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Titian and the Late Renaissance in

Venice

t the dawn of the sixteenth century, the
republic of Venice reigned as one of the
wealthiest and most powerful city-states

in Europe. With the decline of the High Renais-
sance and mannerist artists in central Italy,
Venetian painters assumed a position of artistic
supremacy in Europe by 1540 that they would
occupy for the rest of the century. The preeminent
artist during this period was Tiziano Vecellio,
called Titian.

Born around 1490 in the town of Cadore in
the Dolomite Mountains, Titian received brief
training with the Venetian mosaicist Zuccato
before he studied painting with both Giovanni
Bellini and the innovative Giorgione. By 1510 he
had established himself as an independent master.
Following a succession of commissions for the
courts of Ferrara, Mantua, and Urbino, Titian’s
fame spread internationally. His patrons included
such prominent figures as the German emperor
Charles v, Philip 11 of Spain, Francis 1 of France,
and Pope Paul 111. After a brilliant career span-

ning more than sixty-six years, Titian died in 1576.

The portraits and mythological subjects in
this room exhibit the sumptuous colors and rich
painterly textures that characterize Titian’s style.
While his influence is clearly evident in the works
of his Venetian contemporaries Tintoretto, Vero-
nese, and Bassano (on view in nearby galleries),
Titian’s work also exerted a strong impact on
Rubens, Rembrandt, Velazquez, and other artists
of the seventeenth century.

Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 —1576

Cardinal Pietro Bembo, c. 1540

Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 —1576

Ranuccio Farnese, 1542

Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 - 1576

Doge Andrea Gritti, 1546/1548

The son of a Venetian statesman, Pietro Bembo (1470 - 1547)

is recognized as one of the most celebrated diplomats, poets,
and humanist scholars of the sixteenth century. In 1513, after
taking Holy Orders, he became secretary to Pope Leo X in
Rome. Bembo was appointed librarian of St. Mark’s Cathedral
in 1530, and he became official historian for the city of Venice.
Titian probably painted this official portrait to commemorate
Bembo’s elevation to cardinal in March 1539.

In this, his second portrait of Pietro Bembo, Titian por-
trayed his lifelong friend as an intelligent, dynamic individual.
Bembo’s dark eyes are bright and alert; his short gray beard is
softly modeled. His angular features are somewhat idealized
and give him the appearance of a man younger than his seventy
years. Wearing the scarlet cape and biretta (hat) of his profession,
Cardinal Bembo turns his head to the left while he gestures to
the right. By aligning Bembo’s right arm and hand with the edge
of his cape, Titian gave this painted likeness the quality of a
sculpted portrait bust, similar to those of Zorzi family members
by Alessandro Vittoria (West Building, Ground Floor galleries).

The circumstances and date of this portrait of Ranuccio Farnese
(1530 - 1565) are known from a letter dated September 22, 1542,
and written by the humanist Gian Francesco Leoni to Ranuccio’s
older brother, Cardinal Alessandro Farnese. Commissioned

as a gift for the boy’s mother, this portrait of twelve-year-old
Ranuccio was painted in Venice just after he had been made
prior, or religious director, of San Giovanni dei Forlani, an
important property belonging to the Knights of Malta. The
grandson of Pope Paul 111, Ranuccio was the youngest member
of one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in Italy.

He became cardinal of Santa Lucia in Sicily at the age of fifteen,
and he was granted several bishoprics before his untimely

death at the age of thirty-five.

Engulfed in a black cloak emblazoned with the Maltese
cross of his new office, the life-sized Ranuccio emerges from
the dark background into the light. The luminous colors and
shimmering highlights of his red silk doublet reveal Titian’s
signature technique of applying numerous layers of translu-
cent oil glazes. In this perceptive portrait, Titian brilliantly
captures the image of a sensitive young man about to embark

upon a very public life.

The patrician Andrea Gritti (1455 -1538) was elected doge, or
duke, of Venice in 1523, after having served the city as a military
commander and diplomat. Renowned for his forceful personal-
ity and his promotion of the arts, Gritti remained an active civic
leader until his death in 1538. Titian painted Gritti twice during
his reign. He completed this posthumous portrait, which might
have been commissioned as a memorial by the doge’s family,
around 1546 —1548.

Dressed in the brocade robes and conical hat of his office,
Gritti makes a grand impression. Glancing sternly to the
viewer’s left, he gathers up his cloak with his right hand and
appears to stride forward, as if in a ceremonial procession.
Titian further enhanced the monumental presence of the sitter
by extending his image fully to the edges of the canvas.

With its free, expressive brushwork, this portrait well
exemplifies Titian’s mature painting style. Because the canvas
has never been flattened by the process of lining, the varying
surface textures, such as the transparent red of the robe and
the heavy impasto of the white fur and gold buttons, reveal
the ways Titian applied his paints.

Qil on canvas, 94.5 X 76.5 cm (37 % x 30 % in.)
Samuel H. Kress Collection 1952.5.28

Qil on canvas, 89.7 x 73.6 cm (35 % x 29 in.)
Samuel H. Kress Collection 1952.2.11

Qil on canvas, 133.6 X 103.2 cm (52 % X 40 % in.)
Samuel H. Kress Collection 1961.9.45
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Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 - 1576

Venus with a Mirror, c. 1555

Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 —1576

Venus and Adonis, c. 1560

Paris Bordone
Venetian, 1500 - 1571

The Baptism of Christ, c. 1535/1540

Titian
Venetian, c. 1490 -1576

Saint John the Evangelist on Patmos, c. 1547

Perhaps one of the artist’s favorite works, this canvas remained
in Titian’s studio until his death, and it inspired numerous
copies and variations. Due to the painting’s superior quality, this
is the only version that is universally recognized to be entirely
the product of Titian’s hand alone without contributions from
other painters working in his studio.

Venus with a Mirror is a visual feast of rich textures and
sumptuous colors. Venus gazes at her reflection in a mirror
held aloft by Cupid, while a second putto reaches up to crown
her with a wreath of flowers. Raising her left hand to her
breast, she draws her fur-lined robe across her lap with her
right hand. The deep crimson color of the velvet garment
beautifully complements the warm tone of her creamy flesh.
The metallic embroidery and gleaming jewels provide textural
contrasts to the softness of her fabrics, skin, and hair.

The pose of Titian’s goddess recalls that of the classical
Venus Pudica. Titian may have seen this work of ancient
statuary in Rome when he wrote that he was “learning from
the marvelous ancient stones.” More than depicting a mytho-
logical subject, Titian’s painting celebrates the ideal beauty
of the female form.

Titian painted the first version of Venus and Adonis as one of a
series of eight mythological subjects, which he called poesie, or
visual poems, created for King Philip 11 of Spain. More than
thirty painted and engraved versions of this extremely popular
theme survive today. Some canvases, such as this one, were
painted by Titian himself. Others were produced by members of
his workshop, and still others were the work of later copyists.

The story of Venus and Adonis derives from Ovid’s
Metamorphoses. Venus, infatuated with the handsome young
Adonis, knew that his passion for hunting would ultimately
cause his death. Here, the powerless goddess clings to her
mortal lover in a futile attempt to save his life. Adonis pulls
away to pursue the hunt and tragically meets his death. The
closeness of the lovers’ final embrace serves as an ironic
reminder of their impending, and permanent, separation.

It is odd to see Venus depicted as a vulnerable figure and
from a rear view. Titian wrote that by posing her from behind,
he hoped to provide variety among the many nudes in King
Philip’s collection. By painting Venus from the back, Titian
also allowed viewers to complete her beauty according to their

own ideal of perfection.

For centuries artists referred to the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
and Luke for their depictions of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan
River by his precursor John the Baptist. With his head lowered
and his hands folded in prayer, Jesus stands in the river as John
pours water over his head from a shallow dish. To the left an
angel waits to clothe Jesus at the conclusion of the purification
ritual. In the upper left, a flood of heavenly light suggests the
voice of God, who declared, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I
am well pleased.”

Paris Bordone was born in Treviso, but he soon moved to
Venice, where he studied briefly in Titian’s studio. Bordone’s
pictures, like works by his teacher, are active and energetic.

Here, the figures’ potential for movement is emphasized by their
heavy musculature and by the dramatic light that dances over
the surfaces of their bodies. In contrast to Titian’s use of rich and
generally warm colors, Bordone fills his palette with cooler and
more metallic colors, and his tighter handling of the paint results

in a more precise description of realistic details.

In 1544, Titian was commissioned to paint Saint John the
Evangelist on Patmos (displayed in the adjacent gallery) for
the new albergo, or board room, of the Scuola Grande di
San Giovanni Evangelista, one of the oldest and wealthiest
religious confraternities in Venice. The large canvas was
originally installed as the centerpiece of a decorative painted
ceiling ensemble, surrounded by panels representing cherubs,
satyrs, female heads, and symbols of the four evangelists.
Secluded on the Greek island of Patmos, Saint John the
Evangelist experienced his apocalyptic vision of the second
coming of Christ. This painting depicts the moment when he
was inspired by God to write the Book of Revelation. Seen from a
low vantage point and dramatically silhouetted against the sky,
the heroic figure of John is radically foreshortened. With bent
knees and upthrust arms, he looks up to witness God, accompa-
nied by angels, bursting through the clouds above his head.
The brilliant hues of yellow, blue, and red draw the eye upward
through the physical boundaries of the ceiling and into the
heavenly realm. The emotional impact of the subject is further

intensified by Titian’s broad, expressive brushstrokes.

Qil on canvas, 124.5 X 105.5 cm (49 X 41% in.)
Andrew W. Mellon Collection 1937.1.34

Qil on canvas, 106.8 x 136 cm (42 X 53 % in.)
Widener Collection 1942.9.84

Qil on canvas, 129.5 x 132 cm (51 X 52 in.)
Widener Collection 1942.9.5

Oil on canvas, 237.6 x 263 cm (93 %2 x 103 % in.)
Samuel H. Kress Collection 1957.14.6
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©1998 Board of Trustees, National Gallery of Art, Washington.
reprinted 5/2008




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 96
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 96
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 96
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (web)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [96 96]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


