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It seems not unfair to suggest that among the 
collections of Old Master drawings at major 
European institutions, those in Spain are among 
the least well known. Part of this surely has to 
do with the fact that the overwhelming majority 
of sheets in the Spanish institutions are Spanish, 
in contrast to the great pan-European collections 
at institutions such as the British Museum or 
Windsor Castle, the Louvre, the Albertina, and 
elsewhere, which thereby attract a broader range 
of scholars. Moreover, despite major advances in 
the past two generations, the study of drawing in 
Spain has traditionally lagged behind that of other 
European schools. The end result is that even a 
great collection like that at the Biblioteca Nacional 
de España (BNE) in Madrid, home to tens of 
thousands of drawings, can celebrate the novelty 
of a catalogue such as the present volume, which 
provides a scholarly overview of the Renaissance 
drawings by Spanish and Italian artists.1

This is not to say that the BNE drawings have 
never been published. The collection began to 
receive attention in the late nineteenth century, 
when the Fondo Antiguo of the Biblioteca Real 
was augmented with three major collections, 
those of Valentín Carderera (1796–1880), José de 
Madrazo (1781–1859), and Manuel Castellano 
(1826–1880). Their arrival led to the Catálogo de 
dibujos originales de la Biblioteca Nacional published 

by Ángel María Barcia in 1906, a monumental 
pioneering effort to bring order to this material. 
Many of Barcia’s attributions still remain valid, 
especially for the Spanish drawings, and works 
from the BNE figure prominently in the four-vol-
ume Corpus of Spanish Drawings (1975–88) by 
Diego Angulo Íñiguez and Alfonso Pérez Sánchez.

The Carderera, Castellano, and Madrazo col-
lections were also the source for most of the 
Italian drawings now in the BNE. All three col- 
lectors spent time in Italy, and even if those 
sojourns may have encouraged their collecting 
habits, all three surely continued to add to their 
holdings of both Spanish and Italian drawings 
once back in Spain. Many of Carderera’s Italian 
sheets, for example, were previously in the collec-
tion of the painter Francisco de Solis (1629–1684), 
and other Italian drawings traveled to Spain in the 
groups of works put together by Padre Sebastiano 
Resta (1635–1714) for Gaspar Méndez de Haro 
y Guzmán, Marques del Carpio (1629–1687) and 
King Philip V (reg. 1700–24).

A few of the Italian highlights from the BNE 
appeared in Pérez Sánchez’s I grandi disegni ital-
iani nelle collezioni di Madrid (1978), and then the 
Baroque drawings featured in Manuela Mena’s 
Disegni italiani, secoli XVII–XVIII (1984).2 A good 
number of individual sheets have also appeared 
in the scholarly literature on one or another 
artist. Studies by Parmigianino (Nos. 65–66) for 
the Virgin and Child with Sts. Stephen and John 
the Baptist in the Gemäldegalerie, Dresden, for 
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example, have appeared in many discussions of the 
artist’s work, as has Federico Zuccaro’s St. Jerome 
(No. 29; Fig. 1),3 connected with his reliquary 
altar at the Escorial. By and large, however, the 
BNE’s Italian Renaissance drawings have been 
overshadowed by the richer and more important 
collection at the Prado, assembled largely by Pedro 
Fernández Durán (1846–1930), given to the 
Prado in 1931, and fully catalogued by Nicholas 
Turner in 2004.4 

The present study would thus be a welcome 
addition for the Italian drawings alone, but the 
coupling of the Italian and Spanish Renaissance is 
eminently sensible, for as often noted in the pres-
ent work and elsewhere, it is virtually impossible 
to discuss Spanish drawing of the sixteenth centu-
ry without reference to Italy: the Italian sojourns 
of many key Spanish artists (and of Spain-based 
foreigners such as El Greco), the presence in Spain 
of many Italian artists at the Escorial and in other 
projects, and the steady importation of Italian art all 
render the Spanish and Italian traditions inextrica-
bly linked. Indeed, in the familiar formulation, one 
should talk less of “Spanish Renaissance Drawing” 
than of “Renaissance Drawing in Spain.” It almost 
inevitably follows from this that the book under 
review, first published in the Italian edition of 
2020, was reissued in Spanish in 2021.5 

The book is the work of a team of scholars, led 
by Benito Navarrete and Gonzalo Redín Michaus, 
but including many experts focused on a single 
school or type of drawing: Federica Mancini on 
Genoese drawings, for example, or Patrizia Tosini 
on Roman, Giorgio Marini on Venetian, and 
Carlos Plaza on the architectural drawings, among 
others. A series of essays at the beginning of the 
volume gives broad overviews of big topics: Marzia 
Faietti looks at the development of interest in the 
Italian and Spanish drawings in Spain during the 
twentieth century, and Elena Santiago Páez and 
Beatriz Hidalgo Caldas explore the provenance 
of the BNE collection, with a focus not only on 
the major figures of Carderera, Castellano, and 
Madrazo, but also on the marks and inscriptions of 
lesser-known (and unknown) collectors. Francesco 
Grisolia contributes an essay on Padre Resta and 

the Marques del Carpio, a contribution whose 
interest is not limited only to those studying the 
sixteenth-century drawings at the BNE. 

In his essay, Benito Navarrete looks at the 
Italian influences on artists such as Pedro Machuca, 
Luis de Vargas, and Pedro de Campaña. This might 
seem an odd choice at first, for there is only one 
drawing by Vargas from the BNE included in 
the catalogue entries (and none by Machuca or 
Campaña), but in the end, Navarrete is really using 
these artists to address the broad, fundamental 
issue of how Spanish vernacular traditions merged 
with many Italian elements, something that is at 
the heart of the catalogue.
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Architectural drawings, often relegated to inde-
pendent publications, are included here. On the 
one hand, this reflects the interest especially of 
Valentín Carderera (as noted by Carlos Plaza in 
his essay on the drawings); on the other hand, it is 
harder to draw a separation between the drawings 
of architects, painters, and sculptors in the large 
modelli for the retables that are such a distinctive 
feature of Spanish church decoration. The monu-
mental drawing by Gaspar Becerra (No. 9; 925 x 
515 mm; Fig. 2),6 for the lost retablo mayor (destr. 
by fire, 1862) once in the church of the Descalzas 
Reales, Madrid, is one of the highlights of the 
BNE’s Spanish collection. In addition to the entry 
on this drawing, Manuel Arias Martínez also con-
tributes an essay on this and similar sheets. While 
the BNE’s fragment of a retablo by the workshop 
of Alonso Berruguete is also included (No. 7, an 
entry with illustration of the related fragments 
in the Prado), unfortunately the chronological 
limits of the catalogue ruled out inclusion of 
Juan Gómez de Mora’s Retablo del Altar Mayor 
del Convento de Guadalupe from 1614,7 another 
major example, with figures perhaps by Vicente 
Carducho or Eugenio Cajés.

The retablo drawings bring us to a related and 
potentially problematic issue among the Spanish 
drawings, namely the attribution of drawings to 
sculptors. The catalogue opens, for example, with a 
Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus (No. 1), long classi-
fied as anonymous Italian but here attributed to the 
Valencian sculptor Damían Forment. While there 
is some clear visual analogy between the bearded 
men in the sheet and the polychromed sculpture 
of St. Andrew from the retable of S. Domingo de la 
Calzada that Navarrete illustrates as a comparison, 
one cannot help but wonder whether the simi-
larity is just typological and chronological. Might 
sculpture by other contemporary artists in Valencia 
and Aragon be equally close? Could it be a draw-
ing inspired by the sculptural model, rather than a 
sheet by the sculptor himself? Moreover, Forment’s 
sculpture is also cited as a point of reference for the 
very different drawing of St. Jerome (No. 3) attribut-
ed to an anonymous Aragonese artist. Similarly, a 
pair of interesting and appealing red-wash drawings 
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of a Virtue and an Apostle (Nos. 14–15) have been 
attributed since Barcia’s time to the sculptor Esteban 
Jordán, by comparison with the figures at the base 
of his retable in the church of S. María Magdalena 
in Valladolid, but the correspondence is far from 
exact, and given the strict profile of the Virtue and 
flat frontal pose of the Apostle, it seems valid to ask 
whether a sculptor would more likely have drawn 
a figure seen at an angle, rotating through space. 
On the question of drawings by sculptors—and of 
drawings after sculpture—one can also refer to No. 
13, attributed (not entirely convincingly) to Leone 
Leoni, and to No. 97, by Palma Giovane: both are 
rightly compared to figures from Michelangelo’s 
Medici tombs in S. Lorenzo, Florence, but it seems 
most likely that they are based on small-scale casts 
of those sculptures, rather than the marble originals 
in Florence.

The problematic attribution of the drawing 
given to Leoni rests, it seems, mainly on the old 
“Leon” inscription, for inscriptions on drawings 
by Spanish artists are often given credence and 
generally merit serious consideration. Another 
of the highlights among the sixteenth-century 
Spanish drawings at the BNE is the Ascension of 
Christ by Blas de Prado (No. 16; Fig. 3),8 which 
Angulo Íñiguez and Pérez Sánchez were able to 
attribute to the artist by comparing it to inscribed 
drawings at the Uffizi and elsewhere. By contrast, 
the inscriptions on the Italian drawings in Spain 
are less consistently reliable. A Jeremiah (No. 26), 
for example, is attributed to Daniele da Volterra 
in an old inscription, though Angulo Íñiguez and 
Pérez Sánchez long ago identified it correctly as 
a study by Francesco da Urbino for a fresco at 
the Escorial. A drawing of St. Luke (No. 28) is 
inscribed to Romulo Cincinnato, but it relates 
to a fresco executed under Francesco da Urbino. 
Cincinnato was not part of that team of paint-
ers, and Carmen García-Frías Checa makes an 
argument instead for attributing it to Niccolò 
Granello. Yet when a drawing is inscribed to as 
obscure a character as Bernardino del Agua (No. 
38), a Venetian who was part of the entourage 
that Federico Zuccaro took to Spain, it seems 
justified to take that as fact until proven otherwise. 

Nonetheless, the drawings by the many members 
of the Escorial workshops remain to be sorted out. 
In his introductory essay, Redín Michaus identifies 
as “Bottega di Pellegrino Tibaldi” a drawing that 
corresponds to a fresco said to be by “Pellegrino 
Tibaldi and collaborators” (figs. 21–22). The attri-
butions of the Escorial embroidery cartoons (Nos. 
32–35) likewise remain a challenge.

A number of new (and newly published) attri-
butions can be found in the catalogue.9 Some of 

Figure 3
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these are speculative—the attribution to Niccolò 
Circignani of No. 46 is not convincing—but 
other discoveries include a study by Alessandro 
Casolani (No. 48) for the Oratorio della SS. Trinità 
in Siena, a dense chalk drawing by Cristofano 
Roncalli (No. 60) that relates to his altarpiece in 
Sant’Egidio, Rome, and a drawing reattributed to 
Girolamo Mazzola Bedoli (No. 67) and connect-
ed to his organ-shutter painting of Tubalcain in 
Piacenza, following a suggestion from Elisabetta 
Fadda. Rarer still is a study by Bernardino Gatti 
(No. 93), long given to Andrea del Sarto on the 
basis of an inscription, but now connected with 
an allegory of Charity that appears on a column 
base in his Annuciation in S. Sigismondo, Cremona. 
Typical of the discoveries that can still be made 
in such a collection, this lovely if damaged chalk 
study was even chosen as the work to decorate the 
front of the book’s dust jacket. 

The 100 drawings selected for the volume 
(with many additional works illustrated in the 
introductory essays) are representative of the col-
lection and of the research that has been done in 
recent years, but they hardly exhaust the subject. 
The work of cataloguing and digitizing the BNE 
collection continues today,10 and further discov-
eries surely remain to be made in this enormous 
collection. 

John Marciari, an associate editor of this journal, is the 
Charles W. Engelhard Curator and Department Head, 
Drawings and Prints, and Curatorial Chair, Morgan 
Library & Museum, New York.

 notes

1. Although not an exhibition catalogue per se, the publica-
tion of this volume was also celebrated with an exhibi-
tion of some of its contents, held at the BNE (15 October 
2021–16 January 2022).

2. A reduced version of this show traveled to America, for 
which there was an English catalogue: Manuela Mena, Ital-
ian Drawings of the 17th and 18th Centuries from the Biblioteca 
Nacional of Madrid, exh. cat., New York, Spanish Institute, 
1989. Mena is also among the authors of the present vol-
ume and took the opportunity to bring scholarship up to 
date on drawings in earlier studies, and even to revise the 
attribution of some, for example No. 80, correctly now 

given to Bartolomeo Cesi rather than Agostino Carracci.

3. Inv. no. DIB/13/9/42. Pen and brown ink, with brown 
wash and opaque white, over black chalk, on blue pa-
per; 385 x 265 mm; see http://bdh.bne.es/bnesearch/det-
alle/bdh0000167691. While the catalogue entries are, in 
general, notably complete and up to date, the entries on 
drawings by Zuccaro surprisingly fail to include in their 
bibliographies references to Cristina Acidini Luchinat’s 
Taddeo e Federico Zuccari: Fratelli pittori del Cinquecento, 2 
vols., Milan, 1998–99, the standard source on the artist.

4. See Nicholas Turner, with the collaboration of José  
Manuel Matilla, Museo del Prado. Catálogo de dibujos, V:  
Dibujos italianos del siglo XVI, Madrid, 2004.

5. See Benito Navarrete Prieto and Gonzalo Redín Michaus, 
eds., Dibujos españoles e italianos del siglo XVI en la Biblioteca 
Nacional de España, Madrid, 2021. The two books are es-
sentially identical except for the changes in layout resulting 
from the different word lengths of the two languages. The 
illustrations are of good quality in both, but are marginal-
ly more legible on the matte-finish paper of the Spanish 
edition, which is also truer in color for the drawings on 
blue paper. Lamentably, both volumes tend to illustrate all 
the catalogue entries with full-page reproductions of the 
drawings in question, even when that results in drawings 
appearing significantly larger than their actual sizes (e.g., 
Nos. 13, 18, 45, 59, and especially 64–66, some typically 
tiny sketches by Parmigianino).

6. Inv. no. DIB/16/34/1. Pen and brown ink, with brown 
wash, over black chalk; 925 x 515 mm; see http://bdh.bne.
es/bnesearch/detalle/bdh0000134369.

7. Inv. no. DIB/16/34/2. Pen and brown ink, with watercol-
or; 632 x 346 mm; see Angulo Íñiguez and Pérez Sánchez 
1975–78, vol. 2 (1975), no. 274, repr.; and http://bdh.bne.
es/bnesearch/detalle/bdh0000020282. The chronological 
limits that exclude this work from the present volume are 
understandable, though a number of the Italian drawings 
are indeed from this side of 1600 (e.g., No. 81, a study by 
Guido Reni from 1610–12, and No. 85, a drawing by An-
drea Lilio from 1622). Similarly, Bartolomeo Carducho’s 
great early study of a demon in one of Pellegrino Tibal-
di’s frescoes for the Escorial is included (No. 36), but the 
BNE’s fine drawings by his younger brother Vicente Car-
ducho are excluded.

8. Inv. no. DIB/13/3/18. Pen and brown ink, with brown 
wash, over black chalk; 339 x 245 mm; see http://bdh.bne.
es/bnesearch/detalle/bdh0000111690.

9. The catalogue includes a number of drawings here pub-
lished for the first time with identifications based on older 
notes and observations by Philip Pouncey, Annamaria Pe-
trioli Tofani (Nos. 49, 51), and others.

10. The collection can be searched through the BNE’s Biblio-
teca Digital Hispánica, http://bdh.bne.es/bnesearch/Inicio.do. 
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