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The Highlights
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Venice, Italy — Bellini’s birthplace
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Bellini’s 1500 self portrait, Capitoline Museum, Rome


THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Bellini’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.


CRUCIFIXION
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Giovanni Bellini was born in Venice into a family of painters. His father was Jacopo Bellini, one of the founders of the Renaissance style of painting in northern Italy, and Giovanni’s brother was Gentile Bellini, who, during his lifetime, was more highly regarded than himself.  Of even greater note was Giovanni’s brother-in-law, the painter Andrea Mantegna (c. 1431-1506) who achieved great fame as a master of perspective, establishing a workshop that became the leading producer of prints in Venice before 1500.

Giovanni was brought up in his father’s house, living and working closely with his brother Gentile. Up until the age of nearly thirty, his paintings exemplify a depth of religious feeling and human pathos, which he would develop into his own inimitable style. His paintings from the early period are all executed in the old tempera method, with the scene softened by a new and beautiful effect of romantic sunrise colour.

In a somewhat changed and more personal manner, with less harshness of contour and a broader treatment of forms and draperies, but not less force of religious feeling, Giovanni’s early works have often been linked both compositionally and stylistically to those of his brother-in-law, Mantegna. In 1470 Giovanni received his first appointment to work along with his brother and other artists in the Scuola di San Marco, where among other subjects he was commissioned to paint a Deluge with Noah’s Ark. None of these works have survived.

Crucifixion, completed around 1455, is housed today in Venice’s Museo Correr, though it was originally produced for the church of San Salvador of Venice and forms part of the Mantegna-influenced phase of Bellini’s early career. The tempera on panel painting illustrates the crucified Jesus, with pallid skin, set against a broad landscape background. The deep blue sky is populated by cherubim, lamenting his death, while in the lower section of the panel Mary weeps, her hands gripped in prayer, and Saint John looks up in trepidation, his fingers outstretched, conveying his intense devotion.

The background section of the panel reveals Bellini’s interest in landscape, depicting a lake with a wooden bridge, a quarry, small houses and a series of small working figures. This fragmented, detailed composition was typical of the work of the artist’s father, Jacopo Bellini. In his later works this attention to landscape would be replaced by a more coherent focus on the main subject at hand. Other elements typical of Bellini’s early works are the occasional loose painting strokes, the thin figures and sharp outlines, all indicating that this is less a mature and polished piece. Nevertheless, the extraordinary depth of pathos evoked by the weeping Mary, the awe-stricken Saint John and the suffering face of Christ effectively proclaim the unique skill of the young Bellini.
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Detail
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Self portrait of Bellini’s brother-in-law, Andrea Mantegna, 1466
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The Chiesa di San Salvatore, Venice –where Bellini’s early ‘Crucifixion’ was first displayed


PIETÀ
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Throughout his career, Bellini would return to the iconographic theme of the Pietà, a subject in Christian art depicting the Virgin Mary cradling the dead body of Jesus. The theme is a particular form of the Lamentation of Christ, a scene from the Passion found in cycles of the Life of Christ. When Christ and the Virgin are surrounded by other figures from the New Testament, the subject is strictly called a Lamentation in English, although Pietà is often applied. During the late 1450’s, Bellini painted the so-called ‘Brera Pietà’, an image denoting extreme pity and mourning in which Mary and Saint John are seen holding Jesus. Below, on the wall of the grave, a short Latin inscription reads, “Every time these tear-swollen eyes will provoke sobs, perhaps it will be Bellini’s painting that is weeping.” This is a fragment of a hymn from the first book of the Roman poet Propertius’ Elegies, affirming the artist’s formal education.

Devout emotion is expressed throughout, from the landscape that recalls Flemish antecedents to the lucid architectonic composition of the group and the abstract geometry of their movements, revealing the influence of Piero della Francesca. The passionate feeling is notable for its human and psychological aspect, rendering grief at its most universal expression and, at the same time, its most private and conscious element. The mother’s pathetic gesture, as she leans towards her son, is echoed by Saint John’s averted head. The restricted landscape, with its road climbing up a hill and its torrent coursing below, pulsates with earthly life, adding a mundane contrast to the sorrowful scene in the foreground.

The three figures stand out against a leaden dreamlike sky. The image reveals the influence of the art of Padua, Venice’s nearby neighbour, which is evident in the contours, adjusting gestures and figures to the strong expressive requirements of the drama. The silent exchange of emotions in the faces is reflected in the masterful play of the hands. The landscape behind them, empty and metallic in the cold, shining greys of the painful dawn of rebirth, accentuates the sombre emotion.
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Detail


PRESENTATION AT THE TEMPLE 
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Dating to c. 1460, the tempera on panel Presentation at the Temple is housed today in the Fondazione Querini Stampalia, in Venice. It is considered to be completed after Andrea Mantegna’s panel on the same theme, featuring a similar placement of figures. The commission of both works is unknown, as well as the identity of some of the figures, which are by some art historians believed to represent members of the Mantegna and Bellini families.

The principal figures of Bellini’s panel are the same as those in Mantegna’s work: the Virgin holds the Christ Child, whose feet lie on a cushion, while the bearded figure of Simeon reaches to take him. Facing from the front is Saint Joseph, which, according to some scholars, offers a portrait of Bellini’s father, Jacopo. In the painting by Bellini there are two more figures, identified by critics as the mother Anna (far left) and the artist himself, with a likely inclusion of a portrait of Mantegna in the far right figure of a young man. The original design for the panel paintings was probably Mantegna’s, who favoured architecture devices in the framing of his pictures. However, Bellini has opted to reduce the austere box-like frame to a marbled ledge. The addition of two characters gives the group more life, increasing the sense of human interaction. The elimination of the frame, or rather its reduction to a shelf, similar to a church altar-top, suddenly removes every barrier and draws us toward the scene with a degree of more intimacy. Unlike the solid rock colours of Mantegna, who blends flesh-tones, stones and drapery, Bellini responds with a pure and orchestrated play of whites and reds in clear alternation.
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Detail
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Detail
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Likely self portrait and portrait of Mantegna
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Detail
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‘Presentation at the Temple’ by Andrea Mantegna, c. 1455, tempera on canvas, Gemäldegalerie, Berlin


AGONY IN THE GARDEN
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This early painting once again shares many similar traits to another version of the same theme by Mantegna, completed in 1459, possibly as a commission for Giacomo Marcello. Both paintings of Agony in the Garden are on display today at London’s National Gallery and for a time both artworks were considered to be by Mantegna. The atmosphere of Bellini’s image is leaden and mysterious, featuring a harsh, barren landscape, inspired largely by Jacopo Bellini’s sketch from in his London notebook. 

The painting represents Christ kneeling on the Mount of Olives in prayer, accompanied by his disciples Peter, James and John, who are asleep close to their Master. Bellini’s treatment of dawn light has a more important role than found in Mantegna’s painting, evoking an unearthly, magical atmosphere in the scene.

However, save for the highly forced lines, the dramatic way in which the two painters approach the subject is different: Mantegna’s painting is perceptibly harsh, with dark contrasts of strong colours, while Bellini’s interpretation of the subject offers more subtly lyrical and human tones. 

Bellini’s painting had most likely belonged to Consul Smith in Venice in the latter years of the eighteenth century, before being bought by William Beckford at the Joshua Reynolds sale in 1795 for £5. Beckford sold it and then repurchased it later at the Fonthill Sale in 1824, along with the Mantegna version, for £52.10s. Interestingly, the tempera on wood artwork was bought by the National Gallery for £630 in 1863, a comparatively low price for the day.
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‘Agony in the Garden’ by Andrea Mantegna, 1458-1460, oil on panel, National Gallery, London


THE ECSTASY OF SAINT FRANCIS
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Bellini commenced work on The Ecstasy of Saint Francis in 1475, though it was not completed till around 1480. Housed today in the Frick Collection in New York, the oil painting is displayed prominently in the former living room of Henry Clay Frick, an American industrialist, financier and art patron. Once again we can detect in the composition the influence of Andrea Mantegna, through the attention to architectural details and the interest in rock formations. The painting is signed IOANNES BELLINVS on a small, creased tag visible in the lower left corner. 

The image portrays the twelfth century Saint Francis of Assisi, stepping out into an Italian landscape from his cave. The saint was born Giovanni di Bernardone, the son of a wealthy textile merchant. In his early years he famously repudiated his earthly wealth to live the life of a devout ascetic, becoming an itinerant wanderer dressed in rags. In 1209, having attracted a small group of adherents, he travelled to Rome and was given an audience with Pope Innocent III, who gave his permission for the creation of the Franciscan order of Friars.

Bellini’s inclusion of animals represents the saint’s love for nature and his caring manner. Saint Francis stands in a state of religious ecstasy, his arms out-stretched receiving the stigmata — lesions resembling the five principal wounds inflicted on Christ during the crucifixion. Unlike other contemporary depictions of receiving the stigmata, when an angel or crucifix emits rays, Bellini’s portrayal of the event is an innovative and fresh approach, eschewing established iconographic motifs.

In the left middle-ground the donkey serves as a symbol of humility and patience. In the lower right corner, on a rustic reading table, a skull represents mortality, referenced in the last stanza of the Saint’s Canticle. The cave may also connote Francis’ connection to Saint Jerome, who also lived in a similar humble dwelling. The stream in the left middle-ground symbolises Moses and the great spring, while the barren tree in the centre of the composition represents the Burning Bush. In a display of his frugal temperament, Saint Francis has left his wooden pattens behind and stands barefoot, similar to Moses in traditional iconography. 

It has been suggested that the beautiful city rising in the top left corner  represents the Heavenly Jerusalem to which Francis will gain entry through his chosen life as an ascetic. The painting is celebrated for its fine detail, as the ethereal light delineates plants, such as the yellow mullein behind Francis, animals and birds, including a heron and a rabbit emerging hesitantly from its burrow near to the Saint’s right sleeve. The brown and ochre colours of the foreground are balanced by a lustrous blue sky, a progenitor of later Venetian skies to be produced by Titian and Veronese.
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Detail
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MADONNA WILLYS
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The Madonna Willys, also known as Virgin with the Standing Child, Embracing his Mother, presents Mary behind a parapet in half-figure mode — a typical feature of Bellini’s Madonnas, though rarely used by other contemporary artists. Some art historians have argued that this tendency is a variant of the Byzantine symbology, originally pertaining to representations of Christ, where the half-figure would be a metaphor of “the whole aspect” of the divine, and that a reduction would be more fitting to human comprehension. The image promotes the atmosphere of sacred union between mother and son, rather than a mere domestic, earthly portrayal. The interaction between the figures appears constrained; as Mary turns her head away from the Christ Child. The sense of sacredness is emphasised by the framing device of the parapet, effectively cutting off the viewer from the realms of the divine — a boundary line between the sacred and the profane. Bellini is not interested in the unity of space imposed by Florentine perspective, but instead utilises a new painting landscape with a space reminiscent of the Byzantine intellectual mystique, which would exact a profound influence on Venetian art.

The painting was purchased on behalf of the São Paulo Museum of Art at the Wildenstein Gallery, New York City in 1947. It had been acquired by Wildenstein in 1945 from the collection of Isabel van Wie Willys, widow of John North Willys; Willys had purchased the painting from the Duveen Gallery in 1915, when it formed part of the collection of the Dukes of Argyll.
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The São Paulo Museum of Art, São Paulo, Brazil. The building is well known for its headquarters, a 1968 concrete and glass structure designed by Lina Bo Bardi; the main body is supported by two lateral beams over a 74 metres (243 ft) freestanding space, considered a landmark of the city and a main symbol of modern Brazilian architecture.
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‘The Alzano Madonna’ by Giovanni Bellini, c. 1485, Accademia Carrara, Bergamo


MADONNA OF THE SMALL TREES 
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Completed in 1487, Bellini’s Madonna of the Small Trees is noticeable for featuring a hanging tapestry behind the Madonna and Child, a typical element of contemporary sacred conversations and which also appears in the Alzano Madonna. At the two narrow sides of the panel painting, two slender trees rise, echoing the stately pose of the Virgin. The shape of the foliage also reinforces the outline of the robe covering Mary’s head. Once again, in the lower foreground, a parapet, this time in green marble with an engraving of the artist’s signature, separates us from the divine scene.

In this Madonna painting, Bellini suggests a more nurturing aspect between mother and child. Now, she looks down and towards her son, while both hands protectively shield him, allowing the Christ Child to stand.  The fine delineation of hands and their interaction establishes a sense of peace and union.  The fingers of Christ’s left hand tentatively touch Mary’s right hand, seeking reassurance as he looks away, out of the picture.  Perhaps this uncertain glance suggests the thought of Christ’s eventual fate at Cavalry, as the child’s feet are posed awkwardly, one on top of another, in keeping with the common depiction of Christ’s feet nailed to the Cross.
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Detail


[image: img55.jpg]

Detail


[image: img56.jpg]

Detail


[image: img57.jpg]

Detail


[image: img58.jpg]

Detail


HOLY ALLEGORY
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Holy Allegory dates from c. 1500 and is housed today in the Uffizi gallery in Florence. There is no surviving documentation about the commission and the original location of the work, though the painting is known to have been part of the Austrian Imperial collection in Vienna in the eighteenth century. In 1793 the director of the Uffizi, Luigi Lanzi, negotiated an exchange with another painting for the Holy Allegory in order to improve the Venetian Renaissance presence in the museum. At the time, it was attributed to Giorgione. It was not until about a hundred years’ later that the art historian Giovanni Battista Cavalcaselle was the first to identify the painting as a Bellini work. Today the attribution is widely recognised, though some assign the work to the hand of Marco Basaiti.

The canvas portrays a scene on a wide terrace with a polychrome marble pavement, in perspective, separated from a lake shore by a parapet. On the left Mary is enthroned, under a baldachin with a cornucopia shape, serving as a symbol of her fertility. The baldachin has four steps, and on its side is a frieze detailing scenes of the myth of Marsyas, interpreted as a parallel with Jesus’ Passion. Close to Mary are two unidentified female figures, which likely represent two saints. One of them looks to be floating in the air, although the effect could be caused from a loss of colour near the legs and feet.

In the middle of the scene, we can see four children playing with a small tree and its silver fruits, symbolising the knowledge tree, a symbol of life and wisdom. On the right are Job and Saint Sebastian. Outside the parapet, we can identify the figures of Saint Joseph (or Saint Peter) and Saint Paul, the latter with his attribute of a sword. The intended meaning of the painting continues to be shrouded in mystery, as interpretations by art historians have varied over the years. In the early twentieth century, Ludwig interpreted the canvas as a pictorial transcription of the early fourteenth French poem Le Pèlerinage de l’Âme (Pilgrimage of the Soul) by Guillaume de Deguileville. According to Ludwig, the painting represents the ideal path of purification of the soul. The hermit shepherd would be Saint Anthony the Abbot, descending from his hermitage in the spiritual path inspired to the first hermit, Saint Paul, and overcoming several obstacles including the centaur that waits for him at the end of the staircase. The terrace would represent the Paradise Garden, where the souls in Purgatory, symbolised by the children, wait before they are admitted to heaven. Mary, the advocate of the men before God, judges the souls with the help of the crowned Justice coronata. Amongst the children, who are playing with the mystic fruits, the child at the tree would represent a soul called to the eternal beatitude. The two saints standing on the left would signify the patrons, perhaps connected to the work’s commissioners, while the two behind the parapet would be Peter and Paul, guarding the gate of Paradise. The river in the background would be Lethe, which surrounds Paradise. The animals would represent the hermits’ virtue: the mule for the patience and the sheep for humility.

Another popular interpretation argues that the painting represents a common holy conversation or a vision of Paradise. In this reading, Jesus would be represented by the children on the cushion, conveying the sense of a meditation about incarnation and redemption.

Holy Allegory is celebrated for its tonal unity of colour, promoting a spirit of profound and visionary contemplation. It is believed the canvas had a profound effect on Giorgione and his subsequent works.
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PORTRAIT OF A CONDOTTIERO
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Housed in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, Portrait of a Condottiere portrays the bust of an unknown, aged Italian man seen from three-quarters above a dark background. The sitter has been identified as a condottiero, one of the leaders of the professional military free companies (mercenaries) contracted by the Italian city-states and the Papacy from the late Middle Ages and throughout the Renaissance. The portrait reveals the influence of Antonello da Messina (c. 1430-1479), an Italian painter from Messina, Sicily, whose work shows strong influences from Early Netherlandish — Vasari credits Antonello with the introduction of oil painting into Italy. The subject of the portrait was once identified as Jacopo Marcello, capitano general of the Republic of Venice, which led to an early dating around 1482-1485; Bellini had executed a portrait for Marcello in his family house. Other identifications include Bartolomeo d’Alviano (according to a statement by later Renaissance art historian Giorgio Vasari) and Giovanni Emo, implying that it could have been executed between 1475 and 1500.

Bellini depicts the condottiere wearing a precious brocade blouse and a blue beret. His features are deep, bearing a severe, even fierce expression. The sumptuous use of gold in the sitter’s garment conveys the wealthy position he has achieved in his life’s work. The play of light and shade on the condottiero’s clothing indicates Bellini’s mastery of oil at this mature stage of his career. Completed c. 1500, it is one of Bellini’s more evolved portraits — a format that he had first worked upon in 1474. 

The early provenance of the portrait is unknown, as it is first recorded in 1786 as being sold by the Venetian doctor Pellegrini to Sir Abraham Hume. The latter’s heirs sold the portrait on the London market in 1923 and again in 1936, when it was bought by the Samuel H. Kress Foundation. The canvas was then donated to the National Gallery of Art in 1939.
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Portrait of Man, possibly a self-portrait by Antonello da Messina, c. 1476, National Gallery London


CHRIST BLESSING
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Dating to c. 1500, this beautiful depiction of Christ on panel is housed today in the Kimbell Art Museum, Texas. The image represents the central mystery of the Christian faith, namely the incarnation, when Christ, both human and divine, was sent to earth to redeem mankind. The devotional image is brought close to the picture plane, arresting our attention with a level gaze, achieving greater immediacy. Christ raises his right hand in blessing, while his left hand grips a red staff of the banner of the Resurrection. Christ’s divinity is conveyed through golden rays emanating from the top and sides of his head. 

Bellini utilises several symbols in the distant landscape to allude to the Resurrection story. The three robed figures at the right edge of the picture are undoubtedly the three Marys, hastening to tell the disciples of the empty tomb. Above the women a distant bell tower represents the salvation that is delivered through Christ’s sacrifice and the Church. On the left, the withered tree with the solitary bird hints at the Old Covenant, out of which the New Covenant will grow. The two rabbits connote regeneration, whereas the shepherd tending his flock is an echo of Christ, the Good Shepherd. 
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PORTRAIT OF DOGE LEONARDO LOREDAN
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Through the use of clear, slow-drying oil paints, Bellini created deep, rich tints and detailed shadings. His sumptuous use of colour and fluent, atmospheric landscapes had a great impact on the Venetian painting school, especially on his famous pupils Giorgione and Titian. One of his most celebrated works is the Portrait of Doge Leonardo Loredan, dating from 1501, which portrays the Doge of Venice from 1501 to 1521 in his ceremonial garments with the corno worn over a linen cap, and the painting is signed IOANNES BELLINVS on a cartellino. It is part of a Venetian tradition of painting formal portraits of the city’s rulers dressed in state robes. The artist was famous for his portraiture and helped make this art form especially popular in Venice. 

It is believed the portrait was completed the year Loredan rose to the dogate, holding office from the age of sixty-five to eighty-five. Bellini’s use of subtle realism in depicting the facial wrinkles and the fine texture of the garments reveals the teaching of his master Antonello da Messina.  Bellini has adopted the three-quarter turn, rather than the profile pose that was usually prescribed by dogal iconographical tradition, adding an innovative approach to the portrait.

Interestingly, the painting was looted from Venice when Napoleon conquered the city and later purchased by William Thomas Beckford, the English novelist, art collector and patron of works, who sold it to the National Gallery in 1844 for £630.
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Self portrait of Giovanni Bellini, c. 1500
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Statue of Leonardo Loredan in Santi Giovanni e Paolo, Venice


SAINT JEROME READING IN THE COUNTRYSIDE
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The image of Saint Jerome in the wilderness would have reminded Renaissance viewers to make time for private prayer and to resist sensual temptation. Dressed in a tattered tunic and encased in a dark cave, the saint is focused entirely on his holy book. The familiar landscape of the Veneto countryside would have encouraged beholders to retreat from the world around them, whether in person or in their imagination. Bellini’s painting contains a somewhat obscure and abridged inscription on the first stone at bottom left: S MCCCCCV. It is now accepted as an autograph and resolved as: IOANNES BELLINUS MCCCCCV. However, the date 1505 poses some doubts, as the style is more in keeping with Bellini’s works prior to 1490. Various theories have been advanced, though most agree the painting is by Bellini himself.

If Bellini’s workshop had a hand in the panel, then they may have been responsible for aspects of the landscape, particularly the ruins above left, which appear stiff and heavy. The landscape features the usual symbols and religious metaphors that Bellini liked to use, including the fig-tree, a withered tree, ivy and crumbling rocks. The clear landscape view in the top left section of the painting presents an idyllic view, offering a splendid naturalistic compilation; in later years Bellini would perfect his landscapes to embody a sublime harmony.
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SAN ZACCARIA ALTARPIECE
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Bellini’s last phase is heralded by his San Zaccaria Altarpiece, depicting the Madonna and Child enthroned with Saints Peter, Catherine, Lucia and Jerome, housed in Venice’s Church of San Zaccaria, dating to 1505. The altarpiece was mentioned in 1648 by the writer and painter Carlo Ridolfi as a large panel commissioned in memory of the Venetian politician and diplomat Pietro Cappello; Ridolfi described it as “one of the most beautiful and delicate by the artist”.

Though the altarpiece is not particularly bright, it is mellow and rich in colour, impressing the viewer with its warm and gilded atmosphere, filling the niche in which the Virgin sits enthroned, as the Christ Child lifts his hands to bless the worshippers before the altar. An angel at the foot of the altar softly plays the violin, while the saints stand quietly at either side of the throne: Saint Peter with his key and book, Saint Catherine with the palm of martyrdom and the broken wheel, Saint Lucy and Saint Jerome, the scholar that translated the Bible into Latin, and whom Bellini therefore depicts reading a book.

At the time of completing work on the San Zaccaria Altarpiece, Bellini was an old man of about seventy-five. Yet, his astonishing ability to adapt, arising from a conscious understanding of the evolution of art, is at no other stage of his career more prominent. The compositional and architectural structure of the altarpiece is similar to the San Giobbe Altarpiece: a niche-like apse surrounding the group of the enthroned Madonna and the saints positioned at her sides. Here too, from a spatial point of view, the painting becomes a continuation of the altar on which it is placed. But at the same time the landscape appears from the sides, according to an idea taken from Alvise Vivarini’s Battuti Altarpiece at Belluno, emitting light into the air, softening the forms. The tonal colour dominates the overall painting, creating a new harmony of broad planes, softened forms and a warm sense of depth. 
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The Church of San Zaccaria, central Venice
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‘View of the church and adjoining monastery’ by Francesco Guardi, Louvre, Paris, 1790


SAINT MARK PREACHING IN ALEXANDRIA
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Saint Mark Preaching in Alexandria, completed c. 1507 and held in the Pinacoteca di Brera in Milan, is a huge canvas, which was originally intended for the Scuola Grande di San Marco in Venice. It measures twenty-six metres in surface and presents a rich narrative, laden with iconographic features. The painting concerns how in AD 49, about nineteen years after the Ascension of Jesus, Saint Mark travelled to Alexandria (as recorded in Acts 15:36–41) and founded the Church of Alexandria. Aspects of the Coptic liturgy can be traced back to Mark himself. He became the first bishop of Alexandria and he is honoured as the founder of Christianity in Africa.

Work was commenced by the artist’s brother Gentile in July 1504, but after his death in February 1507, when it was “largely completed”, it passed to Giovanni, as indicated in Gentile’s will. Bellini completed the monumental work, making some modifications of his own. The invitation to complete it was probably at his brother’s request just before he died, which Giovanni is believed to have accepted reluctantly. This explains its insertion in the will of the clause that consigned a precious collection of drawings to Giovanni should he complete the painting. The commission was confirmed as being passed to Giovanni by the Scuola on 7 March 1507.

The canvas portrays a rich scene, teeming with exotic elements, most likely fused by ideas that Gentile conceived during his trip to Constantinople in 1479–1480. Decorative elements of Mamluk architecture, rather than Ottoman, suggest that he may also have visited Jerusalem during his travels. The focus of the painting’s narrative, however, is the crowd gathered around the preaching saint in the square, where, according to Venetian canons of public portraiture, the characters appear as a socially and hierarchically defined group. 

It is not clear which sections of the work were completed by which brother: Vasari only mentions Gentile in the 1550 version of the Vite. Modern criticism considers Gentile to have produced the background, except for the modified parts, and possibly the characters on the right hand. Giovanni is assigned with some certainty the portraits on the left, and some of the central group.

The overall canvas was reduced at an unknown time, a strip along the top being cut away, where the buildings finished. The work arrived in the Brera in 1809, following the Napoleonic invasion.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Scuola Grande di San Marco, Venice
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Gentile Bellini, self portrait


SAINTS CHRISTOPHER, JEROME AND LOUIS OF TOULOUSE 
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Dating to 1513, Bellini’s Saints Christopher, Jerome and Louis of Toulouse is housed today in the church of San Giovanni Crisostomo, Venice. The painting was completed late in Bellini’s career, when he had adopted the use of Giorgione’s tonalism in his works. Having been commissioned in 1494 by the Venetian merchant Giorgio Diletti, it still remains unknown today why it took some twenty years to complete the painting. The composition of the panel is structured as a Holy Conversation typical of the Venetian tradition, largely evolved by Bellini’s own designs over the years, with an arch opening to a landscape in the background, accompanied by three figures of saints. Instead of the usual throne with the Virgin, we are confronted with Saint Jerome — a popular choice for the artist — portrayed as a hermit, on a rock, reading the Bible. As a doctor of the Church, Jerome represents the highest point of spiritual life, that of mystical exaltation and revealed science. Beside him the fig-tree symbolises that he has been chosen by the Lord to understand its supreme law.

Below, separated by a parapet with a cartouche bearing a signature, we can also see Saint Christopher and a bishop. The latter figure had been originally identified as Saint Augustine based on text of the book (De civitate Dei), which was later revealed to be apocryphal, as it is not placed on the front cover. In recent times, the identification of lilies on the cloak — emblems of the House of Anjou — the figure is now believed to be Saint Louis of Toulouse.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail


[image: img115.png]

Church of San Giovanni Crisostomo, Venice
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Saint Louis of Toulouse by Piero della Francesca, c. 1460


THE FEAST OF THE GODS
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One of Bellini’s few mythological pictures, The Feast of the Gods features substantial additions to the landscape by Dosso Dossi and Titian, who added all the landscape to the left and centre. Completed in 1514, it was Bellini’s last major work, which is housed today in the National Gallery of Art in Washington DC. The painting is signed by an inscription on the fictive paper attached to the wooden tub at lower right: “joannes bellinus venus / p MDXIIIII” (“Giovanni Bellini of Venice, painted 1514”) and his payment that year is recorded.

The depicted scene is based on a story from Ovid and the canvas was commissioned as the earliest of a cycle of paintings on mythological subjects produced for Alfonso, I d’Este, the Duke of Ferrara, for his camerino d’alabastro (chamber of alabaster) in the Castello Estense, Ferrara. The subjects had been chosen by 1511, by the Renaissance humanist Mario Equicola, then working for the Duke’s sister Isabella d’Este, and instructions, apparently including some sketches, were sent to the artists. Later commissions for the chamber were four large Titian paintings (one now lost), and ten smaller works by Dosso Dossi, probably placed above them. The three surviving works by Titian painted for the room are Bacchus and Ariadne (National Gallery, London), The Bacchanal of the Andrians and The Worship of Venus (both Prado, Madrid).

It had been suggested that Bellini made a preliminary set of alterations before or soon after 1514 to make the painting more compatible with Ovid’s original Latin text, having previously been working from an Italian Ovidio volgarizzato version, and that at this point Bellini changed most of the characters to gods, rather than people from Thebes, giving lower necklines to the women. But this view was based on a misunderstanding of the early x-rays taken in 1956. It is now thought that the figures are as originally painted by Bellini.

The painting concerns the myth of the attempted rape of Lotis. According to legend, the nymph was the daughter of Neptune or Nereus. When Lotis attends a festival in honour of Liber, Priapus attempts to rape her while she is asleep; she is awakened by a sudden cry of Silenus’ ass and escapes, leaving Priapus in embarrassment as everyone else awakes and realises his intentions. The story is portrayed at the edges of the composition, in a somewhat undramatic fashion, a moment shortly before the key incident, with Silenus and his ass on the left and Priapus and Lotis on the right, with everyone except for Lotis still wide awake. 

The Feast of the Gods is a considerable departure from Bellini’s usual subject matter of religious scenes and portraits; interestingly, the artist was over eighty years old when he began work on the painting. He had previously been reluctant to portray mythological stories, avoiding a commission from Isabella d’Este, Alfonso’s sister, in 1501–04 — she had to be content with a Nativity at a lower price than she had offered for a storia. He was perhaps unwilling to compete with his brother-in-law, Andrea Mantegna, who specialised in classical subjects. After the death of Mantegna in 1506, he may have felt more inclined towards mythological subjects, now that he would not be posing as a professional rival to his friend.

The canvas remained in the room for which it was painted until 1598, when it was confiscated and taken to Rome by Cardinal Ippolito Aldobrandini as Papal Legate. The Feast of the Gods left the Aldobrandini family in 1796–97, then passing to the Camuccini family. The painting left Italy for England in 1853 and was bought by the 4th Duke of Northumberland, before being sold in 1916 by the 7th Duke to the London dealer Thomas Agnew and Sons. It was bought in 1922 by the estate of the American magnate Peter A. B. Widener (d. 1915) and in 1942 entered the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC with the rest of his collection. Since The Feast of the Gods came to Washington it has travelled to Venice in 1990, London and Madrid in 2003 (reuniting all four large works in the cycle, with three of the Dossi works), and Vienna in 2006.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail


[image: img122.jpg]

Detail


[image: img123.png]

Detail
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Castello Estense, Ferrara
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‘Bacchus and Ariadne’ by Titian, National Gallery, London, 1523, was also commissioned for the Camerino d'Alabastro – a private room in the Duke of Ferrara’s palazzo in Ferrara.


NAKED YOUNG WOMAN IN FRONT OF THE MIRROR
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One of the greatest treasures of Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches Museum, this 1515 canvas demonstrates the almost ninety-year-old artist’s success in adopting a new depth of sensibility in his work at the end of his career. The sumptuous celebration of pearlescent skin, admired both by the viewer and the girl herself, is counterbalanced by the shimmering folds of the rich red garment. Yet again Bellini employs a framing device at the bottom of the canvas, as used in the very beginning of his career, but this time the subject of the piece actually sits upon it, as it serves as a bench, with an intricate covering, creating a further sense of spatial depth between us, the girl and the rest of the chamber. The sense of depth is increased by the use of a plain dark green background on the right, juxtaposed to a far reaching view on the left, with blue sky and mountains, matching the blue in the decorative scarf worn by the girl. She studies her face closely, absorbed with her own beauty, offering a touching comment on youthful vanity, all the more compelling for its senior author. The sense of reality is called into question again by a second mirror, this time on the back wall, reflecting the rear of the girl’s head and the fine pearls used to decorate and braid her hair. Unlike the religious subjects of his early years, this late canvas seems to commemorate the joys of youthful beauty and the splendour of riches – aspects of life that the ageing artist evidently held dear, perhaps as he reflected back on his long and prosperous life.

Indeed, in the worldly sense, the career of Bellini was very prosperous. His long career began with Quattrocento styles, but matured into the progressive post-Giorgione Renaissance innovations. He lived to see his own school far outshine that of his rivals, the Vivarini of Murano. His works embodied, with growing and maturing power, all the devotional gravity and much also of the worldly splendour of the Venice of his time; and he saw his influence propagated by a host of pupils, two of whom at least, Giorgione and Titian, equalled or even surpassed their master. Other pupils of the Bellini studio included Girolamo Galizzi da Santacroce, Vittore Belliniano, Rocco Marconi, Andrea Previtali and possibly Bernardino Licinio.

In the historical perspective, Bellini was essential to the development of the Italian Renaissance for his incorporation of aesthetics from Northern Europe. Significantly influenced by Antonello da Messina, who had spent time in Flanders, Bellini made the use of oil painting prevalent, encouraging his fellow artists to turn away from tempera painting, and his works are noteworthy for their disguised symbolism integral to the Northern Renaissance. Bellini popularised the use of religious symbolism through natural elements, such as grapevines and rocks. Yet his most important contribution to art lies in his experimentation with the use of colour and atmosphere in oil painting.
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Detail
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Detail
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Detail


The Paintings
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In 1470 Bellini received his first appointment to work along with his brother and other artists in the Scuola di San Marco, where among other subjects he was commissioned to paint a ‘Deluge with Noah’s Ark’. 


THE COMPLETE PAINTINGS
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Bellini’s paintings are presented in chronological order and divided into decade sections, with an alphabetical table of contents following immediately after.

CONTENTS

1450’s

Saint Jerome in the Desert

Crucifixion

Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John (Pietà )

Transfiguration of Christ

1460’s

Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John; or, Pietá

Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

Madonna and Child

Virgin and Child

Madonna Adoring the Sleeping Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna with Child Blessing

Madonna with the Child

Madonna with the Child

Madonna with the Child

Presentation at the Temple

Possible Self Portrait (Detail of ‘Presentation at the Temple’)

Blessing Christ

The Blood of the Redeemer

Golgotha

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (left panel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (central panel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (right panel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Christ)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Angel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Mary)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of bottom scenes)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Agony in the Garden

Imago Pietatis

Madonna, with Child Standing on a Parapet

The Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

Head of the Baptist

1470’s

Saint Anthony Abbott

Saint Augustine

Pietà

Pietà (detail)

Dead Christ Supported by Angels

Pesaro Altarpiece

Pesaro Altarpiece

Pesaro Altarpiece (detail)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pietá

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna Enthroned Adoring the Sleeping Child

Madonna in Adoration of the Sleeping Child

Madonna with Child

Portrait of a Boy

The Virgin and Child

Portrait of Jörg Fugger

Transfiguration of Christ

Resurrection of Christ

Madonna with Blessing Child

Portrait of a Humanist

1480’s

Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

Portrait of a Young Venetian

Portrait of a Young Man in Senator’s Garb

Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child in a Landscape

Portrait of a Condottiere

Saint Francis in Ecstasy

Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

Virgin and Child

Madonna and Child with Saint Peter and Saint Sebastian

Madonna Degli Alberetti

Madonna with the Child

San Giobbe Altarpiece

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

Transfiguration of Christ

Barbarigo Altarpiece

Frari Triptych

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Madonna and Child

Virgin and Child

1490’s

Four Allegories: Falsehood (or Wisdom)

Four Allegories: Fortune (or Melancholy)

Four Allegories: Lust (or Perseverance)

Four Allegories: Prudence (or Vanity)

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child with Two Saints (Sacra Conversazione)

Madonna of Red Angels

Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?)

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man in Red

Sacred Conversation

1500’s

The Annunciation

A Dominican with the Attributes of Saint Peter Martyr

The Lamentation over the Body of Christ

Madonna of the Meadow; or, Madonna del Prato

Small Tree with Inscription (fragment)

Madonna and Child with Saints

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man

Sacred Allegory

Self Portrait

The Virgin and Child

Baptism of Christ

Doge Leonardo Loredano

Head of the Redeemer

The Crucifixion

Madonna and Child with Saint John the Baptist and a Saint

Pieta

Portrait of a Young Man

Saint Jerome Reading

San Zaccaria Altarpiece: Throning Madonna and Child with Saints

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail of Mary and Christ)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

The Assassination of Saint Peter Martyr

Madonna and Child with Four Saints and Donator

Sermon of Saint Mark in Alexandria

The Murder of Saint Peter the Martyr

1510’s

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child Blessing

Santa Conversazione

Sts Christopher, Jerome and Ludwig of Toulouse

The Infant Bacchus

Deposition

Drunkenness of Noah

Portrait of Fra Theodoro da Urbino as Saint Dominic

Virgin in Glory with Saints

The Feast of the Gods

Naked Young Woman in Front of the Mirror

Lamentation over the Dead Christ

Orpheus

 


ALPHABETICAL LIST OF PAINTINGS

[image: img134.jpg]

CONTENTS

A Dominican with the Attributes of Saint Peter Martyr

Agony in the Garden

Baptism of Christ

Barbarigo Altarpiece

Blessing Christ

Crucifixion

Dead Christ Supported by Angels

Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John (Pietà )

Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John; or, Pietá

Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

Deposition

Doge Leonardo Loredano

Drunkenness of Noah

Four Allegories: Falsehood (or Wisdom)

Four Allegories: Fortune (or Melancholy)

Four Allegories: Lust (or Perseverance)

Four Allegories: Prudence (or Vanity)

Frari Triptych

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Frari Triptych (detail)

Golgotha

Head of the Baptist

Head of the Redeemer

Imago Pietatis

Lamentation over the Dead Christ

Madonna Adoring the Sleeping Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child

Madonna and Child Blessing

Madonna and Child in a Landscape

Madonna and Child with Four Saints and Donator

Madonna and Child with Saint John the Baptist and a Saint

Madonna and Child with Saint Peter and Saint Sebastian

Madonna and Child with Saints

Madonna and Child with Two Saints (Sacra Conversazione)

Madonna Degli Alberetti

Madonna Enthroned Adoring the Sleeping Child

Madonna in Adoration of the Sleeping Child

Madonna of Red Angels

Madonna of the Meadow; or, Madonna del Prato

Madonna with Blessing Child

Madonna with Child

Madonna with Child Blessing

Madonna with the Child

Madonna with the Child

Madonna with the Child

Madonna with the Child

Madonna, with Child Standing on a Parapet

Naked Young Woman in Front of the Mirror

Orpheus

Pesaro Altarpiece

Pesaro Altarpiece

Pesaro Altarpiece (detail)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

Pieta

Pietá

Pietà

Pietà (detail)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (central panel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Angel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of bottom scenes)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Christ)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Mary)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (left panel)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (right panel)

Portrait of a Boy

Portrait of a Condottiere

Portrait of a Humanist

Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?)

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man

Portrait of a Young Man in Red

Portrait of a Young Man in Senator’s Garb

Portrait of a Young Venetian

Portrait of Fra Theodoro da Urbino as Saint Dominic

Portrait of Jörg Fugger

Possible Self Portrait (Detail of ‘Presentation at the Temple’)

Presentation at the Temple

Resurrection of Christ

Sacred Allegory

Sacred Conversation

Saint Anthony Abbott

Saint Augustine

Saint Francis in Ecstasy

Saint Jerome in the Desert

Saint Jerome Reading

Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

San Giobbe Altarpiece

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail of Mary and Christ)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

San Zaccaria Altarpiece: Throning Madonna and Child with Saints

Santa Conversazione

Self Portrait

Sermon of Saint Mark in Alexandria

Small Tree with Inscription (fragment)

Sts Christopher, Jerome and Ludwig of Toulouse

The Annunciation

The Assassination of Saint Peter Martyr

The Blood of the Redeemer

The Crucifixion

The Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

The Feast of the Gods

The Infant Bacchus

The Lamentation over the Body of Christ

The Murder of Saint Peter the Martyr

The Virgin and Child

The Virgin and Child

Transfiguration of Christ

Transfiguration of Christ

Transfiguration of Christ

Virgin and Child

Virgin and Child

Virgin and Child

Virgin in Glory with Saints

 


1450’s
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Saint Jerome in the Desert

1450

Barber Institute of Fine Arts (University of Birmingham)

Tempera on panel
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Crucifixion

1455

Museo Correr, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John (Pietà )

1455

Accademia Carrara di Belle Arti Bergamo

Tempera on panel
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Transfiguration of Christ

1455

Museo Correr, Venice

Tempera on panel
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1460’s
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Dead Christ Supported by the Virgin and Saint John; or, Pietá

1460

Pinacoteca di Brera

Tempera on panel
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Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

1460

Museo Correr, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Madonna and Child

1460

Musei Civici di Pavia

Tempera on panel
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Virgin and Child

1459-1460

Philadelphia Museum of Art

Oil on panel
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Madonna Adoring the Sleeping Child

1462

Metropolitan Museum of Art - New York, NY

Tempera on panel
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Madonna and Child

1460-1464

Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Milano

Tempera on panel
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Madonna with Child Blessing

1460-1464

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Madonna with the Child

1460-1464

Museo Correr, Venice

Painting
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Madonna with the Child

1460-1464

Accademia Carrara di Belle Arti Bergamo

Tempera on panel
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Madonna with the Child

1460-1464

Pinacoteca di Brera

Tempera on panel
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Presentation at the Temple

1460-1464

Museo della Fondazione Quereni Stampalia, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Possible Self Portrait (Detail of ‘Presentation at the Temple’)

1462

Museo della Fondazione Quereni Stampalia, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Blessing Christ

1465

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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The Blood of the Redeemer

1460-1465

National Gallery London

Tempera on panel
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Golgotha

1465

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (left panel)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (central panel)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (right panel)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Christ)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel

[image: img160.jpg]


Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Angel)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of Mary)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail of bottom scenes)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (detail)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Polyptych of San Vincenzo Ferreri (predella)

1464-1468

Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo

Tempera on panel
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Agony in the Garden

1469

National Gallery London

Tempera on panel
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Imago Pietatis

1460-1469

Museo Poldi Pezzoli

Tempera on panel
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Madonna, with Child Standing on a Parapet

1460-1469

Gemäldegalerie - Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Tempera on panel

[image: img172.jpg]v


The Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

1465-1470

National Gallery London

Tempera on panel
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Head of the Baptist

1465-1470

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Tempera on panel
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1470’s
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Saint Anthony Abbott

1470

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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Saint Augustine

1470

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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Pietà

1472

Palazzo Ducale di Venezia

Tempera on canvas
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Pietà (detail)

1472

Palazzo Ducale di Venezia

Tempera on canvas
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Dead Christ Supported by Angels

1474

Private collection

Tempera on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece (detail)

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pesaro Altarpiece (predella)

1471-1474

Musei Civici di Pesaro

Oil on panel
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Pietá

1471-1474

Pinacoteca Vaticana

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child

1475

Museo Civico di Castelvecchio

Tempera on panel
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Madonna and Child

1475

Gemäldegalerie - Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Tempera on panel
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Madonna Enthroned Adoring the Sleeping Child

1475

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Madonna in Adoration of the Sleeping Child

1475

Galleria degli Uffizi

Tempera on panel

[image: img192.jpg]


Madonna with Child

1475

Madonna dell’Orto, Venice

Tempera on panel
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Portrait of a Boy

1475

Barber Institute of Fine Arts (University of Birmingham)

Oil on panel
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The Virgin and Child

1465-1475

Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology - University of Oxford

Tempera on panel
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Portrait of Jörg Fugger

1474

Oil on panel, 26 x 20 cm

Norton Simon Museum of Art, Pasadena
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Transfiguration of Christ

1478

Museo Nazionale di Capodimonte

Oil on panel
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Resurrection of Christ

1475-1479

Gemäldegalerie - Staatliche Museen zu Berlin

Oil on canvas
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Madonna with Blessing Child

1475-1480

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Humanist

1475-1480

Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Milano

Oil on panel
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1480’s
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Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels

1480-85

Tempera on poplar panel, 83 x 68 cm

Staatliche Museen, Berlin
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Portrait of a Young Venetian

c. 1480

Oil on poplar, 32 x 26 cm

Staatliche Museen, Berlin
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Portrait of a Young Man in Senator’s Garb

1480-1500

Oil on panel, 35 x 26 cm

Museo Civico, Padua
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Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

1480

Galleria degli Uffizi

Tempera on panel
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Madonna and Child

1480-1485

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child in a Landscape

1480-1485

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Condottiere

1475-1485

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Saint Francis in Ecstasy

1480-1485

Frick Collection - New York

Oil on panel
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Saint Jerome Reading in the Countryside

1480-1485

National Gallery London

Oil on panel
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Virgin and Child

1485

Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum - Glasgow

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child with Saint Peter and Saint Sebastian

1487

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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Madonna Degli Alberetti

1487

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on canvas
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Madonna with the Child

1487

Museu de Arte de São Paulo Assis Chateaubriand

Tempera on panel
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San Giobbe Altarpiece

1487

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

1487

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

1487

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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San Giobbe Altarpiece (detail)

1487

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Transfiguration of Christ

1487

Museo Nazionale di Capodimonte

Tempera on panel
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Barbarigo Altarpiece

1488

San Pietro Martire (Venice)

Oil on canvas
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Frari Triptych

1488

Frari Basilica

Oil on panel
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Frari Triptych (detail)

1488

Frari Basilica

Oil on panel
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Frari Triptych (detail)

1488

Frari Basilica

Oil on panel
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Frari Triptych (detail)

1488

Frari Basilica

Oil on panel

[image: img224.jpg]


Frari Triptych (detail)

1488

Frari Basilica

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child

1488

Accademia Carrara di Belle Arti Bergamo

Oil on panel
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Virgin and Child

1485-1488

The Burrell Collection

Oil on canvas
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1490’s
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Four Allegories: Falsehood (or Wisdom)

1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Four Allegories: Fortune (or Melancholy)

1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Four Allegories: Lust (or Perseverance)

1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Four Allegories: Prudence (or Vanity)

1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child

1485-1490

Metropolitan Museum of Art - New York, NY

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child with Two Saints (Sacra Conversazione)

1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Madonna of Red Angels

1480-1490

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?)

1490

Nivaagaards Malerisamling

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Young Man

1490

Musée du Louvre

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Young Man in Red

1485-1490

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Sacred Conversation

1490

Museo Nacional del Prado

Oil on panel
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1500’s
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The Annunciation

1500

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on canvas
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A Dominican with the Attributes of Saint Peter Martyr

1490-1500

National Gallery London

Oil on panel
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The Lamentation over the Body of Christ

1500

Galleria degli Uffizi
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Madonna of the Meadow; or, Madonna del Prato

1500

National Gallery London

Oil on canvas
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Small Tree with Inscription (fragment)

1500-02

Oil on panel, 31 x 22 cm

Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice 
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Madonna and Child with Saints

1500

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Tempera and oil on wood
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Portrait of a Young Man

1500

Galleria degli Uffizi

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Young Man

1500

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Sacred Allegory

1490-1500

Galleria degli Uffizi

Oil on panel
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Self Portrait

1500

Musei Capitolini - Rome

Oil on panel
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The Virgin and Child

1480-1500

National Gallery London

Oil on panel
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Baptism of Christ

1500-1502

Chiesa di Santa Corona - Vicenza

Oil on panel
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Doge Leonardo Loredano

1501-1502

National Gallery London

Oil on panel
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Head of the Redeemer

1500-1502

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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The Crucifixion

1501-1503

Private collection

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child with Saint John the Baptist and a Saint

1500-1504

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Pieta

1505

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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Portrait of a Young Man

1505

Royal Collection Trust (UK) - Buckingham Palace

Oil on panel
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Saint Jerome Reading

1505

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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San Zaccaria Altarpiece: Throning Madonna and Child with Saints

1505

San Zaccaria (Venice)

Oil on panel
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San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail of Mary and Christ)

1505

San Zaccaria (Venice)

Oil on canvas
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San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

1505

San Zaccaria (Venice)

Oil on canvas

[image: img262.jpg]


San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

1505

San Zaccaria (Venice)

Oil on canvas
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San Zaccaria Altarpiece (detail)

1505

San Zaccaria (Venice)

Oil on canvas
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The Assassination of Saint Peter Martyr

1507

National Gallery London

Tempera on panel
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Madonna and Child with Four Saints and Donator

1507

San Francesco della Vigna (Venice)

Oil on panel
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Sermon of Saint Mark in Alexandria

1504-1507

Pinacoteca di Brera

Oil on canvas
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The Murder of Saint Peter the Martyr

1509

The Courtauld Gallery - London

Oil on panel
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1510’s
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Madonna and Child

1510

Galleria Borghese

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child

1510

Galleria Borghese

Oil on panel
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Madonna and Child Blessing

1510

Pinacoteca di Brera

Oil on panel
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Santa Conversazione

1505-1510

Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza

Oil on panel
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Sts Christopher, Jerome and Ludwig of Toulouse

1513

San Giovanni Grisostomo (Venice)

Oil on panel
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The Infant Bacchus

1514

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on panel
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Deposition

1515

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on canvas
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Drunkenness of Noah

1515

Musée des Beaux-Arts et d’Archéologie de Besançon

Oil on canvas
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Portrait of Fra Theodoro da Urbino as Saint Dominic

1515

National Gallery London

Oil on canvas
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Virgin in Glory with Saints

1510-1515

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on panel
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The Feast of the Gods

1514-1529

National Gallery of Art - Washington DC

Oil on canvas
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Naked Young Woman in Front of the Mirror

1515

Kunsthistorisches Museum

Oil on canvas
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Lamentation over the Dead Christ

1515-1520

Galleria dell Accademia, Venice

Oil on canvas
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Orpheus

Oil on canvas 

National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.

Unknown date
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The Drawings
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Facing Venice’s Grand Canal on the Piazzetta San Marco, with the Doge’s Palace on the left — after 1480 much of Bellini’s time was devoted to his duties as conservator of the paintings in the great hall of the Doge’s Palace.


LIST OF DRAWINGS

[image: img285.jpg]


CONTENTS

Head of an Old Bearded Man

Study of a Man Wearing a Turban

Man with a Turban

Bust of a Man

The Lamentation over the Body of Christ

Preparatory Drawing of Saint Jerome Reading in the Desert

 


Head of an Old Bearded Man

1460-1470

Royal Collection Trust (UK) - Buckingham Palace

Drawing
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Study of a Man Wearing a Turban

1485

Private collection

Drawing

[image: img287.jpg]


Man with a Turban

1490-1500

Galleria degli Uffizi

Drawing
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Bust of a Man

c. 1500

Black chalk, touches of wash on off-white paper, 391 x 280 mm

Christ Church Picture Gallery, Oxford
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The Lamentation over the Body of Christ

1500

Galleria degli Uffizi
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Preparatory Drawing of Saint Jerome Reading in the Desert

1515

Royal Collection Trust (UK) - Buckingham Palace

Drawing
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The Biographies
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Doge’s Palace, Venice — in 1479, Bellini took his brother Gentile’s place as the conservator of the paintings in the Hall of the Great Council of the Doge’s Palace, where he continued work on a project to paint a number of great historical scenes. The Palace was the seat of government in the Venetian Republic and the home of the chief magistrate, or Doge.


LIVES OF JACOPO, GIOVANNI, AND GENTILE BELLINI by Giorgio Vasari
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PAINTERS OF VENICE

Enterprises that are founded on excellence, although their beginnings often appear humble and mean, keep climbing higher step by step, nor do they ever halt or take rest until they have reached the supreme heights of glory: as could be clearly seen from the poor and humble beginning of the house of the Bellini, and from the rank to which it afterwards rose by means of painting.

Jacopo Bellini, a painter of Venice, having been a disciple of Gentile da Fabriano, worked in competition with that Domenico who taught the method of colouring in oil to Andrea dal Castagno; but, although he laboured greatly to become excellent in that art, he did not acquire fame therein until after the departure of Domenico from Venice. Then, finding himself in that city without any competitor to equal him, he kept growing in credit and fame, and became so excellent that he was the greatest and most renowned man in his profession. And to the end that the name which he had acquired in painting might not only be maintained in his house and for his descendants, but might grow greater, there were born to him two sons of good and beautiful intelligence, strongly inclined to the art: one was Giovanni, and the other Gentile, to whom he gave that name in tender memory of Gentile da Fabriano, who had been his master and like a loving father to him. Now, when the said two sons had grown to a certain age, Jacopo himself with all diligence taught them the rudiments of drawing; but no long time passed before both one and the other surpassed his father by a great measure, whereat he rejoiced greatly, ever encouraging them and showing them that he desired them to do as the Tuscans did, who gloried among themselves in making efforts to outstrip each other, according as one after another took up the art: even so should Giovanni vanquish himself, and Gentile should vanquish them both, and so on in succession.

The first works that brought fame to Jacopo were the portraits of Giorgio Cornaro and of Caterina, Queen of Cyprus; a panel which he sent to Verona, containing the Passion of Christ, with many figures, among which he portrayed himself from the life; and a picture of the Story of the Cross, which is said to be in the Scuola of S. Giovanni Evangelista. All these works and many others were painted by Jacopo with the aid of his sons; and the last-named picture was painted on canvas, as it has been almost always the custom to do in that city, where they rarely paint, as is done elsewhere, on panels of the wood of that tree that is called by many oppio and by some gattice. This wood, which grows mostly beside rivers or other waters, is very soft, and admirable for painting on, for it holds very firmly when joined together with carpenters’ glue. But in Venice they make no panels, and, if they do make a few, they use no other wood than that of the fir, of which that city has a great abundance by reason of the River Adige, which brings a very great quantity of it from Germany, not to mention that no small amount comes from Sclavonia. It is much the custom in Venice, then, to paint on canvas, either because it does not split and does not grow worm-eaten, or because it enables pictures to be made of any size that is desired, or because, as was said elsewhere, they can be sent easily and conveniently wherever they are wanted, with very little expense and labour. Be the reason what it may, Jacopo and Gentile, as was said above, made their first works on canvas.
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JACOPO BELLINI: THE MADONNA AND CHILD (Florence: Uffizi, 1562. Panel) 

To the last-named Story of the Cross Gentile afterwards added by himself seven other pictures, or rather, eight, in which he painted the miracle of the Cross of Christ, which the said Scuola preserves as a relic; which miracle was as follows. The said Cross was thrown, I know not by what chance, from the Ponte della Paglía into the Canal, and, by reason of the reverence that many bore to the piece of the Cross of Christ that it contained, they threw themselves into the water to recover it; but it was the will of God that no one should be worthy to succeed in grasping it save the Prior of that Scuola. Gentile, therefore, representing this story, drew in perspective, along the Grand Canal, many houses, the Ponte della Paglía, the Piazza di S. Marco, and a long procession of men and women walking behind the clergy; also many who have leapt into the water, others in the act of leaping, many half immersed, and others in other very beautiful actions and attitudes; and finally he painted the said Prior recovering the Cross. Truly great were the labour and diligence of Gentile in this work, considering the infinite number of people, the many portraits from life, the diminution of the figures in the distance, and particularly the portraits of almost all the men who then belonged to that Scuola, or rather, Confraternity. Last comes the picture of the replacing of the said Cross, wrought with many beautiful conceptions. All these scenes, painted on the aforesaid canvases, acquired a very great name for Gentile.
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GIOVANNI BELLINI: THE DOGE LEONARDO LOREDANO (London: National Gallery, 189. Panel) 

Afterwards, Jacopo withdrew to work entirely by himself, as did his two sons, each of them devoting himself to his own studies in the art. Of Jacopo I will make no further mention, seeing that his works were nothing out of the ordinary in comparison with those of his sons, and because he died not long after his sons withdrew themselves from him; and I judge it much better to speak at some length only of Giovanni and Gentile. I will not, indeed, forbear to say that although these brothers retired to live each by himself, nevertheless they had so much respect for each other, and both had such reverence for their father, that each, extolling the other, ever held himself inferior in merit; and thus they sought modestly to surpass one another no less in goodness and courtesy than in the excellence of their art.

The first works of Giovanni were some portraits from the life, which gave much satisfaction, and particularly that of Doge Loredano — although some say that this was a portrait of Giovanni Mozzenigo, brother of that Piero who was Doge many years before Loredano. Giovanni then painted a panel for the altar of S. Caterina da Siena in the Church of S. Giovanni, in which picture — a rather large one — he painted Our Lady seated, with the Child in her arms, and S. Dominic, S. Jerome, S. Catherine, S. Ursula, and two other Virgins; and at the feet of the Madonna he made three boys standing, who are singing from a book — a very beautiful group. Above this he made the inner part of a vault in a building, which is very beautiful. This work was one of the best that had been made in Venice up to that time. For the altar of S. Giobbe in the Church of that Saint, the same man painted a panel with good design and most beautiful colouring, in the middle of which he made the Madonna with the Child in her arms, seated on a throne slightly raised from the ground, with nude figures of S. Job and S. Sebastian, beside whom are S. Dominic, S. Francis, S. John, and S. Augustine; and below are three boys, sounding instruments with much grace. This picture was not only praised then, when it was seen as new, but it has likewise been extolled ever afterwards as a very beautiful work.

Certain noblemen, moved by the great praises won by these works, began to suggest that it would be a fine thing, in view of the presence of such rare masters, to have the Hall of the Great Council adorned with stories, in which there should be depicted the glories and the magnificence of their marvellous city — her great deeds, her exploits in war, her enterprises, and other things of that kind, worthy to be perpetuated by painting in the memory of those who should come after — to the end that there might be added, to the profit and pleasure drawn from the reading of history, entertainment both for the eye and for the intellect, from seeing the images of so many illustrious lords wrought by the most skilful hands, and the glorious works of so many noblemen right worthy of eternal memory and fame. And so Giovanni and Gentile, who kept on making progress from day to day, received the commission for this work by order of those who governed the city, who commanded them to make a beginning as soon as possible. But it must be remarked that Antonio Viniziano had made a beginning long before with the painting of the same Hall, as was said in his Life, and had already finished a large scene, when he was forced by the envy of certain malignant spirits to depart and to leave that most honourable enterprise without carrying it on further.
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THE MIRACLE OF THE TRUE CROSS (After the panel by Gentile Bellini. Venice: Accademia, 568) Anderson
 

Now Gentile, either because he had more experience and greater skill in painting on canvas than in fresco, or for some other reason, whatever it may have been, contrived without difficulty to obtain leave to execute that work not in fresco but on canvas. And thus, setting to work, in the first scene he made the Pope presenting a wax candle to the Doge, that he might bear it in the solemn processions which were to take place; in which picture Gentile painted the whole exterior of S. Marco, and made the said Pope standing in his pontifical robes, with many prelates behind him, and the Doge likewise standing, accompanied by many Senators. In another part he represented the Emperor Barbarossa; first, when he is receiving the Venetian envoys in friendly fashion, and then, when he is preparing for war, in great disdain; in which scene are very beautiful perspectives, with innumerable portraits from the life, executed with very good grace and amid a vast number of figures. In the following scene he painted the Pope exhorting the Doge and the Signori of Venice to equip thirty galleys at their common expense, to go out to battle against Frederick Barbarossa. This Pope is seated in his rochet on the pontifical chair, with the Doge beside him and many Senators at his feet. In this part, also, Gentile painted the Piazza and the façade of S. Marco, and the sea, but in another manner, with so great a multitude of men that it is truly a marvel. Then in another part the same Pope, standing in his pontifical robes, is giving his benediction to the Doge, who appears to be setting out for the fray, armed, and with many soldiers at his back; behind the Doge are seen innumerable noblemen in a long procession, and in the same part are the Palace and S. Marco, drawn in perspective. This is one of the best works that there are to be seen by the hand of Gentile, although there appears to be more invention in that other which represents a naval battle, because it contains an infinite number of galleys fighting together and an incredible multitude of men, and because, in short, he showed clearly therein that he had no less knowledge of naval warfare than of his own art of painting. And indeed, all that Gentile executed in this work — the crowd of galleys engaged in battle; the soldiers fighting; the boats duly diminishing in perspective; the finely ordered combat; the soldiers furiously striving, defending, and striking; the wounded dying in various manners; the cleaving of the water by the galleys; the confusion of the waves; and all the kinds of naval armament — all this vast diversity of subjects, I say, cannot but serve to prove the great spirit, art, invention, and judgment of Gentile, each detail being most excellently wrought in itself, as well as the composition of the whole. In another scene he made the Doge returning with the victory so much desired, and the Pope receiving him with open arms, and giving him a ring of gold wherewith to espouse the sea, as his successors have done and still do every year, as a sign of the true and perpetual dominion that they deservedly hold over it. In this part there is Otto, son of Frederick Barbarossa, portrayed from the life, and kneeling before the Pope; and as behind the Doge there are many armed soldiers, so behind the Pope there are many Cardinals and noblemen. In this scene only the poops of the galleys appear; and on the Admiral’s galley is seated a Victory painted to look like gold, with a crown on her head and a sceptre in her hand.

The scenes that were to occupy the other parts of the Hall were entrusted to Giovanni, the brother of Gentile; but since the order of the stories that he painted there is connected with those executed in great part, but not finished, by Vivarino, it is necessary to say something of the latter. That part of the Hall which was not done by Gentile was given partly to Giovanni and partly to the said Vivarino, to the end that rivalry might induce each man to do his best. Vivarino, then, putting his hand to the part that belonged to him, painted, beside the last scene of Gentile, the aforesaid Otto offering to the Pope and to the Venetians to go to conclude peace between them and his father Frederick; and, having obtained this, he is dismissed on oath and goes his way. In this first part, besides other things, which are all worthy of consideration, Vivarino painted an open temple in beautiful perspective, with steps and many figures. Before the Pope, who is seated and surrounded by many Senators, is the said Otto on his knees, binding himself by an oath. Beside this scene, he painted the arrival of Otto before his father, who is receiving him gladly; with buildings wrought most beautifully in perspective, Barbarossa on his throne, and his son kneeling and taking his hand, accompanied by many Venetian noblemen, who are portrayed from the life so finely that it is clear that he imitated nature very well. Poor Vivarino would have completed the remainder of his part with great honour to himself, but, having died, as it pleased God, from exhaustion and through being of a weakly habit of body, he carried it no further — nay, even what he had done was not wholly finished, and it was necessary for Giovanni Bellini to retouch it in certain places.
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GIOVANNI BELLINI: LA FORTUNA (Venice: Accademia, 595. Panel) 
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GIOVANNI BELLINI: THE DEAD CHRIST (Milan: Poldi Pezzoli, 624. Panel) 

Meanwhile, Giovanni had also made a beginning with four scenes, which follow in due order those mentioned above. In the first he painted the said Pope in S. Marco — which church he portrayed exactly as it stood — presenting his foot to Frederick Barbarossa to kiss; but this first picture of Giovanni’s, whatever may have been the reason, was rendered much more lifelike and incomparably better by the most excellent Tiziano. However, continuing his scenes, Giovanni made in the next the Pope saying Mass in S. Marco, and afterwards, between the said Emperor and the Doge, granting plenary and perpetual indulgence to all who should visit the said Church of S. Marco at certain times, particularly at that of the Ascension of Our Lord. There he depicted the interior of that church, with the said Pope in his pontifical robes at the head of the steps that issue from the choir, surrounded by many Cardinals and noblemen — a vast group, which makes this a crowded, rich, and beautiful scene. In the one below this the Pope is seen in his rochet, presenting a canopy to the Doge, after having given another to the Emperor and keeping two for himself. In the last that Giovanni painted are seen Pope Alexander, the Emperor, and the Doge arriving in Rome, without the gates of which the Pope is presented by the clergy and by the people of Rome with eight standards of various colours and eight silver trumpets, which he gives to the Doge, that he and his successors may have them for insignia. Here Giovanni painted Rome in somewhat distant perspective, a great number of horses, and an infinity of foot-soldiers, with many banners and other signs of rejoicing on the Castle of S. Angelo. And since these works of Giovanni, which are truly very beautiful, gave infinite satisfaction, arrangements were just being made to give him the commission to paint all the rest of that Hall, when, being now old, he died.

Up to the present we have spoken of nothing save the Hall, in order not to interrupt the sequence of the scenes; but now we must turn back a little and say that there are many other works to be seen by the hand of the same man. One is a panel which is now on the high-altar of S. Domenico in Pesaro. In the Church of S. Zaccheria in Venice, in the Chapel of S. Girolamo, there is a panel of Our Lady and many saints, executed with great diligence, with a building painted with much judgment; and in the same city, in the Sacristy of the Friars Minor, called the “Cà Grande,” there is another by the same man’s hand, wrought with beautiful design and a good manner. There is likewise one in S. Michele di Murano, a monastery of Monks of Camaldoli; and in the old Church of S. Francesco della Vigna, a seat of the Frati del Zoccolo, there was a picture of a Dead Christ, so beautiful that it was highly extolled before Louis XI, King of France, whereupon he demanded it from its owners with great insistence, so that they were forced, although very unwillingly, to gratify his wish. In its place there was put another with the name of the same Giovanni, but not so beautiful or so well executed as the first; and some believe that this substitute was wrought for the most part by Girolamo Moretto, a pupil of Giovanni. The Confraternity of S. Girolamo also possesses a work with little figures by the same Bellini, which is much extolled. And in the house of Messer Giorgio Cornaro there is a picture, likewise very beautiful, containing Christ, Cleophas, and Luke.

In the aforesaid Hall he also painted, though not at the same time, a scene of the Venetians summoning forth from the Monastery of the Carità a Pope — I know not which — who, having fled to Venice, had secretly served for a long time as cook to the monks of that monastery; in which scene there are many portraits from the life, and other very beautiful figures.
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MADONNA AND SAINTS (After the panel by Giovanni Bellini. Venice: S. Francesco della Vigna) Anderson 

No long time after, certain portraits were taken to Turkey by an ambassador as presents for the Grand Turk, which caused such astonishment and marvel to that Emperor, that, although pictures are forbidden among that people by the Mahometan law, nevertheless he accepted them with great good-will, praising the art and the craftsman without ceasing; and what is more, he demanded that the master of the work should be sent to him. Whereupon the Senate, considering that Giovanni had reached an age when he could ill endure hardships, not to mention that they did not wish to deprive their own city of so great a man, particularly because he was then engaged on the aforesaid Hall of the Great Council, determined to send his brother Gentile, believing that he would do as well as Giovanni. Therefore, having caused Gentile to make his preparations, they brought him safely in their own galleys to Constantinople, where, after being presented by the Commissioner of the Signoria to Mahomet, he was received very willingly and treated with much favour as something new, above all after he had given that Prince a most lovely picture, which he greatly admired, being wellnigh unable to believe that a mortal man had within himself so much divinity, so to speak, as to be able to represent the objects of nature so vividly. Gentile had been there no long time when he portrayed the Emperor Mahomet from the life so well, that it was held a miracle. That Emperor, after having seen many specimens of his art, asked Gentile whether he had the courage to paint his own portrait; and Gentile, having answered “Yes,” did not allow many days to pass before he had made his own portrait with a mirror, with such resemblance that it appeared alive. This he brought to the Sultan, who marvelled so greatly thereat, that he could not but think that he had some divine spirit within him; and if it had not been that the exercise of this art, as has been said, is forbidden by law among the Turks, that Emperor would never have allowed Gentile to go. But either in fear of murmurings, or for some other reason, one day he summoned him to his presence, and after first causing him to be thanked for the courtesy that he had shown, and then praising him in marvellous fashion as a man of the greatest excellence, he bade him demand whatever favour he wished, for it would be granted to him without fail. Gentile, like the modest and upright man that he was, asked for nothing save a letter of recommendation to the most Serene Senate and the most Illustrious Signoria of Venice, his native city. This was written in the warmest possible terms, and afterwards he was dismissed with honourable gifts and with the dignity of Chevalier. Among other things given to him at parting by that Sovereign, in addition to many privileges, there was placed round his neck a chain wrought in the Turkish manner, equal in weight to 250 gold crowns, which is still in the hands of his heirs in Venice.

Departing from Constantinople, Gentile returned after a most prosperous voyage to Venice, where he was received with gladness by his brother Giovanni and by almost the whole city, all men rejoicing at the honours paid to his talent by Mahomet. Afterwards, on going to make his reverence to the Doge and the Signoria, he was received very warmly, and commended for having given great satisfaction to that Emperor according to their desire. And to the end that he might see in what great account they held the letters in which that Prince had recommended him, they decreed him a provision of 200 crowns a year, which was paid to him for the rest of his life. Gentile made but few works after his return; finally, having almost reached the age of eighty, and having executed the aforesaid works and many others, he passed to the other life, and was given honourable burial by his brother Giovanni in S. Giovanni e Paolo, in the year 1501.

Giovanni, thus bereft of Gentile, whom he had ever loved most tenderly, went on doing a little work, although he was old, to pass the time. And having devoted himself to making portraits from the life, he introduced into Venice the fashion that everyone of a certain rank should have his portrait painted either by him or by some other master; wherefore in all the houses of Venice there are many portraits, and in many gentlemen’s houses one may see their fathers and grandfathers, up to the fourth generation, and in some of the more noble they go still farther back — a fashion which has ever been truly worthy of the greatest praise, and existed even among the ancients. Who does not feel infinite pleasure and contentment, to say nothing of the honour and adornment that they confer, at seeing the images of his ancestors, particularly if they have been famous and illustrious for their part in governing their republics, for noble deeds performed in peace or in war, or for learning or any other notable and distinguished talent? And to what other end, as has been said in another place, did the ancients set up images of their great men in public places, with honourable inscriptions, than to kindle in the minds of their successors a love of excellence and of glory?
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GENTILE BELLINI: S. DOMINIC (London: National Gallery, 1440. Canvas) 

For Messer Pietro Bembo, then, before he went to live with Pope Leo X, Giovanni made a portrait of the lady that he loved, so lifelike that, even as Simone Sanese had been celebrated in the past by the Florentine Petrarca, so was Giovanni deservedly celebrated in his verses by this Venetian, as in the following sonnet:

O imagine mia celeste e pura,

where, at the beginning of the second quatrain, he says,

Credo che’l mio Bellin con la figura,

with what follows. And what greater reward can our craftsmen desire for their labours than that of being celebrated by the pens of illustrious poets, as that most excellent Tiziano has been by the very learned Messer Giovanni della Casa, in that sonnet which begins — 

Ben veggio, Tiziano, in forme nuove,

and in that other — 

Son queste, Amor, le vaghe treccie bionde.

Was not the same Bellini numbered among the best painters of his age by the most famous Ariosto, at the beginning of the thirty-third canto of the “Orlando Furioso”?

But to return to the works of Giovanni — that is, to his principal works, for it would take too long to try to make mention of all the pictures and portraits that are in the houses of gentlemen in Venice and in other parts of that country. In Rimini, for Signor Sigismondo Malatesti, he made a large picture containing a Pietà, supported by two little boys, which is now in S. Francesco in that city. And among other portraits he made one of Bartolommeo da Liviano, Captain of the Venetians.

Giovanni had many disciples, for he was ever most willing to teach anyone. Among them, now sixty years ago, was Jacopo da Montagna, who imitated his manner closely, in so far as is shown by his works, which are to be seen in Padua and in Venice. But the man who imitated him most faithfully and did him the greatest honour was Rondinello da Ravenna, of whom Giovanni availed himself much in all his works. This master painted a panel in S. Domenico at Ravenna, and another in the Duomo, which is held a very beautiful example of that manner. But the work that surpassed all his others was that which he made in the Church of S. Giovanni Battista, a seat of the Carmelite Friars, in the same city; in which picture, besides Our Lady, he made a very beautiful head in a figure of S. Alberto, a friar of that Order, and the whole figure is much extolled. A pupil of Giovanni’s, also, although he gained but little thereby, was Benedetto Coda of Ferrara, who dwelt in Rimini, where he made many pictures, leaving behind him a son named Bartolommeo, who did the same. It is said that Giorgione Castelfranco also pursued his first studies of art under Giovanni, and likewise many others, both from the territory of Treviso and from Lombardy, of whom there is no need to make record.

Finally, having lived ninety years, Giovanni passed from this life, overcome by old age, leaving an eternal memorial of his name in the works that he had made both in his native city of Venice and abroad; and he was honourably buried in the same church and in the same tomb in which he had laid his brother Gentile to rest. Nor were there wanting in Venice men who sought to honour him when dead with sonnets and epigrams, even as he, when alive, had honoured both himself and his country. About the same time that these Bellini were alive, or a little before, many pictures were painted in Venice by Giacomo Marzone, who, among other things, painted one in the Chapel of the Assumption in S. Lena — namely, the Virgin with a palm, S. Benedict, S. Helen, and S. John; but in the old manner, with the figures on tip-toe, as was the custom of those painters who lived in the time of Bartolommeo da Bergamo.


BELLINI by George Hay
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PLATE I. — VIRGIN AND CHILD. (Frontispiece)

This picture is interesting, apart from its fine colour and drawing, on account of the landscape background. It will be remembered that Bellini was one of the first artists to introduce landscape into his pictures of the Virgin. In the Academy at Venice.
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INTRODUCTION
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From the standpoint of the biographer, it is to be regretted that more of the great Italian artists of the fifteenth century were not associated with the Church. In the days of the most interesting activity of painters and sculptors, the capacity to write was rarely met beyond the monasteries and few people took the trouble to record any impression of notable men in the early years of their career. We are apt to forget that, for one artist whose name is preserved to us to-day, there are a score of men whose work has perished, whose very names are forgotten. In middle life, or in old age, when commissions from Popes or Emperors had attracted the attention of the world at large to the best men of the time, there might be some chronicler found to make passing but invaluable reference to those of his contemporaries whose names were common in men’s mouths, but such notes were made in very haphazard fashion, they were not necessarily accurate, and might be founded upon personal observation or rumour, or even upon the prejudice that was inevitable when Italy was a congerie of opposing states. Latter-day historians grope painfully and conscientiously after the scanty records of great painters, searching the voluminous writings of men who have little to say, and very little authority for saying anything about the great personalities of the art world of their time. It is not surprising, under these circumstances, that despite much search the record of many lives that must have been fascinating cannot be found. We learn more of the man from his work than we can hope to learn from any written record and, as the taste for studying pictures grows, so all the internal evidence of a man’s thought and ways of life accumulates and the message that underlies canvas and stands revealed in colour and line to the trained eye, is translated for the benefit of a curious generation. We learn to know what manner of man the painter was from the models he chose, the portraits he painted, the qualities and nature of his landscape, the expression of his joy in light and air, his feeling for flowers and birds. By a process of synthetical reasoning we come to see, though it be as in a glass, darkly, the picture that every man paints, from the years of his activity to the last year of his sojourn among mortals — that is the portrait of himself. Doubtless we are often misled, because as each critic, artist or layman, finds in the picture a reflection of what he takes there, it remains difficult to arrive at definite conclusions upon which all men can agree about any painter. Happily the effort pleases our own generation, and as there are many great men who flourished in the fifteenth century and have left their pictures to be their sole  monument, there is no lack of work. Naturally in this curious and inquisitive age there are some who would rather discover a well authenticated story about an artist’s life than an unexpected masterpiece from his hand, but then the appeal of letters is always more widespread than that of paint. It is always pleasant to endeavour to supply a want, but it is only fair to remember that in writing about people whose life story was not preserved by their contemporaries, the path is strewn with pitfalls.


PLATE II. — THE DOGE LOREDANO

This picture, which is of bust length and life size, is one of the ten examples of Giovanni Bellini in the National Gallery, and is perhaps the most important example of the artist as a portrait painter. The Doge wears his state robes and cap of office, and the picture is signed on a cartellino.
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In dealing with the Italians from the days of Cimabue to Clovio, it has been the custom to depend very largely upon the works of Giorgio Vasari, and to rely for later and more accurate information upon the volumes written by Crowe and Cavalcaselle, passing from them to Morelli and Berenson. Vasari, to whom the students of Italian art, down to the middle of the sixteenth century, are so deeply indebted, was born in 1512, and lived for more than sixty years. He was a painter and architect, related to Luca Signorelli, and engaged for a great part of his life upon work in Arezzo. He was a great copyist, a painstaking writer, and never did critic wield a milder pen if he chanced to be writing of Florentine art, or a more prejudiced one if he dealt with things of Venice. He was first a patriot and then a critic. One night, he tells us, a friend of Monsignore Giovio expressed a wish to add to his library a treatise on men who had distinguished themselves in the arts of design, from the time of Cimabue down to the year of the conversation. Vasari undertook the work and founded it, he says, upon notes and memoranda which he had made from the time when he was a boy. The compilation was finished about the year 1547, it was written at a time when the painter was very busy with commissions. He did his best in a certain prejudiced fashion, and the result for all its defects is very valuable. Naturally enough Vasari had not too large a share of the gifts required for his task, nor had he the necessary facts before him for writing really reliable history. Much that he wrote was accepted faute de mieux, but modern researches have necessitated a revision of very many estimates that Vasari formed for us, together with a considerable portion of his facts, and we have learned to understand something of the source and direction of his prejudices.

The literary union of Crowe and Cavalcaselle, who started their joint work in the latter half of the nineteenth century, with better equipment of facts and a larger measure of critical insight, has been far more valuable, and a complete popular edition of their work revised by sympathetic and well qualified writers is greatly to be desired; but in no case can we regard a volume devoted to the biographies of scores of artists as being altogether reliable. The spirit of study is abroad, to-day men will devote more time to the life story of a comparatively obscure artist than they would have given fifty years ago to half-a-dozen painters of European reputation. It is not easy, one might almost say it is not possible, to tell succinctly the story of men who have left no clear record and were not regarded by their contemporaries as fit and proper subjects for a biography. At best we can study the available sources of information, and use such measure of judgment as is in us to construct a reasonable and likely narrative. To delve in all manner of likely and unlikely places, to study and make allowances for the prejudices of the time, to rely upon the painted canvas to confirm or confute the printed word — these are the tasks of the conscientious biographer who must not be ill content if, after sifting an intolerable amount of chaff, he can find a few forgotten grains of corn.


I. GIAN BELLINI’S YOUTH

Giovanni, or Gian Bellini as he is generally called, the subject of this brief record and appreciation, is one of the most fascinating painters of the fifteenth century. He has left many a lovely picture to the world, but alas he was no diarist, he had no Boswell, and there are gaps in the history of his life that will never be filled up. In the vast and unexplored region of Italian archives there may be some facts that research will bring to light, but at present we know very little, and can only be grateful that the story of his life is not shrouded altogether in the mist that obscures so much of the personal history of eminent Venetians in the fifteenth century.

“When zealous efforts are supported by talent and rectitude, though the beginning may appear lowly and poor, yet do they proceed constantly upwards by gradual steps, never ceasing nor taking rest until they have finally attained to the summit of distinction.” In this fashion Giorgio Vasari, who in those admirable but unreliable “Lives,” seldom fails to speak kindly and enthusiastically of artists whom neither he nor his friends had occasion to dislike, begins his account of the house of Bellini. He passes on to deal in detail with Jacopo Bellini, the father of that Giovanni with whose life and work it is proposed to deal briefly in this place. Of the father little is known, but he is said to have lived in the shadow of St. Mark’s great Cathedral in Venice, and to have worked under some of the Umbrian masters in the Ducal Palace. He must have served and studied in the studio of Gentile da Fabriano in days when Fra Angelico had not reached the Convent of San Marco; there is evidence, too, that he travelled and painted portraits. The date of his death is as uncertain as the year of his birth. It is said that the new paganism held more attractions for him than the old faith, and that the most of his commissions were from the great and flourishing secular institutions of the Republic. Little is left of his pictures, but a few delightful sketches are preserved in Paris and London and, but for the larger fame of his sons, Jacopo Bellini would doubtless have been forgotten to-day, and such work as is left would be attributed by leading critics to different masters.

Gentile Bellini seems to have been born between 1425 and 1430 and the date of Giovanni’s birth is not known definitely. It may be associated with the year 1430.


PLATE III. — ANGEL PLAYING A LUTE

This is a detail from an altar-piece formerly in the Church of San Giobbé. The work is now in the Academy of Venice.
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At this time it must be remembered that Venice was on the road to her ultimate decline. Costly wars with Milan and Florence had seriously damaged the Exchequer, the fratricidal sea-fights with Genoa had cost a wealth of human life and treasure  and, although Venice had annexed nearly a dozen provinces in half a century, the outlay had been out of proportion to the results. At the same time, the Venetians did not know that their splendid state was on the downward road. The new route to India was unknown. Columbus and Diaz had yet to withdraw the sea-borne commerce of the world from Venice to Spain, and so bring about the commercial ruin of the Republic, and the Republic, with her maritime trade and her wealth of spoils from the East, could furnish endless material for the artists who were rising in her midst. Everywhere there was colour in abundance, the “Purple East” cast a broad shadow upon the Adriatic. Then, again, it is worth remarking that the Venetian painters did not concern themselves, as their Florentine brothers did, with matters lying beyond the scope of their canvas, they did not dally with architecture or sculpture in the intervals of picture painting. In short, pictures represented the tribute of Venice to the arts, and this concentration was not without its influence upon the work done. Literature did not flourish, because the city reared few literary men and the tendency of the citizens was towards pleasure rather than study. All could admire a picture at a time when few could read a book, and the spirit of the Renaissance, fluttering over the Venetian Republic, had done little more than waken its people to a sense of the beauty of the human form. Although in the days when Gian Bellini was a little boy, the terror of the Turkish invasion was upon the eastern end of the Mediterranean, it had hardly reached Venice or, if it had, only through the medium of envoys and kings who came to ask the assistance of the Republic to keep the Turk from Constantinople. To these appeals the response of Venice in those days could not be very efficacious, but the envoys added a more flamboyant note to the city’s colouring, and served an artistic if not a political purpose.

Vasari tells us that Jacopo Bellini painted his pictures not on wood, but on canvas. “In Venice,” he writes naïvely, “they do not paint on panel, or if they do use it occasionally they take no other wood but that of the fir, which is most abundant in that city, being brought along the river Adige in large quantities from Germany. It is the custom then in Venice to paint very much upon canvas, either because this material does not so readily split, is not liable to clefts, and does not suffer from the worm, or because pictures on canvas may be made of such size as is desired, and can also be sent whithersoever the owner pleases, with little cost and trouble.” Perhaps Vasari overlooked the effect of sea air upon open frescoed walls, although that effect was clear enough to the Venetians. But Jacopo, for all that he painted upon canvas, and was employed by some of the leading Venetian guilds, makes no outstanding figure upon the page of the art history of Venice. He seems to have lived prosperously, honourably, and intelligently, to have caught the earliest possible reflection of the growing spirit of paganism, thereby incurring the anger and mistrust of the Church party that had regarded painting as the proper intermediary between faith and the general public, to have pleased his state employers in Venice and Padua, and then to have died rather outside the odour of sanctity, leaving an honourable name behind him, and children who were destined to spread its fame far and wide.

Students of Gian Bellini’s life and work can see that only a part of the father’s teaching fell upon fruitful soil. Jacopo Bellini, as we have seen, was a man in whom the early religious spirit that the Renaissance did much to cloud over was of small account, but the pagan revival that found so many adherents in Florence and Venice, towards the close of the fifteenth century, left young Gian Bellini almost untouched. We shall see that the commissions offered by wealthy patrons, who had no love for sacred subjects, were either rejected, or were accepted and not fulfilled. It is surely permissible to believe that the teaching of early days had a lasting influence upon the outlook of the two Bellinis, and strengthened them in the determination to do work that appealed as much to their heart as to their hand. Certainly they followed conscience where it led them. In the case of Gian Bellini, with whom we are mostly concerned here, it is interesting to see that his long life, passed as it was in the very critical time that embraced the fall of Constantinople and the League of Cambrai, was completely free from cloud. His mind was formed very early. He worked strenuously, carefully, and in the fashion that pleased his conscience, till within a very short time of his death, and the serenity of his spirit, clearly revealed in a series of exquisite pictures, was untouched by all that happened in the world around him.

Changes came thick and fast upon Venice in the years when Bellini was hard at work, and new ideas were receiving acceptance on every hand. The Renaissance, with its revival of pagan thought in the train of learning, scattered new ideas throughout the Venetian studios. Bellini’s pupil and successor Titian could depict pagan goddess and Christian Deity with equal facility. Giorgione was travelling along the same paths when death overtook him, but Gian Bellini, while he continued to make progress in his art, refused to make any concession to the pagan spirit, and with one possible exception in the case of the Bacchanals, a picture painted for the Duke of Ferrara, now in the Alnwick Castle Collection, his last pictures were as devout in thought and feeling as the first.

It seems strange, perhaps, to express doubts about a picture that bears the painter’s signature, and has been freely accepted as the work of his hands, but we must not forget that the fifteenth-century painters in Italy were the directors of a school as well as the tenants of a studio. The Bellini and Vivarini families were at the head of Venetian painters, and consequently the best students of the time were attracted to their studios, content to mix colours, prepare canvases, and paint the less important parts of a commissioned picture. After a time they even painted pictures, and signed them with the master’s name. We have certain facts in connection with the Ferrara picture, and few facts are to be found in the case of any others. It is on record that Bellini took an unfinished picture to Ferrara, completed it under the eye of the Duke, and received eighty-five ducats for it. The question becomes whether this is the picture now at Alnwick that Titian finished, because those who know it say that the background has  a landscape of the familiar Titian kind, with glimpses of Cadore and Pieve, where the younger painter was born. We are left, then, with the almost certain knowledge that Titian painted a part of the “Bacchanal” picture, and that the other part is opposed in sentiment to Bellini’s theories of art. So the sceptics do not lack a measure of justification.


PLATE IV. — MADONNA WITH THE HOLY CHILD ASLEEP

This is one of the most beautiful of the painter’s studies of a familiar theme, and appeals to the spectator from the literary as well as the artistic side. The original is in the Venice Academy.
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In the latter days of his life Bellini’s studio became something like a factory, and there seems very little reason to doubt that some of his clever pupils like Bondinelli, Bissolo, Marconi, Catena and others were allowed to sign, with the master’s name, “Ioannes Bellinus,” pictures that had no more than the slightest acquaintance with the master’s brush. One of the most distinguished of our modern critics, Mr. Bernhard Berenson, attended an exhibition of Venetian pictures held in London a few years ago, and found that the great majority of the pictures attributed to Bellini were by his pupils. He pointed out then that the signature upon which the unfortunate owners were accustomed to lean was no better than a broken reed. Bellini, of course, was not the only offender in this respect. His great pupil Titian copied the master’s fault, and there is on record a letter from Frederic, Duke of Mantua, asking Titian to send out work that has his touch as well as his signature. With these facts before us, it becomes permissible to doubt whether Bellini, in the last years of a long life devoted to sacred work, elected to turn aside, and yield deliberately to the pagan movement he had opposed so long. We can find no other work of his hand that is directly opposed to his theories of religious art, though it is fair to remember that he had a very active mind, and even responded to the influence of his own great pupils Titian and Giorgione.


II. MIDDLE LIFE

It is not easy to say how far a great painter reflects his time and how far he influences it. Tradition and surroundings must needs count for much, but their exact value is not easy to estimate. Indeed the influence of a man is often strongest upon the generations that succeed to his own, for no hints are left of the doubts and difficulties that beset the master. The attitude of the Venetians towards art in the fifteenth century, when Gian Bellini started his work, differed from that of the Florentines by reason of the splendid isolation of Venice. The State was a law to herself; she instituted her own customs, she ruled her own life. Her wars had less effect than her commercial victories upon those of her citizens who turned their thoughts towards art, the stress and strife beyond her boundaries left her artists comparatively untouched. The wider significance of the Renaissance hardly reached her, her people were not only pleasure-loving, but self-centred. Happily, Jacopo Bellini was by way of being a traveller and his experiences were not lost upon his children. He knew Florence and worked in the city at a time when her great men were beginning to rise in all their lasting glory, he may have seen Brunelleschi himself at work upon the Duomo. He knew Padua, where the tradition of Giotto was very strong, though that great master himself had long passed away,  and so he brought to the art he practised in his own city something of the technique of the new movement, as well as the very definite touch of the pagan sentiment that was to be developed in all its beauty by his son’s pupils Titian and Giorgione. The effect of his travels, limited though they were, was very lasting, and though Gian Bellini did not see life as his father had seen it, his work paved the way for the masters whose work was in some aspects greater than his. In his early days Venice had no very distinctive art. What there was seems to have been ecclesiastical in thought and extremely formal in design. It was the appeal of the clericals to a people who could neither write nor read, but although a State may erect boundaries and may devote itself to the enjoyment of prosperity, those who care for the claims of art cannot escape altogether from the forces that are at work in surrounding cities. One of the chief forces at work in Northern Italy was the revival of learning that seems to have marched side by side with the discovery of personal beauty. The Church had kept beauty in the background, the Renaissance brought it to the canvas of every artist. Bellini turned the discovery of personal beauty to the service of the Madonna.


PLATE V. — PIETA

This fine example of the master’s art may be seen at the Brera Gallery in Milan.
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Students of the life of Fra Angelico know that a Dominican preacher exercised a very great effect upon the painter’s life, and was responsible for sending him, at a very early age, to the great Convent of the Dominicans at Fiesole. There he was received as a brother, and from the shelter of the cloister he gave his art message to the world, his story being preserved to us at the same time because the progress of the Dominicans was recorded. A few years later Giovanni Bellini, then a boy newly in his teens, would seem to have fallen under a very similar influence. He was not fourteen when St. Bernardino came to Padua and preached the doctrine of godliness and Jew-baiting to a people who were not ill-disposed towards asceticism. In the fifteenth century a boy of fourteen was a man. The Pope made Cardinals of lads who were still younger and many, who have left their names written large in Italian history, were married when they were fifteen. Gian Bellini would have been assisting his father in the decoration of the Gattemelata Chapel of Padua at the time and there is no doubt that St. Bernardino’s addresses impressed him very deeply. To be sure he did not go into a religious house after the fashion of Fra Angelico, but he turned his thoughts towards religion, and for the rest of his long life his brush was kept almost exclusively for the service of sacred art. The tendencies towards paganism that his father is known to have shown held no attraction for him. He sought to express the beauty of the New Testament stories, and it is hard to find throughout all Italy an artist whose achievements in that direction can vie with his, for Gian Bellini brought sensuous beauty and rare qualities of emotion to canvas for the first time in the history of painting.

In those early days of the middle century there were two acknowledged leaders of painting in the world that young Bellini knew. The first was his father, who is said to have studied in the studios of Gentile da Fabriano (1370 to 1450), and that of Pisanello who was born somewhere about the same time as da Fabriano, and died a year later. It is worth noting that Jacopo Bellini called one of his sons Gentile after his earliest master, though whether Gentile or Giovanni was the elder son remains uncertain. Mr. Roger Fry, who writes with great authority upon the subject, is of opinion that Gian may have been a natural son of Jacopo, and in those days when Popes had “nephews” in abundance, and the marriage vow was more honoured in the breach than the observance, very little stigma attached to illegitimacy. The other great painter of Gian Bellini’s time was the Paduan painter Squarcione, who presided over a large and flourishing school in his native city, and did work that was quite as good as that of his contemporaries. He adopted as his son a lad from Padua or Mantua named Andrea Mantegna, who was destined to take such high rank among the painters of the Venetian School.

Although Padua and Venice were in a sense rivals, there seems to have been a very friendly understanding for many years between Squarcione and Jacopo Bellini, so that Gian and Gentile were able to watch the progress of the Paduan master and his pupils, and to decide for themselves how much they would accept, and what they would reject of the teaching. In early years these influences must have been of great value to the painter, but happily they were not destined to be lasting, for when Gian’s sister married Andrea Mantegna, Squarcione quarrelled with his adopted son, and the intimacy with the Bellini family came to an end. This is as it should have been in the best interests of Gian Bellini’s art, for when he returned to Venice and settled down there permanently, he was able to follow his own ideas, and free himself from what was bad in the influence of the stiff, formal, and lifeless school of Padua.

Venice must have been a remarkable city in those years. To-day it stimulates the imagination as few cities in Europe can do, then it must have been one of the wonders of the world. There are some striking accounts of the city written in the latter part of the fifteenth century, and though space does not permit any quotation at length, one brief paragraph will not be out of place. Philippe de Comines, envoy of Charles VIII., came to Venice in 1494, and recalled his impressions of that city in his memoirs. “I was taken along the High Street,” he writes, “they call it the Grand Canal, and it is very broad, galleys cross it; and it is the fairest street, I believe, that may be in the whole world, and fitted with the best houses; the ancient ones are painted, and most have a great piece of porphyry and serpentine on the front. It is the most triumphant city I have ever seen, and doth most honour to ambassadors and strangers. It doth most wisely govern itself, and the service of God is most solemnly performed. Though the Venetians have many faults, I believe God has them in remembrance for the reverence they pay in the service of His Church.” This brief tribute to the charm of Venice is of special value because it helps us to understand why the Venetians were not strenuous seekers after knowledge, why their painters did no more than paint, and why their response to the humanities was so small. It explains the decorative quality of Bellini’s pictures, the splendour of their colours. Pageantry  and ceremonial were the great desires of Venetian life, the man who could add to the lustre of a State procession along the splendid water-way of the Grand Canal was more to them than the scholar who had written a treatise that moved the more learned Florentines to admiration. Life was so full of pleasure, so varied in its appeals, that the Venetians could not spare time, or even develop the will to study. They had raised the old cry “panem et circenses” and, in the days of Gian Bellini, there was no lack of either. History is full of records that reveal other nations in a similar light, philosophers have drawn the inevitable conclusions — and the trend of life is no wise altered.


PLATE VI. — ALLEGORY: THE BARQUE OF LOVE

This is one of a little series of panel pictures by Bellini that may be seen in the Academy at Venice. The others depict Evil, Fate, Luxury, and Zeal, and Prudence. This picture is sometimes called “Venus ruling the World,” but such a title seems rather foreign to the painter’s own attitude.
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Under Bellini, painting lost the conventions that had been regarded as correct or inevitable in Squarcione’s studio, and Gian’s pictures bear the same relation to those of the Paduan, and his pupil, as Newman’s writing bears to bad eighteenth-century English prose. But despite all developments in the technique of his art, Gian Bellini’s painting remained quite constant to the mood that St. Bernardino had induced. Doubtless, had his gifts been of another kind, he would have entered the Church, he would have dreamed dreams and seen visions that would not have found such world-wide expression while, being an artist, inheriting artistic traditions from his father, living in the centre of the small world of Venetian and Paduan painters, he expressed his beautiful emotions in fashion that has not weakened its claim upon us in more than four hundred years. The glamour of Venetian life, the extraordinary beauty of the city that was his home, the splendour and the pageants that were part of a Venetian life, the intensity of the colour that surrounded him on all sides — some of it belonging to Venice by right, and even more, brought to her shores by the ceaseless traffic of the sea — all these things developed and deepened the emotion that was to find so exquisite an expression from his brush. To him, as to Fra Angelico, faith was a real and living thing, and like the great monk who died at ripe age while he was yet a boy, Gian Bellini became a lover of the world in its most picturesque aspect, accepting without hesitation the traditional explanation of its creation.

Naturally enough his appeal to the artist is founded upon a dozen considerations, mostly technical, his appeal to the layman is direct and spontaneous. A countryman who has never seen a studio can respond to the exquisite beauty of Bellini’s Virgins and Children, can feel the charm of the sunshine that fills the air and lights sea and land, can recognise the infinite glamour of the roads that wind away into the mysterious distance of the background, can enjoy the rich, almost sensuous, colouring. Perhaps had Bellini taken the vows, a great part of these beauties would have been lost, the infinite variety of lovely women and children could hardly have been secured. As a Venetian, and a pleasure lover, he could not have responded, as Fra Angelico did, to the restricted life and rigid discipline of a religious order.

It was not easy for Gian Bellini to devote himself entirely to sacred subjects if he wished to earn a living by his brush, because his father had stood outside the Church. In those days, too, the best churchwork was in the hands of one family, the Vivarini, whose monopoly was hardly likely to be disturbed by an artist who could show no better credentials than a connection, legitimate or illegitimate, with a painter whose feeling was distinctly pagan. Jacopo Bellini, for all that he was a most admired artist, had no claims upon the Church, and does not seem to have received many commissions from it. Various wealthy societies in Venice had been accustomed to employ him to decorate their halls with work that, as we have said before, has been lost, and their guilds or scuole would doubtless have given Gian all the work he wished to do had he been satisfied to do it.

He could not choose for himself. St. Bernardino had chosen for him in those years when his mind was most impressionable. Gian Bellini’s hand was doubtless to be seen in Padua where he assisted his father, and his earliest independent work is to be found in the Casa Correr at Venice, where one finds a “Transfiguration,” a “Crucifixion,” and two “Pietas.” He painted portraits, one from our own National Gallery is to be seen here. This is a picture of the Doge, Leonardo Loredano, who held office from 1501 to 1521.

The early pictures reveal Bellini at the parting of the ways. His figures have many of the defects of the School of Padua. His knowledge of anatomy is decidedly small, he lacks confidence in himself, and yet it is not difficult to recognise that the painter is moving into a new country, that his presentation of sacred subjects is developing on lines that must add considerably to their artistic value and to the permanence of their appeal.

An amusing story is told of the way in which young Bellini acquired his knowledge of oil painting. He is said to have assumed the dress of a Venetian nobleman, and to have gone to the studio of a popular artist of the time, under pretext of having his portrait painted. While the artist, one Antonello of Messina, was busily engaged upon his portrait, Bellini is said to have watched the process very carefully and to have secured the much needed lesson. It is more than likely that the story is untrue, but it has obtained a large measure of credence.

His first big altar-piece is said to have been done for the altar of St. Catherine of Sienna, and after one or two other church paintings had been accomplished, Giovanni was commissioned to decorate the great Council Hall of Venice with historical paintings. But it is well to remember that altar painting never ceased to interest him, his greatest achievements having been accomplished for churches. There are few things in art more beautiful than Gian Bellini’s altar-pieces. Ruskin has paid a special tribute to the “Virgin and Four Saints” in the church dedicated to St. Zaccaria, father of the Baptist. He says that the Zaccaria altar-piece, and the one in the Frari, by the same master, are the two finest pictures in the world. Of the big works, however, nothing remains, Gentile being the only one of the family who is represented to-day by pictures painted on a very large scale. Vasari tells us that Gian painted four pictures in fulfilment of a commission, one representing the Pope Alexander III. receiving Frederic Barbarossa after the abjuration of the Schism of 1177, the next showing the Pope saying Mass in San Marco,  another representing his Holiness in the act of presenting a canopy to the Doge, and the last in which the Pontiff is presented with eight standards and eight silver trumpets by clergy assembled outside the gates of Rome. These subjects or some of them had been painted by one Gueriento of Verona when Marco Corner was Doge. Petrarch had written the inscriptions for them, but they had faded, and in later years Tintoretto painted his “Paradiso” over the damaged frescoes. There is a story to the effect that Giovanni and Gentile Bellini had promised the councillors that their pictures should last two hundred years; as a matter of fact, they would seem to have been destroyed by fire within half that period.


PLATE VII. — MADONNA AND CHILD

This picture shows the centre figures of a very famous painting by Bellini in the Academy at Venice in which the Madonna and Child are seen between St. Catherine and St. Mary Magdalen. The faces most delightfully painted are full of spiritual grace and the colouring is exquisite.
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The style of the picture commissioned makes its own significant commentary upon the times. It was always considered advisable to stir in the Venetians appreciation for State ceremonial, which encouraged so much of the pageantry associated with Venetian life and, even if Giovanni Bellini had no keen taste for such work, he could not refuse a commission that would establish his name among his fellow countrymen. To-day the Sala del Maggior Consiglio holds pictures by Titian, Paul Veronese, and other artists who followed closely upon Gian Bellini’s era.


III. THE LATTER DAYS

Shortly after the Council Hall pictures had been undertaken, in 1479, to be exact, the Sultan, Mohammed II., conqueror of Constantinople, wished to have his portrait painted, and applied to the Doge of Venice to send him a competent artist to do the work. It should be remembered that the Sultan had been waging a successful war upon Venice, and that in January 1479 the State had ceded Scutari, Stalimene, and other territory and had agreed to pay an indemnity of 200,000 ducats, with a tribute of 10,000 ducats a year for trading rights and the exercise of consular jurisdiction in Constantinople. Naturally the success of the Turks, who had taken Constantinople in 1454, was making a very great impression throughout Europe, and Venice had striven to the uttermost to rouse the Powers to concerted action, but in those days nobody was anxious to trust the Republic. These are matters, of course, that pertain to history rather than art, but it is curious to remember that throughout the times when the watchers from St. Mark’s Tower saw the reflected glare of burning cities, when the security of Christian Europe was threatened seriously, when plagues were devastating Venice, Gian Bellini seems to have gone on his way all undisturbed, painting his pictures in the most leisurely fashion, and the fact that art stood right above politics and strife is clearly shown in the action of the Sultan in sending to Venice for a good artist as soon as peace had been restored. There seems to have been some question of sending Gian because his brother was busily engaged on other work in the Ducal Palace, but after a while it was decided to send Gentile, who painted a portrait of the Sultan that found its way afterwards into the Layard Collection in Venice. Some surprise has been expressed that the Sultan should have allowed any one to paint his portrait, because portrait painting is forbidden by the Koran, but Mohammed II. was a man of very advanced ideas and he not only gave sittings to Gentile Bellini, but treated him with the greatest favour, dismissing him with many marks of approval and great gifts. Among the presents brought back to Venice by the painter were the armour and sword of the great Doge Dandolo, who had been buried in the year 1205 in the private chapel in St. Sophia. Mohammed II. had caused the great tomb to be destroyed, but he sent the great patriot’s armour back to its native land. Vasari tells us that the meeting between the brothers on Gentile’s return to Venice was most affectionate.

Mohammed said: “If ye must make pictures, make them of trees and things without souls. Verily every painter is condemned to hell fire.”

This journey to Constantinople would seem to have added to the reputation of the house of Bellini, and to have increased the demand for portraits by both brothers. This, in its way, would doubtless have led to the multiplying of school pieces. History has very little to tell of the progress of the brothers during the years that followed. We know that the Doge Loredano, whose portrait has been painted by Gian Bellini, succeeded to his high office in 1501, that Titian would have been working in Bellini’s studio then, and that Bellini himself was in the enjoyment of what was known as a broker’s patent, and was official painter to the State. His was the duty of painting the portrait of every Doge who succeeded to the control of Venetian affairs during his term of office, and he also painted any historical picture in which the Doge had to figure. There was a salary attached to the office, and the work was quite light. As far as we can tell Gian Bellini was still averse from painting secular subjects. He was now an old man, but he had made great progress in his work, conquering many of the difficulties of perspective, shadow, and colouring that had baffled his predecessors. The pageants demanded by the great Mutual Aid Societies (Scuole) from the artists in their employ, he would seem to have left to his brother Gentile, for these pictures had a big political purpose to serve, and they demanded the travel, the experience, and the mood that Gian lacked. His brush was sufficiently occupied with altar-pieces and portraits of distinguished Venetians, now, alas, lost to the world.

One incident that is not without its instructive side in this connection is recorded in the year 1501, when Isabella, Duchess of Mantua, sent her agent in Venice to Gian Bellini to arrange with him to paint a secular subject. The old painter, now in the neighbourhood of his seventieth year, accepted money on account, and then turned his thoughts to other things. The agent worried him from time to time with little or no effect, and wrote despairing letters to the Duchess to convey Bellini’s various excuses. Not until 1504, when the Duchess was proposing to take legal action, was the picture finished, and then it does not seem to have been what was required. At the same time it must have been a work of great merit, because a year later we find the Duchess commissioning another picture, and asking for a secular subject, which the old painter after much hesitation refused to paint.


PLATE VIII. — MADONNA AND CHILD

This picture is from the Brera Gallery in Milan and is held by many of the painter’s admirers to be his finest presentment of the Mother and the Son. It is certainly a work of most enchanting beauty, one to which the eye turns again and again.
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Happily Isabella d’Este was not only a voluminous letter writer, but her correspondence  has been preserved, and some forty letters were written in connection with the Bellini picture, by the lady whom Cardinal Bembo called “the wisest and most fortunate of women,” and of whom a poet wrote, “At the sound of her name all the Muses rise and do reverence.” She had seen Bellini’s work, and had admired it in Venice, before she asked a friend, one Signor Vianello, to secure a picture for her camerino. At first the old painter raised objections, says Vianello. “I am busy working for the Signory in the Palace,” he said, “and I cannot leave my work from early morning until after dinner.” Then he asked for 150 ducats and said he would make time, then he came down to 100 ducats and accepted 25 on account Then as has been explained, he declared that he could not undertake the class of subject that the Duchess wanted, and Isabella wrote to say that she would accept anything antique that had a fine meaning. Vianello writes in reply to say that Bellini has gone to his country villa and cannot be reached, and the correspondence and the years pass, until at last the Duchess gets quite cross and writes, “We can no longer endure the villainy of Giovanni Bellini,” and goes on to instruct her agent to make application to the Doge, Leonardo Loredano, the one whose portrait, painted by Giovanni Bellini, is in our National Gallery, to commit the old painter for fraud. To this action Bellini responds by showing Vianello that he has a “Nativity” three parts finished, and after a time he sends it to the Duchess together with a very humble letter of apology, that the lady is good enough to accept. She even writes, “Your ‘Nativity’ is as dear to us as any picture we possess.”

In 1506 Albert Dürer was in Venice where he declares that he found the Venetians very pleasant companions, and adds with sly sarcasm that some of them knew how to paint. At the same time he records his fear lest any of them should put poison in his food, but speaks in high terms and without suspicion of Gian Bellini who had praised his work and offered to buy a picture. All these things are small matters enough, but unhappily the records of Bellini’s life are so scanty that it is hard to find anything more until the year 1513 when Gian Bellini, well over eighty, found his position as official painter challenged by his pupil Titian, who presented a petition to the Council of Ten, stating inter alia that he was desirous of a little fame rather than of profit, that he had refused to serve the Pope, and that he wanted the first broker’s patent that should be vacant in the Fondaco de’ Tedeschi on the same conditions as those granted to Messer Zuan Bellin. The work that was being done was the restoration of the Great Hall of the Council, and the painting had been in progress for some forty years, Gian Bellini and two pupils being now engaged upon it. There is no doubt that this application by Titian annoyed Bellini’s friends and pupils, and even to us it seems a little unreasonable and in bad form to clamour so eagerly for a place that was already occupied. But it would seem to have been the custom of the time to apply early for any privilege of this kind, for we find in later years that Tintoretto applied for Titian’s place long before the older master’s capacity for working had come to an end.

This was the Venetian way of spelling Gian Bellini’s name.

Bellini’s friends were successful, although it would appear that the old painter’s progress had been too slow completely to satisfy the Council of Ten. In the following year Titian, who had been allowed to start work, was told that he must wait until older claims were satisfied, the expenses of his assistants were disallowed, and his commission came to an end. In the autumn of that year Titian brought another petition to the Council, asking once more for the first vacant broker’s patent, and mentioning the fact that Bellini’s days could not be long in the land. Just about this time the Venetian authorities seem to have held an inquiry into the progress of the work that was being done in the Hall of the Great Council, only to find that the amount of money they had spent should have secured them a far larger amount of work than had been accomplished. It is hardly surprising that these inquiries should have become necessary, there must have been a great laxity in the State departments in the years following the working out of the plans that had been made by France, Austria, Spain, and the Pope at Cambrai. In the last few years Venice had been fighting for her life, Lombardy had passed out of her hands, Verona, Vicenza, and Padua had followed. The Republic had even been forced to seek aid from the Sultans of Turkey and Egypt, and although Venice was destined to emerge from her troubles and light the civilised world a little longer there is small cause for wonder if, in the times of exceptional excitement, her statesmen had not given their wonted attention to the progress of the arts. Doubtless Gian Bellini’s leisurely methods and failing strength were accountable for the slow progress of the pictures in the Council Hall, and Titian took advantage of the fact to send in a third petition, offering to finish some work at his own expense, but he had no occasion to take much more trouble.

On November 29, 1516, Gian Bellini died, well on the road to his ninetieth year, “and there were not wanting in Venice,” says Vasari, “those who by sonnets and epigrams sought to do him honour after his death as he had done honour to himself and his country during his life.” One cannot help thinking that half-a-dozen pages of biography would have been worth a bushel of sonnets.

With Gian Bellini the last great painter of purely religious subjects passed away. He had stood between art and paganism. Perhaps the younger men found him narrow and pedantic, but it is certain that so long as Gian Bellini was the leading painter of Venice it was not easy for pictures to respond to the ever growing demands that followed the Renaissance. Now the road was clear, painting was to reach its highest point in the work of Giorgione and Titian, and was then to decline almost as rapidly as it had risen.

Gian Bellini for all the wide influence that he exerted, not only upon contemporary painting, but upon sculpture too, sent very little work out of Venice. Examples are to be seen in cities that are comparatively close at hand, Rimini, Pesaro, Vicenza, Bergamo, and Turin, but his genius seems to have been too completely recognised in his own city for his work to travel far afield, and the portrait of himself in the Uffizi Gallery is no more than a pupil’s work with a studio signature. One of his last undisputed paintings was for the altar of St. Crisostom in Venice. It is said that he painted it at the age of eighty-five. After death his fame suffered by the rise of those stars of Venetian painting, Titian, Giorgione, and Tintoretto, and throughout three centuries his work was held in comparatively small esteem, perhaps because it was often judged by the studio pictures with the forged signatures. As late as the middle of the nineteenth century nobody seemed quite to know the real pictures from the false ones, but with the rise of critics like Crowe, Morelli, and Berenson a much better state of things has been established. Copies and student works have been separated from the originals, careful study of technique and mannerism has made clear a large number of points that were doubtful and in dispute, and although the process of separating the sheep from the goats has reduced considerably the number of works that can be accepted as genuine, the gain to the artist’s reputation atones for the loss.


BRIEF BIOGRAPHIES: BELLINI by Sidney Colvin
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From 1911 Encyclopædia Britannica, Volume 3 

BELLINI, the name of a family of craftsmen in Venice, three members of which fill a great place in the history of the Venetian school of painting in the 15th century and the first years of the 16th.

I. Jacopo Bellini (c. 1400-1470-71) was the son of a tinsmith or pewterer, Nicoletto Bellini, by his wife Franceschina. When the accomplished Umbrian master Gentile da Fabriano came to practise at Venice, where art was backward, several young men of the city took service under him as pupils. Among these were Giovanni and Antonio of Murano and Jacopo Bellini. Gentile da Fabriano left Venice for Florence in 1422, and the two brothers of Murano stayed at home and presently founded a school of their own (see Vivarini). But Jacopo Bellini followed his teacher to Florence, where the vast progress lately made, alike in truth to natural fact and in sense of classic grace and style, by masters like Donatello and Ghiberti, Masaccio and Paolo Uccello, offered him better instruction than he could obtain even from his Umbrian teacher. But his position as assistant to Gentile brought him into trouble. As a stranger coming to practise in Florence, Gentile was jealously looked on. One day some young Florentines threw stones into his shop, and the Venetian pupil ran out and drove them off with his fists. Thinking this might be turned against him, he went and took service on board the galleys of the Florentine state; but returning after a year, found he had in his absence been condemned and fined for assault. He was arrested and imprisoned, but the matter was soon compromised, Jacopo submitting to a public act of penance and his adversary renouncing further proceedings. Whether Jacopo accompanied his master to Rome in 1426 we cannot tell; but by 1429 we find him settled at Venice and married to a wife from Pesaro named Anna (family name uncertain), who in that year made a will in favour of her first child then expected. She survived, however, and bore her husband two sons, Gentile and Giovanni (though some evidences have been thought to point rather to Giovanni having been his son by another mother), and a daughter Nicolosia. In 1436 Jacopo was at Verona, painting a Crucifixion in fresco for the chapel of S. Nicholas in the cathedral (destroyed by order of the archbishop in 1750, but the composition, a vast one of many figures, has been preserved in an old engraving). Documents ranging from 1437 to 1465 show him to have been a member of the Scuola or mutual aid society of St John the Evangelist at Venice, for which he painted at an uncertain date a series of eighteen subjects of the Life of the Virgin, fully described by Ridolfi but now destroyed or dispersed. In 1439 we find him buying a panel of tarsia work at the sale of the effects of the deceased painter Jacobello del Fiore, and in 1440 entering into a business partnership with another painter of the city called Donato. About this time he must have paid a visit to the court of Ferrara, where there prevailed a spirit of free culture and humanism most congenial to his tastes. Pisanello, the first great naturalist artist of north Italy, whose influence on Jacopo at the outset of his career had been only second to that of Gentile da Fabriano, had been some time engaged on a portrait of Leonello d’Este, the elder son of the reigning marquis Niccolo III. Jacopo (according to an almost contemporary sonneteer) competed with a rival portrait, which was declared by the father to be the better of the two. In the next year, the last of the marquis Niccolo’s life, we find him making the successful painter a present of two bushels of wheat. The relations thus begun with the house of Este seem to have been kept up, and among Jacopo’s extant drawings are several that seem to belong to the scheme of a monument erected to the memory of the marquis Niccolo ten years later. He was also esteemed and employed by Sigismondo Malatesta at the court of Rimini. In 1443 Jacopo took as an articled pupil a nephew whom he had brought up from charity; in 1452 he painted a banner for the Scuola of St Mary of Charity at Venice, and the next year received a grant from the confraternity for the marriage of his daughter Nicolosia with Andrea Mantegna, a marriage which had the effect of transferring the gifted young Paduan master definitively from the following of Squarcione to that of Bellini. In 1456 he painted a figure of Lorenzo Giustiniani, first patriarch of Venice, for his monument in San Pietro de Castello, and in 1457, with a son for salaried assistant, three figures of saints in the great hall of the patriarch. For some time about these years Jacopo and his family would seem to have resided at, or at least to have paid frequent visits to Padua, where he is reported to have carried out works now lost, including an altar-piece painted with the assistance of his sons in 1459-1460 for the Gattamelata chapel in the Santo, and several portraits which are described by 16th-century witnesses but have disappeared. At Venice he painted a Calvary for the Scuola of St Mark (1466). His activity can be traced in documents down to August 1470, but in November 1471 his wife Anna describes herself as his relict, so that he must have died some time in the interval.

The above are all the facts concerning the life of Jacopo Bellini which can be gathered from printed and documentary records. The materials which have reached posterity for a critical judgment on his work consist of four or five pictures only, together with two important and invaluable books of drawings. These prove him to have been a worthy third, following the Umbrian Gentile da Fabriano and the Veronese Pisanello, in that trio of remarkable artists who in the first half of the 15th century carried towards maturity the art of painting in Venice and the neighbouring cities. Of his pictures, an important signed example is a life-size Christ Crucified in the archbishop’s palace at Verona. The rest are almost all Madonnas: two signed, one in the Tadini gallery at Lovere, another in the Venice academy; a third, unsigned and long ascribed in error to Gentile da Fabriano, in the Louvre, with the portrait of Sigismondo Malatesta as donor; a fourth, richest of all in colour and ornamental detail, recently acquired from private hands for the Uffizi at Florence. Plausibly, though less certainly, ascribed to him are a fifth Madonna at Bergamo, a warrior-saint on horseback (San Crisogono) in the church of San Trovaso at Venice, a Crucifixion in the Museo Correr, and an Adoration of the Magi in private possession at Ferrara. Against this scanty tale of paintings we have to set an abundance of drawings and studies preserved in two precious albums in the British Museum and the Louvre. The former, which is the earlier in date, belonged to the painter’s elder son Gentile and was by him bequeathed to his brother Giovanni. It consists of ninety-nine paper pages, all drawn on both back and front with a lead point, an instrument unusual at this date. Two or three of the drawings have been worked over in pen; of the remainder many have become dim from time and rubbing. The album at the Louvre, discovered in 1883 in the loft of a country-house in Guienne, is equally rich and better preserved, the drawings being all highly finished in pen, probably over effaced preliminary sketches in chalk or lead. The range of subjects is much the same in both collections, and in both extremely varied, proving Jacopo to have been a craftsman of many-sided curiosity and invention. He passes indiscriminately from such usual Scripture scenes as the Adoration of the Magi, the Agony in the Garden, and the Crucifixion, to designs from classic fable, copies from ancient bas-reliefs, stories of the saints, especially St Christopher and St George, the latter many times repeated (he was the patron saint of the house of Este), fanciful allegories of which the meaning has now become obscure, scenes of daily life, studies for monuments, and studies of animals, especially of eagles (the emblem of the house of Este), horses and lions. He loves to marshal his figures in vast open spaces, whether of architecture or mountainous landscape. In designing such spaces and in peopling them with figures of relatively small scale, we see him eagerly and continually putting to the test the principles of the new science of perspective. His castellated and pinnacled architecture, in a mixed medieval and classical spirit, is elaborately thought out, and scarcely less so his groups and ranges of barren hills, broken in clefts or ascending in spiral terraces. With a predilection for tall and slender proportions, he draws the human figure with a flowing generalized grace and no small freedom of movement; but he does not approach either in mastery of line or in vehemence of action a Florentine draughtsman such as Antonio Pollaiuolo. Jacopo’s influence on the development of Venetian art was very great, not only directly through his two sons and his son-in-law Mantegna, but through other and independent contemporary workshops of the city, in none of which did it remain unfelt.

 

II. Gentile Bellini (1429-1430-1507), the elder son of Jacopo, first appears independently as the painter of a Madonna, much in his father’s manner, dated 1460, and now in the Berlin museum. We have seen how in the previous year he and his brother assisted their father in the execution of an altar-piece for the Santo at Padua. In July 1466 we find him contracting with the officers of the Scuola of St Mark as an independent artist to decorate the doors of their organ. These paintings still exist in a blackened condition. They represent four saints, colossal in size, and designed with much of the harsh and searching austerity which characterized the Paduan school under Squarcione. In December of the same year Gentile bound himself to execute for the great hall of the same company two subjects of the Exodus, to be done better than, or at least as well as, his father’s work in the same place. These paintings have perished. For the next eight years the history of Gentile’s life and work remains obscure. But he must have risen steadily in the esteem of his fellow-citizens, since in 1474 we find him commissioned by the senate to restore, renew, and when necessary replace, the series of paintings, the work of an earlier generation of artists, which were perishing from damp on the walls of the Hall of the Great Council in the ducal palace. This was evidently intended to be a permanent employment, and in payment the painter was to receive the reversion of a broker’s stall in the Fondaco dei Tedeschi; a lucrative form of sinecure frequently allotted to artists engaged for tasks of long duration. In continuation of this work Gentile undertook a series of independent paintings on subjects of Venetian history for the same hall, but had apparently only finished one, representing the delivery of the consecrated candle by the pope to the doge, when his labours were interrupted by a mission to the East. The sultan Mahommed II. had despatched a friendly embassy to Venice, inviting the doge to visit him at Constantinople and at the same time requesting the despatch of an excellent painter to work at his court. The former part of the sultan’s proposal the senate declined, with the latter they complied; and Gentile Bellini with two assistants was selected for the mission, his brother Giovanni being at the same time appointed to fill his place on the works for the Hall of the Great Council. Gentile gave great satisfaction to the sultan, and returned after about a year with a knighthood, some fine clothes, a gold chain and a pension. The surviving fruits of his labours at Constantinople consist of a large painting representing the reception of an ambassador in that city, now in the Louvre; a highly finished portrait of the sultan himself, now one of the treasures, despite its damaged condition, of the collection of the late Sir Henry Layard; an exquisitely wrought small portrait in water-colour of a scribe, found in 1905 by a private collector in the bazaar at Constantinople and now in the collection of Mrs Gardner at Boston; and two pen-and-ink drawings of Turkish types, now in the British Museum. Early copies of two or three other similar drawings are preserved in the Städel Institute at Frankfurt; such copies may have been made for the use of Gentile’s Umbrian contemporary, Pinturicchio, who introduced figures borrowed from them into some of his decorative frescoes in the Appartamento Borgia at Rome.

A place had been left open for Gentile to continue working beside his brother Giovanni (with whom he lived always on terms of the closest amity) in the ducal palace; and soon after 1480 he began to carry out his share in the great series of frescoes, unfortunately destroyed by fire in 1577, illustrating the part played by Venice in the struggles between the papacy and the emperor Barbarossa. These works were executed not on the wall itself but on canvas (the climate of Venice having so many times proved fatal to wall paintings), and probably in oil, a method which all the artists of Venice, following the example set by Antonello da Messina, had by this time learnt or were learning to practise. The subjects allotted to Gentile, in addition to the above-mentioned presentation of the consecrated candle, were as follows: the departure of the Venetian ambassadors to the court of Barbarossa, Barbarossa receiving the ambassadors, the pope inciting the doge and senate to war, the pope bestowing a sword and his blessing on the doge and his army (a drawing in the British Museum purports to be the artist’s original sketch for this composition), and according to some authorities also the gift of the symbolic ring by the pope to the victorious doge on his return. These works received the highest praise both from contemporary and from later Venetian critics, but no fragment of them survived the fire of 1577. Their character can to some extent be judged by a certain number of kindred historical and processional works by the same hand which have been preserved. Of such the Academy at Venice has three which were painted between 1490 and 1500 for the Scuola of St John the Evangelist, and represent certain events connected with a famous relic belonging to the Scuola, namely, a supposed fragment of the true cross. All have been, much injured and re-painted; nevertheless one at least, showing the procession of the relic through St Mark’s Place and the thanksgiving of a father who owed to it the miraculous cure of his son, still gives a good idea of the painter’s powers and style. Great accuracy and firmness of individual portraiture, a strong gift, derived no doubt from his father’s example, for grouping and marshalling a crowd of personages in spaces of fine architectural perspective, the severity and dryness of the Paduan manner much mitigated by the dawning splendour of true Venetian colour — these are the qualities that no injury has been able to deface. They are again manifest in an interesting Adoration of the Magi in the Layard collection; and reappear still more forcibly in the last work undertaken by the artist, the great picture now at the Brera in Milan of St Mark preaching at Alexandria; this was commissioned by the Scuola of St Mark in March 1505, and left by the artist in his will, dated 18th of February 1507, to be finished by his brother Giovanni. Of single portraits by this artist, who was almost as famous for them as for processional groups, there survive one of a doge at the Museo Correr in Venice, one of Catarina Cornaro at Budapest, one of a mathematician at the National Gallery, another of a monk in the same gallery, signed wrongly to all appearance with the name of Giovanni Bellini, besides one or two others in private hands. The features of Gentile himself are known from a portrait medallion by Camelio, and can be recognized in two extant drawings, one at Berlin supposed to be by the painter’s own hand, and another, much larger and more finished, at Christ Church, Oxford, which is variously attributed to Bonsignori and A. Vivarini.

 

III. Giovanni Bellini (1430-1431-1516) is generally assumed to have been the second son of Jacopo by his wife Anna; though the fact that she does not mention him in her will with her other sons has thrown some slight doubt upon the matter. At any rate he was brought up in his father’s house, and always lived and worked in the closest fraternal relation with Gentile. Up till the age of nearly thirty we find documentary evidence of the two sons having served as their father’s assistants in works both at Venice and Padua. In Giovanni’s earliest independent works we find him more strongly influenced by the harsh and searching manner of the Paduan school, and especially of his own brother-in-law Mantegna, than by the more graceful and facile style of Jacopo. This influence seems to have lasted at full strength until after the departure of his brother-in-law Mantegna for the court of Mantua in 1460. The earliest of Giovanni’s independent works no doubt date from before this period. Three of these exist at the Correr museum in Venice: a Crucifixion, a Transfiguration, and a Dead Christ supported by Angels. Two Madonnas of the same or even earlier date are in private collections in America, a third in that of Signor Frizzoni at Milan; while two beautiful works in the National Gallery of London seem to bring the period to a close. One of these is of a rare subject, the Blood of the Redeemer; the other is the fine picture of Christ’s Agony in the Garden, formerly in the Northbrook collection. The last-named piece was evidently executed in friendly rivalry with Mantegna, whose version of the subject hangs near by; the main idea of the composition in both cases being taken from a drawing by Jacopo Bellini in the British Museum sketch-book. In all these pictures Giovanni combines with the Paduan severity of drawing and complex rigidity of drapery a depth of religious feeling and human pathos which is his own. They are all executed in the old tempera method; and in the last named the tragedy of the scene is softened by a new and beautiful effect of romantic sunrise colour. In a somewhat changed and more personal manner, with less harshness of contour and a broader treatment of forms and draperies, but not less force of religious feeling, are the two pictures of the Dead Christ supported by Angels, in these days one of the master’s most frequent themes, at Rimini and at Berlin. Chronologically to be placed with these are two Madonnas, one at the church of the Madonna del Orto at Venice and one in the Lochis collection at Bergamo; devout intensity of feeling and rich solemnity of colour being in the case of all these early Madonnas combined with a singularly direct rendering of the natural movements and attitudes of children.

The above-named works, all still executed in tempera, are no doubt earlier than the date of Giovanni’s first appointment to work along with his brother and other artists in the Scuola di San Marco, where among other subjects he was commissioned in 1470 to paint a Deluge with Noah’s Ark. None of the master’s works of this kind, whether painted for the various schools or confraternities or for the ducal palace, have survived. To the decade following 1470 must probably be assigned a Transfiguration now in the Naples museum, repeating with greatly ripened powers and in a much serener spirit the subject of his early effort at Venice; and also the great altar-piece of the Coronation of the Virgin at Pesaro, which would seem to be his earliest effort in a form of art previously almost monopolized in Venice by the rival school of the Vivarini. Probably not much later was the still more famous altar-piece painted in tempera for a chapel in the church of S. Giovanni e Paolo, where it perished along with Titian’s Peter Martyr and Tintoretto’s Crucifixion in the disastrous fire of 1867. After 1479-1480 very much of Giovanni’s time and energy must have been taken up by his duties as conservator of the paintings in the great hall of the ducal palace, in payment for which he was awarded, first the reversion of a broker’s place in the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, and afterwards, as a substitute, a fixed annual pension of eighty ducats. Besides repairing and renewing the works of his predecessors he was commissioned to paint a number of new subjects, six or seven in all, in further illustration of the part played by Venice in the wars of Barbarossa and the pope. These works, executed with much interruption and delay, were the object of universal admiration while they lasted, but not a trace of them survived the fire of 1577; neither have any other examples of his historical and processional compositions come down, enabling us to compare his manner in such subjects with that of his brother Gentile. Of the other, the religious class of his work, including both altar-pieces with many figures and simple Madonnas, a considerable number have fortunately been preserved. They show him gradually throwing off the last restraints of the 15th-century manner; gradually acquiring a complete mastery of the new oil medium introduced in Venice by Antonello da Messina about 1473, and mastering with its help all, or nearly all, the secrets of the perfect fusion of colours and atmospheric gradation of tones. The old intensity of pathetic and devout feeling gradually fades away and gives place to a noble, if more worldly, serenity and charm. The enthroned Virgin and Child become tranquil and commanding in their sweetness; the personages of the attendant saints gain in power, presence and individuality; enchanting groups of singing and viol-playing angels symbolize and complete the harmony of the scene. The full splendour of Venetian colour invests alike the figures, their architectural framework, the landscape and the sky. The altar-piece of the Frari at Venice, the altar-piece of San Giobbe, now at the academy, the Virgin between SS. Paul and George, also at the academy, and the altar-piece with the kneeling doge Barbarigo at Murano, are among the most conspicuous examples. Simple Madonnas of the same period (about 1485-1490) are in the Venice academy, in the National Gallery, at Turin and at Bergamo. An interval of some years, no doubt chiefly occupied with work in the Hall of the Great Council, seems to separate the last-named altar-pieces from that of the church of San Zaccaria at Venice, which is perhaps the most beautiful and imposing of all, and is dated 1505, the year following that of Giorgione’s Madonna at Castelfranco. Another great altar-piece with saints, that of the church of San Francesco de la Vigna at Venice, belongs to 1507; that of La Corona at Vicenza, a Baptism of Christ in a landscape, to 1510; to 1513 that of San Giovanni Crisostomo at Venice, where the aged saint Jerome, seated on a hill, is raised high against a resplendent sunset background, with SS. Christopher and Augustine standing facing each other below him, in front. Of Giovanni’s activity in the interval between the altar-pieces of San Giobbe and of Murano and that of San Zaccaria, there are a few minor evidences left, though the great mass of its results perished with the fire of the ducal palace in 1577. The examples that remain consist of one very interesting and beautiful allegorical picture in the Uffizi at Florence, the subject of which had remained a riddle until it was recently identified as an illustration of a French medieval allegory, the Pèlerinage de l’âme by Guillaume de Guilleville; with a set of five other allegories or moral emblems, on a smaller scale and very romantically treated, in the academy at Venice. To these should probably be added, as painted towards the year 1505, the portrait of the doge Loredano in the National Gallery, the only portrait by the master which has been preserved, and in its own manner one of the most masterly in the whole range of painting.

The last ten or twelve years of the master’s life saw him besieged with more commissions than he could well complete. Already in the years 1501-1504 the marchioness Isabella Gonzaga of Mantua had had great difficulty in obtaining delivery from him of a picture of the “Madonna and Saints” (now lost) for which part payment had been made in advance. In 1505 she endeavoured through Cardinal Bembo to obtain from him another picture, this time of a secular or mythological character. What the subject of this piece was, or whether it was actually delivered, we do not know. Albrecht Dürer, visiting Venice for a second time in 1506, reports of Giovanni Bellini as still the best painter in the city, and as full of all courtesy and generosity towards foreign brethren of the brush. In 1507 Gentile Bellini died, and Giovanni completed the picture of the “Preaching of St Mark” which he had left unfinished; a task on the fulfilment of which the bequest by the elder brother to the younger of their father’s sketch-book had been made conditional. In 1513 Giovanni’s position as sole master (since the death of his brother and of Alvise Vivarini) in charge of the paintings in the Hall of the Great Council was threatened by an application on the part of his own former pupil, Titian, for a joint-share in the same undertaking, to be paid for on the same terms. Titian’s application was first granted, then after a year rescinded, and then after another year or two granted again; and the aged master must no doubt have undergone some annoyance from his sometime pupil’s proceedings. In 1514 Giovanni undertook to paint a Bacchanal for the duke Alfonso of Ferrara, but died in 1516; leaving it to be finished by his pupils; this picture is now at Alnwick.

Both in the artistic and in the worldly sense, the career of Giovanni Bellini was upon the whole the most serenely and unbrokenly prosperous, from youth to extreme old age, which fell to the lot of any artist of the early Renaissance. He lived to see his own school far outshine that of his rivals, the Vivarini of Murano; he embodied, with ever growing and maturing power, all the devotional gravity and much also of the worldly splendour of the Venice of his time; and he saw his influence propagated by a host of pupils, two of whom at least, Giorgione and Titian, surpassed their master. Giorgione he outlived by five years; Titian, as we have seen, challenged an equal place beside his teacher. Among the best known of his other pupils were, in his earlier time, Andrea Previtali, Cima da Conegliano, Marco Basaiti, Niccolo Rondinelli, Piermaria Pennacchi, Martino da Udine, Girolamo Mocetto; in later time, Pierfrancesco Bissolo, Vincenzo Catena, Lorenzo Lotto and Sebastian del Piombo.
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Robert Frost

Robert Louis Stevenson
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Sax Rohmer
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Sheridan Le Fanu
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Sigmund Freud

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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Sir Richard Burton

Sir Thomas Malory

Sir Thomas Wyatt

Sir Walter Raleigh

Sir Walter Scott

Sophocles

Stanley J. Weyman
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Stendhal
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T. S. Eliot
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Terence

The Brontës

The Brothers Grimm

Theocritus

Theodore Dreiser

Thomas Babington Macaulay

Thomas Carlyle

Thomas Chatterton

Thomas De Quincey

Thomas Gainsborough

Thomas Gray

Thomas Hardy

Thomas Hardy (poetry)

Thomas Hood

Thomas Middleton

Thomas Moore

Thucydides

Tibullus

Tintoretto

Titian
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Varro

Victor Hugo

Vincent van Gogh

Virgil

Virginia Woolf

Voltaire

W. B. Yeats

W. Somerset Maugham

W. W. Jacobs

Walt Whitman
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Washington Irving
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Wilfred Owen

Wilkie Collins

William Blake
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William Shakespeare
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Xenophon

Zane Grey
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The Basilica di San Giovanni e Paolo, a church in the Castello sestiere of Venice — Bellini’s final resting place
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Interior of the church
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