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4. Scientific information 

In this section we have included pictures which show something of the scientific information 
that the painter has incorporated into his work. 

In several of these pictures, the painter would probably not have considered the information con- 
cerned as an imporcant component of his \vork, but our distance in time gives the image a sig- 
nificance it did not have in its own day. For instance, in his picture of Chnst of the Apocalypse 
(NG 579a. enhy 4.1). Giovanni da klilano is merely displaying the standard foul-teenlh-century 
theory of thc cosmos by showing the lieavcns as a blue sphere patterned with >stars. Tlic interest 
of this image is that it is, in fact, more literal to the scientific truth of its day than may at h t  
appear to the modem viewer of Giovanni's picture. Similarly, a detailed study of Filippo Lippi's 
ritz)zunciation (NG 666, entry 4.5) has shown that it displays some characteristically fifteenth- 
century ideas about light and its properties. On the other hand in spitc of the rather naturalistic 
style of the picture as a whole, Velizquez' depiction of the Moon in his I~mnaailare Co~lception 
(NG 6424. entry 4.9) is decidedly not in accord with early seventeenth-century astronomy. 

Other pictures have been included in our list because they show an interest in the scientific 
knowledge of the world, for instance in displaying maps (for their use as household decora- 
tion, see Alpers. 1983) or in recording the public display of a rhinoceros in eighteenth- 
century Venice (NG 1 l0 l. entry 3.13). 

We have also included Holbein's The Ainbassadors (entry 4.7), for its anamorphic perspec- 
tive of a skull (presumably drawn with the help of some kind of perspective instrument), as 
well as a few pictures and a peepshow which display a grasp of the scientific principles of 
perspective. or at least a serious interest in them. (On perspective instruments and painters' 
sometimes cavalier attitude to perspective see Kemp (1990). and Field (1997).) 

We haye omitted references to pictures which show inherently non-identifiable phenomena. One 
such is Diirer's St Jerorrze (NG 6563) whose reverse shows what seems to be a catastrophic event, 
possibly involving a fireball. It has been suggested that Diirer has shown a comet. We can see 
no reason for this identification. At the time the picture was painted (about 1495). conlets were 
considered to be relatively small scale meteorological phenomena, whose si-dficance was as 
portents rather than as catastrophes, or direct causes of catastrophes, in their own right. Thus 
this scene. which is presumably connected with the cnd of the world seems more likely to refer 
not to a comet but to one of the greater events dcscribed in the book of Revelation. I t  does not 
appear to be an attempt to give an exact account of my particular natural phenomenon. 

4.1 Giovanni da Milano (active 1346 - 1369(?)), Virgin, Christ of the 
Apocalypse and S t  John, each panel 90 X 38 cm. 

These panels arc part of an altarpiece. Chnst is shown holding a qmbolic representation 
of thc heavens. in the form of'a blue globe with golden stars on it. At thls time. in tllc 
Christian West, it was generally believed that the 'fixed stars', that is those that made up thc 
patterns of the constellations. were attached to a sphere whlch rotated once a day. Below 
that sphere were the spheres carrying the planets. The Earth was at rest in the centre of the 
syste111. That is. the Earth was in the lowest and humblcst place in the Universe, hrthest 
from the highest heaven - above the sphere of stars - which \xias the home of God and 
His angels. Tlus cosmological system is a chnstianised version of the Ancient geocentric 
system derived From the natural philosophy of Aristotle (384 - 322 BC) and described in 
terms of techcal  astronomy in the z4btrugest of Claudius Ptolemy (fl. AD 129 -141). 

For a sixteenth-century representation of the Universe, see entry 2.1 above. 

NG 579a. Plate, of whole 



an interest in much of the scientific activity of his tirne - though he does not secm 
to have owned any books by Galileo (who had been condemned by thc Inquisition in 
Rome as 'vehemently suspected of heresy' in 1633 - so his books were not likely to 
be acceptable in ultra-Catholic Spain). I-lowevcr. Veljzquez did own several general 
works on astronomy. any one of which would have told him that the moon was not in 
fact as  he had shown it in this picture, and thcre is reason to suppose that his ele- 
mcntary education would have included this kind of information. 

References: Sanclicz Cant611 (1925); Field (forthcoming): Kemp (1990) 

NG 642.1. Platc, of whole + detail to shotv Moon 

4.1 0 Carel Fabritius (1 622 - 1654), View o f  Delft, dated 1652, 15.4 X 31.6 cm. 

Fabritills was Rembnndt's most gifted pupil. Tllc National Gallery also has a fine sclf 
portrait by h m  @G 4042, signed and dated 165.4). This view of the city of Delft, appar- 
ently designed to be seen not flat but c~rrved. may have fornlcd part of a peepshow The 
exact location of this ~ i e w  can be identified. The picture shows a canal with a bridge. 

4.1 1 Samuel van Hoogstraten (1 627 - 1678), Peepshow, w i th  Views o f  the 
Interior o f  a Dutch House, 58 X 88 X 63.5 cm. 

Through the viewing holes one sees the interior of a house. Examining the inside of 
the box reveals a quite complicated use of perspective to achieve this illusion. 

NG 3832. Plate. of detail 

4.1 2 Jacob Ochtervelt (1 634 - 1682), A musical party, probably 1675 - 80, 84.5 
X 75 cm. 

There is a map. rather vaguely rendered hanging on the back wall of the room. At 
this period, maps were often hung on walls as decoration. 

4.13 Pietro Longhi (Pietro Falea, 1702 (?) - 1785), Exhibition o f  a Rhinoceros 
a t  Venice, c.1751, 60.4 X 47 cm. 

The animal shown is a young female grcat Indian rhinoceros that was owned by 
Captain Douwe Mout van der Meer. It was shown in various places all over Europe 
for about hventy years. The animal's horn has apparently been broken off (possibly 
accidentally) and is being brandished by one of the spectators. Exotic animals had 
been an attraction at least since the days of Ancient Rome, and they appear in many 
pictures in the National Gallery (for instancc there arc two cheetahs in Titian's 
Bacchlis and AI-iudne, NG 35). Longhi's picture is significant in showing an exhibi- 
tion of an animal as a scene (or a social event) in its o\m right (compare Wright's Air 
Pli~rzp, NG 725. entry 2.6 above). Morcovcr, care seems to have been taken to make 
an accurate record of the appearance of the rhinoceros. 

Reference: Clarke (1986). 




