
Jacopo Carucci PONTORMO (Pontorme 1494 - Florence 1557) 

A Standing Male Nude, Holding onto a Ring and Looking Upwards
Pen and brown ink, over faint traces of an underdrawing in black chalk.

Another study of the same figure, in pen and brown ink over a black chalk underdrawing, on the verso.

Inscribed Michel-ange on the verso.

Made up at the lower right and upper left corners.

403 x 245 mm. (15 7/8 x 9 5/8 in.)
 

The attribution of this large and impressive double-sided drawing has been a matter of some scholarly
debate. It would certainly appear to be by the same hand as a closely related pen and ink study of a
nude model in a similar pose, on the recto of a double-sided drawing in the Kupferstichkabinett in

Berlin. First published by Fritz Goldschmidt in 1915 as by Jacopo da Pontormo, the Berlin drawing was
subsequently attributed to the same artist by Hermann Voss in 1920 and Bernard Berenson in 1938. In

his groundbreaking book, The Drawings of the Florentine Painters, Berenson noted of the male nude on
one side of the Berlin sheet that ‘The recto is not easy to recognize as P[ontormo], the hatching being
so painfully Michelangelesque. And yet the swing of the contours seems to speak for him besides the

fact that the other side is certainly by him.’ 

Indeed, the black chalk study on the verso of the Berlin drawing is unquestionably a preparatory study by



Pontormo for one of the putti in his lunette fresco of Vertumnus and Pomona in the Medici villa of
Poggio a Caiano, painted in the early 1520’s. In this respect, it may be significant that the small pen
sketch at the lower left corner of the recto of the present sheet is closely related to three preparatory
studies by Pontormo for the fresco at Poggio a Caiano, all in the Uffizi and drawn in chalk, each of
which depicts a youth shielding his eyes. This seated figure does not, however, appear in the final

lunette fresco.

Although long attributed to Pontormo - and despite the fact that the chalk study on the verso is
unquestionably by him - the male nude on the recto of the Berlin drawing was reattributed to Pontormo’s

pupil Giovanni Battista Naldini in the 1960’s, first by Janet Cox-Rearick in 1964 and again by Paola
Barocchi, in an article on Naldini’s drawings published the following year. In her catalogue raisonné of
Pontormo’s drawings, Cox-Rearick noted that ‘A small number of drawings in pen and bistre occur at
irregular intervals before 1530 in Pontormo’s oeuvre, but their appearance is quite incidental and the

potential of this medium was never developed.’ 

As she believed that Pontormo only rarely drew in pen and ink alone, Cox-Rearick preferred to attribute
the recto of the Berlin drawing to his disciple, Naldini. She went on to write of the recto of the Berlin
sheet that, ‘Although it is the reverse of an authentic study, it is difficult to accept this ill-proportioned

figure and crudely hatched technique as Pontormo’s. In Pontormo’s few pen studies pen was used for
accents, or to define the structure of a figure under a wash, but never as an instrument for modeling

form..this drawing is probably by Naldini.’ 

Naldini’s early drawings include a number of figure studies after Pontormo, and it cannot be argued that
the present sheet is certainly indebted to the work of the elder artist. As an early 20th century scholar
noted of Naldini, ‘This brilliant young draughtsman imitated chiefly, and with extraordinary ease and
bravura, his master’s early manner...It is not surprising, then, that Pontormo’s early drawings have at
times been confused with Naldini’s, or that, still more frequently, Naldini’s have been catalogued as

Jacopo’s.’ 

Along with the Berlin drawing, Janet Cox-Rearick and Paola Barocchi identified a small group of
Pontormesque drawings in pen and ink, all in the Uffizi and traditionally attributed to Pontormo, as

probable works by Giambattista Naldini. (The present sheet may in particular be compared stylistically
with one of these drawings; a study of Five Putti, in which the treatment of eyes and the pen hatching is
similar to that of the standing male nude here depicted.) It should be noted, however, that more recently
- in inventory catalogues published in 1986 and 1991 by Annamaria Petrioli Tofani - this group of pen

and ink drawings in the Uffizi have been given back to Pontormo; an opinion seconded in the case of at
least one of the drawings – a compositional study of God Commanding Noah to Build the Ark – by both

Carlo Falcian and the late Edmund Pillsbury.

Similarly, Elizabeth Pilliod has preferred to attribute the pen drawings in the Uffizi, as well as the present
sheet, to Pontormo himself. As she further points out, the addition of a miniscule study at the lower left
corner of the recto of this drawing is a highly characteristic feature of Pontormo’s drawings, but is not

found in the drawings of Naldini. Although Philippe Costamagna has rejected the attribution of the Uffizi
drawings to Pontormo, he has chosen to reserve judgment on both the present sheet and its counterpart

in Berlin, which, it should further be noted, has always retained its traditional attribution to Pontormo.
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Artist description:

Named Pontormo after his birthplace, Jacopo Carucci arrived in Florence around 1507. His early
training with Leonardo da Vinci was followed by brief periods in the studios of Mariotto Albertinelli and

Piero di Cosimo. Of more lasting importance, however, was a longer period of apprenticeship with
Andrea del Sarto. Pontormo was already working as an independent artist by 1515, when he was
engaged on the decorations celebrating the entry of the Medici Pope Leo X into Florence. His first
major work was an altarpiece of the Madonna and Child with Saints, commissioned in 1518 for the
Pucci chapel in San Michele Visdomini in Florence. With this painting Pontormo established a new,

more expressive and idiosyncratic pictorial language, with strongly lit, agitated figures. Around 1520, he
worked alongside Del Sarto and Franciabigio at the Medici villa at Poggio a Caiano, where he painted

a lunette fresco of Vertumnus and Pomona. 

Escaping an outbreak of the plague in 1522, Pontormo retired to the Certosa del Galluzzo, outside
Florence, where he painted a cycle of scenes from the Passion in the monastery cloister. Completed in

1524, these frescoes provide further evidence of the painter’s eccentric vision, with his distinctive
figures placed within a compressed pictorial space. Soon after returning to Florence, Pontormo painted
what is arguably the masterpiece of his early maturity; the Entombment altarpiece of around 1526-28 in

the Capponi chapel of the church of Santa Felicità. Following the death of Andrea del Sarto in 1530
Pontormo assumed his position as the leading painter in Florence. His later years were spent working
for the Medici, decorating their villas at Careggi and Castello and producing a number of portraits and
tapestry cartoons. In the last decade of his life he worked on the decoration of the choir of the Medici
church of San Lorenzo, completed after Pontormo’s death in 1556 by his pupil and assistant Agnolo

Bronzino.

A supremely inventive draughtsman, Pontormo worked almost exclusively in chalk. He used both red
and black chalk in the early years of his career, although the latter becomes predominant in the 1530’s
and is used almost exclusively after 1545. In very general terms, the artist seems to have used black

chalk for the purposes of experimentation and invention when developing his compositional ideas, and
either black or red chalk for more refined figure studies.

Most of Pontormo’s drawings are studies of single figures, often nude, and many appear to be
preparatory studies for paintings, although this is by no means always self-evident. As Cox-Rearick has

written, ‘a large number of Pontormo’s preparatory drawings are actually independent sketches of a
most private and spontaneous sort, quite unlimited by a preconceived scheme leading in a predictable
and direct line to the final painted solution.’ Although Pontormo was a fairly prolific draughtsman (Vasari

mentions ‘molti disegni, cartoni, e modelli di terra bellissimi’ left in his studio after his death), his
drawings remain quite scarce outside the Uffizi, which houses the vast majority of his drawn oeuvre.

Indeed, relatively few drawings by this seminal Mannerist artist are today to be found in public
collections outside Italy.


