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THE RENAISSANCE MACHINE AND ITS DISCONTENTS

Figure 1.4 Zacharias Heyns, Emblemata, Emblems Christienes, et Morales (Rotterdam,
1625), plate 18. Glasgow University Library, Special Collections.

the grip of winter (Figure 1.5, p. 16). Once this detail in Brueghel’s paint-
ing is noted, a network of ancillary meanings of the image begins to unfold,
circulating around those related ideas of optimism and pessimism once
more. Pessimistically, the machine is shown to be impotent in the face of
the power of nature, which is able to reduce it to frost-bound stasis. But
optimistically, the machine is emblematic of the social world that the frozen
hunters are intent on rejoining. Something of the mythic archetypes of
technological progress is at work, too, in the painting: the hunters, return-
ing with their dogs and the single rabbit which is all they have been able
to retrieve from the frozen forest, are representatives of an older, nomadic
way of life. The machine, on the other hand, for all that it is held in the grip



THE RENAISSANCE MACHINE AND ITS DISCONTENTS

of winter, is a promise of a more secure existence. Remembering that this
image is part of a cycle of paintings, the promise is that the land will, even-
tually, emerge from its wintry shroud, and with the spring thaw the mill’s
wheels will turn once more. The temporary retreat into a frozen Arcadia,
which is shown to be a not entirely comfortable place, will, at last, come to
an end.

Machines may be much more than extraneous details in the landscape.
In Renaissance images, the machine, usually in the form of a mill of some
kind, can often be glimpsed at the margin of the picture, through an opened
window, or vaguely evoked in the middle or further distance. Such devices
are particularly prevalent in religious painting. So, while the machine in the
landscape may be understood as a sign of civility, it also reminds us of that
promise of a theological restitution. It also might hint, emblematically, at
the anguish suffered by Christ on the cross, imagined, as we have seen in
the case of a fourteenth-century French poet, as a form of milling or grind-
ing. In a depiction, for example, of the Rest of the Holy Family on the Flight into
Egypt of c. 1525-50, attributed to the workshop of the ‘master of the female
half-lengths’, the Virgin, St Joseph, and the infant Jesus are shown in the
foreground. Behind them, in the middle distance, painted with an attentive
eye to detail, can be discerned an overshot watermill and a sluice.?® In the
Last Supper (1531) by Pieter Coecke van Aelst (1502-56), through an opened
window, behind Christ’s right shoulder, we can see two windmills in the
far distance. In Brueghel’s Carrying of the Cross (1564), the route to Calvary is
dominated by another windmill, perched precipitously on a craggy outcrop.
The mill, in fact, is far easier to spot in the painting than the tiny figure of
Christ struggling under the burden of his cross. Similarly, in the Madonna
and Child with the Young John the Baptist (1497), the work of Fra Bartolommeo
(1473-1517), the sacred figures are posed, conventionally, within an open
loggia, while, behind them, the landscape unfolds to show, again, a water-
mill. In a picture now in the National Gallery in London known as Moses
Defending the Daughters of Jethro (1609), by Carlo Saraceni (1579-1620, also
known as Carlo Veneziano), an incident from the early life of Moses is
depicted, in which Moses defends Jethro’s daughters from a group of shep-
herds, intent on driving them away from a well (Exodus 2. 16) (Figure 1.6,
p- 17). But dominating the left-hand side of the image, the artist shows us
a complex water-lifting device, quite possibly derived from the machine
designs of Agostino Ramelli, whose sumptuous Le Diverse et Artificiose Machine
was published in a dual French and Italian edition at Paris in 1588. In his
work, Ramelli traced the divine origins of the invention of mechanisms

15
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Figure 3.5 Agostino Ramelli, Le diverse et artificiose machine del Capitano Agostino
Ramelli . . . (Paris, 1588), plate 27. Glasgow University Library, Special Collections.
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Figure 3.6 Agostino Ramelli, Le diverse et artificiose machine del Capitano Agostino
Ramelli . . . (Paris, 1588), plate 46, Glasgow University Library, Special Collections.
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