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Between the late 13th and early 14th centuries, famines repeatedly
ravaged the Republic of Siena. The frequent shortage of wheat led to
forms of speculation on the part of powerful families who controlled the
production and importation of this essential produce. Measures adopted
by the government – at the time led by the Council of Nine – included
distribution of the communal wheat in the city’s main square, packets of which
had to be marked with the commune’s official, dedicated seal.1 The present
seal-matrix, the inscription on which reads S[igillvm] Offitilivm Bladi Comvnis
Senarvm, would therefore have served this purpose.2
Because of the crucial role it played at a difficult stage in the city’s
governance, this seal-matrix would have been commissioned by the
government from a renowned goldsmith – a figure to whom the creation
of the most important seals, both for public and private use, was invariably
entrusted. Of circular form, it presents an outer perled border, the inscription
in modern letters. The choice of the Annunciation for the seal-matrix had
particular resonance in a city that in 1260 had been dedicated to the
Virgin Mary.
The scene has been skilfully arranged, the confidence of composition
indicating that an accomplished goldsmith must be its author. The kneeling
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1
Simone Martini
Annunciation with Sts Margaret
and Ansanus, 1333
Uffizi, Florence (detail)

Archangel Gabriel presents the Virgin with three spikes of wheat, while she
gracefully holds one hand to her bosom and in the other grasps the book she
was reading – a motif particularly favoured by Gothic artists.3 Finally, heavenly
benediction is represented as rays of light emanating from the Holy Spirit. The
symbolic meaning was clear: God, through his messenger angel, was directly
handing the cittadini of Siena (the Virgin) their basic source of sustainment,
represented by the three spikes of wheat.
Iconographic sources for the subject would have ranged from Byzantine
prototypes to the illuminated manuscripts where these were circulated and
evolved. However, the composition appears to reflect, first and foremost, the
magnificent synthesis developed from such precedents by the Sienese Simone
Martini (1284–1344) in his Annunciation with Sts Margaret and Ansanus (fig. 1).
Originally decorating the altar of St Ansanus in the Cathedral of Siena,
the triptych played a major role in the development of the International
Gothic style.
A suggestive link between the art of Simone and the domain of seals is
provided by the artist’s inclusion, in his seminal Maestà from 1315 (Palazzo
Pubblico, Siena), of the official seal for the city of Siena that had been made
by Guccio di Mannaia some years previously (fig. 2). The foremost goldsmith
active in Siena between 1291 and 1318, Guccio also produced a significant
number of bronze seals (factores sigillorum). His most accomplished work is
the astonishing silver-gilt and enamelled chalice gifted by Pope Nicholas IV
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2
Simone Martini
Seal of the City of Siena by Guccio
di Mannaia, from the Maestà, 1315–21
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena (detail)

3
Sienese
Seal of Bindino di Neri, 1290–1300
Bargello, Florence
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(1288–1292) to the Basilica of San Francesco at Assisi.4 As Martini’s fresco
demonstrates, the goldsmith was in the employment of the city’s government.
Little of his life and work is known, but his influence is conspicuous in Sienese
seal-matrixes from the first half of the Trecento.
Compare, for instance, the head of the Archangel Gabriel on the present
matrix with that of the left angel on the Maestà seal. In particular, note the
naturalistic detail provided by the angel’s suspended lock of hair. A second,
interesting example is provided by the Seal of Bindino di Neri (Bargello,
Florence) datable to the last decade of the 13th century (fig. 3).5 Observe the
energetically defined drapery folds, the exquisite execution of the wings, but
also, once again, the hair, rendered with three stylized locks contouring the
profile, as on our seal-matrix.
On stylistic grounds, then, this seal-matrix can be dated to the period
in between Martini’s Annunciation of 1333 and 1348–55, after which years,
following the devastation caused by the Black Death and then by the arrival of
Charles IV of Luxembourg and the end of the Council of Nine, the city of Siena
experienced a severe economic decline reflected in the quality and quantity of
works of art its elite was able to commission.

PROVENANCE
An industrial, erudite bibliophile, as well as an accomplished painter, Julien
Chappée (1862–1957) amassed a vast collection of Medieval manuscripts and
works of art, housed in his property at Le Cogner, in Le Mans. In 1924 and
again in 1941, he donated most of his collection, amounting to thousands of
documents, to the Bibliothèque nationale Française.
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