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A PAINTING ATTRIBUTED TO THE WORKSHOP OF GIOVANNI BELLINI
(ca. 1509), now in the Courtauld Gallery in London, depicts the murder of
St. Peter Martyr, the Dominican inquisitor from Verona, who was ambushed,
hacked, and stabbed to death by a pair of Cathar heretics as he traveled from
Como to Milan in April 1252 (fig. 1)." On the left, one of the assassins plunges
a dagger deep into Peter’s breast; he falls backward, supported by his right hand,
with his face raised skyward. To the right, Peter’s companion, Brother Dominic,
his arms outstretched, makes a futile attempt to evade the second murderer.”
The assassination of St. Peter was a popular subject for Italian artists in the fif-
teenth century, and Bellini’s version follows earlier pictorial accounts by setting
it within a wooded landscape.® A stand of trees, their tangled branches sur-
mounted by a thick canopy, dominates the upper third of the painting, and a
fortified town and mountain landscape are visible through a break in the foliage.”*
But Bellini’s painting contains a set of intriguing details: Lurking within the trees
are woodcutters, one of whom swings his axe, and in the lower right, a large
stump—the legacy of a recently felled tree—oozes blood from its severed top.

The stump does a number of things in the picture. As a matter of compo-
sition, it anchors the foreground and, together with strategically placed trees,
contributes to the image’s spatial construction. It operates as a symbol or mne-
monic device, calling attention to Christian themes of death, resurrection, and
salvation.® But in its details, this stump also communicates a great deal about
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1. Workshop of Giovanni Bellini, The Assassination of Saint Peter Martyr, ca. 1509. Oil on panel;
68.1 X 100 cm. (The Courtauld, London, Samuel Courtauld Trust; photo, The Courtauld/
Bridgeman Images.)

the tree it once supported. It was a young tree; the surface of its bark is smooth,
and, like people, trees wrinkle with age. It was part of a family; the way it leans
suggests a search for light below a canopy of older trees. It was recently pruned;
new sprigs emerge from its side, replacing prior growth. We can also infer key
details about how it was felled: that it involved an axe, not a saw (the exposed
surface is ragged rather than smooth); that the tree fell to the left (the raised
hinge in the heartwood faces that direction); and that the woodcutters were
in a hurry (the hinge is large and ragged, indicating a lack of precision). Bellini
has painted this unobtrusive stump in a way that calls attention to its material
properties, its behavior, and the network of human and environmental agencies
with which it interacted.”

In what follows, I reassess the significance of the tree stump in Italian painting
at the turn of the sixteenth century: as a response to environmental pressures
caused by deforestation, its role in anatomical practice, and its relationship to
a philosophical and spiritual tradition that looked to the arboreal world to model
ways of thinking. Italian painters depicted stumps in ways that reveal an interest
in how trees grow, decay, and engage with the world around them. We see
stumps that are large, stumps that are small, and stumps that are straight, mis-
shapen, or twisted; bark that is black, brown, green, blue, smooth, cracked, or
flaking. We see mushrooms, beetles, and birds, as well as discolorations that
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suggest the presence of fungi, molds, and lichens. Stumps feature in recurring
religious iconographies, such as the penitent St. Jerome (fig. 2), and also in pic-
tures associated with poetic traditions and the pastoral. Stumps were more than
framing devices, descriptive details, or symbols; they staged an ongoing investi-
gation into what trees do, how they grow and decay, and how arboreal life en-
tangles with the philosophical stakes of pictures.”

Recent scholarship in art history and related disciplines has drawn attention
to the philosophical importance of plant life in the early modern period: how
plants shaped human notions of the cosmos, the perpetuity of life, and even the
idea of form itself.” While much of the attention has focused on trees and plants,
stumps—the rooted remnants of trees that have been blown down, rotted, or
cut—have an exceptional power to provoke. They not only possess the physical
properties of trees—trunks, roots, and branches—but also display their innards:
layers of sapwood, heartwood, and pith. Unlike trees and plants, stumps by their
very nature exemplify a commingling of human and natural artifice that was cen-
tral to early modern anxieties about the nature of nature and its relationship to
human activity. Hardly passive features of the woodland landscape, stumps en-
gage in their own acts of representation, participating in a discursive practice
with painters that mediated vegetal and human modes of communication."

STUMPS HALF BURIED

Historians have long recognized the cultural and symbolic significance of
stumps, though they often lie half buried within broader discussions of land-
scape or in specific iconographic contexts. In his sweeping Landscape and Mem-
ory, Simon Schama calls attention to European culture’s ongoing fascination
with trees and arboreal life, which were central to religious beliefs, founding
myths, and social and economic activities."" Stumps haunt the background
of this study, both as a legacy of woodland exploitation and as a recurring fea-
ture in European visual culture. But stumps themselves—their particular power
to seduce and prompt reflection—are rarely foregrounded, and Schama em-
phasizes the importance of woodland resources in northern Europe at the ex-
pense of Italian examples. With reference to the sixteenth-century German
painter Albrecht Altdorfer, he notes how the forest itself became “the natural
protagonist” in his pictures in ways that “proclaimed an unmistakable difference
from anything attempted in Italian art.”'* The description perpetuates the notion
that Italian renderings of trees (and stumps) were derivative of depictions in
paintings and prints by northern artists that circulated south of the Alps."?
Central to Schama’s study is the importance of trees and timber to Chris-
tian doctrine, which he characterizes as a “grafting” (a stump metaphor) of



2. Filippino Lippi, Saint Jerome in Penitence, ca. 1480. Oil on panel; 136 x 71 cm. (Galleria degli
Uffizi, Florence; photo, Bridgeman Images.)
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“Christian theology onto preexisting pagan cults of nature.”'* The theological
importance of arboreal processes, sometimes foregrounding Italian examples,
is taken up in the extensive historiography on the biblical history of the cross.
In her study of the medieval legend of the True Cross, Barbara Baert notes
how the life cycles of trees were central to Christian texts and images: in
St. Bonaventure’s Lignum vitae, in histories of the cross (from the tree of knowl-
edge, to the cross, to its loss and rediscovery), and in mendicant traditions that
looked to the natural world as a Book of Nature.'® Gregory Bryda has demon-
strated how wood as an artistic material, medium, and substance critical to daily
life participated in image making related to the cross (as the church’s only “non-
human saint”), mediating the relationship between the church and the natural
world."® Within this rubric, the various stages of arboreal life, including the
stump, served as important metaphorical and mnemonic devices for devout
Christians."”

It is in this network of associations that stumps feature most prominently in
art historical scholarship, yielding studies on the importance of stumps to spe-
cific iconographies. Susan Donahue Kuretsky has examined how northern and
Italian artists, such as Rembrandt, Van Leyden, and Lotto, deployed the stump
as a symbol of death and resurrection in renderings of the penitent St. Jerome."®
Others have explored the symbolic role of stumps in Flemish painting and in
nineteenth-century American paintings to connote human ambitions about West-
ern expansion.'® By focusing on meanings specific to particular artists, these stud-
ies skirt additional questions: Why did stumps emerge so prominently in paintings
in the first place? In what ways did artists employ them? And how did artistic engage-
ment with stumps provoke new ways of thinking about relationships between
human and sylvan life?

In engaging with these broad questions, I draw on studies that have looked
anew at the agency of vegetal life, how it asserts itself, and its role in shaping
philosophical and metaphysical discourses. Recent scholarship (much of it in
the burgeoning field of critical plant studies) has examined the tendency in elite
discourses since classical times to downplay the animacy of vegetal life, which is
consistent with Aristotelian notions of plants’ limited faculties.* In his “chain
of being,” Aristotle recognized a vitality in plants but characterized them as fun-
damentally passive in nature. While humans have thought, intellect, and—with
animals—sense perception and locomotive faculties, plants merely nourish
themselves, grow, and die, but not much else.?!

The capacity of plants to push back against these notions has been high-
lighted in recent inquiries in philosophy and anthropology. In Life of Plants:
A Metaphysics of Mixture, Emanuele Coccia has pointed to the profound ways in
which plants engage with the world around them. As Coccia maintains, plants
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“don’t have hands which shape the world, yet it would be hard to find more
capable agents when it comes to the construction of forms.” Plants (or at least
most plants) may not walk and gesticulate, but they “are the most subtle arti-
sans of our cosmos.”** In his anthropological study on how forests think,
Eduardo Kohn theorized how nonhuman life participates in the creation of im-
ages and how plants have their own agency in the construction of semiotic re-
lationships.** These studies demonstrate how plants challenge a post-Cartesian
dichotomy between a thinking subject and (vegetal) object. As Coccia argues,
the plant “transforms the biological fact of the living being into an aesthetic
problem,” creating a formal and aesthetic landscape “in which trees and people
are considered together.”**

Art historical approaches that reduce trees and plants to symbols and meta-
phors (rendering them fixed and static) reinforce the Aristotelian subjugation of
plants and fail to account for their real and figured animacy. As I will show,
stumps engage in their own acts of representation and theorize questions about
life, death, rebirth, how living beings relate to one another, and attendant ethical
considerations. To get there, I consider what stumps are and do, the forces that
brought them to the fore in fifteenth-century Italy, and how painters responded
to their communicative agency in novel ways often overlooked by art historians.

STUMPS UNEARTHED

To begin, I consider a much earlier use of stumps: as supports for Roman mar-
ble sculptures, such as the stump that braces the right arm of the Apollo Bel-
vedere and prevents the statue from pitching forward (fig. 3).° As early as
the trecento, antiquarians were assembling sculptures and fragments (some
with tree stump supports) or providing their own.® Their formal arrangements
offer evidence for understandings of stumps as rooted and immobile, subsidiary
to the human protagonists they support. But a different relationship to stumps
is suggested in a fifteenth-century manuscript illumination that describes the
smashing of the pagan idols on Montecassino from the life of St. Benedict
(fig. 4).*" Here, a group of monks swing sledgehammers at another statue of
Apollo on a pedestal, and, just below, a woodcutter takes an axe to a tree stump
emerging from the soil in the foreground.*® Stumps figure here as allusions to
violence and to the body disassembled; the sculptural fragments—stumps of
arms and legs, half buried—are remnants of the classical world and a period
of early Christian iconoclasm.

A complex web of associations relating to stumps is evident in the word’s
etymologies. The English word “stump” is related to the Dutch stomp and
German Stumpf, referring to anything blunt or truncated. In its earliest uses,
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3. Apollo Belvedere, ca. 1508. Marble copy of fourth-century bronze by Leochares; 224 x 118 X
77 cm. (Vatican Museums, Rome; photo, Wikimedia Commons.)

the word referred not to trees but to the stumps of severed human limbs.* In
French, by contrast, the word for tree stump, souche, relates to the Gaulish word
tsukka, meaning stump, stock, or roots, which nods not only to the stump’s sev-
ered top but also to its lower portion and lineage.*® And in Italian, there are two
principal words for stump: tronco, derived from the Latin truncus, which meant
a tree trunk, a human torso, or simply something cut off or severed; and ceppo,
derived from the Latin cippus, which meant the posts used to measure distances
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4. Destruction of Idol, scene from Gregory the Great (Pope Gregory I), Vita S. Benedicti (MS M.184
fol. 18r), Italy, possibly Padua or Bergamo, ca. 1450. Colored pen drawings on vellum; 27 x 20 cm.
(The Morgan Library and Museum, New York; photo, The Morgan Library and Museum.)

in the Roman road system.”" These etymologies recall the stump’s role in
measurement, as well as violence against arboreal and human bodies situated
within multigenerational temporalities.
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Indeed, stumps, perhaps more than trees, provoke in manifold ways linked
to their various attributes and characteristics. As the legacy of felled timber, they
bear traces of human and divine violence: axe marks and saw wounds, tops
shorn by wind, or bark blackened and cracked from lightning strikes. Once
cut, stumps expose what is hidden within trees: vessels that transport nutrients
and annual growth rings that document seasonal changes, floods, and fires.
And as they rot, stumps call attention to wood decay and its biological and eco-
logical agencies: worms that feed on trees’ innards and umbrellalike mush-
rooms that erupt from its surfaces. Stumps also undergo processes of regrowth
that involve different—and sometimes deceptive—biological mechanisms. A
seedling in a stump’s central pith indicates a new tree from a new seed, perhaps
dropped by a bird that alighted there; by contrast, a second stalk sprouting from
a stump’s roots, even far away, is the same tree born of the same genetic ma-
terial. New growth models different theories of rebirth: one a break with the
past and the other involving continuity.>>

These provocations surface in ancient stories, in references to arboreal
violence and transformation. In Matthew 3:10, the stump figures in the famous
warning delivered by St. John the Baptist to the Pharasees and the Saddu-
cees: “Every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown
into the fire.”>* In the Book of Job, the stump’s potential for regrowth is
contrasted with the plight of man: “For a tree there is hope, if it be cut down,
that it will sprout again and that its tender shoots will not cease. . . . But
when a man dies, all vigor leaves him.”** And yet, stumps model an after-
life that is ongoing and multigenerational: In the Book of Daniel, preserv-
ing “the stumps and roots of a tree . . . means that your kingdom shall be
preserved for you.”*® These stories are often characterized as tree meta-
phors, but they are also accounts of how stumps behave and transform over
time.

In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger introduced the notion of a forest clearing
(Lichtung) as a dynamic space, illuminated by light, that makes way for Dasein/
human understanding.*® A critical aspect of Heidegger’s notion of the clearing is
that the world is not something that exists outside the mind, as an object repre-
sented, but rather something that reveals itself through encounters and requires a
sort of poetic thinking to access it.”” We might imagine Heidegger’s forest clearing
riddled with stumps, theorizing, through their attributes and behavior, responses
to philosophical questions about life, death, regeneration, the nature of time, and
states of being and becoming. One place where stumps asserted themselves in
very real ways was in late fifteenth-century Italy, due to changes in land manage-
ment and a cosmological framework that looked to trees and stumps to consider
what it meant to be human.
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CUT AND SPLICED

In Bellini’s painting of St. Peter Martyr (see fig. 1), the stump is, at first blush, a
ceppo in a double sense: It lies along the path that Peter and Dominic were tra-
versing between Milan and Como, and it also anchors the foreground of the
painted landscape. In other words, it measures both narrative and pictorial dis-
tance. In his treatise on painting, Leonardo da Vinci emphasized trees as critical
to the spatial construction of pictures, advising artists on where to place them
and the relative relationship between pictorial size and fictive distance.*® As
when a surveyor moves through the woods, carving initials to track his pro-
gress, the stump provides a guidepost for the eye and its movement through
the picture.

But the stump also operates in a different way, implicating anxieties about the
use of woodland resources and land management. Looking closely at Bellini’s pic-
ture, we see not a wilderness but a landscape that is populated and in the process
of being utilized: cattle grazing, soldiers surveying, and people transiting. In poetic
literature, the woods were often characterized as dark and foreboding, the selva
oscura of Dante, but in the lived experience of fifteenth-century Italians, the wood-
lands were heavily trafficked and provided essential raw materials for building and
defense.” In the Veneto, authorities created the first Boschi Publicci and, in 1476,
established a system dictating a hierarchy of forest utilization.* In Tuscany, large-
scale construction projects, such as the cupola of the Duomo in Florence, imposed
new demands on surrounding forests, including the large-scale extraction of fir,
beech, and poplar.*' The Italian woodlands were a locus of intense human en-
gagement and a resource that was exploited, contested, and studied.

Within this system of woodland management, stumps played important
roles in the generation of wood for day-to-day needs, in agricultural practices
like grafting, and in the prevention of erosion. A sixteenth-century map of an
Emilian river valley depicts the designation of land tracts for stumps used in
coppicing and pollarding (fig. 5).** In coppicing, trees are cut to stumps at
ground level, encouraging the growth of shoots that can be harvested for fire-
wood or other uses. Pollarding is similar, but trees are cut eight to ten feet off
the ground to protect the new shoots from foraging animals.** The map’s au-
thor has sketched four rows of cultivated stumps, cut near the ground at the
river’s edge and successively taller at greater distances from the water. Italian
artists, such as Andrea Mantegna, Sandro Botticelli, and Filippino Lippi, fre-
quently incorporated coppiced and pollarded trees into their background land-
scapes (see, e.g,, the coppiced trees to the right of St. Jerome in figs. 2 and 12).
Their scars and nubs invoke temporalities that exceed the human lifespan and
call attention to the sculptural and figural potential of trees and wood.
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S. Map of the Secchia River Valley (detail) from Confini 205/7b; drawing 887, Parma, ca. 1590.
(Archivo di Stato di Parma.)

Stumps also played an important role in the practice of grafting, which in-
volves the insertion of a cutting from another tree into a stump’s cambium,
or living outer layer.** Since fruit trees cross-pollinate, grafting with a sprig
from a known varietal ensures that trees produce the right kind of fruit for con-
sumption. The stump provides nutrients to and essentially adopts the young
cutting, a hybrid of natural processes and human intervention. Grafting has
been practiced since ancient times. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the nymph Po-
mona tended her gardens and orchards by using a pruning hook to carve inci-
sions on branches “for the engrafted twig to thrive and grow in.”** And in De
rerum natura, Lucretius describes “men’s fondness for ingrafting slips upon the
boughs and setting out in holes the young shrubs o’er the fields.”*® He charac-
terizes grafting as an emulation of nature’s own practice as “the primal grafter,”
since “the berries and acorns, dropping from off the trees, would there beneath
put forth in season swarms of little shoots.”*” The practice of grafting exposed
practitioners to the mechanics of arboreal reproduction and the human capac-
ity to manipulate arboreal processes.

Regrowth through grafting became a versatile conceptual model for writers
and thinkers.** For Michel de Montaigne, the hybridity of grafting was analo-

gous to writing, in which an idea from one source is spliced into another.*” And
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in medicine, sixteenth-century practitioners, such as Gaspare Tagliacozzi, in-
voked tree grafting to propose the grafting of human skin in medical proce-
dures.* Critically, some surgeons looked to grafting not only as a conceptual
or technical model but also as something with ethical implications. The grafting
of trees by nature—the fact that it worked and was beneficial —served to sanc-
tion the practice in the human medical context, easing concerns that grafting of
human flesh was cruel or an affront to nature.”"

In the late fifteenth century, stumps also became a focal point for anxieties
about the human impact on the environment, driven by demographic changes,
new technologies, and agricultural practices. A surging population and the
adoption of the pit saw (as opposed to the hand ax) meant that trees could be
felled more effectively; stumps were then burned or removed to make way for
agriculture and cattle. A Venetian manual on woodland resources, produced in
1608 by Iseppo Paulini but looking back to practices of a century earlier, de-
scribes the practice of woodland clearance and depicts a hillside of tree stumps
consumed by fire and largely incinerated (fig. 6).>> Fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century surveys referred to the distruzione and sradicamento of mountain for-
ests—a tearing out from the roots—with catastrophic consequences.>® Without
stumps, hillsides liquefied, contributing to downstream erosion and the silting of
riverbeds.>*
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6. Tlustrations of incinerated and restored hillsides, Codex Paulini, 12v, 10r. (Venice, Archivio di Stato
di Venezia; photo, Franco Bastianon.)
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Stumps were more than simple evidence of environmental despoliation; in
fact, they were the opposite. As indicated in Paulini’s manual, the ideal restored
landscape was a hillside not of uniform trees but of both trees and stumps (see
fig. 6). According to Paulini, when a forest is harvested, one should “leave the
saplings . . . the roots and stumps from which soon other new trees appear, and
the forest soon renews itself.”>> We might view the stumps in Bellini’s St. Peter
Martyr in a different light—not only as indicating violence but also as setting the
stage for new growth (with allusions to Christian redemption). Stumps thus
emerged prominently in paintings at a time of intense awareness of their impor-
tance in land management and agriculture, and, as we shall see next, they also
became models for thinking about the human body and how it works.

BLOODY AND BLEEDING

Returning to Bellini’s painting, the most provocative feature of the stump is the
blood that spills across its ragged surface and cascades onto the forest floor (see
fig. 1). Given the stump’s position just below Peter’s assassination, one might
initially mistake this blood as having sprayed outward during the murderer’s re-
peated blows. But Bellini has depicted blood in every place where a woodcut-
ter’s axe slices through ligneous material: on the severed tree (which has just
begun to fall) in the upper left, on the exposed face of the log nearby and a
branch on the forest floor, and on the shattered surface of a second stump
and limb-like appendage that rise at the center of the picture. This is not a splat-
tering blood flung from afar, but an oozing blood that emerges from the crev-
ices between bark and sapwood and from the pith at the tree’s core.

In addition to their various roles in land management and agricultural prac-
tice, stumps call attention to the relationship between human and arboreal
forms and processes, which were central to ancient stories that framed human
experience. The stories of Ovid and Dante are filled with accounts of men and
women transformed into trees and back again: Attis into the pine, where he
“hardened into [the] trunk”; Daphne into the laurel, where her arms sprouted
branches.>® In stories of human-arboreal transformation, there are numerous
accounts of trees that bleed. In book 2 of Ovid, as the Heliades transformed
into poplar trees, their mother’s attempts to rip off their bark left “a trickle
of human blood, like drops from an open wound.”” When Virgil's Aeneas
yanked at bushes above the grave of Polydorus, blood oozed from their roots,
and a groan was heard from deep in the ground.”® And in Dante’s Inferno, as the
Harpies fed on the leaves of the souls of the suicides, encased in thorny trees,
their damaged limbs bled.>® Blood was just one index of an empathic relation-
ship between trees and people that involved other features and substances. In
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his foundational pastoral poem, Arcadia (written in 1480), Jacopo Sannazaro
compared tree sap to human tears.”” These narratives elide the distinction be-
tween body and trunk, arm and branch, and twig and finger, reflecting and sug-
gesting observed similarities between anthropoid and dendritic structures.
The many literary references to trees and blood have contributed to the no-
tion that Bellini’s bleeding stumps were conceived in consultation with a so-
phisticated patron seeking to draw attention to his poetic interests.”’ But they
also speak to a cosmological framework rooted in analogical thinking, especially
as it relates to people and trees.®> In his art of building, Leon Batista Alberti
compared tree bark to skin, what lies beneath to flesh, and the pith to bones.**
And in his treatise on trees, La dendralogia, the sixteenth-century naturalist
Ulisse Aldrovandi, citing Pliny, adopted a nomenclature for tree parts that in-
cluded blood, nerves, and veins.** Interestingly, the image accompanying
Aldrovandi’s discussion of the attributes of trees (published posthumously)
takes the form of a stump, showing its various layers, branching structures,
and ligneous figurations (fig. 7). The naturalist also considered the broader
ecology of stumps and how they function, describing a stump and shelf fungus,
its capillaries finely wrought (see fig. 7).% In this single volume, the tree stump
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7. Ulisse Aldrovandi, Dendrologia naturalis (pp. 4, 250), Bologna, 1668. (Biblioteca Europea di
Informazione e Cultura; images accessed from the Biblioteca Europea di Informazione e Cultura,
DIGITOOL8842398.)
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implicates epistemic systems drawn from classical texts, medieval metaphysics,
and firsthand experience.

Stumps also emerge forcefully in anatomical practice, most famously in Le-
onardo da Vinci’s drawings. As a general matter, Leonardo’s notebooks dem-
onstrate an ongoing preoccupation with the relationship between the human
body and trees. In a pair of drawings of the nervous system, the spine and
nerves take the shape of a slender conifer, with the network of fibers radiating
downward and outward in conical form.®® The nerve endings, indicated by
single strokes of the pen, take on the spur-like shape of a conifer’s needles.
And in a depiction of the hepatic veins, the vessels radiate outward from
the vena cava like a broad-leaved oak or maple, the limbs splitting into bipar-
tite and tripartite branches.”” That Leonardo was thinking about trees is ev-
ident in the accompanying text, which makes explicit reference to trees and to
arboreal structures. In his renderings of the circulatory and nervous systems,
he refers to the “tree of veins” and “tree of nerves,” and in his description of
the liver, he formulated a comparative morphology between humans and
plants to describe how the venous system works.*®

In Leonardo’s most extraordinary example of anatomical and arboreal par-
allels, the human heart and related veins and arteries assume the unmistak-

).%° The main trunk, the aorta, extends

able shape of a severed stump (fig. 8
directly upward, with crosshatching suggesting not just its tubular form but
the texture of bark; a large secondary trunk bends gently outward to the right;
and its roots (the coronary arteries) ramify downward and around the sur-
face of the heart. The right atrium, with its muscular ridges that collect de-
oxygenated blood, assumes the unmistakable shape of a shelf fungus (for the
depiction of a shelf fungus, see fig. 7). Furthermore, Leonardo has cropped
the image at the approximate height where a woodworker would have applied
his axe; the tubular walls of the arteries, indicated by parallel pen strokes, re-
semble the outer layers of a tree’s bark and sapwood. Leonardo’s studies of
the structures of the human body attest to a comparative mode of thinking
that involved what the axe reveals about trees and what the scalpel reveals
about veins.

To return to the stump in Bellini’s St. Peter Martyr, it does what trunk-like
structures actually do: It pumps and spews blood. The painting fuses agricul-
tural know-how, natural philosophy, and anatomy into this part of the arbo-
real whole. Integrated into a familiar northern Italian landscape, the stump
was an efficient strategy to explicate human and arboreal relationships, en-
hancing the spiritual content of pictures. In paintings of St. Peter Martyr,
the display of blood underscored the saint’s role as an alter Christus whose
suffering evoked that of the crucified Christ.”” Bellini turned to the severed



8. Leonardo da Vinci, The heart and coronary vessels (detail), ca. 1511-13. Pen and ink on blue paper,
full sheet of paper; 28.8 X 41.3 cm. (The Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 919073; photo, © Royal
Collection Enterprises Limited, 2024, Royal Collection Trust.)
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tree trunk—whose own vessels behave like human veins in the way they con-
duct sap and nutrients, and which had become an omnipresent feature of Ital-
ian landscapes—to underscore the pathetic nature of Peter’s suffering as well
as its universality.

GROWTH, DECAY, AND REGENERATION

We see this commingling of the human and arboreal most clearly, and with star-
tling specificity, where stumps emerge as powerful protagonists in pictures. In
Cosimo Tura’s painting of St. Jerome, now at the National Gallery in London,
the saint is nearly enveloped in the enormous stump behind him (fig. 9). It is
sometimes noted how trees take anthropomorphic forms, but here, it is not the
stump that looks human but St. Jerome who looks vegetal. His bark-colored
robe opens to flesh within, and his raised heal and flowing garments take the
shape of the stump’s roots. The painting recalls textual accounts of St. Jerome
that associated him with trees and arboreal life and referred to him explicitly as
“of wood.””!

Prior scholarship has interpreted Tura’s stump as a metaphor suggested by
the adjective roboratus (fortified with oak), sometimes used in poetic literature
to describe the type of heroism indicated by Jerome’s powerful stance.”” But
Tura’s depiction also betrays an interest in the nature of wood and how it be-
haves. Despite the stump’s imposing size, the deep grooves in the bark indicate
not only a tree that has aged but also one infected by pests that invade trees and
warp their surfaces.”” That this inference was deliberate is indicated by Tura’s
addition at left of a bird—an Italian wall creeper—whose peculiar habits entan-
gle processes of arboreal decay with Jerome’s particular form of penance. Wall
creepers live in crevices in trees and cliff faces—evocative of Jerome’s own cave
in the wilderness—and feed on grubs, beetles, and other insects lurking below
the bark, leaving beads of sap on the surface.”* Tura has depicted this wall
creeper in action, its beak penetrating the wood just to the left of Jerome’s
chest, where blood issues sap-like from his wood-like flesh.

Tura’s stump contains another provocation relating to the life cycle of trees, a
detail that appears to have gone entirely unremarked in the literature: the tiny,
delicate mushrooms that emerge in the soft earth near the base of the stump (see
fig. 9). Mushrooms have been characterized as symbols of death in paintings, but
fifteenth-century thinking on mushrooms was unsettled and far more complex.
Materia medica noted the powerful medicinal properties of certain species, such
as the Agaricum, while writers such as Nicander referred to them as an “evil fer-
ment of the earth.””* Here, the stalks and umbrellas are almost vanishingly small,
on an order of scale radically different from St. Jerome, the stump, and other



9. Cosimo Tura, Saint Jerome, ca. 1470. Oil with some egg tempura on wood; 101 x 57.2 cm. (The
National Gallery, London; photo, © The National Gallery, London.)
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aspects of the picture. In the painting, as in real life, these mushrooms are visible
only upon close inspection and only if one knows where to look: in the damp
crevices between roots and moist soil.”® By including these tiny fungi, just barely
perceptible, at the locus where arboreal matter and Jerome’s garments meet,
Tura enlists the viewer in a broader rumination on how St. Jerome and the ar-
boreal world intersect. Mushrooms, birds, and rotting bark operate not as sym-
bols but as coparticipants in ecological processes that choreograph temporal and
cyclical aspects of Christian sacrifice and redemption.

In another painting of St. Jerome, Filippino Lippi foregrounded a stump that
betrays a similar interest in arboreal matter and how it works (see fig. 2). To the
roots at left, which dangle above a brook or stream, Lippi has applied streaks of
white paint to show that their tips tickle the surface of the water, a description of
what stumps do: They locate and draw moisture. At bottom center, a large root
not only clings to the rock below it but also digs into it, generating fissures in the
rock’s stratified layers. This is the first stage in the process of weathering, where
tree roots, followed by chemicals released as trees decay, convert rock into
soil.”” Furthermore, as in Bellini’s St. Peter Martyr, Lippi has painted the stump
in a way that documents a specific arboreal history. The shard of wood that juts
upward suggests it was sheared in an act of violence. Mushrooms indicate how
the tree began to decay, invaded by fungi that feed on a weakened tree’s sap-
wood. Even though severed and suffering, the tree/stump hasn’t died; instead,
it has generated a new tree out of its root stalk, indicated by the unbroken layer
of bark that extends downward from the new shaft and wraps around the hol-
low cavity where the old tree once stood. This is not a single dead tree, nor even
a dead tree and a new one, but an ongoing process of arboreal renewal and
transformation.”®

It is tempting to infer that Lippi and Tura had access to recently published
incunabula on the protoscience of plants, such as the rediscovered botanical
treatise of Theophrastus, which included detailed observations about the mor-
phology, physiology, and ecology of plants.”” But there is little evidence that
painters had access to these texts at the time. Instead, their protoecological
provocations share a way of thinking about plant life espoused by mendicant
preachers, such as the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola, who drew on
knowledge about trees and plants to instruct on moral and devotional mat-
ters.*® In addition to his calls to reject ecclesiastical opulence for a faith rooted
in ascetic sacrifice, Savonarola also encouraged the devout to think about spir-
itual and civic responsibilities with reference to the behavior of trees and plants.
In a sermon delivered in December 1494, he spoke of the deleterious effects of
weeds when discussing the opponents of faith; in his “Renovation Sermon” of
January 13, 1495, he invoked the competition of trees for light when describing
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the parable of the fig tree; and in his Good Friday sermon of April 1, 1496, he
employed a metaphor rooted in the biochemistry of how plants grow (“like a
plant, which exerts itself through the strength it receives from the sky, to draw
moisture from the Earth and submits itself to its cause”).®' Like Savonarola’s
sermons, Tura’s and Lippi’s painted stumps operate as protobotanical tutorials,
with lessons about how plants gather nutrients, compete, and behave.*” In do-
ing so, they subvert Aristotelian notions of the limitations of plant life; stumps
not only grow and decay (exhibit nutritive capacity) but also reach like animals
to alleviate thirst (a locomotive function). Painters were employing stumps not
just as symbols or metaphors, but as vehicles to consider and draw attention to
the ontology and relative vitality of vegetal life.

PROPAGATION

Through repetition and variation, often within the same iconography and in the
same workshop, the stump became an ongoing mechanism to mediate the re-
lationship between people and trees, a dynamic obfuscated by long-held as-
sumptions about the construction and description of landscapes in pictures.*’
Until recently, art history has privileged the figure over the ground at the ex-
pense of landscape details.** Furthermore, the emphasis on attribution and lo-
cating the master’s hand—when, as a matter of workshop practice, assistants
often worked landscape details—has distracted from the nuanced treatment
of arboreal life. But interesting things happen in the arboreal ground. The
stump, an exemplary part of the arboreal whole, operates as a theoretical artifact
generating new ways of thinking about the relationship between human and
arboreal life.

In a series of paintings by Cima da Conegliano between 1495 and 1520, the
stump undergoes a kind of morphosis in each successive reworking. In an early
picture (Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan, 1493-94), Christ’s crucifix is inserted
between the bark and cambium layer of a large stump, as would be character-
istic of grafting. Several years later (National Gallery, London, ca. 1510-20),
the stump and cross have merged into a single shaft, which is still the locus
of Jerome’s attention. And in a third and final picture (Uffizi, Florence,
ca. 1510-20), only the new tree remains, subsumed, like Jerome himself, in
the landscape background. In Cima’s workshop, the arboreal processes of mor-
phosis become a metamorphosis, one that provides visual evidence of the
saint’s inner conversion.

Critically, there are moments when the reworking of stumps causes ruptures
in the epistemologies they evoke, with startling consequences. In another St. Je-
rome by Cima, the saint holds a thin tree trunk onto which the cross is tied, as
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if grafted (fig. 10). Abutting a rocky escarpment to the right, in Jerome’s field of
vision, is another tree trunk, around which a vine, forked at the top, twists. The
detail recalls the (fork-tongued) serpent from the Garden of Eden, an associa-
tion that painters often encouraged in ways both explicit and subtle.*> The vine
as biblical serpent has a botanical provocation rooted in how vines behave; they
kill trees by strangling them, damaging the sapwood, and preventing the trans-
mission of nutrients.*®

But several years later, this pictorial representation (as if executed in carbon
copy) was redeployed for different ends in a painting of the Virgin and Child by
Cima, in which the vine’s limb-like branches wrap around the trunk just as
Christ does with Mary (fig. 11). The branches behave like arms and legs,
and the u-shaped branch in between, in an anatomical analogy, is like a cord
that binds the nursing Christ to his mother. Cima’s painting draws attention
to a different kind of arboreal relationship, one that cuts to the heart of Mary’s
relation to Christ in senses both biological and spiritual. While a vine can stran-
gle and kill, there is another type of entangling tree—a nurse tree—that does
the opposite: It offers nourishment, protection, and support.®” The smaller, de-
pendent tree often produces tentacular roots that survive when the larger tree
rots away, producing anthropomorphic forms: young trees that rest their arms
on “ghost stumps” whose innards have mostly disintegrated.*®

There are allusions to the nurse tree in literature, in the story of Dryope,

transformed into a tree, whose child nurses at the base of her trunk; in the

2

10. Giovanni Battista Cima da Conegliano, Saint Jerome in the Wilderness, 15th century. Oil on panel;
113.5 X 150 cm. (Harewood House, Leeds; reproduced by courtesy of the Harewood House Trust.)
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11. Giovanni Battista Cima da Conegliano, Madonna and Child, 1512-17. Oil on canvas; 83 x 68 cm.
(Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam; photo, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

writings of the medieval agronomist Pietro Crescenzi, who notes that certain
plants protect one another; and in recent scientific studies, rooted in indige-
nous knowledge, that show how mother trees nurse tree children through sub-
terranean roots and fungal networks.*” Cima’s painting implicates a body of
knowledge about trees, their structure, and their relationship to one another
rooted in an investigative approach to how the woodlands work and an interest
in how trees care for one another. The picture shows how the tree stump,
whose conventional ontology and semiotic meaning are often linked—as
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something rooted and whose meaning is fixed—has an animacy in the hands of
painters, whose ongoing experimentation can redefine how the human and ar-
boreal entwine.

CODA: STUMP SPEECH

Returning to Bellini’s painting and his stump a final time, we might note the
blank cartellino attached to the nearby branch, as if awaiting Bellini’s signature
(see fig. 1). Bellini and other Italian artists often signed their works on fictive
cartellini attached to twigs or branches, as in Bellini’s St. Frances in the Wilderness

90 s L
”).”" This insistent association

(where a twig bears his name, “Johannes Bellinus
between language, authorship, and arboreal life recalls the prominence of trees
in contemporaneous theories involving divine authorship: namely the Doctrine
of Signatures, the notion that the divine finds expression in the marks—or sig-
natures—it leaves externally in the (divinely) created world.”!

In Latin, there is, in addition to “truncus,” another word to describe the
stump: “caudex,” meaning tree trunk or block, which evolved to become the
“codex” or bound book, the format adopted for biblical texts in the early middle
ages. Among the various pictorial modes in which the stump frequently appears
is its role as a physical support for biblical codices in moments of revelation or
contemplation. In Vittore Carpaccio’s St. Jerome, part of his polyptych in Za-
dar, the saint clasps his hands in front of a caudex with an open codex affixed to
its surface (fig. 12).”> This association between the stump and scripture
emerges in artistic practice in other ways: in the stumps and stump-like lecterns
that populate late fifteenth-century Italian pictures and in the extraordinary
intarsiated lecterns of the Olivetan order, in which fictive prayer books are in-
laid and fused to the reading surface of wood lecterns whose morphology re-
sembles stumps.”> One way the tree stump prompts a response is the way it
reveals itself by disgorging its inner growth rings and vessels: a spatial represen-
tation of its temporal and nutritive existence. Works that juxtapose book and
stump posit a relationship between two modes of communication, one scrip-
tural and the other arboreal, written in the growth and decay of trees and on
their exposed surfaces.

Indeed, in their treatment of stumps, Italian paintings engage with this
(bio)semiotic question: the relationship between human and vegetal modes of
communication.”* In his critique of logocentrism in the development of lan-
guage, Walter Benjamin characterized artworks not as “engaged in a translation
of the language of things into a language of humans, but as staging an encounter
between the two.””® St. Augustine alluded to this—and to the role of arboreal life
in this ongoing dialogue—when he wrote that trees “display their forms, which



12. Vittore Carpaccio, Saint Jerome with Kneeling Donor, top middle panel of the Polyptych of
Saint Martin, ca. 1487. Oil on panel; 112 x 72 cm. (Museum of Sacred Art, Zadar; photo by
G. Tomljenovi¢, 2017, courtesy of the Croatian Conservation Institute.)
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give shape to the visible structure of our world, for perception by our senses.”
While lacking cognitive capacity, Augustine continued, trees “nonetheless wish
to be known.”*®

the way they grow, die, and regenerate; in the way their roots search for water; in

But known how? Stumps in Italian paintings posit an answer in

the way their bark wrinkles; and in the way they harbor birds, beetles, and other
creatures, all of which provoke thinking about human concerns and relations to
the divine and nature. A final detail in Filippino Lippi’s Saint Jerome (see fig. 2)
provides an intriguing example of the biosemiotics of stumps in operation: A
large beetle has emerged from the stump’s cavity and scurries across its surface.
Often identified as a cockroach in literature, it has the segmentation, color, and
surface sheen of a hermit beetle (Osmoderma eremita), once common in central
Italy and so named because it spends most of its life in the cavities of old-growth
stumps.”” Long before this beetle earned its scientific name, Lippi responded to
its hermit-like behavior in his painting of the quintessential eremitic saint.
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