularly of Tintoretto, who he criticized because:
«He had left sketched paintings as finished works
(lasciato le bozze per finite), still so rough that the
brushstrokes may be seen, done more by chance
and vehemence than with judgment and design»”*
We can see some traces of what Vasari presented as
a mode of working by chance, nearly mocking art
(quasi mostrando che questarte é una baia) in the ironic
way in which Tintoretto responded to the challenge
of representing reflections of light in The washing of
the feet (Madrid, Museo nacional del Prado, 1548-
1549; fig. 13): on the pitcher held by saint John in
the foreground, he aligned five little crosses that
achieve a perfect effect of reverberation from a
distance with brilliant boldness. The detail was
particulatly provocative if we consider how much
importance Titian accorded to these reflecting
objects that he often displayed in the foreground
of his compositions and associated with his signa-
ture as demonstrative pictorial pieces’? Veldzquez,
close observer of Titian’s paintings, would later be
in a good position to catch this visual pun when
he installed Tintoretto’s large canvas, which he
particularly esteemed, in the sacristy of the basi-
lica of San Lorenzo de El Escorial”® The criticism
of Tintoretto for his excess of prestezza, leaving his
paintings in the form of unfinished sketches, is a
recurrent fopos that we find during the artist’s life-
time in writings from Pietro Aretino to Francesco
Sansovino:* with careless imitation, Tintoretto did
not achieve the depth of the several layers of pain-
ting and retouching that brought Titian’s painting
to perfection. This early negative reception is pro-
bably a response to the novelty of the abbreviated
technique that Tintoretto developed in the wake
of his experimentation with new modes of produc-
tion, whereby he often painted on dark grounds
with simple layers, in order to increase the expres-
siveness and rapidity of his painting process and
to efficiently handle his large output of works on
oversized canvases.” The macchia, with all the pro-
mise of its generative potential, is still at the heart
of his painting process, but it lacks the refinements
that veil Titian’s colorito with mystery, rendering its
rough structure too visible - revealing «the instru-
ments of the experienced executor (pratico esecutor)»
as Roberto Longhi will sharply comment later”

As for El Greco, the seventeenth century
Tberian discourse on art presented him as the dark
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