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Visible and hidden paintings: Bronzino’s Cosimo I de’
Medici in armour 1540s.
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The Art Gallery of NSW’s Portrait of Cosimo I de Medici, emerged from obscurity in 1971 and
is considered to be a ¾ length version of an earlier ½ length composition in the Uffizi Gallery
in Florence (Simon 1983). An X-ray image was published in 1987 (Simon) showing that another
portrait of a man in a wide brimmed hat holding a book exists underneath the painting.

Since the 1980s, many more works by Agnolo Bronzino have been studied with technical photog-
raphy, infrared and X-rays and we now have a greater understanding of the artist’s extraordinary
tendency to re-work and radically modify his paintings directly on the panels (Plazzotta & Keith
1999, Tucker 1985).

Early this year the Sydney painting underwent X-ray fluorescence mapping at the Australian Syn-
chrotron to enable detailed examination of its elemental composition and to enhance the imaging
of the lower painting. The elemental mapping of the painting was done at a resolution of 120 mi-
crons enabling the construction of elemental distribution maps across the whole work which can be
assigned to the artist’s use of different mineral pigments. The distribution and application of each
type of pigment visualised in the maps demonstrate that the evolution of the painting in the artist’
s studio was a complex sequence of alterations and adjustments of subject, size and composition.
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