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M
apHow to Use this Booklet

This booklet contains the exhibition text for Glory of  

Venice: Masterworks of the Renaissance. As indicated in 

the map to the left, this exhibition is organized thematically 

by sections. The tabs mark where to find the introductory 

text, images of the artworks, and label information in  

each section.  
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Introduction

Venice is a city unlike any other. Seemingly floating on  

water, it was built atop a large group of islands off the  

northeast coast of Italy, connected by some one hundred 

fifty canals. With a vast maritime empire and significant 

mainland territories, the Venetian Republic was a dominant 

power during the Renaissance. 

Throughout the second half of the 1400s and early 1500s, 

the period that is the focus of this exhibition, Venice was 

constantly engaged in both offensive and defensive actions 

to promote and protect its political and economic interests. 

And yet, despite the tumult and uncertainty, this was a 

most fruitful time for the development of a distinct  

Renaissance style and artistic identity.

With their use of light and color to define and construct  

the volumes and forms of their compositions, and their 

sensitive approach to the depiction of nature, Venetian 

painters created a new artistic language and established  

a legacy that was felt for generations to come. 
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Pompeo Girolamo Batoni 
Italian, 1708–1787 

The Triumph of Venice 
1737 

Oil paint on canvas 

North Carolina Museum of Art,  

Raleigh: Gift of the Samuel H. Kress 

Foundation, GL.60.17.60 

Although painted in the 1700s, Batoni’s Triumph of  

Venice looks back at the early 1500s, in particular to the 

short period of peace that followed the end of war with 

Venice’s Italian and European neighbors. Leonardo  

Loredan, who from 1501 to 1521 ruled as doge, the  

highest elected official in the republic, stands next to the 

personification of Venice as a beautiful woman. They ride 

on a chariot drawn by winged lions, symbol of the city’s 

patron saint, Saint Mark. The elaborate allegorical  

message of this canvas celebrates Venice’s superior  

political system and artistic achievements. 
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Grounded in Gold

Since the Middle Ages, Venice had capitalized on its  

unique geographical location at the crossroads of East  

and West, North and South, and had built a commercial 

empire that dominated the Adriatic and Mediterranean  

regions. Venice’s role as a trading hub, where citizens and 

travelers could find any luxury good or exotic product  

imaginable, resulted in incredible wealth being exchanged 

on a daily basis. Gold was visually abundant: from the 

gold-ground mosaics of Saint Mark’s Basilica to the  

Byzantine icons and treasures brought back to the city  

after the sack of Constantinople in 1204 and the gold  

backgrounds of late Gothic panel paintings. Even the light 

pervading the city possessed a golden quality. 

Although the gold background, still used throughout the 

1400s (in particular for religious commissions outside the 

city), would soon be replaced with natural settings, the  

attention to naturalistic details and the exquisite colors  

already evident here continue to develop and eventually 

become defining elements of Venetian Renaissance art. 
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Carlo Crivelli 
Italian, 1430/35–1495 

Virgin and Child with Saints  
and Donor
About 1490 

Tempera with gold leaf on panel

The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 

Maryland, 37.593

Although active in central Italy for most of his career,  

Crivelli continued to sign himself “venetus” (Venetian), a 

proud reference to the city of his birth and early training. 

In this panel, Crivelli places the Virgin and Child between 

Saints Francis and Bernardino of Siena, while the small 

figure of the donor who commissioned the painting  

kneels in adoration. Still influenced by a late Gothic  

decorative taste, Crivelli dazzles the viewer with his  

illusionistic skills, effortlessly rendering at the same time 

the transparency of Christ’s undergarment and the  

smooth hardness of variegated marble.  
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Jacobello del Fiore and  
Follower
Italian, active 1400–1430s; died 1439  

Altarpiece of Saints Peter  
and Paul 
About 1439–1443  

Tempera on twelve panels, framed  

in four groups of three 

Denver Art Museum: Gift of the  

museum membership, 1951.84.1–4

Carlo Crivelli 
Italian, 1430/35–1495 

Four Saints, from the polyptych 
of the Cathedral of Camerino
About 1488–1490 

Oil paint and tempera on panel 

Denver Art Museum: Simon  

Guggenheim Memorial Collection, 

1956.92 
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Alvise Vivarini 
Italian, 1446–1502 

Saint John the Baptist 
About 1480 

Oil paint on panel 

Denver Art Museum: Gift of the Samuel 

H. Kress Foundation, 1961.161

Alvise trained in the family workshop, which competed  

for commissions with the rival Bellini family. He worked 

outside of Venice until the late 1400s, and while away from 

the city he painted the panels on display here. Although 

he was influenced by his family’s more traditional style, his 

contact with the art of Andrea Mantegna, Giovanni Bellini, 

and Antonello da Messina resulted in a stronger embrace 

of Renaissance principles.
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Alvise Vivarini
Italian, 1446–1502 

Saint Jerome 
About 1480 

Oil paint on panel 

Denver Art Museum: Gift of the Samuel 

H. Kress Foundation, 1961.162
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Devotion to Mary

Venetian citizens had a special affection for the Virgin Mary. 

The mythical date of the city’s founding and the beginning 

of its calendar year was March 25, the feast of the  

Annunciation, which celebrated the announcement by the 

angel Gabriel to the Virgin Mary that she would conceive 

and become the mother of Jesus. Such devotion resulted  

in many altars and images dedicated to the Virgin, most  

notably in the format of the half-length Madonna and  

Child. Intended for private devotion, this composition was  

developed in Venice by Giovanni Bellini and became  

synonymous with him and his workshop. 

Painting commissions often required the inclusion of certain 

saints, religious figures, or donors, which led to the horizontal 

widening of the half-figure composition. This format retained 

the intimacy of a close-up while allowing breathing space  

for the figures and room for a landscape background. The 

resulting composition developed by Bellini and adopted by 

his many followers, called a sacra conversazione (sacred 

conversation), was characterized by harmonious symmetry 

and a balanced and rational arrangement of figures. 
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Giovanni Bellini
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Nativity of Christ and  
Annunciation to the Shepherds, 
central panel of the Nativity  
Triptych 
1460

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Giovanni Bellini is unquestionably the most important  

Venetian artist of the second half of the 1400s. A  

member of a family of painters, including his father  

Jacopo and brother Gentile, Giovanni embraced the  

rational interpretation of space and volume championed  

by artists in Florence and other Renaissance centers, but 

he developed a distinctly Venetian sensibility toward color 

and light. This early work belongs to a larger triptych and 

displays the limitation of the single-panel format, which 

here results in a tight composition.   
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Giovanni Bellini
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516 

Virgin with Standing  
Blessing Child
About 1475–1480 

Oil paint on wood 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

This painting is one of the first examples of Bellini’s  

experiments with an open landscape background that  

the Madonna and Child seem to inhabit. Diffuse light  

permeates and unifies the scene. Although the solemnity 

of the figures might be a reference to the Byzantine icon 

tradition still alive in Venice, the position of the Virgin,  

whose cheek tenderly touches the Child’s head, adds  

an element of humanity in perfect accord with the  

naturalistic landscape.
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Giovanni Battista Cima da 
Conegliano 
Italian, about 1459/60–1517/18 

Madonna and Child in a  
Landscape
About 1496–1499 

Oil paint on panel, transferred to  

canvas

North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh: 

Purchased with funds from the State of 

North Carolina, 52.9.152

This painting is considered the most accomplished  

version of what was a recurring composition for Cima.  

Cima’s Christ has little in common with the blessing Child 

in the earlier painting by Giovanni Bellini, on your left. His 

animated stance in the arms of a pensive Madonna, and 

the naturalistic setting, emphasize the human significance, 

rather than the sacred relevance, of this composition.
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Francesco Bissolo
Italian, 1492–1554 

Madonna and Child
About 1505 

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice



16

Glory of Venice: Masterworks of the Renaissance

Giovanni Battista Cima da 
Conegliano 
Italian, about 1459/60–1517/18 

The Madonna and Child  
between Saints John the  
Baptist and Paul
About 1504–1505

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Cima was born in Conegliano, about 40 miles north of  

Venice, and the hills of his hometown often appear as a 

background in the artist’s depictions of the Madonna and 

Child. He spent most of his career in Venice, returning to 

Conegliano only at the end of his life. Here the artist  

merges his love of familiar landscapes with a Northern  

European appreciation for carefully observed details— 

as seen in Saint Paul’s sword handle—and balanced  

compositions that owe much to the influence of  

Giovanni Bellini.
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Benedetto Rusconi, called  
Benedetto Diana
Italian, about 1460–1525 

Madonna and Child Enthroned 
with Saints Jerome and Francis 
of Assisi, with the Two Mint  
Superintendents Gerolamo 
Pesaro and Francesco Trevisan 
About 1486 

Oil paint on canvas 

Galleria Giorgio Franchetti alla Ca’ 

d’Oro, Venice
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Currents from the Mainland

Although uniquely immune from foreign invasions due to 

its natural water barrier, Venice was remarkably exposed 

to diverse artistic influences. One of her dominions on the 

mainland, the city of Padua, boasted a prestigious ancient 

Roman past, an illustrious university, and a sophisticated 

humanistic culture—a particularly fertile ground for  

Renaissance ideas in the first half of the 1400s. During  

this time a number of Tuscan artists worked in Padua and 

Venice and their sojourn in these cities left a lasting impact 

on the Venetian masters who were ready to abandon  

the linearism and courtly sophistication of the late  

Gothic tradition.

In the late 1400s, the predominance in painting of  

classically inspired architecture and the emphasis on the 

depiction of a rational space owed much to the stylistic  

currents from west and south of Venice. But it is to the  

north that Venetian artists looked to develop their  

distinctive attitude toward naturalistic landscapes and  

the effects of light.



20

Glory of Venice: Masterworks of the Renaissance

Vittore Carpaccio 
Italian, about 1465–1525/26

The Annunciation
1504 

Oil paint on canvas 

Galleria Giorgio Franchetti alla Ca’ 

d’Oro, Venice 

Like Giovanni Bellini in his organ shutters, on display here 

to your right, Vittore Carpaccio shows the influence of 

Netherlandish art in the domestic interior of the Virgin’s 

chamber in this Annunciation. Details such as the open 

book on a ledge, or the curtain drawn to reveal Mary’s  

tidy (and thus virginal) bed, echo the carefully described 

interiors found in Northern European art and highlight the 

artist’s fondness for narrative scenes.
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Giovanni Bellini 
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Annunciation [originally from  
the Church of Santa Maria  
dei Miracoli, Venice]
Early 1500

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

In this pair of organ shutters, Giovanni Bellini appears  

receptive to the different influences shaping Venetian  

Renaissance art. The geometric construction of this  

space, the artist’s only known domestic interior, displays 

Bellini’s knowledge of scientific perspective, not only within 

the image, but also in relation to the visitor to the church, 

who would have physically approached this work from the 

left. The delicate inlay of the Virgin’s prayer desk and the 

mundane detail of variously opened shutters are indebted 

to the analytical and empirical approach found in Northern 

European art. 
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Lazzaro Bastiani
Italian, active by 1449–died 1512 

The Communion of Saint  
Jerome
About 1490–1500 

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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Vittore Carpaccio 
Italian, about 1465–1525/26

Crucifixion and Apotheosis of 
the Ten Thousand Martyrs of 
Mount Ararat 
1515

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Carpaccio’s visual storytelling ability is apparent in this 

monumental depiction of soldiers who converted to  

Christianity and were martyred on Mount Ararat (eastern 

Turkey). Carpaccio develops the story convincingly, from 

the battle in the background to the arrival in the foreground 

of the pagan kings and the Roman emperor, whose order 

to crucify the soldiers was the punishment for their  

conversion. Against the colorful and exotic garments of the 

executioners, the naked, suffering bodies of the martyrs 

offer a chromatic contrast that contributes to the intensity 

and drama of this scene.
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Vittore Carpaccio 
Italian, about 1465–1525/26 

Apparition of the Crucified of 
Mount Ararat in the Church of 
Sant’Antonio di Castello
1512–1513

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Here Carpaccio depicts a vision that appeared to a  

priest in 1511, after he had invoked the help of the Ten  

Thousand Martyrs of Mount Ararat to spare his monastery 

from the plague. In his vision, Prior Francesco Ottobon, 

seen here kneeling at left, witnessed the martyrs entering 

the church and receiving their blessing from Saint Peter. 

Ottobon’s nephew, Ettore, later commissioned the marble 

altar shown in this painting, where the large canvas on  

display to your left, completed by Carpaccio in 1515, would 

eventually be placed.
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Giovanni Bellini and Workshop 
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Madonna and Child with Saints 
Peter and Mark and Three  
Venetian Procurators 
About 1510 

Tempera and oil on canvas mounted  

on wood 

The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 

Maryland, 37.446

This painting was commissioned by three procurators of 

Saint Mark, a highly prestigious public service position with 

a lifetime appointment. They are presented to the Virgin 

and Child by Saint Peter (at left) and Saint Mark (at right). 

The solemnity of this horizontal and symmetrical  

composition is heightened by the monumentality of the  

Virgin’s classically inspired throne. 
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Alvise Vivarini
Italian, 1446–1502 

Triumphal Arch of Doge Nicolò 
Tron 
1471–1473 

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Bartolomeo Montagna 
Italian, about 1450–1523 

Saint Peter Blessing and Donor 
1490–1495

Oil and tempera paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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Giovanni Bellini 
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Allegories of Fortune/ 
Melancholy and Perseverance 
Late 1400s or early 1500 

Oil paint on panels 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Bellini did not often paint mythological or allegorical  

subjects, but the focus on themes related to antiquity in  

Venice at the end of the 1400s encouraged the production 

of such images. On display here are two of four allegories 

painted by Bellini and destined for a “restello,” a kind of  

vanity table. The Venetian Senate banned these lavish  

pieces of furniture in 1489, as part of an attempt to curtail 

frivolity and extravagant luxury. 
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Marco Basaiti 
Italian, active 1496–1530 

The Dead Christ between  
Two Cherubs
About 1500–1505  

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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5The Color of Nature

A distinctive characteristic of the Venetian masters was 

their pronounced sensitivity toward naturalistic coloring 

and the use of color, rather than line, to define forms.  

The city offered an atmosphere unlike that of any other 

major artistic center. With its channels of water reflecting 

the changing skies, and the sophisticated, nuanced colors 

of the surrounding architecture, it was a triumph of  

tonalities. The characteristic buildings of the city, in  

particular Saint Mark’s Basilica with its refined patterns, 

textures, and gold-ground mosaics, contributed to the  

overall visual seduction of Venice. This romance with color 

was particularly evident in the artists’ treatment of natural 

settings and landscapes, which functioned as an integral 

part of the composition: a protagonist rather than just  

a backdrop. 

The Venetian artists’ reputation for tonal sensitivity was  

not only a stylistic quality, but also a technical achievement 

related to the introduction of oil-based paints. Giovanni  

Bellini, who during his long life either trained or  
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influenced nearly all artists working in Venice, developed 

the oil painting technique, gradually substituting slow-drying 

and translucent oil paint for the fast-drying egg tempera of 

earlier times. 
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Giovanni Bellini
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Christ Blessing
About 1500

Tempera, oil paint, and gold on panel 

Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth,  

Texas, AP 1967.07

In this sensitive depiction of the risen Christ, the figure’s 

formal stance is softened by immersion in a poetic  

landscape. Although symbolic references to his divinity  

and resurrection can be read in his staff, the banner of the 

Resurrection, and the rabbits to the left that represent  

rebirth, the naturalism pervading the picture is a reminder 

of Christ’s humanity.
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Giovanni Bellini 
Italian, active by 1459–died 1516

Saint Dominic 
About 1500 

Oil on panel 

Private collection

This work is believed to have been painted by Bellini for 

Alfonso d’Este, future Duke Alfonso I of Ferrara and a  

patron of the arts. Similar in its half-length composition to 

the blessing Christ on display here to your left, and painted 

by the artist around the same time, it displays a simpler, 

yet equally captivating landscape. Saint Dominic holds a 

stalk of lilies, a reference to his chastity, and a book given 

to him by the Apostle Paul, who appeared to him in a  

vision while he was praying. 
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Vittore Carpaccio 
Italian, about 1465–1525/26 

The Flight into Egypt 
About 1515

Oil paint on panel 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, 

D.C.: Andrew W. Mellon Collection, 

1937.1.28

In his painting of the Holy Family fleeing Herod’s massacre 

of infants, Carpaccio defines the subject by placing Mary, 

Joseph, and Jesus in the foreground and allowing their 

figures to fill the picture plane. And yet it is the artist’s  

rendering of myriad natural details, culminating in a lyrical 

sky reminiscent of Bellini, that captures our attention. From 

the luxuriant vegetation in the foreground to the placid  

river in the background, nature’s serenity seems in  

contrast with the family’s urgency to arrive in Egypt. 
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Attributed to Sebastiano del  
Piombo 
Italian, 1485–1547 

Visitation 
1505–1510 

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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Giovanni Battista Cima da 
Conegliano 
Italian, about 1459/60–1517/18 

The Archangel Raphael and  
Tobias between Saints James 
the Greater and Nicholas of 
Bari 
About 1514–1515  

Oil paint on panel, transferred to  

canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

By including the castle of his hometown Conegliano in the 

upper right corner, Cima establishes a familiar setting for 

the sacred group in this biblical episode. As directed by  

the Archangel Raphael, Tobias has caught the monstrous 

fish whose gallbladder will cure his father’s blindness.  

Cima’s softly rounded and modeled figures fully inhabit the 

landscape, which is no longer simply a background but a 

unifying and enveloping space. 



36

Glory of Venice: Masterworks of the Renaissance

Vittore Carpaccio 
Italian, about 1465–1525/26

The Blood of the Redeemer 
1496

Oil paint on canvas 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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Vincenzo Catena
Italian, active by 1506–died 1531 

The Adoration of the Shepherds 
Probably after 1520 

Oil paint on canvas 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York: Purchase, Mrs. Charles S. Payson 

Gift, Gwynne Andrews Fund, special 

funds, and other gifts and  

bequests, 1969 (69.123)

In this delightful painting, the careful rendition of the world 

commands our attention and distracts us, even if only  

momentarily, from contemplation of the holy event. In fact, 

the small angel in the upper left corner seems almost a  

divine intrusion into the mundane existence of the group 

and the infinite naturalistic details of this composition.
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Video Label

During the second half of the 1400s, Venetian artists  

embraced the new medium of oil paint, originally  

introduced and perfected by artists in Northern Europe, 

and used it to develop a distinctive style that favored  

color, light, and naturalistic effects. Hear about the benefits 

and beauty of using oil paint over fresco and tempera to 

achieve the glowing effects found in works by Giovanni 

Bellini, Titian, and other artists in this exhibition. 

Video created by Dr. Beth Harris and Dr. Steven Zucker  

for Smarthistory 

Video Run Time: 4 minutes

Video Transcript

Dr. Zucker (Z): Drawing or color what was most important.

Dr. Harris (H): This was a burning question for artists and 

art critics in the sixteenth century.

Z: And helped to divine the styles of entire city states.
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H: We’re here in the Accademia in Venice looking at  

Bellini’s . Looking at this painting, I would say Bellini would 

have said color was more important. The reds and the 

blues and the greens just glow. 

Z: They’re spectacular and that’s of course because Bellini 

is using a new technique which had been perfected in the 

north, known as glazing. 

H: That’s right. Taking their cue from the artists of the 

Northern Renaissance, artists like Jan Van Eyck, and the 

way that they painted was to apply oil paint on a white 

ground in layers or what artists called glazes. So you 

would paint a thin layer of color, the oil would dry, and you 

would paint another thin layer and each of these layers 

were translucent and reflected the white ground  

underneath, creating intensity and depth to the color that 

was unprecedented in Italian painting before this where 

tempera and fresco were the main media that artists used. 

Z: Oil was so different. Not only did it allow for glazing, but 

it also stayed wet and that meant that you could rework the 

surface. Tempera dries very quickly and of course, fresco 
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is staining a patch of wet plaster and also has to be done 

quite quickly and cannot be reworked. 

H: Tempera is opaque. In other words you can’t see 

through it. That plus the fact that it dries quickly, meant that 

when an artist wanted to show the modeling of the form, 

the movement from light to dark, they had to use lines, a 

kind of hatching technique. 

Z: And oil allows for the very soft modulation of light and 

shadow. Look, for instance, at the Christ child’s left leg.  

The light moves from a brilliance at the knee that helps it 

project forward, to the shadows of the top of the thigh that 

help it move back in space. 

H: This is because oil paint stays wet and it can be  

blended. It’s an oily substance. 

Z: The Venetians essentially gave up fresco in the late  

fifteenth century because Venice is a series of islands and 

it was really a bad atmosphere for fresco. So you have  

this division between the Florentine tradition and the  

Venetian tradition. 
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H: Right, the Florentine tradition is one where drawing is 

the most important. That is line, not color. That has to do, 

in part, with the Florentine interest in fresco. In a fresco 

painting, you need a final drawing, because fresco dries 

quickly and you need to know what you’re going to do  

before you start painting. What happens in the 1500s is 

that this early technique of glazing that we see in the art of 

Bellini changes when we look at Titian and Veronese and 

Tintoretto later in the 1500s and they really exploit what 

oil can do ad the way that oil can allow for a very different 

kind of process. 

Z: That process allows artists to change things on the fly, 

freeing them from being slaves to the original drawings.  

A good example of that might be Giorgione’s where we 

know that the figure on the left was once a  

seated female figure.

H: And this idea of the artistic process on the canvas itself. 

Z: Directly on the canvas.

H: And working out your ideas, having them evolve right in 
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that same place where the finished painting will eventually 

be is something that’s unique to the possibilities of oil paint 

and something really exploited by the artist Titian. 
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The Self in Portraiture

During the 1400s, the public identity of a Venetian man 

was strictly defined by his belonging to a group: he was 

either a nobleman, a citizen, or one of the common  

people. Foreigners who resided in the city were likewise 

distinguished by whether they were permitted to conduct 

trade only within the city of Venice or also outside the 

city walls, in the lucrative market with the East. It should 

not come as a surprise, then, that portraiture as a genre, 

which is essentially the celebration of individuality,  

matured somewhat later in Venice, where personal  

ambitions were regarded warily if not discouraged, than  

it had for example in Florence.

While the profile portrait—the traditional pose whose  

predecessor can be found in ancient Roman coins— 

remained popular for official commissions, Netherlandish 

examples available in Venice since the mid-1400s  

influenced the transition to the more versatile and  

psychologically revealing three-quarter view, of which 

many examples can be seen in this gallery.
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Bartolomeo Veneto
Italian, active by 1501–died 1531 

Portrait of a Gentleman
About 1520 

Oil paint on panel transferred to canvas 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, 

D.C.: Samuel H. Kress Collection, 

1939.1.257

Albrecht Dürer (German, 1471–1528), 

The Knight on Horseback and the 

Lansquenet, about 1496/1497.  

Woodcut print. National Gallery of Art, 

Washington, DC: Gift of W. G. Russell 

Allen.
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Bartolomeo Veneto was renowned for his portraits of  

elaborately dressed men and women. In this example he 

offers a remarkable synthesis of Northern European  

analytical precision—as seen in the meticulous attention  

to detail and the motif of a knight and his squire in the  

background, a reference to the German artist Albrecht 

Dürer’s woodcut illustrated here—with Venetian luminist 

and tonal sensitivity, particularly in the exquisite landscape 

in the upper right corner.
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Vittore Carpaccio
Italian, about 1465–1525/26

Portrait of a Woman Holding  
a Book
About 1495 

Oil paint on panel 

Denver Art Museum: Gift of the Samuel 

H. Kress Foundation, 1961.168

Portraits of Venetian women during the 1400s were rare, 

and only a few survive. It has been suggested that the  

sitter is the Tuscan poet Girolama Corsi Ramos, who, in  

a sonnet about Carpaccio’s portrait of herself, wrote: 

That which his genius could put forth  

By tracing here my very features,  

All art and care in work he showed  

To cause my lips to utter ready speech.  

Yet heaven would not have this be  

That mortal man usurp and steal  

All omnipotence that nature hath possessed,  

Who from a piece of wood would make a living thing. 
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Vincenzo Catena 
Italian, active by 1506–died 1531

Portrait of Giambattista Memmo
About 1510

Tempera on wood 

Lowe Art Museum at the University 

of Miami, Coral Gables, Florida: Gift 

of the Samuel H. Kress Foundation, 

61.015.000
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Giorgione
Italian, about 1477/78–1510 

Portrait of a Man
15[06?] 

Oil paint on panel 

The San Diego Museum of Art: Gift of 

Anne R. and Amy Putnam, 1941.100

Giorgione is credited as the founder of modern painting  

in Venice. Few works are securely attributed to him, but  

this extraordinary portrait of a man is one such work. This 

significant example wonderfully illustrates the artist’s  

expressive approach and his sensitive and naturalistic 

handling of paint, where subtle modulations of light and 

tone define and shape volumes. Writing in the 1500s,  

artist and author Giorgio Vasari praised Giorgione’s ability 

“to infuse spirit into figures and to counterfeit the freshness  

of living flesh better than any other painter, not only in  

Venice, but throughout the whole world.” 
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Titian
Italian, 1485/90–1576

Portrait of a Man
About 1508–1510

Oil paint on canvas

Indianapolis Museum of Art: Gift in 

memory of Booth Tarkington, 47.1

As Giorgione did in his portrait of a man (on your right),  

Titian adopts a restrained palette and a neutral  

background to depict this unidentified sitter. Although  

simple compared to his future efforts, the static pose does 

not diminish the impact of this portrayal, where the direct 

engagement of the man’s eyes with the viewer’s only adds 

to its intensity and intimacy.



50

Glory of Venice: Masterworks of the Renaissance

Giovanni Busi, called Cariani 
Italian, about 1485–after 1547 

Portrait of a Gentleman Wearing 
a Gold Chain
About 1525–1530 

Oil paint on canvas

North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh: 

Gift of the Samuel H. Kress  

Foundation, GL.60.17.44

Giovanni Antonio de’ Sacchis, 
called Il Pordenone
Italian, 1483/84–1539 

St. Prosdocimus and St. Peter
About 1515–1517 

Oil paint on poplar mounted on  

plywood panel

North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh: 

Gift of the Samuel H. Kress  

Foundation, GL.60.17.43
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Giovanni Buonconsiglio, called Il 
Marescalco
Italian, 1465/70–1535/38  

Saints Benedict, Thecla,  
and Cosmas 
1497

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

The two works displayed on this wall are fragments of  

larger religious compositions. What is striking in the  

portrayal of the saints is the departure from formulaic  

characterizations and the definition, instead, of 

individualized features. In their portrait-like depictions,  

both artists convey an introspective intensity that draws 

the viewer into the religious event rather than creating the 

customary distance from it. 
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Sebastiano del Piombo
Italian, 1485–1547 

Portrait of a Man in Armor 
About 1512 

Oil paint on canvas 

Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, 

Hartford, Connecticut: The Ella Gallup 

Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner  

Collection Fund, 1960.119 

The reflective hardness of the sitter’s armor dominates 

this composition and well suits the man’s confident and 

challenging gaze. The interest in revealing psychological 

traits became increasingly predominant in the early 1500s, 

when physical likeness alone was no longer the only  

measure for excellence in portraiture. Sebastiano’s  

knowledge of Giorgione, whose portrait of a man is on  

display in this gallery, comes through in his soft modeling 

and sensitivity to tones and textures.
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7

A New Beginning

The later 1400s in Venice represent a moment of great  

renewal in the arts, when the stylistic and technical  

innovations introduced by artists at the time, with  

Giovanni Bellini at the forefront, forever changed the  

direction of Venetian painting. Similarly, the first two  

decades of the 1500s set the stage for yet another new  

beginning for Venetian art, one whose effects would be  

felt throughout Europe and across centuries. 

Bellini was “old, but still the best in painting,” as the  

German artist Albrecht Dürer famously wrote in 1506. 

Among his pupils were two artists, Titian and the older  

Giorgione, who together would revolutionize Venetian 

painting, developing a new modern manner defined by  

increasingly dynamic compositions, tonal sophistication, 

and emotional engagement with the subject. 

Painting would never be the same.
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Follower of Vincenzo Catena 

Madonna and Child with the  
Infant Saint John the Baptist
About 1520 

Oil paint on panel

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice
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Attributed to Sebastiano  
del Piombo
Italian, about 1477/78–1510 

Madonna and Child with Saints 
Catherine and John the Baptist
About 1505–1508 

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Although the debate over who made this painting is still 

ongoing, Giorgione, considered the founder of the modern 

manner in Venice, is often mentioned in connection to it. 

The artist departs from the strictly symmetrical composition 

traditional of the 1400s, with its orderly arrangement of  

figures in the foreground, and instead adds spatial depth 

by placing the saints and the Madonna and Child on  

different planes. This increased dynamism, also seen in 

the painting to your left, is a mark of new compositional 

experiments happening in the early 1500s. 
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Follower of Giovanni Bellini

Christ Carrying the Cross
About 1500–1510 

Oil paint on wood panel 

Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio:  

Purchased with funds from the Libbey 

Endowment, Gift of Edward Drummond 

Libbey, 1940.44

Titian and Workshop 
Italian, 1485/90–1576

Eternal Father and Angels 
1519–1520 

Oil paint on panel 

Scuola Grande Arciconfraternita di San 

Rocco, Venice
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Giorgione(?)

Italian, about 1477/78–1510 

Christ Carrying the Cross 
1506–1507 

Oil paint on canvas 

Scuola Grande Arciconfraternita di San 

Rocco, Venice

Critics are divided as to whether Titian or Giorgione  

painted this canvas. Believed to have miraculous powers 

and used during processions and funerals, this work  

captures our attention with its sensitive tonal variations  

and the intensity of the emotions depicted, where Christ’s 

expression of peaceful resignation contrasts with the  

menacing body language of his aggressor. 
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Titian 
Italian, 1485/90–1576  

Madonna and Child
About 1508 

Oil paint on wood 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York: The Jules Bache Collection, 1949 

(49.7.15)

This early Madonna and Child by Titian owes much to the 

compositions and color schemes of Giovanni Bellini, with 

whom the artist had trained. There are the characteristic 

elements of Bellini’s dignified Madonnas—the halos, the 

cloth in the background, and the windowsill, or parapet—

and yet Titian, with the movement of the Virgin toward the 

Child, establishes an intimate, human connection that is 

more maternal than sacred and in harmony with the  

serene nature of the background. 
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Attributed to Titian
Italian, 1485/90–1576

The Adoration of the Child
About 1507–1508 

Oil paint on panel 

North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh: 

Gift of the Samuel H. Kress  

Foundation, GL 60.17.41
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Pier Maria Pennacchi
Italian, 1464–1515 

The Death of the Virgin Mary
About 1510–1515 

Oil paint on panel 

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice

Pennacchi embraced Giorgione’s blended tonalities toward 

the end of his artistic career, as the soft modeling of the  

figures in this panel makes apparent. Here the rigidity of 

the Virgin’s body is counteracted by the varied poses of  

the Apostles gathered around her deathbed. Although  

restrained in their movement, they are differentiated by 

their individual gestures and range of emotions.   
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Titian 
Italian, 1485/90–1576

Madonna and Child with Saints 
Catherine of Alexandria and 
Dominic, and a Donor 
About 1513 

Oil paint on canvas 

Fondazione Magnani Rocca, Mamiano 

di Traversetolo, Parma, Italy

In this “sacred conversation,” a sense of movement  

pervades the whole composition: the Virgin turns her neck 

to give audience to Saint Dominic and the donor, and the 

Child turns toward Saint Catherine while lifting his foot.  

The landscape, instead of remaining confined to the  

background, creeps forward to populate the foreground. 

Titian gives a new monumentality to his figures and  

applies his brushstrokes with dazzling and intense  

color variations, a prelude to his mature and internationally 

acclaimed style. 
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