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Eliel Aspelin-Haapkylä had bought this painting of the Adoration of the Magi in Venice in 
1898.1 According to Osvald Sirén it would have been the jewel of Aspelin’s collection had 
it not been in such poor condition. Sirén, however, had deeper insight when he attributed 
this ‘beautiful ruin’ to Giovanni Boccati in 1921.2 The abundant ornamentality and fluent 
composition of the Late Gothic were, according to Sirén, characteristic of the work owned by 
Aspelin, which he associated in terms of style with Gentile da Fabriano and particularly with 
a painting of the same title by him in Florence. The figures of the Virgin and children, the 
nature of the background scenery and the decorative details of the painting in turn pointed 
to Boccati. Sirén compared this painting to an altarpiece predella painted by Boccati in 1447 
(Pala del Pergolato, Perugia), with its theme of the Passion and especially the scene of Christ 
bearing His cross. In the latter work, the marine landscape and the town wall with its towers 
resembled the Aspelin painting.3 Sirén dates the work in Aspelin’s collection to before the 
Perugia predella of 1447.4

The painting was on show in Italy in 2002 in an exhibition devoted to 15th-century 
art in Camerino, and subsequently in Milan.5 This was preceded by thorough restoration as 
the painting support had become badly warped. Numerous overpaintings covering, among 
other features, the background scenery, the costumes of the Magi and the ruins of a temple 
had significantly altered the original appearance of the painting.6 Revealed beneath the 
overpainting was a fine background landscape with green hills marked with fortresses setting 
off a bay widening towards the horizon with small coves and vessels. On the horizon is a 
shoreline that had previously been completely covered by overpainting. Andrea de Marchi 
suggests that Boccati had even sought explicitly to compete with Jan van Eyck in depicting the 

1 Eliel Aspelin-Haapkylä observed the connections of the painting with the works of Gentile da Fabriano 
in his notes, where he wrote ‘Tuscan-Umbrian in the manner of Gentile da Fabriano’. Literature 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, folder A469, Helsinki. I am indebted to Hanne Selkokari for 
this information.

2 Sirén, Osvald, 1921. Tidiga Italienska Målningar i Finska Samlingar. Stenmans konstrevy No. 4–5,  
1921, 44.

3 Sirén 1921, 43–44.
4 Sirén 1921, 45. Sirén leaves any closer dating open by noting: ‘... and have cause to assume that he 

was already active several years previously.’
5 Il Quattrocento a Camerino. Luce e prospettiva nel cuore della Marca. Camerino, Convento San 

Domenico 19 luglio–17 novembre 2002 and Brera mai vista. Rinascimento a Camerino. Giovanni 
Boccati e la prospettiva ornata. Milano, Pinacoteca di Brera, Sala XXI, dicembre 2002–gennaio 2003.

6 Fumagalli, Patrizia & Scatragli, Sara, 2005. ‘The Conservation of the Adoration of the Magi’. In Art’s 
Memory – Layers of Conservation. Reetta Kuojärvi-Närhi, Maija Santala, Ari Tanhuanpää, Anne-Mari 
Forss (eds.), Sinebrychoffin taidemuseon julkaisuja (Sinebrychoff Art Museum Publications). Helsinki: 
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum, 91–95. 
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__________

Giovanni Boccati, The Adoration of the Magi, (1440–1445), oil on panel, 80cm x 53,2cm, 
Aspelin-Haapkylä Collection, Sinebrychoff Art Museum. 
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen.
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aerial perspective of the landscape in the background.7 Background scenery similar to that of 
the work discussed here, with a bay and coves and fortresses is also found in two devotional 
paintings of the Crucifixion theme in Urbino (Galleria Nazionale delle Marche) and Venice 
(Ca’ d’Oro, Galleria Giorgio Franchetti), dated to ca. 1445–46.

This small devotional painting is of interest for art-historical scholarship, for it is the 
earliest known work by Boccati. It is currently dated to the years 1440–1445, but nonetheless 
before 1445, when Boccati moved to Perugia.8 As mentioned above, Sirén was the first to 
attribute the painting to Boccati in 1921. Later, in 1961, Federico Zeri also attributed this 
work to Boccati, regarding it as an indication that the artist most probably travelled to 
Florence.9 Boccati is presumed to have worked in Florence in the early 1440s, moving to 
Perugia by 1445. In 1448 he was in Padua and in 1454 in Spoleto.10 

The figures in the procession depicted in the painting could have come directly from 
a princely court, including the midwives at the right edge.11 The figures are in contemporary 
dress made of valuable fabrics, even decorated with gold and precious stones. The horses’ 
harnesses, are also richly decorated. The painting clearly displays the influences of Florentine 
artists on Boccati, particularly from the altarpiece The Adoration of the Magi (Pala Strozzi) 
painted by Gentile da Fabriano in 1423, but also from the works of Domenico Veneziano, 
Giovanni di Francesco Toscani and Lorenzo Ghiberti. The influences are evident in the 
composition of the work and in its abundant use of metal lead and translucent paint layers. 
The vessels held by the Magi, the horses’ harnesses and the star are in relief, executed in 
the pastiglia technique. The clothing is richly decorated with minute punchwork of various 
forms.12 After Pala Strozzi, Florentine Adoration of the Magi themes began to include a horse 
seen from the rear, such as the one at the left edge of the Boccati painting. The hunting dog 
turning its head also derives from the same Florentine altarpiece. De Marchi lists other 
characteristics of Florentine art: the stable within the ruins of a temple was an iconographic 
theme typical of Filippo Lippi, and the Virgin is seated on the saddle of a donkey as in the 
painting of the same theme by Domenico Veneziano, now in the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin.13 

Boccati made use of numerous ingenious details based on visual observation and 
perspective, such as the procession, which is crossing the bridge in the distance, and which 
remains behind the mountain to reappear in the foreground of the painting. Two camels with 
their humps covered in red and yellow cloth hide the figures walking next to them, who can only 
be identified by their high headgear. The painting contains many subtly studied details and it is 
ambitious in the complexity of its composition. De Marchi regards the painting in the Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum as the most demanding work of Boccati’s career.14 He suggests that this work could 
have been a kind of demonstration of skill, a pièce de réception, which Boccati had taken with 
him from Florence to Perugia for the purpose of making an impression there with his skills as 
a painter.15 He also suggests that two of the figures in the painting are portraits. The figure in 
blue headgear between Joseph and Melchior would thus be a portrait of Cosimo di Giovanni de’ 
Medici16, while the young man with high red headgear is a self-portrait of the artist.17

7 De Marchi 2002b, 18. ‘L’Adorazione dei Magi di Helsinki’, in Brera mai vista. Rinascimento a Camerino. 
Giovanni Boccati e la prospettiva ornata. Milano: Electa, 2002.

8 De Marchi, Andrea, 2002 a. Giovanni di Piermatteo Boccati, Adorazione dei Magi. Il Quattrocento 
a Camerino. Luce e prospettiva nel cuore della Marca. Camerino, Convento San Domenico 19 
luglio–17 novembre 2002. A cura di Andrea De Marchi, Maria Giannatiempo López. Milano: Federico 
Motta Editore, 172; De Marchi, Andrea, 2002 b, L’Adorazione dei Magi di Helsinki. Brera mai vista. 
Rinascimento a Camerino. Giovanni Boccati e la prospettiva ornata. Milano: Electa, 30.

9 Zeri, Federico, 1961. Due dipinti, la filologia e un nome. Il Maestro delle Tavole Barberini. Torino: 
Einaudi, 62–63, 95.

10 Bon Valsassina, Caterina & Fiorio, Maria Teresa, 2002. Giovanni di Piermatteo Boccati e il Rinascimento 
a Camerino. Brera mai vista. Rinascimento a Camerino. Giovanni Boccati e la prospettiva ornata. 
Milano: Electa, 6. 

11 The depiction of midwives in the Adoration of the Magi theme is iconographically interesting and is 
presumably related to contemporary court culture in Florence.

12 Fumagalli & Scatragli 2005, 91–95. 
13 De Marchi 2002 b, 26–28.
14 De Marchi 2002 b, 28.
15 De Marchi 2002 b, 30.
16 De Marchi 2002 b, 29.
17 De Marchi 2002 b, 24.


