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Cennini, a renowned Italian painter and art theorist of the late Middle Ages, provided valuable insights

into the techniques and materials used by artists of his time. His treatise, Il Libro dell'Arte (The Book of

Art), offers detailed instructions on painting methods, including the preparation of surfaces, the

application of pigments, and the layering process. Among the many topics covered, Cennini

emphasizes the importance of a suitable underlayer or ground coat, which serves as the foundation for

subsequent layers of paint. According to his instructions, the recommended color for this critical

underlayer is a reddish-brown hue, often referred to historically as "red ochre" or "terra rossa".

This article explores Cennini’s guidance on underlayers, the significance of choosing the right color,

the materials involved, and how modern artists can interpret and apply these historical techniques

today.

---

Understanding Cennini’s Perspective on Underlayers

The Role of the Underlayer in Medieval and Renaissance Painting



In medieval and early Renaissance art, the preparation of the painting surface was considered as vital

as the painting itself. The underlayer, or ground, provided a uniform surface, enhanced the durability of

the painting, and influenced the final appearance through subtle color interactions. Cennini emphasized

that a proper underlayer could improve the luminosity, richness, and longevity of the artwork.

He believed that the underlayer should be:

- Absorbent to hold subsequent layers firmly

- Stable to prevent cracking or deterioration over time

- Appropriate in tone to enhance the overall effect of the finished piece

Cennini’s instructions reflect a deep understanding of how ground preparation could influence the

artist’s work, highlighting the choice of color as a crucial element.

---

The Recommended Underlayer Color According To Cennini

The Rationale Behind the Reddish-Brown Underlayer

Cennini explicitly advocates for using a reddish-brown pigment as an underlayer. This choice was

rooted in practical and aesthetic considerations:

1. Enhancement of Flesh Tones and Warmth: The reddish hue provided a warm undertone that could

subtly influence the final color palette, especially in flesh tones and naturalistic scenes.

2. Depth and Richness: The warm tone added depth to the painting, giving a sense of richness and

vibrancy.

3. Compatibility with Other Pigments: The earth-based pigment was stable and compatible with a

variety of colors, reducing the risk of undesirable chemical reactions over time.



4. Availability and Cost: Natural earth pigments like red ochre were readily available and affordable,

making them accessible to artists of various means.

Cennini’s instructions point to the use of red ochre (or similar earth pigments) as the preferred base for

the underlayer.

Specific Pigments Cennini Mentions

Cennini describes using terra rossa (red earth) or red ochre as the primary pigment for the ground

layer. These pigments are composed mainly of hydrated iron oxide, giving them their characteristic

reddish-brown color. Their properties made them ideal for creating a durable, stable foundation.

In his own words, translated from the original Italian:

"Make a ground of red ochre, mixed with a good amount of size or glue, and spread it evenly on the

panel or wall."

This instruction underscores the importance of a well-prepared, stable, and appropriately colored

underlayer.

---

Materials and Techniques for Applying the Underlayer

Choosing the Right Pigments

The key pigment recommended by Cennini is red ochre, a natural earth pigment abundant in many

regions of Italy. Modern artists can source similar pigments, which are available in powder form or pre-



made grounds.

Other materials include:

- Size or Glue: Used as a binder to adhere the pigment to the surface. Traditionally, animal glue or

size (a solution of glue) was employed.

- Preparation of the Ground: The pigment is mixed with the binder to form a consistent, workable paint.

Application Process

The process involves several steps:

1. Surface Preparation: The panel or wall should be smooth, clean, and free of dust or loose debris.

2. Mixing the Ground: Combine red ochre with an appropriate binder—animal glue, size, or a similar

adhesive—to form a paint-like consistency.

3. Applying the Underlayer: Use a broad brush to spread the mixture evenly across the surface,

ensuring complete coverage without brush marks.

4. Drying: Allow the underlayer to dry thoroughly before applying subsequent layers of paint.

This technique ensures a firm, warm-toned foundation that enhances the subsequent layers of

pigment.

---

Historical Significance and Modern Applications



The Influence of Cennini’s Techniques on Art History

Cennini’s recommendation of a reddish-brown underlayer reflects broader medieval and Renaissance

practices, where earth pigments were favored for their stability and aesthetic qualities. Many

masterworks from this period exhibit warm, earthy undertones, likely derived from similar ground

preparations.

His instructions influenced countless artists and workshops, emphasizing the importance of material

choice in achieving desired visual effects and durability.

Modern Replication and Adaptation

Contemporary artists and conservators often revisit Cennini’s techniques to understand historical

methods better. Using earth pigments like red ochre remains popular due to their:

- Stability and longevity

- Environmental safety

- Aesthetic qualities that mimic historical artworks

Modern artists can replicate these techniques by sourcing high-quality natural pigments, preparing their

own grounds, and following Cennini’s procedural advice.

---

Summary: The Core Takeaways

- Cennini recommended using a reddish-brown pigment, specifically red ochre or terra rossa, for the

underlayer in painting.



- This underlayer served both functional and aesthetic purposes, providing warmth, depth, and stability.

- Proper preparation involved mixing the pigment with a binder like animal glue or size and applying it

evenly to the surface.

- The technique reflects a deep understanding of how ground color influences the final artwork.

- Modern artists and conservators continue to value earth-based pigments for their authenticity and

durability, often following Cennini’s guidance.

---

Conclusion

Understanding what color of paint Cennini recommended as an underlayer provides valuable insight

into medieval and Renaissance painting techniques. His emphasis on a reddish-brown ground

underscores the importance of material selection in achieving vibrant, durable artworks. Today, this

knowledge informs both the practice of historical painting recreation and contemporary artistic

experimentation with traditional materials. Whether for authentic replication or innovative exploration,

the earth tones championed by Cennini remain a testament to the enduring wisdom of medieval art

masters.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

According to the Direct Instruction, what color of paint did Cennini

recommend be used as an underlayer?

Cennini recommended using ochre as the underlayer paint.

Why did Cennini suggest using ochre as an underlayer in painting?

Cennini believed ochre provided a durable and suitable base that enhanced the vibrancy of

subsequent colors.

Is the use of ochre as an underlayer still relevant in modern painting

techniques?

While traditional, ochre remains valued in some classical and restoration practices for its durability and

historical accuracy.

Does the Direct Instruction specify a particular type or shade of ochre

for the underlayer?

Cennini generally refers to ochre as a natural earth pigment without specifying a particular shade,

allowing for variations based on availability.

How does the recommended use of ochre as an underlayer align with

contemporary color theory?

Using ochre as an underlayer aligns with principles of creating warm, neutral bases that enhance the

luminosity of top layers.



Are there other pigments Cennini recommended for use as underlayers

besides ochre?

While ochre is primarily recommended, Cennini also mentions the use of other earth tones, but ochre

is the most emphasized.

What are the practical benefits of following Cennini’s recommendation

to use ochre as an underlayer?

Benefits include improved adhesion of subsequent layers, increased paint longevity, and a warm tonal

foundation for the artwork.

Additional Resources

According To The Direct Instruction, What Color Of Paint Did Cennini Recommend Be Used As An

Underlayer is a question that delves into the heart of Renaissance painting techniques and the

enduring influence of Cennino Cennini’s treatise. As one of the most important sources for

understanding medieval and early Renaissance art practices, Cennini's writings provide invaluable

insights into the materials, methods, and philosophies that shaped the masterpieces of his time.

Central to his instructions is the emphasis on proper underlayers, which serve as the foundation for the

vibrancy, durability, and overall quality of the finished artwork.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll explore Cennini's recommendations regarding the color of paint

used as an underlayer, the scientific and artistic rationale behind these choices, and how these

techniques have influenced both historical and contemporary painting practices.

---

Understanding Cennini’s Context and His Artistic Philosophy



Before diving into specifics, it’s essential to appreciate the context in which Cennini wrote. Living in the

14th and early 15th centuries, Cennini was a master painter and a dedicated scholar of artistic craft.

His famous treatise, Il Libro dell'Arte, is a practical manual aimed at instructing apprentices and fellow

artists on the best practices for creating durable and luminous artworks.

Cennini emphasized the importance of preparing a solid and harmonious foundation for artworks,

which not only enhanced the visual effect but also contributed to the longevity of the painting. His

instructions reflect a combination of empirical knowledge, traditional practices, and a budding

understanding of color theory.

---

The Role of Underlayers in Renaissance Painting

In Renaissance art, the underlayer, or "ground," is the initial layer of paint or preparatory material

applied to the panel or canvas. This layer serves multiple functions:

- Sealing the surface to prevent absorption of subsequent layers.

- Providing a uniform background to enhance color vibrancy.

- Ensuring stability and preventing deterioration over time.

- Facilitating the artist’s work by creating a tonal or tonal value foundation.

Proper underlayers are crucial because they influence how subsequent layers appear, how they

adhere, and how well they endure over centuries.

---

Cennini’s Specific Recommendations on Underlayer Colors

According to Cennini’s Il Libro dell'Arte, the color of the underlayer is not arbitrary; it is chosen with

deliberate intent to improve the final outcome. The key recommendation he makes is:



"Use a dry, red earth or ochre as an underlayer."

This is often paraphrased or summarized in modern interpretations as the recommendation to use red

ochre as an underlayer.

---

Why Red Ochre? The Scientific and Artistic Rationale

Cennini’s preference for red ochre (or similar earth pigments) stems from several practical and

aesthetic considerations:

1. Opacity and Coverage:

Red ochre is naturally opaque, providing a solid and uniform background that masks the surface

beneath and ensures the subsequent layers are more vibrant and true to color.

2. Durability and Permanence:

As an earth pigment, red ochre is stable and resistant to fading over time. Its mineral composition

makes it less susceptible to chemical deterioration than some organic pigments.

3. Warm Tone Foundation:

The warm hue of red ochre creates a subtle glow that enhances the luminosity of subsequent colors,

especially in flesh tones and other warm palettes.

4. Preparation and Application:

Cennini advocates for applying the red ochre in a dry, powder form, mixed with a suitable binder (like

egg yolk or size), and applied thinly but evenly. This method ensures a consistent surface and

prevents cracking or peeling.

---



Variations and Additional Underlayers

While red ochre is the primary recommendation, Cennini also mentions other options depending on the

desired effect:

- Gray or Black Underlayers:

Used for chiaroscuro effects and to deepen shadows.

- White or Light Grounds:

For luminous, bright effects, especially in fresco or panel work.

- Gold Leaf or Metallic Grounds:

For special decorative purposes, though not as an underlayer for painting.

However, the consensus from Cennini’s instructions remains that the red ochre or similar earth

pigments are the most universally suitable underlayers.

---

Modern Interpretations and Practices

Today, art conservators and painters continue to recognize the value of earth pigments like red ochre

for underlayers. Modern techniques often involve:

- Using natural earth pigments for their stability and aesthetic qualities.

- Applying pre-mixed grounds that replicate traditional materials.

- Incorporating layering techniques to build depth and luminosity.

Contemporary artists interested in historical accuracy may replicate Cennini’s methods, emphasizing

the use of raw, natural pigments for their authenticity and durability.



---

Practical Steps for Using Red Ochre as an Underlayer

If you wish to employ Cennini’s recommendation in your own work, consider the following steps:

1. Prepare the Pigment:

Grind natural red ochre into a fine powder, ensuring no impurities.

2. Mix with Binder:

Combine with an appropriate binder—egg yolk for tempera, casein for certain techniques, or a suitable

oil for oil painting.

3. Apply Thinly and Evenly:

Use a brush or sponge to spread the mixture across your surface, creating a uniform layer.

4. Allow to Dry Thoroughly:

Ensure the underlayer is completely dry before applying subsequent layers.

5. Build Up Layers:

Continue with your painting process, trusting that the underlayer will enhance vibrancy and longevity.

---

Conclusion

According To The Direct Instruction, What Color Of Paint Did Cennini Recommend Be Used As An

Underlayer is primarily red ochre or similar earthy tones. This recommendation reflects a combination

of empirical experience, material stability, and aesthetic considerations that have stood the test of time.

Cennini’s emphasis on the use of natural pigments for underlayers underscores the enduring

importance of foundational techniques in achieving luminous, durable artworks. Whether you are a



traditionalist seeking to emulate Renaissance methods or a modern artist exploring historical practices,

understanding and applying Cennini’s advice on underlayers can enrich your creative process and

produce artworks with timeless qualities.
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