
A PRINTED ICON IN EARLY MODERN ITALY

Forlı̀’s Madonna of the Fire

In 1428, a devastating fire destroyed a schoolhouse in the Northern

Italian city of Forlı̀, leaving only a woodcut of the Madonna and Child

that had been tacked to the classroom wall. The people of Forlı̀ carried

that print – now known as the Madonna of the Fire – into their

cathedral, where two centuries later a new chapel was built to enshrine

it. In this book, Lisa Pon considers a cascade of moments in the

Madonna of the Fire’s cultural biography: when ink was impressed onto

paper at a now-unknown date; when that sheet was recognized by Forlı̀’s

people as miraculous; when it was enshrined in various tabernacles and

chapels in the cathedral; when it or one of its copies was – and still is –

carried in procession. In doing so, Pon offers an experiment in art

historical inquiry that spans more than three centuries of making,

remaking, and renewal.
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of the Fondo Piancastelli of the Biblioteca Comunale “Aurelio Saffi,” Fiorenza

Danti and the staff at the Archivio di Stato di Forlı̀, Frederica Rizzoli, Franco

Zaghini, the late Livio Lombardo, and now “Pete” Zattoni. Others scattered

across the globe also helped this project progress, including Emily Anderson,

Paul Barolsky, Molly Bourne, Marjorie Cohn, Lauren Dodds, Michael Gaudio,

Adam Herring, Evelyn Lincoln, Rheagan Martin, Mia Mochizuki, Jun Naka-

mura, Adrian Randolph, William E. Wallace, Saundra Weddle, Aidan Weston-

Lewis, and Annemarie Weyl Carr. Stephan Wolohojian helped me resolve to

finish this book, and Barnaby Nygren helped me to do so as well as I could.

This research was made possible by fellowships from the Warburg Institute,

London; the Bibliographical Society of America; the Getty Research Institute;

the American Philosophical Society; the New York Public Library; the Center

for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts at the National Gallery of Art, Washing-
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University Research Council, Meadows School Faculty Development Fund,
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Earlier versions of some material in Chapters 4 and 7 appeared in my article,

“Place, Print, and Miracle: Forlı̀’s Madonna of the Fire as Functional Site,”

published in the June 2008 issue of the journal, Art History. At Cambridge

University Press, Beatrice Rehl’s enthusiastic response made me feel the manu-

script was in the right hands, and Asya Graf and Isabella Vitti oversaw an exped-

itious production of this long awaited book. Margaret Puskar-Pasewicz of

MargaretEdits undertook the copyediting with efficiency and professionalism.
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The roof of the eighteenth-century Palazzo Merenda, which houses the

incomparable Fondo Piancastelli of Forlı̀’s Biblioteca Comunale “Aurelio

Saffi”, collapsed in November 2012, making me painfully aware of the fragility

of the institutional resources on which we depend. I hope this book in some

measure illuminates the richness of that collection, and the need to support it

and others like it.

Finally, I must thank the late Karl Kilinski II, who showed me how to finish a

book, and Jim and Ted, who have joined me in filling our home with the happy

work of writing.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

July 2014
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