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The Date of Berenson’s Early Essay:
“On Rudiments of Connoisseurship”

Jasnes A. Fasanelli

N 16 Junc 18¢1, Barreet Wendell wrote cncouragingly of

the Bernard Berenson he had fouud in London. “He has

mastered his subject,” wrote Wendell to his wife, “he is

thinking hard, and working, and writing.” * In a previous
letter, of 14 June, Wendell had written of Berenson “being engaged
in a critical study of the pictures at Hampton Court. These are good,”
he wrote, somcwhat reassured, “but have got hopclessly mixed up —
being attributed now to all manner of people who could by no means
possibly have painted them. If he disentangles them, he will have
done a notable work.” * Barrett Wendcll had been Berenson’s friend
and teacher at schoel, but it appears that they had not met since Beren-
son Jeft Harvard in 1887, Wendell’s letter shows that he was im-
pressed with what he found, and it casts some light on Berenson’s
progress at the early stages of his career,

Wendell seemed to distinguish berween “working” and “writung,”
or the archacological side of Berenson’s newly chosen profession and
the preparation of a text. To whar “writing” did Wendell refer?
Berenson’s correspondence of the period is vague. In his letter to
Mrs. Gardner in 1894, in which he informed her of the forthcoming
publication of Venetian Painters, Bercnson alluded to other writings
which he intended to publish: “I promise myself the pleasure of send-
ing you two or three other books in the course of the next two years.” ®
At that time, it would appear, the number of books in the scries
Italign Painters of The Renaissgnce had not been determined.® Since
Berenson’s monograph on Lorengze Lotto was published the following

rf, M. A, DeWolfe Howe, Barreir Wendell and His Letters (Boston, 1924},

]1. 102,

® Loc. tit.,

" For the complete text of chis Jerrer see this writer's “A. Letrer From Berenson's
Farly Years,” Burlingron Magasine, XVI1II: 775 {Fcbruary, 1965), 8;.

4 Cf. William Moseyn-Owen, Bibliografia di Bernard Berenson (Milano, 1055),

P. 9.
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year, and Florentine Painters in 1896, it would be reasonable to assume
that it was to these “other books” that Berenson referred.” Dut is it
not possible that the writing Wendell mentioned was an carly draft
of On Rudiments of Connoisserrship? Sir Xenneth Clark has dated
this 1894 (which datc appears jn the text), the samc ycar as the pub-
lication of Venetian Painters.® There are a pumber of rcasons, how-
ever, to support an carlier date for this essay.

On Rudiments of Connoissenyship was first published in 1902 as
one essay in a serics of studies, and then pointedly called by the author,
“A Tragment.”* It was, and still is, a literary enterprise, and just the
kind of writing Berenson might have shown to Wendcll, a man of
letters who knew relatively little about the visual arts, The references
in the essay to Morclli, and dependence upon him, however modificd,
in Berenson's approach to the problem of attributions, indicate that
the essay was balanced berween the two worlds Berenson knew best:
the literary and the visual. Then, therc is little of psychological theory
in the essay, and it was psychology that was Berenson’s conccrn be-
tween 1894 and the appearance of Florentine Painters in 1806.° There
i every reason to belicve that the “fragment” was a product of early
contact with the study of the subjcct. Further, we have Berenson’s
own claim to an earlier date than 1894 for this essay. “Beforc long,”
he wrotc in his antobiography, T was writing the Venetian Painters,
my Lorenzo Lotto, and earlier than either, an essay on Rudiments of
Connoisscurship.” ® If we could be sure that Wendell referred to this
“swriting,” then in manuscript, we could date it approximately 18go-
g1, Its fragmentary character would not rule out revisions made in
1894, which might explain the inscreion then of that year in the text.™

*1bid., pp. 910,

¢ Cf. Enciclopedia Italiana, VI (Milano, 1930), “Berenson, Bernardo,” (Kenneth
Clark), 6074.

*Cf. Bernard Berenson, The Study and Crivicissme of Italian Art, second serics
(Londow, 1902), pp. 111-148.

*For discussion of Berenson’s dependence upon the writings of William James,
see this writer’s “Rerenson Without Baedeker,” Harvarp Lirrary Burreriv, XV5
2 (April 1968), 156166,

®Cf, Bernard Berenson, Sketch For A Sclf-Porirait {New York, 1949), p. 61.

 Cf, Silvia Sprigpe, Berenson (Boston, 1960), p, 98, for an opinion similar to my
OWn.
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