
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TITIAN AND THE CULTURE OF MID-CENTURY ROME:                                      

THE VENETIAN AMID THE RUINS 

 

 

A Dissertation 

Submitted to 

the Temple University Graduate Board 
 

 

 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

 

by 

Michelle DiMarzo 

July 2017 

 

 

 

Examining Committee Members: 

 

Tracy E. Cooper, Advisory Chair, Department of Art History 

Marcia B. Hall, Department of Art History 

Elizabeth S. Bolman, Department of Art History 

Jodi Cranston, External Member, Boston University 



- ii - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 

Copyright 

2017 

 

by 

 

 
Reserved Rights All

DiMarzo Michelle
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



- iii - 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

The Venetian painter Tiziano Vecellio (c. 1488-1576), called Titian, spent eight 

months in Rome from 1545 to 1546 at the court of Pope Paul III Farnese. His time there 

was marked by the creation of a suite of highly praised portraits of the male members of 

the Farnese family, as well as with the Danaë for the pope’s nephew, Cardinal 

Alessandro Farnese, and a lost Ecce Homo for Paul III himself. His time at the papal 

court brought Titian into contact with the glories of ancient Rome as well as 

contemporaries like Michelangelo, Sebastiano del Piombo, and Giorgio Vasari, who 

would later write critically of the Venetian painter’s encounter with the Central Italian 

artistic tradition in the 1568 edition of the Lives of the Artists.  

Scholarship on Titian has generally assigned limited importance to the artist’s 

Roman sojourn based on the understanding that this experience had relatively little 

impact on his stylistic development. This approach, however, obscures significant shifts 

in the artist’s artistic and business practice that took place in the first half of the 1540s, 

catalyzed by his “Farnese turn” on the one hand, and his Roman experience on the other. 

This dissertation uses Titian’s time in Rome as a lens onto the larger frame of his activity 

in the early part of the decade in order to reveal the fresh artistic and entrepreneurial 

strategies with which he responded to the pressures of a changing patronage base, a 

growing family, and financial concerns. During this period, Titian recruited his 

portraits—the type of work for which he received the most contemporary praise—as 

mobile social agents that could perform work on his behalf among a network that 
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included Pietro Aretino, Pietro Bembo, Giovanni della Casa, and Cardinal Alessandro 

Farnese, among others.  

The artist’s experience of Rome itself reveals further areas of resistance and 

experimentation which have been undervalued in previous research, including his first 

effort at painting on slate, his engagement with a developing canon of self-representation, 

and his rhetorical employment of style as calling-card in his competition with 

Michelangelo and other Central Italian artists. Titian’s response to the uncertainty and 

transition he faced in the first half of the 1540s reveals itself in this investigation as far 

more creatively charged than has previously been recognized.  
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CHAPTER 1 

TITIAN’S ROMAN JOURNEY IN THE LENS OF ART HISTORY  

 

 Tiziano Vecellio (c. 1488-1576), known as Titian, largely conducted his six-

decade-long career from his Venetian studio, with a few significant exceptions; those that 

occurred in the 1540s assume particular importance. As Pietro Aretino wrote in a 1539 

letter to their mutual friend, the sculptor Leone Leoni, “it is clear that my friend does not 

wish to go to Spain, though the Emperor has asked it of this everlasting Signoria, but he 

would like to leave a memory of his art in the portraits of the princes of the celeberrima 

stirpe Farnese. … Further, he will see in the marbles the miracles of the ancient minds.”1 

This letter is the first indication we have of Titian’s interest in cultivating the patronage 

of the Farnese family. Despite Aretino’s efforts, an invitation to the court of Paul III 

Farnese—in fact the second that Titian received, after declining an earlier opportunity in 

1513—would not arrive until 1545. Titian traveled to Rome and spent eight months 

living and working in the Belvedere, surrounded by all of the ancient and modern 

wonders of the city of Rome.  

 This was not the painter’s only significant journey during this decade; in 1548, 

after many delays, Titian would finally attend the imperial court at its meeting in 

                                                 
1 “Nostro signor non disse di mandare per il mirabile Tiziano, rispondo che il vecchio santissimo 

non doveria ponerci indugio acciò che i posteri, a l’onta del tempo e de la morte, si rallegrassero nel 

contemplar viva e vera le effigie di lui. … È chiaro che il compar mio non volse andare in Ispagna, ancora 

che lo imperadore lo chiedesse a questa sempiterna Signoria, ma verrebe a lasciar memoria de la sua arte 

nei ritratti dei principi de la celeberrima stirpe farnese. Intanto vederia nei marmi i miracoli degli ingegni 

antichi.” Pietro Aretino, Lettere sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, ed. Ettore Camesasca, vol. 1 (Milan: Edizioni 

del Milione, 1957), 129–31. All translations are my own, unless otherwise noted. 
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Augsburg. Scholarship on Titian has weighed the significance of these two journeys quite 

differently, with most scholars following Charles Hope’s assertion that “Rome had 

singularly little effect on his work.”2 Instead, scholars prefer to look ahead to the artist’s 

journey to Augsburg as the signal of the start of a fresh creative epoch, one that would 

not only carry Titian into his subsequent orientation toward his Hapsburg patrons, but 

would also coincide with the development of his late style.3 Such a focus effectively—

and unnecessarily—consigns Titian’s activity in the earlier part of the 1540s to limbo. 

Sheila Hale’s recent biography of the artist, for example, describes the artist as entering a 

“low ebb” at the end of the 1530s.4 Titian’s trip to Augsburg, in contrast, is often used 

quite literally as a new chapter heading, as Hope does in his 1980 monograph on the 

artist.5 

 Among the few scholars who have instead highlighted the evidence of Titian’s 

creativity and experimentation during the early part of the 1540s, Miguel Falomir stands 

out. He has directed our attention, for example, to Titian’s emerging practice of making 

multiple originals, which places the Danaë executed in 1545-6 for Cardinal Alessandro 

                                                 
2 Charles Hope, “A Neglected Document on Titian’s Danae in Naples,” Archivio Veneto 31 

(1977): 189; Charles Hope, Titian (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1980), 91. 

3 Charles Hope, “Titian and His Patrons,” in Titian: Prince of Painters, ed. Susanna Biadene 

(Munich: Prestel, 1990), 77–84. 

4 Sheila Hale, Titian: His Life (New York: HarperCollins, 2012), 402. Augusto Gentili extends this 

creative slump even further back into the 1530s; see for example “Aretino, Tiziano e gli altri pittori,” in In 

utrumque paratus: Aretino e Arezzo, Aretino a Arezzo: in margine al ritratto di Sebastiano del Piombo: 

atti, ed. Paolo Procaccioli (Rome: Salerno, 2008), 235–51. 

5 Cited above in note 2.  
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Farnese at the head of a chain of variants that stretched forward for decades.6 He has also 

reframed our understanding of Titian’s relationship with Charles V, emphasizing the 

coolness with which the emperor treated his “Apelles” despite his conferral of an 

imperial knighthood on Titian in 1533—an attitude more ambivalent in its commitment 

than usually acknowledged, which, I demonstrate, contributed to Titian’s vacillation 

between the papal and imperial courts during most of the 1540s.7  

 There are other, subtle indications of the importance of this period to Titian’s 

development. For example, Vasari linked the execution of Titian’s first self-portrait in    

c. 1544-5 with his desire to leave a memory for his children before he traveled to Rome, 

the first in a long line of self-representations that would culminate in the artist’s iconic 

self-portraits in Berlin and Madrid. The roots of Titian’s expressive style of brushwork 

have also been located in these years, with Sylvia Ferino-Pagden, identifying the decade 

as a pivotal one for the artist.8 In light of these and other hints, it is small wonder that in 

her recent work Sacred Art Marcia Hall suggested that Titian’s Roman experience might 

be worthy of closer examination.9 

 Admittedly, this Roman experience lasted only eight months within a career that 

spanned six decades—yet as this dissertation demonstrates, this important moment and 

                                                 
6 Miguel Falomir, “Titian’s Replicas and Variants,” in Titian: Essays, ed. Charles Hope and David 

Jaffé (London: National Gallery Company, 2003), 60-69. 

7 Miguel Falomir, “In Search of Alexander (1530-1550),” in Titian, ed. Giovanni Carlo Federico 

Villa (Milan: Silvana editoriale d’arte, 2013), 107–25. 

8 Sylvia Ferino Pagden, “Introduction: Late Titian and the Sensuality of Painting,” in Late Titian 

and the Sensuality of Painting, ed. Sylvia Ferino Pagden (Venice: Marsilio, 2008), 15-27. 

9 Marcia Hall, The Sacred Image in the Age of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 

147–49. 
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the work it produced well deserve a closer look for what it can tell us about Titian’s 

aspirations and strategies during a decade that would prove to be a tipping point in his 

career. From Titian’s perspective, the 1540s may have been filled with uncertainty and 

transition, but for the scholars who study his life and work they offer unexpected, even 

daring fruits. 

 

Titian’s Roman Journey 

 

 

 Toward the end of September 1545, Titian and his son Orazio left Venice in the 

company of the duke of Urbino, Guidobaldo II della Rovere. Rolled up amid their 

baggage was the not-quite-finished Danaë (Fig. 1) commissioned by Cardinal Alessandro 

Farnese, the powerful cardinal-nephew of Paul III, who had invited the painter to the 

papal court.10 From Chioggia, the ducal party likely took boats downriver to Ferrara, 

where Titian watched a cerretano, or mountebank, perform a burlesque based on 

Aretino’s bawdy writing in the central piazza.11 Soon after reaching Pesaro, the duke 

                                                 
10 On the cardinal, see Clare Robertson, Il Gran Cardinale: Alessandro Farnese, Patron of the 

Arts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). For the origin of his relationship with Titian, see below in 

Chapter 3.  

11 Aretino wrote to the cerretano in question (Iacopo Coppa, called il Modanese) in October 1545 

to tell him he had heard from Francesco degli Albizi della Mirandola how the latter and Titian enjoyed the 

burlesque of Aretino that Coppa performed “in su la piazza di Ferrara, cantando in banca.” Pietro Aretino, 

Lettere sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, ed. Ettore Camesasca, vol. 2 (Milan: Edizioni del Milione, 1957), 97–

99. 
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provided the painter with an escort of seven retainers and saw him off on the Via 

Flaminia, the ancient road linking Rome to the Adriatic coast.12 

 The rugged terrain through the Appenines would have offered few surprises to a 

man like Titian, who had been reared in the Dolomites. Unlike his homeland of Cadore, 

however, this region was distinctly marked by its ancient Roman past. Just past 

Fossombrone in the Gola del Furlo, the road passed through 38.3 meters of solid rock, a 

tunnel excavated during the reign of the emperor Vespasian. Further south, at Spoleto, 

travelers could see an aqueduct then believed to be Roman in origin, and at Narni, the 

impressive ruins of the Ponte d’Augusto could be admired from a now-destroyed 

medieval bridge. We can get an impression of the contemporary appearance of these 

landmarks in the sketchbook of the Portuguese artist Francisco de Hollanda, compiled 

between 1538-40 (Fig. 2).13 

 After cutting across the low-lying campagna north of Rome, the Via Flaminia 

crossed the Tiber at Ponte Milvio before delivering travelers into the city at the Porta del 

Popolo, the traditional entrance for visiting pilgrims. Passing through the city, the 

travelers would have arrived at Piazza del Ponte and crossed the Tiber once more to enter 

the Borgo. Arriving at the papal palace, Titian was warmly received and given 

                                                 
12 Titian mentioned this kindness to Cardinal Pietro Bembo, who in turn reported it in his letter to 

Girolamo Querini on October 10, 1545: “The Duke of Urbino was most kind, taking him personally as far 

as Pesaro, and sending him from thence with horse and company, so as he confesses to be greatly bounden 

to him.” Translated in Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni Battista Cavalcaselle, Titian: His Life and 

Times: With Some Account of His Family, Chiefly from New and Unpublished Records, vol. 2 (London: J. 

Murray, 1877), 113. The original text is in Pietro Bembo, Lettere, ed. Ernesto Travi, vol. 4 (Bologna: 

Commissione per i Testi di Lingua, 1993), 2500. 

13 On Hollanda’s journey, see Joaquim Oliveira Caetano, “Francisco de Hollanda (1517-1584): 

The Fascination of Rome and the Times in Portugal,” in On Antique Painting, trans. Alice Sedgwick Wohl 

(University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 7–44. 
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accommodation in the Belvedere villa. On October 10, less than three weeks after the 

artist’s departure from Venice, Cardinal Pietro Bembo was able to write happily to their 

mutual friend, the Venetian patrician Girolamo Querini:  

Your Titian, or rather our Titian, is here, and he tells me that he is under 

great obligation to you for having been the main cause of his coming 

hither, and encouraging him by the kindest words to make the trip, of 

which he is more contented than he can say. He has already seen so many 

fine antiques that he is filled with wonder, and glad that he came.14   

Aretino, meanwhile, sounded a note of caution in a letter to his friend, reminding him 

“the copiousness of their caresses represents the particular grace of the Farnese family. 

However one well knows that such [caresses] are the mothers of hopes.”15 

 Titian had arrived in Rome at last. What does it mean to speak of Rome in 1545? 

After all, the city is a living document, one rewritten by many hands over the course of its 

more than 2,700-year history. Scholars frequently use the word palimpsest (the term for a 

manuscript that has been imperfectly scraped and re-used) to indicate the series of 

revisions, additions, and scratch-outs that have shaped the city’s modern appearance.16 

While the space that Titian’s Rome occupies in this text may seem somewhat 

overshadowed by the grand historical chapters that flank it—the glories of the High 

                                                 
14 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:112-3. The original text is in Bembo, Lettere, 

4:2500. 

15 “Ma è particolare grazia di casa Farnese l’abondare ne la copia de le carezze. Peroch’ ben si sa 

ch’elleno son madri de le speranze.” Lionello Puppi, ed., Tiziano: l’epistolario (Florence: Alinari 24 ore, 

2012), 120–21, doc. 78. 

16 To quote merely a few recent examples: “Rome was a quintessential palimpsest,” Jessica Maier, 

Rome Measured and Imagined Early Modern Maps of the Eternal City. (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2015), 11; “For us Rome is the supreme example of the city as palimpsest,” Richard Jenkyns, God, 

Space, and City in the Roman Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 257; “Rome is a 

palimpsest, its epochs bleeding through onto other epochs,” Elizabeth McCahill, Reviving the Eternal City 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013), 1. 
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Renaissance on one side, the great urban locomotive of the Baroque on the other—mid-

century Rome had its own unique appeal, one indelibly shaped by the efforts of Titian’s 

papal patron and his family.  

 The title of Clare Robertson’s essay on Rome during the years 1535-65, “Phoenix 

Romanus,” would have done well as a motto for Farnese Rome when Titian arrived in 

1545.17 During a fifteen-year reign (1534-49) that proved the longest of the century, Paul 

III successfully roused the city from its desolate post-Sack torpor, reasserted papal 

authority throughout the urban fabric, and vigorously promoted a campaign of urban 

renewal under the aegis of the Farnese lily. On the broader European stage, it should be 

noted that the pope’s foreign policy was frequently motivated by nepotism, which 

brought him into frequent conflict with Titian’s other great patron, Charles V. Yet the 

famously wily pope was simultaneously dedicated to preserving the dignity and power of 

his office, even opening—however grudgingly—the long-awaited Council of Trent in 

December 1545, soon after Titian’s arrival.18 

 Like most Cinquecento artists, Titian was no stranger to travel, though his success 

in Venice had allowed him to pursue a less peripatetic existence than many of his 

contemporaries. In addition to numerous brief trips to Gonzaga Mantua and d’Este 

                                                 
17 Clare Robertson, “Phoenix Romanus: Rome, 1534-1565,” in Rome, ed. Marcia B. Hall, Artistic 

Centers of the Italian Renaissance (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 184–245. 

18 For a capable early biography, see Carlo Capasso, Paolo III (1534-1549), Biblioteca Storica 

Principato (Messina: Casa editrice G. Principato, 1924). Ludwig von Pastor also remains an indispensable 

source of historical material on the papacy, much of archival and primary. For this period of Paul III’s 

career, see The History of the Popes, from the Close of the Middle Ages. Drawn from the Secret Archives of 

the Vatican and Other Original Sources, ed. Frederick Ignatius Antrobus, vol. 12 (Nendeln, Liechtenstein: 

Kraus Reprint, 1969). 
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Ferrara, he visited papal Bologna in 1533 and 1543, and even imperial Milan in 1541.19 

The della Rovere were something of an exception; thanks to their Venetian ties, they 

typically came to Titian rather than the reverse.20 Rome, though, was a destination unlike 

any other. It occupied a unique position in the collective imagination of Cinquecento Italy 

as both the root of the ancient empire and the seat of the contemporary papacy. Artists 

and architects felt a particularly strong draw to Rome, not only for its ancient relics—

more of which emerged from the soil every day—but for the work of famous 

contemporaries like Michelangelo, Raphael, Sebastiano, Bramante, and others, as well as 

the opportunities for international patronage presented by the papal court.21 Rome 

accordingly became a site of artistic as well as religious pilgrimage.  Titian’s journey to 

Rome in 1545 was not primarily such a pilgrimage; rather, he was impelled by familial 

and economic pressures, particularly his desire to secure a benefice for his second son 

Pomponio. It was in part to enlist the Farnese on his behalf in this matter that Titian had 

begun to court their favor in the early 1540s.22  

                                                 
19 For an overview of Titian’s relationships with these courts with chronology, see Fernando 

Checa Cremades, Tiziano y las cortes del Renacimiento (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 2013). 

20 On the family, see Ian Verstegen, Patronage and Dynasty: The Rise of the Della Rovere in 

Renaissance Italy (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 2007) and Grazia Pezzini Bernini, “I 

Della Rovere e Tiziano,” in I Della Rovere: Piero della Francesca, Raffaello, Tiziano, ed. Paolo Dal 

Poggetto (Milan: Electa, 2004), 148–54. 

21 For an overview see Ingrid D. Rowland, “Cultural Introduction to Renaissance Rome,” in Rome, 

ed. Marcia B. Hall, Artistic Centers of the Italian Renaissance (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2005), 1–14. On the concept of the “Eternal City” from antiquity through the Renaissance, see also 

Kenneth J. Pratt, “Rome as Eternal,” Journal of the History of Ideas 26, no. 1 (1965): 25–44. 

22 Amadeo Ronchini, “Delle relazioni di Tiziano coi Farnesi,” Atti e memorie della deputazione di 

storia patria per le provincie modenesi 2 (1864): 129–46; Celso Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 

Archivio storico di Belluno, Feltre e Cadore 38 (1967): 1–18; Roberto Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnesi: aspetti 

economici del rapporto di commitenza,” Bollettino d’arte 76 (1991): 39–48. 
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 The Farnese family, for their part, enjoyed the service of the “prince of painters” 

at a particularly tense moment in Paul III’s nepotistic schemes.23 Despite Aretino’s 

flattering reference in his 1539 letter to la celeberrima stirpe Farnese, the family was 

relatively new and their hold on power contingent, especially given the pope’s advanced 

age (the frequent object of comment and speculation by foreign ambassadors). Shortly 

before Titian’s arrival, the pope had openly defied Charles V in order to consolidate 

power in the hands of his kin, creating his son Pierluigi Duke of Parma and Piacenza. 

Titian, acknowledged by contemporaries as the greatest portraitist of the age, would have 

the opportunity to play an active role in shaping the family’s appearance of legitimacy 

and nobility. The portraits Titian painted for the Farnese, including Pope Paul III with 

Camauro, Pierluigi Farnese with a Page, Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, and the triple 

portrait of Paul III with His Grandsons (Figs. 3-6) served a function analogous to that of 

the imposing Palazzo Farnese, the façade of which dominated the Roman skyline by the 

1540s (Fig. 7). Titian’s time in Rome also saw the completion of the Danaë under the 

metaphorical gaze of Michelangelo, as well as the execution of what I suggest may have 

been his first effort at a slate painting, the lost Ecce Homo for Paul III.  

 In late May 1546, after eight months in the city, Titian left without having settled 

the issue of the benefice for which he had come, and without first finishing all of his 

work for the Farnese. Evidently he believed—or let his patrons believe—that he would 

return. Traveling north by way of Florence, Titian was coolly received by Cosimo 

                                                 
23 From the title of Susanna Biadene, ed., Titian: Prince of Painters, (Munich: Prestel, 1990). Paul 

Joannides notes that Titian was “prince of painters, but never painter exclusively to princes.” See Titian to 

1518: The Assumption of Genius (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 15. 
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de’Medici (despite Aretino’s effort to pave his way) and would be back in Venice by 

mid-June. A little over a year later, in January 1548, he would head over the Alps to the 

imperial court at Augsburg. For the remainder of his career, nearly three decades, the 

bulk—and what many might call the best—of his output would be reserved for the 

Hapsburg family. As we will discuss further below, the enthusiasm with which scholars 

have addressed this later period of Titian’s career has overshadowed the earlier part of 

what would prove to be a critical decade in the artist’s development. 

 

Historiography: The Contemporary Sources 

 

 

 All art historians of the Renaissance are, in some respect, the ungrateful children 

of Giorgio Vasari. His Lives of the Artists (henceforth referred to as the Vite), first 

published in the 1550 Torrentiniana edition and then in the second, massively expanded 

Giuntina edition in 1568, may represent the very bedrock of our discipline, but it is one 

we consistently challenge, parsing the text to identify what Vasari chose to alter, 

suppress, or ignore in order to suit his teleological schema of the birth, development and 

perfection of the arts.24 Not only has the reliability of Vasari as a source been the subject 

of considerable debate in the field, but his very authorship of the text has been 

questioned, most recently (and convincingly) by Hope.25 The concept of the Vite as a 

                                                 
24 See chiefly Patricia Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1995) but also Barbara Agosti, Giorgio Vasari: luoghi e tempi delle Vite (Milan: Officina Libraria, 

2013) and Katja Burzer, ed., Le Vite del Vasari: genesi, topoi, ricezione (Venice: Marsilio, 2010). 

25 Charles Hope, “Vasari’s Vite as a Collaborative Project,” in The Ashgate Research Companion 

to Giorgio Vasari, ed. David Cast (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 11–22. See also Marco Ruffini, Art 

without an Author: Vasari’s Lives and Michelangelo’s Death (New York: Fordham University Press, 2011) 
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collaborative enterprise that encompassed many authors would certainly account for 

many of the discrepancies of style and errors of fact.  

 At the same time, I agree with Hope that we can cautiously assign a greater 

standard of trust—relatively speaking—to the vite of those artists with whom Vasari was 

personally connected.26 Titian was one of these, and although neither artist likely 

imagined so at the time, their relationship was one of the most significant of the 

Venetian’s lifetime. The two men first met in Venice in 1541, where Vasari was 

employed, among other things, in designing a stage set for the production of Aretino’s 

Talanta.27 Four years later, Vasari would be on hand for Titian’s time at the papal court, 

appointed by Cardinal Alessandro as a cicerone who guided the Venetian artist “to see 

the things of Rome.”28 They would meet again two decades later: “when Vasari, writer of 

                                                                                                                                                 
72–103 for a cogent account of the shift in editorial aspirations between the two editions. Eliana Carrara 

claims that Anglophone scholars have missed the linguistic subtleties that indicate Vasari’s structural 

involvement in the whole; see “Reconsidering the Authorship of the ‘Lives.’ Some Observations and 

Methodological Questions on Vasari as a Writer,” Studi di Memofonte 15 (2015): 53–90. Although Carrara 

cites Ruffini’s work, she does not acknowledge that he shares the opinion of Anglophone scholars on the 

polyphonous nature of the text’s composition. 

26 See Charles Hope, “The Early Biographies of Titian,” in Titian 500, ed. Joseph Manca 

(Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1994), 176. Hope can actually be too credulous; for example, 

he is willing to accept that Dolce and Vasari’s accounts reflect “the form the conversation (or 

conversations) must have taken” and that each writer “asked different questions and were therefore given 

slightly different information.” This downplays the editorial agency of the authors themselves as well as 

Titian’s evident desire to shape his own biography, which will be discussed below in Chapter 2. 

27 Juergen Schulz, “Vasari at Venice,” The Burlington Magazine 103, no. 705 (1961): 500–511. 

28 See below, Chapter 4. “Gli tenne amorevol compagnia in menarlo a vedere le cose di Roma.” 

Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori (1568), ed. Paola Barocchi, vol. 2 

(Florence: Fondazione Memofonte, 2006), 812. 
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the present history, was in the year 1566 in Venice, he went to visit Titian as his most 

dear friend.”29    

 Our other important early source for Titian’s career, Lodovico Dolce, must be 

treated with equal caution, despite (or because of) his own proximity to the painter.30 In 

1557 Dolce published L’Aretino, a dialogue on the arts that featured Pietro Aretino as its 

main character. Evidently he had taken issue with Vasari’s omission of nearly all 

Venetian artists in the first edition of the Vite, for the opening of Dolce’s dialogue 

practically addresses the other writer directly; Aretino accuses the Florentine character, 

Fabrini, of favoring Michelangelo to the point of “do[ing] injustice to many painters of 

distinction … and even more our own Titian.”31 Scholars have accordingly interpreted 

the marked antagonism toward the Venetian painting tradition in the second edition of the 

Vite as Vasari’s own response to his Venetian rival.32  

The artistic value of the experience of Rome, particularly for a Venetian like 

Titian, constituted a significant point of dispute between the two authors. Vasari 

                                                 
29 “Quando il Vasari, scrittore della presente storia, fu l’anno 1566 a Vinezia, andò a visitare 

Tiziano, come suo amicissimo.” Ibid., 2:817. Hope argues that the date of Vasari’s visit might explain some 

inconsistencies, including his double attribution of the S. Rocco Christ Carrying the Cross to both 

Giorgione and Titian. See Giorgione or Titian?: History of a Controversy (New York: Frick Collection, 

2003). 

30 The relationship of Dolce’s character to the real Aretino represents another scholarly debate; see 

Mark Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento (New York: Published for the 

College Art Association of America by New York University Press, 1968) who is more distrustful of Dolce 

than is Hope. 

31 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento,” 85, with 

facing original text. Originally published in Lodovico Dolce, L’Aretino ovvero dialogo della pittura di 

Lodovico Dolce con l’aggiunta delle lettere del Tiziano a varj e dell’Aretino a lui (Venice: Gabriel Giolito, 

1557). 

32 See Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 63-5. 
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considered early, sustained exposure to Rome as the surest means of cultivating disegno, 

which he considered to be the chief artistic virtue. He boasted in his own vita that “there 

remained nothing noteworthy in Rome nor in Florence nor other places I lived in which I 

in my youth had not drawn.”33 Dolce, in his dialogue, had chosen to make a virtue of 

what Vasari considered a weakness:  

And certainly one can speak of a miracle at work in the fact that, without 

having yet seen the antiquities of Rome, which were a source of 

enlightenment to all excellent painters, and purely by dint of that little tiny 

spark which he had uncovered in the works of Giorgione, Titian discerned 

and apprehended the essence of perfect painting.34  

In contrast, Vasari repeatedly highlighted Titian’s failure to see Rome in his 

youth, lumping him together with “Giorgione, Palma, Pordenone, and the others who 

never saw Rome nor the other works of true perfection.”35 In reference to Titian’s 

woodcut Triumph of the Faith (1510-11) he claimed, “I remember that Fra Bastiano del 

Piombo, speaking of this, said to me that if Titian in that time had been in Rome and had 

seen the works of Michelangelo, those of Raphael and the ancient statues, and had 

studied disegno, he would have done stupendous things” (emphasis mine).36  

                                                 
33 “Non rimase cosa notabile allora in Roma, né poi in Fiorenza et altri luoghi ove dimorai, la 

quale io in mia gioventù non disegnassi.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:982-3. 

34 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 189, with 

original facing text. 

35 “Giorgione, il Palma, il Pordenone, ed altri che non videro Roma né altre opere di tutta 

perfezione.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:806. 

36 “E mi ricordo che fra’ Bastiano del Piombo, ragionando di ciò, mi disse che, se Tiziano in quel 

tempo fusse stato a Roma et avesse veduto le cose di Michelagnolo, quelle di Raffaello e le statue antiche, 

et avesse studiato il disegno, arebbe fatto cose stupendissime.” Ibid., 2:807. Sebastiano, a Venetian who 

had decamped to Rome in 1511, was the perfect mouthpiece to deliver this sort of criticism; see Chapter 4 

for his relationship with Titian. 
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 In even further contrast to Vasari’s ideal youth experiencing Rome, Titian would 

have been about fifty-seven when he went there, at a time when the boundary for old age 

was roughly sixty.37 His portrait medal (Fig. 8), executed by Pastorino da Siena while 

both resided in the Belvedere, depicts a mature man with a full beard and receding 

hairline under his iconic skullcap.38 By this point in his life Titian had already begun to 

“perform” his old age for patrons—for example, writing to Charles V, on the cusp of his 

trip to Rome and three years before going to Augsburg, that he would have delivered a 

painting of the empress in person “if only the length of the voyage and my age permitted 

it.”39 

 Despite appearances, however, Vasari’s opinion of the effect of Rome on artists 

was somewhat nuanced. Maureen Pelta notes, for example, that the author was not 

satisfied by artists merely spending time in Rome, even if it was a considerable period. 

Rather, they had to demonstrate in their work that they had fully absorbed “the 

mythically transformative place.”40 David Young Kim’s recent volume The Traveling 

Artist in the Italian Renaissance: Geography, Mobility, and Style further reveals Vasari’s 

marked ambivalence regarding the effects of travel. While he criticized painters like 

                                                 
37 Although there is no direct documentation, Titian’s birthdate is now generally agreed as 1488; 

see the discussion in Joannides, Titian to 1518, 7–9. However, some scholars argue for a date between 

1483-5, most recently Augusto Gentili, Tiziano (Milan: 24 Ore Cultura, 2012), 14-15. 

38 See Chapter 4.  

39  “Se la longheza dil viaggio et l’età mia concedessen.” October 5, 1545. Puppi, Tiziano, 122–3, 

doc. 79. On the concept of old age as performance in Titian’s case, see Philip Sohm, The Artist Grows Old: 

The Aging of Art and Artists in Italy, 1500-1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 83-96. 

40 Maureen Pelta, “‘If He, with His Genius, Had Lived in Rome’: Vasari and the Transformative 

Myth of Rome,” in Reading Vasari, ed. Anne B. Barriault (London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2005), 164. 
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Correggio for failing to see Rome in their youth, for Rosso Fiorentino the very “air” of 

Rome had proved disastrous, resulting in what Vasari deemed his worst paintings in 

Santa Maria della Pace.41 Vasari, as I discuss in Chapter 4, attempted to attribute a similar 

vulnerability to the Roman climate to Titian, writing of the Ecce Homo that Titian made 

for Paul III, “whether it was the works of Michelangelo, of Raphael, of Polidoro and of 

the others which had made him slip, or some other reason, this work did not appear to the 

painters, although it was a good work, of that level of excellence of many of his other 

works, particularly the portraits.”42  

 The lines that directly follow in Vasari’s 1568 text serve as his sharpest retort to 

Dolce, who had described Titian’s Danaë as “that loveliest of nude figures for Cardinal 

Farnese which Michelangelo saw with amazement more than once.”43 Vasari described 

the encounter differently: 

Going one day to see Titian at the Belvedere, Michelangelo and Vasari 

saw a painting … of a female a nude, depicted as a Danae, who had in her 

lap Jove transformed into a shower of gold, and they much praised it, as 

one does in company. After they had left him, Buonarroti commended 

him, saying that his colorito and his style much pleased him but that it was 

a shame that in Venice one did not learn from the start to draw well and 

that those [Venetian] painters did not have a better method of study. … 

And in fact this is true, because who has not drawn enough and studied 

selected things, ancient or modern, cannot do well in practice, nor help 

things which one portrays from life, giving them that grace and perfection 

                                                 
41 David Young Kim, The Traveling Artist in the Italian Renaissance: Geography, Mobility, and 

Style (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 34–37. 

42 “A persuasione de’ quali fece, per donare al Papa, un Cristo dal mezzo in su, in forma di Ecce 

Homo: la quale opera, o fusse che le cose di Michelagnolo, di Raffaello, di Pulidoro e d’altri l’avessono 

fatto perdere. o qualche altra cagione, non parve ai pittori, tuttoché fusse buon’opera, di quell’eccellenza 

che molte altre sue, e particolarmente i ritratti.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812-3. See also Chapter 4. 

43 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 111, with 

facing original text. 
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that art gives beyond the order of nature, which normally produces some 

parts that are not beautiful.44   

 The meta-textual debate over Titian’s experience in Rome did not end with 

Vasari’s second edition. His stinging rebuke of Venetian colorito as mere imitation of 

nature rather than its perfection by means of disegno would inspire defensiveness in 

Venetian writers of the Seicento, for whom Titian’s time in Rome and reception by the 

pope was nothing more than another feather in an already-illustrious cap. Thus in 1622 

the so-called Anonimo di Tizianello would write, “Paul III also wanted him, whereby 

[Titian] made his portrait in Rome, and was honored and rewarded by that great 

pontiff.”45 In 1648, Carlo Ridolfi would respond directly to Vasari’s comments in his Le 

Maraviglie dell’arte: 

After having seen it [the Danaë], Michelangelo praised it as a singular 

work, affirming that it was impossible to use colors better; although Vasari 

declares with passionate feeling that he was weak in his sense of design, 

Titian was always considered incomparable by every sound mind in 

representing women’s bodies, which do not require notions of anatomy or 

the power of muscles but only a certain softness and gentle proportion.46  

Ridolfi incorporated part of Vasari’s report—that Michelangelo admired the painting’s 

colorito—even as he rejected the remainder, transforming the comparison into one 

                                                 
44 Translated in Rona Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 336-7. The original text is in Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813. See also 

Chapter 4. 

45 “E Paolo Terzo anche gli lo desiderò; onde in Roma gli fece il suo ritratto, e fu onorato da quel 

Sommo Pontefice, et stipendiato.” Tizianello, Breve compendio della vita di Tiziano: 1622, ed. Lionello 

Puppi (Milan: Il polifilo, 2009), 52. 

46  Translated in Carlo Ridolfi, The Life of Titian, trans. Julia Conaway Bondanella (University 

Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 93. The original text is in Carlo Ridolfi, Le 

Maraviglie dell’arte: overo le vite de gl’illustri pittori veneti, e dello stato, vol. 1 (Venice, 1648), 160–61. 
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between apples and oranges: Michelangelo excelled in the hard, muscled lines of male 

bodies, Titian in the soft, inviting flesh of female bodies.47 

 While these sources must be treated with due caution, they remain indispensable 

sources of information, particularly those written by individuals who knew Titian 

personally. While I do not agree with Paul Joannides’ flat assertion that “no statement 

about the young Titian emanating from the old one can be trusted,” for example, this 

dissertation avoids the kind of “interpretative gymnastics” that he notes have often been 

employed by art historians in order to make the reports of Vasari, Dolce, and others fit 

with their own interpretations.48 

 

Historiography: The Modern Sources 

 

 The modern historiography on Titian’s experience of Rome begins in 1877 with 

Joseph Archer Crowe and Giovanni Cavalcaselle. While their work remains valuable 

today, the authors clearly shared the sensitivity of earlier writers with regard to Vasari’s 

criticism of Titian’s lack of exposure to Rome in his early career, claiming “all that a 

genius of his class could obtain from a stay in the capital was enlarged experience, and 

                                                 
47 Both Michelangelo and Titian played with the concept of gender in their work; see Fredrika H. 

Jacobs, “Aretino and Michelangelo, Dolce and Titian: Femmina, Masculo, Grazia,” The Art Bulletin 82 

(2000): 51–67 as well as Rona Goffen, Titian’s Women (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1997), 11. 

48 Paul Joannides, “Titian, London and Madrid,” Paragone 58 (2004), 12-14. 
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that sort of superiority which a travelled man has over one who has not travelled.”49 

Georg Gronau took a more positive view of Titian’s decision in his 1911 monograph:  

We, however, must, I think be grateful that fate did not take Titian from 

Venice to Rome in his earlier years. The art atmosphere there was 

dangerous to a nature impressionable to foreign influences—and such was 

Titian’s in his younger years—we can see this best from its effect on the 

gifted Sebastiano del Piombo. The world would not have gained by a 

second example of such hybrid art.”50  

Subsequent objections to the relevance of Titian’s experience of Rome have 

coalesced around several themes: the artist’s clear economic motivation in seeking 

Farnese patronage; his long-term access to classical and contemporary art in Venice; 

and—most significant—the lack of any radical break in his style post-Rome.  

With regard to the first theme, we owe our awareness of the economic 

underpinnings of Titian’s relationship with the Farnese to the work Amadeo Ronchini, 

followed by Celso Fabbro and more recently Roberto Zapperi. 51 Titian’s investment in 

land on the terraferma (including the construction of a house at Col di Manza, northeast 

of Conegliano) led him to try to add the adjoining lands of an abbey, San Pietro in Colle, 

by acquiring its benefice for his son Pomponio, an effort for which he found Farnese 

influence necessary. Ultimately, however, the incumbent of this abbey, the archbishop of 

Santa Severina, Giulio Sertorio, would prove unwilling to cede it. The implication that 

Titian’s Roman journey was a failure—one that emerges from an over-emphasis on his 

                                                 
49 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:117. 

50 Georg Gronau, Titian (London: Duckworth, 1911), 135. 

51 Amadeo Ronchini, “Delle relazioni di Tiziano coi Farnesi,” Atti e memorie della deputazione di 

storia patria per le provincie modenesi 2 (1864): 129–46; Celso Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 

Archivio storico di Belluno, Feltre e Cadore 38 (1967), 1-18; Roberto Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnesi: aspetti 

economici del rapporto di commitenza,” Bollettino d’arte 76 (1991), 39-48. 
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economic motive—has reduced its level of interest for scholars, particularly when viewed 

in contrast to his successes in Augsburg in 1548 and beyond. Yet considered on its own 

terms, without being obscured by such historical hindsight, Titian’s Roman period 

reveals greater complexity about the artist’s goals and practice than previous scholars 

realized. 

Our second theme—Titian’s pre-Roman interest in, and access to, the art of 

classical antiquity as well as his contemporaries beyond Venice—has long been of 

interest to scholars, who have scoured his work for quotations drawn from other visual 

sources.52 His first major commission, the frescoes for the Scuola del Santo in Padua, 

executed 1509-11, represent a notable early example in which Titian drew upon both 

ancient and contemporary sources. In the fresco of the Miracle of the Speaking Babe, for 

example, the artist drew on an imperial relief fragment in Ravenna for the statue in the 

background (Figs. 9-10), while in the Miracle of the Jealous Husband, the figure of the 

dying wife was inspired by Michelangelo’s near-contemporary Eve from the Sistine 

Ceiling (Figs. 11-12).53 The latter quotation recently prompted a scholar to suggest that 

Titian stole away from Padua and made the journey to Rome to see the Sistine ceiling in 

person; while this seems unlikely, given the difficulty, danger, and expense of such a trip 

during a time of war, it illustrates the seductive power of placing Titian in Rome at the 

                                                 
52 For example see Ludwig Curtius, “Zum Antikenstudium Tizians,” Archiv Für Kunstgeschichte 

28 (1938): 233–41; Otto J. Brendel, “Borrowings from Ancient Art in Titian,” The Art Bulletin 37, no. 2 

(1955): 113–25; Marilyn Perry, “On Titian’s ‘Borrowings’ from Ancient Art: A Cautionary Case,” in 

Tiziano e Venezia: convegno internazionale di studi, Venezia, 1976 (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1980), 187–91. 

53 Paul Joannides, “Titian and Michelangelo/Michelangelo and Titian,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Titian, ed. Patricia Meilman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 125-6; Goffen, 

Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 267–68. 
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“proper” moment in his career.54 When he was designing the Averoldi Polyptych (Fig. 

13) a decade later, Titian evidently had access to some of Michelangelo’s drawings, such 

as one in Paris (Fig. 14) that inspired his figure of Saint Sebastian. The figure of Christ, 

meanwhile, draws on the sculpture of Laocoön (Fig. 15), discovered only in 1506, as well 

as on Raphael.55  

 Such sustained “virtual access” to classical and Central Italian sources over the 

course of his career has been understood as lessening the impact of Titian’s direct 

experience of Rome in person in 1545-6. However, as scholars including André Chastel, 

Ruth Kennedy, and David Rosand emphasize, Titian’s use of sources was much more 

often thematic rather than direct. Kennedy, likening Titian to Keats, notes that the painter 

was a “dreamer and not an archeologist.” 56 Accordingly, a primary purpose of this 

dissertation is to take a comprehensive approach to the development of Titian’s career in 

and around his Roman journey, rather than to add to our storehouse of possible visual 

sources among the works Titian saw in Rome, or to track the appearance of such motifs 

in the artist’s later work. 

                                                 
54 Carlo Bertelli, Intermezzi veneziani (Milan: Skira, 2005), 119–37. As discussed below and in 

Chapter 2, it is also unnecessary to posit such an early trip to Rome given the quantity of drawings, prints, 

and other forms of visual and textual information that flowed into Venice during this period. 

55 Though the figure had long been associated with Michelangelo’s unfinished marble sculptures 

in the Louvre, Michael Hirst was the first to point out the link to the drawing. See Michelangelo and His 

Drawings (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 18. See also Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: 

Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 289–93, who describes this painting as “the first chapter of 

Titian’s autobiography, a characteristically self-referential exploitation of style.”  

56 André Chastel, “Titien et les humanistes,” in Tiziano e il manierismo europeo, ed. Rodolfo 

Pallucchini (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 1978), 105–7; Ruth Kennedy, “Tiziano in Roma,” in Il mondo antico 

nel rinascimento Atti del V Convegno internazionale di studi sul rinascimento (Florence: Istituto Nazionale 

di Studi sul Rinascimento, 1956), 237–43; David Rosand, “Ut Pictor Poeta: Meaning in Titian’s Poesie,” 

New Literary History 3, no. 3 (1972): 527–46. 
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 A third theme that has detracted from the study of this period is that scholars have 

never identified a radical break in Titian’s style and working practice after his return from 

Rome. The many changes that did occur in the following years, including the workshop’s 

production of multiple originals, the artist’s increasingly broken brushstroke, and his 

interest in self-portraiture, have tended to be linked with the artist’s career post-1550 and 

to his relationship with the Hapsburgs. Further complicating the picture is the fact that the 

full development of Titian’s late style—the period that has attracted the lion’s share of 

both popular and scholarly attention in recent decades—is associated with this last 

quarter-century of his life, when Philip II and other members of the family received the 

bulk of his autograph work.57 Again, we find that historical hindsight favors the artist’s 

1548 trip to Augsburg as symbolic beginning of this exciting phase. His experience of 

Rome, in comparison, appears to be little more than a false start. 

 These are the largely negative answers that scholarship has given, whether 

explicitly or implicitly, to the question did Titian’s experience of Rome matter? This 

dissertation argues in contrast that we can, in fact, gain a new understanding of the 

artist’s career in this significant and transitional decade by using his experience of Rome 

as a lens onto his business strategies, working practice, and developing visual aesthetic in 

the 1540s. This approach requires a slight reshaping the parameters of the initial 

                                                 
57 Recent publications focused on the late style include Pagden, ed. Late Titian and the Sensuality 

of Painting; Lionello Puppi and Letizia Lonzi, eds., La notte di San Lorenzo: genesi, contesti, peripezie di 

un capolavoro di Tiziano (Crocetta del Montello (TV): Terra ferma, 2013); Paula Carabell, “Finito and 

Non-Finito in Titian’s Last Paintings,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 28 (1995): 78–93; Jodi Cranston, 

The Muddied Mirror: Materiality and Figuration in Titian’s Later Paintings (University Park, Pa.: 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010); and Augusto Gentili, “Descrizioni per il grande vecchio: quadri 

finiti, infiniti, non finiti (veri e finti), e le ragioni dell'iconologia,” Venezia Cinquecento 36 (2008), 197-

230. 
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question—rather than focus purely on the eight months Titian spent resident at the papal 

court, this dissertation first considers his journey within the context of a broader “Farnese 

turn,” which began as early as 1539. At that point, as we can judge from Aretino’s letter 

with which this chapter began, Titian had evidently turned his attention to cultivating 

papal patronage, though he would not receive an invitation to Rome itself for six years. 

Without a doubt, he was pressed in this period by dynastic concerns and changes in his 

patronage base, but the picture was both more complex, and the artist’s responses more 

creative, than we have previously acknowledged. Only through tracing Titian’s long road 

to Rome can we fully understand the impact of the artist’s innovative business strategies, 

changing working practice, and developing visual aesthetic in the first years of the 1540s.  

Then, by turning to the artist’s time in Rome itself, I demonstrate the ways in 

which this experience served as a catalyst for experimentation in certain areas of his 

practice. By bringing him into direct contact with artists and artifacts that had long been 

the object of his virtual study, his time in Rome offered him new opportunities to engage 

with the paragone in competition with his old antagonist Michelangelo, not only through 

the particularly Venetian facture of the Danaë but through experimentation with a totally 

new type of support (slate). His encounter with Pastorino offered him the opportunity to 

shape his own “canonical” self-representation in a manner that would be continued in the 

surviving self-portraits in Berlin and Madrid. Even Titian’s increasingly open 

brushwork—making its notable appearance in this period, though it would reach its 

fullest extent only in later decades—can be read as a form of resistance against the local 

painterly norms he found in Roman artistic culture. 
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 Radical shifts are scarce during Titian’s career, despite its six decades’ duration. 

Developments not only in terms of style but in terms of workshop and business practice 

can almost always be found to be rooted in changes earlier in his career—a model thus 

based on continuity, rather than crisis. This dissertation does not attempt to rewrite 

history in favor of claiming his Roman sojourn as a watershed moment, but I will argue 

that Rome—in a broader chronological and thematic sense— played a greater role than 

we have previously recognized in the significant shifts that occurred in Titian’s career 

during the 1540s. 

 

Methodology 

 

 Embedded in the fabric of social history, this dissertation foregrounds the agency 

and mobility of objects within human social networks in order to provide fresh 

perspective onto Titian’s activity during the 1540s. In this investigation Titian’s 

paintings, as well as other objects with which he was linked—such as medals, prints, 

etc.—are of primary documentary importance.58 Wherever possible, I supplement close 

examination of these works with technical and conservation data that provide clues to the 

development of Titian’s style and to his working practice. The extensive published 

correspondence among the “galaxy of personalities” who formed part of Titian’s network 

                                                 
58 Michel Hochmann recently decried the continued marginalization of technical data in art-

historical writing; see Colorito: la technique des peintres vénitiens à la Renaissance (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2015), 11-14. Scholars’ ability to make use of such data relies on the resources of individual museums and 

collections to produce and disseminate it. The field of Titian studies has been very fortunate in this regard 

thanks in no small part to the efforts of the National Gallery in London, whose Technical Bulletins are cited 

frequently herein. 



- 24 - 

during this period, including Aretino, Bembo, Giovanni della Casa, and others, provide 

primary context for the circumstances of the production of these works and of Titian’s 

opportunities and strategies. As noted above, the critical texts of Dolce, Vasari, and other 

contemporaries will also be examined as key points of reference.  

 The next two chapters develop a framework through which we can 

analyze and evaluate Titian’s Roman experience—an experience that, as mentioned 

above, encompassed much more than his eight months of physical residence in the papal 

city. Chapter Two situates Titian’s experience of Rome and its artistic culture within the 

historical context of the fraught relationship between Venice and Rome during the first 

half of the Cinquecento. Drawing on the concept of “making publics” developed by 

Bronwen Wilson, Paul Yachnin, and others, I demonstrate the variety of pathways—

including drawings, prints, artifacts, and even speech acts—through which knowledge of 

Rome, its mythos, and its cultural artifacts circulated into Venice to form one such 

“public.”59 The final part of the chapter builds on this picture to create a case study of the 

Laocoön as one of the most “mobile” of all of Rome’s antiquities, and a work with which 

Titian was deeply involved before, during, and after his Roman experience. 

 Chapter Three considers Titian’s position at about 1540, at a moment when he 

appeared to be in control of the field of painting in Venice. As opposed to the model of 

“mannerist crisis” posited by Rodolfo Pallucchini to explain Titian’s activity in the first 

years of this new decade, I examine the concatenation of pressures, including a lack of 

patronage and financial and family difficulties, as factors which urged Titian to develop 

                                                 
59 Bronwen Wilson and Paul Edward Yachnin, eds., Making Publics in Early Modern Europe: 

People, Things, Forms of Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2010). 
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new career-building strategies.60 Drawing on historical perspectives regarding early 

modern friendship, this chapter demonstrates how Titian responded to these new 

conditions by taking advantage of the uniquely social dimension of portraiture, the genre 

for which he received the greatest amount of contemporary praise, and recruiting his 

paintings to do work for him in the social realm.61 These highly mobile objects helped to 

galvanize support within an expanding “worknet” that included friends both old (Bembo, 

Aretino, Sebastiano) and new (Giovanni della Casa).62 Within this context, Titian’s 

paintings emerge as active social agents, capable of forming and reinforcing relationships 

on their maker’s behalf, but equally possessed of their own “social lives” once they 

moved from the confines of his Venetian workshop.63 

 The next two chapters focus in on Titian’s experience of Roman culture under 

Pope Paul III in 1545-6. Chapter Four examines Titian’s experience of mid-Cinquecento 

Roman culture as it was mediated through the context of a single, culturally rich space: 

the Vatican Belvedere. With reference to the satirical Ape Laocoön print, designed 

shortly after his return, I demonstrate a way in which Titian’s extended exposure to one 

of the best collections of ancient statuary in the city served as a catalyst for his changing 

relationship with this sculpture, already introduced in Chapter 2. Drawing on models of 

                                                 
60 Rodolfo Pallucchini, Tiziano (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1969); Rodolfo Pallucchini, Da Tiziano a 

El Greco: per la storia del Manierismo a Venezia, 1540-1590 (Milan: Electa, 1981). 

61 Dale Kent, Friendship, Love, and Trust in Renaissance Florence (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2009). 

62 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 

63 Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
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both collaboration and competition, I examine how Titian’s relationships with other 

artists active in this space, including Pastorino da Siena, Sebastiano del Piombo, and 

Michelangelo, affected the work that he produced there, with special reference to the two 

paintings that Vasari criticized in his 1568 text: the Danaë and the Ecce Homo. I 

demonstrate that Titian’s response to his Roman environment was much more varied than 

previously recognized, a response that took the form of innovation as well as resistance. 

 Chapter Five pulls back slightly to consider Titian within the larger context of 

Farnese Rome, and, in particular, in relationship to the Farnese ideology that animated 

the pope’s artistic and urban commissions. Within this environment, I demonstrate the 

ways in which Titian’s portraits of the male members of the Farnese stirpe were intended 

to perform work both for the artist and for his clients, shaping their “brand” at a critical 

juncture in their fraught contest with Titian’s other great patron, Charles V. I also suggest 

that one metric by which we can understand his works’ success can be measured by their 

“afterlife” in subsequent Farnese commissions by Vasari, Francesco Salviati, and Taddeo 

Zuccaro. 

 Chapter Six examines the final development of Titian’s Farnese strategy, 

including his acceptance of Roman citizenship, an honor which he shared with two other 

artists who helped shape the public face of the Farnese program, Michelangelo and 

Guglielmo della Porta. Rather than an immediate failure, Titian’s departure from the city 

in 1546 reads as a conscious ellipsis, one which the painter left open in the case of an 

eventual return. In 1549, the sudden death of Paul III and the subsequent instability of the 
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family’s fortunes would put an end to their association with the artist, along with many of 

the hopes of the celeberimma stirpe Farnese. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE ROLE OF ROME IN TITIAN’S VENICE 

 

 Titian’s attention to Rome and the Farnese in the 1540s had a significant 

precedent from the very beginning of his career. In 1513, the young artist had declined 

the opportunity to become part of the court of Leo X and instead used his papal invitation 

to his own advantage in Venice, leveraging the possibility of his departure into a valuable 

state commission in the Palazzo Ducale. This had been Titian’s bold debut into the game 

of politics and patronage that he would play all his life with patrons of increasing rank 

and power. Before we consider the road to Rome that Titian began to seek around 1540, 

we need to consider the role that Rome played as a thread running through Titian’s earlier 

career in Venice. A careful reading of Titian’s petition to the Council of Ten of 1513 

reveals not only the shape of the young artist’s ambitions and business strategy, but also 

the place of Rome in Titian’s Venice. Situating Titian within the geopolitical context of 

Venice during the age of the Italian Wars (1495-1559), a period that spanned the bulk of 

his career, further casts light on the twin poles of Venice and Rome, each representing 

during this period not only a political, but an artistic foil for the other.1 

The circulation of information and cultural products moved through a myriad of 

pathways, including maps, prints, guidebooks, and even conversation, carrying Rome in 

both its ancient grandeur and modern corruption into the Venetian lagoon. Rome’s 

cultural legacy was particularly marked within Titian’s own immediate social fabric. The 

                                                 
1 See Michel Hochmann, Venise et Rome 1500-1600: deux écoles de peinture et leurs échanges 

(Geneva: Droz, 2004). 
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same friends and allies (including Bembo, Serlio, Sansovino, and Aretino, among others) 

upon whom the artist would rely for a second invitation to Rome were also those who 

those most able to provide him with information—and perhaps prejudice—about the 

city’s ancient and contemporary wonders. The final part of the chapter builds on this 

picture to create a case study of the Laocoön as one of the most “mobile” of all of 

Rome’s antiquities, and one which had fascinated Titian along with so many other artists 

after its discovery in 1506.  

 

The Petition of 1513: Titian’s First Cover Letter 

 

“Having from childhood, most Serene Prince and most excellent lords, I 

TICIAN, your humble servant of Cadore, placed myself to learn the art of 

painting, less from desire for gain than to try to acquire some small portion 

of fame and to be numbered among those who at the present time exercise 

the profession of this art. And even though both previously and also even 

now I have been insistently requested both by his Holiness the Pope and 

by other lords to go and serve them, nevertheless, as your Sublimity’s 

most faithful subject, and desiring, to leave some memory in this great 

city, I have considered, if it seems acceptable to your Sublimity, to request 

the forthcoming commission to be painted in the Great Council room, and 

to put into it, as long as my life lasts, all my mind and spirit, taking on the 

task, if it seems appropriate to your Sublimity, of that battle piece on the 

side wall facing the piazza, which is the most difficult and a task no other 

painter, until now, has wished to undertake. 

Most excellent senators, I would be content to receive in recompense for 

the work which I will do whatever payment is judged appropriate and 

much less. But because, as I have said above, I value only my own honour 

and wish to have no more than what is necessary to live, if it would please 

your Sublimity to deign to award me for my lifetime the first Sanseria of 

the Fondaco dei Tedeschi which becomes vacant, in whatever manner and 

not taking account of other requests, with the terms, conditions, 

obligations, and exemptions of Mr. Giovanni Bellini, and two young men 

that I wish to keep with me to assist me, to be paid from the Salt Office, 

together with the colours and other things necessary, as in the past months 
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was conceded to the said Mr. Giovanni Bellini by the above mentioned 

Illustrious Council; in return I promise to your Most Excellent Councillors 

to make this work with such rapidity and excellence and [that] you will be 

very content with it; To whom I humbly recommend myself.2 

Titian was about twenty-five when he offered this bargain to the Council of Ten 

in 1513: he would complete a painting for the Sala del Maggior Consiglio in the Palazzo 

Ducale in exchange for a spettativa, or a hold, on a sinecure that was typically given to 

painters who worked for the state.3 The painting in question was a battle picture, the final 

part of a series depicting the twelfth-century conflict between the papacy and the Holy 

Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa in which Venice had played a key role.4 Other 

artists’ reluctance to seek the commission may have been due to its intended location on 

the lagoon side of the hall between two large windows, which made viewing conditions 

challenging, or perhaps because of the subject matter, which required many horses—a 

feat traditionally associated with virtuoso artists from Pisanello to Leonardo.5  

The sinecure in question was a sansaria, a position in the salt office that entitled 

its holder to a tax exemption as well as perhaps 100 ducats in annual income.6 At the time 

                                                 
2 This translation is from Joannides, Titian to 1518, 163. The original text appears there in note 1, 

but see also Puppi’s annotations in Tiziano, 37, doc. 1. 

3 On the decoration of Palazzo Ducale, see Wolfgang Wolters, The Doge’s Palace in Venice: A 

Tour through Art and History (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2010). 

4 On the question of the precise subject of the battle picture (never named in the documents, 

though it is frequently referred to in secondary literature as the Battle of Spoleto and more rarely as the 

Battle of Cadore) see Erica Tietze-Conrat, “Titian’s Design for the Battle of Cadore,” Gazette Des Beaux-

Arts 34 (1948): 239–42 and Patricia Meilman, “Historical Tradition and Political Strategy: Titian’s Battle 

Painting,” in Titian: Materiality, Likeness, Istoria, ed. Joanna Woods-Marsden (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 

97–111. 

5 Tietze-Conrat, “Titian’s Design for the Battle of Cadore,” 206. 

6 In 1537, the Council of Ten would blast Titian for having accomplished nothing on the battle 

picture: “Gia sono circa anni vinti cum tirar le utilita di quella che possono esser de ducati 100 allanno oltra 
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of Titian’s proposal Giovanni Bellini held this post; since it was generally understood to 

pass on the basis of seniority among the artists who worked in the Palazzo Ducale, 

Carpaccio might well have expected to inherit it at Bellini’s death. However, on May 31, 

1513, the patrician diarist Marin Sanudo recorded that “Today the Council of Ten, 

meeting without the zonta, voted that Titian the painter should work in the hall of the 

Great Council, as the other painters do. However, he will not earn a salary, but will have 

the usual expectation of those who have painted. Among them were Gentili and Giovanni 

Bellini and Vetor Scarpaza [Vittore Carpaccio], and now it is the turn of this Titian.”7   

Once he had achieved his objective, Titian neglected to actually do any work until 

1538, and since the painting was destroyed in the fire of 1577, it is difficult to know what 

he had in mind in 1513.8 Still, the young artist’s confidence in his ability to handle the 

commission was probably not ill-placed. A year or so later, for example, he would 

demonstrate his ability to orchestrate dramatic action over a vast field with the design for 

the twelve-block woodcut of The Submersion of Pharaoh’s Army in the Red Sea (Fig. 

16).9 In any event, the battle picture itself is of less interest here than the document that 

                                                                                                                                                 
li ducati 18 in 20 della tansa annual che li sono sta lassati.” Giovanni Battista Lorenzi, Monumenti per 

servire alla storia del Palazzo Ducale di Venezia, vol. 1 (Venice, 1868), 219, doc. 462. 

7 Translated in Marin Sanudo, Venice, Cità Excelentissima: Selections from the Renaissance 

Diaries of Marin Sanudo, eds. Patricia H. Labalme and Laura Sanguineti White, trans. Linda L. Carroll 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), 456. Originally published in Marino Sanudo, I diarii di 

Marino Sanuto, vol. 16 (Bologna: Forni Editore, 1969), 316.  

8 Tietze-Conrat was the first to identify a surviving sketch of the composition in the Louvre; see  

“Titian’s Design for the Battle of Cadore.” However, this drawing is now considered to represent a 

midpoint in the composition’s development, rather than a final idea; see M. Agnese Chiari Moretto Weil, 

Titian Drawings (New York: Rizzoli, 1990), 90–91, cat. no. 24. 

9 Michelangelo Muraro and David Rosand, Titian and the Venetian Woodcut (Washington, D.C.: 

International Exhibitions Foundation, 1981), 73. 
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resulted in its commission. Petitioning the Council of Ten was an audacious move, 

considering that Titian was a relative newcomer whose most public work so far in the 

city was the set of frescoes on the Fondaco dei Tedeschi.10 By asking the Council to 

declare all other prospective claims on the sansaria void, Titian was effectively 

attempting to launch himself  directly into the ranks of the Bellini brothers, Carpaccio, 

and the other “semi-official” state painters of the previous generation—a gambit that 

proved successful, at least initially.11  

This document is the earliest one we can link to Titian, but it is unlikely he was 

personally responsible for its content. As Ridolfi later wrote of the painter, “he had 

courteous manners, and though he was not well-lettered, he had many natural gifts.”12 

Throughout his career, in fact, Titian would compensate for his limited formal education 

by surrounding himself with friends and allies who could supply the humanist 

sophistication he lacked.13 Pietro Aretino, for example, who arrived in Venice in 1526, 

                                                 
10 By 1511 he was evidently a maestro within the Arte dei Depentori; see Giorgio Tagliaferro and 

Bernard Aikema, Le botteghe di Tiziano (Florence: Alinari 24 ORE, 2009), 16. Venice had a particularly 

conservative guild structure; there was no independent arte for figureri until 1683, and no proper academy 

until 1754, as David Rosand explains in Painting in Cinquecento Venice: Titian, Veronese, Tintoretto (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 9–12. 

11 On the ambiguous status of the “state painter” in Venice, see Charles Hope, “Titian’s role as 

Official Painter to the Venetian Republic,” in Tiziano e Venezia: convegno internazionale di studi, Venezia, 

1976 (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1980), 301–5. For the artist’s long struggle to hold on to the sansaria, see Crowe 

and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 1:154-161. Tom Nichols characterizes Titian’s petition as a pointed attack on 

Bellini, but I agree with David Alan Brown’s assessment that their conflict was generational, not personal. 

See Tom Nichols, Titian and the End of the Venetian Renaissance (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), 30; 

David Alan Brown, “Bellini and Titian,” in Titian: Prince of Painters, ed. Susanna Biadene (Munich: 

Prestel, 1990), 63. 

12 “Hebbe cortesi maniere e benché non fosse di molta letteratura, fu dotato di naturali doni.” 

Quoted in Chastel, “Les humanistes,” 105. 

13 Hope has been at pains to emphasize Titian’s lack of formal education for some time; see for 

example “Problems of Interpretation in Titian’s Erotic Paintings,” in Tiziano e Venezia: convegno 

internazionale di studi, Venezia, 1976 (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1980) as well as Hope, Titian, 11.  
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would be responsible for many of Titian’s flowery letters to the Spanish court, and after 

his death many other letters can be attributed to the writer Giovanni Maria Verdizotti.14 

Titian’s assistant with the 1513 petition is unknown; Erica Tietze-Conrat suggests the 

name of Andrea Navagero, who Dolce mentioned in connection to Titian’s invitation to 

Rome. Navagero was accomplished humanist and diplomat who would be chosen by the 

Venetian Senate in 1516 to take charge of Cardinal Bessarion’s library, as well as to 

become the official historian of the Venetian state.15  

The involvement of a humanist like Navagero would explain the petition’s 

references to the discourse on fame, which Leon Battista Alberti had applied to the 

position of the artist in his Della Pittura of 1435.16 The petition began, for example, by 

explicitly denying a profit motive and instead claiming that the young artist only desired 

to achieve fame; that is, “to leave some memory in this great city,” and to “to be 

numbered among those who exercise the profession of this art.” In his text, Alberti had 

repeatedly urged artists to disdain profit in favor of fame. In Book Two, for example, he 

wrote, “The first great care of one who seeks to obtain eminence in painting is to acquire 

the fame and renown of the ancients. It is useful to remember that avarice is always the 

                                                 
14 See Giorgio Padoan, “Titian’s Letters,” in Titian: Prince of Painters, ed. Susanna Biadene 

(Munich: Prestel, 1990), 43–52 and Erica Tietze-Conrat, “Titian as Letter Writer,” Art Bulletin 26 (1941): 

117–23. 

15 Tietze-Conrat, “Titian as Letter Writer,” 122. Hope agrees that Navagero is a reasonable 

suggestion, though no evidence corroborates it; see “Postfazione,” in Tiziano: l’epistolario, ed. Lionello 

Puppi (Florence: Alinari 24 ore, 2012), 349. 

16 On the changing status of the artist in this period, see Andrew Martindale, The Rise of the Artist 

in the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1972); Francis Ames-Lewis, The 

Intellectual Life of the Early Renaissance Artist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002); Patricia 

Emison, Creating the “divine” artist from Dante to Michelangelo (Boston: Brill, 2004). 
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enemy of virtue. Rarely can anyone given to acquisition of wealth acquire renown.”17 In 

Book Three, he wrote, “The aim of painting: to give pleasure, good will and fame to the 

painter more than riches.”18  

Titian and his amanuensis did not base their supplication solely on an appeal to 

their well-educated audience; rather, the petition uses some practical leverage, implying 

that without appropriate encouragement from the Venetian state, the painter might be 

tempted to accept one of the offers he had received “from his Holiness the Pope and other 

lords.” It is not clear whether there actually were any “other lords” jostling for Titian’s 

services at this early stage in his career, but the Council might well have been aware of 

the papal invitation he had received shortly after the election of Leo X on March 9, which 

would be reported by both Dolce and Vasari. According to the former: 

[Titian’s fame] reached Rome, too, and led Pope Leo to invite Titian there 

with highly distinguished proposals so that Rome should possess, above 

and beyond the paintings of Raphael and Michelangelo, something divine 

from his hand. But the great Navagero, who understood this man’s 

painting just as if it were poetry … managed to prevent Titian’s going 

there, out of an awareness that Venice, in losing him, would be despoiled 

of one of its greatest adornments.19 

Vasari differs in crediting the invitation to Pietro Bembo, the pope’s new segretario 

privato, and omitting any mention of Navagero:  

Having been called to Rome by Bembo, who was then secretary to pope 

Leo X and who [Titian] had already portrayed, so that he might see Rome, 

Raphael, and the others, Titian continued to push the journey off from one 

                                                 
17 Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, trans. John R. Spencer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1970), 66. 

18 Ibid., 88. 

19 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 193, with 

facing original text.  
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day to the next until, Leo and Raphael having died in 1520, he never 

wound up going at all.20 

It appears that Navagero and Bembo, who were good friends, were engaged in a bit of 

gentle jousting over the “custody” of the young painter between Venice and Rome.21  

 Titian’s relationship with Bembo, which would last until the latter’s death in 

1547, was predicated on portraiture, and this may even have been what brought the two 

men together initially, as Vasari’s account implies that Titian painted an early portrait of 

the humanist.22 The presence of the Bembo family stemma in Titian’s Tobias and the 

Angel in the Accademia, dated variously between 1507-8 and 1511-14, may also hint at 

further, otherwise unknown commissions from Bembo.23 The poet and humanist was an 

enthusiastic, if cash-strapped patron, and he must have appreciated the prodigious talent 

Titian demonstrated in the genre, as other portraits from his early career testify.24 For 

                                                 
20 “Dopo, essendo chiamato a Roma dal Bembo, che allora era secretario di papa Leone X, et il 

quale aveva già ritratto, acciò che vedesse Roma, Raffaello da Urbino et altri, andò tanto menando Tiziano 

la cosa d’oggi in domani, che, morto Leone e Raffaello l’anno 1520, non v’andò altrimenti.” Vasari, 

Giuntina, 2:809. 

21 Their circle in Rome included Baldassare Castiglione, Agostino Beazzano, and Raphael. In 

1516, Raphael would paint the double portrait of Beazzano and Navagero which Michiel saw in Bembo’s 

house in Padua, and which is today in the Doria Pamphili collection. See Susan Nalezyty, “Il 

Collezionismo Poetico: Cardinal Pietro Bembo and the Formation of Collecting Practices in Venice and 

Rome in the Early Sixteenth-Century” (Ph.D. dissertation, Temple University, 2011), 130–35, cat. no. 15.  

22 The painting is untraced. Harold Wethey doubts such an early portrait existed, though he does 

not mention Vasari as a source; see The Paintings of Titian, vol. 2 (London: Phaidon, 1969), 82, cat. no. 15. 

23 Gentili notes the stemma and argues for a date of 1507-8, in keeping with his earlier birthdate; 

see Tiziano, 19. Joannides, discussing the painting in his book (without making reference to the stemma), 

argues that the angel’s outstretched arm is taken from Michelangelo's Creation of Adam and the picture 

thus must date post-1511, though he considers 1514 more likely. See Joannides, Titian to 1518, 165-8. 

24 My approach to Bembo’s relationship with Titian and others in their Venetian and Roman circle 

is deeply indebted to the work of Susan Nalezyty. In addition to her already-cited dissertation “Il 

Collezionismo Poetico,” see also her recently published book Pietro Bembo and the Intellectual Pleasures 

of a Renaissance Writer and Art Collector (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017).  
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example, the c.1510 Man with the Blue Sleeve (Fig. 17)—once thought to be the artist’s 

self-portrait—the insistent materiality of the quilted sleeve, overflowing the parapet to 

enter our space, complements the reticence of the sitter’s coolly appraising gaze.25 

Titian’s talent might have appealed to his discerning eye as much as the low price of an 

emerging artist appealed to his purse.26 As we will see in the next chapter, Titian’s 

portraits for and of Bembo would play a significant role in the painter’s efforts to achieve 

a second invitation to the Farnese court decades later.  

Bembo also frequented Giovanni Bellini’s studio, which could provide a possible 

context for his (and perhaps by extension, Navagero’s) encounter with Titian.27 However, 

despite a long affirmative tradition based on the accounts of Vasari, Dolce, and Ridolfi in 

this regard, Jill Dunkerton and Marika Spring have recently argued that very little 

technical evidence can be found to support the idea that Titian actually learned to paint 

from Bellini.28 As mentioned above, it is reasonable to assume that Vasari and Dolce 

                                                 
25 Antonio Mazzotta, “A ‘gentiluomo da Ca’ Barbarigo’ by Titian in the National Gallery,” 

Burlington Magazine 154 (2012): 12–19. 

26 As Bembo’s biographer notes, his chief weakness was acquisitiveness; see Carol Kidwell, 

Pietro Bembo Lover, Linguist, Cardinal (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2004), 388. 

27 On the relationship between Bembo and Bellini, see David Alan Brown, “Bembo and Bellini,” 

in Pietro Bembo e le arti, ed. Guido Beltramini, Howard Burns, and Davide Gasparotto (Venice: Marsilio, 

2013), 309–28 See Chapter 3, on Vasari’s report that Bembo repaid Bellini with a sonnet on a portrait the 

artist had painted of his mistress. 

28 They propose that Titian was a “floater” among studios in the city, though I disagree that his 

nominally-higher social status relative to other garzoni would have entitled him to exemption from guild 

rules. Following Crowe and Cavalcaselle, they also suggest that the Zuccato workshop may have played a 

bigger role in Titian’s training than we realize, particularly in terms of fresco, which Bellini barely 

practiced. Jill Dunkerton et al., “Titian’s Painting Technique before 1540,” National Gallery Technical 

Bulletin 34 (2013): 5–7. 
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received much of their information about Titian from the man himself, which makes this 

new assertion, based on technical analysis, even more relevant.  

Evidence of Titian’s image-management with regard to Bellini and to his own 

position within the Venetian painting tradition is evident elsewhere in their respective 

texts. For example, though both Dolce and Vasari highlighted the early distinction the 

painter received from the Venetian state, neither made reference to the petition that made 

it possible. Instead, both writers linked it to another lost picture Titian painted in the Sala 

del Gran Consiglio, this one in 1523: the Submission of Emperor Barbarossa, which had 

been left incomplete by Bellini at his death in 1516.29 Dolce only mentioned the 

“honorific commission” given in connection with the Barbarossa picture when “Titian 

was still very young.”30 In contrast Vasari made the connection explicit: 

Having been left imperfect by the death of Giovanni Bellini a history 

painting in the Sala del Gran Consiglio in which Federico Barbarossa, at 

the door of the church of San Marco, is kneeling before pope Alexander 

III who is putting his  foot on his throat, Titian finished it, changing many 

things and making many portraits from life of his friends and others; 

wherefore he merited from the Senate to have an office through the 

Fondaco de’ Tedeschi, which is called the Senseria, which rendered three 

hundred scudi per year: an office which those signori had typically tended 

to give to the most excellent painter of their city.31 

                                                 
29 Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 3:233, cat. no. L-6. According to Francesco Sansovino, 

Titian’s painting included portraits of Bembo, Navagero, and their friend Beazzano in the crowd; see 

Venetia città nobilissima et singolare (Venice: Jacomo Sansovino, 1581), 134. See also the newly-

published translation by Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks, Sansovino’s Venice (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2017). 

30 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 191, with 

facing original text. I would translate the first phrase (“honesta provisione”) literally, insofar that it makes 

reference to the sansaria; Roskill’s choice of the word “commission” seems to imply instead that the 

assignment for the fresco was itself the reward. 

31 “Essendo poi rimasa imperfetta per la morte di Giovan Bellino, nella sala del Gran Consiglio, 

una storia dove Federico Barbarossa alla porta della chiesa di San Marco sta ginocchioni innanzi a papa 

Alessandro Terzo, che gli mette il piè sopra la gola, la fornì Tiziano, mutando molte cose e facendovi molti 
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By omitting any mention of the petition, their narratives make it appear that the Venetian 

state spontaneously recognized and rewarded Titian’s talent. If we consider this in 

relationship with their joint accounts of the artist’s education in Bellini’s workshop, it 

becomes clear that Titian used their narratives to re-shape his origin story, presenting 

himself as more closely associated to Bellini—and through him, to the tradition of 

Venetian painting—than he may really have been.32 At the same time, he was able to 

downplay his unorthodox approach to obtaining both the commission and the sansaria. 

 Why was Titian’s 1513 petition approved by the Council of Ten? The best answer, 

according to Paul Joannides, is that the artist had already begun to make friends in 

powerful places.33  This is certainly accurate, and reminds us that Titian was attentive to 

the power of networks from the very beginning of his career, but I would also suggest 

that two external factors may have worked in the artist’s favor. The first was cash; 

Bellini’s team had already cost Venice a great deal of money, whereas Titian only asked 

for salaries for his assistants and his expenses in addition to the spettativa.34 The second 

                                                                                                                                                 
ritratti di naturale di suoi amici et altri; onde meritò da quel Senato avere nel Fondaco de’ Tedeschi un 

uffizio, che si chiama la Senseria, che rende trecento scudi l’anno: il quale ufficio hanno per consuetudine 

que’ signori di dare al più eccellente pittore della loro citta.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:808. 

32 Michelangelo’s own efforts in this regard are well known, such as his objection to Vasari’s 

report of his education in the Ghirlandaio shop, since he preferred to think of himself as self-taught. See 

Paul Barolsky, Michelangelo’s Nose: A Myth and Its Maker (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1990). Goffen calls Michelangelo “the master of a fourth art now known as spin control;” 

see Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 69. 

33 Joannides, Titian to 1518, 164. 

34 In December 1515 there would be an investigation into why such sums had been paid to Bellini 

with little appreciable result. See Lorenzi, Monumenti per servire alla storia del Palazzo Ducale di 

Venezia, 1:164, no. 352. Citing this document, Anchise Tempestini claims that Titian’s offer to work 

cheaply came “shortly thereafter,” but in fact his petition predated the investigation by two years; see 

“Bellini and His Collaborators,” in The Cambridge Companion to Giovanni Bellini, ed. Peter Humfrey 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 270–71. 
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may have been timing; not only was the Cambrai conflict still churning on, but 1513 was 

proving to be nearly as bad a year for Venice as 1509, the year of the disastrous defeat of 

Agnadello. 35 The Venetians had faced a series of defeats after switching sides in the 

conflict in March, and by September, in what Robert Finlay calls “the darkest days since 

Agnadello,” Spanish troops would be within sight of the lagoon.36 In a period of 

continuing uncertainty for the Republic, why lose a promising member of the younger 

artistic generation to rival princes, or worse, to the new Medici pope, when he could be 

helping to add a badly-needed fresh coat of paint to the Myth of Venice on the walls of 

the Maggior Consiglio?37 

While the hindsight of art history makes it difficult to conceive of Titian as 

anything other than the quintessential Venetian artist that he would later become, the 

young painter must have at least considered the possibility of following through with a 

career beyond the lagoon, as his friend Sebastiano del Piombo had done. He may have 

learned from Sebastiano of the kind of fame that Michelangelo and Raphael were 

achieving in Rome, something much more difficult to achieve in republican Venice, 

which lacked a true court system.38 We can only speculate on what, if anything Navagero 

                                                 
35 Felix Gilbert, “Venice in the Crisis of the League of Cambrai,” in Renaissance Venice, ed. J. R 

Hale (Totowa, N.J: Rowan and Littlefield, 1973), 276.  

36 Robert Finlay, “Fabius Maximus in Venice: Doge Andrea Gritti, the War of Cambrai, and the 

Rise of Habsburg Hegemony, 1509-1530,” Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 4 (2000), 1002. 

37 On the visualization of the myth, see David Rosand, Myths of Venice: The Figuration of a State, 

(Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2001). 

38 For a general survey of regional differences in patronage among Florence, Venice, the smaller 

court cities, and papal Rome, see Mary Hollingsworth, Patronage in Renaissance Italy: From 1400 to the 

Early Sixteenth Century (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995). 
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may have said to convince Titian to remain in Venice. Perhaps the artist himself sensed 

the incipient opening of the Venetian field as the generation of Bellini, Carpaccio, and 

Palma, et al., would disappear in the coming years—or perhaps, since he was not 

impelled by the same formal predilections as Sebastiano, Titian felt little desire to 

struggle for recognition in a new city already occupied by Michelangelo, Raphael, and 

their respective factions.39 

Titian’s petition to the Council of Ten demonstrates his burgeoning aptitude for 

the game of artistic patronage, and hints at the larger concerns that would continue to 

drive him in the ensuing decades. It also suggests Rome’s role as a potential rival for his 

talents from the beginning of his career. With this in mind, the next part of the chapter 

considers the interplay of Rome and Venice within the larger historical framework of 

Titian’s world. 

 

Rome as Idea and Political Reality 

 

Since Venice, unlike other Italian cities, could not trace its origins to ancient 

Rome, it was forced to fashion its own myths out of a pastiche of religious, imperial, and 

republican elements.40 In a sense, Rome was central to the formation of a Venetian 

                                                 
39 Gentili writes that Sebastiano may have been self-aware enough to recognize where his best 

chances lay: “consapevole dei suoi strumenti e delle sue tendenze, più facilmente valorizzabili 

nell'ambiente romano a contatto con due recentissime e affascinanti celebrità, Michelangelo e Raffaello.” 

See “Sebastiano Luciani a Venezia: dal successo alla rinuncia,” in Notturno sublime: Sebastiano e 

Michelangelo nella Pietà di Viterbo, ed. Costanza Barbieri (Rome: Viviani, 2004), 31. 

40 See Patricia Fortini Brown, Venice & Antiquity: The Venetian Sense of the Past (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1996), 1–29. 
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identity, since the very lack of its presence helped to call forth the set of legends, 

ideologies, and rituals that we collectively identify as the “Myth of Venice.”41 Among the 

key elements of this mythology were the city’s miraculous nature—rising impossibly 

from the sea—and its stable, long-lived republican government. Yet despite its claims to 

uniqueness, Venice also defined itself by other famous cities which it claimed to have 

equaled or supplanted, taking on, at various points in its history, the titles of New 

Constantinople, New Jerusalem, and, of course, New Rome.42 Of these, however, only 

papal Rome remained as a model and rival by the end of the Quattrocento, becoming, as 

William Bouwsma writes in the introduction to Venice and the Defense of Republican 

Liberty, “the great adversary of Venice, the anvil against which her political 

consciousness was hammered out at last.”43 

The two powers frequently found themselves at odds during the Cinquecento on 

both religious and secular grounds. The anti-Venetian League of Cambrai formed by 

Julius II in 1508, for example, was a response to decades of the Republic’s territorial 

aggressions on the mainland, which had sparked fears that it would try to dominate the 

                                                 
41 For a critical overview, see Lionello Puppi, “Verso Gerusalemme,” Arte Veneta 32 (1978): 73–

78. For a broader historiographical perspective, see Edward Muir, Civic Ritual in Renaissance Venice 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), and James S. Grubb, “When Myths Lose Power: Four 

Decades of Venetian Historiography,” Journal of Modern History 58, no. 1 (1986): 43–94. 

42 Bernardo Bembo, Pietro Bembo’s father, had written in his commonplace book that “Venetians 

are called the new Romans.” See David Chambers, The Imperial Age of Venice, 1380-1580 (New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), 12–13. On Venice’s alternate identities, in addition to Patricia Fortini 

Brown see also Debra Pincus, “Venice and the Two Romes: Byzantium and Rome as a Double Heritage in 

Venetian Cultural Politics,” Artibus et Historiae 13, no. 26 (1992): 101–14 and Liz James, “Mosaic 

Matters: Questions of Manufacturing and Mosaicists in the Mosaics of San Marco, Venice,” in San Marco, 

Byzantium, and the Myths of Venice, ed. Henry Maguire and Robert S. Nelson (Washington, D.C.: 

Dumbarton Oaks Research and Library Collection, 2010), 227–43.  

43 William Bouwsma, Venice and the Defense of Republican Liberty: Renaissance Values in the 

Age of the Counter Reformation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), xiii. 
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entire peninsula.44 Despite facing an alliance between the Papal States, the Holy Roman 

Empire, Spain, and France, Venetian confidence was high at the beginning of the 

conflict, but it would be shaken by the rapid loss of mainland territories to the advancing 

coalition armies, followed by the stunning defeat at the battle of Agnadello in May 

1509.45 Just months later, however, Venetian forces successfully defended Padua against 

an imperial siege, in what would be later characterized by Navagero as the turning point 

of the entire conflict.46 As Robert Finlay points out, however, this triumphalist narrative 

obscures eight long years of recoups and losses for the Venetians, culminating in the 

second, terrifying near-defeat of 1513.47 

If this conflict was as traumatic to the Venetian psyche as the diaries of Marin 

Sanudo and Giovanni Priuli have suggested to historians, art historians have accordingly 

looked for its echoes in contemporary works of art. Deborah Howard has argued that both 

Giorgione’s Tempest (Fig. 18) and Titian’s Assunta (Fig. 19) can be understood as 

tracking the war period, from the former’s private expression of the melancholy of loss to 

the latter’s public celebration of victory.48 Paul Kaplan has read the oft-interpreted 

                                                 
44 Robert Finlay suggests that Venice was actually too successful in its myth-making, thereby 

convincing other Italian and European states that the Republic might be uniquely capable of ruling an 

Italian empire; see “The Immortal Republic: The Myth of Venice during the Italian Wars (1494- 1530),” 

The Sixteenth Century Journal 30, no. 4 (Winter 1999): 931–44. 

45 On Agnadello, see also the essays in Giuseppe Gullino, L’Europa e la Serenissima: la svolta del 

1509 (Venice: Istituto veneto di scienze, lettere ed arti, 2011). 

46 In his funeral oration for Leonardo Loredan. See Lester J. Libby, “Venetian History and 

Political Thought after 1509,” Studies in the Renaissance 20 (January 1, 1973): 14-15. 

47 Finlay, “Fabius Maximus in Venice,” 1001-2. 

48 Deborah Howard, “Giorgione’s Tempesta and Titian’s Assunta in the Context of the Cambria 

Wars,” Art History 8, no. 3 (1985): 271–85. 
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Tempest in light of the imperial attack on Padua in 1509, while for Daniel Unglaub, the 

c.1510 Pastoral Concert, (Fig. 20) usually assigned to Titian, reads as a reflection on the 

vulnerability of the countryside and the very concept of villeggiatura.49 In other cases, 

connections are not evident where we might expect to find them, such as Titian’s already-

mentioned Scuola del Santo frescoes, which were executed in the contested city of Padua 

during the war period.50 Overall, these readings remind us that the artist had a front-row 

seat to the conflict not just in Venice itself, but also on the mainland, where he might 

have seen the many fields and properties burned by the advancing enemy.51 His own 

home, Pieve di Cadore, was directly threatened by the war’s events, and his brother and 

collaborator Francesco was a soldier.52 The uncertainty of these years may have been 

another factor that encouraged him to press for state support—and, consequently, 

security—in Venice, rather than try his luck in Rome (ironically, it would be economic 

insecurity in Venice that would prompt Titian to seek major patrons outside the lagoon in 

later decades). 

                                                 
49 Paul H. D. Kaplan, “The Storm of War: The Paduan Key to Giorgione’s Tempesta,” Art History 

9, no. 4 (1986): 405–27; Jonathan Unglaub, “The ‘Concert Champêtre’: The Crises of History and the 

Limits of Pastoral,” Arion 5 (1997): 46–96.  

50 Sarah Blake McHam, “Padua, Treviso and Bassano,” in Venice and the Veneto, ed. Peter 

Humfrey (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 227. However, Gentili argues that the very 

continuation of the program, given its artist, is evidence of the “intenzione filo-veneziana della 

committenza;” see Tiziano, 36. 

51 In the 1514 Venetian decima records there are many requests for tax relief from citizens who 

claim they have received no income from their mainland properties due to the war; for example, the 

petition of the four Calbo brothers of San Pantalon reports, with regard to a small property near 

Montagnana, “quello veramente che adesso si trazi no[n] lo possemo con verita dar in nota p[er] esser stadi 

sempre et esser etiam al present gli inimici de li dove chel non si ha ne lavoradori ne affittual alguno p[er] 

esserli sta menati da li inimici tutti li animali.” The brothers also report the death of their factor “da poi la 

guerra” and the absence of the eldest brother, Marcantonio “p[er] esser sindaco in levante” as further 

mitigating factors. See ASVe, Redecima 1514, b. 56, San Pantalon 45. 

52 This anxiety was first highlighted by Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 1:124-5. 
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 The issue of ecclesiastic jurisdiction and the struggle against Protestant heresy 

were other major points of contention between Venice and Rome during Titian’s lifetime. 

The Republic preferred to administer the Church within its dominion “as if Rome did not 

exist,” nominating its own bishops and subjecting law-breaking clergy to its own courts.53  

The papacy not only wanted to maintain its jurisdiction in these matters, but further 

viewed Venice as unacceptably soft on unorthodox belief, suspecting the Republic of 

harboring heretics and allowing the circulation of heretical material from its printing 

presses.54 The claim of Nicodemism—holding secretly heterodox beliefs—has 

occasionally been applied to Aretino on the basis of his religious writings, as well as his 

association with figures such as the preacher Bernardo Ochino, who fled Italy in the 

1540s and converted to Protestantism. However, efforts to extrapolate similar beliefs for 

Titian himself appear over-determined.55   

 The nuncio to Venice was tasked with defending the papal position, and between 

1544 and 1550 Giovanni della Casa, who would play a significant role in Titian’s trip to 

                                                 
53 His picture of a staunchly independent Venice has been complicated by more recent scholarship, 

such as Paul Grendler’s work on Venice’s relationship to the Index. See Bouwsma, Venice and the Defense 

of Republican Liberty: Renaissance Values in the Age of the Counter Reformation, 75; Paul Grendler, The 

Roman Inquisition and the Venetian Press, 1540-1605 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977). 

54 In addition to Grendler, see Christopher Black, The Italian Inquisition (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2009).  

55 See for example Raymond Waddington, “Aretino, Titian, and ‘La Humanita di Christo,’” in 

Forms of Faith in Sixteenth-century Italy, Abigail Brundin and Matthew Treherne, eds. (Aldershot: 

Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2009) 171-198. In 1549, Aretino would write to Titian asking him to seek 

Giovanni della Casa’s intervention on behalf of their mutual confessor, Fra Currado, who was then in jail 

for heresy, but this does not offer sufficient proof, in my view, of the artist’s own beliefs. For the letter see 

Puppi, Tiziano, 183-4, doc. 145, but per note 2, there is no further indication of what became of Currado. 

Roberto Zapperi is also doubtful of claims of Aretino’s reform beliefs; see “Pietro Aretino, scrittore 

devoto,” 139. 
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Rome, took up the cause vigorously.56 Venetians were uneasy about having permanent 

papal representatives in the city. The ambassador Francesco Venier wrote to the pope in 

1544 that: “one can say that this having of legates is like medicine, which at certain times 

and with cause are useful, but which should not be taken as daily bread.”57 Venice’s 

attitude to the papacy was also known internationally. The English reformer William 

Tyndale wrote in the 1530 The Practyse of Prelates: 

The Venetians, knowing more of our holy father's practice for their 

nighness than we which dwell afar off, and wiser than we of cold 

countries, perceiving also that their colour changeth not with his cursing, 

and that they sink not, and that their meat digesteth as well as before, and 

that (as Erasmus saith) they s--t as easily as before … therefore fear not 

his interdiction nor excommunication.58 

 Yet despite this institutional preference for independence, the Venetian ruling 

elite did not present a united anti-papal front. A number of prominent Venetian families, 

including the Corner, Grimani, and Pisani, were known as papalisti for their alignment 

with papal policy as well as their general pro-Roman orientation.59 Unsurprisingly, these 

families tended to dominate the ranks of the Venetian cardinalate throughout the century, 

                                                 
56 One of della Casa’s pet causes in Venice the imprisonment of the cleric Ottaviano Cevena for a 

violent assault; he argued that Venetian jurisdiction superseded the Church only in cases involving 

atrocious violence, and that Cevena’s crime did not meet this standard—citing, among other reasons, the 

fact that “il naso di quel sfortunato è tornato al suo loco.” BAV, Vat. Lat. 14826, 396r. 

57 “Et veramente si puo dire che questo haver legati sia come le medicine, le quale ad alcuni tempi, 

et con cause sono proficue, ma non si devono havere come il cibo quotidiano.” ASVe, Capi dei X, b. 23, 

99r. Ibid. 

58 William Tyndale and John Frith, The Works of the English Reformers: William Tyndale and 

John Frith (London: Ebenezer Palmer, 1831), 440. 

59 On the papalisti, see Manfredo Tafuri, Venice and the Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 1989) but also Tracy Cooper, Palladio’s Venice: Architecture and Society in a Renaissance Republic 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), especially 35-40, and Deborah Howard, Venice Disputed: 

Marc’Antonio Barbaro and Venetian Architecture, 1550-1600 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 

7-11. 
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in addition to filling a bevy of lesser ecclesiastical offices.60 Since holders of such offices 

could not by law participate in the Venetian political system, patronage became an even 

more important way for them to make statements about their wealth and importance.61  

 The Roman sympathies of the papalisti encouraged their support of Central 

Italian artists. The Corner family gave Vasari his first independent commission in the city 

after he was invited there by Aretino in 1541, while the Grimani of Santa Maria Formosa 

hired Francesco Salviati to decorate their palazzo in 1539, aided by Giovanni da Udine 

and, possibly the local artist Battista Franco.62 The efforts of these families to inject more 

romanitas into the Venetian environment were supported by Doge Andrea Gritti (1523-

38), a hero of Padua who was closely linked to the papalisti. This doge—memorable 

from the fierce posthumous portrait by Titian now in the National Gallery—envisioned a 

revitalization of Venice that would make it truly a New Rome.63  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
60 On Venetian cardinals, see Caterina Furlan, Patrizia Tosini, and Giuseppe Gullino, eds., I 

cardinali della Serenissima: arte e committenza tra Venezia e Roma (1523-1605) (Milan: Silvana, 2014). 

61 Future doge Leonardo Dona would decry the “brain drain” of politically-ineligible patrician 

men toward the end of the century. See Hochmann, Venise et Rome 1500-1600, 114. 

62 On Salviati and da Udine, see ibid., 255-269; for Battista Franco, who the Corner sent to Rome 

in 1535, see ibid., 296-311. 

63 On this portrait, see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:108-9, cat. no. 50. See also the 

discussion in Cooper, Palladio’s Venice, 37-8. 
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The Sack and Renovatio alla Romana 

 

 The Italian Wars (1494-1559) turned on a dizzying shuffle of alliances.64 In 1508, 

nearly every major European power had united against Venice, but just two years later, 

worried about French influence in Italy, Julius II would ally himself with Venice. In 

March 1513, the Republic turned the tables by quietly signing an agreement with Louis 

XII of France. In the 1520s, the cycle of alliances began again, with the role of peninsular 

bogeyman played by the Hapsburgs. In 1526, Clement VII formed the anti-imperial 

League of Cognac, allying himself with Venice, Florence, France, England, and Milan, a 

move which enraged Charles V, who had supported Clement’s bid for the papacy. When 

the emperor sent an army south toward Rome, Doge Gritti declined to send troops to the 

aid of Clement VII, who was at the time a Venetian ally.65 In the resulting sack of Rome, 

an estimated one-half of the city’s population would be die or be displaced; the pope 

himself was forced to flee from the Vatican and shelter in Castel Sant’Angelo (along with 

the future pope Alessandro Farnese, goldsmith Benvenuto Cellini, and papal physician 

Paolo Giovio) before escaping to Orvieto.66 

                                                 
64 For an overview of this period, see Michael Edward Mallett and Christine Shaw, The Italian 

Wars, 1494-1559: War, State and Society in Early Modern Europe (Harlow, England: Pearson, 2012). 

65 Finlay argues that the crisis of Cambrai had taught the Venetian Republic to think defensively 

and to prize its own security above alliances: “wary and restrained, fundamentally committed to protecting 

their own territory, the governors of Venice declined the gamble of battle.” See “Fabius Maximus in 

Venice,” 1023. 

66 Judith Hook’s account of the Sack and its aftermath remains the standard treatment; The Sack of 

Rome: 1527 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004). See also André Chastel, The Sack of Rome, 1527 

(Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1983). 
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 Though sacking was an established part of warfare in the early modern period, 

what distinguished the Sack of 1527 was neither its scale nor its duration, but that it 

destroyed a “myth of Roman singularity.”67 Roma caput mundi had proven to be just as 

fragile as any other poorly defended city. From a broader point of view, the Sack also 

represented the beginning of a new political reality of Hapsburg influence on the Italian 

peninsula, to be followed by Clement VII’s coronation of Charles V as Holy Roman 

Emperor in Bologna in 1530, his Roman-style triumph in 1536 under Paul III, and, in 

1559, the Treaty of Cateau-Cambresis.68 

 Probably due to what André Chastel calls an “instinctive censorship,” the trauma 

of the Sack would not be depicted in artwork—at least not in Italy—but its effects were 

felt throughout the peninsula.69 Some unlucky artists, like Marco Dente, perished during 

the attack, but most others simply fled the stricken city for other sources of patronage.70 

Polidoro da Caravaggio headed south to Naples, while Parmigianino and Marcantonio 

Raimondi headed to Bologna. A large number wound up in Venice, including native sons 

                                                 
67 Brescia and Pavia, for example, were also sacked during this period; see Eric W. Cochrane and 

Julius Kirshner, Italy 1530-1630 (London; New York: Longman, 1988), 10. On the sacking of Brescia, 

which occurred during Andrea Gritti’s tenure there as provveditore, see Andrea Bayer, “Brescia After the 

League of Cambrai: Moretto, Romanino and the Arts” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 1991) 24-

30. 

68 For an overview of the consolidation of Hapsburg rule in Italy, see the chapter entitled “A New 

Political Order” in Cochrane and Kirshner, Italy 1530-1630, 33-54. 

69 Chastel, The Sack of Rome, 1527, 10. J. R. Hale also notes a general Italian lack of interest in 

portraying contemporary soldiers, as opposed to the German and Swiss interest in the subject; see Artists 

and Warfare in the Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 

70 Dente created one of the most popular engravings after the Laocoön; see below. David 

Woodward, Maps as Prints in the Italian Renaissance: Makers, Distributors & Consumers (London: 

British Library, 1996), 42. 
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such as the printmaker Tramezzino brothers and Sebastiano del Piombo.71 Gritti-led 

Venice was only too happy to receive them, along with what Brown calls “the diaspora of 

intellectuals and artists” that included Aretino, Sansovino, and Serlio.72 Sansovino, in 

particular, would become the protagonist of the renovatio alla romana envisioned by 

Gritti.73 

 By this point, the all’antica style had not yet gained much traction in Venice, 

where traditional Veneto-Byzantine forms remained the preferred architectural idiom.74 

As Manfredo Tafuri argues, this was not simply a debate over design. Rather, architecture 

formed the site in which a society could play out its most profound ideological battles.75 

Venetian values would accordingly be “written” on the facades of its most public 

structures. Yet despite opposition, Gritti managed to set in motion the classicization of 

the vast space of Piazza San Marco, the focal point of the city and the theatrical backdrop 

                                                 
71 Although Sebastiano would return to Rome in 1529, he later wrote to Michelangelo that he was 

never again the same man as he had been before this traumatic event. See Michelangelo Buonarroti, Il 

carteggio di Michelangelo, ed. Giovanni Poggi, Paola Barocchi, and Renzo Ristori, vol. 3 (Florence: 

Sansoni, 1965), 299. See also Aimee Ng, “Ruptures in Painting after the Sack of Rome: Parmigianino, 

Rosso, Sebastiano” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 2010), who quotes this letter pp. 4-5; her 

Appendix reviews the experiences of more than a dozen artists in the Sack’s aftermath.  

72 Brown, Venice & Antiquity: The Venetian Sense of the Past, 277. 

73 Tafuri argues that the doge’s plans went far beyond architectural design toward an attempt to 

enshrine a vision of the city-as-machine, with every key sector, including architecture and defense, fueled 

by “scientia e methodus” rather than the practical experience of the proti. Manfredo Tafuri, “Renovatio 

urbis: il problema storiagrafica,” in “Renovatio urbis”: Venezia nell’età di Andrea Gritti, 1523-1538, ed. 

Manfredo Tafuri (Rome: Officina edizioni, 1984), 41. On Sansovino’s work as a sculptor, see also Bruce 

Boucher, The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991). 

74 Deborah Howard, The Architectural History of Venice (London: Batsford Ltd, 1987), 117–19.  

75 See Tafuri, Venice and the Renaissance, 1-15. This model continues to enjoy currency in the 

field; for the continuation of this ideological clash later in the century, see Tracy E. Cooper, “Palladio and 

His Patrons: The Performance of Magnificenza,” Annali di Architettura 22 (2010): 89–100 and Howard, 

Venice Disputed, ibid. 



- 50 - 

for its many processions and ceremonies.  The first classicizing forms on a public 

building had already appeared at the Procuratie Vecchie in 1526, under Bartolomeo Bon, 

but it would be Sansovino’s contributions—the Loggetta, Biblioteca Marciana, and the 

Zecca (Figs. 21-3)—that would form what Tafuri calls the “Marcian forum.” This forum, 

he writes, “speaks with a humanistic voice of the ideology of the “New Rome” that 

associates itself, in the official imaginary, to the idea of Venice as another Jerusalem and 

as a new Constantinople.”76 

 Gritti’s vision of a Venice that symbolically took on the authority of Roman 

antiquity (to which, he may have surmised, Venice had more of a claim than the humbled 

papal state) would take decades to fully complete, but by the 1540s, Venice definitely 

presented a distinctly more classical face than the one captured in Jacopo de’Barbari’s 

famous map of 1500. The Loggetta, its form derived unmistakably from a Roman 

triumphal arch, was nearly complete by the time Titian went to Rome in 1545, and the 

first bays of the library were under construction.77 While this architectural romanitas may 

have been pronounced with a distinctly Venetian accent, it existed amid a cultural 

landscape of increasingly mobile objects that could speak to Rome in Venice. The next 

part of the chapter considers the circulation of these objects within Titian’s particular 

social milieu. 

 

                                                 
76 “Il foro marciano—con le tre opere sansoviniane—parla con voce umanistica dell’ideologia 

della “nuova Roma” che si associa, nell’immaginario ufficiale, all’idea di Venezia come altra Gerusalemme 

e nuova Constantinopoli.” Tafuri, “Renovatio urbis: il problema storiagrafica,” 35. See also Manuela 

Morresi, Jacopo Sansovino (Milan: Electa, 2000), 443-451.  

77 Deborah Howard, Jacopo Sansovino: Architecture and Patronage in Renaissance Venice (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 29–34. 
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Virtual Rome: Making a Public 

 

The popularization of the printing press made it possible to disseminate 

knowledge of a place and its cultural products with relative ease and economy.78 Venice, 

as a major center both of printing and international trade, formed a natural hub for all 

kinds of information exchange, within which Rome was a source of both scholarly and 

general interest.79 Humanists sought to resurrect Rome’s glorious ancient past through the 

publication of Latin and Greek literature or through the measurement and description of 

its monuments, while vernacular writers lambasted the corruption of the city that Aretino 

had mockingly called not coda mundi but rather capus (“capon”) mundi.80 This output 

allowed readers, including those who could not or had not traveled, to engage with 

foreign locales.81 

Whether as a home of marvels or as a den of intrigue, Rome—or at least the 

image carried beyond its borders—had something to offer every armchair traveler.82  

                                                 
78 On the impact of this new technology, see Andrew Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010); for print’s beginnings in Italy, see pp. 49-50. 

79 During the second half of the Quattrocento, some 4,500 titles were printed in Venice, totaling 

2.5 million copies; this soared to 15,000-17,500 titles and 18 million copies in the Cinquecento. Peter 

Burke, “Early Modern Venice as a Center of Information and Communication,” in Venice Reconsidered: 

The History and Civilization of an Italian City-State, 1297-1797, ed. John Jeffries Martin and Dennis 

Romano (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 388–419. 

80 Charles L. Stinger, “Roman Humanist Images of Rome,” in Roma Capitale: 1447-1527, ed. 

Sergio Gensini, (Rome: Ministero per i beni culturali e ambientali, Ufficio centrale per i beni archivistici 

1994), 15-38. 

81 Kim notes that Dolce points out this benefit of reading in his dialogue; see The Traveling Artist 

in the Renaissance, 169. 

82 See also the use of this phrase by Elizabeth Horodowich to describe mid-century Venetians 

visiting the New World from the comfort of their studioli. Like Roman antiquity, the New World was one 
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Venetians interested in the Eternal City could avail themselves of an ever-increasing 

variety of sources of information in the first decades of the century: printed maps and 

views, guidebooks to the city’s monuments and collections, as well as the writings of the 

humanists and poligrafi, which included everything from histories of ancient Rome to 

plays set in the modern city. Rome’s presence could also be felt in Venice beyond print, 

as patricians and cittadini alike sought out antiquities to fill their collections, and even 

conversations could provide another pathway of circulation among the well-informed and 

the interested.  

As Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin have demonstrated through the Making 

Publics project, the very concept of public life in the early modern period was made 

possible by this kind of increased mobility of both people and objects. Rather than a 

single public controlled by elites, however, they encourage us to think of many publics, 

each created by “shifting chains of exchange and action,” and each constituted by 

individuals with shared interests and tastes.83 In the present context, this model is a useful 

way to conceptualize interactions between people and objects that were both complex and 

frequently ephemeral—in this case, the particular public formed among Venetians whose 

interests, material or ideological, lay in Rome. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
in which Venice had no actual share and yet managed to create for itself a virtual foothold. See “Armchair 

Travelers and the Venetian Discovery of the New World,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 36, no. 4 (2005): 

1039–62. 

83 Wilson and Yachnin, Making Publics in Early Modern Europe; Paul Edward Yachnin and 

Marlene Eberhart, Forms of Association: Making Publics in Early Modern Europe (Amherst, Mass.: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2015); See also Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public 

Culture 14, no. 1 (2002): 49–90. 
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Maps, Printed and Painted 

 

Maps and city views offered the most immediate means for an early modern 

viewer to gain knowledge about a foreign location. These could range from the luxurious, 

like the fresco cycle decorating the Roman Belvedere of Innocent VIII, to the extremely 

humble, like a single-sheet woodcut available from a shop or peddler for a few soldi.84 

Venetian elites also had the opportunity—at least in theory—to view their own city in a 

way that would remain unmatched for decades through Jacopo de’Barbari’s woodcut 

view (Fig. 24) produced c.1500.85 Genevieve Carlton’s study of the consumption and 

display of maps in Venice reveals that these consumer goods were popular across social 

strata, with 10 percent of Venetian inventories including at least one map.86 Venetians 

tended to place their maps in the portego, the most frequented space in the house and thus 

the most important for public display. Interestingly, Carlton identifies only two 

inventories which include any kind of map of Venice, one of which belonged to a 

Genoese merchant. Venetians evidently preferred to put up maps of other places—most 

                                                 
84 Genevieve Carlton, discussing the 1528 inventory of Francesco Rosselli’s Florentine shop, 

which sold a wide variety of maps and views, observes that the majority cost only 3-7 soldi at a time when 

Richard Goldthwaite estimated the day’s wage of an unskilled laborer at 9 soldi. See “Making an 

Impression: The Display of Maps in Sixteenth-Century Venetian Homes,” Imago Mundi. 64 (2012): 66. 

85 On this map, see Juergen Schulz, “Jacopo De’ Barbari’s View of Venice: Map Making, City 

Views, and Moralized Geography before the Year 1500,” The Art Bulletin 60, no. 3 (1978): 425–74; 

Deborah Howard, “Venice as a Dolphin: Further Investigations into Jacopo De’ Barbari’s View,” Artibus et 

Historiae 18, no. 35 (1997): 101–11. However, this grandiose project seems to have directed outward rather 

than in, as no example has ever been connected with a Venetian owner. 

86 Carlton, “Making an Impression,” 10. She also claims that the average Venetian was more likely 

to possess a map than a family portrait; see ibid., 17. 
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frequently those with a connection to their city, such as Padua or Verona, but in at least a 

few instances, Rome appeared on Venetian walls as well.87 

Although the first bird’s-eye map of Rome would not be produced until 1551 by 

Leonardo Bufalini, more generalized views of the city had been plentiful since the end of 

the Quattrocento. Map scholars have noted that many of these depictions— including 

Jacopo Filippo Foresti’s woodcut printed in Venice in 1490 (Fig. 25), a woodcut 

illustration from Hartman Schedel’s Nuremberg Chronicle published in 1493 (Fig. 26), 

and an oil painting by an unknown artist executed in Mantua around 1538 (Fig. 27)—

seem to share a common ancestor in a lost twelve-block woodcut by the prolific 

Florentine printmaker Francesco Rosselli dating to the 1480s. As Jessica Maier describes, 

all of the “descendent” images share a common viewpoint and orientation:  

The view, slightly elevated, is taken from outside the Porta Pinciana and 

Porta Pia. The city walls spread out in the foreground, parallel to the 

picture plane. At far right, the Porta del Popolo, the northernmost city 

gate, provides a viewer's entrance into the image, much as it provided the 

entrance into Rome itself for visitors and pilgrims coming from the 

north—some of whom are depicted in the foreground, acting as surrogates 

for the viewer within the frame.88  

 The painted view of Rome in the ducal palace of Mantua may have been 

commissioned by Isabella d’Este, who collected printed city views in the 1520s and 

1530s with the goal of decorating the palace’s cortile.89 Compared with the woodcuts, the 

                                                 
87 Ibid., 84. 

88 Jessica Maier, “Francesco Rosselli’s Lost View of Rome: An Urban Icon and Its Progeny,” The 

Art Bulletin 94, no. 3 (2012): 399. 

89 Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined Early Modern Maps of the Eternal City, 36. On maps as 

decoration, see also Mark Rosen, The Mapping of Power in Renaissance Italy: Painted Cartographic 

Cycles in Social and Intellectual Context (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
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painting depicts a much more expansive view of the city, extending well beyond the 

modern rioni to encompass larger swathes of the disabitato, the green belt sprinkled with 

a few ruins and the distant bulk of the Lateran. Both the prints and the painting use scale 

to draw our attention to certain ancient monuments, such as the Pantheon and the column 

of Marcus Aurelius (both greatly inflated). The painting also capitalizes on the addition 

of color to shape our view, privileging ancient structures through the use of white or gray 

pigment that causes them to appear in distinct relief against the earth-brown used for the 

more recent architecture. It is possible that Titian was familiar with this painting, given 

that the note by the statue of Marcus Aurelius at the Lateran, indicating its removal to the 

Campidoglio, provides a terminus post quem of 1538; the artist returned to Mantua 

briefly in April 1540, shortly before Duke Federico Gonzaga’s death, after not having 

visited since 1537.90 

 Since printed views of Rome were much more ubiquitous in their circulation, 

these woodcut views are more likely to reveal the visual concept of the city that was 

available to foreigners before mid-century. As Sean Roberts wrote in his review of 

Maier’s book, “early modern conceptions of Rome were not recorded, but constructed 

and negotiated by the burins and knives of printmakers.”91 So durable was this 

constructed image that it would appear again decades later on the reverse of a medal 

                                                 
 90 See Diane Bodart, Tiziano e Federico II Gonzaga: storia di un rapporto di committenza (Rome: 

Bulzoni, 1998), 360, Appendix IV. Titian was in Mantua toward the end of June 1537; he was then invited 

to Mantua for Christmas in 1538, but it is not clear if he responded. The following year, 1539, the duke sent 

a “cocchio” to Venice to conduct him to Mantua, but the artist pushed the request off for a few days and it 

is not clear if he ever went. Titian is documented once more in Mantua on April 8, 1540, before Federico’s 

death. 

91 Sean Roberts, “Review: Jessica Maier, Rome Measured and Imagined (Chicago, 2015),” Art 

Bulletin 98 (2016): 401. 
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executed under Paul III in anticipation of the Jubilee of 1550 (Fig. 28). Under the legend 

ALMA ROMA, we can identify the city through the presence of the Colosseum, the Arch 

of Constantine, and the Pantheon.92 Though the medal’s intention was to glorify Farnese 

Rome—part of a larger ideological program to which we will return in Chapter 5—the 

pope’s interventions in the urban fabric are barely evident on its face, with the possible 

exception of Palazzo Farnese. Instead, the medal reflects the enduring influence of 

Rosselli’s map and its familiar visual construct of the city of Rome.  

 

Prints and Drawings 

 

 Whether produced after ancient monuments or contemporary works of art in 

Rome, prints were certainly the category of images most readily available to Titian and 

his contemporaries. As opposed to Venice, where the industry was geared toward book 

production, print publishing boomed in Rome in the Cinquecento, as recent scholarship 

by Evelyn Lincoln and Christopher Witcombe has demonstrated.93 The popularity of 

prints was supported by the large numbers of travelers and pilgrims who passed through 

the city, forming a ready and renewable market for cheap, portable souvenirs. Prints 

                                                 
92 The obverse depicts Paul III facing to the right, his piviale embroidered with a representation of 

the opening of the Holy Door. The first version, not pictured (British Museum) also includes the legend 

ANNO IUBILAE MDL. Adolfo Modesti, Corpus numismatum omnium romanorum pontificum: 

(C.N.O.R.P.), vol. 2 (Rome: A. Modesti, 2003), 188–89, cat. nos. 348-9. 

93 Christopher Witcombe, Print Publishing in Sixteenth-Century Rome: Growth and Expansion, 

Rivalry and Murder (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2008); Lincoln’s book considers the formation of 

publics from bookshops to piazze, with particular emphasis on illustrated books in the second half of the 

Cinquecento. Evelyn Lincoln, Brilliant Discourse: Pictures and Readers in Early Modern Rome (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2014). 
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could be purchased from shops in the Parione neighborhood, or from street vendors like 

Furfante in Aretino’s La Cortigiana.94 Print peddlers helped increase the range of 

circulation beyond Rome, as Rosa Salzberg has recently shown.95 

 The most successful Roman printers were those who focused on antiquarian prints, 

like Antonio Salamanca, who Witcombe describes as holding a “virtual monopoly” on 

this sector of the print market between 1538-41.96 Salamanca’s first efforts in this genre 

were prints of some of the monuments that had appeared along the path of Charles V’s 

triumphal procession through Rome in 1536, including the columns of Marcus Aurelius 

and Trajan, the triumphal arches of the Forum, and the Pantheon.97 In the 1540s, Antonio 

Lafreri would begin producing similar prints, which would coalesce, decades later, into 

what he called the Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae.98 Venetian printers eventually 

caught on and began producing antiquarian prints as well; the output of Michele 

Tramezzino, for example, who had fled to Venice after the Sack, would eventually come 

to rival Lafreri’s.99 

                                                 
94 Furfante’s declared trade is “stories” or news, but Woodward notes that the same vendors 

carried maps and prints; see, Maps as Prints in the Italian Renaissance, 93. 

95 On the trade of the peddler, see Rosa Salzberg, “Print Peddling and Urban Culture,” in Not 

Dead Things, ed. Jeroen Salman and Roeland Harms (Boston: Brill, 2013), 33–51 and Rosa Salzberg, 

Ephemeral City: Cheap Print and Urban Culture in Renaissance Venice (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2014). 

96 Almost all of the successful printmakers in Rome were foreigners. Lafreri was French, and 

Salamanca Spanish, for example. See Witcombe, Print Publishing in Sixteenth-Century Rome, 90. 

97 Ibid., 84. 

98 Rebecca Zorach, The Virtual Tourist in Renaissance Rome: Printing and Collecting the 

Speculum Romanae Magnificentiae (Chicago: Joseph Regenstein Library, 2008), 98. 

99 On Tramezzino, see Alberto Tinto, Annali tipografici dei Tramezzino (Venice: Istituto per la 

collaborazione culturale, 1968). 
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 Independent prints were cheaper to produce than books, and thus easier to 

consume, but they could also provide a level of detail that a book illustration might 

choose to forgo. For example, writing about the column of Trajan in his Terzo libro 

(1540), Sebastiano Serlio described its surface as “entirely covered with the most 

exquisitely carved istorie,” but the accompanying illustration (Fig. 29) shows only a 

fluted column with a spiraling line to indicate the (empty) registers.100 Evidently the 

architect was more interested in demonstrating the form of the ancient monument and 

providing its measurements than in the technical challenge of rendering its relief 

carving—which would not appear in print until an engraving published by Lafreri in the 

1560s (Fig. 30). At some point before the Sack, however, Salamanca had published a set 

of four small prints designed by Marco da Ravenna, each of which depicted a different 

detail of bustling figural activity from the column’s lower registers (Figs. 31-2). Book 

and print thus offered the consumer different forms of knowledge about the same 

monument: Serlio its structure, and Salamanca and da Ravenna samples of its figural 

motifs. What neither provided, of course, was a sense of the column’s scale; this was 

something that only a view of Rome could offer, albeit with varying degrees of accuracy. 

The presses of Salamanca, Lafreri and others also produced prints by 

contemporary artists. In the early part of the century these were largely works created 

specifically for the print medium, like Raphael’s Massacre of the Innocents (Fig. 33), a 

                                                 
100 Sebastiano Serlio, Sebastiano Serlio on Architecture, trans. Vaughan Hart and Peter Hicks, vol. 

1 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 150. 
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product of his collaboration with the engraver Marcantonio Raimondi.101 Taking 

advantage of a freedom that might have been denied him in a commissioned painting, 

Raphael used the opportunity to play with the human figure—men and women, nude and 

clothed—in three dimensions, in a dynamic demonstration of what Lisa Pon calls his 

“graphic intelligence.”102 This early period also produced many creative pastiches, such 

as Agostino Veneziano’s 1524 engraving (Fig. 34) which placed six of Michelangelo’s 

Bathers against what Landau and Parshall call an “incongruous Veneto landscape.”103 

Over time, however, the balance of production shifted toward reproductive prints, the 

first of which seems to be a 1538 engraving of Raphael’s Transfiguration, published by 

Salamanca, (Fig. 35).104  

For Titian, the circulation of prints provided a key channel of communication 

with his artistic colleagues outside Venice. As a designer of prints himself—first creating 

independent compositions to be cut by Ugo da Carpi before the latter’s departure for 

Rome in 1517, and then in the 1560s, collaborating on reproductive prints of his work 

                                                 
101 Patricia Emison singles out as one of the most important works in Raphael’s ouevre; without 

his prints, she writes, Raphael “has a different artistic center, more charming, graceful, and ingratiating, 

less vigorous, less indebted to the antique, and less learned.” Patricia Emison, “Raphael’s Multiples,” in 

The Cambridge Companion to Raphael, ed. Marcia Hall (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 

192. 

102 Lisa Pon, Raphael, Durer, and Marcantonio Raimondi: Copying and the Italian Renaissance 

Print (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 103. She draws the term, in turn, from Alpers and 

Baxandall’s use of “pictorial intelligence.” 

103 The print credits Michelangelo as “inventor.” See David Landau and Peter Parshall, The 

Renaissance Print: 1470-1550 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 165. Printmakers competed 

against each other; as Bernardine Barnes observes, here Agostino was taking up a source that his rival 

Raimondi had already been using since c.1508. See Michelangelo in Print: Reproductions as Response in 

the Sixteenth-Century (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2010), 19–20. 

104 Landau and Parshall, The Renaissance Print, 166. They note that reproductive prints likely 

became much more appealing after Raphael’s death, when there was no longer the possibility of new 

compositions. 
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with Cornelius Cort—he was well aware of the possibilities and challenges offered by the 

medium, as Caroline Karpinsky, Michelangelo Muraro, and David Rosand have 

shown.105 We may assume, in turn, that Titian was a particularly avid consumer of these 

objects, though evidence is not always forthcoming. Given the low rate of survival of 

both prints and drawings, it can be difficult to identify from where Titian might have 

drawn a particular motif. Still, there is evidence that the artist could make quick use of 

visual information gleaned from these sources; for example, Paul Joannides highlights the 

twisting pose of Raphael’s Standard Bearer (Fig. 36), a figure extracted from a never-

painted Resurrection and engraved probably by Marcantonio Raimondi in 1516, as a 

near-contemporary source for the figure of Saint Christopher (Fig. 37) in Titian’s 

Triumph of Faith, which came out in 1517.106 Similarly, as we will see below with the 

Laocoön, foreign artists took immediate advantage of Roman prints that carried 

information about recently excavated antiquities. 

 Drawings, like prints, could have easily circulated from Rome in the baggage of a 

traveler, but as their mobility extended to being sketched onto a letter or a bit of scrap 

paper, they can be yet more difficult to identify and to trace. In the case of the Averoldi 

Polyptych, for example, scholars have concluded on the basis of circumstantial evidence 

that Michelangelo’s sketches must have been available to Titian in Venice. Sebastiano 

del Piombo would be the most obvious conduit for this kind of traffic, as he was close 

                                                 
105 See Caroline Karpinski, “‘Lights Always at Play with Shadows’ : Prints in Titian’s Service,” in 

The Cambridge Companion to Titian, ed. Patricia Meilman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2004), 95–118; Muraro and Rosand, ibid. 

106 Joannides, Titian to 1518, 274-5. 
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with Michelangelo before their falling-out over the Last Judgment in 1538, and was also 

friends with the printer Salamanca.107 He was certainly not the only one, however. When 

Francesco Salviati came to Venice in 1539, he brought a drawing after the unfinished 

Last Judgment to give to Aretino, who likely showed it to Titian.108 The first print of the 

Last Judgment would be not be available until 1543, so this would have been some of the 

earliest visual information on the painting to reach Venice.109  

 What else might Salviati, the consummate draftsman, have had in his baggage? 

What might have travelled along with Vasari, Giovanni da Udine, or Sansovino?  

On his way to Venice in 1541, Vasari had written to Aretino from Bologna and 

mentioned that he had “certain pictures here, part of which are for Messer Francesco 

Marcolini [Aretino’s publisher, and member of Titian’s circle], and part of which are for 

you.”110 In addition, Vasari brought along his own painted versions of Michelangelo’s 

Leda and Venus and Cupid; he evidently tried to sell them to the Duke of Urbino (with 

Aretino’s glowing praise), but ultimately they were purchased by Diego Hurtado de 

                                                 
107 On Sebastiano’s relationship with Michelangelo, see Costanza Barbieri, “‘Chompare e amicho 

karissimo’: A ‘Portrait of Michelangelo’ by His Friend Sebastiano,” Artibus et Historiae 28, no. 56 (2007): 

107–20. Goffen refers to Sebastiano’s role as a “cat’s paw” for Michelangelo in his battle against Raphael; 

see Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 244. On Sebastiano’s friendship with 

Salamanca, see Piers Baker-Bates, “Antonio Salamanca: A Spanish Friend of Sebastiano Del Piombo,” 

Konsthistorisk Tidskrift/Journal of Art History 81, no. 4 (2012): 211–18. 

108 Iris Cheney, “Salviati’s North Italian Journey,” Art Bulletin 45 (1963): 347. 

109 Landau and Parshall, The Renaissance Print, 166. 

110 “Certe pitture costì, parte per donare a Messer Francesco Marcolini e parte per donarle a voi.” 

Pietro Aretino, Lettere a Pietro Aretino, Gonaria Floris and Luisa Mulas, eds., vol. 2 (Rome: Bulzoni, 

1997), 260. On Marcolini, see Amedeo Quondam, “Nel giardino del Marcolini: Un editore veneziano tra 

Aretino e Doni,” Giornale storico della letteratura italiana 157 (1980): 75–116. 
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Mendoza.111 As we will see in Chapter 4, Michelangelo’s designs for these compositions 

demonstrated his awareness of his Venetian competitor, so famous for his luscious 

reclining nudes. In the context of this dissertation, it is significant that Titian would have 

been able to inspect these visual sallies before meeting Michelangelo in Rome in 1545. 

 The pathways for such circulation extended beyond artists to collectors. At his 

death in 1523, for example, Cardinal Domenico Grimani bequeathed a book of drawings 

of Roman antiquities to one Stefano Illigio, a canon of Aquileia, but unfortunately, 

nothing more of this volume is known.112 

 

Artifacts 

 

 Of all of the pathways through which we can trace the idea of Rome, Titian’s 

engagement with physical remnants of the ancient past has drawn the most scholarly 

interest over time. As we saw in Chapter 1, the artist’s interest in antiquities was apparent 

even from the beginning of his career, and represents one reason why scholars have 

presumed that his midlife experience of Rome was likely to have had less impact. 

However, it is worth keeping in mind that the artist may have had only virtual access to 

many of these antiquities. The Laocoön (see Fig. 15), as we will see below, is a prime 

example, but this applies to many others as well. For example, Ludwig Curtius identified 

                                                 
111 Goffen, Renaissance Rivals, 331-4. An earlier set of these paintings had evidently also reached 

Francesco Leoni in Venice before Vasari’s arrival in the city.  

112 Pio Paschini, “Le collezioni archeologiche dei prelati Grimani,” Atti della Pontificia 

Accademia romana di archeologia 5 (1927): 152–53. 



- 63 - 

the statue in the background of the Miracle of the Speaking Babe fresco (see Fig. 9) with 

a figure in an imperial relief fragment in Ravenna, but as Titian is not known to have 

visited Ravenna (though its proximity to Venice would not make such a visit 

implausible), he may have seen the relief through intermediate means, such as a drawing-

book belonging to a Venetian workshop or a sketch by another artist. 

 It remains difficult to assess the antiquities to which Titian and his contemporaries 

might have had direct access, since, despite a raft of publications on the phenomenon of 

Venetian collecting itself, we lack a complete picture of the antiquities present in 

collections in and around the city during the first half of the Cinquecento.113 Venetians 

collected widely, and antiquities—even more so than books—were justifiable as 

“virtuous riches” with reference to the ancients.114 Unfortunately, inventories and 

testaments are often frustratingly vague in this regard, as the terms used to describe such 

objects (such as “antichita” or “anticaglie”) could be applied to a vast category of 

artifacts including Roman and Greek pieces as well as objects from pharaonic Egypt. 

Venetian antiquities also came from a broader background than those in Roman 

collections, since Venetian collectors had to import their artifacts rather than rely upon 

                                                 
113 For collecting in Venice over a broad chronological period, see the essays in Bernard Aikema 

and Rosella Lauber, eds., Il collezionismo a Venezia e nel veneto ai tempi della Serenissima (Venezia: 

Marsilio, 2005). 

114 Monika Anne Schmitter, “The Display of Distinction: Art Collecting and Social Status in Early 

Sixteenth-Century Venice” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1997); Schmitter, “‘Virtuous 

Riches’: The Bricolage of Cittadini Identities in Early-Sixteenth-Century Venice,” Renaissance Quarterly 

57 (Autumn 2004): 908–69. 
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the fruits of excavation. During the Cinquecento, these imported objects increasingly 

came from the stato da mar, including Chios, Rhodes, Cyprus, and Crete.115 

  Even in Rome, large and high-quality antiquities were difficult to come by for all 

but the most powerful collectors. Most Venetian collections were therefore filled with 

fragments and casts, or what Paula Findlen refers to as “‘surrogate’ antiquities.”116 These 

fragments and replicas of Roman antiquities were treated with reverence and understood 

as physical signs that not only pointed to the larger, unseen glories of the past, but 

demonstrated the virtue and sophistication of the collector. The sculpture garden at the 

merchant Andrea Odoni’s house, for example, was full of pieces of statuary and bits of 

inscriptions. Some of the “virtuous objects” that surround him in his portrait by Lorenzo 

Lotto (Fig. 38) may be casts, judging from their color.117 Aretino had written a flattering 

letter to Odoni in 1538, praising him for the nobility of spirit his collection demonstrated 

and likening his experience of it to the antiquities displayed on the Campidoglio in Rome:  

When I was at court it was in Rome and not in Venice; but now that I am 

here, I am in Venice and in Rome. Although departing from [my 

residence], where I do not see marbles or bronzes, no sooner do I reach 

[Odoni’s house] than I am struck by that pleasure which one usually feels 

                                                 
115 For a general overview of antiquities collections, see Irene Favaretto, Arte antica e cultura 

antiquaria nelle collezioni venete al tempo della Serenissima (Rome: L’erma di Bretschneider, 2002) and 

Luigi Beschi, “Collezioni d’antichità a Venezia ai tempi di Tiziano,” Aquileia nostra / Museo Archeologico 

47 (1976): 1–44. On the trade in antiquities from the east, see Giada Damen, “The Trade in Antiquities 

between Italy and the Eastern Mediterranean (Ca. 1400-1600),” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 

2014). 

116 Paula Findlen, “Possessing the Past: The Material World of the Italian Renaissance,” American 

Historical Review 103 (1998): 102. 

117 On Odoni, see Schmitter. On the casts, see Irene Favaretto, “L’immagine raddoppiata: calchi, 

copie, e invenzioni ‘all’antica’ nelle collezioni venete dell’antichità,” in Les moulages de sculptures 

antiques et l’histoire de l’archéologie: actes du colloque international, Paris, 24 octobre 1997, ed. Henri 

Lavagne and François Queyrel (Geneva: Droz, 2000), 14–15. Citing Luigi Beschi, Favaretto agrees that the 

warm, pinkish tone of the sculpture suggests a gesso or clay as opposed to stone. 
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in reaching the Belvedere atop Monte Cavallo, or in some other of the 

places where one sees such colossal torsos and statues.118 

 Another collection often cited in connection to Titian is the group of sculptures 

bequeathed to Venice by Cardinal Domenico Grimani at his death in 1523.119 This 

included eleven busts, four small sculptures, and one torso. At least one of these small 

sculptures was a small bronze copy after one of Rome’s most famous pieces, the 

Laocoön, commissioned from Jacopo Sansovino (see below). This collection was 

displayed together in a single chamber, as per the cardinal’s wishes, until 1586, in the so-

called Sala delle Teste in the Palazzo Ducale.120 However, as Marilyn Perry notes, the 

addition of a large quantity of statuary, gems, and other antique objects by Giovanni 

Grimani in 1593 has made it rather difficult to identify what was actually available—and 

in what condition—earlier in the century.121  Despite the ambiguities, most of what Titian 

had access to in Venice was likely to have been fragmented relief sculpture. Only in 

Rome would he have the opportunity to engage with collections filled with large, high-

                                                 
118 “Quando io era in corte, stava in Roma e non a Venezia; ma ora, ch’io son qui, sto in Venezia e 

a Roma. Peroché nel partirmi di qui, dove non veggo marmi ne bronzi, non son prima costì giunto che 

l’animo piglia di quel piacere, che soleva sentire nel giugner a Belvedere in Monte Cavallo, o in qualcuno 

de luoghi dove si veggono di sí fatti torsi di colossi e di statue.” August 30, 1538. Aretino, Lettere sull’arte 

di Pietro Aretino, 1:124–26. 

119 The cardinal’s collection had been well-known enough in Rome to be mentioned in Albertini’s 

guidebook in 1510, where he noted the “multa signa marmorea” at Palazzo Venezia. See Paschini, “Le 

collezioni archeologiche dei prelati Grimani,” 151–53. On Roman collections more generally, see Kathleen 

Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2010). 

120 Marilyn Perry, The Statuario Publico of the Venetian Republic (Florence: Leo S. Olschki 

Editore, 1972). 

121 For example, Perry corrects the assumption, first put forward by Brendel but echoed by many 

other scholars, that the figure of the saint in Titian’s Gesuiti Martyrdom of San Lorenzo was based on the 

Falling Gaul from this collection; as she demonstrates, the statue was present in the collection, but only in 

a broken state up until the 1580s. See “On Titian’s ‘Borrowings’ from Ancient Art: A Cautionary Case,” 

189-90. 
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quality pieces like those in the Belvedere, Palazzo Farnese, and the houses of other prime 

collectors in the city. 

 

The Written Word 

 

 Titian could not read Latin, as Dolce’s 1538 dedication of his translation of 

Juvenal’s sixth satire to the artist makes clear.122 While this might seem to limit him only 

to texts available in the vernacular, his habit of surrounding himself with friends who 

were well-educated writers, publishers, or humanists may well have increased, through 

informal translation, the range of his access to the output of the Venetian presses.123  

 Before 1540, nearly all of printed information on Rome was in the form of various 

Latin guidebooks to the city.124 One of these, the twelfth-century Mirabilia urbis Romae, 

was so popular that it continued to be printed for three centuries, despite being full of 

errors and legends. In the Quattrocento, however, humanist authors had made an effort to 

address the city with greater accuracy, beginning about mid-century with Leon Battista 

Alberti’s Descriptio urbis Romae. Francesco Albertini’s 1510 guidebook, Opusculum 

mirabilibus novae et veteris urbis Romae, was the first to add descriptions of 

                                                 
122 Carlo Dionisotti, “Tiziano e letteratura,” in Tiziano e il manierismo europeo, ed. Rodolfo 

Pallucchini (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1978), 270; Padoan, “Titian’s Letters,” 43. 

123 For a profile of more than sixty literati with whom Titian engaged, see Una Roman D’Elia, The 

Poetics of Titian’s Religious Paintings (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 

124 One early vernacular exception was a twelve-folio pamphlet, La edifichatione de molti pallazi 

& tempii de Roma, published in 1480. It was compiled for a noble Lombard lady’s Roman pilgrimage; see 

Peter Murray, ed., Five Early Guides to Rome and Florence (England: Gregg International Publishers, 

1972), n.p. 
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contemporary monuments alongside the ancient ones.125 Published the year of the Sack, 

Fabio Calvo’s Antiquae urbis Romae cum regionibus simulacrum took the unusual step 

of attempting to represent, in schematic visual terms, the development of the ancient city 

over time, culminating in the well-known image of Augustan Rome as a wheel divided 

into sixteen segments, each signified by a single monument (Fig. 39).126 

 After 1540, production of vernacular works in general began to rise sharply, and 

by 1545 they would comprise 58% of all titles published.127 Since many of the books 

being published were translations of earlier material, much more information on the city 

of Rome was available in Venice than before. 1541, for example, saw the Venetian 

publication of Le cose meravigliose (a translation of the medieval Mirabilia, with all its 

errors and fabulations). Vernacular translations of classical material were also popular, 

and would become something of a specialty of Michele Tramezzino. At mid-century and 

beyond these texts would be joined by avvisi full of news and gossip from other cities, 

particularly Rome. A few had appeared earlier, such as Antonio Blado’s printed 

description of the 1539 Festa del Agone.128 

                                                 
125 Anna Siekiera, “Delineare con le parole. Le guide di Roma nel Cinquecento,” in Saggi di 

letteratura architettonica da Vitruvio a Winckelmann, ed. Lucia Bertolini (Florence: Olschki, 2009), 153–

67. 

126 Calvo’s text would likely have had more immediate impact had not all but three of the original 

copies been destroyed in the Sack. See Philip Joshua Jacks, “The Simulachrum of Fabio Calvo: A View of 

Roman Architecture All’antica in 1527,” The Art Bulletin 72 (1990): 480. 

127 Paolo Procaccioli, Paolo Temeroli, and Vanni Tesei, Un giardino per le arti: “Francesco 

Marcolino da Forlì,” la vita, l’opera, il catalogo : atti del convegno internazionale di studi, Forlì, 11-13 

ottobre 2007 (Bologna: Compositori, 2009), 119. 

128 Tullio Bulgarelli, Gli avvisi a stampa in Roma nel Cinquecento. Bibliografia, antologia. 

(Rome: Istituto di studi romani, 1967). 
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 While it is nearly impossible to know whether Titian actually read any of the 

foregoing texts, one publication in which we know he had a personal interest was 

Sebastiano Serlio’s aforementioned Terzo libro. This volume was dedicated to 

antiquities, primarily those in Rome; as a practicing architect, Serlio had worked 

alongside Baldassare Peruzzi in the papal city and accordingly brought a level of 

specialized knowledge to his text that had been absent from the field since Alberti. His 

volume contained lavish illustrations which depicted ruined monuments “restored” to a 

presumed original condition. Not only was Titian friends with Serlio, he also received a 

compliment in the text. The author advised painters to adopt elevated light sources 

similar to the oculus of the Pantheon:  

when they want to give an impression of great power and relief to their 

figures, they take the light from above … although the paintings of the 

great Titian were painted in whatever light he wished, they nevertheless 

have so much elegance and the colors are so well-used that they give 

satisfaction to everyone, and they possess very high relief.129 

Titian’s friendship with Serlio seems to have begun in the late 1520s. The two men 

appeared together in Antonio Brucioli’s Dialoghi of 1526-9 (Titian’s literary debut), 

though surprisingly the subject was neither painting nor architecture, but rather the true 

nature of rainbows.130 Their connection has also been read through the architectural 

background of Titian’s Presentation of the Virgin for the Scuola della Carità (Fig. 40), 

                                                 
129 Hart and Hicks, Sebastiano Serlio on Architecture, 1:99. 

130 Dionisotti, “Tiziano e letteratura,” 268. 
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which has parallels in Serlio’s depiction of the backdrop for a tragic play (Fig. 41) from 

the Second Libro of 1545.131 

 One of the most famous of all Renaissance books, the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 

provided a major resource for artists, thanks to the woodcut illustrations that combined 

antiquarian sources with fantasy elements. Published in Venice in 1499, the complexity 

of the polyglot text presented a challenge even for educated readers, but for Giorgione, 

Titian, and other Venetian painters, the illustrations proved to be an invaluable source of 

inspiration.132 The author, the monk Francesco Colonna, seems to have grasped the 

possibilities of the “romantic ruin” long before it was an independent aesthetic 

category.133 In one scene, for example Polia is able to divert Poliphilo’s lustful urges by 

encouraging him to look at the ruins around them; in the accompanying illustration (Fig. 

42), these appear to be a pastiche of several elements, including a sketch by Ciriaco 

d’Ancona of the arch of Hadrian in Athens, and, drawn from Colonna’s own experience 

in Rome, the Capitoline obelisk with its accompanying palm tree.134  

 Comic plays and dialogues were also popular subjects of the Venetian presses, and 

these frequently featured Roman settings or characters. Pietro Aretino’s play La Talanta 

                                                 
131 See Cecil Gould, “Sebastiano Serlio and Venetian Painting,” Journal of the Warburg and 

Courtauld Institutes 25 (1962): 56–64. 

132 Millard Meiss links the popularity of the genre of sleeping female nudes in Venice to the 

woodcut illustration depicting Poliphilo stumbling upon such a figure during his wanderings; see “Sleep in 

Venice. Ancient Myths and Renaissance Proclivities,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 

110, no. 5 (1966): 348–82. 

133 See Andrew Hui, The Poetics of Ruins in Renaissance Literature (Baltimore: Project Muse, 

2016).  

134 The Capitoline obelisk was taken down by Paul III in c. 1538; see Tamara Griggs, “Promoting 

the Past: The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili as Antiquarian Enterprise,” Word & Image 14 (1998), 17-39 and 

Anne Roullet, The Egyptian and Egyptianizing monuments of imperial Rome (Leiden: Brill, 1972), 73–74. 
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(1542) riffs on the Latin comedies of Plautus and Terence, following the eponymous 

Roman courtesan as she is pursued by many suitors. One of these is a Venetian named 

Vergolo, who asks about what he is seeing as they move through the city, including the 

Pantheon (described as “the loveliest temple that was ever built”), the Colosseum, the 

Vatican obelisk, and the column of Trajan.135 Vergolo naturally compares what he is 

learning to what he knows of Venice. Thus, when he is asked to admire the arch of 

Septimius Severus, he acknowledges that it is impressive, but adds, non-sequitur, 

“though the Bucintoro is also an impressive machine.”136 Yet even as Aretino’s play 

highlights the effect of Rome’s grandeur on the uninitiated, it also depicts the city as a 

place of corruption, moral decay—and opportunity. In a line that might have rung true for 

Titian, Vergolo candidly explains the reason for his transfer to Rome: “I, my dear Messer 

Ponzio, am come to live in Rome with my household so that Marchetto, my only son, 

may obtain, either through his virtues or my payments, some of that which one acquires 

and purchases at court.”137  

 In an earlier series of dialogues, the Ragionamento della Nanna (1534), Aretino’s 

attitude toward Rome had ranged from mocking to bitter. He poked fun at sexual tourism 

in a dialogue between the prostitute Nanna and Antonia, who discuss whether the former 

should make her daughter Pippa a nun, a married woman, or a prostitute (the latter, as the 

                                                 
135 “È il più bel tempio che mai si facesse.” La Talanta, Act I, scene iii. 

136 “Egli è superbo superbissimo, tamen il buccintoro è una stupenda macchina.” Ibid. Vergolo 

also allows the other characters to mock his inability to sit a horse, given that Venetians mock the difficulty 

foreigners having in getting out of a gondola gracefully.  

137 “Io, M. Ponzio caro, son venuto ad abitare in Roma con la brigata, solum perché Marchetto mio 

figliuolo unico possa o per sua virtù o per mio dispendio ottenere qualche grado di quegli che s’acquistano 

e che si comprano in corte.” Ibid.  
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most “honest” of the three occupations, wins out). Nanna gleefully recounts the tricks she 

has played on “those who come to Rome for eight or ten days,” such as having her 

servant steal their clothes while they slept in her bed: “Those who come to see Rome, 

having seen the antiquities, desire to see the modernities: that is, the ladies, so that they 

can play the lord with them; and I was always the first one visited, and whoever spent the 

night with me left his clothes behind.”138  

 In another dialogue on the courts, however, Aretino’s bitterness at being forced to 

leave Rome comes through when he writes, in the voice of the aging prelate Pietro 

Piccardo: “The court, Gentlemen, is the hospital of hope, the tomb of life, the west nurse 

of hatred, the breeder of envy, the matrix of ambitions, the marketplace of lies, serraglio 

of suspicion, prison of harmony, the school for deceit, the home of adulation, the paradise 

of vice, the inferno of virtue, purgatory of goodness, and the limbo of joy.”139 If this was 

what one could glean from Aretino’s published words, one can only imagine what he was 

willing to say in personal conversation with a friend like Titian regarding his Roman 

experiences.140 

                                                 
138 “Circa i forestieri venuti per istare otto o dieci dì a Roma e poi partirsi, usai di gran forcarie. Io 

avea alcuni sbricchi, che spedivano meco gratis una volta in cento, i quali operava a far bravate nel modo 

che ti dirò. Quegli che vengono per veder Roma vogliano, viste le anticaglie, anche vedere le modernaglie, 

cioè le signore, facendo con esse il signore; e sempre io era la prima visitata da tali brigate: e chi dormiva la 

notte meco, ci lasciava i panni.”  Pietro Aretino, Ragionamento e dialogo, ed. Giorgio Barberi Squarotti 

(Milan: Rizzoli, 1988), 116. Originally published in Pietro Aretino, Ragionamento della Nanna (Venice: 

Marcolini, 1534). 

139 Translated in Patricia H. Labalme. “Personality and Politics: Pietro Aretino,” in Titian, His 

World and His Legacy, ed. David Rosand (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982): 121. Originally 

published in Pietro Aretino, Ragionamento delle corti (Venice, 1538). 

140 Aretino had particular reason to be bitter about his experience in Rome; he was attacked in 

1525 as a result of a conspiracy by one of his enemies, Giovanni Matteo Giberti, later bishop of Verona. He 

spent several months recovering before leaving the city. 
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The Spoken Word 

 

 Although speech acts represent a significant pathway through which a “public” 

might be constituted in the early modern period, they are also extremely difficult to trace. 

As Peter Burke notes, we can only study orality through texts, such as legal transcripts or 

Roman pasquinate, and most of which were written down by elites.141 The relazioni of 

Venetian ambassadors are likewise textual records that approximate an oral source of 

information, as these were read aloud to the Senate or Collegio upon the completion of an 

ambassador’s tenure.142 Ideally these were private communications, and the information 

within them was restricted to a small audience within the patriciate, but information still 

found its way into the Venetian gossip mill and circulated through informal 

conversational networks in Venice.143  

 In May 1522, the four extraordinary ambassadors who had been dispatched to 

Rome to pay homage to the new Flemish pope, Adrian VI, spent two hours reading their 

relazioni aloud.144 They devoted a considerable amount of time to describing the 

                                                 
141 The very act of speaking in Venice was political. Burke argues, for example, that the dialect 

employed among patricians in the Great Council or in the law courts functioned as a statement of Venetian 

autonomy. Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and 

Communication (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 85–86. 

142 On relazioni, see Donald E. Queller, “The Development of Ambassadorial Relazioni,” in 

Renaissance Venice, ed. J. R Hale (Totowa, NJ.: Rowan and Littlefield, 1973), 174–93. 

143 On relazioni and their circulation in the Cinquecento, see Filippo Vivo, Information and 

Communication in Venice: Rethinking Early Modern Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 

58–63. See also Elizabeth Horodowich, “The Gossiping Tongue: Oral Networks, Public Life and Political 

Culture in Early Modern Venice,” Renaissance Studies 19, no. 1 (2005): 22–45. 

144 Eugenio Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, vol. 3 (Florence: Tipografia 

all’insegna di Clio, 1839), 85-120. Alberi quotes Sanudo that they were “due ore buone” in delivering it; 

ibid., 75, n. 1. 
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antiquities and monuments they had seen, and, like Aretino’s Vergolo, they qualified 

their observations in relation to what they knew in Venice. The size of the Colosseum’s 

arena, for example, was “half as large as Piazza San Marco, starting from the columns [of 

the church],” while the Pantheon, which they praised as the loveliest temple in the world, 

featured fourteen columns in its vestibule “which are larger than ours at San Marco; and 

this is certain.”145 

 How much of the ambassadors’ information circulated through Venice is 

impossible to specify, but they were not the only conduit through which such information 

might flow. Another figure closer to Titian who was also well-positioned to offer insight 

into Rome was the patrician Marcantonio Michiel, who was friends with both of the 

artist’s career advisers, Bembo and Navagero. 146  Michiel had spent two years at the 

court of Leo X, an experience which evidently sparked his interest in art and architecture. 

Writing home to his friend, the notary Antonio Marsilio in 1519, he promised to provide 

descriptions of “the paintings, and the painters of Rome.”147 Nothing seems to have come 

of this, but within a couple of years, he had begun to compile the observations on 

Venetian and Veneto collections that would later be known as the Notizia d’opere di 

                                                 
145 “Grande come la metà della piazza di San Marco dalla parte delle colonne ... nel vestibolo di 

essa chiesa sono quattordici colonne più grande delle nostre di San Marco; e questo è certo.” Ibid., 3:108–9. 

146 Michiel’s links to Titian’s network only grew with time; Serlio praised his connoisseurship 

alongside Gabriele Vendramin in the Terzo Libro, calling him “consumatissimo nelle antiquita,” and 

Aretino addressed him warmly as “compare” or “friend” in a letter of 1545. See ibid. 

147 Emmanuele Cicogna, “Intorno la vita e le opere di Marcantonio Michiel,” Memorie dell’Istituto 

Veneto 9 (1860): 372. 
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disegno.148 Through his friend, the Paduan Girolamo Negro, Michiel also received 

regular updates on life in Rome during the 1520s.149.  

 It has been noted that Titian, who was technically an outsider himself, surrounded 

himself in Venice with other non-Venetians.150 His social sphere was particularly full of 

Roman connections, including his most intimate friends. The guests he invited to his 

house in Biri Grande one August evening in 1540, for example, were three Florentines 

(Sansovino, the publisher Jacopo Nardi, and the Latinist Francesco Priscianese) plus 

Aretino; Sansovino and Aretino had spent their early careers in Rome, while Priscianese 

lived there still.151 We owe our knowledge of the occasion to a letter that Priscianese 

included in his Della lingua latina when it was published in Venice the same month.152 

Addressed to his friends Lodovico Becci and Luigi del Riccio, it began: 

I was invited on the day of the calends of August to celebrate that sort of 

Bacchanalian feast which, I know not why, is called ferrare Agosto—

though there was much disputing about this in the evening—in a pleasant 

garden belonging to Messer Tiziano Vecellio, an excellent painter as 

everyone knows .153 

                                                 
148 Marcantonio Michiel, Notizia d’opere di disegno nella prima metà del secolo XVI, esistenti in 

Padova, Cremona, Milano, Pavia, Bergamo, Crema e Venezia, ed. Jacopo Morelli (Bassano, 1800). 

149 See the correspondence in ibid., 384–410. 

150 Dionisotti observes “non può essere a caso che a Venezia, in quel giro d'anni, gli uomini più 

vicini a Tiziano, letterati e artisti, l'Aretino, il Sansovino, il Serlio, fossero tutti immigrati di provenienza 

lontana, e veneto invece, di provenienza vicinia, fosse il maggiore dei pittori rivali, il Pordenone.” See 

“Tiziano e letteratura,” 267. 

151 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:39-41; see also Giorgio Padoan, “A casa di Tiziano, una sera 

d’agosto,” in Tiziano e Venezia: convegno internazionale di studi, Venezia, 1976 (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 

1980), 357–67. 

152 The letter appeared in Francesco Priscianese, Della lingua latina (Venice, 1540), after Book 

IV. See Tracy E. Cooper, “The Place of Music in the Artist’s Home,” Proceedings of British Academy 176 

(2012): 71-3. 

153 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:39-41. 
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 Titian’s own artwork, of which Priscianese reported the house was full, provided 

ample scope for discussion, but the evening also featured an angry rant by Aretino, 

caused by the receipt and reading of some letters from Becci and del Riccio which 

Aretino felt slandered the Tuscan vernacular in favor of Latin: “Aretino became 

exceedingly angry, and, if he had not been prevented, he would have penned one of the 

most cruel invectives in the world, calling out furiously for paper and inkstand, though he 

did not fail to do a great deal in words. Finally the supper ended most gaily.”154 An 

invitation to Titian’s house at Biri Grande evidently included both dinner and a show. 

 We cannot reconstruct the conversation upon that occasion in 1540 any more than 

we can reconstruct Titian’s conversations with Serlio about architecture, or Aretino’s 

bawdy tales of the papal court. Yet, no less than the accessibility of printed images or 

material objects, these oral exchanges must have presented a significant means through 

which the presence of Rome was felt in Venice, and still more keenly in Titian’s own 

circles. Using the Laocoön as a case study will draw together the foregoing threads to 

demonstrate how a bricolage of visual, literary, and oral sources brought knowledge of 

Rome and its cultural properties north to Venice, where a public that included Titian 

could use and transform them. In Titian’s case, this would engender an unusual reflection 

on the artist’s actual experience of the object in a satirical print created after his trip to 

Rome. 

 

                                                 
154 Ibid. 
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Case Study: The Mobile Laocoön 

 

 Almost from the moment of its discovery in 1506, the Laocoön (see Fig. 15) was 

“making a public.” It may have been the first art object to do so on such a scale in the 

Renaissance. In Unearthing the Past, Leonard Barkan highlights the reaction of 

Michelangelo, Giuliano da Sangallo, and others to its emergence from the earth: having 

recognized the sculpture immediately from Pliny’s description, they began drawing and 

talking.155 The physical act of drawing and the social act of conversation formed an 

association between the witnesses and the sculpture itself, an association that expanded as 

the newfound artifact—so rare in its size, its obvious quality, and its literary pedigree—

generated interest among humanists and artists. In the year of the statue’s discovery, for 

example, Jacopo Sadoleto wrote with all of the optimism of pre-Sack Rome that “the 

statue now from darkness saved returns / to see the strength of Rome's second life.”156 

Bembo then praised his friend’s poem from Venice, claiming he no longer had any need 

to go to Rome to see the sculpture itself.157  

                                                 
155 Michelangelo was accompanied by Giuliano da Sangallo, whose son Francesco, also in 

attendance, later wrote a letter describing the event. See the evocative analysis of the event and its literary 

representation in Leonard Barkan, Unearthing the Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of 

Renaissance Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 2–4. 

156 Translated in Margarete Bieber, Laocoon: The Influence of the Group Since Its Rediscovery. 

(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1967), 13. 

157 Michael Baxandall, "Jacopo Sadoleto’s Laocoon,” in Words for Pictures: Seven Papers on 

Renaissance Art and Criticism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 98-117. 
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 Barkan notes that many artists seemed to have been driven to give voice to the 

work by virtue of its very brokenness.158 One such example, composed in the vernacular, 

unlike Sadoleto’s Latin verse, is a poem by Antonio Tebaldi, in which the speaker, the 

Trojan priest himself, insists on an embodied response from the viewer, unless he, too, is 

formed of stone: 

 Laocoön am I, so expressive and alive 

 that if you are not made of the material 

 of which my sons and I are made 

 your eyes will produce dolorous tears.159 

 Latin and vernacular guidebooks to the city always mentioned the sculpture group 

among the treasures of the Belvedere, and by the 1530s, Laocoön’s tortured expression 

had become enough of a trope that Aretino could use it as a metaphor for a male 

character’s sexual rapture in the Ragionamenti: “he made the same scowling face as that 

marble figure in the Belvedere makes to the serpents who are killing him in the middle of 

his sons.”160 

 The sculpture’s ascent to the status of a literary trope was predicated, of course, on 

visual familiarity, something that only prints or drawings could make possible for a wider 

audience. The first of these was Giovanni Antonio da Brescia’s engraving dated 1506-

                                                 
158 Barkan devotes an entire chapter to “Fragments”; see Unearthing the Past: Archaeology and 

Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture, 119-208. 

159 “Laocoonte son, sì expresso e vivo / che, se de la materia tu non sei / onde son io formato e 

figli mei / farai de gli occhi un doloroso rivo.” Quoted in Salvatore Settis, Laocoonte, fama e stile (Rome: 

Donzelli, 1999), 132. Originally published in Antonio Tebaldeo, Rime (Venice: Francesco & Alessandro 

Bindoni, 1525).  

160 “Facea quel viso arcigno che a Belvedere fa quella figura di marmo ai serpi che l’assassinano in 

mezzo dei suoi figli,” ibid., 201. Originally published in Pietro Aretino, Ragionamento della Nanna 

(Venice: Marcolini, 1534). 
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1520, followed by Marco Dente’s much more elaborate engraving of c. 1515-27 (Figs. 

43-44). Both prints depicted the statue as it had been discovered, without attempting to 

supply the missing limbs. In the 1520s, Baccio Bandinelli created the first replacement 

arm for Laocoön in wax. This arm was evidently bent back toward the body, probably 

like the one in the life-size marble copy he sculpted in c. 1525, now in the Uffizi (Fig. 

45), where the snake’s coils twist around the new arm like bread dough. Less than a 

decade later, Giovanni Montorsoli provided a new arm in terracotta, this one heroically 

outstretched, the hand gripping one of the snake’s coils (Fig. 46). This would remain as 

the definitive restoration until the mid-20th century, when part of the original arm—bent 

back toward the body—appeared in an antique dealer’s shop in Rome.161  

 As we have seen above, there were other means beside print through which those 

outside Rome could gain knowledge of its antiquities. In the case of the Laocoön, a few 

collectors did own physical copies of the sculpture, typically in miniature. These 

fortunates included Cardinal Grimani and Isabella d’Este, who had several versions.162 

As mentioned above, Sansovino’s miniature in bronze—which, like the early prints, 

depicted the sculpture group in its broken state—was donated by the Cardinal to the city 

of Venice upon his death in 1523.163 In addition to these sources, less expensive and more 

                                                 
161 On the Cinquecento restorations, see ibid., 232–33 on the 1950s restoration, see ibid 256-8.  

162 According to a letter from Aretino to Federico Gonzaga in 1525, Sansovino was working on 

another copy in stucco, which Aretino estimated at one braccio in height. Ibid., 229. See also the papers in 

Salvatore Settis, ed., Serial/Portable Classic: The Greek Canon and Its Mutations (Milan: Fondazione 

Prada, 2015). 

163 Boucher notes Marilyn Perry’s assertion that one of the three bronze versions in the Bargello is 

this “lost” sculpture; see The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino, 9. This is upheld by Francesco Buranelli et 

al., Laocoonte: alle origini dei Musei Vaticani (Rome: L’erma di Bretschneider, 2006), 137-8, cat. no. 25, 

though they note that the arms were added later.  
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ephemeral plaster casts of the sculpture also seem to have been in circulation in Venice. 

In the 18th century, Anton Maria Zanetti claimed that his school had owned a gesso head 

of Laocoön and a piece of torso “which was said to have been in Titian’s house,” though 

this can hardly be accepted as evidence for the artist’s ownership of the piece.164   

  What we would call the sculpture group’s “hype” must have been further 

amplified by the admiring description in the relazione read by the aforementioned 

Venetian ambassadors in 1523. They lavished praise upon the Belvedere and the 

sculpture garden, particularly Laocoön:  

There is the Laocoön, celebrated in all the world, of the highest 

excellence, the height of a common man, with a bushy beard, all nude; one 

may see the knots, the veins, and even the nerves of every part, more than 

one would be able to see in a living body; nor does he lack in spirit … it is 

impossible that human craft should have managed to make such a work, 

and one so natural.165  

The ambassadors identified him as a man of about forty, and even ventured to find a local 

doppelganger for his appearance, one Girolamo Marcello of S. Tommaso.166 Perhaps 

Marcantonio Michiel could have told him what he had learned from his friend Negro in 

Rome—that the Dutch pope had called the Laocoön group “the idols of the ancients,” a 

                                                 
164 “Che si dicea essere stata in casa di Tiziano.” Antonio Maria Zanetti, Della pittura Veneziana e 

delle opere pubbliche de Veneziani maestri libri quinque (Venice: Albrizzi, 1771), 109. 

165 “Vi è il Laocoonte, per tutto il mondo celebrato, figura di grandissima eccellenza, di grandezza 

d’un comune uomo, con una barba irsuta, tutto ignudo; si veggono i nodi, le vene, e i proprii nervi da ogni 

parte, che più in un corpo vivo non si potria vedere; ne’ gli manca che lo spirito. ... È impossibile che arte 

umana arrivi a fare tanta opera e cosí naturale.” Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 

3:115. 

166 In contrast to this description, which is longer than quoted here, they had few words for Adrian 

VI: “il papa è di anni sessantaquattro, di una ciera e faccia allegra e gioconda, quanto sia possibile.” (One 

detects a certain dry humor in the last phrase). Ibid., 3:115–17. 
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judgment that left Negro to fear that the sculpture and its fellows in the Belvedere might 

wind up as building materials for St. Peter’s.167 

 Titian’s fascination with the figure of Laocoön extended over most of his career 

and across media. It can be detected as inspiration for the woodcut St. Jerome of 1516; 

the Christ of the Averoldi Polyptych of 1522; the face of Saint Nicholas in the Vatican 

altarpiece of c.1533-5; the two Crowning with Thorns compositions, dating to c. 1542 

and c. 1576; and perhaps also the figure of Abraham in the Santo Spirito paintings, 

executed shortly before the artist went to Rome (Figs. 47-52).168 Titian’s recurrent 

engagement with the figure of Laocoön necessarily involved designing solutions to the 

problem of the statue’s missing right arm. In the Saint Jerome woodcut, Titian depicts the 

saint with his right arm raised and bent back toward his body, gripping the rock with 

which he would beat his breast in penitence. The Averoldi Polyptych, in contrast, depicts 

Christ with his arm extended, holding the banner of resurrection. Like most of Titian’s 

quotations, both of these new figures required significant changes to suit their new 

pictorial contexts, a demonstration of Titian’s imagination as well as his skill. Jerome’s 

muscular body, for example, has not only been rotated in space—turning his attention 

inward—the orientation of his limbs has been reversed as well. In the sculpture, 

Laocoön’s raised arm is opposite the outstretched leg, but in the woodcut, the extended 

leg is underneath the raised arm.  

                                                 
167 “Sunt idola antiquorum.” Cicogna, “Marcantonio Michiel,” 381. 

168 See Michel Hochmann, “Laocoon à Venise,” Revue germanique internationale 19 (2003): 91-

103; however, he confines himself almost entirely to visual sources.  
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 In praising Sadoleto’s poem on the Laocoön, Bembo had claimed that there was 

no longer any need to see the thing itself; his friend’s words would suffice. This was just 

the kind of compliment, favoring poesis over pictura, that one neo-Latinist would happily 

bestow upon another. However, despite the many pathways through which visual, textual, 

and oral information could be exchanged between Rome and Venice, I would argue that 

phenomenological distinction remained between the virtual and the real. Despite his 

many quotations and transformations of the Laocoön, only once would Titian create a 

work that explicitly mimics the sculpture group itself, right down to its supporting plinth: 

the Ape Laocoön (Fig. 53), designed sometime after his return from Rome in 1546. In 

Chapter 4, I approach this print as an index of Titian’s physical experience in the 

Belvedere courtyard, as well as a demonstration of the ways in which his response to the 

ancient object that had fascinated him for decades changed after direct contact with it in 

Rome. 

 From the beginning of his career, Titian was alive to the many possibilities 

presented by Rome—first as a point of leverage in his efforts to win state patronage in 

Venice, and then as a constant source of visual and textual information that circulated 

through the city. In the next chapter, we will consider how Titian employed the 

circulation of his own images to make his own “public” among the friends and allies who 

would help him achieve his second invitation to the papal court, this time that of Paul III 

Farnese.
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CHAPTER 3 

TITIAN ON THE ROAD TO ROME 

 

In his 1513 petition to the Council of Ten, Titian had framed his desire for 

Venetian state patronage in terms of fame and memory, the kind of humanist ideals that 

were likely to resonate with his patrician audience. A quarter-century later, Aretino tried 

to accomplish something similar on his friend’s behalf with the Farnese court through his 

1539 letter to sculptor Leone Leoni, quoted at the beginning of Chapter 1. Aretino wrote 

to congratulate Leoni on his new role as incisore at the papal mint, a post he had taken on 

after Cellini’s disgrace the previous year.1 Fortune had smiled on him, Aretino wrote, for 

“here is the ear of His Holiness bent toward your virtues … here you are in Rome, 

mistress of the arts, inventrix of reputations, and pulse of adventures; and, what matters 

most of all, here you are young, healthy, and famous.”2 Aretino continued, if “[Paul III] 

does not speak of sending for the marvelous Titian, I respond that the saintly old man 

must put himself to the task so that his descendants, with the coming of time and of his 

death, may rejoice in contemplating true and vivid effigies of him.”3 As we read earlier, 

                                                 
1 Leoni was appointed to the zecca in November 1538, but his tenure only lasted until March 

1540, when he was accused of assaulting the papal jeweler and ultimately sentenced to a year in the 

galleys; see Kelley Di Dio, Leone Leoni and the Status of the Artist at the End of the Renaissance 

(Burlington  Vt.: Ashgate, 2011), 5. On the post of incisore, see also Chapter 5. 

2 “Ecco l’orecchio di Sua Santità a la ragione de le virtù vostre … eccovi in Roma maestra de 

l’arti, inventrice de le riputazioni e vena de le venture; e, quello che più vale, eccovi giovane, sano e 

famoso.” Aretino, Lettere sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, 1:129-131. 

3 “Nostro Signore non disse di mandare per il mirabile Tiziano, rispondo che il Vecchio 

Santissimo non doveria ponerci indugio, acciò che i posteri a onta del tempo e della morte si rallegrassero 

nel contemplare viva e vera la effigie di lui.” Ibid. 
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he then assured Leoni that “it is clear that my friend does not want to go to Spain, 

although the emperor has asked it of this everlasting Signoria, but he would like to leave 

a memory of his art in the portraits of the princes of la celeberimma stirpe Farnese.”4  

Aretino aimed his dart with care. Not only did Leoni then hold a significant place 

in the Farnese court, and could thus be expected to drop a word in the right ear, he was 

also linked to Aretino and Titian by the bonds of friendship and obligation, having 

entered their circle in Venice in 1537 after fleeing an accusation of false coining at the 

mint in Ferrara.5 Aretino also chose his arguments carefully; not only did he hint that 

Paul III was going to miss the opportunity to have the services of the Italy’s most famous 

portraitist, but moreover that he would lose those services to none other than his 

Hapsburg rival. Further, Aretino emphasized the importance of portraiture for a dynastic 

patriarch, leaving unsaid the fact that the Farnese dynasty was still nascent, with most of 

its clout centered in the aging pope himself. Only through Titian’s power to create “true 

and vivid effigies,” Aretino’s letter implied, could the Farnese pope construct the kind of 

memory that would conquer death and shape his legacy. 

Aretino’s effort to drum up patronage at the papal court through Leoni came to 

nothing, and it would be another six years before Titian found himself headed to Rome 

with the Duke of Urbino. As scholars have long been aware, the specific purpose of his 

                                                 
4 See footnote above in Chapter 1. 

5 Di Dio, Leone Leoni and the Status of the Artist at the End of the Renaissance, 3-5. She notes 

that Leoni seems to have been in Venice previously—perhaps as early as 1527—but his career and 

movements are unclear until 1537, when Aretino wrote on his behalf regarding the charge of fraud. For the 

letter, which Aretino sent to Duke Ercole II d’Este in August 1537, see Aretino, Lettere sull’arte, 1:37-8. 

Leoni commemorated his friendship with Titian and Aretino through a pair of portrait medals; for Titian’s, 

see Chapter 4.  
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trip to the papal court was to obtain the support of the Farnese in regards to a benefice he 

sought for his son Pomponio. Rather than the driving impulse behind his attention to the 

Farnese (as is frequently adduced) it can more properly be viewed as the proximate cause 

of his trip in 1545—and, significantly, only one part of his more prolonged turn toward 

the papal family. Over-emphasis on Titian’s unsuccessful pursuit of San Pietro in Colle 

obscures other, more fundamental shifts that had been afoot in his career from the end of 

the previous decade, of which Aretino’s letter had been but one symptom. 

This is a period that has troubled Titian scholars, who have often defined it as a 

slump or a crisis precipitated by the artist’s encounter with Florentine mannerism. While 

Titian certainly faced career pressures in these years, including a dearth of powerful 

patrons abroad, a flat market at home, as well as new stylistic currents in the lagoon, it 

can be demonstrated that this was less a crisis of style than of economic and familial 

factors that demanded new means through which Titian could ensure his own legacy and 

that of his family. From this perspective, the papal court represented an entirely logical 

target—an expansion of his previous patronage strategies vis-a-vis the smaller north 

Italian courts—as well as a rich, as-yet-untapped source of patronage. Rather than focus 

purely on the motive of the benefice, we can evaluate the “Farnese turn” in Titian’s 

strategy in the larger context of the pressures he was facing during this period. 

For more than a decade, Titian had relied on the indefatigable efforts of Aretino to 

act as his public-relations consultant abroad. However, Aretino was not the right person 

to press the Farnese for patronage, given his negative relationship with the Farnese; 

moreover, the game of papal patronage was one best played on the ground in Rome, or, 
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failing that, through influential contacts in that city. Titian’s need for new allies would 

lead him to engage in a furious spate network-building during this period, shoring up old 

connections, like his relationship with newly appointed cardinal Pietro Bembo, and 

creating new ones, such as papal nuncio Giovanni della Casa.  

As work by Dale Kent and others has shown, instrumental friendships were a 

reality of early modern life, one sustained—in the absence of face-to-face contact—by 

the regular exchange of letters, gifts, and other material tokens.6 Titian was particularly 

well-positioned to develop such friendships by recruiting his portraits to do work for him 

in the social realm. Bruno Latour and Arjun Appadurai have argued for objects to be 

investigated and addressed as active and mobile agents in their own right, an approach 

that is well suited to the highly mobile lives of Titian’s paintings.7 Their circulation, as 

these objects were gifted, copied, praised, and fought over, helped to grow and sustain the 

“worknet” that arose between Venice and Rome, peopled not only by Bembo and della 

Casa, but by others such as Venetian patricians Girolamo Querini and Isabetta Querini 

Massola, and papal scriptore Carlo Gualteruzzi.8 The extensive correspondence among 

these individuals reveals that they were by no means disinterested players; rather, each 

individual brought his or her own agenda to the table, even as they used their influence to 

promote the affairs of friends.  

 

                                                 
6 Kent, Friendship, Love, and Trust in Renaissance Florence, and below for further bibliography. 

7 Latour, Reassembling the Social; Appadurai, The Social Life of Things. 

8 Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004), 63. For a discussion of this term as opposed to network, see below.  
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Crisis, Mannerist or Otherwise 

 

 

 The lack of clarity in the chronology of many of Titian’s works during the early 

part of the 1540s—particularly those that may either predate or postdate his Roman 

journey—represents a major obstacle to assessing the artist’s development during this 

period. The group of paintings that form the most vexed question in this regard are the 

three Old Testament scenes, Cain Slaying Abel (Fig. 54) Abraham Sacrificing Isaac (see 

Fig. 52), and David and Goliath (Fig. 55), originally painted for the Augustinian church 

of Santo Spirito in Isola, from which they were removed to the refectory of the Madonna 

della Salute in 1656.9 An examination of how these unusually forceful paintings have 

been received in scholarship reveals that the endurance of a model of stylistic crisis 

remains at odds with Titian’s own capabilities and preoccupations as he began to address 

the decade’s new challenges. 

 Vasari had received the commission for the ceiling paintings from Sansovino 

during his time in Venice in 1541-2, but upon his departure passed the commission along 

to Titian:  

The same year, Vasari being in Venice for thirteen months to make, as has 

been said, a ceiling for messer Giovanni Cornaro and some things for the 

Compagnia della Calza, was commissioned by Sansovino, who was in 

charge of the fabrica of Santo Spirito, to make drawings for three large 

pictures in oil that were to go on the ceiling, so that he might paint them; 

but, Vasari having left, the three paintings were assigned to Titian, who 

                                                 
9 The dimensions of the Sacrifice of Abraham are slightly larger, indicating its central placement. 

Wethey argues that position in the Salute likely replicates their position in Santo Spirito. Wethey, The 

Paintings of Titian, 1:120–1, cat. nos. 82-4. 
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carried them out beautifully, having put great effort into foreshortening the 

figures di sotto in su.10 

This commission represented Titian’s first effort at a soffitto or ceiling ensemble, 

a genre that would soon develop immense popularity in Venice.11 The artist responded to 

the viewing conditions by reducing each composition to its most fundamental elements, 

and by foregrounding heroic male bodies in sharply foreshortened poses—choices that 

help underscore the violence in each scene.12 In Cain Slaying Abel, likely the first 

painting seen by entering viewers, the violent action is in media res, with blood already 

dripping down the fallen Abel’s face as his brother raises his weapon for another blow. 

Titian chose to place even further emphasis on the physicality of their muscular forms by 

obscuring the faces of both victim and aggressor; Abel is seen from behind, while Cain’s 

features are cast in shadow by his raised arms. The artist forged a sense of unity between 

this scene and the two that follow through the gloomy, turbulent sky. At the same time, 

there is also a great sense of instability, given Abel’s position on the edge of a precipice 

with Cain’s foot planted on his chest. The next blow will clearly send him plummeting 

into the abyss, directly over our heads.  

                                                 
10 “L’anno medesimo, essendo stato il Vasari in Vinezia tredici mesi a fare, come s’è detto, un 

palco a messer Giovanni Cornaro et alcune cose per la Compagnia della Calza, il Sansovino, che guidava la 

fabrica di Santo Spirito, gli aveva fatto fare disegni per tre quadri grandi a olio che andavano nel palco, 

acciò gli conducesse di pittura; ma essendosi poi partito il Vasari, furono i detti tre quadri allogati a 

Tiziano, che gli condusse bellissimi, per avere atteso con molt’arte a fare scortare le figure al disotto in su.” 

Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812. 

11 See Juergen Schulz, Venetian Painted Ceilings of the Renaissance (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1968), 77–79, cat. no. 20. 

12 Madlyn Kahr argues that an overarching theme of sacrifice unites the series, but Schulz argues, 

more convincingly, that the three canvases represent sin (Cain and Abel), atonement (Abraham), and 

redemption (David). See Kahr, “Titian’s Old Testament Cycle,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 

Institutes 29 (1966): 193–205, and Schulz, Venetian Painted Ceilings of the Renaissance, 77–79. 
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The precise date of the execution of the Santo Spirito paintings is still unclear. 

Until recently, most scholars agreed that the Santo Spirito paintings pre-date Titian’s 

Roman journey; beyond Vasari’s entirely circumstantial evidence, this dating is 

supported by documentary evidence regarding a lawsuit against the Augustinian friars of 

Santo Spirito in Isola in which the artist was engaged in 1544, by which time he had 

already painted “certae palae” for the church.13 One of the few holdouts to this theory 

was Paul Joannides, who in 1990 argued that Titian’s use of powerfully muscled bodies 

could only have reflected Titian’s direct experience of Michelangelo’s work in Rome. He 

also denied that the lawsuit documents provided adequate evidence for placing them pre-

Rome.14 In the catalog to the 2003 exhibitions on Titian in London and Madrid, Charles 

Hope breathed new life into the controversy by suggesting a revised date of c. 1552, 

based on an archival discovery showing that Titian was once more involved in litigation 

                                                 
13 Titian had delivered an altarpiece for the church in c. 1541; not only was it evidently unfinished, 

causing him to continue to work on it in situ, it had also soon begun to deteriorate and develop mold. The 

friars refused to pay the remainder of the artist’s fee, prompting him to bring suit in ecclesiastic court. For 

the documents, see Alessandra Sambo, “Tiziano davanti ai giudici ecclesiastici,” in Tiziano e Venezia: 

convegno internazionale di studi, Venezia, 1976 (Vicenza: N. Pozza, 1980), 383-393. One of these “certe 

palae” (also described as “parechie opere” in Appendix, 392) must have been the Saint Mark Enthroned, c. 

1511-12, but this descriptor may also have included the ceiling ensemble. On December 11, 1544, Titian 

would write to Cardinal Alessandro to ask for his intercession in the case, describe the friars as “miei chiari 

et antichi debitori per mie opere.” See Puppi, Tiziano, 116-7, doc. 74. 

14 Paul Joannides, “On Some Borrowings and Non-Borrowings from Central Italian and Antique 

Art in the Work of Titian c.1510-c.1550,” Paragone 41 (1990): 33. I will address this further below.  
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with the friars in that year.15 However, I disagree with his reconstruction of the sequence 

of events concerning Titian’s involvement with the church.16  

There is no stylistic imperative that requires us to place the Santo Spirito 

paintings after Titian’s Roman journey. After all, Titian had already adopted a similarly 

heroic mode for the Louvre Crowning with Thorns (see Fig. 50), painted c.1542-3 for the 

brothers of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan.17 In that work, Titian combined the 

sculptural quality of Christ’s tormented body (drawn once more from the Laocoön) with 

brilliant local color and dramatic contrasts of light and shadow, to produce what Peter 

Humfrey calls “one of the most Roman” of his works.18 The dating recently re-proposed 

by Augusto Gentili, that the ceiling paintings were completed between 1542, when Vasari 

departed Venice, and 1544, when the litigation over the damaged painting began, seems 

more likely.19 

                                                 
15 Charles Hope, “Titian’s Life and Times,” Tiziano, ed. Miguel Falomir (Madrid: Museo del 

Prado, 2003), 305, n. 20. However, as Joannides noted trenchantly in his review, “Hope announces this as 

though he had always known it, neglecting to acknowledge that, like every other scholar except one”—i.e., 

Joannides himself—“he had previously dated them prior to Titian's Roman sojourn.” See Joannides, 

“Titian, London and Madrid,” 14. 

16 Hope admits that the “nature of the dispute is not specified” by the new documents. He argues 

that Titian would never have painted further works for the church without being paid for the c. 1541 

altarpiece, but I would counter that the artist would hardly have been willing to take on the commission for 

the ceiling paintings after he had battled these same patrons in court! After all, the first lawsuit was 

significant enough in Titian’s mind that he would mention it to Vasari more than a decade later (see 

Chapter 4). More likely, in my view, is that the 1552 dispute involved payment Titian was seeking for the 

replacement altarpiece of the Pentecost, which he delivered after his return from Rome.  

17 Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 1:82-3, cat. no. 26. 

18 Peter Humfrey, Titian: The Complete Paintings (New York: Ludion, 2007), 19. Note however 

that Humfrey, following Hope, places the ceiling paintings post-Rome. 

19 Gentili, Tiziano, 189. 
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For Rodolfo Pallucchini, the Santo Spirito paintings were evidence of what he 

articulated as a “mannerist crisis” affecting Venetian painting at large and Titian in 

particular as a result of contact with Central Italian artists. Pallucchini argues that after 

Titian’s exposure to Giulio Romano’s work in Mantua in 1537-8, “openly academic 

figures, muscular nudes, rotating patterns of bodily movement, contrapposti and 

inversions, all arrive to transform and enrich Titian’s artistic language, putting his 

naturalism in crisis.”20 The presence of Francesco Salviati and Giorgio Vasari in Venice 

between 1539 and 1542 then contributed, in his view, a further destabilizing factor.  

Much of the work that Salviati and Vasari executed in Venice has disappeared, 

including Vasari’s highly-praised stage-set for Aretino’s La Talanta (ephemeral by its 

very nature) and his ceiling ensemble for Giovanni Cornaro. Another lost painting, 

Salviati’s octagonal Psyche for the ceiling of Palazzo Grimani at Santa Maria Formosa, is 

known only through a copy (Fig. 56). Vasari’s praise of it as the “loveliest work of 

painting in Venice” can be read as a further dig against the local Venetian tradition.21 In 

addition to their own work, the drawings these Central Italian artists brought with them to 

Venice also helped introduce further Mannerist elements into the city. Such exposure, 

according to Pallucchini, encouraged Titian in particular to abandon his natural 

                                                 
20 “Figure apertamente accademiche, nudi muscolosi, movimenti di corpi su schemi rotatori, 

contrapposti e chiasmi, vengono a trasformare ed a arricchire il bagaglio linguisticao tizianesco, mettendo 

in crisi il suo naturalismo.” Pallucchini, Da Tiziano a El Greco: per la storia del Manierismo a Venezia, 

1540-1590, 19. See also Günter Passavant, who attributes the experience of Romano to the strongly 

“Roman” flavor of the Christ Crowned with Thorns; Passavant, “Bemerkungen zum ‘Römischen’ Stil 

Tizians um 1540,” Mitteilungen Des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 35, no. 1 (1991): 85–114. 

21 “Il quale ottangolo è non solo più bello senza comparazione di detti quattro quadri, ma la più 

bell’opera di pittura che sia in tutta Vinezia.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:632. 



- 91 - 

classicism in favor of more fantastical schemes, like the Santo Spirito paintings, before 

he was able to normalize these impulses and return to his “true” classicism. 

This model of stylistic crisis has been rejected by many scholars who prefer a 

more nuanced model of exchange and response between Venetian and Central Italian 

artists.22 In the case of Salviati, for example, Iris Cheney argues that he effectively took 

more from Venice, in terms of his own stylistic development, than he left behind.23 

Salviati demonstrated flexibility in adapting his “stylish style” to the Venetian 

environment, as Peter Humfrey observes regarding the altarpiece of the Lamentation 

(Fig. 57) where Michelangelesque figures and Roman relieflike style are joined to a 

Venetian approach to color and softness of contour.24 However, Pallucchini’s model has 

retained its currency as a frame of analysis among Italian scholars.25 Thus we can find 

Barbara Agosti recently describing the Santo Spirito paintings as “the apex of the 

Cadorine master’s mannerist crisis.”26 

Instead of approaching Titian’s artistic choices from such a restrictive model, the 

Santo Spirito paintings may reveal the artist reacting to a range of new stimuli both from 

                                                 
22 Hope was one of the first Anglophone scholars to reject this model for Titian; see Hope, Titian, 

102–3. 

23 See Cheney, “Salviati’s North Italian Journey.” 

24 Mauro Lucco, ed., La pittura nel Veneto, vol. 2 (Milan: Electa, 1996), 457. See also Catherine 

Monbeig-Goguel and C. Adelson, eds., Francesco Salviati (1510-1563), o, La bella maniera (Milan and 

Paris: Electa, 1998), 124, cat. no. 23. 

25 See also Valcanover, who writes “la ‘crisi manieristica’ di Tiziano ha momento culminante 

nelle tele con episodi dell’Antico Testamento per il soffitto di Santi Spirito in Isola.” Francesco 

Valcanover, Tiziano: i suoi pennelli sempre partorirono espressioni di vita (Florence: Edizioni Il Fiorino, 

1999), 40. Valcanover also considers these paintings to precede Titian’s Roman journey, and challenges 

Joannides’ assertion that stylistic and documentary evidence preclude such a dating; see ibid., 42, n. 107. 

26 “Il punto apicale delle crisi manieristica del maestro di Cadore.” Agosti, Giorgio Vasari, 54. 
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within and without the Venetian lagoon. Friedlaender, for example, notes that the 

muscular forms Titian employed in these works might well have been inspired by his 

desire to compete with his local rival Pordenone, who had previously adapted 

Michelangelesque figures into a Veneto idiom.27 Titian’s relationship with Vasari should 

also be kept in mind as we consider the direction the Venetian painter decided to take in 

his first soffitto commission. Since Vasari’s own work on the commission had evidently 

reached the stage of drawings, he may have provided these to Titian upon his departure; 

at the very least, the Venetian artist must have been aware of Vasari’s general conception 

for the project. Nor should we exclude the possibility that during his time in Venice, 

Vasari allowed his opinion of the Venetian painting tradition to show through in some 

fashion, perhaps enough to prompt a response from his colleague. Titian’s decision to 

foreground the heroic male figure allowed him to demonstrate that he could work 

perfectly well in the mode preferred by Central Italian painters, espoused locally by 

Pordenone, and approved by Vasari—even under the challenging site conditions of a 

ceiling commission. 

Rather than what has been cast as almost a spiritual crisis of stylistic direction, in 

other words, we can more profitably read the Santo Spirito ceiling paintings as the 

evidence of Titian’s active competition with his contemporaries, a frame of reference that 

will be useful in the context of his work in Rome. As the next section demonstrates, while 

we can acknowledge that Titian was facing a build-up of personal and professional 

                                                 
27 Rodolfo Pallucchini, “Giovanni Antonio Pordenone, “pictor modernus,” in Il Pordenone, ed. 

Caterina Furlan, (Milan: Electa, 1988), 22-4. 
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pressure in these years, it was of an entirely different sort—one that prompted him to 

seek its resolution with the Farnese.28 

 

Titian at 1540: A Crisis in Patronage 

 

 

By the end of the 1530s, Titian found himself the undisputed master of the field in 

Venice. With Pordenone’s sudden demise in 1539, only relatively minor players such as 

Paris Bordon, Bonifacio dei Pitati, Giovanni Cariani, and Bernardo Licinio remained 

active on the scene.29 Dolce expressed as much in a letter to Paolo Crivello in March 

1545; noting that it was not enough to be able to convincingly depict satins and velvets to 

earn the name of painter, he wrote, “with the exception of messer Tiziano (who is another 

Michelangelo), who really knows how to paint in Venice?”30 However, over the course of 

the preceding decade, Titian had been happy to leave the Venetian field largely to these 

artists while he pursued a princelier clientele abroad.31 As a result, he had almost no 

                                                 
28 Reviewing a volume of essays addressing the pan-European “crisis” of the 1590s, Kristen B. 

Neuschel observes that the term itself is “taken to mean a period of … upheaval followed by resolution in 

the form of major structural change.” See Neuschel, “Review of The European Crisis of the 1590s: Essays 

in Comparative History, edited by Peter Clark,” The Journal of Modern History 58, no. 4 (1986): 890–91.  

  29 There were some dark whispers that Titian was involved in Pordenone’s death; see Lucco, La 

pittura nel Veneto, vol. 1, 99. Some of these artists enjoyed considerable success; Bonifacio, for example, 

received the prestigious commission to decorate the Palazzo dei Camerlenghi in 1529, work that would 

continue until his death in 1553. See Philip Cottrell, “Corporate Colors: Bonifacio and Tintoretto at the 

Palazzo Dei Camerlenghi in Venice,” The Art Bulletin 82, no. 4 (2000): 658–78. 

30 “Levato messer Tiziano (che è un altro Michelangelo), chi è in Vinezia che sappia dipingere?” 

Quoted in Emmanuele Cicogna, “Memoria intorno la vita e gli scrìtti di messer Lodovico Dolce letterato 

veneziano del secolo XVI,” Memorie dell'Istituto Veneto 11 (1862): 145-6. 

31 Two of these patrons, Alfonso d’Este and Ippolito de’Medici, seem to have offered the painter 

further chances to visit Rome. See Charles Hope, “Titian as a Court Painter,” Oxford Art Journal 2 (1979): 

8. 
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large-scale commissions in Venice once he finished the battle picture for the Palazzo 

Ducale in 1537, followed by the Presentation of the Virgin (see Fig. 40) for the Scuola 

della Carità in 1538.  

At the same time, Titian was losing more than just his local competition. His 

princely patrons of the previous generation were also dying off. Alfonso d’Este, with 

whom the painter had had a tumultuous, if productive relationship, had died in 1534, and 

his son Ercole II had not expressed much interest in Titian. Francesco Maria della Rovere 

had died in 1538, and while his son Guidobaldo II was certainly keen to play the role of 

patron, he lacked cash and influence.32 In 1540 Federico Gonzaga, the patron with whom 

Titian had enjoyed the warmest collaboration over the course of seventeen years, died 

without a promising heir after a long bout of syphilis.33  

So it was that by the beginning of the new decade, only Charles V remained 

among the major players of the previous one. The honor with which the Hapsburg 

emperor treated Titian would form a recurring theme in the painter’s biography, 

beginning with Vasari:  

[Titian] painted Charles V many times, as has been said, and finally was 

called to his court, where he painted him in what were almost his final 

years, and Titian’s work pleased that most victorious emperor so much 

that, from when he first met him, he never wanted to be painted by another 

artist, and each time he painted him, [Charles] gave [Titian] a thousand 

                                                 
32 See Bernini, “I Della Rovere e Tiziano.” 

33 Bodart notes that Federico left Mantua in a “precaria condizione” which required a “regime di 

austerità” from the guardians of the heir, Francesco III. See Bodart, Tiziano e Federico II Gonzaga, 165-6; 

see also Chapter II on “Le committenze diplomatiche,” 51-145 for her use of the term “diplomatic 

patronage.” Federico’s strategy in this regard toward Charles V may have provided a model for the painter 

himself in dealing with his great clients.  
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gold scudi. [Titian] was knighted by His Majesty with the provision of 200 

scudi from the camera of Naples.34 

In 1533, Charles had elevated Titian to the rank of Count Palatine, ennobling both him 

and his descendants. In the proclamation, the emperor adopted an elevated rhetoric in 

which Titian became the Apelles to his own Alexander. However, despite the appearance 

of active imperial support, Miguel Falomir argues that at least prior to Titian’s trip to 

Augsburg in 1548, their relationship was all smoke and no fire; marked only by a few 

portrait commissions, it was hardly enough to satisfy Titian’s ambitions.35  

Titian had also demonstrated a noticeable reluctance to leave Venice for the 

imperial court during the 1530s. Ambassador Lope de Soria had begun inquiring into the 

possibility with the Signoria in September 1533, but the doge had declined, on the 

grounds that painter had not yet finished his work in the Palazzo Ducale.36 The following 

September, Titian’s own excuse was that he needed to await the return of his brother 

Francesco, who had gone to the court of Ferdinand, King of the Romans, to negotiate for 

                                                 
34 “Ritrasse più volte, come s’è detto, Carlo Quinto, e ultimamente fu per ciò chiamato alla corte, 

dove lo ritrasse secondo che era in quegli quasi ultimi anni; e tanto piacque a quello invittissimo 

imperadore il fare di Tiziano, che non volse, da che prima lo conobbe, essere ritratto da altri pittori e 

ciascuna volta che lo dipinse ebbe mille scudi d’oro di donativo. Fu da Sua Maestà fatto cavaliere con 

provisione di scudi dugento sopra la camera di Napoli.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813-4. This information clearly 

came from Titian and was massaged accordingly; see below for the great difficulty Titian had just in 

acquiring his 200 scudi, which casts some doubt upon the large sums Vasari claims he was given for each 

imperial portrait. 

35 “The evidence is clear: for a whole decade the emperor commissioned no works from his own 

private Apelles, which shows that the honors bestowed on Titian in 1533 were not due to any sudden 

admiration for his painting on the emperor’s part, but were rather part of a propaganda campaign 

orchestrated by Cobos. Falomir, “In Search of Alexander (1530-1550),” 118. 

36 De Soria told the Signoria that many other painters could do as well as Titian in the Palazzo 

Ducale, while no other one execute portraits for the emperor with his level of skill. Mancini, Tiziano e le 

corti d’Asburgo: nei documenti degli archivi spagnoli, 136, doc. 5. 
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the purchase of a tract of forest.37 The ambassador had clearly caught on by January 

1535, when he reported to the imperial minister Francisco de los Cobos that “about 

[Titian’s] departure to go [to court], I doubt [it], since I see how much he loves and 

prefers his Venice, which he has already boasted of to me.”38 Though Titian’s situation 

required the cultivation of new potential patrons, he would evidently give preference to 

those who would not insist on his residency outside Venice. Even more preferable were 

those in a position to give influence in the church as well as cash, as we will see below in 

reference to his son Pomponio.  

Up until this point, Titian’s friendship with Aretino had been of immense help in 

the artist’s search for sources of patronage, as the “scourge of princes” was seemingly in 

contact with every prince and lord in Europe, either directly or through functionaries.39 

Even Vasari acknowledged the role Aretino played in Titian’s career, noting “he made 

him known in distant places, wherever he exercised his pen, and most of all to important 

princes.”40 

                                                 
37 See Lope de Soria’s flurry of letters to the king in this regard. By November Francesco had 

evidently returned successful, since Titian demonstrated his thanks to the king by sending along a copy of 

one of his portraits of the emperor, and promising further portraits of the Empress and Prince Philip once he 

went to Spain. Ibid., 140–41, docs. 9-13. 

38 “Pero de sua partida para ir ahí, dudo, tanto lo veo enamorado y aficionado a esta su Venecia, la 

qual a mí ya me va’ cansando.” Ibid., 142, doc. 14. 

39 Occasionally Aretino’s scope was even broader; in 1541-2, for example, he exchanged 

correspondence and gifts—including one of Leoni’s portrait medals—with the Ottoman pirate Barbarossa. 

See Aretino, Lettere a Pietro Aretino, 3:136. 

40  “Lo fece conoscere tanto lontano, quanto si distese la sua penna, e massimamente a’ Principi 

d'importanza.” Quoted in Mina Gregori, “Tiziano e l’Aretino,” in Tiziano e il manierismo europeo, ed. 

Rodolfo Pallucchini (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 1978), 278. 
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Aretino was quite the clever tactician. For example, when the nuns of Santa Maria 

degli Angeli in Murano refused to pay a 500-ducat asking price for Titian’s Annunciation 

in 1536, he encouraged his friend not to haggle with them, but rather to send the painting 

as a unexpected gift to Empress Isabella; as we will see below, this gift resulted (at least 

on paper) in a 100-ducat annuity from Charles V.41 It was also at Aretino’s suggestion 

that Titian executed a profile portrait of Francis I in 1539, and there might even have 

been a project to portray “the King of England and his son,” to judge from a reference 

from one of his letter to Titian in March 1546.42 In 1539, Aretino had put out a feeler to 

Medici Florence on Titian’s behalf in a letter directed to Cosimo I just a day before his 

missive to Leoni at the papal court, thus covering all of the major courts except Rome, 

where he could not have hoped to have much influence beyond indirect letters to figures 

like Leoni and Carlo Gualteruzzi. Paul III had long been a target of Aretino’s poison 

pen—called out as an adulterer in a 1521 pasquinade, and accused of incest and 

corruption in a sonnet published in 1545, during Titian’s campaign for papal patronage.43 

As Pastor notes, however, “this did not prevent the talented but covetous satirist … from 

sending flattering letters to Paul III, whom he had so grossly outraged.”44 

                                                 
41 Vasari, who credits Aretino’s involvement, also claimed that the painter received 2,000 scudi in 

cash. However, considering how slow Charles V was in other forms of payment, this may have been later 

editorializing on Titian’s part. See Vasari, Giuntina, 2:811. The painting, formerly in Aranjuez, is lost and 

is known in a print by Jacopo Caraglio; see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 1:71, cat. no. 10. 

42 Aretino’s letter encouraged his friend “andate fornendo i ritratti e del figliuolo e del re 

d’Inghilterra,” but nothing more of this project is known. See Puppi, Tiziano, 131, doc. 93. 

43 See Salza Abd-el-Kader, “Pasquiniana,” Giornale storico della letteratura italiana 43 (1904): 

200, and Roberto Zapperi, “Pietro Aretino scrittore devoto,” Studi veneziani 68 (2013): 142. 

44 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:535. 
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Although it is a mistake to assume that instrumentality and sincerity were 

incompatible in early modern friendships—as we will see in further detail below—in the 

case of Titian and Aretino, scholars have often put themselves to the task of justifying 

precisely this aspect of their connection. Mina Gregori, for example, writes that “even the 

practical aspects of the relationship reveal themselves as not so unusual nor despicable 

for that time” (my emphasis).45 Friendship was not Aretino’s sole motivation in his 

maneuverings on his compare’s behalf, but then Titian never would have expected it to 

be.46 Rather, Aretino burnished his own reputation not only by association with Titian, 

but by matching his friend’s paintings to his own ekphrastic descriptions: a paragone of 

pen versus brush.47  

 

 

                                                 
45 “Anche gli aspetti pratici del rapporto si rivelano poi non così eccezionali e deprecabili per quel 

tempo.” Gregori, “Tiziano e l’Aretino,” 271-2.  

46 Titian would repay Aretino’s favors in other, practical ways; on his second trip to Augsburg in 

1550, for example, he wrote that “Sì che, come fratel caro, io ho fatto quel buono offitio per Vostra 

Signoria che son debito fare per i veri amici, come sete voi.” See Puppi, Tiziano, 191, doc. 154. Yet there 

were also moments of friction in their relationship, as when Aretino complained to Cosimo in October 1545 

about the quality of the self-portrait he was sending to Florence. He attributed this, along with Titian’s 

failure to execute the portrait of the duke’s father that Aretino had requested from him, to his friend’s 

greed, with the result that “tirato da la prodigalità di papa Paolo, essene gito a Roma.” See Aretino, Lettere 

sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, 2:107-8, doc. 265. Aretino’s annoyance in this case was probably genuine, as 

his own plans to earn favor with Cosimo were being derailed by Titian’s distraction in his pursuit of the 

Farnese. 

47 See Luba Freedman, Titian’s Portraits through Aretino’s Lens (University Park, Pa.: 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 24-6 and 31-1, but see also the review by Tracy E. Cooper, 

“Rhetorical Likeness: Titian’s Portraits through Aretino’s Lens by Luba Freedman,” International Journal 

of the Classical Tradition 4, no. 4 (1998): 567–71. Cooper notes that Freedman draws liberally upon Lora 

Palladino’s Ph.D. dissertation, “Pietro Aretino: Orator and Art Theorist” (Yale University, 1981), in which 

the author emphasized the agonistic character of Aretino’s descriptions of Titian’s paintings.  
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Family Pressures 

 

 

 A contracting patronage base was not the only constraint under which Titian was 

operating around 1540. His family was also a consistent source of anxiety. In a letter of 

1534 to Cardinal Ippolito de’Medici, the artist had expressed his hope that his sons “will 

become good men, by the grace of God and of my patrons.”48 Rather than an empty 

platitude, the phrase “and of my patrons” indicated the reliance Titian felt on the men 

whose support would determine the success of the careers of both of his male children.49  

 His eldest son, Orazio (c. 1515-1576), had been trained in his father’s art and was 

being groomed to take over the workshop.50 Titian likely began including him in his 

visits to out-of-town patrons once he was of suitable age, though the trip to Rome, when 

Orazio would have been thirty, is the first specific record of his accompaniment of his 

father. There, Vasari tells us, he executed “the portrait of Messer Battista Ceciliano, an 

excellent viol player, which was a very good work.”51 This musician was a member of 

the papal household who received a monthly stipend of three ducats; he was also 

evidently among those familiares considered for inclusion in Vasari’s frescoes in the Sala 

                                                 
48 “Spero se farà omini da bene con la gratia di Idio e de li patroni mei.” Ibid., 84, doc. 43. 

49 Titian gave his three children classical, rather than Venetian names (Orazio, Pomponio, and 

Lavinia), something that Tom Nichols suggests may reflect the influence of his literary circle or well-

educated friends. See Titian and the End of the Venetian Renaissance, 168. 

50 On Orazio, see Tagliaferro and Aikema, Le botteghe di Tiziano, 193-221. 

51 “Poi che Orazio, suo altro figliuolo, ebbe ritratto messer Batista Ceciliano, eccellente sonatore 

di violone, che fu molto buon opera.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813. This portrait has been occasionally 

identified as the one today in Galleria Spada, but this is unlikely given that its style links it to Titian’s early 

career; see Tagliaferro and Aikema, Le botteghe di Tiziano, 198-200. 
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dei Cento Giorni.52 Titian may have seen this as a relatively low-stakes opportunity for 

Orazio to demonstrate his skill within the Farnese circle. Although Orazio would take on 

increasing responsibility for the affairs of the workshop around mid-century, however, 

his artistic skills were not remarkable independent of his father’s corrections, and even 

his management left something to be desired.53  

Following common practice for a younger son, Pomponio Vecellio (1524-after 

1594) had been marked out for a career in the church from a young age. A successful 

ecclesiastic career required considerable effort in obtaining and exchanging benefices, 

and accordingly required a different kind of support than what was required for training 

an artistic apprentice. Titian had been attentive to this from his son’s early youth; 

Pomponio was only six when he received his first benefice at Medole in 1530, courtesy 

of Federico Gonzaga, and was already wearing monastic habit, his father reported, in 

anticipation “of this and other benefices.”54 In 1537, the painter applied to Charles V for 

another benefice, which Pomponio would receive in 1540 at Santa Maria della Scala in 

                                                 
52 On his salary, see Antonino Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III (Modena, 

1878), 179. Barbara Agosti argues that this musician is the same as the “Sansone” Giovio described as one 

of the portraits in the Sala dei Cento Giorni; see Giorgio Vasari, 70. For the Sala dei Cento Giorni itself, 

see also Chapter 5. 

53 See the complaints from the Spanish court in Miguel Falomir, “Titian, Bassano, and the 

Purification in the Temple,” Artibus et Historiae 67 (2014): 282, citing Mancini, Tiziano e le corti 

d’Asburgo, p. 363, doc. 243 and p. 434, doc. 5. 

54 “De questo et de altri benefici.” Puppi, Tiziano, 62, doc. 24. Bodart suggests that it was unusual 

for Federico to reward an artist with a benefice rather than cash, and further, that this unfairly raised 

Titian’s expectations of what other patrons would provide. However, in the case of the Farnese it does not 

seem to have been unusual. In 1544, for example, Perino del Vaga would write to Cardinal Alessandro 

requesting a benefice in Ávila; see Michael Hirst, “Perino Del Vaga and His Circle.” The Burlington 

Magazine 108, no. 761 (1966): 405. 
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Milan.55 A church career evidently did not suit Pomponio’s temperament, however, and 

his relationship with his father became increasingly strained even as Titian continued to 

seek benefices for him. In 1547, Aretino would write to his friend, “Happy those who 

have no children, and bless those who, having children, have only daughters.”56  

 

Money Matters 

 

 

Dovetailing his concerns for his family’s future, Titian’s finances were also an 

issue at the beginning of the 1540s. Tom Nichols’ assessment that by mid-century the 

artist would be poised to become the Cinquecento equivalent of a “multimillionaire” 

seems, in my view, exaggerated. He derives this impression from Vasari’s reports of the 

princely sums Titian received from the emperor and others, claiming that Vasari’s 

“general veracity is corroborated by the fact that little more than one-sixth of the 620 

ducats Titian could expect from his annual pensions in 1550 was paid by the Venetian 

state.”57 The key word here, of course, is expected. Documentary evidence reveals that 

actually collecting on such financial promises could be a difficult and protracted affair (in 

fact, one could argue that much, though certainly not all, of the reputation that Titian 

                                                 
55 Charles V ordered that the artist should receive the next available position in a letter of June 

1537 and the Marchese del Vasto reported that it had been granted in January 1540. Mancini, Tiziano e le 

corti d’Asburgo, 149, docs. 22 and 24. 

56 Puppi, Tiziano, 136, doc. 99. 

57 Nichols, Titian and the End of the Venetian Renaissance, 157. 
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would develop for avarice was a product of continually being forced to dun recalcitrant 

clients for money).58   

Consider his financial relationship with the emperor. In 1536, Charles V had 

promised Titian 300 carri or wagonloads of grain, to be paid by the Kingdom of Naples. 

This was a sizeable gift of approximately 450 tons.59 The emperor wrote to the 

Neapolitan vice-roy in 1536 after he learned the grain had not yet been paid, yet it 

remained an issue by 1541, as we learn from letters between the Venetian ambassador 

Diego Hurtado de Mendoza and Francisco de los Cobos.60 That same year, Charles had 

awarded Titian a pension of 100 ducats from the duchy of Milan (as a reward for the gift 

that Aretino had suggested Titian make of the Annunciation) but this would likewise go 

unpaid.61 In 1545, Titian would write from Rome:  

                                                 
58 In 1564, for example, the Spanish envoy in Venice complained that Titian was holding back a 

completed painting due to his “covetousness and avarice.” Three years later the agent for the duke of 

Urbino wrote that “no one in Venice likes money more than Titian does.” See Sohm, The Artist Grows Old, 

83-88, and Falomir, “Titian, Bassano, and the Purification in the Temple,” 276–77. Both Philip II and the 

duke of Urbino were habitually disinclined to pay, but as Falomir’s article demonstrates, Titian was 

certainly involved in some shady business practices of his own—in this case, passing off two of Bassano’s 

canvases as his own work for a Spanish patron. 

59 A carro of grain contained 36 tomoli, each of which in turn weighed 45 rotoli. Since 1 rotolo = 

0.89kg, one carro had 1440kg or 1.5 tons of grain. Calculations based on Antonio Pasquale Favaro, 

Metrologia o sia trattato generale delle misure, de’ pesi e delle monete (Napoli, 1826), 290, and Angelo 

Martini, Manuale di metrologia: ossia, Misure, pesi e monete in uso attualmente e anticamente presso tutto 

i populi (Roma: Editrice E.R.A., 1976), 395. For comparison, in the early 1530s Filippo Strozzi was 

contracting with Charles V to purchase about 850 tons of grain at a time to solve the food shortage in 

Rome. See Melissa Bullard, “Grain Supply and Urban Unrest in Renaissance Rome: The Crisis of 1533-4,” 

in Rome in the Renaissance: The City and the Myth: Papers of the Thirteenth Annual Conference of the 

Center for Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, ed. Paul A. Ramsey (Binghamton, N.Y: Center for 

Medieval & Early Renaissance Studies, 1982), 280–81. 

60 Mancini, Tiziano e le corti d’Asburgo, 147–56, docs. 21, 30, and 33. In the interim, Aretino had 

also tried to intervene on his friend’s behalf, writing to Ottaviano de’Medici on July 10, 1539 (however, 

Aretino refers to the outstanding debt as “duecento carro di frumento,” instead of 300). See Lettere 

sull’arte, 1: 128-9, doc. 82. 

61 Ibid., 157, no. 34. 
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And I beg that you will find it worthy to order that the gift of grain from 

the Kingdom of Naples given to me by your Majesty so many years ago 

and the pension of 100 scudi, that you ordered should be paid to me every 

year in Milan in reward for the Annunciation that I presented to you, 

should be carried out: since I have never received neither the one nor the 

other until now, without the awareness of your Majesty.62  

 Both the pension and the grain remained outstanding even after Titian’s time in 

Augsburg, even though the emperor actually had increased Titian’s annual pension to 200 

scudi during that time.63 Writing to the imperial minister Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle 

in September 1548, Titian not only lamented the long-awaited pension, but complained 

that his efforts to obtain the grain he had been owed in Naples for more than a decade had 

cost him 300 ducats, with the vice-roy even managing to extort some free pictures from 

him into the bargain.64 

Thus, Titian’s financial situation in the 1540s almost certainly looked better on 

paper than it did in reality. Certainly he could not approach the tax bracket enjoyed by 

Michelangelo, who since 1535, in his role as Supreme Architect of the Apostolic Palace, 

had been earning the same amount per month (100 scudi) as Titian hoped to receive in a 

year from the emperor.65 A clearer understanding of the financial pressures that the 

                                                 
62 “Et la supplico che si degni commettere et fare che la tratta dei grani del Regno di Naple 

donatami tanti anni solo dalla Vostra Maestà et la pensione di cento scudi, che ella ordinò che mi fosse 

pagata ogni anno in Milano per cagion della Nonciata che io le presentai, habbia effetto: che ne l’una ne 

l’altra lo ha mai avuto fin qui, senza saputa di Vostra Maestà.” Puppi, Tiziano, 124–25, doc. 81. 

63 Mancini, Tiziano e le corti d’Asburgo, 168, doc. 48. 

64 “E poi quella schomunicata tratta da Napoli, la qual a me costa delli scudi trecento tratener uno 

omo là a Napoli per dui volte, et quadri donati sí al vicerè come etiam alli ambasatori, che me promettea 

che io sarei speidito.” Ibid., 170, doc. 50. 

65 Rab Hatfield, The Wealth of Michelangelo (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 2002), 160. 

This role, created for him by Paul III, was distinct from Michelangelo’s later supervision of the 

construction of St. Peter’s, which he would assume only after Antonio da Sangallo’s death in 1546. 
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Venetian artist faced in this period helps us to frame the “Farnese turn” within the context 

of his efforts to redress these challenges, and provide for the future. 

 

The Benefice of San Pietro in Colle 

 

 

Amadeo Ronchini was the first to publish correspondence linking Titian’s trip to 

Rome with his efforts to obtain the income of the abbey of San Pietro in Colle for 

Pomponio. The abbey’s lands were near a small property the artist owned at Col di 

Manza near Conegliano, at the foothills of the Dolomites, roughly halfway between 

Venice and Cadore.66 In 1543, Titian would begin building a small house on this 

property, using materials he had negotiated as part of a contract for an altarpiece for the 

local comune, Castello Roganzuolo.67 It seems to have been at this point that the idea 

struck the painter of joining the abbey lands to this property—effectively creating a small 

patria for the Vecellio family on the mainland. The abbey’s benefice, however, was 

already in the possession of the archbishop of Santa Severina, Giulio Sertorio, who was 

linked with Cardinal Salviati and the Este family. As the artist no longer had active 

connections in Ferrara, only a powerful patron could dislodge Sertorio. According to 

                                                 
66 Ronchini, “Delle relazioni di Tiziano coi Farnesi.” Interestingly, in 1547, the campi the Vecellio 

owned here were actually in Francesco’s name, not Titian’s. Only in the 1550s would his name appear as 

full proprietor; see Giovanni Tagliaferro, “La pala di Serravalle e la congiuntura degli anni ‘40,” Venezia 

Cinquecento 35 (2008): 47-8.  

67 Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 3–5. The painting, which was ruined during WWI, was 

likely executed by the workshop. See Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 1:112, cat. no. 70. 
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Celso Fabbro, Titian thus “needed no other reason to enter into a relationship with the 

Farnese.”68  

As the foregoing section demonstrates, however, Titian did have other reasons, 

ones that preceded by several years his interest in the abbey. With a son destined for holy 

orders, cultivating support within the papal court was a logical strategy, and hardly an 

unusual one. The hunt for benefices took place at every level of the church hierarchy, 

from those barely in minor orders like Pomponio right up to the cardinals themselves.69 

Acknowledging this problem (of which he and his family represented a major part), Paul 

III had commissioned the Venetian cardinal Gasparo Contarini to draft a report on 

necessary reforms within the church in 1535.70 The report, read in March 1537, identified 

corruption and graft of every kind, particularly in the benefice economy:  

Benefices, too, should be conferred only upon men of good character and 

education who would reside in their benefices. ... Benefices should not be 

charged with pensions, except for charitable purposes. The revenue from a 

benefice was for the maintenance of the incumbent, for the expenses of the 

cult and the church, for the repair of religious buildings, and for charity. 

The exchange of benefices was an abuse, as was their bequest.71 

At the time of Contarini’s report, Pietro Bembo—not yet a cardinal—was drawing 

income from twenty-eight benefices, most of which rendered small incomes. Cardinal 

Alessandro, meanwhile, held sixty-four high-income benefices as befitting a cardinal-

                                                 
68 “Tiziano non ebbe perciò bisogno d’altro per decidersi ad entrare in relazione con la Casa 

Farnese.” Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 6. 

69 For an overview, see Barbara McClung Hallman, Italian Cardinals, Reform, and the Church as 

Property (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). 

70 On the cardinal, see Elisabeth Gleason, Gasparo Contarini: Venice, Rome, and Reform 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 

71 Quoted in Kidwell, Pietro Bembo, 308. 



- 106 - 

nipote.72 It is no surprise that the Venetian ambassador Antonio Soriano reported to the 

Senate, also in 1535, that he believed the Farnese pope would never permit a true reform 

of the church, since that would necessarily involve curtailing the sale of offices on which 

papal revenues depended.73 By comparison, what Titian sought in San Pietro in Colle was 

a mere pittance—yet there was still a game to be played, and it was one best played in 

Rome, either directly or through well-connected friends.  

 

Titian’s Portraits as Social Agents 

 

 

“But what a waste of time is this? There was almost no lord of a great name, nor 

prince, nor great lady, who had not been portrayed by Titian, truly in this a most excellent 

painter.”74 Vasari identified nearly seventy individuals who commissioned portraits from 

Titian, but the surviving portraits attributed to him number well over a hundred. 

Portraiture was a genre in which Titian had excelled from his earliest years, as we can see 

in such striking examples as the Man with the Blue Sleeve or La Schiavona (Fig. 58). It 

was also the genre that would earn him the most praise during his career. Vasari, for 

example, was perfectly willing to concede Titian’s mastery in this aspect of the art of 

painting, and Francisco de Hollanda ranked him fourth on list of the greatest painters, 

                                                 
72 Ibid., 307–8. 

73 Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 3:314–15. 

74 “Ma che perdimento di tempo è questo? Non è stato quasi alcun signore di gran nome, nè 

principe, nè gran donna, che non sia stata ritratta da Tiziano, veramente in questa parte eccellentissimo 

pittore.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:814. 
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specifically “for making portraits.”75 In Sperone Speroni’s 1542 Dialogo d’Amore, the 

character Tullia declares: 

“I hold Titian to be not a painter—his creations not art, but his works to be 

miracles, and I think that his pigments must be composed of that 

wonderful herb which made Glaucus a god when he partook of it; since 

his portraits make upon me the impression of something divine, and as 

Heaven is the paradise of the soul, so God has transfused into Titian's 

colours the paradise of our bodies.”76 

Portraiture was a genre of art desired and appreciated by patrons at all levels—so 

much so, in fact, that Aretino complained to Leoni in 1545 that even tailors and butchers 

felt themselves worthy of having their features painted.77 Most important, in the context 

of this chapter, the social dimension of portraiture was unmatched by any other genre of 

art. Portraits invited engagement and response by constituting their viewers as part of a 

dialogue in which, according to Jodi Cranston, the “illusion of presence … encourages 

the beholder to perceive the portrait as incomplete, always open and responsive, rather 

than as a fixed commemoration of the past.”78  

In ancient Rome, it had been a commonplace that friendship, often carried on in 

epistolary terms, made the absent present, and the dead live. In the Quattrocento, Alberti 

                                                 
75 Titian follows Michelangelo, Leonard, and Raphael. See Francisco de Hollanda et al., On 

Antique Painting (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), 239. 

76 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:106. Speroni was a friend of Titian’s, and the 

artist painted his portrait in 1544, now in Treviso; see Wethey 2:140, cat. no. 98a. 

77 “A tua infamia, secolo, che sopporti che sino i sarti e i beccari appaiono là vivi in pittura.” 

Quoted in Gregori, “Tiziano e l’Aretino,” 277. 

78 Jodi Cranston, The Poetics of Portraiture in the Italian Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000), 1. On theories of lifelikeness, see also Thomas Puttfarken, Titian & Tragic 

Painting: Aristotle’s Poetics and the Rise of the Modern Artist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 

53-6. 
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had attributed this power to painting, as well—but did so specifically in the context of an 

encounter between a portrait and its viewer: 

Painting contains a divine force which not only makes absent men present, 

as friendship is said to do, but moreover makes the dead seem almost 

alive. Even after many centuries they are recognized with great pleasure 

and with great admiration for the painter. Plutarch says that Cassander, 

one of the captains of Alexander, trembled through all his body because he 

saw a portrait of his King.79  

Renaissance sources are in fact full of examples of people interacting with portraits as if 

they were the person represented, beginning with Petrarch’s sonnets to Simone Martini’s 

portrait of his beloved Laura.80 The social interaction fostered by portraiture extended 

beyond the dyad of painting and viewer, however. So skilled was Titian at conjuring the 

desired illusion of presence that his portraits took on a high mobile existence; their 

owners praised them to others, borrowed and lent them, gave them as gifts, and even 

sought their own copies of highly-admired examples. Such circulation might take place 

within a relatively restrained group, such as his portrait of Isabetta Querini Massola, or on 

a much grander scale, as we will see in the case of his portrait of Paul III Bare-headed. 

Rather than attribute passivity to Titian’s portraits, we should consider them as 

agents in their own right.  Bruno Latour rejects the division between human and object, 

                                                 
79 Alberti, On Painting, 62. Cicero wrote “he who looks upon a true friend, looks, as it were, upon 

a sort of image of himself. Wherefore friends, though absent, are at hand; though in need, yet abound; 

though weak, are strong; and — harder saying still — though dead, are yet alive.” De amicitia, 7:23, cited 

in Joanna Woodall, Anthonis Mor: Art and Authority, (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 2007), 16-17, and 

discussed in greater depth in Cranston, The Poetics of Portraiture, 62-4.  

80 Elizabeth Cropper, “Beauty of Woman: Problems of Rhetoric in Italian Renaissance 

Portraiture,” in Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, 

ed. Margaret W. Ferguson (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 1986), 175–90; Elizabeth Cropper, “On 

Beautiful Women, Parmigianino, Petrarchismo, and the Vernacular Style,” The Art Bulletin 58, no. 3 

(1976): 374–94. 
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social and physical, arguing instead that non-human actors share an equal capacity to 

make connections and form or foster relationships within a social network. Rather than 

merely exist as screens onto which meaning is projected by others, he observes, these 

objects “authorize, allow, afford, encourage, permit, suggest, influence, block, render 

possible, forbid, and so on.”81 This notion was carried forward by Arjun Appadurai, who 

proposes that we can perceive the work performed by objects by studying their 

circulation, or “social lives.” He argues, “even though from a theoretical point of view 

human actors encode things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is 

the things-in-motion that illuminate their human and social context.”82 We should note 

that despite its name, ANT is better suited as a frame of analysis rather than as a 

totalizing theory. Through this lens, we can approach formerly passive objects as subjects 

capable of performing independent work, an approach well-suited to the lives of Titian’s 

portraits during this period in his career.83 

By 1540, Titian’s output of portraits was much higher than it had been ten years 

earlier, perhaps reflecting the artist’s own recognition of the capacity of these objects to 

do work on his behalf in growing his business and in strengthening the set of friends and 

                                                 
81 Latour, Reassembling the Social, 71. 

82 Appadurai, The Social Life of Things, 5. 

83 For a significant example of the application of ANT to early modern art history, see Michael 

Zell, “Rembrandt’s Gifts: A Case Study of Actor-Network-Theory,” Journal of Historians of Netherlandish 

Art 3 (2011): 1-25. Zell focuses exclusively on works that Rembrandt presented as gifts, noting “when an 

object is exchanged as a commodity it becomes alienated from the donor by the payment of a purchase 

price, which usually ends the relation between the two parties.” However, as we will see below, some of 

Titian’s most powerful and mobile portraits were commissioned works, including Paul III Bare-Headed 

and the portrait of Isabetta Querini Massola, for which he presumably expected payment. Rather than “end 

the relation” between the painter and recipients, the subsequent movement of these works—and their 

multiples—only increased the potential capacity for adding new contacts to the painter’s network. 
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contacts on whom he could call for support.84 We would typically refer to this group of 

human actors (Titian, Bembo, della Casa, Querini, Gualteruzzi, et al.) as forming a 

network within which, on the encouragement of Latour, we would acknowledge the equal 

participation of portraits and human actors. However, Latour himself subsequently 

argued against his own terminology, pointing out that the term “network” suggests 

something static, two-dimensional, or easily explicated. He writes, “really, we should say 

worknet instead of network. It’s the work, and the movement, and the flow, and the 

changes that should be stressed.”85 Though worknet is a less elegant term, it highlights 

the dynamic and potentially unstable nature of these connections. Moreover, putting the 

emphasis on work is apt in the context of Renaissance friendships, which required work 

to create, maintain, and instrumentalize, as Titian and his contemporaries well knew. 

 

Pietro Bembo and the Renaissance Friendship 

 

 

The locus classicus of Renaissance friendship, Cicero’s De amicitia, described the 

“true and complete” friendship as one based purely on virtue, lacking any sort of utility. 

Friendships built on an exchange of favors, conversely, did not deserve the term. Yet, as 

Dale Kent has recently shown in her work on Florence, lived experience of friendship 

                                                 
84 Hope also notes, as an economic motive, that a single portrait for an important client could bring 

in as much cash as an altarpiece would earn in Venice. Hope, Titian, 73–74. 

85 Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004), 63. 
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during the Renaissance was frequently (and openly) a mix of utility and virtue at all 

social levels. She writes,  

“Scholars investigating friendship in past societies tend to begin with 

modern definitions, which represent friendship as a mutually intimate, 

loyal, and loving bond freely contracted between two autonomous 

individuals independent of family or other social ties and characterized by 

self-disclosure and the exchange of intimate information. But friendship in 

Florence was not an alternative relationship to kinship, marriage, or 

patronage, and could not be clearly distinguished from these 

associations.”86   

Such “mixed” friendships did not preclude intimacy and affection, as the three-decade-

long friendship between Aretino and Titian demonstrates.  

At the same time, the rhetoric of friendship was one that could be stretched to 

encompass even relationships predicated on unequal dynamics of power. Giovanni della 

Casa, in a brief treatise entitled De officiis inter potentiores et tenuiores amicos liber (On 

the Duties of Greater and Lesser Friends) written before his arrival in Venice in 1544, 

had attempted to set out rules of conduct for both parties in patron-client relationships 

using the rubric of friendship.87 One of his pieces of advice would likely have resonated 

quite well for Titian, as della Casa warned “greater friends” against rewarding “lesser 

friends” with words, rather than tangible gifts. He used the analogy of a fiddler who, after 

                                                 
86 Kent, Friendship, Love, and Trust in Renaissance Florence, 4-5. She highlights, as an important 

precursor, David Konstan’s Friendship in the Classical World (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1997). See also Filippa Modesto’s Dante’s Idea of Friendship: The Transformation of a Classical Concept 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015) especially the introduction, pp. 3-19. For a Venetian 

perspective, see Tracy E. Cooper, “Palladio e i suoi amici veneziani,” in Palladio 1508 - 2008: il simposio 

del cinquecentenario, eds. Franco Barbieri and Donata Battilotti (Venice: Marsilio, 2008), 316–21. 

87 De officiis inter potentiores et tenuiores amicos liber was published in 1588 but was in 

circulation in manuscript from c. 1541. See Stefano Carrai, “Sulla data di composizione del ‘De officiis 

inter potentiores et tenuiores amicos’ del Della Casa,” Rinascimento 20 (1980): 383–87. For a facing Latin-

Italian translation of the text, see Giovanni della Casa, Opere di Monsignor Giovanni della Casa, vol. 3 

(Venezia, 1752), 177–236. 
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having performed at a feast, is invited to sit and hear the host himself play in lieu of 

payment; as della Casa observed, the fiddler was not there merely to lend the host and 

guests the pleasure of his music, but rather to sell it.88 

Once Titian had turned his attention to cultivating patronage in Rome, it must 

have been clear that he would need fresh contacts—not least since, as we have seen, 

Aretino had long been persona non grata to the Farnese. Pietro Bembo, the man who had 

previously offered him an opportunity at papal patronage in 1513, must have seemed a 

logical choice. In fact, the frequently cash-dry humanist was himself a master of the 

instrumental friendship.89 His elevation to the cardinalate in March 1539 had been the 

result of years of currying favor at the Farnese court. For example, when he had 

published in 1535 a book of the letters he had written as segretario privato to Leo X, he 

included a fawning dedication to Paul III in which he credited the idea for the book to 

their mutual friend, Latino Giovenale Manetti.90 However, Bembo’s election had faced 

considerable opposition in Rome on account of his secular past, which included two 

illegitimate children and a series of lovers, most recently Isabetta Querini Massola, 

cousin to his friend Girolamo Querini.91 His literary career also engendered scorn among 

                                                 
88 In the Italian translation: “perciocchè colui quello diletto non gli prestò per riaverne altrettanto, 

ma quaſi glielo vendette.” Della Casa, Opere di Monsignor Giovanni della Casa, 3:216–17. 

89 Kidwell notes that many of the humanist’s 2,600 letters are concerned with money. Bembo 

cheerfully wheedled gifts and freebies out of his friends and admirers; della Casa himself, for example, 

would give the cardinal the use of his Roman residence free of charge in 1544 (see below). Kidwell, Pietro 

Bembo, 387. 

90 Manetti was a powerful figure in Farnese Rome, straddling both the papal administration and 

the civic government; see Chapter 6.  

91 Allison Sherman put to rest the confusion over the identity of Bembo’s Girolamo Querini and 

his relationship to Isabetta (whose brother and grandfather also shared the same name). See Sherman, 
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the more reform-minded members of the Curia; upon his election, Cardinal Carafa 

remarked acidly to Paul III that “we have no need of men who write sonnets.”92 

Instead of the exchange of cash, Bembo’s long relationship with Titian probably 

turned on another valuable Renaissance currency: friendship and its accompanying 

influence. In addition to the early portrait that Vasari claimed Titian had painted before 

1513, the painter executed at least three independent portraits of Bembo. The first, which 

depicted him in his role as Hungarian Prior of the Order of the Knights of Saint John, is 

known only through a copy in the Prado (Fig. 59).93 The second portrait, now in the 

National Gallery in Washington (Fig. 60), depicts Bembo as a cardinal and thus can be 

dated between March 1539 and May 1540, when Bembo wrote to Querini to ask him to 

thank Titian for his “second” portrait.94 The third portrait is the one Titian would execute 

in Rome and which is now in Naples (this will be discussed with the artist’s other Roman 

portraits in Chapter 5).95  

                                                                                                                                                 
“Murder and Martyrdom: Titian’s Gesuiti Saint Lawrence as a Family Peace Offering,” Artibus et 

Historiae 68 (2013): 39–54. 

92 Massimo Firpo, “Pietro Bembo cardinale,” in Pietro Bembo e le arti, eds. Guido Beltramini, 

Howard Burns, and Davide Gasparotto (Venice: Marsilio, 2013), 23-36. 

93 He had held the post since 1517, but was never able to take it up owing to civil unrest and the 

Turkish invasion in the 1520s. Kidwell, Pietro Bembo, 199–200. 

94 “Renderete parimente grazie a M. Tiziano del dono del mio second Ritratto.” Bembo, Lettere, 

4:2191. The nomination was made in pectore in December 1538, and Bembo was informed of his selection 

in March 1539. Though it was publicized only in November 1539, Bembo's circle was likely already aware 

of the development. Even a dating between November 1539 and May 1540, however, would provide an 

ample window for Titian's replica of an earlier portrait. 

95 Titian may further have provided a drawing to the Zuccato workshop for the mosaic portrait of 

the cardinal executed in 1542. See Margaret Binotto, “Portrait of Cardinal Pietro Bembo,” in Titian, ed. 

Giovanni Carlo Federico Villa (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 2013), 158–60, cat. no. 23. 
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The National Gallery portrait of Bembo as a cardinal is a striking picture, perhaps 

made more so by the implication that the artist did not have the sitter before him (as 

Bembo was by then in Rome), but rather only a ricordo of the Prado-type portrait. This is 

one of the earliest examples of Titian relying on a model of this kind, something that 

would become common practice for him beginning in precisely this period.96 The only 

significant change between the two portraits, aside from the costume, is the oratorical 

gesture of Bembo’s right hand (Fig. 61) in the Washington picture. Although not unique 

to Titian, this gesture had not appeared previously in his ouevre, and only appears in one 

other portrait of which I am aware, that of Willibald Imhoff (Fig. 62) in Copenhagen, 

executed c. 1555.97 Although Susan Nalezyty points to its apparent connection to 

Quintilian’s treatise on rhetorical gestures, it does not match any of these specifically.98 It 

may have been adapted, in fact, from a wholly different context: Salviati’s Lamentation 

altarpiece, which had debuted in Venice in 1540. One of the figures in the background of 

this altarpiece makes a very similar gesture (Fig. 63) to indicate the body of the dead 

Christ. Though it occurs in a totally different pictorial genre, Titian’s quotation of 

Salviati’s elegant gesture offers us another piece of evidence regarding his awareness of 

and active engagement with the work produced by Central Italian artists then active in 

Venice. 

                                                 
96 Nalezyty, “Il Collezionismo Poetico,” 145–48. 

97 On this portrait, see Tiziano, l’ultimo atto, 399-400, cat. no. 83.  

98 Ibid., 152–54. 
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That the portrait of Bembo was not a commission but rather a gift on Titian’s part 

is clear from the new cardinal’s comment to Querini that it had placed him in the artist’s 

debt: “Now since courtesy demands that I am obliged to him, thus it will be, and one day 

I too will do something for him.”99 It is important to reiterate that there is no evidence 

that at this point Titian was yet focused on the benefice of San Pietro in Colle; rather, he 

must have been considering the wider possibilities for patronage offered by the Farnese 

court, of which the new cardinal had just become a member. As such, a gesture in the 

form of the portrait could only help to revive the connection between the two men. If 

portraits could make the absent friend present, in Bembo’s portrait the absent friend is 

Titian himself, his presence suggested by the traces of his physical activity such as the 

brushstrokes which create the oratorical gesture of the right hand. As David Rosand 

writes, with regard to drawing, “in responding to the mark, we confront the artist.” 100 

The positive effect of Titian’s renewal of his friendship with Bembo can be seen 

in the latter’s correspondence. After Titian’s meeting with Paul III in Bologna in 1543, by 

which time San Pietro in Colle was very much at the forefront of the artist’s plans, we 

find Bembo writing to Gualteruzzi in Rome that, “I know there is no need for me to 

recommend to you the interests of M. Tiziano, that you know as much as my own and 

yours. … Do as you would do in regard to my own interests and of those of all of your 

                                                 
99 “Ora che la sua cortesia vuole che io gliene resti ubligato, così sarà, e farò un dì alcuna cosa 

anco io per lui.” Bembo, Lettere, 4:2191. 

100 David Rosand, The Meaning of the Mark: Leonardo and Titian, The Franklin D. Murphy 

Lectures 8 (Lawrence, Kan.: Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, 1988), 9. 
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friends.”101 Beyond cultivating Bembo, and through him his web of connections in Rome, 

an opportunity to take more direct approach toward the Farnese would present itself with 

the arrival in Venice in 1542 of a member of the family: young Ranuccio Farnese. 

 

The Portrait of Ranuccio Farnese 

 

 

Ranuccio Farnese (1530-65), third son of Pierluigi, had been marked out for an 

ecclesiastic career from early childhood. Shortly after his grandfather’s election to the 

papacy, he had become prior of San Giovanni dei Furlani in Venice, an institution 

belonging to the Order of the Knights of Saint John. In 1537, Cardinal Alessandro 

effected a benefice swap with Bembo so that Ranuccio might obtain another property 

associated with the order in Bologna.102 Writing to Isabetta Querini in August 1541 of the 

boy’s imminent arrival in Venice, on his way to study in Padua, Bembo asked her to 

ensure that her cousin, his friend Girolamo (who was at that moment en route back to 

Venice from visiting Bembo in Rome) visit the young Farnese during his brief stay: “I 

would like for Magnificent Messer Girolamo to visit His Lordship in my name, and it 

would be good if some of our other friends could join him.”103 He suggested that 

                                                 
101 “So che non bisogna che io vi raccomandi le cose di M. Tiziano, chè sapete quanto è mio e 

vostro. ... Facciate come solete fare nelle cose mie, e di tutti li vostri Amici.” In the same letter, Bembo 

requests Gualteruzzi recommend him to Cardinal Farnese as he fears his long absence from the court 

“m’abbia posto in oblio.” Ibid., 4:2377. Even as a cardinal, one continued to need one’s friends.  

102 Kidwell, Pietro Bembo, 305. 

103 “Vorrei che il Mag. M. Girolamo visitasse SS a nome mio, e se con lui fosse qualche altro de’ 

nostri amici, saria bene.” Bembo, Lettere, 4:2270. 
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Navagero and Domenico Morosini would be good choices, but left further management 

of the matter to Querini.  

Ranuccio finally arrived in Venice at the end of May 1542, and it may have been 

Bembo’s connections that led to the portrait Titian executed of him, now in the National 

Gallery in Washington (Fig. 64). Titian’s portrait depicts Ranuccio with a certain 

endearing awkwardness that belies the grand attire of his office. His robe, emblazoned 

with the Cross of Malta, is too large for him, and he holds out a glove as if it is merely a 

pose he has been instructed to hold (we might compare this, for example, to the decisive 

grip in which his elder brother Cardinal Alessandro holds his own glove in the portrait 

Titian would paint three years later in Rome). Peter Humfrey writes that “Titian succeeds 

in communicating a touching and sympathetic awareness of the natural diffidence and 

vulnerability of an eleven-year-old boy.”104 Titian’s own son was almost exactly 

Ranuccio’s age, so this “awareness” likely had a practical foundation. Moreover, the 

artist’s approach was perfectly suited to the nature of the commission, intended as a gift 

for the boy’s mother, Gerolama Orsini. 

Titian must have worked on the portrait with unusual speed, because in 

September Ranuccio’s tutor Gianfrancesco Leoni reported to Cardinal Alessandro from 

Venice that Marino Grimani, Patriarch of Aquileia, would be bringing with him to Rome 

“a portrait of the Lord Prior made by the divine Titian for the Duchess, in which one can 

well admire his skill, chiefly as it was made partly in the Lord Prior’s presence and partly 

                                                 
104 Peter Humfrey, Titian (Oxford: Phaidon, 2007), 138. 
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in his absence.”105 As in the case of Bembo’s portrait, the absence of the sitter only 

heightened the demonstration of Titian’s his prowess. The artist’s alacrity must have been 

further intended to convey his enthusiasm to the Farnese, since he was known to be a 

slow worker. In 1545, Diego Hurtado de Mendoza would attribute this to his age, 

reporting to Charles V that “Titian is old and works slowly.”106 

Leoni’s letter also reported that the possibility of the painter traveling to Rome 

had come up twice, first in a group that included two prominent Venetian papalisti, 

Marino Grimani and Andrea Cornaro, and then again in his private conversation with 

Titian: 

 In this time, the Bishop of Brescia [Andrea Cornaro], the Patriarch of 

Aquileia [Marino Grimani], and we others tried to persuade him to come 

to Rome, and he let himself be persuaded more than he had been 

previously and made us some promises about it, though I did not fully 

believe him. Later, being in his company one day and talking at greater 

length and in greater depth about this topic, I told him that he should make 

the journey, since he has a son here [in Padua] studying, who is dedicated 

to the Church, and who has already received benefices—avowing to him 

the affection that your Most Reverend and Illustrious Lordship feels for 

him, and the esteem in which you hold his skill. … I believe based on 

what he has said to me that he will resolve to come, and that he might 

easily enter into your Most Reverend and Illustrious Lordship’s service, 

and I think that he will bring courtesy and liberality to [your house], so 

long as one does not fail to recognize his virtues and efforts on behalf of 

his son, etc.”107 

                                                 
105 “Un ritratto del Signor Priore, ch’egli ha fatto fare dal divino Titiano, designato alla Signora 

Duchessa, dove si potrà ben admirare la sua virtù, massimamente per haverlo fatto parte in presentia et 

parte in absentia del Signor Priore.” Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 3. 

106 “Ticiano es viejo y lab[o]ra despacio.” Mancini, Tiziano e le corti d’Asburgo, 161, doc. 39. 

107 “Nel qual tempo, havendo il Vescovo, il Patriarcha d’Aquilegia et noi altri persuasolo al venir a 

Roma, si lasciò persuadere forse più che sia mai stato per l’adrieto, et ne dette qualche promissione, anchor 

che non se gli credesse ben bene. Dapoi essendo io seco un giorno, venuti a questo ragionamento più 

largamente et più particolarmente, li dissi che in tal andata dovea far fondamento, havendo egli un figliuolo 

qual tiene qui a studio, dedicato alle cose di chiesa, et già beneficato, facendoli fede dell’affettione che V.S. 
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Leoni clearly understood that the easiest means of convincing the artist to work for the 

Farnese would be to dangle the opportunity for Pomponio’s future advancement in the 

church, which Farnese backing could easily provide. Perhaps Leoni did not know that 

this was the artist’s plan as well, even if he did not yet have San Pietro in Colle in mind. 

This letter also demonstrates that there was evident Farnese interest in the Venetian artist 

even before he painted Ranuccio’s portrait, though that work appears to have served as a 

kind of pictorial cover letter—perhaps for the benefit of Paul III, less in tune with 

contemporary artists outside Rome than his grandson Alessandro. Leoni even added a 

character reference for the painter, assuring the cardinal that Titian had the necessary 

manners to be an acceptable addition to the papal court. His recommendation, and the 

portrait it accompanied, clearly held weight; little more than six months later, Titian 

would be summoned to meet the pope in Emilia-Romagna to paint his portrait. 

 

The Portrait of Paul III Bare-Headed 

 

 

“He was of medium build, with a medium-sized head. He had sparkling eyes, a 

long nose, slightly protruding lips, a long beard, [and] a solid body.”108 These features, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Rev.ma et Ill.ma li porta, et della stima ch’ella fa della virtù sua: per le quali cose parve che si commovesse 

assai, et che tal ragionamento gli piacesse. … Mi credo per le parole havute, lui si risolverà al venire et 

facilmente in casa al servitio di V. S. Rev.ma et Ill.ma, et penso si rimetteria alla cortesia et liberalità di 

quella, pur che non si mancasse di riconoscere la virtù et fatiche sue in questo suo figliuolo etc.” This letter 

was published only in part by Ronchini; my translation is based on the full text published by Fabbro, 

“Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 3. 

108 “Egli fu di mediocre statura, di non gran capo. Hebbe gli occhi scintillanti, lunghetto il naso, le 

labbra un poco eminenti, la barba lunga, le forze del corpo ferme.” Onofrio Panvinio, Le vite de’ pontefici: 

Da Sisto IV sino al presente pontefice Benedetto XIII, vol. 2 (Venice: Savioni, 1730), 529. First published 

as Onofrio Panvinio, La historia di Battista Platina delle vite de’Pontifici (Venice: 1564). 
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which Onofrio Panvinio attributed to Paul III in his Historia delle vite dei pontefici, are 

readily identifiable in Titian’s most famous depiction of him, the painting executed in 

Emilia-Romagna in the spring of 1543 (Fig. 65). This work owes a clear formal debt to 

Raphael’s portrait of Julius II (Fig. 66), of which the artist had evidently seen a copy or 

drawing.109 Both men are shown seated in a three-quarter pose facing the viewer’s right, 

each wearing a red mozzetta, or cape, over a snowy white rocchetta. Both men rest their 

left hands on the arm of the chair and touch an object (a white silk handkerchief for 

Julius, a papal purse for Paul) with their right.110 Yet beyond the formal similarities, the 

visual effect of each portrait is quite different. Raphael’s painting gives us little of the 

“warrior pope” of legend, instead depicting Julius II with distinct signs of fatigue and 

age. Focused inwardly, he takes no notice of the viewer. Titian, in contrast, took a man 

who was already seventy-five years old and depicted him with flattering vigor, turning 

Paul’s “sparkling eyes” onto the viewer with a direct, challenging gaze. 

Without the camauro, or soft cap, worn by Julius, Paul’s bare head appears 

framed against the dark background. The neutrality of the depicted space—so different 

from the vivid green Raphael chose to add to his own painting—pushes the pope’s body 

forward, swathed in the velvet mozzetta, or short cape.111 In the folds of this garment, 

                                                 
109 On the portrait, see Loren Partridge, A Renaissance Likeness: Art and Culture in Raphael’s 

Julius II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). Titian would copy this portrait for Guidobaldo II 

d’Este during his time in Rome; see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:112-3, cat. no. 55. 

110 Partridge identifies Julius’ silk handkerchief as a mappa, derived from Roman imperial relief 

iconography as a signifier of status; see ibid., 55. For the significance of Paul’s purse, see below.  

111 On the original appearance of the background of Raphael’s portrait, a “distracting” array of 

papal symbols in gold against a blue field, see Jill Dunkerton and Ashok Roy, “The Altered Background of 

Raphael’s ‘Portrait of Pope Julius II’ in the National Gallery,” Burlington Magazine 146 (2004): 757–59. 
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Titian found space to demonstrate his typically Venetian command of color, laying in 

thick glazes in the shadows, while just glancing over the highlights with an oil-rich paint. 

In other parts of the canvas, in contrast, he demonstrated a more precise control of the 

brush. Jill Dunkerton observes that the eyelashes, for example, were represented 

individually, with a flick of the brush.112  

The dimensions of this painting were originally slightly larger. The 1960 

restoration revealed an additional six centimeters of painted canvas at the left and bottom 

sides, and since the right side of the canvas in Naples terminates at a ragged edge, it must 

also have been slightly larger. The section of canvas that had been concealed from light 

revealed an even greater depth of color to the paint surface which has since been altered 

by time.113 The mozzetta, for example, is composed with a rich, purplish-red hue distinct 

from the hue he would use for his subsequent Farnese portraits in Rome.114 

 Contemporaries evidently had a high opinion of the “illusion of presence” 

conjured by Titian’s work. Vasari claimed, in a letter to Benedetto Varchi, that when the 

portrait “was placed on a balcony to dry in the sun, many of the passersby believed it was 

                                                 
112 Jill Dunkerton, “Titian’s Technique,” in Titian: Essays, ed. Charles Hope and David Jaffé 

(London: National Gallery Company, 2003), 55. 

113 The restorers note “un colore più intenso e vibrante e suggerisce il timbro cromatico generale 

dell’opera.” However the original framing may have left this part invisible, which explains the more 

summary treatment for example of the chair fringe. See IV mostra di restauri: catalogo (Naples: Palazzo 

Reale, 1960), 63. 

114 Clausse calls it “rouge tirant sur le violet,” and Pallucchini “rosso violaceo;” see Les Farnèse 

peints par Titien, 73, and Rodolfo Pallucchini, Tiziano. Lezioni tenute alla Facoltà di lettere dell’ 

Università di Bologna durante l’anno 1952-53, vol. 1 (Bologna: R. Pàtron, 1953), 211. 
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real and saluted it.”115 The truth value of Vasari’s comment may be doubted, as it was a 

part of his effort to demonstrate the superiority of painting to sculpture in the paragone, 

but his choice of Titian’s portrait of Paul III as an illustration of the painter’s power to 

“trick the eyes” must have been a plausible one for contemporaries. The Emilian portrait 

of the pope was evidently popular enough that Titian copied it immediately, as we glean 

from Vasari’s vita of the artist: 

 The year that Pope Paul III went to Bologna and from there to Ferrara, 

Titian went to the court and painted the said pope, which was a most 

beautiful work, and from that one [he made] another for Cardinal Santa 

Fiora; both, for which he was well-paid by the pope, are in Rome, one in 

the guardaroba of Cardinal Farnese and the other with the heirs of the said 

Cardinal Santa Fiora. And from these were then made many copies, which 

are dispersed throughout Italy.116 

Making simultaneous versions of a portrait was not unusual, particularly when important  

patrons were involved, as Falomir has noted.117 Despite Vasari’s statement on the 

proliferation of copies, however, most of the more than a dozen copies listed by Wethey 

seem to have had little to do with Titian or his studio.118  

One promising candidate, however, is a painting now in a private collection in 

England, recently published by Lionello Puppi and Andrea Donati (Fig. 67). They note 

                                                 
115 “Messo per vernicarsi in su un terrazzo al sole, il quale da molti che passavano veduto, 

credendolo vivo gli facevon di capo.” Benedetto Varchi, Lezzione, ed. Paola Barocchi (Florence: 

Fondazione Memofonte, 2015), 62. 

116 “L’anno che papa Paulo Terzo andò a Bologna e di lì a Ferrara, Tiziano, andato alla corte, 

ritrasse il detto Papa, che fu opera bellissima; e da quello un altro al cardinale Santa Fiore; i quali ambidue, 

che gli furono molto bene pagati dal Papa, sono in Roma, uno nella guardaroba del cardinale Farnese e 

l’altro appresso gl’eredi di detto cardinale Santa Fiore. E da questi poi ne sono state cavate molte copie, che 

sono sparse per Italia.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:811. 

117 Falomir, “Titian’s Replicas and Variants,” 63–64. 

118 See the list in Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:122-4, cat. no. 72. 
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that its slightly larger dimensions match those of the Emilian portrait before it was cut 

down. Its brilliant color and its “absolutely fresh, genuine, and spontaneous” brushwork 

are also evidence in its favor, though unfortunately the painting lacks any sort of 

provenance.119 As he had done with Pietro Bembo’s portrait, Titian also evidently 

retained a modello from which he could easily prepare replicas (one of which, as we will 

see below, he gifted to Giovanni della Casa in 1544). Only a slightly greater incline to the 

head distinguishes the English painting from the Emilian one, a reminder that Titian 

rarely copied his works outright, but rather injected new elements.  

The 1543 portrait of Paul III has commonly been described as the “Busseto 

portrait,” reflecting a long tradition that linked its execution to the four-day meeting 

between the pope and emperor at the small town near Parma in June 1543.120 As Donati 

points out, however, this tradition stems from a mis-reading of Vasari’s vita of the 

Mannerist painter Perino del Vaga; it is unlikely that it could have been painted in such a 

short span of time. Rather, the painting was likely executed in April and later brought to 

Busseto so that it could be unveiled before Charles V.121 The painting must have been 

complete by May 22, when the papal treasurer paid a few scudi to cover the transport “of 

                                                 
119 Andrea Donati, “Tiziano e il ritratto di Paolo III,” in Tiziano e Paolo III: il pittore e il suo 

modello, ed. Lionello Puppi (Rome: Budai, 2012), 35–36. See also the Appendix, where he updates 

Wethey’s list of known copies of Titian’s portrait.  

120 Pastor discusses the meeting, June 21 to 25. The pope was in Emilia-Romagna, mostly in 

Ferrara but also in Bologna, between February and August of 1543. Pastor, The History of the Popes, 

12:169-82. 

121 Titian himself must also have accompanied the papal court to Busseto, however, as the emperor 

gave him a commission for a portrait of Empress Isabella during this meeting, one of the portraits the artist 

would consign to Diego Hurtado de Mendoza before departing for Rome in 1545. See Donati, “Tiziano e il 

ritratto di Paolo III,” 62. 
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the portrait of His Holiness made by Master Titian, Venetian painter.”122 Its intended 

purpose almost certainly affected the portrait’s appearance; for example, as X-rays (Fig. 

68) reveal, Titian made flattering alterations to his first sketch of the pope’s features in 

order to produce the more vigorous final result, one suitable to the meeting with the 

pope’s imperial rival.123 

In addition to discussing the nomination of new cardinals, Paul III and Charles V 

agreed during their Busseto summit to delay once more the proposed reform council, 

citing the continuing Turkish and European unrest. At the same time, each man had a 

personal agenda for the meeting; the emperor hoped to convince the pope to provide 

financial backing for his battle against the Protestants, while Paul III hoped to convince 

Charles to make Ottavio Farnese the governor of imperial Milan, presenting it as a 

“neutral” appointment that would not antagonize the French. The tension leading up to 

this critical meeting has frequently been read into Titian’s portrait. The absence of the 

camauro worn for official audiences, for example, has been seen as a sign of humility 

before the emperor, though I would argue that this is undercut by the challenging 

appraisal Titian gave to pope’s gaze as well as the position of his hand, which is splayed 

authoritatively over the purse at his side as if threatening to withhold the cash the 

                                                 
122 “Per far portar el quadro del retratto di S. Sta che ha fatto Mro Titiano pittore venetiano scudi 

2, bol. 20.” Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 186. 

123 The age-defying vigor of the Emilian portrait led Erica Tietze-Conrat to suggest it was based 

on an earlier portrait by Sebastiano rather than one executed dal vivo. However her article preceded the first 

X-rays of the picture in 1960, which revealed the significant pentimenti, and her suggestion has accordingly 

been rejected by later scholars. See Tietze-Conrat, “Titian’s Portrait of Paul III,” Gazette Des Beaux-Arts 

29 (1946): 73–84. 
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emperor needed.124 Andrea Donati’s suggestion that the purse symbolizes the pope’s role 

as almsgiver fits within this context, but his claim that Titian intended the pope’s 

controlling gesture to be read in connection with his own pursuit of the benefice of San 

Pietro in Colle seem over-determined, given the artist’s penchant for subtlety—a point 

upon which we will touch once more in Chapter 4, with reference to the unfinished triple 

portrait of Paul III with His Grandsons (see Fig. 6).125 Furthermore, although the abbey 

was very much on Titian’s mind by the time he met the Farnese court in Bologna in 1543, 

the benefice itself was not in the pope’s gift; rather, Cardinal Alessandro would need to 

apply the appropriate pressure on Titian’s behalf.  

 

The Struggle for the Benefice 

 

 

In contrast to Vasari’s claim in Titian’s vita that the artist was well-paid for the 

Emilian portrait of Paul III, he had reported in Perino del Vaga’s vita that the artist 

“received no payment for that, nor for some others that he had made for Cardinal Farnese 

and Santa Fiora.”126 The latter claim is supported by the papal accounts, which note only 

a payment of fifty scudi in July 1543 to cover Titian’s expenses for returning to 

                                                 
124 Donati, “Tiziano e il ritratto di Paolo III,” 43-2. Luba Freedman argues this choice was 

intended to visually connect the pope to his namesake, the Apostle Paul; see Titian’s Portraits through 

Aretino’s Lens, 95. 

125 Donati, “Tiziano e il ritratto di Paolo III,” 43. 

126 “Non avendo remunerazione di quello né d’alcuni altri che aveva fatti al cardinale Farnese et a 

Santa Fiore.” The quotation is unchanged between the two editions of the Vite. See Giorgio Vasari, Le vite 

de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori ed architettori (1550), ed. Paola Barocchi (Florence: Fondazione 

Memofonte, 2006), 943, and Vasari, Giuntina, 2:368. 
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Venice.127 This suggests that Titian may have once more “corrected the record” to suit his 

own narrative of success when Vasari interviewed him in Venice in 1568.  

What Vasari does not indicate is that by the time of this portrait’s execution, 

Titian was less interested in cash than in ecclesiastic influence, as he had finally, and 

definitively, turned his attention to capturing the benefice of San Pietro in Colle for 

Pomponio. For this he needed the Farnese to put pressure on Sertorio to give up the 

abbey. Based on Titian’s correspondence with Cardinal Alessandro’s secretary, Bernardo 

Maffei, it is clear that the painter departed Bologna with the understanding that the 

transaction was a fait accompli. Likely the Farnese cardinal himself assumed that it 

would be, as benefice swaps were common practice; however, Sertorio unexpectedly 

rejected the cardinal’s polite request to exchange the abbey for one that provided an equal 

revenue.128 Titian, understandably frustrated as months dragged on with no resolution, 

sent a series of letters over the course of the following year to Maffei and Cardinal 

Alessandro. In March 1544, he wrote to Maffei to remonstrate over the benefice as a 

source of embarrassment for him in Venice, since “everyone in this city not only believed 

that I was about to receive [the benefice] but that I had gotten it.”129 

The artist also turned to his friends, putting his Venetian and Roman worknet on 

the case. In October 1543, Bembo wrote the letter to Gualteruzzi cited above, asking him 

to press the issue with the same diligence he would use for Bembo or any of his friends. 

                                                 
127 “A. Mro Titiano pittore quali S. Sta dona per sue spese in tornar a Venetia, scudi 50 in oro.” 

Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 187. 

128 Fabbro, “Tiziano, i Farnese, l’abbazia,” 6–9. 

129 “Per credersi da tutta questa città non solo ch’io sia per ottenerla ma ch’io l’habbia ottenuta.” 

Puppi, Tiziano, 113, doc. 70. 
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In April 1544, Aretino tried a different tack, writing to Michelangelo himself to request 

the sculptor’s assistance in obtaining the “pane” for Titian’s son, going so far as to 

describe Titian, in a bit of over-the-top flattery, as “the fervent preacher of your 

superhuman style.”130 Never one to miss an opportunity for personal gain, in the same 

letter Aretino asked for some of Michelangelo’s drawings for the Last Judgment.131 In 

June 1544, he also wrote to Carlo Gualteruzzi for help.132 He highlighted Titian’s efforts 

with the Emilian portrait of the pope:  

His sacred portrait … heavenly simulacrum, which practically breathes in 

virtue of the senses bestowed on it by the aforesaid [Titian], so much so 

that Life might keep him living, I believe, perpetually—since it will make 

Death, who knows not how to distinguish the truth of nature from the 

pretense of art, delay the execution of his own privileges.133 

He also, naturally, asked Gualteruzzi to remind Michelangelo about the drawings he was 

waiting to receive, “on account of the closeness you have with [him].”134  

None of these efforts ultimately bore fruit. From Titian’s perspective it must have 

appeared that the Farnese were stonewalling him, though in fact it was Sertorio’s 

                                                 
130 “Fervido predicatore del vostro stile soprumano.” Aretino, Lettere sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, 

1957, 2:16. This offers our only direct evidence that Michelangelo was aware of his Venetian colleague 

before Titian’s time in Rome (though there is a tradition that Michelangelo spent two months in Venice in 

1529; see Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 267). 

131 “Due segni di carbone in un foglio.” Ibid.  

132 “Un poco di pane … la chiesicciuola promessagli in casa sua.” Ibid., 2:20. 

133 “Il sacro suo ritratto … simulacro celeste, il quale respira talmente in virtù dei sensi datili da lo 

stile del predetto [Tiziano], che la vita lo terrà vivo, credo, in perpetuo; concioscia che la morte, non 

sapendo conoscere il vero de la natural dal finto de l'arte, ritardarà lo eseguire gli ordini de propri 

privilegi.” Ibid.  

134 “Per essere la dimestichezza che s’ha con Michelagnolo.” Ibid. The nature of Gualteruzzi’s 

acquaintance with Michelangelo is not clear, but he was also evidently friends with Vittoria Colonna, who 

wrote him in c. 1543: “Magnifico messer Carlo, mi haveti fatto piacer ad advisarmi la resoluta intention del 

nostro in ogni cosa ottimo Michelangelo.” See Michelangelo Buonarroti, Il carteggio di Michelangelo, 

4:170. 
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intransigence that was the problem. With the arrival of Giovanni della Casa as papal 

nuncio in September 1544, Titian must have seen the opportunity to recruit a new 

member of his worknet, one who was not only already familiar with Aretino, Bembo and 

Gualteruzzi, but who further represented a direct line to Cardinal Alessandro. 

 

Giovanni Della Casa in Venice 

 

 

In a letter to Gualteruzzi from his new post in Venice, della Casa wrote:  

I am fairly well; however I do not have much desire to play the ball game 

which is not an exercise for those with gouty joints. ... However I thank 

Messer Attilio for the efforts made regarding my business which cannot 

do other than assist greatly; however Messer Attico asks him to renew 

with his usual agility that which he has done, when the opportunity 

arises.135 

This came in response to a flurry of reports from Gualteruzzi on the progress of this “ball 

game” over the preceding weeks, including “they have begun to play ball bestially, and 

Messer Bonaparte seems to be game’s patron, but however Messer Bonaventura pushes 

onward;” “this ball game doesn’t let up and there are many players ... let Messer Attico 

be of good heart that he is not without good and true servants;” and “that ballgame has 

grown fairly cold these few days; it is held for certain that it will happen, but not with 

many players: Messer Bonaparte holds for Messer Attico and Messer Rubino.”136 

                                                 
135 “Io sto bene assai: no ho però molta voglia di giocar alla palla che non è exercitio da podagrosi 

et chiragrosi. … Et ben ringratio però messer attilio degli officij fatti circa la mia pittura che non possono 

se non giovar molto; però Messer Attico lo prega a rinnovare con la sua solita destrezza quello che ha fatto, 

quando vengano le occasioni.” Ornella Moroni, ed., Corrispondenza Giovanni della Casa, Carlo 

Gualteruzzi (1525-1549) (Vatican City: Biblioteca apostolica vaticana, 1986), 44, doc. 20. 

136 “S’incomincia a giocar bestialmente a palla et Messer Bonaparte par che sia il patron del giuco, 

ma tuttavia Messer Bonaventura batte et ribatte assai piu lungo,” ibid., 31-2, no. 16; “Questo giocar di palla 
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These letters relied on a set of code words, in which Gualteruzzi was referred to 

as Messer Attilio, while della Casa was Messer Attico, likely a reference to Atticus, the 

friend to whom Cicero had dedicated De amicitia.137 Other figures receiving nicknames 

included Cardinal Alessandro (Messer Bonaparte), Cardinal Guido Ascanio Sforza 

(Messer Bonaventura) and Paul III (Don Alessio).138 While it is not surprising that the 

two men would have used code to keep their communications private, it is significant that 

they reserved its use not for sensitive diplomatic topics but rather the ball game, by which 

they meant the political jousting over the nomination of cardinals.139  

It was della Casa’s ambition to follow in Bembo’s footsteps into the cardinalate, 

and in a previous era, he might well have achieved it. He had a humanist background, a 

solid record of papal service, and plenty of cash—all the former prerequisites.140 

However, as mentioned above, the tensions between Charles V and Francis I meant that 

                                                                                                                                                 
non resta et li giocatori son molti. … Stia Messer Attico di buon cuore che non gli mancano amici et 

servitori veri et buonj,” ibid., 35, doc. 17; “Quel gioco di palla è raffreddato assai da certi giorni in qua, pur 

si tiene per fermo che si farà ma non di tanti giocatorj: Messer Bonaparte tiene assai per Messer Attico et 

Messer Rubino,” ibid., 41, doc. 19. 

137 The inventory of della Casa’s library reveals that like other well-educated men of his era, he 

owned De amicitia in both Latin and vernacular editions. E. Scarpa, “La biblioteca di Giovanni della 

Casa,” Bibliofilia 82, no. 3 (1980): 247–78. 

138 In a letter of September 13, 1544, Gualteruzzi had sent “un poco di nomenclatura ... questa è la 

parte che serve per iscrivere, un’altra volta manderò quella da leggere.” Ibid., 17, doc. 10.  

139 Such simple substitution codes were not uncommon in this period. Paolo Preto notes that 

Bembo himself used such a code for sensitive business, substituting “mogli bianchi” for benefices and 

“mariti” for their holders; see Preto, I servizi segreti di Venezia (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 1994), 269. Actual 

ball games were also quite popular in Renaissance Italy; Cardinal Alessandro, for example, picked up a 

love of tennis during a posting in Avignon, and had subsequently had tennis courts installed in both the 

Cancelleria and, later, Palazzo Farnese at Caprarola. See Cees de Bondt, Royal Tennis in Renaissance Italy 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), 134-8. 

140 The first biography of della Casa was Lorenzo Campana, “Monsignor Giovanni della Casa e i 

suoi tempi,” Studi storici 16 (1907): 1–85, 248–69, 350–580. See also the essays in Amadeo Quondam, ed., 

Giovanni della Casa: un seminario per il centenario (Rome: Bulzoni, 2006). 
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the nomination of every cardinal—each of whom could conceivably sway a future 

conclave—was now a matter of international relevance. Although a Florentine, della 

Casa was not on good terms with Cosimo de’Medici, who might otherwise have 

encouraged his promotion, nor was he indispensable enough to the Farnese that they 

would risk challenging the imperial faction to push his nomination through.141 

Moreover, the burgeoning reform climate in Rome made the nomination of men 

who had previously led scandalous lives unlikely. Even Bembo had made it into the 

cardinalate by the skin of his teeth, and he at least had been helped by his international 

reputation as a scholar. Della Casa not only lacked such fame but had been associated in 

the 1530s with the Berneschi, a group of Roman poets who produced scurrilous works 

and were often accused of homosexual activity.142 Considering della Casa’s subsequent 

legacy as the author of the courtly guide to manners, Il Galateo, it is amusing to read his 

bawdy poem about anal sex entitled “Il Forno” (“The Oven”), which contains the 

following advice: “and if the ball should get soiled in the oven, / take it out, and clean it 

                                                 
141 See Giampiero Brunelli, “Giovanni della Casa: L’esperienza in corte a Roma,” in Giovanni 

della Casa: un seminario per il centenario, ed. Amadeo Quondam (Rome: Bulzoni, 2006), 165. 

142 In 1538 della Casa was the suspected author of a set of capitoli that were singled out by Pier 

Paolo Vergorio and the Lutherans as examples of the degradation of Rome; see Antonio Santosuosso, Vita 

di Giovanni della Casa (Rome: Bulzoni, 1979), 42. However, I use this source with caution given the 

author’s use of Freudian analysis—he equates the Berneschi with the early Mannerists and claims both 

were marked by anxiety, alienation, and either sexual dysfunction or homosexuality. See also Antonio 

Santosuosso, “A Society in Disarray: Satirical Poets and Mannerist Painters in the Age of the Italian Wars,” 

in The Renaissance in the Streets, Schools, and Studies: Essays in Honour of Paul F. Grendler, eds. 

Konrad Eisenbichler and Nicholas Terpstra (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 

2008), 279-308. 
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with your hand, / thus one does the business politely.”143 His contemporaries in reform-

minded 1540s Rome, however, looked upon such works with little humor.  

Della Casa’s only hope to receive a cardinal’s berretta lay with the personal 

intervention of the Farnese. He must have been encouraged in his hopes by his 

appointment as archbishop of Benevento in April 1544, but then in August, he learned to 

his annoyance that he was being posted to Venice. He groused to Gualteruzzi about the 

disadvantage of being so far away from the papal court, signing one letter “From Rome—

I wish—from Venice, anyway.”144 This situation required him to rely, much as Titian had 

been doing, on the efforts of his Roman friends to continue to press his agenda. To 

Gualteruzzi he wrote, “I believe that it will be necessary that Messer Attilio make a bold 

effort with Don Alessio on behalf of Messer Attico.”145  

Bembo’s influence in the Curia was also of great importance. The man who della 

Casa referred to as “our cardinal” had made sure to provide him with introduction into his 

Venetian circle, beginning with Querini: 

 [Paul III] is sending to Venice as his nuncio Monsignor della Casa, who is 

closer than any other friend I have in Rome save Messer Carlo. … Having 

a very lovely house here for which he pays around 300 scudi per year in 

rent, he has graciously lent it to me without desiring that I should pay him 

a penny, so that I may live here until his return; and he left it to me well 

furnished and with a lovely chamber adorned with very rich and beautiful 

draperies, and a bed made up in velvet, and some ancient statues and other 

beautiful pictures, among which is the portrait of our Madonna Lisabetta, 

                                                 
143 “E se la palla in Forno s’imbratassi, / la ne la cava, e di sua man la netta, / così il mestier 

politamente fassi.” Della Casa, Opere di Monsignor Giovanni della Casa, 3:336. 

144 “Di Roma—ciò vorrei—di Venetia dunque.” Moroni, Corrispondenza Giovanni della Casa, 

Carlo Gualteruzzi (1525-1549), 92, doc. 41. 

145 “Credo che sarà necessario che Messer Attilio faccia un gagliardo offitio con Don Alexio per 

Messer Attico.” Ibid., 26-7, doc. 14. 
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that His Lordship has taken away from Messer Carlo. … You see that I 

owe him a debt. This gentleman will take great note of you, knowing what 

you mean to me. I would be very grateful if you would make every warm 

demonstration of love and honor in your encounters with His Lordship.146 

Titian, for his part, clearly recognized the critical importance of recruiting the 

newly-arrived nuncio into his own worknet. At least one Venetian member, Aretino, had 

a pre-existing connection to della Casa; in 1541, Priscianese had written to Aretino about 

a new friend he had made in Rome who desired to be known to the famous satirist—none 

other than della Casa, who, Priscianese reported, “is all yours.”147 Within the first week 

of della Casa’s residency in Venice, Titian moved to form a direct connection, presenting 

him with a portrait of Paul III. Della Casa, in turn, began his first report to Cardinal 

Alessandro by mentioning this gift, “a portrait of N[ostro] S[ignore] by his own hand.”148 

This must have been a copy after the Emilian portrait of the pope, either one that the artist 

had readily to hand or one he could execute quickly based on the workshop’s ricordo.  

In the same line, della Casa continued, “he has corrupted me in such a way that I 

have become his agent. Thus I remind your Lordship of his business,” before going on to 

                                                 
146 “Nostro Signor manda a Venezia, per Nonzio suo, Monsignor della Casa, il quale è tanto amico 

mio quanto niuno altro uomo che io in Roma abbia dal nostro M. Carlo in fuori. … Che avendo egli una 

belissima casa qui per sua stanzia, della quale paga intorno a scudi trecento l’anno d’affitto, a me la lascia 

cortesemente, senza volere che io ne paghi un picciolo, acciò che io l’abiti fino al suo ritorno; e lascialami 

con molti fornimenti e con un bellissimo camerino acconcio de’ suoi panni molto ricchi e molto belli, e con 

un letto di velluto, e alquante statue antiche e altre belle pitture: tra le quali è il ritratto della nostra 

Madonna Lisabetta, che Sua Signoria ha tolto a Messer Carlo. … Vedete se io gliene debbo avere obbligo. 

Questo gentil Signore farà molto conto della persona vostra, sapendo quello che se’te meco. Il che a me 

sarà gratissimo, avendo allo ‘ncontro caro che facciate a S. S. Ogni dimostrazione e d’amore e d’onore.” 

Bembo, Lettere, 4:2444. 

147 “Divenuto tutto vostro.” January 1541. Pietro Aretino, Lettere a Pietro Aretino, 3:130. 

148 “Mx Titiano mi ha donato un ritratto di NS di sua mano.” Hope, “A Neglected Document on 

Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 189. 
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review the matter of the benefice for Pomponio.149 This was likely intended to be read in 

a light-hearted manner, given that in the same letter, della Casa advertised the painter’s 

willingness to “paint the entirety of the your Lordship’s illustrious house, even the cats.” 

He then explicitly changed tone at the letter’s end: “All joking aside, he is a talented 

person and an affectionate servant of Our Lord [Paul III] and your most reverend 

Lordship, and I recommend him to you as much as I can (my emphasis).”150 Even as a 

jest, the fact that della Casa acknowledged Titian’s efficacious gift of the portrait and the 

obligation it created in his letter to his own patron is interesting.  

Titian, for his part, was certainly aware of the work that such a gift could 

accomplish on his behalf. On one level, for example, Paul III’s portrait served as a 

statement of the two men’s joint interest in the Farnese family (we might say that in this 

case it was the pope himself who was conjured as a mutual “absent friend”). When 

displayed in a semi-public context like the nuncio’s Venetian residence, the portrait also 

served as an index of papal authority, of which della Casa was the newly-arrived 

representative in Venice. As discussed in Chapter 2, a papal nuncio could expect 

significant resistance to their presence in the Republic, and della Casa threw himself into 

the defense of ecclesiastic authority with vigor (perhaps even too much, as in the case of 

Cevena).  

                                                 
149 “E corrotomi di maniera, che mi convien essere suo procuratore. Però io ricordo a Vostra 

Signoria il negotio suo.” Ibid. 

150 “È apparecchiato a l'Illustrissima Casa di Vostra Signoria Reverendissima in solidum, tutti fino 

alle gatte. … Et senza burla, è valente persona et affettionatissima servitore di Nostro Signore et di Vostra 

Signoria Reverendissima, et io glielo raccomando quanto posso più efficacemente.” Ibid.  
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At the same time, acknowledging, as Appadurai encourages us to do, that an 

object has its own “social life” and agency implies that it does not only work solely for its 

creator, but rather can be freely recruited to do work for others. In della Casa’s case, it 

was surely no coincidence that he opened his first letter to his Farnese patron by letting 

him know that, much like the cardinal himself, he now owned a portrait of the Farnese 

pope made by the most famous portraitist in Italy. Even as a textual reference, the portrait 

helped constitute della Casa’s identity as what his treatise could have considered a 

faithful “lesser friend.” It was also a subtle reminder that, like the fiddler in his treatise, 

he expected to be duly repaid for his service. 

 

 

Titian’s Portrait of Madonna Isabetta Querini 

 

 

Della Casa’s value to Titian stemmed not only from his employment by the 

Farnese, but also from his connection to other members of his worknet, including Bembo 

and Gualteruzzi. Theirs were true Renaissance friendships, both instrumental and filled 

with sincere affection. In addition to the information and jokes that fill their letters, their 

relationships were also supported by the exchange of sonnets and canzoni that all three 

men wrote (though their skills varied, with Gualteruzzi’s the most amateur).  

Della Casa and Bembo almost never wrote to each other directly; rather, their 

communication was handled in Rome through Gualteruzzi, and in Venice through 

Querini.151 Once della Casa had arrived in Venice, he relied on Gualteruzzi for updates 

                                                 
151 Querini, like all the members of this worknet, had his own agenda; in addition to promoting his 

cousin Isabetta’s affairs (see below), he engaged della Casa to handle some financial business on his behalf 
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on the ball game, but Gualteruzzi just as often passed along reminders from Bembo 

regarding the favor he had promised the cardinal—that he would write a poem in praise 

of Titian’s portrait of Bembo’s erstwhile mistress, Isabetta Querini. The cousin of 

Bembo’s friend Girolamo, Isabetta was an intelligent and beautiful noblewoman, and 

Bembo’s admiration for her is evident in their correspondence and in his frequent 

references to her in letters to his other friends. Isabetta was married to the patrician 

Lorenzo Massolo, but her relationship with Bembo was, in any case, likely platonic.152  

Isabetta, too, was capable of advancing her own agenda through friendship, 

though in her case the reason was a tragic one. In 1537, her son Pietro had inexplicably 

murdered his new wife and fled the city. She and her husband—aided in turn by Bembo, 

Querini, and della Casa—would spend years seeking a pardon for him. As Allison 

Sherman has shown, Isabetta’s effort on this score encompassed the commission she later 

gave to Titian for the Martyrdom of San Lorenzo (Fig. 69); the altarpiece was painted for 

the church of the Crociferi, where the murdered girl’s father, Stefano Tiepolo, was a 

procurator, and she and her husband may have hoped their investment in the church 

would soften his stance, as he would have had to assent to a pardon.153  

                                                                                                                                                 
in Rome. In an undated, unpublished letter to Cardinal Alessandro, della Casa praised Querini as without 

equal in goodness and courtesy, “nondimeno perch’ io ho infiniti obblighi a S. Mag.ca privatamente,” and 

wrote that the cardinal’s protection of Querini would please “a tutta questa nobilita [in Venice] da quale 

esso mx Hier.mo è amato et honorato quanto alcun altro et più.” Vat. Lat. 14827, fol. 152v.  

152 Verallo, the papal nuncio in Venice at the time of Bembo’s nomination as cardinal, had written 

reassuringly to Cardinal Alessandro that his former lustfulness was a sin that had been remedied by age: 

“La incontinenza che ha li vien opposta è male che necessariamente ne sarà ad quest’hora, con la età di 70 

anni che ha, guarito.” See Franco Gaeta, ed., Nunziature di Venezia, vol. 1 (Rome: Istituto storico italiano 

per l’età moderna e contemporanea, 1958), 217-18, doc. 144. 

153 Ultimately Isabetta’s efforts came to nothing; the painting itself was not completed at least until 

1558, when most parties involved were already dead. See Sherman, “Murder and Martyrdom: Titian’s 

Gesuiti Saint Lawrence as a Family Peace Offering,” 48. 
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Isabetta had already demonstrated her own agency in patronage in 1543, when she 

commissioned her own portrait from Titian as a gift for Bembo. Titian’s image of her 

subsequently circulated in at least two versions among Bembo, Gualteruzzi, and della 

Casa, moving between Rome and Venice. The painting itself is lost, though its 

appearance may be suggested by a later copy in Toulouse (Fig. 70), as well as another, 

lower-quality version in the Galleria Borghese in Rome.154 Traced through 

correspondence, Isabetta’s portrait by Titian offers an example of a work that had its own 

extremely active “social life.” 

The precise route this portrait took after it left Titian’s studio is unclear. This is 

due in part to the survival of Bembo’s letters in multiple versions, some of which vary in 

dates and places of writing. For example, the first reference to the portrait occurs in a 

letter to Querini written from Gubbio, dated either the 24th or the 29th of December, 

1543 (letter no. 2403, in Ernesto Travi’s compilation). In it Bembo wrote, “I hold it very 

dear that M. Tiziano has finished the portrait of Madonna Isabetta. And in this I consider 

myself to have been [well] served by him. Madonna Isabetta has been generous in 

making this gift with Titian, about which you write me.”155 Travi includes the date of 

December 24 in the text, indicating the variant date of the 29th in a note; however, since 

the letter’s text includes a reference to Christmas Day (“I had, on Christmas day, three 

                                                 
154 The association of the woman in these paintings with Isabetta stems from an 18th-century print 

by Giuseppe Canale; however, Wethey argues that the depicted woman’s features do not match those in a 

medal by Danese Catteneo, the only secure depiction of her during her life. See The Paintings of Titian, 

2:204, cat. no. L-26. 

155 “Ho molto caro che M. Tiziano abbia ben finita la figura de Mad. Isab[etta]. E in questo reputo 

io esser stato servito da lui. Mad. Isab[etta] ha fatto con lui da generosa madonna ad averli fatto il presente 

che mi scrivete.” Bembo, Lettere, 4:2403. 
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lovely and very fragrant red roses, and yet it is said that it is so cold here”), it seems clear 

rather that the dating of December 29th should be preferred.156  

The question of dating of letter no. 2403 becomes significant in light of the 

document that Travi places as letter no. 2405. In the latter, Bembo wrote to Querini, 

“Signor the Legate sent me a beautiful sonnet of his on the portrait of Madonna Isabetta 

by Titian; and he wanted me to be the first to see it, as you write me. … I am happy that 

the name of that lady should be celebrated by so great a poet.”157 Travi indicates that this 

letter was sent from Padua on December 29, 1543—the same date proposed for letter 

2403. Bembo cannot have been in two places, two hundred miles apart, on the same day. 

Further, both of the letters dated December 29, 1543 come from the same Biblioteca 

Marciana collection of Bembo’s correspondence, meaning there is an internal error in the 

dating within that archive, rather than a conflict between two different archival 

sources.158 Since the cardinal’s presence in Gubbio is attested by his correspondence 

between November 1543 and February 1544, it is likely the dating of letter no. 2405—the 

letter making reference to a poem by della Casa—that is incorrect.159  

                                                 
156 “Ho avuto, il dì de Natal, tre belle e odoratissime rose rosse, e poi si dice che qui è sì gran 

freddo.” Ibid. 

157 “Il S.r Legato mi mandò un bellissimo suo sonnetto fatto sopra il retratto di Mad. Is. di Tiziano; 

e ha voluto che io il vegga primo, come mi scrivete. ... Mi rallegro che il nome di quella Mad. si celebri da 

sì gran poeta.” Ibid., 4:2405. 

158 Travi uses the abbreviation VM3 for the Biblioteca Marciana shelfmark: ms. Italiano X 143 

(6535), P. Bembo, Lettere per la maggior parte scritte per il Ramusio. 

159 Puppi reaches the same conclusion; see “Peripezie della committenza: il contesto, i 

protagonisti, le occasioni,” in La notte di San Lorenzo, 77. 
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Travi’s misapprehension has led to confusion in the literature; for example, 

Nalezyty uses Travi’s proposed dating to infer that della Casa had seen Titian’s painting 

in Venice by December 1543, but della Casa would not arrive in Venice as papal legate 

until the following September.160 Instead, as I demonstrate below, letter no. 2405 should 

more likely be dated to the summer of 1545, after della Casa had evidently not only seen 

more than one version of the portrait, but had also met the lady herself in Venice. 

Nalezyty notes that Isabetta likely may not have sent her portrait to Gubbio but 

rather directly to Rome, where the cardinal traveled in early March 1544, though she 

notes that its movements at this point become difficult to track.161 Complicating the 

picture of the painting’s travels is the fact that Gualteruzzi seems to have owned his own 

portrait of Isabetta, which della Casa “borrowed” and hung up in his Roman residence, 

Palazzo Baldassini. This was the same residence that Bembo wrote to tell Querini he had 

been loaned free of charge, and which he described as being furnished with “other 

beautiful pictures, among which is the portrait of our Madonna Lisabetta, that His 

Lordship has taken away from Messer Carlo.” Bembo’s phrasing here does not imply that 

it is his own gift from Isabetta that Gualteruzzi had—and that della Casa had “stolen”—

but rather an entirely separate work. 

Further correspondence between Gualteruzzi and della Casa on the matter also 

implies that the former’s portrait of Isabetta was of lower quality than the one Bembo 

possessed. In October 1544, Gualteruzzi warned della Casa that he would be reclaiming 

                                                 
160 Nalezyty, “Il Collezionismo Poetico,” 174–75. 

161 Ibid., 175. 
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his property from Palazzo Baldassini: “I hope that your Lordship will be contented that I 

retrieve my portrait from your guardaroba, seeing how you are so close to the living 

image, and to he who will know how to make a more lifelike version than mine.”162 The 

latter phrase must be a reference to Titian, who would be able to make a better copy of 

Isabetta’s portrait than the one Gualteruzzi had—which may imply that the latter’s was 

studio work. A month later, della Casa wrote back in a joking tone, claiming he could not 

give away items in Bembo’s guardaroba, or personal closet—another indication that the 

disputed work really was Gualteruzzi’s property: 

I cannot dispose of the guardaroba of the most reverend Bembo, and so I 

can neither give you nor keep from you the portrait for which you ask, 

indeed I don’t understand what you’re asking for, since you ask for yours 

and I have but only the one I consider mine—rather, I am certain it’s mine, 

since people here ask me its price.163  

To these two copies of Madonna Isabetta’s portrait, both of which seem to have 

been in Rome, we can add a third one that Titian himself was making for della Casa in 

Venice by February 1545, when the nuncio wrote placatingly to Gualteruzzi, “when 

Messer Titiano has made the portrait [for me] then your Most Reverend Lordship may 

have the one that is in the guardaroba and not before, and this one will be mine; 

otherwise you write the sonnets yourself, since you know so well how to do it when you 

                                                 
162 “Desiderei che Vostra Signoria si contentasse che io mi prendessi il mio ritratto della sua 

guardaroba, poscia che ella è così vicina all viva imagine, et a chi glieli saprà meglio ritrarre dal vero che ‘l 

mio non è, pur ciò con buona gratia di Vostra Signoria et non altramente.” Moroni, Corrispondenza 

Giovanni della Casa, Carlo Gualteruzzi (1525-1549), 39-42, doc. 19. 

163 “Io non posso disporre della salvaroba di Monsignor Reverendissimo Bembo, et così non posso 

né darvi né ritenervi il ritratto che voi chiedete, benché io non intendo qual voi chiegghiate, per che voi 

chiedete il vostro, et io non ho se non uno che il tengo per mio, anzi è mio certo, poi che mi è domandato 

qui il prezzo.” Ibid., 50, doc. 22.  
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wish!”164 The last line invited Gualteruzzi to try his hand at the sonnet Bembo wanted on 

Isabetta’s portrait, a work that the nuncio struggled to produce until the summer of 1545. 

The correct date of letter 2405 should be located in this period. By this time, della Casa 

was both papal legate and acquainted with Querini, who evidently was the one to inform 

Bembo that he had at last finished the sonnet that begins: 

Titian, how well I see in these new forms 

My idol, whose lovely eyes open and turn 

On your living canvases, whose sweet members move, 

And who speaks and truly breathes.165 

Della Casa’s sonnet on Titian’s painting was a great success, as we learn from 

Vasari’s 1550 edition of the Vite. Using the poetic principle of imitatio, the nuncio had 

followed the model of Bembo, had once written a sonnet in praise of a portrait by 

Giovanni Bellini of one of his mistresses.166 In the 1568 edition, Vasari elaborated on the 

story, noting Bembo’s own inspiration from Petrarch’s praise of Simone Martini’s 

portrait of his beloved Laura.167 Vasari added, “and what greater prize can our craftsmen 

desire than that their efforts be celebrated by the pens of illustrious poets? Thus the 

                                                 
164 “Quando messer Titian harà fatta il ritratto, alhora Vostra Signoria Reverendissima haverà 

quello che è in salvaroba, et non prima: et questo sarà il mio: o voi fate i sonetti voi, che gli sapete ben fare 

quando volete!” Ibid., 151, doc. 74. 

165 Translated in Ridolfi, The Life of Titian, 115. The original text is in Ridolfi, Le Maraviglie 

dell’arte, 1:176. 

166 Vasari, Torrentiniana, 453. 

167 According to Vasari, Bellini’s portrait was painted “così vivamente che meritò esser da lui, sì 

come fu Simon Sanese dal primo Petrarca fiorentino, da questo secondo viniziano celebrato nelle sue 

rime.” Vasari, Giuntina, 1:435. 
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excellent Titian [was celebrated] by the learned messer Giovanni della Casa in that 

sonnet that begins, Titian how well I see in these new forms.”168 

Like his models, della Casa’s sonnet praised Titian directly for creating a living, 

breathing image, while indirectly eulogizing Isabetta’s own beauty. So convincing was 

his praise, in fact, that scholars continue to suggest that della Casa actually shared 

Bembo’s passion for her.169 The nuncio’s letters, however, show that was far from the 

case. Bembo had to scold della Casa through Gualteruzzi just to get della Casa to pay the 

woman a visit, and even after that, in January 1545, Gualteruzzi wrote that Bembo hoped 

that “you might sometimes interrupt this reservedness that Your Lordship has so long 

used with Madama Isabetta, visiting her at least once a month; God knows that until now 

you have done it but once a year.”170  

For Isabetta, unfortunately, the exchanges between della Casa and Bembo over 

the sonnet in praise of her portrait effectively decentered her from the agency she had 

displayed in commissioning the picture in the first place. Beneath the surface, della 

Casa’s sonnet was no more directed at her than it was at Titian. Rather, the real 

                                                 
168 “E che maggior premio possono gl’artefici nostri disiderare delle lor fatiche che essere dalle 

penne dei poeti illustri celebrati? Sì com’è anco stato l’eccellentissimo Tiziano dal dottissimo messer 

Giovanni della Casa, in quel sonetto che comincia: Ben veggio, Tiziano, in forme nuove.” Ibid., 1:435-6. 

169 In their contributions to the La notte di San Lorenzo volume, both Puppi and Augusto Gentili 

make reference in absolute terms to Isabetta’s seduction by della Casa. Particularly unlikely is Gentili’s 

claim that della Casa’s illegitimate son Quirinetto, who Isabetta and her husband fostered after della Casa’s 

departure from Venice, was actually his love child with Isabetta herself. See Gentili, “La notte di san 

Lorenzo,” 93. Puppi points out that the mother was likely the Ippolita Panonia to whom della Casa left a 

bequest in his will; see “Peripezie della committenza: il contesto, i protagonisti, le occasioni,” 84. 

170 “Desidera pur che alle volte si interrompa cotesta salvatichezza che Vostra Signoria tanto 

lungamente usa con Madama Isabetta, visitandola almeno una volta il mese. Ma Dio voglia che fino a qui 

ne le sia tocco una volta l’anno.” Moroni, Corrispondenza Giovanni della Casa, Carlo Gualteruzzi (1525-

1549), 243, doc. 132. 
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addressee, the poetic “absent friend,” was Bembo, whose favor and friendship della Casa 

needed to pursue his own ambitions for the cardinalate. The portrait and the beautiful 

woman were the pretexts that helped create the space in which the friendship between 

two men could play out in poetic form. At the same time, by writing the sonnet in 

Isabetta’s honor, della Casa was performing a kind of work that Bembo himself no longer 

could; cardinals could not openly write love poetry, especially not on the eve of the 

Counter-Reformation.  

The nature of circulation, whether of portraits or poetry, involves a certain loss of 

control by the author. Della Casa was upset to learn that his sonnet was making the 

rounds in Rome in August 1545 and that Cardinal Alessandro had asked to see it, 

“because he should not even have been aware that I wrote it, and God willing he will not 

divulge it further, lest we be censured both as a poet and as a legate … many will say 

truly that I expend my efforts on trinkets.”171 For della Casa, in other words, 

strengthening his relationship with Bembo might have put him at a greater disadvantage 

in the “ball game.” For Titian, on other hand, such amplification of his fame as a 

portraitist, whether through the circulation of the objects themselves or letters and poems 

praising them, could work only to his benefit. Indeed, by the time della Casa was fretting 

over the fate of his sonnet, Titian was preparing to head to the Farnese court, having 

finally received an invitation from Cardinal Alessandro.  

                                                 
171 “Dico che mi maraviglio che il cardinal Farnese habbia chiesta la canzona, perché Sua Signoria 

Reverendissima non dovea poter saper che io l’havessi fatta; e Dio voglia che la non si divulghi e siami di 

biasimo, come a poeta e come a legato … alcuni e molti diranno il vero, che io attendo alle baje.” Ibid., 

183-4, doc. 92. 
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After multiple disappointments, Paul III’s sudden death in 1549 would make it 

clear that a cardinal’s berretta was not in della Casa’s future. There is certainly an 

analogy to be found between Titian and the papal nuncio, each of whom spent the early 

1540s working intently to create and sustain a worknet that would aid them in the 

achievement of a precise goal, one which ultimately would remain beyond their reach. In 

della Casa’s case, Giampiero Brunelli notes that his mistake was in perceiving patronage 

relationships as a kind of contract, in which he would eventually receive what he was 

owed, instead of looking at it akin an uncertain sea voyage.172 In Titian’s case, as will be 

discussed in Chapter 6, it would be his single-minded focus on San Pietro in Colle that 

precluded receiving other emoluments from the Farnese.  

In 1551, preparing to leave public life in disgust, della Casa wrote to Querini, 

offering his friend his own portrait by Titian (the only indication we have that such a 

portrait existed). He wrote that it “seems to everyone neither very similar nor 

praiseworthy but I accept M. Tiziano’s goodwill nonetheless ... since I had from him that 

portrait of P[ope] P[aul.”173 We can imagine that if things had turned out differently—

that is, if Titian had been able to portrait him in cardinal’s red, as he had done for 

Bembo—the erstwhile nuncio would have found the words to fashion a suitable 

encomium. 

                                                 
172 Brunelli, “Giovanni della Casa: L’esperienza in corte a Roma, 168. 

173 “Ho avuto il mio ritratto il quale è par a ogniuno poco simile et laudabile accetto nondimeno il 

buon voler di M. Tiziano … anco che io habbia da lui quel ritratto di PP Paolo.” Lorenzo Campana, 

“Monsignor Giovanni della Casa e i suoi tempi,” Studi storici 17 (1908): 384.  
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 After Pietro Bembo, Giovanni della Casa was perhaps the most significant figure 

added to Titian’s worknet in the 1540s, as the artist began to position himself to seek 

Farnese patronage in response to economic and familial pressures in Venice. As this 

chapter has shown, Titian’s turn toward the papal family can be understood as a natural 

outgrowth of his business strategy, which had already encompassed most of the powerful 

princes of the peninsula and beyond. He benefitted, at least initially, from the fact that his 

agenda overlapped with those of many of the individuals who commissioned work from 

him, accepted his gifts, or fostered his interests in Rome. By drawing on the varying 

skills and connections offered by Aretino, Bembo, della Casa, Gualteruzzi and others, 

Titian thus managed not only to draw the attention of the Farnese, but to demonstrate the 

potential for the harmonic interaction of a friendship network in early modern Italy. As a 

result of these innovative strategies, the artist who had so long resisted being drawn from 

his beloved Venice would maneuver himself on the road to Rome in 1545.



- 145 - 

CHAPTER 4 

TITIAN IN THE VATICAN BELVEDERE: ANCIENTS AND MODERNS 

 

 “If you now regret, having now gone to Rome, that the desire did not strike you 

twenty years ago, I would certainly believe it. But, if you marvel at how you find [Rome] 

now, what would you have thought seeing it in the manner in which I left it?”1 This was 

part of Aretino’s first letter to Titian after his arrival in Rome in October 1545. The rest 

of the letter contains a reminder of the advice with which he must have peppered his 

friend before his departure from Venice in September (written no doubt, for the benefit of 

its future publication). He is eager for Titian’s return: 

 So that I may hear what you think of the antiques, and how far you 

consider them to surpass the works of Michelangelo. I want to know how 

far Buonarroti approaches or surpasses Raphael as a painter; and wish to 

talk with you of Bramante’s Church of St. Peter, and the master pieces of 

other architects and sculptors. Bear in mind the methods of each of the 

famous painters, particularly that of Fra Bastiano and Perino del Vaga; 

look at every intaglio of Bucino. Contrast the figures of Jacopo Sansovino 

with those of men who pretend to rival him, and remember not to lose 

yourself in contemplation of the ‘Last Judgment,’ at the Sixtine, lest you 

should be kept all the winter from the company of Sansovino and myself.2  

We have no way to know if Titian followed all the points of his friend’s 

remarkable itinerary. Unlike fellow artists such as Maarten van Heemskerck and 

                                                 
1 “Or che vi dolga che il gricciolo, venutovi adesso di trasfervi a Roma, non vi venne venti annia 

fa, molto ben ve lo credo. Ma, se ve ne stupite nel modo che la trovate adesso, che avresti voi fatto 

vedendola ne la maniera che la lasciai io?” Puppi, Tiziano, 120–21, doc. 78. 

2 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:114. However, they omitted a line in which 

Aretino asked Titian to keep an eye on the customs of the court and its courtiers as much as artists: 

“Insomma, così de la corte, così dei costume dei cortigiani venitevene informato, come de l’arte del 

pennello e de lo scarpello.” The original text is in Puppi, Tiziano, 120–21, doc. 78. See also below for my 

differing translation of the first line.  
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Francisco de Hollanda, the Venetian painter left no sketches or annotated guidebook 

through which we might track his progress through Rome’s ancient and contemporary 

wonders. Even the texts of his contemporaries, Dolce and Vasari, only go so far as to 

place him in the Vatican Stanze and the Farnesina.3  

Two other primary sources make reference to Titian’s time in Rome, although 

neither approaches the specificity of Aretino’s letter. The first is the letter from Bembo to 

Querini quoted in Chapter 1, letting his Venetian friend know that “Your Titian, or rather 

our Titian, is here, and he tells me that he is under great obligation to you for having been 

the main cause of his coming hither, and encouraging him by the kindest words to make 

the trip, of which he is more contented than he can say. He has already seen so many fine 

antiques that he is filled with wonder, and glad that he came.”4 The second is Titian’s 

letter to Charles V in December 1545, quoted in part in Chapter 3, where in addition to 

begging the emperor to make good on his financial promises, the artist wrote 

encouragingly of his desire to attend the imperial court and took the opportunity to 

encourage a bit of competition among his patrons: “I am now here in Rome, called by the 

pope, and I go about learning from these marvelous ancient stones the things by which 

                                                 
3 Dolce’s comment will be discussed below, with regard to Sebastiano. In Peruzzi’s vita of 1550 

Vasari wrote, “E può veramente questo credersi, che il mirabile Tiziano, pittore onoratissimo et 

eccellentissimo, menandolo io a vedere tale opera, non voleva credermi che fosse pittura; per il che fummo 

sforzati mutar veduta: onde rimase maravigliato di tal cosa.” Torrentiniana, 721. The 1568 edition is very 

similar: “E mi ricorda che menando io il cavaliere Tiziano, pittore eccellentissimo et onorato, a vedere 

quella opera, egli per niun modo voleva credere che quella fusse pittura: per che, mutato veduta, ne rimase 

maravigliato.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:139. 

4 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:112-13; the original text is in Bembo, Lettere, 

4:2500. 
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my art shall become worthy of painting the victories which Our Lord God prepares for 

Your Majesty in the Orient.”5 

Titian’s experience of mid-Cinquecento Roman culture was largely mediated 

through the context of a single, culturally rich space: the Vatican Belvedere, which 

served as his primary site of encounter and exchange. Here the artist lived and worked for 

eight months amid an assemblage of actors, both animate (Pastorino da Siena, Sebastiano 

del Piombo, Vasari, Michelangelo, and others) and inanimate (the Laocoön and other 

antiquities in the famed papal collections). The forms of association fostered within this 

context would yield some unusual results: his encounter with Pastorino would yield a 

new portrait medal, which I analyze in terms of his developing canon of self-

representation, while his opportunity to engage with the Laocoön (see Fig. 15) after a 

lengthy long-distance relationship would produce, after his return to Venice, the satirical 

Ape Laocoön woodcut (see Fig. 53). 

Of the works Titian produced for the Farnese, only two came in for specific 

criticism from Vasari: the Ecce Homo for Paul III and the Danaë for Cardinal Alessandro 

(see Fig. 1). The former painting, Vasari suggested, demonstrated Titian’s inability to 

respond to the challenge presented by the artistic environment of Rome, while his better-

known critique of the Danaë was positioned in the context of a direct encounter between 

Michelangelo and Titian. While Vasari’s polemical stance reveals itself clearly in these 

                                                 
5 “Io sono hora qui in Roma, chiamatoci da Nostro Signore, et vado imparando da questi 

maravigliosi sassi antichi cose per le quali l’arte mia divenga degna di dipingere le vittorie che Nostro 

Signor Dio prepara a Vostra Maestà  in Oriente.” Puppi, Tiziano, 124–25, doc. 81. Padoan notes that this 

rather flowery letter was likely written with assistance, perhaps from Orazio (though we might also wonder 

about Bembo’s aid to his friend, now that the two were in Rome together). See “Titian’s Letters,” 63. 



- 148 - 

passages, what it conceals from our gaze, I argue, is the evidence that these works carried 

regarding Titian’s active response to his Roman environment—a response that took the 

form of innovation as well as resistance. The Ecce Homo may in fact have represented 

the artist’s first, unsuccessful attempt at painting on a slate support, the new technique 

developed by Sebastiano that allowed Titian to participate once more in the paragone 

with Michelangelo, who had derided oil painting as fit only for women and lazy artists. In 

the Danaë, which Titian finished in the Belvedere under the metaphorical gaze of the 

Roman artistic community, he opted to push the boundaries of his increasingly open 

brushwork, both in an affirmation of Venetian colorito and a rejection of the insistent 

wholeness of Michelangelo’s bodies.  

Aretino had encouraged his friend to pay close attention to Michelangelo’s work; 

at the very least, we can be certain that Titian followed his advice on this score, though 

the results were perhaps different than what the writer may have imagined. The subtlety 

and variety of Titian’s responses to his Roman environment were not purely formal in 

nature, and as such, have been largely overlooked by scholars. 

 

The Vatican Belvedere 

 

 

 The Belvedere was begun during the reign of Innocent VIII as an open “loggia-

pavilion,” to which the pope later added a small apartment and chapel.6 According to the 

                                                 
6 On the Belvedere, see James Ackerman, “The Belvedere as a Classical Villa,” in Distance Points 

(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991), 325–59 (updating an article of the same title in the Journal of the 

Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 14, nos. 1-2 (1951): 70-91; Redig de Campos, “Il Belvedere d’Innocenzo 

VIII in Vaticano,” in Triplice omaggio a Sua Santità Pio XII offerto dalle Pontificie Accademie di S. 
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classical conception of the villa as the ideal antithesis of city life, a villa needed to be 

both distant from the urban context and in proximity to natural beauty. The union of these 

two features would create a space for otium.7 The Belvedere achieved this through its 

position on the northern edge of the Vatican hill, where it appears, perched high above 

the city, in the views of Rome by Foresti, Schedel, and others discussed in Chapter 2 (see 

Figs. 25-7). Some three hundred meters of uneven terrain divided the villa from the papal 

palace, and its northern facade overlooked uncultivated fields, the prati that would give 

this neighborhood its modern name, as we can see in a sketch by Heemskerck (Fig. 71). 

The Venetian ambassadors who visited Adrian VI in 1522 testified that the Belvedere 

lived up to its name, affording “a very wide view over the city, the hills, the river and the 

forum of Rome, and many other lovely things, for which it well deserves the name of 

Belvedere.”8 

The Belvedere’s status as an isolated pleasure-palace changed during the time of 

Julius II when Bramante incorporated it into his ambitious cortile project. This massive 

undertaking, the first of its kind in the Renaissance, saw the unification of the terrain 

separating the villa and the papal palace through a series of interlocking terraces framed 

                                                                                                                                                 
Tommaso e di religione cattolica, di Archeologia, e dei Virtuosi al Pantheon (Vatican City: Tip. Poliglotta 

Vaticana, 1958), 289–304; David Coffin, “Pope Innocent VIII and the Villa Belvedere,” in Magnificent 

Buildings, Splendid Gardens, ed. Vanessa Sellers (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 58–71, 

updating an essay originally published in Studies in Late Medieval and Renaissance Painting in Honor of 

Millard Meiss, edited by Irving Lavin and John Plummer, 88-97 (New York: New York University Press, 

1977). 

7 James Ackerman, “The Villa as Paradigm,” Perspecta 22 (1986): 10–31. 

8 “Vi è una veduta lunghissima sulla città, sui colli, sul fiume e sul foro di Roma; e molte altre 

belle cose; per cui merita bene il nome di Belvedere.” Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 

3:114–15. 
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by three-story loggie (Fig. 72).9 In order to bring the villa in line with the new geometry 

of his cortile, Bramante designed a retrofacade with a low exedra, as well as the 

octagonal court that would soon become the home of some of the city’s most famous 

antiquities (fig 73). The papal apartment in the Belvedere seems to have been located in 

the side wing (Ala B on de Campos’ plan, Figs. 74-5). According to Ludwig von Pastor, 

Paul III enjoyed a morning constitutional along Bramante’s loggie to the villa, as 

Clement VII had before him.10 The Farnese pope evidently dined there on occasion as 

well; Vasari reported that the pope examined the designs for the competition for the 

cornice of Palazzo Farnese “while he dined one morning in the Belvedere.”11  

In addition to providing a site for papal otium, the Belvedere served as lodging 

and studio space for court artists and other functionaries. During the reign of Leo X, 

Leonardo stayed there for perhaps two or three years, during which time he complained 

to his patron Giuliano de’Medici about his great difficulty in working in the secrecy to 

which he was accustomed, given that all of the Belvedere’s rooms connected to one 

                                                 
9 On the cortile project, see James Ackerman, The Cortile del Belvedere, Studi e documenti per la 

storia del palazzo apostolico vaticano (Vatican City : Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1969); Norman T. 

Newton, Design on the Land: The Development of Landscape Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 1971), 68–72. 

10 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:573-4. Clement VII was nearly killed in the collapse of one 

of the loggias, which was not repaired until 1541; see Ackerman, “The Belvedere as a Classical Villa,” 330. 

11 “Una mattina che desinava in Belvedere.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:322. Unlike his predecessors, 

however, Paul III also maintained an entirely separate summer residence at Palazzo Venezia, just steps 

away from the Campidoglio. As Manfredo Tafuri writes, this move to re-establish papal auctoritas in the 

heart of civic Rome demonstrated the Farnese pope’s grasp of the dynamics of power in urban spaces. See 

“Roma Coda Mundi: The Sack of Rome, Rupture and Continuity,” in Interpreting the Renaissance: 

Princes, Cities, Architects (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 157-80. 
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another.12 During his brief papacy, Adrian VI assigned one of the Belvedere’s “infinite 

rooms, chambers, and salons” to a young Flemish painter, Jan van Scorel, who had 

already painted two portraits of him.13 In 1542, we find a record that Perino del Vaga was 

working on the spalliere intended to accompany Michelangelo’s Last Judgment “in the 

large chamber above the loggia in the Belvedere.”14  

Another member of the papal household who worked in the Belvedere included 

the piombatore, to judge from a letter from Fra Mariano Fetti (who held the position 

1514-31) to Marquis Francesco II Gonzaga, in which he noted that he was “in the 

chambers of Innocent, which they call the office of the Piombo.”15 By the time Titian 

arrived in Rome, this position—and its accompanying suite—would be held by his friend 

and fellow Venetian Sebastiano Luciani, later known as Sebastiano del Piombo.16 

 

                                                 
12 Carlo Pedretti, A Chronology of Leonardo Da Vinci’s Architectural Studies After 1500 (Geneva: 

Librairie Droz, 1962), 82. 

13 Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 3:144–45. For Scorel, see Marcia Hall, 

After Raphael: Painting in Central Italy in the Sixteenth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1999), 136–37. 

14 “Per tela che ha dato per far le impannate alla sala grande sopra la loggia di Belvedere dove Mro 

Pierino predetto depinge la dicta spalliera.” Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 184. 

Given the forty-foot span of Michelangelo’s fresco, this long room (seen on Redig de Campos’ 

reconstruction) was likely one of the few chambers able to accomodate such a large canvas. Perino never 

finished the project, and the canvas remained in situ until the Seicento (now lost). 

15 “Nelle stanze di Innocenzio, che si chiamano lo ofizio dell Piombo.” Arturo Graf, Attraverso il 

cinquecento: Petrarchismo ed antipetrarchismo. Un processo a Pietro Aretino. I pedanti. Una cortigiana 

fra mille: Veronica Franco. Un buffone di Leone X (Turin: Loescher, 1888), 309. Cited in Cynthia 

Stollhans, “Fra Mariano, Peruzzi and Polidoro da Caravaggio: A New Look at Religious Landscapes in 

Renaissance Rome,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 23, no. 3 (1992): 521, n. 32. 

16 Piers Baker-Bates, “Sebastianello Nostro Venetiano: the career of Sebastiano del Piombo and 

the concept of a ‘court artist’ in renaissance Rome,” The Court Historian - The International Journal of 

Court Studies, 16 (2011): 19. 
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The Cortile delle Statue 

 

 

 We do not know exactly what Titian was referring to when he wrote to Charles V 

of the “marvelous ancient stones” that he was admiring in Rome. Perhaps he meant the 

ruins of the Forum, depicted as a pastoral idyll of fallen columns and half-buried 

triumphal arches in sketches by Heemskerck and Francisco de Hollanda (Figs. 76-77), or 

perhaps the public collection on the still-ruined Campidoglio, which included fragments 

of the colossal statue of Constantine and the Spinario alongside the equestrian statue of 

Marcus Aurelius (Fig. 78).17 As an unofficial court artist to the pope, Titian would have 

had little trouble gaining access to other collections of antiquities in the city, such as 

those that belonged to members of the Curia like Cardinal Cesi, Cardinal della Valle, or 

Cardinal Alessandro himself.18 Palazzo Farnese also featured its own impressive 

collection, augmented by ongoing excavations at the Baths of Caracalla; the Toro 

Farnese, for example, was discovered there sometime before January 1546, when 

Prospero Mochi reported on it to Pierluigi Farnese.19  

However, when he wrote to the emperor Titian might also have been thinking 

about the collection that was practically on his own doorstep in his Belvedere residence: 

                                                 
17 On the Capitoline collection, see Rodolfo Lanciani, Storia degli scavi di Roma e notizie intorno 

le collezioni romane di antichità, vol. 2 (Rome: Quasar, 1989), 75-102. On the general taste for collecting 

as well as the afterlives of these types of objects, see Francis Haskell, and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the 

Antique: The Lure of Classical Sculpture, 1500-1900 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981). 

18 On collections in Rome before the Sack, see Christian, Empire without End: Antiquities 

Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527. For the question of access to collections later in the 

century, see William Stenhouse, “Visitors, Display, and Reception in the Antiquity Collections of Late-

Renaissance Rome,” Renaissance Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2005): 397–434. 

19 Carlo Gasparri, ed., Le sculture Farnese: Storia e documenti (Naples: Electa Napoli, 2007), 20-

22. See also Chapter 6. 
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the antiquities located in the Cortile delle Statue.20 In place of the modern stone-paved 

court with its handful of potted plants (Fig. 79), the mid-Cinquecento visitor would have 

entered a “viridarium” conceived by Bramante to mediate between the villa and the 

cortile proper. According to the Venetian ambassadors, “half [of it] is full of fresh 

grasses, laurels, mulberry trees and cypresses, the other half is paved with squares of terra 

cotta.”21 Their report included some indications of the layout (Fig. 80), describing the two 

reclining river gods, which they identified as the Nile and Tiber, in the center of the 

space; to the left of the entrance, in a “little chapel,” stood the Apollo Belvedere, in the 

next, the Laocoön, and beyond this the Venus Felix, “the loveliest figure it is possible to 

imagine, but the excellence of the Laocoön makes one forget both this and the Apollo.”22 

This was by no means a public space; rather, access was likely mediated on the 

basis of connections to the papal Curia. Kathleen Christian suggests, for example, that 

Heemskerck, who drew the courtyard looking toward the Laocoön (Fig. 81), may have 

gained access thanks to Enckevoirt, the cardinal-bishop of Utrecht.23 Francisco de 

Hollanda, meanwhile, enjoyed a semi-official diplomatic position in the train of the 

                                                 
20 On this space, see Hans Henrik Brummer, The Statue Court in the Vatican Belvedere 

(Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1970). 

21 “La metà del quale è piena di fresca erba e di lauri, e di mori e cipressi; l’altra metà è selciata a 

quadri di terra cotta.” Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 3:114–15. Albertini also 

describes the space as “cum viridariis et hortulis.” See Murray, Five Early Guides, n.p. 

22 “Figura bellissima, quanto è possibile a immaginarsi; ma l’eccellenza del Laocoonte fa 

dimenticar questa e l’ Apollo.” Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 3:116–17. 

23 Kathleen Christian, “For the Delight of Friends, Citizens, and Strangers: Maarten van 

Heemskerck’s Drawings of Antiquities Collections in Rome,” in Rom zeichnen: Maarten van Heemskerck 

1532-1536/37, ed. Tatjana Bartsch and Peter Seiler (Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 2012), 147. 
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Portuguese ambassador, Pedro de Mascarenhas, which must have guaranteed his access.24 

In his book of drawings, Hollanda included three antiquities from what he called “the 

papal garden”: the Laocoön, the Apollo Belvedere, and the Cleopatra/Ariadne (Figs. 82-

4). Each sculpture appears surrounded by garlands and arboreal motifs—a manner of 

representation distinct from his drawings of artifacts in other Roman collections, such as 

the Urania Farnese from the Cancelleria (Fig. 85). This may have been de Hollanda’s 

attempt to communicate the atmosphere of a locus amoenus that existed at the time in the 

Cortile delle Statue. 

Though they were inanimate, these antiquities were among the most mobile actors 

present in the Belvedere, if we consider their circulation by means of drawn and printed 

material. As David Rosand observes, many of Titian’s mythological paintings can be 

understood as conversations across time, in which the artist could measure himself 

against the great works—literary and material—of both past and present.25 Once he 

arrived in Rome, Titian could not only conduct these conversations face-to-face, but also 

observe how others, including other artists, engaged with these revered remnants of 

classical antiquity. The most famous of these, and the most well-known to Titian, was the 

Laocoön (see Fig. 15). Like the ephemeral speech acts discussed in Chapter 2, it is 

difficult—if not impossible—to reconstruct a “script” for such encounters, without the 

intervention of someone like Vasari; however, in this case we also have material 

testimony. Titian’s long-standing fascination with this sculpture group would produce an 

                                                 
24 See Caetano, “Francisco de Hollanda (1517-1584): The Fascination of Rome and the Times in 

Portugal,” 7-44. 

25 Rosand, “Ut Pictor Poeta: Meaning in Titian’s Poesie,” 545. 
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unusual result following his Roman experience: the woodcut of the Ape Laocoön (see 

Fig. 53).26 

 

Titian’s Ape Laocoön: Record of an Encounter 

 

 

 Three apes appear in the foreground of this composition, isolated in a pastoral 

setting that includes a Veneto landscape similar to others in Titian’s graphic ouevre.27 

The animals are being attacked by pair of large serpents that have wrapped their coils 

around the animals’ limbs. One snake has a firm grip about the body of the large, central 

ape and moves to strike at its neck. The victim grips the snake behind its head and rears 

away in terror, head upturned and mouth open in an expression of fear and agony. The 

second snake has wrapped itself around the torso and arms of the smaller ape to the right, 

and prepares to strike at its breast. Only the ape to the left, which lifts one leg to slip the 

snake’s coil, seems to have any chance of surviving this tragic encounter. 

The woodcut’s source would have been immediately identifiable to 

contemporaries, given the Laocoön’s fame. The printmaking process has flipped the 

group’s orientation, but a digitally-reversed version (Fig. 86) helps us focus on the 

drawing that the artist would have provided to the cutter. It is evident that Titian was not 

aiming for a literal translation of the Laocoön figures; the apes’ thick hair, for example, 

                                                 
26 Muraro and Rosand, Titian and the Venetian Woodcut, 188, cat. no. 40. 

27 The houses and other structures have been depicted in more summary fashion than in other 

prints assigned to Titian, such as The Milkmaid of c. 1525. For Rosand and Muraro, this suggested that the 

drawing provided to the cutter likely did not include the landscape; see ibid., 188. However, as suggested 

below, there may also be a symbolic connection between the figures and their setting. 
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saved him the trouble of reproducing the straining muscles that the Hellenistic sculptors 

had given their figures. Titian also made several alterations from the source material. 

First, he re-positioned the snake attacking the “Laocoön” ape so that it strikes at the neck 

instead of the hip; this forces “Laocoön’s” right arm sharply back towards the body as he 

struggles to keep the snake’s fangs at bay. A second, less noticeable change occurred in 

the position of the snake attacking the “son” on the left; instead of tucking in close under 

the “son’s” arm to deliver the fatal bite to his heart as it does in the sculpture, in the 

woodcut it rears back in front of the ape, mouth open in a hiss. 

I propose that this second alteration gives us a clue to Titian’s experience in front 

of the sculpture group. The popular engravings by Marco Dente and Giovanni Antonio da 

Ravenna discussed in Chapter 2 (see Figs. 43-4) depicted the sculpture group parallel to 

the picture plane, as if the viewer were standing directly in front of it. From this angle, 

the head of the second snake is just visible under the son’s hand. However, the point of 

view in the Ape Laocoön is at a slight angle to the group, as if the draftsman was standing 

off to the right, closer to the Venus Felix (Fig. 87). From this point of view, the second 

snake’s head becomes more difficult to make out. This suggests that the Ape Laocoön 

was based on a drawing done from this slightly oblique viewpoint, and that Titian 

compensated for the angle by repositioning the head of the second snake to make it more 

visible. Significantly, this was not the kind of adjustment that would have been necessary 

if he had designed the woodcut using any of the sources available to him in Venice, such 

as a print or a miniature; rather, it suggests that the drawing was based on his direct 



- 157 - 

engagement with the sculpture group itself in the Cortile delle Statue.28 Eight months of 

living steps away from this space would certainly have given him ample time for study 

and sketching, and Hollanda’s drawings of the antiquities help suggest the kind of 

peaceful environment that those lucky enough to gain entrance to the papal collection 

could enjoy.  

More surprising, perhaps, in Titian’s design for the Ape Laocoön was his solution 

to the problem of “Laocoön’s” arm. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Titian would have seen 

two different solutions to this problem, the first in Montorsoli’s restoration to the 

sculpture itself in Rome (see Fig. 46) and then, on his journey home, Bandinelli’s copy of 

the group in Florence (see Fig. 45). Neither of those sculptors could have tried such a 

radical alteration as Titian did in his drawing when he changed the position of the snake 

attacking “Laocoön.”29 This was a solution available only to an artist working in two 

dimensions, someone who had no need to take into account the physical remnants of the 

statue group itself nor the antiquarian motivation to reproduce it faithfully.30 Titian’s 

freedom of play in this regard produced a very effective result, as the new position of the 

                                                 
28 Very few drawings survive in Titian’s hand and even fewer intended as ricordi of other objects, 

but we know that many more drawings existed than have survived or been identified. See Wethey, Titian 

and His Drawings, 27. A rare case of a sketch recording a known object is the Bed of Polykleitos relief, 

which Titian would later use for the Venus and Adonis; however, it is not certain that Titian was copying 

the relief in Rome itself, as Bembo also owned a bronze version. See David Rosand, “Inventing 

Mythologies: the Painter’s Poetry,” in The Cambridge Companion to Titian, ed. Patricia Meilman (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 44-7. 

29 Titian stopped in Florence on his return to Venice in 1546. Vasari reported he was politely 

received by Cosimo I and that when he was shown “le rare cose di questa città, rimase stupefatto non meno 

che avesse fatto di quelle di Roma.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813. 

30 A German artist who produced a woodcut c. 1538, for example, opted to add a separate third 

snake, which Laocoön lifts above his head (see Bartsch VIII.462.15). Pliny’s Natural History does not 

specify the number, only “the serpents with their marvellous folds.” See Natural History, Book 36.4, 

accessed through www.perseus.tufts.edu.  
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snake not only gives greater dramatic weight to “Laocoön’s” bent arm—which now must 

struggle to keep the snake away from his vulnerable neck—but also better explains the 

exaggerated jerk of his head, which in the sculpture is bent nearly onto his left shoulder. 

Even if Titian designed the print as a jest, as is often suggested, his instinct for dramatic 

action remained in play. 

The Ape Laocoön’s existence was first mentioned by Ridolfi, who described it as 

“a delicate design of three seated apes surrounded by serpents after the manner of the 

statue of Laocoön and his sons that can be seen in the Belvedere in Rome.”31 Ridolfi 

offered no interpretation of the print’s meaning, though scholars have generally assumed 

that it was intended as some form of mockery or satire, either of the reverence that 

Titian’s contemporaries showed the sculpture, or of antiquity in general.32 A more sober 

interpretation suggests that it forms a commentary on the status of the artist as the “ape of 

Nature.”33 Even if we know little of Titian’s personal sense of humor (though his long 

friendship with Aretino certainly suggests that he appreciated satire), the fundamental 

absurdity of substituting apes for the figures in extremis from one of the most famous 

antiquities of all—and then transposing those figures from their architectural, Roman 

                                                 
31 Ridolfi, The Life of Titian, 129. The original text is in Ridolfi, Le Maraviglie dell’arte, 1:129. 

32 Paul Barolsky, Infinite Jest: Wit and Humor in Italian Renaissance Art (Columbia: University 

of Missouri Press, 1978), 174-6. 

33 H.W. Janson argued that it reflected Titian’s involvement in the Vesalius-Galenist controversy 

of the 1540s; however, this was based on the mistaken belief that Titian had provided illustrations to 

Vesalius’ text. See Patricia Simons and Monique Kornell, “Annibal Caro’s After-Dinner Speech (1536) and 

the Question of Titian as Vesalius’s Illustrator,” Renaissance Quarterly 61, no. 4 (2008): 1069–97.  
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setting into a pastoral, Venetian one—indicates that humor is the most appropriate, if not 

the only, frame of analysis for the object.34 

The target of Titian’s jest may have been none other than Michelangelo himself, 

who was so closely identified with the Laocoön group that Leonard Barkan describes him 

as holding a virtual copyright on its use.35 In this he may have been spurred on by 

Aretino, who in his letter had asked Titian to compare Michelangelo’s work with that of 

ancient sculptors. Crowe and Cavalcaselle translated this phrase as “what you think of the 

antiques, and how far you consider them to surpass the works of Michelangelo” (my 

emphasis).36 In their reading, Aretino openly assumes the superiority of the antiquities to 

the work of Michelangelo, the greatest living sculptor, and merely asks Titian’s opinion 

of the degree.37 However, I would translate this line less acidly as “what you think about 

the antiquities, and whether Buonarotti surpasses them or not.”38 Aretino was annoyed 

with Michelangelo in this period for failing to provide the requested drawings, so he may 

indeed have intended his remark to Titian to read as a semi-public slight against 

                                                 
34 On the role of the pastoral in Venetian painting, see David Rosand, “Giorgione, Venice, and the 

Pastoral Vision,” in Places of Delight: The Pastoral Landscape, edited by Robert Cafritz and David 

Rosand, 21–81 (Washington, D.C: The National Gallery of Art, 1988). 

 

35 Barkan, Unearthing the Renaissance, 14-16. 

36 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:114. The original text reads “Solo per udire ciò che via pare 

degli antichi nei marmi, e in quel che più e men vale il Buonaroto di loro.” Puppi, Tiziano, 120–21, doc. 78. 

37 Their translation has been frequently repeated by others; see Thomas Puttfarken, Titian & 

Tragic Painting: Aristotle’s Poetics and the Rise of the Modern Artist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2005), 107, and Jaffé in Charles Hope and David Jaffé, eds., Titian: Essays (London: National Gallery, 

2003), 129.  

38 Thanks to Cristina Puglisi for discussing the translation of this line. 
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Michelangelo.39  If the Ape Laocoön print, in turn, poked fun at the sculptor’s serious 

nature, we can imagine that the ribald Aretino embraced it with delight.  

As Paul Barolsky has reminded us, a sense of humor is far from a modern 

discovery. Rather than an open attack on Michelangelo, we can see the Ape Laocoön as a 

joke that plays on the reverence that Michelangelo and his contemporaries directed at the 

Laocoön—and by implication, the reverence with which Michelangelo himself was 

treated.40 But perhaps the best evidence of the joking spirit in which the print was 

intended to be read by conoscitori is the fact that Titian, in mocking the artists who 

flocked to the Cortile delle Statue to see the most famous sculpture in Rome, included 

himself in the joke. 

 

Titian, Pastorino da Siena, and Titian’s Developing Iconography 

 

 

 In his letter, Aretino had advised Titian to study Perino del Vaga on account of his 

great intellect—an unusual piece of advice, Lionello Puppi notes, since Perino received 

no other mention in Aretino’s writings.41 According to Vasari, however, Perino had no 

interest in getting to know the newly-arrived Venetian painter, since he was concerned 

                                                 
39 Aretino had already retaliated by composing a letter condemning the immorality of the Last 

Judgment. However, Tietze-Conrat suggests that the first version of that letter, addressed to Michelangelo 

in 1545, may never have been sent, but rather only the more toned-down version which went to Alessandro 

Corvino c.1547-50. See “Neglected Contemporary Sources Relating to Michelangelo and Titian,” The Art 

Bulletin 25, no. 2 (1943): 154–59. 

40 Barnes notes that although many imitated him, and some criticized him in print, no one seems to 

have dared to visually parody Michelangelo’s work during his lifetime; see Michelangelo in Print, 187. 

41 Puppi, Tiziano, 121, note 6. 
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that Titian would steal his commission for the frescoes in the new Sala Regia. 

Accordingly, “while Titian remained in Rome, [Perino] fled from him and was always in 

bad humor until his departure.”42 However, Perino was indirectly responsible for the 

relationship Titian developed in the Belvedere with another resident artist, the glass-

painter Pastorino da Siena (or Pastorino dei Pastorini), who Perino had brought in to 

execute the windows for the Sala Regia and Cappella Paolina.43 

 Pastorino’s presence in the Belvedere from 1542 is recorded in several payments 

in the papal treasury records. In December of that year, the carpenter Girolamo “il 

Bologna” received payment “for diverse works that he has done in the rooms of Maestro 

Pastorino in the Belvedere.”44 In January 1543, five scudi were allotted “to make ready 

the rooms of Maestro Pastorino in the Belvedere,” and in February, there was another 

payment for “furnaces and locks in the room where Maestro Pastorino is working on the 

                                                 
42 “Mentre Tiziano stè in Roma, egli lo sfuggì sempre e sempre stette di mala voglia fino a la 

partita sua.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:368. 

43 On the Sala Regia, see Bernice Davidson, “The Decoration of the Sala Regia under Pope Paul 

III,” The Art Bulletin 58, no. 3 (1976): 395–423, and Randolph Starn and Loren Partridge, “Triumphalism 

and the Sala Regia in the Vatican,” in “All the World’s a Stage—” : Art and Pageantry in the Renaissance 

and Baroque, ed. Barbara Wisch (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University, 1990), 23-82. On the 

Cappella Paolina, see Margaret Kuntz, “Designed for Ceremony: The Cappella Paolina at the Vatican 

Palace,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 62, no. 2 (2003): 228–55; Leo Steinberg, 

Michelangelo’s Last Paintings: The Conversion of St. Paul and the Crucifixion of St. Peter in the Cappella 

Paolina, Vatican Palace (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975); and Antonio Paolucci, Silvia Danesi 

Squarzina, and Alessandro Zuccari, eds., Michelangelo e la Cappella Paolina: riflessioni e contributi 

sull’ultimo restauro (Vatican City: Edizioni Musei Vaticani, 2016). 

44 “A Mro Hieronimo falegname per diversi lavori che lui ha fatto in le stantie di M.o Pasturino in 

Belveder il quale ha da far le vetriate della capella nova di San Paolo et della Sala delli Re, scudi 13, bol 

50.” Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 184. James Ackerman interprets these 

payments as a sign that Paul III was the one to add artists’ studios into the Belvedere but as we have seen 

above, other artists had already been using various spaces within the building for decades. James 

Ackerman, The Cortile del Belvedere, 161. 



- 162 - 

glass.”45 Pastorino’s work on the glass seems to have been complete by the summer of 

1545, however, leaving him free to pursue other projects, including the making of portrait 

medals, for which Vasari deemed him worthy of praise in the Vite.46 Pastorino may have 

been the Cinquecento’s most prolific medal-maker, with more than two hundred medals 

attributed to him, most of them uniface.47 He had been executing medals for the Farnese 

at least since 1538, when he was paid for buying boxes “in which to place the medals he 

is making for His Holiness.”48 Among those he designed for the Farnese were medals of 

Cardinal Alessandro and Madama Margherita d’Austria, as well as lost medals of 

Pierluigi and Ottavio. Titian’s association with Pastorino also produced a unique material 

testament in the form of the portrait medal mentioned in Chapter 1 (see Fig. 8). 

 

 

 

                                                 
45 “Per acconciar le stanze di Mro Pastorino in belvedere.” “Per fornelli et serrature delle stantie 

dove Mro Pasturino ha da lavorar li vetri.” Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 184, 

189. The new locks may have been intended to resolve the issues of privacy that Leonardo had complained 

about several decades earlier.  

46 “Si debbe molto più lodare negli acciai, di che à fatto conii di medaglie eccellenti.” Vasari, 

Giuntina, 2:293. Davidson notes completion of the work by this date; subsequent scattered payments place 

Pastorino in the Vatican and in San Marco through 1548. See Davidson, “The Decoration of the Sala Regia 

under Pope Paul III,” 407. 

47 Giuseppe Toderi and Fiorenza Vannel Toderi, Le medaglie italiane del XVI secolo (Florence: 

Polistampa, 2000), 581-634. However, their catalog does not list the location of any of the medals, reducing 

its usefulness. A more useful guide is Philip Attwood, Italian Medals c. 1530-1600 in British Public 

Collections (London: British Museum Press, 2003), 242-279, cat. nos. 460-640. 

48 “Et più tre d'oro pagati a Pasturino, pittore, per comprare delle scatulette per metter lì le 

medaglie che fa per Sua Santità.” Léon Dorez, La Cour du pape Paul III: d’après les registres de la 

Trésorerie secrète : collection F. de Navenne. Tome second Paris: E. Leroux, 1932), 228. Quoted in 

(London: British Museum Press, 2003), 243.  
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Pastorino’s Portrait Medal of Titian 

 

 

The medals of Titian, first by Leoni (Fig.  88) in c. 1537 and then, less than a 

decade later, by Pastorino, represent the earliest accepted depictions of Titian.49  In them, 

he is rendered immediately identifiable not so much by his individual facial features as by 

a combination of attributes: his age, his long beard, his skullcap, and, in most other 

representations, the honorific gold chain of knighthood (substituted by the legend 

EQUES in both medals). There is, in fact, a remarkable continuity and stability to be 

found across all of the images of Titian and by Titian. Contrary to Rembrandt, for 

example, who in his dozens of self-images appeared to catalog the joys and sorrows of a 

turbulent life, we are introduced to Titian through Leoni’s medal as a man already in his 

prime; his nobility of feature is amplified by the all’antica drapery and by the 

accompanying inscription that announces him, with suitable gravitas, as PICTOR ET 

EQUES.50 Yet although perhaps three decades separate Leoni’s medal from Titian’s 

Madrid self-portrait, or the chalk profile recently published as a self-portrait by David 

Rosand (Fig. 89), the man depicted within them seems to have undergone only minimal 

somatic alterations, most notably a deepening of the already-present lines about the 

mouth, on the bridge of the nose, and under the eyes.51 

                                                 
49 For Leoni’s medal, see Attwood, Italian Medals c. 1530-1600 in British Public Collections, 93-

4, cat. no. 2; for Pastorino’s, see ibid., 248 cat. no. 471. See also Raymond Waddington, “Il ritratto di 

Tiziano nelle medaglie,” in Tiziano: un autoritratto: problemi di autografia nella grafica tizianesca, ed. 

Andrea Bellieni (Crocetta del Montello: Antiga edizioni, 2014), 119-129. 

50 Likely in imitation of Bellini’s own medal by Vittore Gambello, in which he is identified as 

“VENET PICTOR.” See Nichols, Titian and the End of the Venetian Renaissance, 161-2. 

51 See David Rosand, “Titian Draws Himself,” Artibus et Historiae, 30 (2009), 65-71. 
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What role did Titian play in the design of these portrait medals? Although we are 

accustomed to considering issues of agency with regard to painted portraits, portrait 

medals have benefitted little from this approach, in part because of the lack of clarity 

surrounding the origins of most of these objects. It is rarely possible to ascertain, for 

example, whether a portrait medal was actually commissioned by its sitter, or whether it 

was created on the initiative of the medallist either in homage, in the pursuit of network 

building, or both. The latter explanation likely applies to Leoni, whose offer of medals to 

Titian as well as to Aretino served as material tokens of their friendship.52  

Pastorino may have likewise created his medal as a gift for Titian, or it may have 

been a collaborative enterprise intended to win both artists favor with their Farnese 

patrons. Despite the imprecision of context, however, any form of representation aspiring 

to naturalistic depiction—even if it is of an idealized sort, as in the case of medals—

required the features of the sitter to be captured in some fashion. As Harry Berger 

reminds us, the act of sitting implies posing, and where there is posing, it is reasonable to 

look for intention and agency on both sides—the kind of active collaboration with which 

Titian would have been familiar, given his own long and fruitful experience as a 

portraitist.53  

The issue of self-representation had evidently emerged as a part of Titian’s artistic 

practice shortly before his arrival in Rome—at least, according to Vasari, who wrote that 

Titian painted himself “so that he might leave a memory of himself to his children” and 

                                                 
52 Kelley Di Dio, Leone Leoni, 52-3. 

53 See Harry Berger, Fictions of the Pose: Rembrandt Against the Italian Renaissance (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2000), and discussion below in Chapter 5.  
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placed it in his text between his discussion of the Santo Spirito ceiling panels and his 

description of the artist’s Roman journey.54 While it would be a mistake to take Vasari as 

an infallible guide to chronology, a lost self-portrait from this period of Titian’s career is 

generally accepted as a possibility by scholars. By the time of Pastorino’s medal, in other 

words, Titian had begun to engage with the possibilities of his own developing canon of 

self-representation, and thus it is feasible to consider the artist’s own agency in his 

appearance on the medal. 

 Leoni had depicted Titian in all’antica drapery, but Pastorino showed him in 

contemporary attire: a collared shirt, with full sleeves emerging from the vest-tunic, and 

the skullcap pushed back on the forehead to reveal a receding hairline. This would 

become the artist’s standard attire, one occasionally accessorized with a fur-trimmed 

sleeveless robe. The circumstances surrounding the creation of Pastorino’s medal were 

distinct from those of Leoni’s, as well. Titian was less secure, less dominant in his 

Roman environment than he had been on his home turf in Venice, which may have 

encouraged his collaboration with Pastorino on the new medal as a declaration of status. 

The omission of PICTOR from the inscription on Pastorino’s medal, for example, favors 

the presentation of Titian’s status as a knight, a rank he shared with his chief Roman 

antagonist, Michelangelo.  

A minor detail in Pastorino’s medal may offer a hint at a level of comradeship 

that developed between the two artists in Rome. In his depiction of Titian’s cap, 

Pastorino employed a level of detail suited to this critical piece of Titian’s developing 

                                                 
54 “Nel medesimo tempo ritrasse Tiziano se stesso per lasciare quella memoria di sé ai figliuoli.” 

Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812. 
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iconography; its slightly elevated profile also provides a pleasing counterbalance to the 

jut of his beard. Descriptions of this medal often describe this cap as a “hairnet,” linking 

it to one that appears in another medal by Pastorino on the head of the otherwise-

mysterious knight Egidio Pamphilo (Fig. 90).55 A comparison between the two, however, 

reveals a clear distinction in texture. Pamphilo’s headgear in fact bears a much closer 

resemblance to that worn by banker Bindo Altoviti in his bust by Cellini (Fig. 91) than 

either of those bears to Titian’s. Restoration and study of this bust in 2012 demonstrated, 

in fact, that Altoviti’s is a true hairnet formed by a fine lattice of woven thread which, 

when stretched, creates lozenge-shaped interstices—the same type of pattern we see in 

Pastorino’s medal of Pamphilo.56  

Titian’s cap, in contrast, has a herringbone pattern that does not appear in any of 

the artist’s other representations or self-images. This detail would be nearly impossible to 

make out in Titian’s self-portraits in Berlin (Fig. 92) and Madrid (Fig. 93), where the 

cap’s black fabric appears against a dark background. It should, however, be easier to 

discern in a print such as the Giovanni Britto woodcut of c. 1550 (Fig. 94), but no pattern 

of this type is visible. Rather, the fabric of his cap in these examples appears fairly supple 

(it is no surprise, for example, that silk is occasionally mentioned in descriptions of 

Titian’s headgear).  

                                                 
55 On Egidio Pamphilo’s medal, see Attwood, 261, cat. no. 544; he describes Titian’s headgear as 

a “hairnet” and notes its similarity to Pamphilo’s. 

56 Francesca Brewer and Molly McNamara, “The Portrait Busts of Cosimo I & Bindo Altoviti 

from the Inside Out : Cellini’s Practice of Bronze Casting,” in Marks of Identity: New Perspectives on 

Sixteenth-Century Italian Sculpture, ed. Dimitrios Zikos (Boston: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, 

2012), 62–81. 
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The herringbone pattern of Titian’s cap in Pastorino’s medal is instead 

reminiscent of the weave of a herringbone canvas, one of the more complex weaves that 

Titian began to prefer over the more delicate tabby-weave during this period of his career 

(Fig. 95). As Jill Dunkerton notes, “by the 1540s Titian had increasingly come to favour 

canvases of a rougher, more marked texture than the finely woven lines used for his 

earlier works.”57 Even though Titian evidently no longer wished to include PICTOR as 

part of his personal canon, Pastorino seems to have been making a subtle nod to the very 

materials of his colleague’s craft using one of his most familiar symbols: the cap that, to 

paraphrase Lodovico Foscari, would follow him even unto heaven.58 

A decade and a half later, another echo of Titian’s association with Pastorino 

would emerge in a colored wax medallion produced c. 1560 (Fig. 96). On its face, the 

painter appears in profile, richly attired in the black robe trimmed with brown fur that is 

familiar from his painted portraits. Here his noble status is symbolized by the heavy gold 

chain rather than inscribed. The inscription, TITIANI PICT ET FILII EFFIGIES, favors 

instead his connection to his son Orazio, a portrait of whom Titian holds in his left hand. 

The wax medallion, the only one of its kind linked to Titian, was dispatched to the 

Spanish court as a visually arresting reminder of the artist’s hope for continued Hapsburg 

                                                 
57 Dunkerton, “Titian’s Technique,” 52. As we will see below in the context of the Madrid Ecce 

Homo, Titian’s preference for this more complex canvas— and the interaction it offered with the paint 

surface—might conceivably have posed a difficulty for recreating his preferred pictorial effects on a 

smooth, rigid stone surface. 

58 In reference to the engraving of the Prado Gloria, in which one of the blessed from the painted 

version is transformed into the painter with the addition of the skullcap. See Lodovico Foscari, Iconografia 

di Tiziano (Venice: Edizioni Sormani, 1935), 34. 
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patronage for the son who would inherit his workshop.59 By mid-century, the technique 

for making wax medals had spread widely, but Vasari credited it to Pastorino himself, 

describing it as “a way of making portraits in hard wax, that was then colored in such a 

natural way, with the tints of beards, hair, and flesh, that he made them seem to live.”60 I 

would tentatively suggest (though this is far from secure) that Titian may have seen the 

first examples of this type of visually-arresting object in his time in Pastorino’s studio in 

Rome.61 

 

Titian and Sebastiano del Piombo: Slate and Paragone 

 

 

 In addition to new connections like Pastorino, Titian’s time in Rome gave him the 

opportunity to connect with his old friend Sebastiano del Piombo, who had moved to the 

papal court in 1511. In their youth, the two artists been close enough to Giorgione that 

Vasari described them jointly as “his two excellent creati,” and their friendship evidently 

                                                 
59 The medallion is similar in appearance to a medal assigned to Agostino Ardenti (who may also 

have been involved in the creation of the wax. See Peter Humfrey, ed., The Age of Titian: Venetian 

Renaissance Art from Scottish Collections (Edinburgh: National Galleries of Scotland, 2004), 368. The 

design of the wax medal echoed an earlier self-portrait the artist had sent to Spain, in which he depicted 

himself holding a portrait of Prince Philip. In 1552, this painting was included a gallery with other royal 

portraits in the Pardo, and subsequently destroyed in the fire of 1604; see Maria Kusche, “La antigua 

galería de retratos de el Pardo: su reconstrucción pictórica,” Archivo español de arte 64, no. 255 (1991]), 

261–92.  

60 “Pastorino da Siena à fatto il medesimo nelle teste di naturale, che si può dire che abbi ritratto 

tutto il mondo di persone e signori grandi e virtuosi, et altre basse genti. Costui trovò uno stucco sodo da 

fare i ritratti, che venissino coloriti a guisa de’ naturali, con le tinte delle barbe, capelli e color di carni, che 

l’à fatte parer vive.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:293. 

61 It is unclear, for example, just when Pastorino invented the technique; in general, the survival of 

his oeuvre is weighted to 1550 and beyond. Antonio Abondio would later become well-known for 

spreading the technique to the court in Vienna and is sometimes associated with the wax medallion, but he 

could not have been in Venice during the period, as he was already working in Innsbruck and later Vienna. 
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continued after Sebastiano’s departure.62 Aretino’s own friendship with Sebastiano in 

Rome before moving to Venice in 1526 may have helped to reinforce the relationship; 

several of Aretino’s letters to Titian in Rome, in fact, include obscure references to jokes 

shared among the three men.63  

Sebastiano had ample reason to spend time in the Belvedere during Titian’s 

residence there, as he had been named piombatore upon Fra Mariano’s death in 1531. 

Vasari complained, in fact, that after this date Sebastiano effectively stopped working 

“except for that which was required of the duties of the frate, that is, of his office.”64 

These duties included taking responsibility for the papal seal, which required traveling 

with the pope, but also came with the aforementioned suite of rooms in the Belvedere.65    

Aside from the references in Aretino’s letters, the only textual reference to 

Titian’s renewed relationship with Sebastiano in Rome occur in Dolce’s dialogue, albeit 

in a decidedly negative fashion. The Venetian writer claimed that Sebastiano had been 

humiliated when Titian inadvertently criticized his poor touch-ups to Raphael’s frescoes 

in the Vatican Stanze: “[Titian] asked [Sebastiano] who the presumptuous and ignorant 

                                                 
62 Vasari, Giuntina, 2:15. On the artist, see Michael Hirst, Sebastiano Del Piombo (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1981) and the essays in Claudio Strinati, ed., Sebastiano Del Piombo, 1485-1547 

(Milan: Motta, 2008). 

63 Sebastiano painted Aretino’s portrait, now in Arezzo, in the 1520s. See also Puppi, Tiziano, 

127-8, docs. 85-6. 

64 “Salvo che attendere all’esercizio del frate, cioè di quel suo uffizio.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:347. 

Francisco da Hollanda seems to have learned to adopt a joking attitude toward Sebastiano from his 

experience in Rome; in his list of the best painters, he places Sebastiano in sixth place noting that he 

“would have liked to be first, but, being dilatory, he was late.” See Hollanda et al., On Antique Painting, 

239. 

65 Sixtus V did away with the position of piombatore in 1588. See Mario Tosio, Bullaria e 

bullatores della Cancelleria pontificia (Siena: Lazzari, 1917), 34–40. 
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fellow was who had put daubs on these faces—in ignorance, of course, that Sebastiano 

had reworked them.”66 Dolce’s account was undoubtedly colored by his bitterness against 

Sebastiano, who he seems to have regarded as something of a traitor to Venice given his 

Roman residency and long association with Michelangelo. Elsewhere in the dialogue, for 

example, Dolce complained that Sebastiano did not deserve to be praised alongside Titian 

and Raphael since “everyone knows, moreover, that Michelangelo did designs for 

Sebastiano; and the man who garbs himself in the feathers of another is left, when they 

are subsequently taken off him, looking like that absurd crow which was described by 

Horace.”67 

As Michael Hirst notes in his discussion of what he calls Sebastiano’s “sfortuna 

critica,” Venetian art writers followed Dolce in either devaluing Sebastiano or ignoring 

him outright, privileging Titian as the greater artist.68 However, modern scholarship has 

begun to repair the damage, acknowledging, for example, that Titian drew more 

frequently on his colleague than the reverse.69 One well-known early example is Titian’s 

adaptation of the composition of Sebastiano’s S. Giovanni Crisostomo altarpiece (Fig. 

97) for his own S. Marco Enthroned (Fig. 98). Titian evidently also paid attention to 

Sebastiano’s technical innovations even in the early period of their association in Venice. 

                                                 
66 Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 95, with 

facing original text. David Young Kim notes that the words used here indicate a casual walk through 

available to familiari, rather than an official tour; see The Traveling Artist, 177-8. 

67  Translated in Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 95, with 

facing original text. For more on the quotation from Horace, see Kim, The Traveling Artist, 180-1. 

68 Hirst, Sebastiano Del Piombo, 2–3. 

69 “È sempre Tiziano a desumere da Sebastiano, mai viceversa.” Mauro Lucco, “Sebastiano del 

Piombo a Venezia,” in Sebastiano del Piombo (1485-1547), ed. Claudio Strinati (Milan: Motta, 2008), 25. 
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Sebastiano, for example, seems to have been the first artist to mix a bit of lamp black into 

his imprimitura, a priming layer composed of a little lead white and drying oil, intended 

to seal the gesso layer and prevent the absorption of oil during the painting process. The 

same kind of gray ground has so far been identified in three of Titian’s early works in the 

National Gallery.70  

Their dynamic appears to have reasserted itself in Rome, where Sebastiano had 

another, much more impressive innovative to demonstrate for his old friend: the 

technique for painting on slate that he had developed more than a decade earlier. Aretino, 

in his letter of recommendations, had advised his friend to pay careful attention to “our” 

Sebastiano, but given their shared history Titian likely needed no such encouragement.  

 

Vasari on Titian’s Lost Ecce Homo 

 

 

Titian’s only surviving slate painting is the Ecce Homo he presented to Charles V 

in 1548. That work, now in the Prado, has always been connected with his renewed 

association with Sebastiano in Rome, but as I will argue below, Titian may have made an 

earlier effort with this technique in the Ecce Homo Vasari reported that he gave to Paul 

III:  

At the persuasion of [Cardinal Alessandro and Duke Ottavio] he made, to 

give to the pope, a half-length Christ in the form of an Ecce Homo, which, 

whether because the works of Michelangelo, Raphael, Polidoro and the 

others made him lose a step, or through some other reason, did not seem to 

                                                 
70 Dunkerton et al., “Titian’s Painting Technique before 1540,” 13–14. 
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the painters—although it was a good work—of that excellence of many of 

his other works, and particularly his portraits.71 

We might call this passage “damning with faint praise.” Hinting at a generally low 

opinion of the painting held by other, anonymous Roman artists (as opposed to his 

criticism of the Danaë a few lines later, which he attributed to Michelangelo), Vasari 

casually provided a possible explanation for its lower quality—namely that Titian, as a 

Venetian, found himself overwhelmed by the artistic culture he found in Rome. He also 

reiterated his praise of Titian’s skill in portraiture, though this is actually a back-handed 

compliment, given that portraiture was considered less significant than the nobler genres 

of mythology and religion.  

As David Young Kim has shown, this was not the first time Vasari had hinted at 

the overpowering effect travel could have, and particularly travel to Rome. In his vita of 

Rosso Fiorentino, Vasari claimed that the very “air” of Rome had proved disastrous for 

the artist. He then observed that “who changes place or country, seems to change his 

nature, virtues, customs, and personal habits, so far as to no longer seem that same 

individual but another, and all shocked and stupefied,” something that sounds rather like 

what we might call “culture shock.”72 Vasari implied a similar reaction in Titian, 

                                                 
71 “A persuasione de’ quali fece, per donare al Papa, un Cristo dal mezzo in su, in forma di Ecce 

Homo: la quale opera, o fusse che le cose di Michelagnolo, di Raffaello, di Pulidoro e d’altri l’avessono 

fatto perdere, o qualche altra cagione, non parve ai pittori, tuttoché fusse buon’opera, di quell’eccellenza 

che molte altre sue, e particolarmente i ritratti.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812-3. 

72 “È che chi muta paese o luogo, pare che muti natura, virtù, costumi et abito di persona, 

intantoché talora non pare quel medesimo ma un altro, e tutto stordito e stupefatto.” Ibid., 2:207. See also 

Kim, The Traveling Artist in the Italian Renaissance, 34. 
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claiming that his experience of Rome pulled him out of himself, though he attributes the 

effect in this case not only to Michelangelo, but to Raphael and Polidoro da Caravaggio.73 

How, exactly, the Ecce Homo failed to meet Vasari’s standard cannot be 

determined, as the painting has left only textual traces of itself. Evidently it had already 

vanished by the time the Farnese collection was first inventoried in 1644.74 In fact, its 

very absence from the Farnese collection within a century can be read as proof that there 

was some sort of problem with the picture. This is supported by the documentary 

evidence that indicates Titian was planning to make another devotional picture of Christ 

for Paul III—perhaps a replacement—after his return to Venice in 1546. Evidently he had 

reached out the dowager duchess of Urbino, Eleonara Gonzaga, requesting, as we read 

from her November 8 letter to her agent in Venice, to borrow “my Christ to make another 

one for the pope.”75 She declined to send the painting to him in Venice, for fear that it 

would be swapped out “by other hands, copied from this one, as I have had [happen] two 

or three [times].”76  

Eleonara owned several devotional paintings by Titian that could be described 

with the generic label of “Christ,” but another letter, this one from her daughter-in-law 

                                                 
73 While Polidoro might seem an incongruous inclusion today, Vasari had great respect for the 

artist, a highly successful all’antica facade painter whose work covered some forty or fifty palazzi. On 

Polidoro as a prime exponent of the “relief-like style,” see Hall, After Raphael, 73–74. Francisco da 

Hollanda included Polidoro as fifth on his list of great painters (between Titian and Sebastiano). 

74 The earliest inventory was made in 1644; see Bernard Jestaz in Le Palais Farnèse vol. 3 (Rome: 

École Française, 1981). 

75 “Il mio cristo per farne un altro per il papa …” Georg Gronau, Documenti artistici urbinati; con 

una tavola fuori testo (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1936), 97, doc. 49. 

76 “Fatto d’altre mane, cavato da questo, che de simile ne ho hauuti doi ho (o) tre.” Ibid.  



- 174 - 

Giulia Varano on the same date, clarifies that “the Christ which [Titian] requests is quello 

istesso that he once made at the request of the pope” (emphasis mine).77 Giulia could not 

have meant that her mother-in-law owned the very Ecce Homo offered to Paul III, but 

perhaps she meant that the two paintings were of the same type—that is, an Ecce Homo 

as opposed to a Christ Blessing or Christ the Savior. But Titian would only have felt the 

need to provide the pope with a new version of the same subject if there was some kind 

of a problem with the one he had left behind in Rome. Further, this problem must have 

developed within a rapid timeframe after the painting’s execution and his own departure, 

something that further suggests there may have been an issue with its physical condition. 

However, nothing more seems to have come of his notion. A little more than a year later, 

in January 1548, the artist would present his Ecce Homo on slate (Fig. 99) to Charles V in 

Augsburg. 

 

The Prado Ecce Homo on Slate 

 

 

At only 59 x 66 cm, the Prado Ecce Homo is a world away Titian’s only previous 

work on this subject: the ebullient pageantry of the portego-sized Vienna Ecce Homo, 

painted for the wealthy merchant Giovanni D’Anna in 1543 (Fig. 100).78 Against a dark 

                                                 
77 “Il Christo, ch’ei dimanda, e’ quello istesso, ch’ei feci (!) una volta ad instantia del Papa, et 

Madama Ill.ma non si assicura lasciarlo in sue mani, dubitandosi non le sia cambiato; quando da questo 

sospetto pensasse ch’ella fusse libera, di buona voglia lo mandarebbe.” Ibid., 97–8, doc. 50. The 

exclamation point is part of Gronau’s transcription; he notes in footnote 1 that this phrase makes the 

preceding letters “ancora più difficile” to comprehend. 

78 See Monika Schmitter, “The Quadro da Portego in Sixteenth-Century Venetian Art,” 

Renaissance Quarterly 64, no. 3 (2011): 693–751. 
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background, the figure of Christ turns away from the viewer toward his left, in a three-

quarter pose familiar from Titian’s portraits. The composition is cropped at his fingers. 

His robe, slipping off his left shoulder and is merely draped around his waist, reveals his 

well-muscled arms and chest. A long curl of hair drapes, somewhat incongruously, over 

his collarbone. Christ’s face and gaze are downcast, the crown of thorns barely visible 

against the enveloping darkness.  

Stepping closer to the picture, the viewer perceives that Christ’s eye is reddened, 

its lid drooping with exhaustion and pain. The evidence of his torture at the hands of the 

Roman soldiers is subtle, but present; blood drips from his forehead and runs down his 

neck and breast, while what seem at first glance to be quick strokes of the artist’s brush 

on his exposed shoulder resolve into open welts from the lash. As with so many of 

Titian’s paintings, the viewer feels compelled to step forward and trace with her eyes the 

way his brushstrokes conjure the warmth of real flesh—but Christ’s wounded flesh 

evokes compassion, rather than sensual delight. The restrained composition, combined 

with Christ’s inward gaze, makes this a marvelously affective picture, one that carries no 

accusation, but rather only an invitation to compassion and to prayer. 

In places, the paint surface has been damaged, leaving small holes that reveal the 

slate support beneath.79 Titian likely followed Sebastiano’s technique, which called for 

painting directly on the stone surface after preparing it with a heated application of 

transparent resin. The lack of priming allowed the darkness of the slate surface to affect 

                                                                                                                                                 
 

79 According to the Museo del Prado, no technical investigation of the Madrid Ecce Homo has yet 

been carried out. 
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the appearance of the paint layers, an approach that suited Sebastiano’s pre-existing 

practice of using dark grounds for his canvas paintings.80 Daniele da Volterra and Vasari, 

in contrast, preferred to add a light-colored priming layer on top of the resin preparation 

when they worked on stone.81 The greyish pallor of Christ’s flesh in the Madrid Ecce 

Homo suggests that the paint surface of Titian’s work enjoys a similarly direct 

relationship with the slate support beneath, with the exception of the neck, where light 

strikes; here the paint surface appears, to the naked eye, to be thicker.82  

A letter from Titian to the imperial minister Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle in 

1548 clarifies, in part, the circumstances of the Madrid painting’s creation. In it, Titian 

noted that he had made the long journey:  

In the heart of winter, conducting the picture of the Christ and the Venus 

in a carriage here to Augsburg as I was commanded by His Imperial 

Majesty, and serving him for eight months all at my own expense, which 

between the expense for seven mouths and a horse and the rent of my 

lodging has taken half of the thousand scudi that His Majesty gave me.83 

                                                 
80 Cerasuolo, “‘Un nuovo modo di colorire in pietra’: Vasari e la fortuna dell’invenzione di 

Sebastiano,” in Sebastiano del Piombo e la cappella Borgherini nel contesto della pittura rinascimentale / 

Real Academia de España en Roma, edited by Santiago Arroyo Esteban, Bruno Marocchini e Claudio 

Seccaroni (Florence: Nardini, 2010), 48.  

81 Angela Cerasuolo, “I dipinti di Sebastiano del Piombo del Museo di Capodimonte: note sulla 

tecnica,” in La Pietà di Sebastiano a Viterbo, ed. Costanza Barbieri, Enrico Parlato, and Simona Rinaldi 

(Rome: Nuova Argos, 2009), 140, and Angela Cerasuolo, “Approfondimenti su Sebastiano del Piombo nel 

Museo di Capodimonte,” Konsthistorisk tidskrift 81 (2012): 254–61.  

82 Titian was not consistent in terms of preparatory layers, but his use of a priming layer definitely 

decreased over time. See Dunkerton, “Titian’s Technique,” 46. 

83 “In sul cor de la invernata per ordine di Sua Maesta Cesarea et condurli in su una careta di qui in 

Augusta il quadro del Cristo et la Venere, come me fu comandato per nome di Sua Maesta et stato per 

servirla mesi oto a tute mie spese, che tra le spese per sete boche et un cavalo et il fito del mio ospito el mi 

a’ andato la metà deli mili schudi che me donò Sua Maesta.” Puppi, Tiziano, 155–57, doc. 120. 
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The Madrid painting (along with the Venus of unknown type) had evidently been 

executed prior to Titian’s trip across the Alps. However, the same letter injects a further 

note of confusion, as it becomes clear that Granvelle, too, had been the recipient of a 

“Christ” from Titian, who wrote “if the Christ is not done as it deserves … I will improve 

it in Italy at my leisure; however I do not think it will displease you, since it is very 

similar to that Roman one” (my emphasis).84  

To what painting does “that Roman one” refer? For Miguel Falomir, it means the 

Madrid Ecce Homo itself. He argues that Titian must have painted it in Rome in 1545-6, 

alongside the one he had given to Paul III.85 However, Granvelle’s subsequent 

correspondence with Titian suggests that his Ecce Homo was distinct from the one the 

emperor had received. Writing to Titian in Venice in November 1548, the minister 

suggested for his own painting that “the background should be a very dark grayish color, 

as is customary. I would like the robe, or rather the cloak, to be purple instead of blue; the 

cassock can remain red like the other one” (my emphasis).86 Traditionally, Christ was 

depicted in a red robe and blue cloak, as he is in Titian’s Christ in the Galleria Pitti (Fig. 

101)—but there is no blue garment at all in the Madrid picture. This suggests, in my 

                                                 
84 “Il Cristo, ancorché il mio cervel non sta molto allegro per respetto de questi mei negozi et 

travagli, se non sarà fato come le merita, io lo supirò con mia comodita’ in Italia: perhò io penso che non li 

dispiacerà, perché è molto simile a quello di Roma.” Ibid.  

85 Miguel Falomir, “Ecce-Homo,” in Tiziano, ed. Miguel Falomir (Madrid: Museo Nacional del 

Prado, 2003), 224. cat. no. 36. His suggestion is not only due to the slate support, but to the muscularity of 

Christ’s body, which he links to Titian’s exposure to Michelangelo; however, as argued above in Chapter 3, 

Titian had already had plenty of opportunities to demonstrate his ability in his genre, including in 

depictions of Christ.  

86 “Vorrei ancor che il fondo fusse di un color berretino ben scuro, come si accustoma. La vesta, 

osia pallio, in cambio di azzurra, la vorrei purpurea; la sottana portà restar rossa come l’altra.” Puppi, 

Tiziano, 163-4, no. 126  
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view, that both “that Roman one” and “the other one” made reference not to the painting 

for Charles V now in Madrid, but to the lost Roman version for Paul III.87 Granvelle’s 

painting, unfortunately, is also lost.88 

Falomir’s proposed re-dating of the Madrid Ecce Homo to 1545-6 in Rome 

presents other complications. First, if there was some kind of an issue with the painting 

Titian had given the pope, why would he not offer to replace it immediately with the 

second version he had on hand, instead of attempting to replace it after his departure from 

Rome? Whatever Vasari said of the Roman Ecce Homo, the success of the Madrid 

version is attested by the fact that Charles V took it with him when he left Augsburg in 

August 1548 and then into retirement at Yuste in 1556 (in contrast, he appears to have 

not been interested in the Venus, which has disappeared from notice).89 In other words, 

had the Madrid Ecce Homo been completed while Titian was still in Rome, we would 

have expected it to wind up in the hands of the Farnese. Further, if Titian painted it in 

                                                 
87 Granvelle could have received a description of Titian’s picture from Diego Hurtado de 

Mendoza, who was transferred to Rome in April 1547 and who was intimately familiar with Titian’s work. 

There is a gap of more than a year in Mendoza’s correspondence with Granvelle, with his first surviving 

letter from Rome dated May 1548 (though numerous letters to the emperor survive for the same period). 

See Algunas cartas de don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, escritas 1538-1552, eds. Alberto Vázquez and R. 

Selden Rose (New York: AMS Press, 1973), xxvii. 

88 Aretino received his own copy of the Madrid Ecce Homo from his friend in December 1547, 

describing it “la copia di quel Cristo e vivo e vero che voi portate a lo imperadore.” See Puppi, Tiziano, 

140, doc. 103. Aretino’s copy survives in Chantilly and is indeed similar with the addition of a reed in 

Christ’s hands; see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 1:87, cat. no. 32. 

89 Titian likely wished to demonstrate for the emperor his skills in all three of the major genres for 

court artists—portraits, mythology, and religious works—but evidently he had not yet developed an 

understanding of Charles’ artistic preferences. Learning from his misstep, Titian would never again offer 

his devout patron a mythological work. See Piers Baker-Bates, “The ‘Cloister Life’ of the Emperor Charles 

V: Art and Ideology at Yuste,” Hispanic Research Journal 14, no. 5 (2013): 427–45; for the afterlife of 

Titian’s paintings in Spain, see Fernando Checa Cremades, Tiziano y la monarquía hispánica: usos y 

funciones de la pintura veneciana en España (siglos XVI y XVII) (Madrid: Nerea, 1994). 



- 179 - 

Rome and then brought it home with him to Venice in May 1546, why would he need to 

borrow another version of the subject from Eleonara Gonzaga just a few months later? 

There were also significant practical issues involved in transporting a slate 

painting, a factor also worth considering in regards to Falomir’s proposed dating. Such 

artworks were not only heavy, but notoriously breakable in transit. In 1540, to prevent 

damage to Sebastiano’s Úbeda Pieta (Fig. 102) when it traveled to Spain, Nino Sernini 

wrote to Ferrante Gonzaga (who had commissioned it as a gift for the imperial minister 

Francisco de los Cobos) that everyone agreed that “sending the picture without a man to 

look after it is madness, since it would be impossible that it should make it safely given 

the breakable nature [of slate] …and the Frate [Sebastiano] despairs if it should be sent 

without accompaniment, and certainly he is right in this.”90 

Thanks to a document published by Zapperi, we have information regarding 

Titian’s arrangements for his baggage upon his departure.91 The painter received an 

exemption from the taxes normally due on any goods exported from Rome for the 

contents of his bags, which included two some, or loads (one containing gesso casts and 

marble fragments, and other clothing and personal possessions) as well as two valigie, the 

contents of which are unspecified. This baggage was to be entrusted to a muleteer by the 

name of Bello, who would cart it to Pesaro.92 Titian and Orazio, meanwhile, went to 

                                                 
90 “Che’l mandar’il quadro senza un huomo che n’habbia buonissima cura e al fermo pazzia, 

perche sarebbe impossibile si conducesse a salvamento essendo di natura frangibile … et il Frate si dispera 

che si manda senza compagnia, et certo di questo ha ragione.” Michael Hirst, “Sebastiano’s Pietà for the 

Commendador Mayor,” The Burlington Magazine 114 (1972): 585–95. 

91 Zapperi, “Tiziano, i Farnese e le antichità di Roma,” Venezia Cinquecento 4 (1992): 131-6. 

92 Zapperi notes that the final document (this one was a draft) would have been signed by Guido 

Ascanio Sforza in his capacity as camerlengo of the church. See “Tiziano, i Farnese e le antichità di 
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Florence on horseback. Under Falomir’s hypothesis, the Madrid Ecce Homo had to have 

been in one of those unspecified bags, but a muleteer’s cart would hardly have been an 

easy form of transit for a fragile slate object! The transalpine journey from Venice to 

Augsburg would actually have offered more security, as we know from his own letter that 

Titian was accompanied by seven assistants and servants, one or more of whom might 

well have been required to attend to the picture and other fragile goods. 

 

A Lost Roman Experiment with Slate 

 

 

  The above factors suggest that we should place the execution of the Madrid Ecce 

Homo in Venice, not Rome, between the summer of 1546 and January 1548.93 However, 

simply adjusting the date of the painting’s execution does not address the issue of its 

unique support, nor its relationship to the lost Roman version. Although Titian was 

familiar with working on panel, he had shown a distinct preference for canvas. By the 

1540s, not only had he begun to frequently select a coarse weave of canvas, he also had 

largely stopped using an imprimitura; as Jill Dunkerton observes, this was “partly 

perhaps because he did not want to suppress the texture of the canvas weave, but also 

because a slightly absorbent support seems to have come to suit his technique.”94 A slate 

                                                                                                                                                 
Roma,” 134. Exporting marble had been forbidden by Paul III at his election, so Titian was being allowed a 

rare exception; see Bernard Jestaz, “L’exportation des marbres de Rome de 1535 à 1571,” Mélanges 

d’archéologie et d’histoire 75 (1963): 415–66. 

93 Slate was not likely to have been difficult to source in Venice. As Filippo Baldinucci notes, slate 

was quarried near Genoa in a town called Lavagna, which gave the stone its Italian name; see Baldinucci, 

Vocabolario Toscano dell’ arte del disegno, vol. 1 (Milan, 1809), 284. 

94 Dunkerton, “Titian’s Technique,” 44, 52. 
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support, in contrast, was even less absorbent and more rigid than panel, something 

Filippo Baldinucci noted in his Vocabolario Toscano of 1681.95 As Dunkerton points out, 

the choice of support could have an effect upon the final appearance of a work:  

Variations in the handling properties of paint when applied to an 

unyielding surface as opposed to the springy resilience of a stretched 

canvas, the ways in which panels and canvases age and influence the 

formation of craquelure in the paint films … all mean that works by Titian 

that may well be close in date can look markedly different depending on 

their supports.96 

 With this in mind, it is particularly interesting to look at the Madrid Ecce Homo 

and realize that not only do we immediately recognize Titian’s hand in the work—

particularly in the softened contours that help create the tactile appeal of Christ’s 

suffering flesh—but that the painting fits perfectly into the artist’s work from the 

surrounding years, implying Titian’s immediate mastery of the new technique, despite its 

being distinctly opposed to his contemporary working practice. While this assumption 

certainly matches our appreciation for the artist’s skill, it also may give him just a shade 

too much credit. The lost Roman Ecce Homo, I argue, may represent a missing link, one 

which would allow us to interpret its cool reception in Rome and subsequent 

disappearance not as a result of the anxiety of influence, as Vasari implied, but rather 

potentially as a result of a technical issue arising from an attempt at an unfamiliar 

method.97 

                                                 
95 “Il colore dato sopra la lavagna non prosciuga tanto, quanto sopra la tela o tavola.” Baldinucci, 

Vocabolario Toscano dell’ Arte del Disegno, 284. 

96 Dunkerton et al., “Titian’s Painting Technique before 1540,” 9. 

97 Perhaps Rosso’s Cesi Chapel frescoes suffered similarly from the technique, as Vasari noted 

“ma egli fu sempre nemico del lavorare in fresco.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:208. 
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That Titian would have first experimented with this technique in Rome makes 

sense, given that he learned it from Sebastiano himself. In 1530, Vittore Soranzo had 

announced the latter painter’s discovery to Pietro Bembo in Venice:  

You should know that our Sebastianello has discovered the secret of 

painting on stone in the most beautiful oils, which make a painting little 

short of eternal. As soon as they dry, the colors join to the stone in a 

manner that almost petrifies them, and [he] has made every test and it is 

durable.98 

Titian’s own connection to Bembo may have meant that he had long been aware of 

Sebastiano’s breakthrough in this regard, but his interest in learning the technique likely 

arose closer to the date of his Roman journey. It may have been linked to the durability of 

this new type of painting, a feature emphasized not only by Soranzo but by Vasari 

himself, who noted that neither “fire nor bugs” could harm such a picture (once the resin 

preparation was properly applied, of course).99 As mentioned in Chapter 3, before his 

arrival in Rome the painter had been engaged in a court case regarding an altarpiece 

painted for the friars of Santo Spirito in Isola which began to deteriorate and develop 

mold shortly after its installation. In court documents, the friars accused Titian of 

preparing the gesso improperly.100 As Vasari noted, the artist was eventually obliged to 

replace it with the Pentecost (Fig. 103) now in the Salute: “the said painting having been 

                                                 
98 “Dovete sapere che Sebastianello nostro Venetiano ha trovato un secreto di pingere in marmo a 

olio bellissimo il quale farà poco meno che la pittura eterna. I colori subito che sono asciutti si uniscono col 

marmo di maniera che quasi impietriscono and ha fatto ogni prova and è durevole. Ne ha fatto un imagine 

di Christo e halla mostrato a N. Sig.” Francesco Sansovino, ed., Delle lettere da diversi re, et principi, et 

cardinali et altri huomini dotti a Mons. Pietro Bembo scritte (Venice, 1560) 110v. 

99 “Avendo poi cominciato questo pittore un nuovo modo di colorire in pietra, ciò piaceva molto a’ 

popoli, parendo che in quel modo le pitture diventassero eterne, e che né il fuoco né i tarli potessero lor 

nuocere.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:345. 

100 “Per defetto ... della cola over zeggo che è stato troppo forte.” Sambo, “Tiziano davanti ai 

giudici ecclesiastici,” 386.   
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ruined shortly thereafter, he was induced to remake it after many complaints from those 

friars.”101 Accordingly, the prospect of a type of painting that could never be ruined in 

this manner may have held some attraction for Titian. 

That Titian chose a devotional subject as a gift for Paul III may likewise have 

been inspired by Sebastiano’s own example. According to Soranzo’s letter to Bembo, 

Sebastiano had demonstrated his new slate-painting technique by making “an image of 

Christ” and presenting it to Clement VII, with whom he had a warm personal 

relationship.102 Giving the Farnese pope a picture of a similar type, no less on a similar 

support, offered Titian the opportunity to demonstrate his skill within the genre of 

devotional painting, one in which he had not yet received any commissions from the 

Farnese.103 Titian may have hoped to attract patronage from other quarters as well within 

the burgeoning climate of reform in Rome during this period. 

 

The Spirit of Reform in the Lost Ecce Homo 

 

 

Ridolfi described the Roman Ecce Homo as “our Lord depicted from the knees up 

in the form of Ecce Homo, in Whose face, though filled with painful emotions, shone the 

light of divine forgiveness; He suffers with so much humility the torments brought upon 

                                                 
101 “La qual tavola essendosi guasta indi a non molto tempo, dopo avere molto piatito con que’ 

frati, l’ebbe a rifare.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812. See also Chapter 6. 

102 “Ne ha fatto una imagine di Christo et halla mostrata a N. Sig.” On their relationship, see Hirst, 

Sebastiano Del Piombo, 122–23. 

103 It is also significant in my opinion that Vasari chose to address one painting from each of these 

three major genres in his review of Titian’s time in Rome; see below. 
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Him by the wretchedness of our condition that it brings tears to our eyes and sympathy to 

our hearts.”104 It is not clear whether Ridolfi had actually traveled to Rome (for example, 

on the occasion of his knighting by Innocent X in 1645, three years before the publication 

of Le Maraviglie), or whether his account is based on hearsay, but his description of the 

lost picture accords well with what we see in the Madrid version, which he refers to 

separately in his text.105 Charles Hope calls the latter painting “one of the earliest and 

most perfect examples of Counter Reformation religious art, a work specifically designed 

first and foremost to promote feelings of piety.”106 Reading Ridolfi in conjunction with 

the visual evidence of the Madrid painting suggests that the lost Roman Ecce Homo 

shared this affective quality, one that would have suited the religious climate in Rome at 

the time of Titian’s arrival. 

Although the Council of Trent finally got underway at the end of 1545, the 

council would not address the question of sacred images until the last sitting in 1563, 

when they would be declared necessary so that the faithful “may be excited to adore and 

                                                 
104 Translated in Carlo Ridolfi, The Life of Titian, 92. The original text is in Ridolfi, Le Maraviglie 

dell’arte, 1:160.  

105 According to Ridolfi, Titian brought to Augsburg “the image of the Dead Christ painted on 

slate, and the figure of Venus so unusual that it seemed to be alive.” Translated in Carlo Ridolfi, The Life of 

Titian, 94-5; the original text is in Ridolfi, Le Maraviglie dell’arte, 1:161. Vasari mentions neither of these 

pictures, so that the fact that Ridolfi was not only aware of the two paintings but of the Madrid Ecce 

Homo’s unusual support raises interesting questions about his sources. Further, while Ridolfi does not 

specify the support for the Roman version, this does not rule out its having been painted on slate, as this 

may simply reflect the varying sources of his information (the unfinished triple Farnese portrait is rather 

dubiously described as one of Titian’s favorite portraits, for example). Ridolfi’s Roman informant also 

evidently served as the source for the presence of a lost Venus and Adonis by Titian in Palazzo Farnese; see 

ibid. 

106 Hope, Titian, 109. 
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love God, and to cultivate piety.”107 As Alexander Nagel and Marcia Hall have 

demonstrated, Cinquecento artists themselves took the lead in the so-called “reform of 

art”—for example, attempting to elicit emotional responses from their viewers—rather 

than wait for leadership from the church.108 Titian might have heard about the extensive 

preparations for the council directly from Diego Hurtado de Mendoza; when the artist 

met with him in October 1545 to hand over the portraits for the emperor, Mendoza had 

just returned from six months of overseeing the preparations in Trent.109 

Sebastiano del Piombo, meanwhile, had been introducing a new directness and 

intensity into his religious works since the 1530s, such as the Úbeda Pieta (see Fig. 102) 

or Christ Carrying the Cross (Fig. 104). His example might have once again provided 

inspiration for Titian.110 Perhaps both artists drew inspiration, in turn, from the writings 

                                                 
107 See the text in the appendix to Hall, Sacred Art, 211-12. For an overview, see also John W. 

O’Malley, “Trent, Sacred Images, and Catholics’ Senses of the Sensuous,” in The Sensuous in the Counter-

Reformation Church, ed. Marcia Hall and Tracy Cooper (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 

28-48.  

108 See Marcia Hall, Renovation and Counter-Reformation: Vasari and Duke Cosimo in Sta Maria 

Novella and Sta Croce, 1565-1577 (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1979); Hall, The Sacred Image in the 

Age of Art; and Alexander Nagel, Michelangelo and the Reform of Art (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2000). 

109 See Erika Spivakosky, Son of the Alhambra: Don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, 1504-1575 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1970), 131-40. Further, we know from both Vasari and from 

Mendoza’s own correspondence with Francisco de los Cobos that Titian painted a full-length portrait of 

him (which was evidently sent to Cobos and was lost), suggesting he was on good terms with the 

ambassador. See Algunas cartas de don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, escritas 1538-1552, 32-34, for a letter 

of May 1, 1540, in which Mendoza reported, “Los retratos de Tician se hazen; el mio sera il mejor che V. 

S.a tiene.” 

110 Piers Baker-Bates, picking up on Falomir’s proposed dating for the Madrid Ecce Homo, 

suggests that Titian’s recent exposure to Sebastiano in Rome encouraged Titian to select “both subject and 

surface to appeal to imperial taste.” However, he acknowledges that Sebastiano never worked for Charles 

himself directly. Moreover, as we saw in the case of the lost Venus, Titian’s grasp on the “imperial taste” 

before his extended stay in Augsburg was not as well-defined as we might have assumed; in other words, 

there is no evidence that Titian would only have chosen a slate support in a painting that was designed for 

the emperor. See “The ‘Cloister Life’ of the Emperor Charles V: Art and Ideology at Yuste,” 437. 
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of their mutual friend Aretino, who since the 1530s had been publishing religious texts of 

apparent sincerity alongside his bawdy works.111 In 1538, he published the four-volume 

La humanità di Christo, which emphasized Christ’s human nature and his physical 

suffering.112 This was a particularly Venetian theme, and one which may have appealed 

to both Sebastiano and later Titian. As Falomir observes, “the visual power of the prose” 

rendered it attractive to artists.113  

Of Christ’s disrobing in preparation for his own flagellation, Aretino wrote:  

And without batting an eye, or saying a word, looking at the heavens he 

began to remove his clothes. But as soon as his body was uncovered, the 

faces of those who were unworthy to look upon him turned away, as they 

would do if battered by wind. And all the eyes that dared look upon him 

dropped their gaze, lowering like they were sheets of ice melting in the 

sun. He was more than flesh and bone.114 

This text has been most prominently linked to Titian’s 1543 Vienna Ecce Homo, not only 

due to the downcast Christ who appears in that work, but also for the seemingly positive 

                                                 
111 On Aretino’s sincerity, see Waddington, who also suggests that della Casa “harassed” the 

writer as part of his efforts to combat heresy in Venice; “Aretino, Titian, and ‘La Humanita Di Christo,’” 

178-9. An undated, unpublished letter from della Casa to Cardinal Alessandro—written in favor of 

Aretino’s beleaguered confessor, Currado—includes the rather grudging line “Signor Pietro è catholico 

assai et nimico della heresia.” Vat. Lat. 14827, 38r.  

112 Pietro Aretino, I quattro libri della humanita di Christo (Venice: Marcolini, 1539). This was an 

expansion of an earlier three-volume work of the same title published in 1535. 

113 Waddington observes that “nowhere was the artistic response to the belief in Christ’s complete 

humanity more pronounced than in Venice;” see “Aretino, Titian, and ‘La humanita di Christo,’” 194. 

Miguel Falomir, Tiziano: San Juan Bautista (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 2012), 58. 

114 “E senza battere occhio, e senza far motto, guardando il cielo, si lasciò levar le veste da dosso. 

Ma subito che se gli scoperese lo ignudo, i lumi indegni di vederlo si risolvero dove si rivolgono quando 

son molestati dal vento. E tutti gli occhi, che temerariamente lo guardano, abagliarsi quasi mirassero una 

falda di ghiaccio ferito da sole. Egli era più che di carne e d’ossa.” Aretino, I quattro libri della humanita di 

Christo, 88. 
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depiction of Pontius Pilate (another theme of Aretino’s text).115 However, this reading 

would apply equally well to the Madrid Ecce Homo—not least because the emperor 

himself, standing before Titian’s painting, would thus be constituted as one of the select 

number who Aretino hinted were worthy to look upon Christ’s face and contemplate his 

suffering: “The air of his simple, mature aspect exceeded those of kings, much as God’s 

air exceeds those of men. … And he who was worthy of it discovered in the majesty of 

[Christ’s] appearance, the carriage on which he would rise to the heavens, triumphing 

over the abyss.”116 By extension, a similar effect may have been produced by Titian’s lost 

Roman version of the subject, with Paul III, in that case, occupying the privileged space 

of the viewer. Had Titian’s Roman painting succeeded, it would have presented a durable 

demonstration of his ability to respond to the developing role of sacred art on the cusp of 

the Counter-Reformation, presented to the pope who—however grudgingly—opened the 

reform council at long last.117 

 

 

 

                                                 
115 Pilate was likely a portrait of Aretino himself; see Philipp P. Fehl, Decorum and Wit: The 

Poetry of Venetian Painting: Essays in the History of the Classical Tradition (Vienna: Irsa Verlag, 1992), 

174-5.  

116 “L’aria del suo aspetto maturo, e semplice, avanzava quello de i Re, quanto l’aria di Iddio 

avanza quella de gli huomini. ... E chi n’era degno scorgeva ne la maesta del suo sembiante, il carro sul 

quale salì al cielo triomphando de lo abisso.” Aretino, I quattro libri della humanita di Christo, 89. 

117 See Chapter 5 for a consideration of Paul III’s relationship to the Church; aside from his 

glaring nepotism, he seems to have been relatively free of vice during his tenure as pope.  
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Titian vs. Michelangelo, Round One 

 

 

Slate must have offered one further attraction to Titian, beyond its durability and 

the opportunity to demonstrating his bravura in a religious painting: the chance to strike a 

blow against Michelangelo, not only within the context of the paragone between painting 

and sculpture, but on a more personal level, as a demonstration of the power of oil paint. 

The Cinquecento practice of painting on slate has often been interpreted in light of the 

paragone, the contest between painting and sculpture which peaked, in theoretical terms, 

with Benedetto Varchi’s Due lezzioni, delivered in 1547.118 One of the barbs that 

sculptors flung at painters was that paintings were easily damaged, while their own work 

lasted forever. Slate paintings could offer some competition in this regard. Titian himself 

was no stranger to the paragone, having jousted with Michelangelo in a number of his 

paintings over the years, but before his trip to Rome in 1545 their engagement had always 

been at a distance.119  

There may also have been a personal element present in Titian’s competition with 

Michelangelo in Rome, thanks to his renewed friendship with Sebastiano. Michelangelo 

                                                 
118 Benedetto Varchi, Lezzione. Nella quale si disputa della maggioranza delle arti e qual sia più 

nobile, la scultura o la pittura, fatta da lui publicamente sulla Accademia Fiorentina la terza domenica di 

Quaresima, l’anno 1546 (Florence: Torrentino, 1549). See also Leatrice Mendelsohn, Paragoni: Benedetto 

Varchi’s Due Lezzioni and Cinquecento Art Theory (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI Research Press, 1982). On the 

role of slate painting in the paragone see also the forthcoming dissertation by Brad Cavallo, “Matter(s) of 

Immortality: Oil Paintings on Stone and Metal in the 16th and 17th Century,” (Temple University, 2017). 

119 For example, in the 1522 Averoldi Polyptch, in addition to drawing the figure of Sebastian, 

from one of the sculptor’s own sketches, Titian added his signature to a broken piece of marble under the 

saint’s foot using the imperfect form, derived from Pliny, that Michelangelo had famously used when he 

signed the Vatican Pietà. See Louisa C. Matthew, “The Painter’s Presence: Signatures in Venetian 

Renaissance Pictures,” The Art Bulletin 80, no. 4 (1998): 639; Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, 

Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 280–92.  
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had abruptly broken his own relationship with Sebastiano just a few years earlier over 

another one of the latter’s technical innovations, a technique for painting oil murals. 

According to Vasari, Sebastiano had convinced Paul III that the Last Judgment should be 

painted in his new technique rather than in buon fresco and prepared the wall 

accordingly, only for Michelangelo to refuse, adding the insult “that painting in oils was 

an art for women and lazy people like Sebastiano.”120 If Titian had not heard this story in 

the intervening years, surely he heard it in Rome. Not only campanilismo but 

professional pride in his craft may thus have urged the Venetian painter onward in his 

resistance to Michelangelo.  

Interpreting the relationships among artists of the Renaissance within an agonistic 

framework has become a popular art historical trope following upon the work of Rona 

Goffen and Frederick Ilchman, among others.121 Although it seems in danger of over-use, 

it is certainly not without contemporary evidence; Dolce, for example, used the verb 

giostrare (“to joust”) to describe Sebastiano’s (failed) effort to compete on equal footing 

with Raphael, “even with the lance of Michelangelo in his hand—the point being that he 

did not know how to handle this weapon.”122 Given Titian and Michelangelo’s long 

professional opposition—perhaps also spurred on a personal level by Sebastiano’s and 

                                                 
120 “[Michelangelo] finalmente disse che non voleva farla se non a fresco, e che il colorire a olio 

era arte da donna e da persone agiate et infingarde, come fra’ Bastiano.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:347. 

121 See Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, and Frederick 

Ilchman, ed., Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese: Rivals in Renaissance Venice (Boston: MFA Publications, 

2009).  

122 Roskill, Dolce’s Aretino and Venetian Art Theory of the Cinquecento, 95. Dolce’ use of the 

verb is cited in Joanna Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture: The Visual Construction of Identity 

and the Social Status of the Artist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 159. 
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Aretino’s difficult relationships with the sculptor—it seems reasonable to continue this 

metaphor in their case. Choosing to execute his own slate painting in Rome would have 

offered Titian the chance to cross lances with Michelangelo once more, this time at close 

range; moreover it would have allowed the painter demonstrate the triumph of Venetian 

colorito even on the unforgiving surface of stone. Had this early experiment been a 

success, Vasari would have had to spin his narrative of Titian’s experience in Rome a 

little differently, though we can be sure that he would still have found room for criticism.  

 

Post-Script: A Role for a Sacred Icon? 

 

 

Christopher Nygren has read the Madrid Ecce Homo as Titian’s response to a 

single, specific work of art: the micromosaic imago pietatis (Fig. 105) in the church of 

Santa Croce in Gerusalemme in Rome.123 When this Byzantine object came to light        

c. 1385, the Carthusians at the church claimed that it was the divinely-created image from 

the legend of the Mass of Saint Gregory. By the late 15th century, the image and its 

associated legend circulated via Israhel von Meckanem’s engraving (Fig. 106).124 

According to Nygren, Titian was not only familiar with the image of this icon in Venice, 

but further sought it out and studied it in Rome in order to co-opt its divine authority for 

                                                 
123 Christopher Nygren, “Vibrant Icons: Titian’s Art and the Tradition of Christian Image-

Making” (Ph.D. dissertation, Johns Hopkins, 2011); Nygren, “Titian’s Ecce Homo on Slate: Stone, Oil and 

the Transubstantiation of Painting,” Art Bulletin 99 (2017): 36-66. I am grateful to the author for sharing a 

proof of the latter article. 

124 Catherine Puglisi and William Barcham, “The Man of Sorrows in Venetian Art,” in Passion in 

Venice: Crivelli to Tintoretto and Veronese: The Man of Sorrows in Venetian Art (New York and London: 

Museum of Biblical Art, 2011), 13. 
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his own religious paintings, particularly the Madrid Ecce Homo.125 In his reading, the 

slate support of that painting represented Titian’s way of “gesturing toward” the mosaic 

(stone) medium of the Roman icon.126  

There is little evidence to suggest, however, that this icon held any specific 

privilege among the many early modern visual representations of the suffering Christ. 

Rather, as an exhibition catalog on the subject points out and Nygren acknowledges, the 

iconography of the Man of Sorrows was already well-established when the micromosaic 

was discovered; moreover, the subject of the suffering Christ was ubiquitous in Venetian 

art.127 One such painting, Vittore Belliniano’s Man of Sorrows (Fig. 107), depicts Christ 

isolated against a dark background, his head tipped toward his right shoulder and his eyes 

closed. Blood drips from wounds on his temple, his side, and his crossed hands.128 As in 

Titian’s later picture, light hits Christ’s body from our left, illuminating the precisely-

painted curls on his right shoulder, and leaving the hair on his other side fuzzily 

indistinct. One may well argue for a greater formal connection between Belliniano’s 

                                                 
125 “Titian’s painting [the Madrid Ecce Homo] inserted itself into the history of Christian icons, 

usurping the place of privilege from the Roman Imago Pietatis.” Nygren, “Vibrant Icons: Titian’s Art and 

the Tradition of Christian Image-Making,” 287. 

126 “Titian’s decision to execute the painting on a stone matrix was perhaps over-determined, for 

the metaphorical and art theoretical valences of stone were so thick that the image became a manifesto of 

the meta-artistic aspirations of Renaissance religious painting; Titian’s ambition was that his icon become a 

new foundation upon which subsequent generations of painters might construct a new history of icon 

painting.” Ibid., 288. 

127 The authors note that “beginning in the early Renaissance, nearly every great artist associated 

with that school interpreted the image time and again.” Puglisi and Barcham, “The Man of Sorrows in 

Venetian Art,” 21. Nygren, “Vibrant Icons: Titian’s Art and the Tradition of Christian Image-Making,” 

293. 

128 Previously attributed to Bellini, then Titian; a 2000 restoration revealed the artist's signature. 

See Passion in Venice, 118, cat. no. 44.  
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painting and the micromosaic—both of which show Christ’s body in maestà, that is, flush 

with the picture plane—than between the micromosaic and Titian’s Madrid Ecce Homo, 

in which Christ no longer takes his iconic pose but rather turns away, as if contemplating 

his own fate.129  

There is equally little evidence to support the contention that Titian would have 

sought out the icon in Rome, as it does not appear to have been well-known during this 

period.130 Despite the glossy legend circulated by the Carthusians, for example, the icon 

is not mentioned in contemporary pilgrim accounts or in religious guidebooks. Fra 

Mariano da Firenze’s Itinerarium urbis Romae of c. 1517 lists, among the relics to be 

seen in S. Croce in Gerusalemme, an ampoule of Christ’s blood, a piece of the cross, the 

INRI titulus, the sponge which was offered to Christ, a nail, and a spine from the crown 

of thorns—but no miraculous mosaic image.131 Given this lack of publicity, it seems 

unlikely that Titian’s description of Granvelle’s copy of the Ecce Homo as like “that 

                                                 
129 Nygren acknowledges that “Given the popularity and availability of images of the Ecce homo, 

it may seem counter-intuitive to claim that Titian made a conscious return to the Gregorian prototype. 

However, the evidence both visual and documentary supports this claim for a direct derivation from the 

Roman icon.” Nygren, “Vibrant Icons: Titian’s Art and the Tradition of Christian Image-Making,” 293. 

130 Thanks to John Lansdowne, whose forthcoming dissertation (“Image Made Flesh: The 

Micromosaic Man of Sorrows at Santa Croce in Gerusalemme in Rome,” Princeton University) examines 

the history and function of the micromosaic, for discussing this issue with me. Oral communication, June 

2016.  

131 Mariano da Firenze, Itinerarium Urbis Romae, ed. Enrico Bulletti (Roma: Pontificio istituto di 

archeologia cristiana, 1931), 163–64. Other contemporary texts that list the major relics, but not a 

miraculous image, include the Venetian Bartolomeo Fontana’s 1550 Itinerario, as well as the 1554 

guidebook attributed to Andrea Palladio. On the titulus, see Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, 

Anachronic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010), 219-40. 
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Roman one” could possibly be interpreted as a reference to the micromosaic icon itself, 

as Nygren claims.132 

Further, Nygren’s proposal for the Madrid Ecce Homo unnecessarily limits the 

role played by Sebastiano in Titian’s experimentation. Though he acknowledges that 

Titian’s contact with him in Rome must have provided the inspiration for the new 

support, he calls Sebastiano’s use of slate “purely utilitarian,” reserving to Titian the 

more complex intellectual motivations, including his new effort to elicit emotional 

response from the viewer.133 As scholars have only recently begun to rectify Sebastiano’s 

sfortuna critica, there is no need to “borrow feathers” (to return to Dolce’s Horatian 

metaphor) from him in order to further adorn Titian. Rather, the episode of the lost Ecce 

Homo should remind us of Titian’s own openness to the fresh ideas that he encountered 

during his time in Rome—even if the only surviving product of this experience is the 

painting now in Madrid.  

 

Vasari on the Naples Danaë 

 

 

Going one day to see Titian at the Belvedere, Michelangelo and Vasari saw a 

painting … of a female a nude, depicted as a Danae, who had in her lap Jove 

transformed into a shower of gold, and they much praised it, as one does in 

company. After they had left him, Buonarroti commended him, saying that his 

colorito and his style much pleased him but that it was a shame that in Venice one 

did not learn from the start to draw well and that those [Venetian] painters did not 

                                                 
132 Nygren, “Vibrant Icons: Titian’s Art and the Tradition of Christian Image-Making,” 269. This 

assertion is not carried forward in the Art Bulletin article; rather, there Nygren suggests that Granvelle’s 

correspondence refers to the “imperial original” (p. 14) that Titian is to copy—though, as we have seen 

above, Granvelle appears to be describing a different picture than the Ecce Homo in Madrid. 

133 Ibid., 309. 
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have a better method of study. … And in fact this is true, because who has not 

drawn enough and studied selected things, ancient or modern, cannot do well in 

practice, nor help things which one portrays from life, giving them that grace and 

perfection that art gives beyond the order of nature, which normally produces 

some parts that are not beautiful.134     

 On occasion, Vasari’s silence can be as interesting as his loquacity. For example, 

knowing his extraordinarily high opinion of “il divino” Michelangelo, it seems strange 

that he did not take the opportunity to have Titian praise any of the former’s work in 

Rome, despite the Venetian living just a stroll away from the grandeur of the Sistine 

Chapel.135 Given Titian’s longstanding interest in Michelangelo’s work, such an addition 

would likely have required little exaggeration on Vasari’s part—certainly less than that 

employed by Aretino in his letter to the sculptor quoted in Chapter 3, in which he had 

described Titian as a “fervid preacher of your superhuman style.” Rather, in the context 

of Vasari’s larger agenda, it was more immediately necessary that Titian receive blame 

for the errors in his Venetian approach to art than Michelangelo receive praise for his 

own achievements. Accordingly, the writer framed the encounter between the two artists 

around a critique of the Danaë (see Fig. 1), using Michelangelo to deliver a stinging 

rebuke to Venetian artistic training and practice. 

 Vasari’s text shaped the afterlife of Titian’s canvas, making it a flashpoint of the 

colorito-disegno debate.136 What his text obscures, however, is the way in which the 

painting’s very form was shaped by its Roman context. Born in Venice but only given 

                                                 
134 Quoted in Chapter 1; Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813. 

135 Despite, for example, quoting similar praise for Peruzzi; see below. Ibid. 

136 For an excellent overview, see Thomas Puttfarken, “The Dispute over colorito and disegno in 

Venice: Pino, Dolce, Titian,” in Kunst und Kunsttheorie: 1400-1900, ed. Peter F. Ganz (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 1991); see also Jacobs, “Aretino and Michelangelo, Dolce and Titian.” 
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final form in Rome, the Danaë’s hybrid nature was informed by the circumstances in 

which Titian found himself in the Belvedere. Surrounded by the insistent boundedness of 

Central Italian forms—not only in painting, but in sculpture—Titian pushed his 

brushwork further toward openness, doubling down on the broken contour as an 

unparalleled means to evoke the sensuality of flesh. The resulting painting was a work of 

extraordinary sensuality and beauty—and one which, for Vasari, was akin to a red flag 

waved in the direction of a bull.137 

 

Cousins on Canvas: The Venus of Urbino and the Naples Danaë 

 

 A beautiful nude woman lies recumbent upon a bed, her flesh rendered warm and 

inviting through the secret alchemy of oil paint dragged over canvas. This was a 

particularly Venetian genre, and one to which Titian, following upon the example of 

Giorgione, had proved spectacularly well-adapted.138 The relationship between the 

painting of Danaë and the Venus of Urbino (Fig. 108), Titian’s previous outing in this 

genre, has long been noted. Not only is there a formal connection, but, as we learn from 

Giovanni della Casa’s letter to Cardinal Alessandro, the Danaë had originally been 

commissioned as a copy of the Venus, which the cardinal had admired in Pesaro.139 This 

                                                 
137 We can acknowledge Vasari on at least one point; there is a noticeable weakness in Danaë’s 

left calf and foot that might well have made a disegno-focused artist wince. 

138 On the history of this genre, see Meiss, “Sleep in Venice. Ancient Myths and Renaissance 

Proclivities.” 

139 See the letter from della Casa, quoted below. 
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was further confirmed by X-rays (Fig. 109) that revealed elements of the earlier 

composition, including the kneeling servant and open window. 

 The Venus of Urbino’s general acceptance as a marriage picture belies the 

decades of scholarly debate over whether she was seen by contemporaries merely as “la 

nuda,” as the painting was described in contemporary documents.140 The Danaë, in 

contrast, has never posed such an interpretative difficulty, as her mythological context is 

clear. Our lovely reclining nude represents the daughter of the king of Argos, whose 

father walled her up in a chamber to prevent the fulfilment of a prophecy that he would 

die at her son’s hand. Naturally the ever-roving Jupiter was undeterred by Danaë’s stone 

prison and appeared to her in the form of shower of golden light to impregnate her with 

Perseus, who would go on to slay his grandfather as foretold.  

 Titian may have known Antonio Allegri da Correggio’s version (Fig. 110) of the 

mythological story from his visits to Mantua, where it formed one of the four canvases 

depicting the Loves of Jove the painter executed in c. 1530-1 for Duke Federico.141 

Titian’s composition, however, is more clearly indebted to Francesco Primaticcio’s 

                                                 
140 Among those who saw the painting as a Renaissance pin-up were Hope, “Problems of 

Interpretation in Titian’s Erotic Paintings”; Pallucchini, Tiziano, 1:183-5; and Hans Tietze, Titian, the 

Paintings and Drawings, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1950), 159-160. Among 

those who argued that the picture contained layers of meaning that would have been more easily deciphered 

by contemporaries (while not denying its sensual nature) see Theodore Reff, “The Meaning of Titian’s 

Venus of Urbino,” Pantheon 21 (1963): 340–410; David Rosand, “So-and-so Reclining On Her Couch,” in 

Rona Goffen, ed., Titian’s “Venus of Urbino” (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 37-62; and 

Rona Goffen, “Sex, Space and Social History in Titian’s Venus of Urbino,” in ibid., 63-90. 

141 David Ekserdjian notes that no evidence places the four canvases in Palazzo Tè. Vasari, for 

example, claimed they were painted as a diplomatic gift for Charles V, though they were evidently not sent. 

See Ekserdjian, Correggio (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 280. 
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version in Fontainebleau (Fig. 111).142 The latter composition must have been available 

to the Venetian artist in the form of the c.1542-5 print by Leon Davent (Fig. 112), 

formerly known as Master L.D.143 The position of Danaë’s body, with her right leg bent 

and her left extended, is close to Titian’s, and X-rays demonstrate that Titian had also 

originally tried depicting Danaë’s head more upright, as Primaticcio had done, before he 

altered it to its current position resting languidly against the pillow.  

 As Salvatore Settis has demonstrated, only at the end of the Quattrocento had 

artists begun to depict Danaë as an active participant in the sexual act, instead of 

remaining virtuously asleep as she had done in the Middle Ages.144 Baldassare Peruzzi, 

for example, had painted a scene in this earlier manner (Fig. 113), which Titian could 

have seen when he and Vasari went to admire the architect’s frescoes in the Farnesina.145 

Titian left no room for misinterpretation, depicting Danaë with her attention entirely 

focused on the god appearing above her. Unlike the Venus of Urbino, who gazes coyly at 

the viewer, with her divine lover before her Danaë has no thought for us.146 

                                                 
142 Madlyn Kahr, “Danae: Virtuous, Voluptous, Venal Woman,” Art Bulletin 60 (1978), 47; 

Goffen, Titian’s Women, 120.  

143 Primaticcio, who took over the Fontainebleau workshop after his teacher Rosso’s suicide in 

1540, seems to have been the driving force behind the creation of a printshop designed to reproduce the 

work being made there so that it might be circulated back to Italy. Primaticcio was himself in Italy in 1540 

and again in 1545 on buying trips for Francis I. See Janet Cox-Rearick, The Collection of Francis I: Royal 

Treasures (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996), 325, 335. 

144 Salvatore Settis, “Danae verso il 1495,” I Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 1 (1985): 

207–37. See also Kahr, “Danae: Virtuous, Voluptous, Venal Woman,” though she omits mention of 

Peruzzi.  

145 Quoted in footnote 3, above. 

146 Daniel Arasse notes that the distinction is one between theatricality, in the Venus, and 

absorption, in the Danae, to use Michael Fried’s terms. In both canvases, we should note, there is no male 
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 In the Danaë, Titian also introduced new modulations of light and shadow that 

heighten the painting’s erotic charge. Where Venus’ body had been lit evenly, Danaë’s is 

lit by two different sources of illumination. One emerges from Jupiter, but another, 

mysterious sources lights up the princess’ body while leaving her upturned face half-

covered in shadow. The shadows that collect along the junction of her thighs and her left 

arm conspire with the drape of the sheet to conceal the placement of her left hand. When 

combined with the placid, accepting expression on her face, it is implied that Danaë is 

holding her thighs open for the descending gold, some of which has already fallen on to 

the sheets next to her hip. In later versions of the subject in Madrid (Fig. 114) and Vienna 

(Fig. 115), Titian would make this even more explicit, revealing her hand pressing on her 

inner thigh in what Rona Goffen calls the only visible sign of her arousal.147 

 

The Venetian Side of the Naples Danaë 

 

 

 In the words of David Rosand, the proper viewing distance for Titian’s work is 

“arm’s length plus a brush.”148 At this range, it becomes evident that Danaë’s sensuality 

owes not only to the painter’s manipulation of light, but also to way in which he applied 

                                                                                                                                                 
body depicted, nothing that might displace the presumed male viewer. See Arasse, “The Venus of Urbino, 

or the Archetype of a Glance,” in Titian’s “Venus of Urbino,” 91-107. 

147 Goffen, Titian’s Women, 218. However, Joannides writes of the Madrid picture, “It is clear in 

this painting, as in no other version, that Danae's left hand pulls at the inside of her left thigh to admit the 

auric insemination. That Titian should have presented Philip with so sexually explicit an image is not 

remotely credible.” See Joannides, “Titian, London and Madrid,” 20. 

148 See David Rosand, “La mano di Tiziano,” in Tiziano: Técnicas y restauraciones, ed. Fernando 

Checa Cremades (Madrid: Museo Nacional del Prado, 1999), 130. 
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the brushstrokes that shape her form. In the Venus, he had dissolved contours in a gentle 

sfumato, but now those gentle marks have begun to stretch and break, rendering the 

boundaries of form more permeable and open than ever before. Daniela Bohde goes so 

far as to suggest that we should read the openness of Titian’s brushstroke in this canvas 

as complementary to Danaë’s own receptiveness to the divine encounter—a feedback 

loop between content and technique unprecedented in the artist’s work.149 

 Painterly brushwork was a hallmark of Titian’s technique, and one that he had 

developed over time; as discussed in Chapter 3, his stylistic development can be better 

characterized in terms of continuity than seismic shifts. In the Danaë we may not yet 

have reached the frenetic exchange between scumbling and impasto that would 

distinguish the Europa of c. 1560-2, but we have noticeably left behind the more refined 

handling of the Venus of Urbino of just a few years before. In her introduction to the 

exhibition on Titian’s late style in Vienna and London, Sylvia Pagden writes that the 

origin of Titian’s “late style,” the rubric under which we can qualify Europa, can be 

traced to the painter’s experimentation with the brush in the 1540s.150 She observes that 

Rome pushed Titian further, “as if he consciously sought to distance himself from the 

Central Italian style he had just experienced, where the polished and refined manner of 

painting of Michelangelo and his successors, seemed to fill out the drawing.” Without 

putting too fine a point on it, the Danaë represents a way in which Titian’s experience of 

                                                 
149 Daniela Bohde, “Corporeality and Materiality: Light, Colour and the Body in Titian’s Salvatore 

Annunciation and Naples Danae,” in Titian: Materiality, Likeness, Istoria, ed. Joanna Woods-Marsden 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 19-28. 

 

150 Pagden, “Introduction: Late Titian and the Sensuality of Painting,” 17. 
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Rome directly helped to catalyze this development in his style while he was still present 

in the city, as a reaction against the boundedness of form with which he was surrounded. 

 Perhaps a decade or so after his Roman sojourn, the painter would be asked by the 

imperial ambassador in Venice, Francisco de Vargas y Mexia, why he painted with “a 

brush as big as a birch-broom.” The painter responded “that he wished to paint in a 

manner different from that of Raphael or Michelangelo, because he was not content to be 

a mere imitator.”151 No one could have accused the Venetian painter of being an imitator 

of either of those artists, but it is significant that Titian himself recognized that the 

independence of his style was linked to his brush—not only its size, but the manner in 

which he wielded it on canvas (or, occasionally, on stone). As Rosand observes, Titian 

understood that “his brush was his style, its mark his personal identity as an artist.”152 

Again, his experience in Rome may have helped him define this—a definition against 

another ideal. 

 

 

 

                                                 
151 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 1:329; the story is in Antonio Perez, Segundas 

cartas, Paris 1603, 120v-121r. Just like other early sources, this may well be apocrypha, as Perez would 

only have been about eighteen at the time, traveling with his father Gonzalo Perez, secretary to Charles V. 

It is significant that the anecdote appeared only decades later in the context of one of his published 

“aphorisms.” Vargas was ambassador between 1552 and 1558, when he left the city in a huff over loss of 

precedence to the French after Charles V’s abdication; see Michael Jacob Levin, Agents of Empire: Spanish 

Ambassadors in Sixteenth-Century Italy (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2005), 26-9. 

152 David Rosand, “Introduction: The Old Man’s Brush,” in Titian: Materiality, Likeness, Istoria, 

ed. Joanna Woods-Marsden (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 2. 
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Titian vs. Michelangelo, Round Two 

 

 

 It is not hard to guess why Vasari chose to make the Danaë the focus of his 

critique of Venetian practice, as opposed to, say, the underwhelming Ecce Homo, or one 

of the artist’s Farnese portraits; as previously mentioned, the recumbent female nude was 

both a particularly Venetian genre and one to which their primary principle of colorito 

was well-suited. Nor is it surprising in the least to find Vasari using Michelangelo as the 

mouthpiece of his disapproval—not only was Michelangelo the ultimate artistic authority 

in Rome (Francesco de Hollanda had already cast him in a similar role in his own 

dialogues), but the female nude was a field of battle on which the Florentine and 

Venetian artists had already met, albeit indirectly. 

 There is evidence throughout Titian’s career of his careful attention to 

Michelangelo’s work, whether drawn, painted or sculpted—a form of interest 

inextricably linked, of course, to Titian’s desire to compete with the other artist. In 

contrast, it seems that Michelangelo generally paid little notice to his contemporaries (or 

at least preferred it to appear so).153 On at least one occasion, however, we have evidence 

of him looking back at Titian. On his visit to Ferrara in 1529, Michelangelo had had the 

chance to see Alfonso d’Este’s camerino, for which the duke had once planned to solicit 

paintings by different artists including Raphael and Fra Bartolomeo. After Bellini’s Feast 

of the Gods (Fig. 116), however, Titian would ultimately contribute three paintings: the 

                                                 
153 Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 70. 
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Bacchanal of the Andrians, Bacchus and Ariadne, and the Worship of Venus.154 In the 

Andrians (Fig. 117), for example, Titian had responded to the erotic potential of the 

nymph in Bellini’s picture with his own sleeping nymph—now nude—in the 

foreground.155  

 During his visit, Alfonso requested that Michelangelo contribute a work to this 

room, the subject of which he left up to the artist.156 As William Wallace has 

demonstrated, Michelangelo’s agreement had a political motive; he wanted to secure the 

aid of Ferrara for Florence, which was at that time struggling to maintain the last gasp of 

republicanism after expelling the Medici in 1530. However, Michelangelo’s decision to 

paint a nude, reclining woman in Leda and the Swan (Fig. 118) can only be read as his 

desire to meet Titian on the Venetian artist’s chosen field—at least in terms of subject, if 

not support and medium, since Michelangelo opted to paint in tempera on panel.157 In 

                                                 
154 After X-rays in 1955 revealed the extent and erotic nature of the alterations to the Feast of the 

Gods, it was assumed that Titian had “tarted up” Bellini’s picture for Alfonso’s benefit; however, later 

examinations proved that Bellini had made the changes himself. See David Alan Brown, “The Pentimenti 

in The Feast of the Gods, in Joseph Manca, ed., Titian 500 (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 

1994), 289-99. See also the papers in Görel Cavalli-Björkman, ed., Bacchanals by Titian and Rubens: 

Papers given at a Symposium in Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, March 18-19, 1987 (Stockholm: 

Nationalmuseum, 1987) and Charles Hope, ed., Il regno e l’arte: i camerini di Alfonso I d’Este, terzo duca 

di Ferrara (Firenze: L.S. Olschki, 2012). 

155 Millard Meiss linked this figure to one that appeared on a Roman sarcophagus outside the 

church of San Marco in Rome; see Meiss, “Sleep in Venice,” 352-3. However, he does not draw a parallel 

between Titian’s nymph and ancient sculptural depictions of the sleeping Ariadne, even though he 

mentions the most famous example—the one added to the Belvedere courtyard by Julius II. Augusto 

Gentili makes this connection explicit. See Gentili, Tiziano, 124 

156 Joannides, “Titian and Michelangelo/Michelangelo and Titian,” 130; Goffen, Renaissance 

Rivals: Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 306–9. 

157 Note that Leonardo had painted his own lost Leda, but she was standing. The painting was 

never delivered to Alfonso—again, as Wallace observes, for political reasons—but wound up in the 

collection of Francis I before being destroyed. It was known through drawings and copies, however. 

William Wallace, “Michelangelo’s Leda: The Diplomatic Context,” Renaissance Studies 15 (2005): 473-

99. 
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contrast to the lushness of the body of Titian’s nymph, Michelangelo’s Leda is strikingly 

sculptural, which Joannides characterizes as “de-eroticized.”158 

 A few years later, Michelangelo executed a large drawing of another reclining 

nude, the Venus and Cupid (Fig. 119) that similarly places the emphasis on contour and 

line; in 1532, he completed his sculpture of Night for the New Sacristy of San Lorenzo in 

Florence (Fig. 120), which brought his vision of a reclining nude into three-

dimensionality.159 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Vasari executed copies of both the Leda 

and the Venus and Cupid and brought them with him to Venice in 1541, so Titian was 

likely well-informed regarding Michelangelo’s responses to his own work, at least in its 

two-dimensional forms (while his awareness of Night and the other Sacristy sculptures is 

less evident, we cannot discount the usual traffic in drawings—whether leaked from 

Michelangelo’s studio or executed by other traveling artists—that might have carried 

knowledge of them into Venice). The Danaë accordingly represented the Venetian 

painter’s opportunity to return fire on Michelangelo’s Roman turf.  

 

 

The Contested Birthplace of the Naples Danaë 

 

 

 Scholars have placed the Danaë’s design and execution variously between Venice 

and Rome. Fritz Saxl, for example, suggested that the relief-like quality of the 

                                                 
158 Joannides, “Titian and Michelangelo/Michelangelo and Titian,” 133. 

159 Goffen calls the Leda a “rehearsal” for the Night sculpture. Goffen, Renaissance Rivals: 

Michelangelo, Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, 209. 
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composition must have been inspired by Roman statuary and thus reflected the artist’s 

Roman experience.160 However, as we saw in Chapter 2, relief sculpture represented the 

largest category of antiquities available to Titian in Venice, rendering this point largely 

moot. Still, the suggestion that the Danaë was at least completed in Rome has proven 

durable. In 1977, Hope published a letter he believed put the matter to rest, Giovanni 

della Casa’s report to Cardinal Alessandro in September 1544, in which he wrote 

“[Titian] has also made, on your Most Reverend Lordship’s commission, a nude that will 

bring the devil down onto Cardinal San Silvestro, and that which your Most Reverend 

Lordship saw in Pesaro in the rooms of His Lordship the Duke of Urbino is a Theatine 

compared to this one.”161 The cardinal of San Silvestro was the theologian Tommaso 

Badia, a hard-liner on church corruption; della Casa’s sly comparison to the erotic Venus 

of Urbino was surely intended to heighten the cardinal’s excitement to see the finished 

work.162 As this letter was written a year before Titian’s departure for Rome, Hope 

interpreted it to mean that della Casa had seen the Danaë in the form in which we know 

her today. Other scholars have disagreed, noting that della Casa’s letter does not specify 

                                                 
160 Fritz Saxl, A Heritage of Images: A Selection of Lectures, ed. Hugh Honour and John Fleming 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), 76–78. 

161 “Oltra di ciò ha presso che fornita, per commession di Vostra Signoria Reverendissima, una 

nuda che faria venir il diavol adosso al cardinale San Sylvestro; et quella che Vostra Signoria 

Reverendissima vide in Pesaro nelle camere de ‘l Signor duca d’Urbino è una teatina appresso a questa.” 

Hope, “A Neglected Document on Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 189.  

162 Roberto Zapperi, “Alessandro Farnese, Giovanni della Casa and Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 

Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 54 (1991): 163. 
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the subject matter of the “nude” that he saw. As Jane Nash notes, della Casa could well 

have been looking at the earlier version of the Venus of Urbino.163 

 Titian’s slow pace of work was a Cinquecento commonplace, but despite 

Mendoza’s claim that it was merely due to the painter’s age, we know that it was at least 

in part a question of technique. Titian’s increasing preference for the broken brushstroke 

from the 1540s onward required a significant amount of time to achieve. Once the earlier 

layers of paint had completely dried, the artist dragged a stiff paint over them; the upper 

layer would then be “slightly repelled” by the underlayer, which would become visible 

through the resulting gaps in the upper paint layer.164 This fits with Marco Boschini’s 

report of Palma il Giovane’s experience in Titian’s studio at the end of the master’s life: 

“[Titian] turned the pictures to the wall and left them there, without looking at them, 

sometimes for several months.”165  

 If Titian decided to alter the subject of the composition after della Casa had seen 

it in September 1544, in other words, it might well have remained in progress when the 

painter went to Rome the following year. The fact that Vasari reported seeing the 

painting with Michelangelo in Titian’s Belvedere studio, as opposed to Cardinal 

Alessandro’s residence in the Cancelleria, lends further credence to the idea that Titian 

                                                 
163 Jane Nash, “Titian: The Naples Danaë and the Venus of Urbino,” Coloquio Artes 51 (1981): 

14–19. There is no evidence that della Casa had seen the Venus of Urbino himself. Thus if, for example, his 

patron had described it generically to him as “la nuda,” we can well imagine della Casa might have been 

surprised by its erotic quality when he saw Titian’s copy in person.  

164 Dunkerton, “Titian’s Technique,” 52. 

165  Translated in David Rosand, “Titian and the Critical Tradition,” in Titian, His World and His 

Legacy, ed. David Rosand (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 24. The original text is in Marco 

Boschini, Le ricche minere della pittvra veneziana (Venice: Francesco Nicolini, 1674), fols. 4v-5. 
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was still at work on the canvas after his arrival in Rome. In 2005, the conservators who 

worked on the painting concluded that there is evidence of multiple working phases, but 

they cannot identify when—or where—these took place.166  

 Roberto Zapperi goes so far as to propose that the painting arrived in Rome as a 

completed copy of the Venus of Urbino, and was only there transformed into Danaë, 

perhaps upon the suggestion of Cardinal Alessandro himself, who could thereby have 

placated his grandfather by means of its classical content. However, the author 

acknowledges that no documentary evidence supports this contention.167 If the cardinal 

was so anxious to conceal his licentious behavior from Paul III, setting Titian up in the 

Belvedere—an environment where the pope seems to have passed daily—to rework the 

painting would have been far from subtle. More likely is that the transformation of the 

painting into Danaë began in Venice on the artist’s own initiative, perhaps inspired by 

the print after Primaticcio. Titian then brought the painting to Rome and continued work 

on it in the Belvedere, where Vasari and Michelangelo had the chance to see it. 

 

 

 

                                                 
166 Marco Cardinali, Maria Beatrice de Ruggieri, and Claudio Falucci, “Le fasi e la materia del 

percorso esecutivo,” in La Danae di Tiziano: del Museo di Capodimonte: il mito, la storia, il restauro, ed. 

Anna Chiara Alabiso, (Naples: Electa, 2005), 35-42. 

167 “Might not Alessandro there have asked Titian to think of a context which would provide a 

pretext for such a provocative and indiscreet display of female nudity?” Titian, in this scenario, would have 

been the one who ultimately decided on the new theme. Zapperi, “Alessandro Farnese, Giovanni della Casa 

and Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 164. Zapperi’s approach does encourage us to think about Paul III as a 

pontiff who would have disapproved of his grandson openly engaging in such behavior; as will be 

discussed in Chapter 5, the Farnese pope may have been venal in his nepotism, but there is no evidence that 

he pursued the pleasures of the flesh during his papacy. 
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The Roman Side of the Naples Danaë 

 

 

  The space of the Belvedere offered ample opportunity for Titian to engage with 

the artistic culture of Rome, both in its modern form and through the high-quality 

antiquities. The Venetian painter must have immediately become aware that the canvas 

he had in progress did not quite resemble anything else that was on view in Rome at the 

time, not only in subject matter—luscious reclining nudes were not a Central Italian 

specialty—but in style. Line, not color, was pre-eminent everywhere his eye might have 

fallen, whether in the serenely bounded forms preferred by Raphael and his bottega in the 

Stanze, Michelangelo’s more insistent lines in the Sistine Chapel and even in the 

Cappella Paolina, or even in the work of his friend Sebastiano. The local emphasis on 

contour and line found a plastic echo in the sculptures—even those missing pieces—of 

the Cortile delle Statue. Titian had brought an unusual product to Rome; the question 

became whether he would attempt to adapt his style to this new cultural context, as 

Salviati had done in Venice. 

 Nash argues that Titian did exactly this. Relying on the interpretation of the X-

rays by Ludovico Mucchi, who noted that the Danaë’s underlying paint layers appear to 

have been worked more freely, perhaps even with the fingers, she suggests that what lies 

underneath the surface of the painting reveals “the sort of rich textural quality generally 

associated with his late style,” and that the artist consciously chose to tone down the 

“Venetian” character of the painting.168 This assertion has never been repeated in the 

                                                 
168 Nash, “Titian: The Naples Danaë and the Venus of Urbino,” 17. 
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scholarship on the painting, perhaps given the trickiness of using X-rays to decipher the 

precise sequence of decisions about brushwork.169 Moreover, the claim that Titian had 

already “discovered” his late style and was merely restraining himself for his Roman 

patrons seems out of place.  

 In contrast, it appears that Titian’s work in 1540s suggests the roots of his later 

style, with the Danaë an apt illustration of his progressive experimentation with the 

expressive potential of the broken contour. In this he must have been encouraged not only 

by the subject matter of the painting, as Bohde argues, but by the very environment in 

which he worked on the painting’s final layers. The Danaë might well be sculptural in 

composition, but to the viewer who approaches her, she is all sensuality in execution. Not 

only was Titian’s canvas the perfect rebuke to Michelangelo’s own attempts to horn in on 

his field of specialization, it was a proud confirmation of the Venetian preference and 

identity. Titian committed to the fragmented contour, the permeability of line, in the face 

of the insistent boundedness of form and line that surrounded him in Rome in works both 

ancient and modern.170 Rather than tone down his colorito, he allowed it to stand as his 

calling-card—perhaps one of the first examples of his deliberate use of style as rhetorical 

strategy. 

                                                 
169 “X-ray photographs often seem to show what one might take for a sketchier and bolder phase 

underneath the surface; but this impression is in many cases produced only by the fact that contrasts of light 

and shade are usually exaggerated by the effect of X-rays, so that what seems a separate subadjacent phase 

is often the main paint layer appearing freer, with stronger contrasts than it shows in the painting in 

ordinary light.” Helmut Ruhemann, The Cleaning of Paintings; Problems and Potentialities (New York: 

Praeger, 1968), 129. 

170 Although Leonard Barkan rightly characterizes Cinquecento Rome as full of fragments, the 

ancient sculptures to which Titian had the most consistent access during this stay there—those in the 

Belvedere courtyard—were among the most complete and well-preserved of any in the city. 
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 It seems noteworthy, for example, that Titian did not sign any of the paintings 

executed in Rome, despite the fact that he was ostensibly there to cultivate new avenues 

for patronage. Louisa Matthew, in her study of Renaissance signing practices, notes that 

the painter, while inconsistent, tended to sign more of his later work than his earlier—

perhaps, she suggests, because of the greater proportion of destinations outside Venice 

for those works.171 Titian would sign the Madrid Ecce Homo “TITIANUS” at the left, for 

example, before handing it over to his other major patron of the period, Charles V.172  

Perhaps Titian realized that in Rome—specifically under Italian eyes—his work stood 

out enough that it would require no explicit signature. Unlike Michelangelo, who, 

according to Vasari, was forced to return to his youthful Pietà in secret to inscribe it with 

his name and city so that it would no longer be given to another sculptor, Titian could 

rely on the venezianità of his work to provide identification—even at this moment in his 

career when it was not as fully developed as it would be in later decades.173 The broken 

or scumbled brushstroke thus served as an index of its creator.  

Even if it remains difficult to distill Titian’s experience of the vast panorama of 

mid-century Rome, a number of his most significant encounters occurred within the 

space of the Belvedere, where his engagement with old friends like the Laocoön or 

                                                 
171 Matthew, “The Painter’s Presence: Signatures in Venetian Renaissance Pictures,” 642. 

172 Titian omitted “Eques C.,” which he frequently appended to his signatures, but would of course 

be unnecessary in a painting for his “Alexander.” Nor did Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle evidently need 

reminding of the artist’s status, as he signed the portrait of the minister (now in the Nelson-Atkins Museum 

in Kansas City, MO) “Titianus / de Cador.” On the latter, see Pierre Curie, “Quelques portraits du cardinal 

de Granvelle,” in Les Granvelle et l’Italie au XVIe siècle: le mécénat d’une famille: actes du colloque 

international, eds. Jacqueline Brunet, Gennaro Toscano, and Sylvie Béguin (Besançon: Cêtre, 1996), 162. 

173 See Vasari, Giuntina, 2:722.  
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Sebastiano del Piombo could produce new and unexpected results. Perhaps the most 

enduring of these was the fresh commitment to his open, expressive brushwork he 

demonstrated in the Danaë, his opportunity, at long last, to spar directly with 

Michelangelo. Of course, this was a fixed contest, at least in Vasari’s telling of it, as his 

agenda for the Vite could never permit that Titian emerge the victor. Rather, as we will 

see in the next chapter, it was only with regard to portraiture that Vasari could afford to 

give Titian a measure of the praise that he was due. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TITIAN’S PORTRAITS IN FARNESE ROME 

 

Mid-century Rome—Titian’s Rome—was indelibly shaped by the ambitions and 

intentions of Paul III, a pope who stood, according to the church historian Ludwig von 

Pastor, “at the borderland of greatness and decline.” 1  This chapter begins by evaluating 

this extraordinary figure, whose drive and ambition, expressed through such projects as 

the construction of Palazzo Farnese, the reorganization of the Campidoglio, and the 

ongoing work at St. Peter’s, helped to galvanize the city after the long torpor that had lain 

over it since the Sack. With a humanist background, Paul III well understood the power 

of Roman myth, drawing upon it for processions and pageantry alla romana throughout 

his reign. At the same time, Paul III’s willingness to challenge the established political 

order in Italy in favor of advancing his own family’s interests would pose a significant 

threat to his, and their, legacy.  

Titian arrived in Farnese Rome at a moment of heightened tensions between the 

pope and emperor, after Paul III had created a new duchy for his son Pierluigi against 

Charles V’s wishes. The Farnese hoped to recruit Titian’s portraits to provide implicit 

support for their agenda: the right of Paul III and his descendants to control a vast swathe 

of the Italian peninsula. In this sense, all of Titian’s portraits in Rome can be understood 

as sharing a single, ideal viewer, in the distant person of Charles V. The chapter begins 

by using a pair of papal medals—two of the many that the Farnese pope commissioned to 

                                                 
1 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:531. 
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circulate the achievements of his reign—to sketch the contours of the Farnese propaganda 

program, to which Titian’s portraits of the “celeberimma stirpe” were expected to 

respond to and amplify. 

During his time in Rome, Titian created a suite of portraits for the Farnese: Paul 

III with His Grandsons, Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, Pierluigi Farnese, Paul III with 

Camauro, the so-called Farnese Girl, and, for his old friend Bembo, another portrait of 

him as cardinal. Though all of these represent familiar faces from Titian’s “galaxy of 

personalities,” careful analysis of each work combined with recent technical and 

conservation data gleaned from examinations carried out in 2004-5 helps us discern in 

them the artist’s continued experimentation within the genre that had justly earned him 

fame. Titian’s Farnese portraits did not merely reflect a pre-existing system of signs, but 

rather actively shaped the reception and repetition of the Farnese image, long after the 

artist himself had departed the city—a success reflected, in part, by their use by 

subsequent Farnese artists, including Vasari, Salviati, and Zuccaro. 

 

A Roman Pope: Paul III Farnese 

 

 

 In 1551, recalling for the Venetian Senate the difficulty he had experienced in 

conducting negotiations with Paul III, ambassador Matteo Dandolo noted that the pope 

“never wanted to proffer a word if it were not elegant and exquisite, whether in the 
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vernacular or in the Latin and Greek languages, all of which he had mastered.”2 As a 

youth, Alessandro Farnese had honed this classical erudition first at the court of Lorenzo 

de’ Medici in Florence and then in the Roman academy of Pomponio Leto. He brought 

not only age and experience to his role as pope, but guile, as Dandolo went on to 

describe:  

And because he was very old, he spoke very low, and at some length; he 

never wished to deny anything that was asked of him, but nor [did he 

wish] the man who negotiated with him should ever be secure in having 

had from His Holiness “yes” more than “no;” because he always wanted to 

remain in the advantage of denying or conceding; thus he always decided 

with much delay that which he wished to deny.3 

 The delicate political conditions during the second quarter of the Cinquecento 

favored such careful statecraft. After Clement VII’s papacy had ended with a whimper 

rather than a bang, Paul III inherited a weakened papal state surrounded by potential 

enemies, almost all of them under Hapsburg influence.4 France and the Empire were 

constantly at each other’s throats, the Turks posed a consistent threat in the East and 

along the coastline, and the global grip of the Church was weakening. The Farnese pope 

attempted to respond to these problems in such a way that would reassert the centrality of 

                                                 
2 “Non voleva mai proferire parola che non fosse elegante ed esquisita, sosì nella volgare come 

nelle lingue latina e greca; che di tutte tre faceva professione.” Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti 

al senato, 3:338. 

3 “E perché era vecchissimo, parlava bassissimo ed era assai lungo; né voleva negare cosa che gli 

si addimandasse, ma né anco che in alcuna, l’uomo che negoziava seco potesse essere sicuro di avere avuto 

da Sua Santità il sì più che il no; perche’ lei voleva starsi sempre sull’avvantaggio di poter negare o 

concedere; quindi si risolveva sempre tardissimamente quando voleva negare.” Ibid.  

4 Naples and Milan were directly under imperial control by 1545, while Florence, Mantua, and 

Genoa were associated by allegiance. Venice, while independent, had already demonstrated its 

unwillingness to get involved in peninsular conflict during the Sack. Capasso, Paolo III (1534-1549), 1:5–

6. 
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the papacy, promoting, in particular, his role as peacemaker between the two Catholic 

monarchs, Francis I and Charles V.5 

 The ambivalence that Dandolo found personally frustrating in negotiating with the 

pope has also challenged scholars, who struggle to reconcile the many contradictions 

apparent in Paul III’s life: that the humanist-educated Alessandro Farnese would become 

the pope who approved the Index and the Roman Inquisition, for example, or that the 

reformer who would open the Council of Trent and confirm the Jesuit Order would be the 

same patriarch who stopped at nothing to advance his family interests.6 Perhaps Paul III’s 

construction of the Sala Regia and the adjacent Cappella Paolina bests suggests the 

duality implicit in his reign: the former space was intended to remind secular rulers of 

papal authority, while the latter was destined to serve the devotional needs of St. Peter’s 

heir. However global his ambitions, however, Rome was the Farnese pope’s main stage, 

one he attempted to reforge into a power center capable of facing a political order that 

had increasingly marginalized the Church in the previous decades.  

 Alessandro Farnese’s election as Pope Paul III in October 1534 induced 

widespread rejoicing among the native population of Rome. As the diarist Marcello 

Alberini wrote, “Cardinal Farnese was announced as pope and named Paul III, to the 

                                                 
5 The pope was extremely proud of his role in the Treaty of Nice in 1538, and the episode would 

appear in Vasari’s frescoes in the Cancelleria as well as in Palazzo Farnese. However, he would be 

embarrassed in September 1544 when Charles and Francis concluded their own peace at Crepy, to the total 

exclusion of the pope. Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:200-2. 

6 Capasso, for example, does not believe in the sincerity of Paul’s reform program, calling the 

Council a “furberia.” Quoted in Pedro Leturia, “Il Papa Paolo III promotore e organizzatore del Concilio di 

Trento,” Gregorianum 26, no. 1 (1945): 25, n. 15. Leturia himself takes the opposing viewpoint, arguing 

that reform was a key part of the papal platform. Luigi Spezzaferro has suggested that we should even 

consider the pope’s nepotism as part of a larger goal of serving and preserving the papal States; see “Place 

Farnese: urbanisme et politique,” in Le Palais Farnèse, ed. École Française, vol. 1 (Rome: École Française, 

1981), 107–8. 



- 215 - 

greatest happiness of the Romans, there already having passed many years without a 

Roman pope.” 7 Yet Alberini also acknowledged that the Farnese were still newcomers in 

a sense: “and even though he is not a native Roman, yet he is of the Roman barons and 

illustrious houses.”8 The Farnese family had entered the Roman sphere only in the early 

Quattrocento, when Paul III’s grandfather, the great military leader Ranuccio il Vecchio, 

was named Senatore of Rome. His son Pierluigi married a woman of the Caetani family, 

and their daughter Giulia would become the mistress of Alexander VI, leading to the 

nomination of her brother Alessandro as a cardinal in 1493.9  

 Following the election of his childhood friend Giovanni di Lorenzo de’Medici as 

Pope Leo X in 1513, then-Cardinal Farnese had seen a significant spike in his income.10 

This new prosperity made it possible for him to begin to make ambitious plans for his 

family, which by 1519 included four illegitimate children, of which two, Pierluigi and 

Costanza, would survive to adulthood. The first step was a marriage for his eldest son 

                                                 
7 “Fu pubblicata papa, con grandissima alegrezza massime de Romani per essere già molti anni 

che non sia stato pontefice romano, il cardinal Farnese et nominato Paolo III.” Domenico Orano, “I ricordi 

di Marcello Alberini,” Archivio della Società romana di storia patria 18 (1895): 386. This entry is dated 

October 13, which is the traditional date of Paul III’s election, but Alberini had already noted the election at 

the end of the previous day’s entry. The acknowledgement of the papal election in the records of the 

Conservatori (Archivio Storico Capitolino, Cred. I, tomo 17, 10r) is also dated October 12. I would have 

assumed the latter was a simple error, but Lodovico Antonio Muratori notes that there is a surprisingly 

wide variance among the primary sources on the date of the election, ranging from the 10th to the 14th of 

October 1534; see Muratori, Annali d’Italia dal principio dell’era volgare sino all’anno 1750, vol. 10 

(Rome: nella stamperia di Arcangelo Casaletti, 1788), 365. 

8 “El quale se bene non è nativo romano, pur è dalli baroni romani et delle case illustre romane.” 

Orano, “I ricordi di Marcello Alberini,” 386. 

9 On his family, see Paolo III (1534-1549), 1:44-51. The means of his entrance into the cardinalate 

would not be forgotten, as it earned him the nickname “Cardinale Fregnese” (translated politely as 

“Cardinal Petticoat”), as Venetian ambassador Antonio Soriano reported in 1535. See Alberi, Relazioni 

degli ambasciatori veneti al senato, 3:314. 

10 His income went to 9,300 ducats from 3,600 the previous year; see Spezzaferro, “Place Farnese: 

urbanisme et politique,” 96. 
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Pierluigi to Gerolama Orsini, the daughter of the Count of Pitigliano.11 Though Pierluigi 

was only ten years old when the marriage contract was made in 1513, his tutor Tranquillo 

Molosso exhorted him as the head of the secular Farnese line in the poems composed for 

the occasion: 

But you, so long as you are in the prime of life, so long as your years 

Blossom in the bloom of springtime, take good care of your youth, 

And restore such ruin into which your lineage has fallen, 

Lest the Farnese house itself disappear from its Rome 

Make sure of this -- time is stolen in its winged course 

And once the prime of life has fallen it will never be restored again.12 

 

 As the next step, Cardinal Farnese embarked on the construction of Palazzo 

Farnese (see Fig. 7), a project that would satisfy, in a material sense, Molosso’s urging 

that “the Farnese house itself not disappear from Rome.” In 1510, Albertini described the 

palace as “Palazzo Farnese, which the reverend Alessandro Farnese has expanded and 

ornamented,” though at this early stage is unclear how much of the building he could 

                                                 
11 Costanza had her own role to play in her father’s dynastic schemes. She married Bosio Sforza, 

the count of Santa Fiora, at some point in the 1510s; her son Guido Ascanio Sforza, born in 1518, would be 

made a cardinal by his grandfather alongside his cousin Alessandro, as discussed below. See Roberto 

Zapperi, “Farnese, Costanza,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, vol. 45 (Rome: Istituto della 

Enciclopedia Italiana, 1995). Accessed through www.treccani.it. 

12 “Sed vos, dum bona fert aetas, dum veris in ipso flore vigent anni, facilem exercete iuventam, et 

lapsi generis tantas sarcite ruinas, ne domus ipsa suae desit Farnesia Romae. Hoc agite; alato rapiuntur 

tempora cursu quaeque semel lapsa est, nunquam revocabitur aetas.” See Juan Andrés, Anecdota graeca et 

latina ex mss. codicibus bibliothecae regiae neapolitanae deprompta vol. 1 (Naples: Ex regia typographia, 

1816), 128. Thanks to Adam Foley for the translation. On Molossi, see Ireneo Affò, Vita di Baldassare 

Molossi da Casalmaggiore detto tranquillo (Parma: F. Carmignani, 1779). 

http://www.treccani.it/
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have seen.13 The cardinal was living there by 1519, when Leo X visited to inspect the 

building works in his friend’s new home.14 

 Since palace-building in Renaissance Rome was driven by more than just family 

considerations, the cardinal may have also desired to contribute to the Aristotelian 

magnificence of the city, as well as to compete with the building projects of other 

members of the papal court.15 His project conformed to the recommendations Paolo 

Cortesi gave in his treatise De cardinalatu, in which, for example, the author advised 

cardinals to choose a palace in the heart of the city and to create a grand facade so that 

“the ignorant mob will be deterred from threatening the cardinals with harm and from 

plundering their goods by the mightiness of the building and through admiration for its 

opulence.”16 Palazzo Farnese occupied a prime position between Campo dei’ Fiori and 

the relatively new Via Giulia (Fig. 121). The project’s scale and reach would increase 

over time, particularly after the cardinal’s election as Paul III in 1534, and its function as 

a sign of Farnese dominance in Rome would become its clearest feature.  

                                                 
13 “Domus farnesia ab Alexa[n]dro reve. de Farnesio tit[ul]us sancti Eustachii amplificata est atque 

exornata.” See Albertini in Murray, Five Early Guides, n.p. 

14 Helge Gamrath, Farnese: Pomp, Power and Politics in Renaissance Italy (Rome: L’erma di 

Bretschneider, 2007), 45. 

15 Christoph L. Frommel, “Sangallo et Michel-Ange (1513-1550),” in Le Palais Farnèse, ed. 

École Française, vol. 1 (Rome: École Française, 1981), 130. 

16 Cortesi gives the example of Raffaello Riario’s palace near Campo dei Fiori, which would later 

become Palazzo della Cancelleria. Paolo Cortesi, Kathleen Weil-Garris Brandt, and John F D’Amico, The 

Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace: A Chapter from Cortesi’s De Cardinalatu (Rome: Edizioni 

dell’Elefante, American Academy in Rome, 1980), 89. Although Cortesi’s treatise had a limited impact, 

Bembo and Paul III are suggested as two of the “pupils and followers” who might have followed Cortesi’s 

advice about the life of a cardinal. 
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 Paul III was one of the last Cinquecento popes to have come of age during the so-

called “golden age” of Roman humanism, and he was also the only one who had been 

reared in Rome itself. 17 Perhaps this helps to explain why the Farnese pope seemed to 

understand more clearly than his predecessors the visceral power of Rome’s many myths, 

and of the traditions that recalled the grandeur of the city’s imperial past while suggesting 

its rebirth in the Christian present. From the moment of his election, in fact, Paul III 

endeavored to perform romanitas. Alberini reported:  

And he, to show himself affectionate to this popolo, desired to be brought 

into Saint Peter’s by the Roman magistrates, that is the Conservatori and 

capi rioni and many gentlemen, ahead of the ambassadors, who formerly 

had been permitted to perform this act by the other popes, rejecting the 

Romans in order to keep them in their place.18  

As Guido Rebecchini has shown, the new pope would employ a series of all’antica 

displays and processions to conceal the weakened state of his new regime. The most 

famous of these would take place two years later, when Paul III used a dazzling display 

of pageantry to cover the discomfort involved in welcoming Charles V, Rome’s former 

conqueror, into what was still a damaged city for a triumph in celebration of the 

emperor’s victory over the Turks at Tunis. 19  

                                                 
17 For an overview, see Wallace Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought: Five Centuries 

of Interpretation (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1948) and the essays in Zachary Schiffman, Humanism 

and the Renaissance (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2002). For the concept of the “golden age,” see John 

D’Amico, Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome: Humanists and Churchmen on the Eve of the 

Reformation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983). 

18 “Et lui per dimostrarsi amorevole a questo popolo ha voluto esser portato in San Pietro dal 

magistrato romano, cioé Conservatori et capi rioni et molti gentilhomini, posposti li ambasciatori, li quali 

gia li altri pontefici, reietti i Romani, per tenerli più demessi, havevano per molto tempo ammessi in questo 

atto.” Orano, “I ricordi di Marcello Alberini,” 386. 

19 Guido Rebecchini, “After the Medici. The New Rome of Pope Paul III Farnese,” I Tatti Studies: 

Essays in the Renaissance 11 (2007): 147–200; see also Paolo Berdini, “Il Borgo al tempo di Paolo III,” 

Arte Cristiana 78 (1990): 235–48. 
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 On this occasion, in order to widen and straighten the ancient via triumphalis, 

several hundred houses and a few churches were demolished, while dozens of architects, 

painters, and stuccoists labored furiously to design ephemeral decorations for the route, 

including a triumphal arch at San Marco.20 The emperor, on horseback, was accompanied 

by a procession of civic officials and Roman nobles, all wearing all’antica garb.21 The 

route should have concluded at the Campidoglio, but this had to be altered in recognition 

of the site’s lamentable state, which could still be seen decades later in an anonymous 

sketch dated c.1555 (Fig. 122). Paul III would shortly begin to consider the renewal of 

this key part of the urban fabric, which began in 1538 under Michelangelo’s 

supervision.22  

 Throughout his tenure, the pope remained determined to show not only a strong 

face to the emperor and the broader European world, but a classically-inflected one—his 

own renovatio alla romana.23 One well-established way to circulate this type of message 

                                                 
20 See Bartolomeo Podesta, “Carlo V a Roma nell’anno 1536,” Archivio della Società romana di 

storia patria 1 (1878): 303–44, and Bonner Mitchell, Italian Civic Pageantry in the High Renaissance: A 

Descriptive Bibliography of Triumphal Entries and Selected Other Festivals for State Occasions (Florence: 

L.S. Olschki, 1979), 125-9. More recently, see J. R. Mulryne’s introduction to J. R. Mulryne and Elizabeth 

Goldring, eds., Court Festivals of the European Renaissance: Art, Politics, and Performance (Burlington, 

Vt.: Ashgate, 2002), 1-15, and John B. Scott, “Uses of the Past: Charles V’s Roman Triumph and Its 

Legacy,” in Tributes to Pierre Du Prey, ed. Matthew M. Reeve, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 81–97.  

21 Julius II had revived the custom of wearing ancient Roman costume in his own triumphal 

entrance; see Nicholas Temple, Renovatio Urbis: Architecture, Urbanism, and Ceremony in the Rome of 

Julius II (New York, NY: Routledge, 2011), 58. 

22 On the Campidoglio project, see James Ackerman, The Architecture of Michelangelo (New 

York: Viking Press, 1961), 142–52; Charles Burroughs, “Michelangelo at the Campidoglio: Artistic 

Identity, Patronage, and Manufacture,” Artibus et Historiae 14, no. 28 (1993): 85–111. The Roman triumph 

would also have important ramifications in Venice, as seen in the triumphal entrance accorded to Henry III 

of France in 1574; see Cooper, Palladio’s Venice, 214-224.  

23 See Lorenzo Canova, “La celebrazione delle arti del pontificato di Paolo III Farnese come 

nuova età dell'oro,” Storia dell’Arte 93-4 (1998), 217-34. 
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was through the coining of papal medals. Previously, these had been made at irregular 

intervals to celebrate a military victory, a peace treaty, or other accomplishment, but 

under Paul III they began to be produced annually on the feast day of Saints Peter and 

Paul (June 29). 24 More medals would ultimately be produced during his tenure than 

during that of any other Cinquecento pope.25 Among the incisori who designed these 

medals were Benvenuto Cellini, Leone Leoni, and Alessandro Cesati. Perino del Vaga 

and Salviati also evidently contributed drawings to the medal-makers on occasion.26 

Much like Titian’s Farnese portraits, these medals offer significant glimpses into the 

development of Farnese ideology; two of these will be examined in the next section of 

this chapter. 

 

Domus and Stirpe in the Farnese Papal Medals 

 

 

 One such medal (Fig. 123) coined in 1549 celebrated the ongoing construction of 

the pope’s family palace, the dominant new construction in mid-century Rome aside from 

                                                 
24 J. Graham Pollard, Eleonora Luciano, and Maria Pollard, Renaissance Medals, The Collections 

of the National Gallery of Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), xxxv. See also the recent 

dissertation by James Eynon Fishburne, “Casting an Ecclesiastical Prince: Portrait Medals of Pope Julius 

II,” (University of California, Los Angeles, 2014).  

25 More than 40 contemporary medals (as opposed to later re-coinings or so-called “restitution” 

medals) are listed for Paul III; see Modesti, C.N.O.R.P., 2:11–12. 

26 Pollard, Luciano, and Pollard, Renaissance Medals, xv. The role of incisore was significant 

enough, according to Cellini, to earn the enmity of many competitors when he was named to the position 

through the agency of Latino Manetti. By 1536, however, he and Manetti had become enemies, after 

Manetti tried to interfere with his own suggestions for a gift to Charles V; see Benvenuto Cellini, Vita 

(Naples, 1728), 75, 90.  
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New Saint Peter’s.27  The façade of the building appears on the reverse accompanied by 

the inscription FARNESIA. DOMVS. CVRA. EIVSD. IMPENDIISQ. A SOLO 

EXCITATA (“Palazzo Farnese, designed from the foundation by his own interest and at 

his own expense”). The depiction of the façade reveals the changes made by 

Michelangelo after he took over the project following Antonio da Sangallo’s death in 

1546, especially the replacement of Sangallo’s central Serlian window with a balcony 

surmounted by the papal arms.28 

 Technically, Palazzo Farnese was the residence of Pierluigi Farnese and was 

described in documents as “palazzo della duca,” but in practice, only Cardinal Ranuccio 

Farnese lived in the building by the time Titian arrived in Rome. 29  The massive papal 

stemma which survives on the façade helped established the pope’s authorship of the 

building, and Paul III’s personal stamp on the construction was reiterated not only on the 

inscription on the medal, but also the inscription accompanying Nicholas Beatrizet’s 

engraving (Fig. 124), executed the same year. Paul III may have been deeply concerned 

with the legacy of his family, but he certainly did not neglect his own personal legacy, of 

which Palazzo Farnese would survive as the most dramatic sign.  

                                                 
27 Modesti, C.N.O.R.P., 2:168, cat. no. 338. 

28 Earlier in that year, Michelangelo had won a competition sponsored by the pope to design the 

cornice of the building (to Sangallo’s great humiliation) and made further changes to the building once his 

rival was dead; the one most evident from the facade view on the medal was the replacement of Sangallo’s 

central Serlian window with a balcony surmounted by the papal arms, which was likely completed around 

the time of the coin’s casting. Frommel, “Sangallo et Michel-Ange (1513-1550),” 161. 

29 Duke Pierluigi, who at one point had been unofficially banned from the city of Rome by his 

father, lived in his various properties in Nepi and Camerino (and after his elevation to the dukedom of 

Parma and Piacenza in 1545, in the latter city). Pierluigi’s eldest son, Cardinal Alessandro lived in the 

nearby Palazzo della Cancelleria in his official capacity as vice-chancellor of the papal state. Pierluigi’s 

second son, Ottavio Farnese, lived with his wife Margherita d’Austria in the palace near Piazza Navona 

that she had kept from her Medici marriage. Ibid., 161.  
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 The impact of this sign lay not only in the sheer scale of the building itself—

massively increased once Sangallo took over the project—and its propitious location in 

the heart of the city, but in its developing relationship to the surrounding urban fabric. As 

Luigi Spezzaferro explains, the clever manipulation not only of the piazza in front of the 

palace—which the pope paid to regularize and “stage” appropriately—but also of what 

would become a “Farnese quarter” in the surrounding neighborhood, amplified the 

importance of both building and the family that owned it.30 The opening of Via Baullari, 

for example, served little practical purpose except to create a direct sight-line to Campo 

dei Fiori, Rome’s market square. The scopic regime of the palace, combined with the 

buildings growing bulk, thus expanded its impact well beyond its immediate confines. 

More than just the visible symbol of his family’s permanence that the then-cardinal had 

desired, Sangallo and later Michelangelo would craft a palace that could serve as a grand 

theatrical backdrop in the heart of Farnese Rome. In time, Titian’s own work would help 

animate its walls. 

 The circumstances surrounding the production of another papal medal, this one 

minted in 1545 (Fig. 125), helps us understand the political tension that characterized 

Farnese Rome during Titian’s time there.31 This medal celebrated a recent and 

controversial act of nepotism by Paul III through a discreet veil of classical symbolism. 

On the obverse, Paul III appears facing to the right, his head uncovered, wearing a stiffly-

embroidered piviale, the garment that signified the pope’s liturgical role as the leader of 

                                                 
30 Spezzaferro, “Place Farnese: urbanisme et politique,” 98–99. 

31 Modesti, C.N.O.R.P., 2:108, cat. no. 308. 



- 223 - 

the universal church.32  The reverse depicts a nude youth balancing a vase on his right 

shoulder as he waters a group of lilies emerging from the earth. With his left hand he 

touches—or perhaps holds at bay?—an eagle with wings spread. The accompanying 

inscription, ΦΕΡΝΗ ΖΗΝΟΣ ΕΥΡΑΙΝΕΙ, translates to “Gift of Giove / he waters well.”33 

Spoken aloud, the words form a riff on the name “Farnese,” a sophisticated bit of 

linguistic play that would have been easy for the medal’s designer, Alessandro Cesati, 

whose birth in Cyprus earned him the nickname “il Grechetto.”  

 The use of Greek combined with the all’antica iconography of Ganymede was a 

nod to Paul III’s classical erudition. According to Adolfo Modesti:  

The meaning of the allegory can be variously understood; however, it 

seems most pertinent to recognize in Ganymede the pope himself, intent on 

nurturing or cultivating the future family line, represented by lilies, and on 

keeping at bay a bird of prey. The eagle, which could be that of the 

Hapsburgs, and thus emperor Charles V, who was absolutely against the 

investiture of Pierluigi Farnese.34 

 This unpopular investiture took place less than two months before Titian’s arrival 

in Rome. On August 19, 1545, Paul III had declared his son Pierluigi the duke of Parma 

and Piacenza, creating a papal ally close to the imperial fief of Milan. Paul knew full well 

that this would not be welcome news to the emperor. Charles V had made it clear that he 

                                                 
32 The pope wears this garment, bare-headed, in Guglielmo della Porta’s two busts in Naples. A 

portrait attributed to Jacopino del Conte and now in Ajaccio depicts him in a piviale, its gold-embroidered 

fabric adorned with countless seed pearls, as well as the papal tiara, which was worn on certain feast days, 

including the anniversary of his election. See Agostino Patrizi Piccolomini, Caeremoniale romanum, ed. 

Jean Mabillon (Ridgewood, N.J: Gregg Press, 1965), 135, 141. 

33 Modesti translates this phrase “Dono di Giove / versa felicemente.” Modesti, C.N.O.R.P., 2:109. 

34 “Il senso dell’allegoria può essere variamente inteso; però sembra più pertinente riconoscere che 

in Ganimede si celi lo stesso Papa, intento a nutrire o a far crescere la futura stirpe, rappresentata dai gigli, 

e a tenere a bada un rapace, l’aquila, che potrebbe essere quella asburgica, e dunque l’imperatore Carlo V, 

assolutamente contrario all’investitura di Pier Luigi Farnese.” Ibid., 2:108. 
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preferred to see the new duchy bestowed on Ottavio Farnese, Pierluigi’s son and his own 

son-in-law.35 The pope, however, agreed to his unpleasant and violent son’s demands, 

though he attempted to mitigate the impact of his decision by returning Camerino and 

Nepi to the Papal States and requiring his son to pay Rome nine thousand scudi per 

year.36 The Ganymede medal, which must have been produced within a very short 

window between the duke’s elevation in August and the end of the pope’s eleventh year 

in office on October 13, offered a symbolic means through which to put a positive spin 

on what was a potentially destabilizing decision.  

 That Paul III was a determined nepotist was old news by this point in his reign. He 

had begun distributing offices to his family members almost immediately following his 

election in 1534, raising eyebrows by nominating two teenage nipoti, Alessandro Farnese 

and his cousin Guido Ascanio Sforza, to the cardinalate.37 A third grandson, the young 

Ranuccio Farnese who Titian had painted in 1543, would become a cardinal at the age of 

fifteen in December 1545.38 The pope had also lavished attention on the secular branch of 

                                                 
35 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:229–30. 

36 Unsurprisingly, Pierluigi did not pay; see Pio Pecchiai and Pietro Tacchi Venturi, Roma nel 

Cinquecento, Storia di Roma 13 (Bologna: Cappelli, 1948), 70. There was a nasty rumor, put about by 

Benedetto Varchi, that Pierluigi had raped the young bishop of Fano, Gheri, who died shortly thereafter; 

while this was likely anti-Farnese propaganda, it gives a sense of what contemporaries were willing to 

believe of the pope’s son. See Zapperi, “Pietro Aretino, scrittore devoto,” 145-6, for a sonnet by Aretino 

making reference to the scandalous affair. 

37 Cardinal Alessandro Farnese would subsequently become vice-chancellor of the church in 1535, 

and his cousin, Cardinal Guido Ascanio Sforza, would become vice-camerlengo in 1537—Paul’s nipoti 

thus shared the two most powerful offices in the papal court. For a mocking sonnet that addressed their 

nomination, see Abd-el-Kader, “Pasquiniana,” 200–204. For Cardinal Alessandro’s role in his 

grandfather’s program of patronage, see Robertson, Il Gran Cardinale, 15-22. 

38 Cardinal Alessandro reported his brother’s nomination to Giovanni della Casa in Venice, adding 

“che se bene l’esempio di dui fratelli cardinali li parerà forse piu nuovo che raro, come gliè, spero 
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the family, creating the duchy of Castro for his son out of Farnese lands and then making 

him gonfaloniere of the Church in 1537 (pardoning him, at the same time, for any crimes 

committed during the Sack of Rome, during which Pierluigi had fought as part of the 

sacking Colonna troops).39 None of this may have been terribly far out of the ordinary, 

but granting Pierluigi Parma and Piacenza in direct defiance of the emperor certainly was. 

In fact, the reshuffling of the political cards that the Ganymede medal quietly celebrated 

was met with amazement and scorn by many in Rome. Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga, writing 

to his brother the Duke of Mantua, derided the brief lineage of the Farnese in comparison 

to their own family: “it seems strange indeed that so new a prince should spring up like a 

mushroom in the night.”40 

 At the same time, it was evident that this was as high as Pierluigi would be 

permitted to rise. Paul III accordingly looked to his grandson Ottavio, whose strategic 

importance lay in his 1538 marriage to Charles V’s illegitimate daughter “Madama” 

Margherita, the widow of Alessandro de’Medici. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the pope 

was also hopeful that Charles V would settle the issue of Milan by bestowing it on 

Ottavio as a “neutral” third party.41 Adding to the dynastic picture, just a week after 

Pierluigi’s elevation, Madama had given birth to twin boys, named Carlo and Alessandro 

                                                                                                                                                 
nondimeno nella gratia di Dio che la sede a[posto]lica non havera da pentire di noi dui membri uniti, come 

saremo sempre alla sua conservatione et aumento.” Vat. Lat. 14831, fol. 181r. 

39 Affò, Vita di Pierluigi Farnese primo duca di Parma, Piacenza e Guastalla, marchese di 

Novara ecc., ed. Pompeo Litta (Milan: P.E. Giusti, 1821), 20. 

40 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:233. 

41 One witness in the Spanish court wrote that the emperor considered the pope “a downright 

simpleton” in this regard. Ibid., 12:182, n. 2. 
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after their powerful grandfathers.42 Though only Alessandro would survive infancy, the 

pope was undoubtedly encouraged by the fact that he and the emperor now shared a 

direct descendant. How much Titian was aware of the political complexities into which 

he was arriving in October 1545 is not clear, but given his travel with the duke of Urbino 

and his experienced contacts in Rome such as Bembo and Sebastiano, he must have been 

quickly brought up to speed on the travails of the dynasty he had come there to portray. 

 

A Dynasty on Canvas: Titian’s Portraits in the Farnese Service 

 

 

 A visitor to the Museo di Capodimonte in Naples today, entering the first, green-

draped gallery on the piano nobile, sees no fewer than five representations of Paul III on 

the far side of the room (Fig. 126). Two bust statues by Guglielmo della Porta frame 

Titian’s large canvas of Paul III with His Grandsons (see Fig. 6), and this painting is 

flanked in turn by his two smaller portraits of the pope: the Emilian portrait (see Fig. 67) 

to the left, and the Roman portrait, in which the pope wears the camauro, on the right 

(see Fig. 3). The wall to the viewer’s left has Titian’s portrait of Pierluigi Farnese with a 

Page (see Fig. 4), along with two others by the artist which do not date to his Roman 

sojourn: a full-length portrait of Prince Philip and a half-length of Charles V.43 On the 

                                                 
42 Gualteruzzi wrote drolly to Giovanni della Casa in Venice, “dicono che Sua Beatitudine usò 

queste parole a Madama … che temendo la discordia tra Sua Santità et la Maestà Cesarea se ella non 

havesse partortito se non un figliuolo, ne havea voluto far dui, accioché ognun di loro havesse il suo.” 

Moroni, Corrispondenza Giovanni della Casa, Carlo Gualteruzzi (1525-1549), 192, doc. 98. 

43 It is unclear when these latter two portraits entered the Farnese collection, as well as the location 

and date of their execution. Wethey does not consider the Portrait of Charles V an autograph work, but at 

the time he wrote, the painting had not been conserved; see The Paintings of Titian, 2:157, cat. no. X-18. 

This may have been the portrait of the emperor that Cardinal Alessandro received from Mignanelli in 1542, 
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right wall, Titian’s portrait of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (see Fig. 5) is occasionally 

accompanied by his portrait Cardinal Pietro Bembo [Fig. 127]), along with two other 

works not by his hand: Raphael’s portrait of Paul III as Cardinal (Fig. 128) and Andrea 

del Sarto’s copy after Raphael’s Leo X with Two Cardinals (Fig. 129). This impressive 

ensemble is exclusively male, a reminder of the limited role played by women in the 

visualization of Italian dynastic politics; Titian’s portrait known as the Farnese Girl (Fig. 

130) hangs, along with his Danaë, several galleries deeper into the museum. 44 

 

The Triple Portrait of Paul III with His Grandsons 

 

 

 The large triple portrait, intended to serve as a founding document of an 

ecclesiastic as well as a secular Farnese dynasty, was the most politically significant of 

the works Titian produced in Rome. Duke Ottavio, having just entered the papal 

presence, sweeps into a courtly genuflection and prepares to kiss his grandfather’s foot.45 

Paul III appears small and hunched in his chair, but his gaze is alert as he looks toward 

                                                                                                                                                 
possibly one made from a ricordo on the basis of Titian’s earlier portrait of the emperor; see Nicola 

Spinosa, ed., Tiziano e il ritratto di corte da Raffaello ai Carracci (Naples: Electa Napoli, 2006), 120. The 

portrait of Philip II is dated c. 1554, but nothing of its origin has been clarified; see Wethey, 2:128, cat. no. 

79. 

44 On women in Renaissance portraiture, see Patricia Simons, “Women in Frames: The Gaze, the 

Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture,” History Workshop Journal 25 (1988): 4–30; Paola Tinagli, 

Women in Italian Renaissance Art: Gender, Representation, and Identity (Manchester, England, and New 

York: Manchester University Press, 1997); and Andrea Pearson, Women and Portraits in Early Modern 

Europe: Gender, Agency, Identity (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2008). 

45 The fundamental source on the interpretation of this picture is Roberto Zapperi, Tiziano, Paolo 

III e i suoi nipoti: nepotismo e ritratto di stato (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 1990), who connects the 

narrative moment depicted to the ritual greeting of the pope which required three genuflections and kissing 

the pope’s foot and hand, described in Patrizi Piccolomini, Caeremoniale romanum, 120. 
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the new arrival. Cardinal Alessandro, resting one hand on the finial of his grandfather’s 

chair, gazes calmly out at the spectator, involving us in the moment at hand. Vasari wrote 

of this portrait, “[Titian] was given rooms in the Belvedere, so that he might put his hand 

to make once more the portrait of Pope Paul full-length, that of Cardinal Farnese and that 

of Duke Ottavio: which was excellently done and to the great satisfaction of those 

gentlemen.”46  

 Vasari’s praise of this work has often struck scholars as strange, given that it is 

noticeably unfinished. The three portrait heads are reasonably complete, but elsewhere 

the paint surface is flat and lacking in depth, and elements like the pope’s right hand—a 

ghostly claw—are merely sketched in.47 In the Danaë, X-rays suggested a greater 

freedom of play in the earlier layers which were subsequently refined on the surface; 

here, those underlayers have been left exposed in places like the pope’s white rocchetta, 

its folds sketched with sweeping strokes of lead white left unrefined by later glazes. The 

lack of these layers deprives the painting’s color of the richness and glowing depth seen 

in the Emilian portrait, displayed in direct contrast on the gallery wall. The incongruity 

between the appearance of the picture and Vasari’s praise of it led some, like Gustave 

Clausse, to suggest that the writer must have been referring not to the painting in Naples, 

but rather to some other, more highly finished version, which was subsequently lost.48 

                                                 
46 “Gli furono date stanze in Belvedere, acciò mettesse mano a fare di nuovo il ritratto di papa 

Paulo intero, quello di Farnese, e quello del duca Ottavio: i quali condusse ottimamente e con molta 

sodisfazione di que’ signori.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:812. 

47 An inventory of 1680 described the painting as “abbozzato;” see Giuseppe Campori, Raccolta di 

cataloghi e inventarii inediti di quadri, statue, disegni, bronzi, dorerie, smalti, medaglie, avorii, ecc. dal 

sec. XV al sec. XIX (Modena: C. Vincenzi, 1870), 237. 

48 Gustave Clausse, Les Farnèse peints par Titien (Paris: Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 1905), 70-4.  
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However, the status of the Naples painting as an original was established through 

technical examinations in 1975 and 2005 that revealed significant pentimenti beyond 

those visible to the eye. 

 Infra-red reflectography revealed the quick, sketchy strokes the painter used to 

capture the features of his live subjects as they posed in front of him. The head of the 

pope, the central figure of the painting, was laid in with brisk, authoritative strokes, 

though he played with the angle of the cheekbones and the position of his left hand.49 X-

rays (Fig. 131), meanwhile, revealed the most dramatic pentimento: an earlier head of 

Cardinal Alessandro, closer to the left edge of the canvas, his berretta pushed so far back 

on his head as to be barely visible.50 Titian also made changes to Ottavio’s figure, playing 

with the angle of his bowed head, which was previously inclined more deeply, and 

straightening his hooked nose—“the only moment,” wrote restorer Antonio del Mata in 

1975, “in which Titian wavered from taking [the portrait] from life.”51 The nose as Titian 

left it is still noticeably long, given Ottavio’s side profile, but as we can see from the 

portraits of Paul III and Pierluigi, this was something of a family trait.  

                                                 
49 The IRR image is unpublished; I rely here on my own examination of the image (in conjunction 

with Angela Cerasuolo, Responsabile del Centro Documentazione e Restauro della Soprintendenza per i 

Beni Artistici e Storici della Campania) on May 12-13, 2016, as well as the records of the restorers in the 

Soprintendenza’s files cited in the following notes.  

50 Raffaello Causa, “Per Tiziano: un pentimento nel ‘Paolo III con i nipoti,’” Arte veneta, 18 

(1964), 219. The restorers who worked on the painting in 2005 (Marco Cardinali, Manuela Falucci, and M. 

Beatrice de Ruggieri of Emmebi Diagnostica Artistica) wrote that the second head was “privo della 

elaborazione disegnativa e della vibrazione” of the first, but in my opinion, the slight lowering of the chin 

in the second version renders it less haughty-looking than the first version. See Fasc. 5/A/585, Centro 

Documentazione e Restauro. 

51 “Unico momento in cui Tiziano tradisce la ripresa dal vero.” Antonio del Mata, typescript 

“Relazione del restauro,” 1975. Fasc. 5/A/585, Centro Documentazione e Restauro. 
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 Another, less noticeable alteration during the painting process had a significant 

impact on the composition as we view it today. As it is one that has not been discussed in 

the published literature, I am indebted to conservator Angela Cerasuolo for pointing it 

out.52 On the surface of the triple portrait a faint line, visible to the naked eye but more 

pronounced a photo lit from the reverse of the canvas (fig. 132), cuts across the calves of 

both the pope and Ottavio. A second, less distinct band runs down the canvas at the right, 

where the duke’s left hand is lost in shadow (Fig. 133). These lines, according to 

Cerasuolo, indicate the edge of the original gesso preparation, implying that Titian began 

composing the picture within a shorter and slightly narrower field and only later 

expanded it across the entire available canvas (that is, without sewing on additional 

material).53 The canvas itself is the same kind of coarse damask weave as that used for 

the Vendramin Family (Fig. 134) just a few years earlier; as Jill Dunkerton notes, it might 

even have been cut from the same roll. Unlike other forms of canvas available in Venice, 

for which maximum width of the loom was typically one meter, these coarser twills were 

thrown on wider looms that could be up to two meters in width.54  

                                                 
52 Oral communication, May 2016.  

53 Cerasuolo notes that Titian’s portrait of Philip II in the Capodimonte also has a line across the 

calves, visible even to the naked eye, where the composition had similarly been expanded at a later stage in 

the painting process. The only other painting of which she was aware where this kind of expansion was 

detected was in Caravaggio’s Flagellation of Christ, which was remarked upon by restorer Marco Cardinali 

in “Caravaggio's Painting Technique. A Technical Art History,” in Caravaggio: opere a Roma: tecnica e 

stile = Works in Rome: technique and style, Rosella Vodret Adamo, ed. (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 2016), 

69. In that case, Cardinali suggested that the artist could have used temporary stretchers to work on the 

reduced scale of the earlier prepared canvas (however, since Cardinali was one of the restorers who worked 

on the Farnese portraits in 2004-5, it is puzzling that those records make no mention of the analogous 

expansions in the triple portrait and in the portrait of Philip II).  

54 Jill Dunkerton, Marika Spring, et al., “Titian After 1540: Technique and Style in His Later 

Works,” National Gallery Technical Bulletin 36 (2015): 42, no. 1. 
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 Comparing a digitally-trimmed version of the triple portrait (Fig. 135) with the 

final version reveals that the expansion of the pictorial field helped introduce greater 

distance between the spectator and the sitters. This in turn produces a greater sense of 

formality, one appropriate to a state portrait. Adding on to the composition to include the 

pope’s feet, for example, emphasizes the importance of the ceremonial greeting that 

Ottavio is performing. According to Agostino Patrizi, whose volume on protocol at the 

papal court was first published in Venice in 1516, all visitors who appeared before the 

pope had to genuflect three times and kiss his foot, which would be garbed in “red 

stockings with shoes ornamented with a cross in gold.”55   

  The expansion of the compositional field also provided enough space to depict the 

entire figure of Ottavio. His bent position might have been important in symbolic terms, 

but it was also rather awkward-looking and would have been more so in half-length. 

Titian had already played with moving his head slightly, so perhaps he hoped to increase 

the elegance of the young duke’s body by including his legs. The painter balanced this 

addition by adding on the strip of canvas at the right. Previously Ottavio’s left arm was 

cropped so that only the hilt of his sword was visible, but now his hand, cast in shadow, 

holds back the blade as he bows before his grandfather. This sword, a marker of nobility, 

was as much of a defining symbol for Ottavio as the cardinal’s berretta was for 

Alessandro. It is telling that Titian’s alterations to the painting allowed him to place 

further emphasis on both. 

 

                                                 
55 “Caligis rubris cu[m] sandalis aurea cruce ornatis.” Patrizi Piccolomini, Caeremoniale 

romanum, 125. 
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Titian Looks at Raphael 

 

 

 Titian’s composition owes an evident debt to Raphael’s Leo X with Cardinals, 

though only the figure of Cardinal Alessandro directly reprises the gaze and gesture of 

Luigi dei’ Rossi from the earlier picture.56 Titian would have known Raphael’s 

composition from Federico Gonzaga’s court in Mantua (though neither patron nor painter 

were necessarily aware that this was Andrea del Sarto’s copy and not the original, which 

remained in Florence).57 Titian made a number of significant alterations to Raphael’s 

composition. He was evidently not interested, for example, in replicating the sense of 

intimacy that Raphael had created among his three subjects by grouping them close 

together as well as close to the viewer. Even in the earlier, reduced dimensions of his 

canvas, Titian had positioned the pope and his grandsons at a greater remove from each 

other and from the viewer, and this perception was only heightened by the subsequent 

expansion of the field.  

 Also unlike Raphael, who had lavished detail upon an illuminated Bible and 

chased silver bell in his portrait, Titian did not highlight an object that could serve as an 

                                                 
56 Cardinal Alessandro uses only one hand, not two. Zapperi says “egli stringe con le due mani il 

pomo della poltrona del papa” but this is merely an error, as Alessandro’s other hand was never painted 

(see X-ray). Roberto Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnese,” in Tiziano e il ritratto di corte da Raffaello ai 

Carracci, ed. Nicola Spinosa (Naples: Electa Napoli, 2006), 53. 

57 The copy by Andrea del Sarto in the Capodimonte is believed to be the one from Mantua. 

Federico Gonzaga had admired the painting in Florence and requested it from Clement VII, who instructed 

Ottaviano de’Medici to send it to the marquis after having it copied. Ottaviano did the reverse, sending 

Andrea del Sarto’s copy to Mantua and keeping Raphael’s in Palazzo Vecchio. Even Giulio Romano 

proudly showed off the example of his master’s work to a visiting Vasari (himself del Sarto’s student); 

Vasari, Giuntina, 2:163-4. 
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iconographic key.58 The only object present is the hourglass toward the left edge of the 

canvas, which may be either a reminder of the passage of time or a memento mori.59 The 

importance of time, and particularly the threat of lost time, was as much of a poetic trope 

as it was a visual one; we recall Tranquillo Molosso’s poem addressed to young Pierluigi 

Farnese cited above, which warned that “time is stolen in its winged course / And once 

the prime of life has fallen it will never be restored again.”  

 The treatment of time, in fact, may represent Titian’s most significant alteration to 

his source material. Where Raphael depicted three men caught in separate moments of 

reverie, suggesting a moment of iconic stillness, Titian chose a moment of clear narrative 

action. Ottavio cannot hold his bow forever; once the ritual greeting is complete, the 

young duke will rise and the audience between the pope and the ecclesiastic and secular 

scions of the Farnese stirpe will begin. 

 Although Titian had drawn on Raphael’s work before—most notably in his 1543 

portrait of Paul III—his decision to do so in Rome, where the other artist’s memory was 

alive and well, was evidently more than a practical response to the nature of his three-

figure composition. Rather, it offered the Venetian painter another opportunity to 

compete with one of his great, albeit defunct, contemporaries. Unlike his attitude toward 

                                                 
58 Raphael himself took inspiration from Sebastiano’s portrait of Cardinal Sauli with his 

secretaries—a painting which also includes a book and bell on the table. On interpretations of Raphael’s 

portrait, see review in Nelson H. Minnich, “Raphael’s Portrait ‘Leo X with Cardinals Giulio De’ Medici 

and Luigi De’ Rossi’: A Religious Interpretation,” Renaissance Quarterly 56, no. 4 (2003): 1005-1110. 

59 This object was repainted by the artist and may have originally been an inkwell; however, 

Jestaz’s suggestion that it was altered once Titian realized he would not receive the desired benefice seems 

a bit on the nose (similar to Donati’s suggestion regarding the purse in Paul III’s Emilian portrait, cited in 

Chapter 3). See Bernard Jestaz, “Le collezioni Farnese di Roma,” in Palazzo Farnèse: dalle collezioni 

rinascimentali ad ambasciata di Francia, ed. Francesco Buranelli (Florence: Giunti, 2010), 76. 
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Michelangelo, of course, this was a professional rivalry, one lacking in personal 

undertones. 

 

Titian and Jacopino del Conte 

 

 

 Titian may also have considered the work of another artist active in Rome as 

comparanda for producing his triple portrait, the Florentine Jacopino del Conte. While 

few works can be securely attributed to him, Vasari wrote that he painted not only Paul 

III but all other popes during his lifetime.60 In the 1950s Federico Zeri assigned him 

several portraits, including a painting formerly in the Barsanti collection in Rome (Fig. 

136) that depicts a seated Paul III and a standing Ottavio within a loggia lit by cool, even 

light.61 A cityscape is visible over the balcony behind the young duke. The pope’s chair is 

on a dais, backed by a cloth of honor embossed with the Farnese lilies. His cross-adorned 

slipper is visible under the hem of his rocchetta, as in Titian’s picture. While Paul’s 

gesture suggests that he is speaking, he and his grandson are not looking at each other. 

Instead, Ottavio looks down his long nose at the viewer, one hand on the hip of his 

elaborate costume. 

  According to Zapperi, this portrait likely dates to 1543, when Paul III had returned 

to scheming for Ottavio to be named duke of Milan. Ottavio’s depiction in full-length, he 

                                                 
60 Vasari, Giuntina, 2:856. On Jacopino, see the literature review in Michela Corso, “Jacopino del 

Conte nel contesto artistico romano tra gli anni trenta e gli anni cinquanta del Cinquecento,” (Ph.D. 

dissertation, Roma Tre, 2014), 1-12. 

61 Federico Zeri, Pittura e controriforma: l’arte senza tempo di Scipione da Gaeta (Turin: Einaudi, 

1957), 19. The 1680 Farnese inventory had assigned the painting to Titian; see Campori, Raccolta di 

cataloghi, 237. 
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argues, was intended to mimic the “stateliness” of Titian’s much-disseminated portrait of 

Charles V (Fig. 137).62 I see no problem in locating this picture prior to Titian’s arrival, 

as I think that it demonstrated to the Venetian painter the difficulty of successfully 

combining a standing and a seated figure. Del Conte portrays Ottavio as very tall, enough 

so that his hair brushes the upper limit of the canvas, and the lack of connection by gaze 

or gesture to his wizened grandfather only heightens a sense of disjunction. Raphael, for 

example, had solved the seated-standing issue by manipulating perspective slightly; 

despite the standing cardinals’ proximity to the seated Leo X, their heads are actually 

only slightly higher than his. Titian’s solution was instead to position Ottavio in a 

sweeping bow, and to show the pope turning to acknowledge him, thus cutting the 

distance in both physical and narrative terms. 

 Another painting in Santa Francesca Romana (Fig. 138), now given to del Conte 

but formerly assigned to Perino, depicts the pope with an unknown prelate in a 

composition similar to the ex-Barsanti painting, though this landscape is filled with 

ruins.63 Unlike the portrait with Ottavio, however, this composition is pulled in close to 

the figures, cropping them at the knee. There is a fresh sense of intimacy between the two 

men, as the prelate’s genuflection brings his body closer to Paul III and they make eye 

contact. Although writers on the picture tend to assume it was created close to the ex-

Barsanti picture, I would argue that it could have been made after Titian’s time in Rome 

                                                 
62 Zapperi argues that Cardinal Alessandro’s jealousy at seeing his brother portrayed with their 

grandfather led him to invite Titian to Rome in order that he might be visually written into the family 

history. Zapperi, Tiziano, Paolo III e i suoi nipoti, 62–63. 

63 Corso, “Jacopino del Conte nel contesto artistico romano tra gli anni trenta e gli anni cinquanta 

del Cinquecento,” 173–76. 
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on the basis of a ricordo of the earlier portrait. The only changes to the pope himself are 

the angle of his eyes and the position of the left hand, suggesting a copy. It also seems 

unlikely that the pope would have sat for an entirely new portrait with such a low-ranking 

member of the clergy as the prelate in this picture—who surely cannot be, as some 

scholars would have it, a cardinal in mufti. 64 

 Based on these images, I propose we think of the relationship between Titian and 

Jacopino as a reciprocal one.65 While Jacopino’s portrait of Ottavio and Paul III may 

have pushed Titian toward a more engaged solution in his own triple portrait, Jacopino 

may have drawn inspiration in turn from the Venetian artist for the subsequent painting in 

Santa Francesca Romana.  

 

Charles V as Ideal Viewer of Titian’s Farnese Portraits 

 

 

 Beyond the immediacy of the papal court, the implied audience for Titian’s triple 

portrait was Charles V. We might well extend what Marcia Hall writes with respect to the 

northern Italian courts during this period to include Farnese Rome: “It is the emperor who 

                                                 
64 Corso notes that past identifications of the prelate as Cardinal Reginald Pole or Cardinal Ercole 

Gonzaga do not match other known depictions of these men. She does not mention the prelate’s attire, 

though it would be unheard of for a cardinal to be depicted without his red robes in the papal presence. It is 

more likely that the portrait was commissioned by a prelate connected to Monteoliveto in Naples, where a 

copy of this portrait exists. See Corso, “Jacopino del Conte nel contesto artistico romano tra gli anni trenta 

e gli anni cinquanta del Cinquecento,” 173–74. 

65 An analogy may be found in the still-contested issue of the relationship between Titian’s 1533 

Charles V with Hound in the Prado with the portrait of the same title and general appearance by Jakob 

Seisenegger in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. See the essays in Sylvia Ferino Pagden and 

Andreas Beyer, eds., Tizian versus Seisenegger: die Portraits Karls V. mit Hund: ein Holbeinstreit 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2005). 

 



- 237 - 

lurks behind one lavish artistic project after another, never as patron, but as the audience 

for whom it was readied or as the recipient of it in the form of a diplomatic gift.”66 Paul 

III had “readied” the city of Rome for the emperor’s presence in 1536, and his continuing 

investment in Saint Peter’s, in Palazzo Farnese, in the Campidoglio, were all projects 

designed for maximum impact, both in Rome and beyond.67 His employment of Titian, 

who had been knighted by the emperor for his portraits and named as his Apelles, may 

have similarly played into this relationship. 

 A confused passage in Vasari seems to describe a set of frescoes that would have 

made this implicit viewership explicit:  

For Ranuccio, Cardinal Sant’Angelo, of the house of Farnese, Francesco 

[Salviati] painted in the chamber that is in front of the great hall in the 

Palazzo Farnese two facades with a beautiful capriccio. In one he painted 

Ranuccio Farnese the Elder, who receives from Eugenio IV the baton of 

command of the Church, with some Virtues; and in the other Pope Paul III 

Farnese who gives the baton of the Church to Pierluigi, and meanwhile 

one sees in coming in the distance Emperor Charles V, accompanied by 

Cardinal Alessandro Farnese and by other lords, portrayed from life.68 

 As we will see below, Vasari was actually combining two different scenes, one in 

Palazzo Farnese in Rome and another in Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola. Nonetheless, the 

image this presents of Charles V as a distant but ever-present observer is an apt way to 

think about the Farnese artistic program as a whole.  

                                                 
66 Hall, After Raphael, 96. 

67 Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:237, 276. 

68 “Dipinse Francesco al signor Ranuccio cardinale Sant’Agnolo, di casa Farnese, nel salotto che è 

dinanzi alla maggior sala del palazzo de’ Farnesi, due facciate con bellissimo capriccio. In una fece il 

signor Ranuccio Farnese il Vecchio che da Eugenio Quarto riceve il bastone del capitanato di Santa Chiesa, 

con alcune Virtù; e nell’altra papa Paolo Terzo Farnese che dà il bastone della Chiesa al signor Pier Luigi, e 

mentre si vede venire da lontano Carlo Quinto imperatore, accompagnato da Alessandro cardinale Farnese 

e da altri signori ritratti di naturale.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:638. 
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 Titian’s portrait attempts to balance Ottavio and Alessandro as the heirs to their 

grandfather in the sacred and secular realms—both schemes requiring imperial support. 

As mentioned above, the pope hoped that the birth of an heir to Ottavio and Madama 

would help reconcile Charles V to Parma and Piacenza as Farnese fiefs, since the 

emperor’s own grandson would ultimately inherit. Cardinal Alessandro’s pose, with his 

hand resting perhaps proprietarily on his grandfather’s chair, suggests the possibility of a 

second Farnese papacy to match those of the Medici earlier in the Cinquecento. However, 

while Ottavio would—with difficulty—hold on to Parma and Piacenza after his father’s 

1547 assassination, within the context of the Counter-Reformation Cardinal Alessandro 

would never be considered papabile. 69 

 

INTERPRETING PAUL III WITH HIS GRANDSONS 

 

  A long critical tradition on the triple portrait has presented Titian as a truth-teller 

who revealed through his brush the ugly internal dynamics of the Farnese family. Such 

interpretations appeared to be supported by the abrupt quality of the unfinished work, as 

                                                 
69 For the struggle over the duchies, see Ma José Bertomeu Masiá, La guerra secreta de Carlos V 

contra el Papa: la cuestión de Parma y Piacenza en la correspondencia del cardenal Granvela: edición, 

estudio y notas (Valencia: Universitat de València, 2009). For an important study of the patronage of 

Ottavio and his descendants, see Diane DeGrazia, Bertoia, Mirola and the Farnese Court (Bologna: Nuova 

Alfa Editorale, 1991). Regarding Cardinal Alessandro, Robertson observes that he continued to live a life 

of secular luxury “long after notions of austerity and spirituality had come to dominate the Roman Curia.” 

See Robertson, Il Gran Cardinale: Alessandro Farnese, Patron of the Arts, 13. Another individual who 

was affected by Pierluigi’s assassination, and by the subsequent instability in the region, was Michelangelo, 

as part of his salary came from a toll on the Po River near Piacenza; see Hatfield, The Wealth of 

Michelangelo, 162-3.  
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if it were Titian’s hasty recording of an actual event. In this vein, Crowe and Cavalcaselle 

write:  

 One can fancy Paul surprised at the coming of Ottavio, charging him with 

intriguing against his father, Alessandro looking on at the lesson; and it may be 

that Titian was a witness of the scene, whilst the cleverness with which he 

reproduced it afterwards irritated the chief actor, and caused the canvas to be set 

aside, and left incomplete.70 

Harold Wethey echoes and expands on their opinion: 

 The elderly pope, bent with age, turns quickly and looks suspiciously at the 

obsequious Ottavio. ... It would be impossible to imagine a posture more 

revealing of feigned reverence than that of the bowing Ottavio, or a face more 

Machiavellian. ... Various writers have concluded with good reason that Titian 

had been witness to a violent scene between Paul III and Ottavio, and for that 

reason the picture may have displeased the pope.71 

Pallucchini argues that the painting represented a new conception of “reportage” in 

portraiture, one made possible by living alongside the patrons. While less polemical, his 

interpretation still assumes a truth value to the picture as Titian designed it.72  

 Among the few scholars who have objected to this type of characterization are 

André Chastel, who calls such interpretations “bizarre,” and Charles Hope, who 

dismisses them as “almost certainly a misreading.”73 Admittedly, of all genres of art 

portraiture seems the most ripe for psychological interpretation; we see a human face in 

                                                 
70 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:126. 

71 Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:125. Cecil Gould may have contributed one of the most 

memorable characterizations: “like a rat at bay, the aged and shrivelled Pope furiously turns to the 

sanctimonious young man.” See Titian as Portraitist (London: Publications Department, National Gallery, 

1976), 36. 

72 Pallucchini, Da Tiziano a El Greco: per la storia del Manierismo a Venezia, 1540-1590, 19. 

This trend continues even in recent scholarship; Gentili, for example, writes casually of the relationship 

among the Farnese men that Titian “vide perfettamento tutto questo.” See Tiziano, 218. 

73 “À notre avis bizarre.” Andre Chastel, “La cour des Farnese et l’ideologie romaine,” in Le 

Palais Farnèse, edited by École Française (Rome: École Française, 1981), 1:460, n. 7; Hope, Titian, 96. 
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the picture and instinctively attempt to “read” it, as if the person depicted were standing 

in front of us in the flesh. That Renaissance saw a renewed interest among both makers 

and sitters in producing portraits that could express, as Leonardo put it, “the motions of 

the mind,” seems to lend credence to this avenue of investigation.74 However, as Chastel 

and Hope recognize, any reading that sees a portrait purely as an index of interiority of 

the sitter, or of revelation by the artist, fails to recognize the theatrical production that is 

being put on for our benefit—one in which both artist and sitter have their own agency.75  

 More to the point, in this instance, such psychological interpretations ignore the 

fact that Titian was quite simply good at his job, one that encompassed not only the 

application of brush to canvas, but rather the satisfaction of his elite patrons. Whatever 

private frustrations or foibles may have colored the interaction between the three Farnese 

men, Titian was too professional to allow that to bleed into his depiction of them in a 

state portrait. Equally ludicrous is the notion that the painting’s unfinished state allows us 

to perceive a level of “truth” that the artist would have concealed in the final layers of 

glaze. While he may have left the painting incomplete when he left Rome in 1546, Titian 

had by no means given up on the Farnese, and would not have wanted to leave a bad taste 

in their mouths. Nor would the Farnese, for their part, have displayed a portrait that could 

be interpreted as an offense to their legacy.76 Pallucchini’s description of the encounter 

                                                 
74 John Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance (New York: Pantheon Books, 1966), 101-

4. 

75 See the discussion in Berger, Fictions of the Pose: Rembrandt Against the Italian Renaissance, 

107-117. 

76 Further, we can be assured that if the painting had in fact been received poorly in Rome Vasari 

would have let us know, rather than calling it “perfectly done.” 
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between the pope and his grandson as “worthy of Shakespeare” presciently links what we 

see to a theatrical stage, but we must resist the urge to give all the credit to the playwright 

and little to the actors themselves in their interpretation of their roles.77 

 

The Roman Portraits of Paul III and Cardinal Bembo 

 

 

 It is evident to anyone who looks at the two portraits of Paul III, as they share a 

wall in the Museo di Capodimonte, that the Emilian version, securely dated to 1543, 

served as a guideline for the later Roman painting. The canvases are of nearly identical 

dimensions, and the position of the pope’s body, seated at a three-quarter view, is the 

same in both pictures; his left hand is even identically cropped to include only the thumb, 

index, and part of the middle finger.78 The level of quality of the execution is distinctly 

lower in the Roman portrait, which, however, can only be attributed in part to its poor 

state of preservation. Gone is the palpable intensity that characterized the pope’s gaze in 

the Emilian portrait, and even the position of his left hand on the chair seems more limp. 

It is difficult to believe that only two or three years separate the two pictures, something 

that suggests that Titian was distinctly more flattering to his patron in the Emilian 

version—despite having had considerably less time at his disposal to produce an 

idealized depiction.79 

                                                 
77 Pallucchini, Da Tiziano a El Greco: per la storia del Manierismo a Venezia, 1540-1590, 19. 

78 106 x 85 cm for the Emilian portrait, and 108 x 80 cm for the Roman portrait.  

79 The portrait has not undergone diagnostic imagery, which might show us pentimenti. 
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 The Roman portrait entered the Farnese collection in 1600, when Fulvio Orsini 

left his considerable collection to Cardinal Odoardo Farnese, which indicates that it may 

not have been a direct commission by the Farnese.80 Scholars have suggested that the 

Roman portrait is simply a copy of the Emilian portrait, perhaps the one that Vasari 

reported as belonging to Guido Ascanio Sforza: “and from that one [he made] another for 

Cardinal Santa Fiora; both … are in Rome, one in the guardaroba of Cardinal Farnese 

and the other with the heirs of the said Cardinal Santa Fiora.”81 In my view, Vasari’s 

statement implies that Sforza owned an unknown copy of the Emilian picture, in all its 

challenging glory, rather than the less-impressive Roman picture. The ownership of 

versions of Titian’s Emilian portrait of Paul III by his two most powerful grandsons 

would have further demonstrated the familial allegiance shared among his nipoti.  

 The Naples portrait of Pietro Bembo likewise came to the Farnese through Orsini. 

It, too, is heavily damaged, enough that it is rarely on display. X-rays (Fig. 139) reveal no 

pentimenti, indicating it was likely done from a model rather than from life, and Susan 

Nalezyty demonstrates that all three portraits of Bembo associated with Titian share the 

position and contours of the body.82 As with the Roman portrait of Paul III, here the artist 

had several options for producing a replica or variant. He might have retained a ricordo 

in the studio, for example, since we know from the National Gallery portrait of Bembo 

                                                 
80 On Orsini, see Michel Hochmann, “Le dessins et le peintures de Fulvio Orsini et la collection 

Farnese,” Mélanges de l'Ecole française de Rome 105 (1991), 49-91. 

81 See Vasari’s quotation in Chapter 3. Robertson, Zapperi, and Hope have argued that this is 

Santafiora’s copy, while Pallucchini, Valcanover, and Wethey support it as of the Roman period; see the 

discussion in Spinosa, ed., Tiziano e il ritratto di corte da Raffaello ai Carracci, 148, cat. no. 22. 

82 Ludovico Mucchi, “Radiografie di opere di Tiziano,” Arte Veneta 31 (1977): 299–300; 

Nalezyty, “Il Collezionismo Poetico,” 148, 156–57. 
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and the portrait of Paul III given to della Casa that this was becoming a regular part of his 

practice in the 1540s.83 He could even, in theory, have made use of the earlier portraits 

themselves, given that they located were in Rome. Titian might have used, for example, a 

carta lucida, a thin piece of paper made transparent with the application of oil; placed 

against an existing canvas, a contour sketch would be made, which would be then pressed 

onto a fresh canvas to serve as a starting point for a subsequent composition.84  

 Of the two pictures, however, only the Roman portrait of the pope is demonstrably 

by Titian’s hand. Scholars generally agree that Bembo’s portrait was done by Orazio, the 

only member of Titian’s shop to accompany him to the papal court.85 This assessment is 

due not only to the poorer quality of Bembo’s portrait but also to its style. The treatment 

of the landscape, for example, is noticeably different between the two works; white 

pigment has been used to highlight the greenery in Bembo’s portrait in a manner quite 

different from the landscape visible in the pope’s portrait (Figs. 140-1). The patterns on 

the watered silk of Bembo’s mozzetta are depicted through similar playful whorls of 

white, in contrast to the delicate rendering used in the depiction of the same garment in 

Cardinal Alessandro’s nearby portrait (Figs. 142-3). 

 As mentioned in Chapter 3, Vasari attributed only one work to Orazio during his 

stay in Rome, a portrait of a musician in the pope’s household. A portrait of Bembo, 

                                                 
83 A version of the Roman portrait of the pope remained in Titian’s studio until his death, likely 

intended for further replicas; it is now in the Hermitage. See Donati, “Tiziano e il ritratto di Paolo III,” 70–

71. 

84 On this technique for transfer, see Robert Wald, “Titian’s Vienna ‘Danae’: Observations on 

Execution and Replicas in Titian’s Studio,” in Late Titian, 125–38.  

85 Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnese,” 54–55. 
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especially one based on Titian’s own work rather than a fresh sitting, would have been a 

similarly low-risk advertisement for the artist’s son. Portraying the pope, in contrast, 

might have seemed a task better left to the master’s hand.86  

 

 

The Portrait of Pierluigi Farnese with a Page 

 

 

 This portrait, which depicts the pope’s son Pierluigi to mid-thigh, has suffered 

severe losses to the paint layers. The duke appears clad in a suit of armor and holds a 

baton of command as he looks over his shoulder to the viewer’s left, in a more dynamic 

variant of the pose Titian had chosen for Duke Francesco Maria della Rovere (Fig. 144) 

in c.1536-8.87 Next to Pierluigi, a page wearing a helmet carries an orange standard with 

a set of arms that have been heavily damaged. According to the 1644 inventory entry, this 

was “the standard of the generalship of the Holy Church,” meaning that Titian painted the 

pope’s son as gonfaloniere rather than in his new and controversial role as Duke of 

Parma and Piacenza—surely a choice calculated to avoid giving offense to the imperial 

dignity.88 

                                                 
86 According to Sebastiano Resta, writing in the Seicento, Orazio did make some copies of Titian’s 

portrait of the pope—likely the Emilian one, given its popularity—one of which Resta claimed to have 

bought. See Giovanni Gaetano Bottari and S. Ticozzi, eds., Raccolta di lettere sulla pittura, scultura ed 

architettura scritte da’ più celebri personaggi dei secoli XV, XVI, e XVII, vol. 3 (Milan: G. Silvestri, 1822), 

498. 

87 On the della Rovere portrait, see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:135, cat. no. 89. This 

similarity was noted by Clausse, Les Farnèse peints par Titien, 127. 

88 “Un quadro in tela con cornice dorata dipintovi il duca Pierluigi armato con suo scudiere che 

tiene lo stennardo del generalato di. S. Chiesa.” Bernard Jestaz, L’inventaire du Palais et des propriétés 

Farnèse à Rome en 1644 (Rome: École Française, 1980), n.4353. 
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 Diagnostic imagery reveals a number of pentimenti. Most striking is that Pierluigi 

once looked directly out at the viewer, while his servant gazed up at him.89 Averting the 

duke’s gaze from the viewer may have been another way to avoid even a confrontation, 

even a metaphorical one, with Charles V, presumably the work’s ideal viewer. This is 

also one reason, according to Zapperi, why Pierluigi was absent from the triple portrait 

(though decorum may also have precluded Paul III from appearing with his natural son, 

who could not be passed off as a mere nipote).90 

 Of course Pierluigi’s absence can also be attributed to the fact that he was not in 

Rome during Titian’s eight months there, but rather was off consolidating his authority in 

his new duchies of Parma and Piacenza. Crowe and Cavalcaselle suggest that the Naples 

portrait might have been painted on Titian’s return voyage to Venice during a stopover in 

Piacenza, claiming that the lean features must reflect the duke’s poor health in the years 

directly preceding his assassination.91 Several facts reduce the likelihood of their theory, 

however. First, there is no documentary evidence that Titian visited Piacenza; such an 

itinerary would have taken him 150 miles northwest of Florence and required a lengthy 

overland journey back to Venice (on his return trip, he did not enjoy the security of a 

                                                 
89 The alterations to the servant’s helmet and gaze are most noticeable in infrared reflectography. 

The earlier position of Pierluigi’s gaze is visible through relatively low-tech means: a photo taken through 

the back of the canvas, which is a type of imaging possible only when the canvas not been relined, and 

when the paint layers are relatively thin. In this image, what appears to be a grimace of bared teeth is likely 

just a surviving dab of lead white, though it certainly fits the duke’s reputation. These unpublished images 

were consulted at the Centro Documentazione e Restauro, Naples. 

90 Zapperi, Tiziano, Paolo III e i suoi nipoti, 66–67. 

91 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, 2:130-1. The claim was repeated by Clausse, Les Farnèse peints par 

Titien, 124-6. 
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ducal escort as he had on the road to Rome).92 Crowe and Cavalcaselle also based their 

impression of Titian’s portrait of Pierluigi on its presumed relationship to another portrait 

by Titian that appeared to depict the duke in greater health, which they believed the artist 

had painted during his time in Bologna in 1543. However, this work, now in the Palazzo 

Reale in Naples (Fig. 145), is today attributed to Salviati.93 

 While incorporating the duke into the group portrait might have been difficult, his 

absence would have posed little issue for an independent portrait. Titian had plenty of 

experience portraying people he had not met, such as Empress Isabella of Portugal or 

Francis I, as well as executing portraits of absent sitters, as we saw with Bembo.94 In this 

case Titian was at least probably familiar with Pierluigi, their paths having crossed in 

Bologna in 1543, so the painter might have been able to draw on his own impressions of 

the duke’s fiery personality. However, the three-quarter view of the duke’s face suggests 

the use of another portrait as a source (as opposed to a coin)—perhaps Salviati’s portrait 

in the Palazzo Reale, which would explain the visual similarity between the two and also 

fit with Titian’s contemporary practice. 

                                                 
92 See Chapter 6. 

93 First assigned to Salviati by Iris Cheney, “Francesco Salviati (1510-1563)” (Ph.D. dissertation, 

New York University, 1963), 424–25 see also Luisa Mortari, Francesco Salviati (Rome: Leonardo-De 

Luca, 1992), 160, n. 182. If the attribution is correct, the portrait must date before 1544, when Salviati 

abruptly left the duke’s court without permission, leaving his former patron in a rage. Annibale Caro’s 

subsequent letter to Salviati acknowledged the difficulty artists have in pleasing their patrons, who often 

understand little of their craft and expect quick satisfaction. Caro promised to attempt to smooth things over 

with Pierluigi and, failing that, prevent him from seeking retribution. Annibal Caro, Lettere familiari, ed. 

Aulo Greco (Florence: F. Le Monnier, 1957), 218. 

94 For Isabella’s portraits by Titian, see Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:110-11, cat. no. 53; 

2:194-5, cat. no. L-6; and 2:200-1, cat. no. L-20. For the portrait of Francis I, see ibid., 2:102, cat. no. 37. 
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 Pierluigi would meet a violent death in 1547, when he was beaten and thrown out 

of the window of his palace in Piacenza in an assassination led by Ferrante Gonzaga, 

imperial governor of Milan.95 This would prove a stunning, though not fatal, blow for the 

aged pope, not least because of the implication of Charles V’s approval of the 

conspiracy.96 If the portrait is somewhat circumspect in its depiction of Pierluigi’s 

ferocity, Titian’s ability to hint at the bridled energy concealed by the duke’s averted 

gaze makes it a remarkably compelling picture in spite of its damaged state. 

 

The Portrait of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese 

 

 

 Titian’s half-length portrait shows Cardinal Alessandro standing against a neutral 

background, with a green curtain lifted away at the upper left.97 He makes eye contact 

with the viewer, though his body is gently turned toward the left. Only his left hand, 

holding a glove, is visible; the other is hidden by a shadow of undetermined origin. The 

solemnity of Alessandro’s features belies his twenty-five years of age. Rather handsome, 

                                                 
95 Affò, Vita di Pierluigi Farnese primo duca di Parma, Piacenza e Guastalla, marchese di 

Novara ecc., 181. 

96 Mendoza reported to Charles V from Rome that the pope claimed to believe in the emperor’s 

innocence in the matter, though the ambassador worried that this was dissimulation designed to allow the 

pope to prepare to take revenge secretly. See Spivakosky, Son of the Alhambra: Don Diego Hurtado de 

Mendoza, 1504-1575, 194.  

97 Visitors to the Capodimonte in 2016 encountered this portrait before they ever entered the 

galleries; Cardinal Farnese’s image, with the Photoshopped addition of a yellow hard hat, adorned large 

placards on the entrance level that apologized for ongoing construction at the museum. Yet another 

example of a picture’s ongoing “social life,” though hardly the kind of role that the “gran cardinale” could 

have imagined for himself in the mid-Cinquecento. 
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he noticeably lacks the long Roman nose of his brother, father, and grandfather, as visible 

in their nearby portraits.98 

 Crowe and Cavacaselle described the painting’s condition in dismal terms: “the 

tameness is doubtless due to time, abrasion and neglect, from which the canvas has 

suffered almost irretrievable injury. So bad indeed is the preservation, so dry the pigment, 

that we fail to recognise the hand of Titian.”99 The cleaning and restoration conducted in 

2005, however, removed layers of varnish to restore the painting’s chromatic richness. 

The curtain that had appeared violet in Crowe and Cavalcaselle’s day and practically 

black before the cleaning (Fig. 146), revealed itself as a vibrant green. A lightening of 

this brownish hue toward the upswept corner of the curtain suggests a hidden light source 

beyond. Similarly restored were the violet bands, which had appeared reddish before 

cleaning, at the end of Alessandro’s pure white sleeves, and the rich blue of the collar 

visible above the mozzetta, itself surmounted by a thin tuft of white fabric.  

 Once again, X-rays reveal changes made during the painting process.100 Originally 

the cardinal seems to have been depicted seated, as demonstrated by an earlier 

positioning of his arms. The left arm holding the glove was lower and came out toward us 

more directly, while the right arm was fully painted. In the final portrait it is obscured by 

                                                 
98 The cardinal’s good looks were referenced in a critical pasquinade that appeared in 1540 which 

included the lines “Tu sei amato un po’ per esser bello; / Del resto sei della Corte un zimbello …” See Abd-

el-Kader, “Pasquiniana,” 202–3. 

99 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:89. 

100 The X-rays are unpublished; I examined them at the Centro di Documentazione e Restauro in 

conjunction with Angela Cerasuolo on May 12-13, 2016. 
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shadow, under which no arm was ever painted.101 Seated, three-quarter portraits of 

cardinals were fairly standard in the Cinquecento, following exempla set first by Raphael 

in his portrait Julius II (see Fig. 66) and subsequently adapted by Sebastiano. In addition 

to Titian’s portraits of Bembo, we can consider such examples as the portrait of Cardinal 

Antonio Pallavicino in the Pushkin Museum (Fig. 147), formerly assigned to Sebastiano 

(and now after cleaning, dubiously announced as Titian) or Sebastiano’s portrait of 

Cardinal Bandinello Sauli and His Secretaries (Fig. 148).102 The only significant 

precedent for a cardinal depicted standing, in contrast, was Raphael’s portrait of Paul III 

as a Cardinal. Titian’s alteration to his own portrait—the first to emulate Raphael’s 

innovation in this regard—may well have been intended to increase the visual connection 

between the two Alessandros.  

 The younger Alessandro even imitates his grandfather’s attire, as they are the only 

two of the cardinals named above who wear the mantelletta—a knee-length garment open 

in the middle with slits rather than sleeves—in addition to the mozzetta in their portraits. 

The others wear only the mozzetta over their white rocchetta. Several elements in Titian’s 

portrait set the young cardinal Alessandro apart, however. No other cardinal appears with 

                                                 
101 The 2004-5 restoration report notes “si veda in particolare la traccia, chiara in radiografia, che 

suggerisce una differente posizione del braccio sinistro, in origine più abbassato, e del braccio destro che 

era disteso e dipinto fino alla mano, lasciando ippotizzare una prima diferente posizione del personaggio, 

presumibilmente seduto, con le braccia appoggiate ai braccioli di una sedia.” Fasc. 5/E/779, Centro di 

Documentazione e Restauro. The presence of the black shadow (which restorer Claudio Palma told me he 

could not explain, and which once prompted scholars to suggest the portrait was not Titian’s work) was 

distinctive enough to be included in the description of the picture in the Campori inventory: “Ritratto del 

Cardinale S. Angelo, berretta in capo, tiene li guanti nella sinistra, e la destra in ombra.” Campori, Raccolta 

di cataloghi e inventarii, 234.  

102 For Sauli’s portrait, and evidence of Sebastiano’s role in shaping the typology of cardinal 

portraiture in general, see Oliver Tostmann, “Sebastiano del Piombos Bildnis Bendinello Saulis und das 

Kardinalsporträt im frühen Cinquecento,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 74, no. 3 (2011): 311–48. 
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violet hems to his sleeves (instead of red) or has a blue doublet visible under his 

cardinal’s robes.103 Taken together with the attribute of the leather glove clutched in his 

hand, it is clear that Cardinal Alessandro wanted to appear as both gentleman and 

ecclesiastic.104 Undoubtedly he hoped to follow in the footsteps of the grandfather whose 

name he shared, but the glove and the signorial pops of color suggest a fresh spin on the 

concept of a “prince of the church.” Providing such a flattering portrayal was, of course, a 

politic move on Titian’s part—not only was Cardinal Alessandro the painter’s direct 

source of patronage within the Farnese family, he may also have appeared (at least at that 

moment) to be a viable candidate for a future papacy. 

 

Portraits of Farnese Women 

 

 

 As mentioned above, dynastic portraiture in patriarchal Italy was overwhelmingly 

male, a reality echoed in Titian’s surviving portraiture, which Rona Goffen estimated 

includes scarcely more than a dozen female portraits versus over a hundred male 

portraits.105 Even so, in the case of the Farnese, the exclusion of Madama Margherita 

d’Austria from the suite of dynastic portraits executed by Titian remains somewhat 

surprising, insofar as she provided the matrimonial link between the Farnese and the 

                                                 
103 For example, there is no evidence from the conservation and restoration efforts that this is due 

to a change in the pigments or to a thinning in an upper layer of glaze. 

104 Zapperi comments only on the lordliness of Alessandro’s grip on the gloves, not the doublet’s 

visibility nor the color of the cuffs (the latter of which appeared red prior to the recent cleaning). See 

Tiziano, Paolo III e i suoi nipoti, 86-7. 

105 Goffen, Titian’s Women, 57. 
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Hapsburg emperor. Although she had been recalcitrant regarding her remarriage to 

Ottavio Farnese after the death of Alessandro de’Medici, by the time of Titian’s arrival 

Madama was in the pope’s favor thanks to the birth of her sons.106 Is it possible that 

Titian did paint a portrait of this lady which has simply disappeared from notice?  

 The Farnese inventories include several portraits of the duchess assigned to Titian, 

but none of these seem to have been his work. The 1653 inventory, for example, 

describes “a portrait of Madama d’Austria head and bust, on panel, by the hand of 

Titian,” which is clarified in the inventory of c. 1680 as a small portrait depicting the 

“head of Margarita of Augustria wearing a white veil and a double necklace of pearls, by 

Titian.”107 Based on the description, however, this was likely a work based on Mor’s 

c.1562 full-length depiction of the duchess, now in Berlin (Fig. 149), a work that became 

the duchess’ “official” portrait and was copied repeatedly. Two smaller, bust-length 

paintings in Vienna and in Schloss Ambras match the Farnese inventory item, for 

example, but both are fairly dry extracts from Mor’s work.108 

                                                 
106 For example, on August 15, the speserie segrete records a payment of 1,100 scudi made to her 

so that she might have “dui paramenti di camera ricamata” made in celebration of the occasion; see 

Bertolotti, Speserie segrete e pubbliche di papa Paolo III, 195. 

107 In the 1653 inventory: “un ritratto di Madama d’Austria testa, e busto in tavola ... mano did 

Titiano.” See Giuseppe Bertini, La galleria del duca di Parma: storia di una collezione (Bologna: Nuova 

Alfa editoriale, 1987), 367. In the 1680 inventory: “Un quadro alto on. 10., largo 8, in tavola. Una testa di 

Margarita del’ Austria con velo bianco in testa e doppia collana di perle al collo, di Tiziano.” See Campori, 

Raccolta di cataloghi e inventarii, 267. 

108 The Schloss Ambras painting is attributed to Adriaen Keye, and the Vienna work to Mor 

himself; see Giuseppe Bertini, “Parma and Piacenza,” in The Court Cities of Northern Italy : Milan, Parma, 

Piacenza, Mantua, Ferrara, Bologna, Urbino, Pesaro, and Rimini, ed. Charles M. Rosenberg (Cambridge; 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 113. On Mor’s portraits of Madama, see Woodall, Anthonis 

Mor, 388-406. 
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 Another picture is described in the earliest inventory c. 1644 as “a large painting 

on canvas in which Madama Margherita d’Austria, seated, is depicted from life, and in 

front of her is painted a fictive statue of Charles V, by the hand of Titian.”109 The 

inclusion of the emperor would provide an interesting twist, but in this case the picture, 

now in the Galleria Nazionale di Parma (Fig. 150), is very clearly not by Titian’s hand. 

Federico Zeri attributes it to Bartolomeo Cancellieri, a Ferrarese painter who would be 

paid in 1555 for portraits of the ducal family.110 Inventory-writers could be rather over-

zealous in assigning the names of famous artists to works in great collections. In the case 

of the Farnese, it may have seemed logical to them, as it might to us, that at least one of 

the portraits of Madama in the family’s collection might be by Titian’s hand, but no work 

has yet appeared that would fit the criteria. 

 Titian did produce one image of a woman for the Farnese that has occasionally 

been considered a portrait, and at other times merely an ideal beauty: the so-called 

Farnese Girl (see Fig. 130). This painting is in excellent condition, and the recent 

cleaning has returned the delicacy of the tints in her flesh. Titian worked with a loaded 

brush and a free hand, particularly in the details of her costume; the strokes that create the 

contours of the transparent, gauzy oversleeves merited mention in the 1680 inventory, 

“arms and shoulders wreathed white.”111 Her soft, rounded features are familiar to those 

                                                 
109 “Un quadro grande in tela … dentro è dipinto del natural Madama Margherita d’austria a 

sedere et appresso di lei dipinta una testa ad uso di statua di Carlo V, mano di Titiano.” Jestaz, L’inventaire 

du Palais et des propriétés Farnèse à Rome en 1644, n. 4379. 

110 Federico Zeri, “Un pittore del Cinquecento ferrarese: Bartolomeo Cancellieri,” Antologia di 

Belle Arti 2 (1978): 112–13. 

111 “Le maniche e gli spalazzi fiorati in bianco.” Campori, Raccolta di cataloghi e inventarii, 236; 

quoted in Spinosa, ed., Tiziano e il ritratto di corte da Raffaello ai Carracci, 144. 
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who know Titian’s work, and she calls to mind a series of similar “beauties,” including 

the nearby Danaë herself.  

 As Harold Wethey observes, potential identification of the subject of the painting 

as either Titian’s daughter Lavinia or Cardinal Alessandro’s daughter Clelia Farnese are 

without merit; he was therefore content to leave the picture’s title as Venetian Girl.112 

However, her Farnese title is justified by evidence suggesting that the inspiration for the 

painting may have been a Roman courtesan who was the cardinal’s mistress. 113 In his 

1544 letter to Cardinal Alessandro (already quoted in Chapter 4), Giovanni della Casa 

had requested a sketch of this woman from Giulio Clovio, writing “and if Don Giulio will 

send him the sketch of Lady Camilla’s sister-in-law, [Titian] will make it well and it will 

certainly resemble her.”114 According to Roberto Zapperi, “Camilla was a familiar nom-

de-guerre favoured by courtesans who were anxious to add a touch of nobility to their 

calling by choosing a name from antiquity,” and thus her “sister-in-law,” revealed in 

other correspondence as Angela, must also have been a courtesan.115  

 Later on in the letter della Casa suggested that Titian would be able to incorporate 

Clovio’s sketch into the unfinished Danaë: “he would like to add to it the head of the 

above-mentioned sister-in-law, so that he might receive the benefice.”116 Rona Goffen 

                                                 
112 Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 2:147-8, cat. no. 111.  

113 Goffen, Titian’s Women, 218. 

114 “Et se Don Iulio gli manda lo schizzo della cognata della Signora Camilla, lo farà grande et 

somigliaralla certo.” Hope, “A Neglected Document on Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 189. 

115 Zapperi, “Alessandro Farnese, Giovanni della Casa and Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 162. 

 116 “Oltra di ciò ha presso che fornita, per commession di Vostra Signoria Reverendissima, una 

nuda che faria venir il diavol adosso al cardinale San Sylvestro; et quella che Vostra Signoria 



- 254 - 

denies that any individual features appear in the Danaë as it was finally painted, arguing 

rather that it reflects only Titian’s preferred idealization of a female face, appearing in 

multiple contexts over the course of his career. Yet as Zapperi points out, the fact that 

these two references are separated in the letter’s text suggests that the nuncio was making 

reference to two separate endeavors: first, an independent portrait of the cardinal’s 

mistress (the Farnese Girl), and second, the possibility—never executed—of adding 

Angela’s features to what would become the Danaë.117  

 X-rays (Fig. 151) of this painting reveal that while the Farnese Girl’s features 

were initially rounder and a bit coarser, Titian made her face more slender and her 

features more delicate in the final version. The suggestion that these alterations were 

intended to protect the cardinal from the embarrassment of having a recognizable portrait 

of his mistress does not fit with Cardinal Alessandro’s other activity as Titian’s private 

patron, however. After all, not only did he commission the Danaë—the work that della 

Casa predicted would so disturb Tommaso Badia—he also allowed Titian to display it in 

the Vatican Belvedere.118 Rather, the alterations may simply reflect the combination of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Reverendissima vide in Pesaro nelle camere de ‘l Signor duca d’Urbino è una teatina appresso a questa; et 

vole appicciarle testa della sopradetta cognata, pur che ‘l benefitio venga.” Ibid. 

117 Zapperi, “Alessandro Farnese, Giovanni della Casa and Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 160-1. 

Strangely, he also assumes that the portrait of Camilla was made at della Casa’s own initiative, not the 

cardinal’s: “Della Casa now suggested that Titian should also make additional painting: he spoke to him of 

a woman whom Alessandro loved, and proposed that he should paint a portrait of her, evidently to be 

offered as a specially appealing gift. However, this woman lived in Rome, not Venice, so in order to 

portray her Titian would need another likeness, from which his version could made. But the Nuncio had 

thought of everything.” Ibid., 160. 

118 Mercedes Garberi, “Tiziano: i ritratti,” in Mercedes Garberi, ed., Omaggio a Tiziano: la cultura 

artistica milanese nell’età di Carlo V (Milan: Electa Editrice, 1977), 22. However, I do not agree with the 

frequently-repeated insistence that the earlier, slightly rougher features necessarily reveals or reflects the 

sitter’s low origin. For an example see Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnese,” 54, who refers to the earlier features 

“in tutta la sua volgarità.” 
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Titian’s usual practice when working from a sketch by another artist with his preferred 

approach for idealizing a youthful female face. The skillful application of Titian’s brush 

transformed the otherwise-unknown Roman courtesan Angela into a modest beauty alla 

veneziana. 

 

Vasari, Salviati and Zuccaro Look at Titian 

 

 

 How can we assess whether a painting was accomplishing the work its maker and 

its patrons expected of it? In the case of Titian’s Emilian portrait of Paul III, for example, 

the number of its copies and replicas offers evidence of its efficacy. It would also be used 

to illustrate the 1594 edition of Onofrio Panvinio’s biography of the Farnese pope in his 

Le vite dei pontefici (Fig. 152), quoted in Chapter 3.119 Yet as we have seen, the Farnese 

ambitions encompassed much more than a single papacy, and Titian’s Roman portraits of 

his Farnese patrons were expected to assist in this legacy-building as well. Their success 

in doing so is suggested by the use other artists made of them in subsequent commissions, 

particularly in fresco cycles, a genre of which the Farnese were early adopters.120 

 One such example of re-use appears in a cycle that was contemporary with 

Titian’s portraits themselves: Vasari’s Sala dei Cento Giorni (Fig. 153) in the Palazzo 

                                                 
119 First published in 1564. 

120 Gamrath, Farnese: Pomp, Power and Politics in Renaissance Italy, 39. See also Julian-

Matthias Kliemann and Michael Rohlmann, Italian Frescoes, High Renaissance and Mannerism, 1510-

1600 (New York: Abbeville Press, 2004), 432-3. 
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della Cancelleria, commissioned by Cardinal Alessandro in 1546.121 Within a complex 

Mannerist scheme, Vasari set large scenes that celebrated the achievements of the 

Farnese pope’s reign, including the Treaty of Nice, which Paul III had brokered between 

Charles V and Francis I in 1538, and the continuing work at the cantiere of Saint Peter’s 

(Figs. 154-5). Others reflected on the honor and duty of his office, such as the scenes 

depicting the pope receiving tribute from the nations of the world, and bestowing hats 

and offices upon his court (Figs. 156-7). 

 In his description of the room, Vasari claimed that the faces were “all portrayed 

from life,” a claim he repeats twice more in the text.122 Yet in several places he seems to 

have used Titian’s work as a source, for example in the scene depicting the pope 

distributing caps and offices, where the crowd gathered among the screen of Solomonic 

columns includes the cardinals Pole, Bembo, and Sadoleto, and Paolo Giovio (with the 

cane), as well as Michelangelo and Antonio da Sangallo at opposite extremities of the 

composition.123 Bembo’s pose and averted gaze of seems drawn from both the 

                                                 
121 See Fredrika Herman Jacobs, “Studies in the Patronage and Iconography of Pope Paul III, 

(1534-1549)” (Ph.D. dissertation, Virginia Commonwealth University, 1982), 70–75; Robertson, Il Gran 

Cardinale, 57-68; and Hall, After Raphael, 153-6. Although painting did not begin until July, Vasari had 

evidently been at work on it much earlier. See Vasari, Giuntina, 2:994-5. At the time of the commission in 

March 1546, he evidently already had sketches available to show the cardinal; see Giorgio Vasari, 

Ricordanze, ed. Paola Barocchi (Florence: Fondazione Memofonte, 2006), c.16. 

122 “In tutte sono storie de’ fatti di papa Paulo Terzo, et in ciascuna è il suo ritratto di naturale;” 

“Nella prima ... le Spedizioni della corte di Roma, si veggiono sopra il Tevere diverse nazioni e diverse 

ambascerie, con molti ritratti di naturale;” and “Nella facciata maggiore è il medesimo Papa che rimunera 

la virtù, donando porzioni, cavalierati, benefizii, pensioni, vescovadi e cappelli di cardinali; e fra quei che 

ricevono sono il Sadoleto, Polo, il Bembo, il Contarino, il Giovio, il Buonarruoto et altri virtuosi, tutti 

ritratti di naturale.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:994-5.  

123 For the identities of those depicted, see Jacobs, “Studies in the Patronage and Iconography of 

Pope Paul III, (1534-1549),” p. 75 as well as the letter of Anton Francesco Doni to Cosimo I in Appendix 

V. 
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Washington and Naples portraits (Fig. 158), while his position directly behind the pope’s 

chair with his hands resting on it is a visual link not only to Titian’s own recent triple 

portrait, but further to Raphael’s, of which Vasari himself had painted a copy.124 Even the 

figure of Paul III, who makes eye contact with the viewer as he extends a cardinal’s 

galero to one of the bowing, half-nude figures before him, seems to owe a debt to 

Titian’s work. Jacopino del Conte’s portraits of the pope, in contrast, had never instituted 

this level of direct contact with the spectator, despite the similarities in pose and costume. 

Only the greater incline of the pope’s head—necessary, perhaps, given the portrait’s 

position high up on the wall—distinguishes Vasari’s depiction from Titian’s work.125 

 As Marcia Hall notes, portraits take time, and Vasari simply did not have much of 

it here. The swift execution of the commission earned it the nickname “the Hall of the 

Hundred Days.”126 If we read some slippage into Vasari’s use of the phrase “portrayed 

from life,” perhaps he meant that he had used a work that was itself done from life, albeit 

by another artist’s hand. The use of Titian’s portraits, in particular, must have seemed 

defensible given the praise the Venetian artist had received for his work in this genre.127 

                                                 
124 Now at Holkham Hall. See Rubin, Giorgio Vasari: Art and History, 395, n. 173. 

125 The slightly greater incline of the version of the Emilian portrait recently published by Puppi 

does bring it closer to Vasari’s version; see Chapter 3. 

126 According to the legend, when Vasari boasted of the short time the project required, 

Michelangelo drily replied, “e si vede.” The tale appears to originate with Lomazzo rather than Vasari, as is 

commonly written (for example in Hall, After Raphael, 154, n. 95, which makes reference to a note in the 

Milanesi edition of Vasari’s text).  

127 Sergio Marinelli chooses to take Vasari at his word that his own portraits were “dal vivo,” but 

he follows this with the baffling suggestion that Titian must have copied the Naples portrait of Bembo from 

Vasari’s fresco, instead of vice versa. In the same essay, the author blithely repeats a long-corrected 

misapprehension that Titian had already traveled to Rome in 1543 (caused by a misinterpretation of the 

entry in the papal accounts covering the artist’s expenses back to Venice from Bologna). Sergio Marinelli, 
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At the same time, Vasari’s insistence that the portraits were done from life may also 

betray his own defensiveness, since Paolo Giovio reported to him that “Certainly 

[Cardinal Alessandro] would have liked the portraits to be better. But above and below 

the work has turned out more beautiful than he expected, given the short time allotted to 

you.”128 

 Down the street from the Cancelleria, Titian’s portrait of Pierluigi Farnese may 

also make a discreet appearance in the frescoes executed by Francesco Salviati on two 

opposing walls of the salotto dipinto in Palazzo Farnese (Fig. 159) between 1552 and 

1555.129 Salviati’s work was commissioned by Cardinal Ranuccio Farnese, which 

explains the emphasis on the historical Ranuccio il Vecchio in several scenes. Unlike the 

Cancelleria, which was state property and thus required a certain level of discretion in its 

decoration, in Palazzo Farnese the full pride of the stirpe could be celebrated openly. In 

the center of the northwest wall, for example, a seated, idealized warrior is depicted 

holding a spear and shield (Fig. 160). The shield carries the Farnese stemmi, including the 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Pietro Bembo nella storia della pittura,” in Pietro Bembo e le arti, ed. Guido Beltramini, Howard Burns, 

and Davide Gasparotto (Venice: Marsilio, 2013), 473–78. 

128 Translated in Robertson, Il Gran Cardinale: Alessandro Farnese, Patron of the Arts, 59. The 

original text is in Paolo Giovio, Lettere, ed. Giuseppe Ferrero, vol. 2 (Rome: Libreria dello Stato, 1956-8), 

61, doc. 243. “Above and below” referred to the basamenti and friezes, not the large istorie, which must 

have been rather galling.  

129 On the frescoes, see Iris Cheney, “Daniele da Volterra, Salviati et les freres Zuccari,” in Le 

Palais Farnèse, 1:243–67. Salviati added his signature on the forehead of Charles V in the scene depicting 

the Treaty of Nice with the puzzling phrase “FIOETE FRA. S. FECIT. A detail image is in Cheney (p. 261, 

Fig. 10) though she offers no translation of the first word. 
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unicorn and the lilies, along with the arms of Paul III, Cardinal Alessandro, and 

Ranuccio, and the ducal crowns of Pierluigi, Ottavio, and Orazio.130 

 While Ranuccio himself appears in the Palazzo Farnese frescoes only in 

allegorical form, his grandfather Paul III is given pride of place at the center of the 

opposite wall (Fig. 161) while his elder brothers Ottavio and Alessandro Farnese appear 

alongside Charles V in a scene depicting the battle against the Schmakaldic League of 

1546 (Fig. 162). Salviati’s gallery of Farnese men thus lacks only Pierluigi to be 

complete. Vasari, as quoted above, mistakenly claimed that Salviati did depict Pierluigi 

receiving the baton in this room, but this scene appears only in Taddeo Zuccari’s frescoes 

in Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola, discussed below. The fact that both scenes appear in a  

“Palazzo Farnese” in different cities may explain the confusion, but Vasari may also have 

been recalling that Pierluigi appeared somewhere in Salviati’s frescoes—perhaps the 

scene that he described as paired with Pierluigi’s, that of Ranuccio il Vecchio receiving 

the baton from Eugenio IV (Fig. 163). Here the dark-haired, bearded warrior holding the 

standard of the Church (Fig. 164) bears a distinct resemblance to Titian’s portrait of the 

Farnese duke.131 His inclusion incognito within a scheme designed to glorify the Farnese 

name may be attributed to the ignominious manner of his death. Salviati, instead of 

referring back to his own image of Pierluigi as a courtly dandy, may have turned to 

                                                 
130 I rely for these identifications on Cheney, who admits that in places the symbols are difficult to 

make out. Ibid., 256. 

131 While Cheney observes that there were likely to have been contemporary portraits in this scene 

(she suggests that the old man at the left may be Bembo, for example), she considers the warrior to be 

merely one of Salviati’s stock figures, appearing, for example, in the Incredulity of Thomas in the Louvre, 

the Wedding at Cana in S. Salvatore in Lauro, and a drawing at the Morgan library (I, 6b). I agree that the 

figures in the Morgan and Louvre images share the same features, but they do not, in my opinion, match 

those of the Roman Palazzo Farnese fresco. Ibid. 
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Titian’s portrait of the duke as the sober gonfaloniere of the Church as a more suitable 

inspiration to depict his late, hardly-lamented patron.  

 In the 1560s, Taddeo Zuccari would be called to Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola to 

paint another cycle of frescoes eulogizing the family, with a total of twenty-three scenes 

spread over two rooms, the Sala dei Fasti Farnese (Fig. 165) and Sala del Concilio. 

Cardinal Alessandro relied on Onofrio Panvinio and Fulvio Orsini to oversee this project, 

which, together with the unique architecture of the palazzo (a pentagonal building with a 

circular interior courtyard, designed by Vignola) drew admirers from across the peninsula 

and beyond, including Daniele Barbaro and Michel de Montaigne.132  

 The accuracy of the portraits of major figures in the fresco cycle was evidently of 

concern to Cardinal Alessandro, who, in 1563, asked Orsini to request a portrait the 

Charles V specifically so that it could be used for the project.133 Titian’s Farnese portraits 

must have been a useful resource; in addition to those in the Palazzo Farnese in Rome, 

Orsini himself may have already owned the portraits of Bembo and Paul III that would 

enter the Farnese collection at his death in 1600. Zuccaro could have sketched these 

works in Rome, or the cardinal and Orsini might have arranged to have them sent to 

Caprarola for the artist’s use. The beaky side profile of Ottavio Farnese, for example, 

appears in the scene depicting his marriage to Madama (Fig. 166) and again on the same 

wall in the Return of Parma to the Farnese (Fig. 167). In the latter scene, Zuccaro chose 

to conceal the potentially awkward pose of the duke’s body as he genuflects—which 

                                                 
132 Kliemann and Rohlmann, Italian Frescoes, High Renaissance and Mannerism, 1510-1600, 

432. On the architecture, see Robertson, Il Gran Cardinale, 74-88. 

133 Spinosa, ed., Tiziano e il ritratto di corte da Raffaello ai Carracci, 120. 
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Titian had similarly had to contend with in the triple portrait—behind his ermine-trimmed 

cloak. Elsewhere, Titian’s portraits of Pierluigi and young Ranuccio appear in the scene 

in which Pierluigi receives the baton from his father (Fig. 168), the scene mistakenly 

described by Vasari in the Vite as being in the palace in Rome.  

 Although Zuccaro was able to depict his patron, Cardinal Alessandro, at a more 

mature age rather than relying on Titian’s youthful portrait of him, some hint of the 

influence of the latter’s work remains. In the Return of Parma scene, for example, his red 

robes open onto a blue doublet underneath, just as they do in the Naples image. Evidently 

by this point in the Cinquecento, the fashion among cardinals included a white, fichu-like 

cloth about the neck, against which the blue color of the cardinal’s princely doublet 

stands out even more distinctly. 

 In none of the three cases cited here did the commissioned artist (Vasari, Salviati, 

or Zuccaro) rely solely on Titian as the arbiter of the Farnese features. There were also 

other motivations at work in each case—the pressure of time for Vasari, for example, or 

the demands of decorum, for Salviati. Still, I would suggest that the use of Titian’s 

Farnese portraits years or even decades after their execution is a metric of their success, 

apart from their intrinsic qualities as objects. This kind of success did not translate for 

Titian’s immediate goals for his time in Rome, of course, but it was one which helped 

codify the Farnese mythology, a story they would retell on their palace walls for decades 

to come.  

Vasari’s unreliable narration and not-so-hidden agenda in the Vite has been 

repeatedly emphasized in this dissertation. How, then, should we interpret his claim that 
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Titian’s triple portrait for the Farnese, left unfinished in 1546, not only pleased his 

patrons, but was “excellently done”? From a certain point of view, the answer is the same 

as the question of his motive for criticizing Danaë: he could not have done otherwise. His 

desire to demonstrate the high status of his craft meant that he could by no means ignore 

Titian’s international reputation, particularly in this area of his craft. However, Vasari 

could, and did, take advantage of the hierarchy of artistic genres within which portraiture 

occupied a lower level of value than istorie, since it merely imitated nature without 

perfecting it. His repeated praise of Titian’s portraits throughout the Vite, in other words, 

was Vasari’s way of damning the Venetian painter with faint praise. Further, in his 

narration of Titian’s Roman experience, Vasari purposely juxtaposed praise (for the 

portraits, even the unfinished one) with blame (for the Danaë and Ecce Homo) to show 

that Titian’s efforts at istorie failed when met with what were, according to his standards, 

the superior examples of Central Italian makers like Michelangelo. Titian’s gift for faces 

might please dukes and popes, but his efforts at a grander mythological narrative would 

only reveal his weaknesses, and especially do so before such a solemn judge as 

Michelangelo. When Vasari praised Titian, “his most dear friend,” it was always with 

purpose.134  

 

 

  

                                                 
134 “Quando il Vasari, scrittore della presente storia, fu l’anno 1566 a Vinezia, andò a visitare 

Tiziano, come suo amicissimo.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:817. 
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CHAPTER 6 

REFLECTIONS ON ROME 

 

Over the course of the first half of the 1540s, the delicate dance between Titian 

and the Farnese had produced excellent results for the papal family, but little in regard to 

the artist’s aspirations. The Farnese may have hoped to satisfy him, at least in part, with a 

pair of rewards they bestowed in March 1546. The first was a small benefice for 

Pomponio, which did not approach the value of the one the painter continued to pursue at 

San Pietro in Colle. The second was more unusual: Roman citizenship, which accrued not 

only to Titian, but also to his children. Considered from the both perspective of both the 

Farnese and the artist, the grant of citizenship reveals itself as part of Titian’s hail-Mary 

strategy to convince his patrons that he would be willing not only to return to the papal 

court in the future, but even to consider a permanent transfer to Rome.  

This strategy continued after his departure from the city in late May 1546. As we 

will see, even as the imperial summons to Augsburg loomed, Titian continued to use his 

worknet to press Cardinal Alessandro in the hopes that Sertorio might be convinced to 

change his mind about the benefice he had so far refused to relinquish. However, all 

communication with the Farnese ended in 1547, just before the artist’s journey to 

Augsburg, and upon Titian’s return from Germany in September 1548, he would find a 

new challenger, Tintoretto, awaiting him in Venice. The following year, the political 
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balance in Italy and abroad would shift once more upon Paul III’s sudden death in 

November 1549.135 

 

Titian, Civis Romanus Est 

 

 

In the Sale Castellani of the Musei Capitolini in Rome, a pair of plaques (Fig. 

169) commemorate two of the city’s most famous honorary citizens: Michelangelo and 

Titian. They were among the hundreds of forestieri who received this status during the 

first half of the Cinquecento. Titian’s citizenship has often been used by scholars as a 

kind of shorthand to indicate the high contemporary respect with which he was treated in 

Rome (perhaps in the absence of more concrete rewards from the Farnese). For example, 

Harold Wethey reports in fairly standard fashion that “before his departure the artist 

received the coveted honour of being declared a citizen of Rome.”136  

Yet the honor cannot have been so very great, given that neither Titian himself 

nor the early sources that depended on him made any subsequent reference to it—not 

even Vasari, who was present in Rome at the time and whose project in the Vite partially 

lay in demonstrating the elevated status achieved by contemporary artists. In contrast, 

Titian’s imperial knighthood is highlighted not only by these written sources, but also in 

the medals by Leoni and Pastorino, as well as a number of the artist’s own signatures. 

                                                 
135 The pope’s sudden death followed upon the revelation that Ottavio was openly defying his 

grandfather in refusing to step down from the duchies of Parma and Piacenza. For the pope’s death and its 

aftermath, see Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:449-55. 

136 Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 1:8. 
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This rank included specific rights and benefits, such as the power to legitimize bastards 

and to create notaries; Titian took advantage of both of these, legitimizing his own three 

children around 1550 and creating a notary in his native Cadore in 1540.137 Although 

Roman citizenship did not come with such wide-ranging privileges, it did carry its own 

set of potential economic and political benefits, ones Titian might have been eager to 

acquire, or to give the impression of being interested in acquiring, for the benefit of his 

papal patrons, even if he was not interested in entering his Roman citizenship into his 

own biography. 

 The artist might have been helped in his goal through a new link in his Roman 

worknet: Latino Giovenale Manetti, a politician and administrator who straddled the 

papal and civic regimes of Farnese Rome. A friend of Bembo as well as Paul III, Manetti 

remains an intriguing if elusive figure, described by one author as “the real long arm of 

the Pope.” 138 He is most well-known for his role as overseer of antiquities for the city of 

Rome, a post to which he was named shortly after the pope’s election in 1534, but he 

evidently had his hands in nearly every pie in the city.139 He also seems to have been 

                                                 
137 See Lionello Puppi, ed., Tiziano l’ultimo atto, 434, cat. no. 136 for the latter. 

138 “Vera e propria longa manus del Pontifice.” Bruno Contardi, “Il restauro del basamento di 

Michelangelo,” Bolletino dei musei comunali di Roma 6 (2000): 8. See also Angela Quattrocchi, “Latino 

Giovenale de’ Manetti: un diplomatico ‘umanista’ nella Curia pontificia,” in Offices et papauté (XIVe-

XVIIe siècle): charges, hommes, destins, Armand Jamme and Olivier Poncet, eds. (Rome: Ecole française 

de Rome, 2005), 829–40.  Manetti shared the pope’s humanist background and even seems to have written 

a few poems; perhaps for this reason, Ariosto included him among the group of literati who await the poet’s 

ship as it enters the port in Canto 46. See the poems attributed to Manetti (as Latino Iuvenale) printed in 

Dionigi Atanagi, ed., De le rime di diuersi nobili poeti toscani, vol. 1 (Venice: Lodovico Avanzo, 1565) 

132-4. Lodovico Ariosto, Orlando Furioso (Milan: R. Ricciardi, 1954). 

139 Lanciani had a low opinion of Manetti’s and Paul III’s performance, but Karmon has made an 

effort to re-evaluate the Renaissance attitude toward preservation more broadly, and during the Farnese 

pontificate in particular; see David E. Karmon, The Ruin of the Eternal City: Antiquity and Preservation in 
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involved in Michelangelo’s Campidoglio project, as he was named one of the deputati in 

November 1537, a month before the sculptor was made a Roman citizen.140  

 Whether he and Titian became personally acquainted in Rome is unknown, but by 

placing the Venetian artist’s name along with thirteen others to be considered for 

citizenship on March 19, 1546, Manetti was likely responding to instructions from his 

Farnese patrons. In the submission he noted: 

Again I propose some foreigners who desire and sincerely seek to be 

created Roman citizens and to be conceded the privilege usually given to 

them; may it please you to know their names and consider if they are 

worthy of such status and give them your vote.141 

Three of the fourteen names on the list that followed were identified as familiari of Paul 

III, while three others were connected to cardinals in favor with the pope (Sermoneta, 

Sadoleto, and Crescenzi).142 The artist himself was merely identified as “Titiano 

Venetiano.” The council approved the application, with “the usual and customary 

                                                                                                                                                 
Renaissance Rome (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). Manetti’s epitaph in Santa Maria Sopra 

Minerva informs us, for example, of nine stints as maestro di strada (later holding that role in perpetuity), 

twelve as a papal representative (including twice to Venice), and five as conservatore. The epitaph even 

refers to Manetti having calmed a riot on the Campidoglio, perhaps during the grain crisis violence that 

followed Clement VII’s death in 1534. Transcribed and discussed in Allan Ceen, “The Quartiere 

de’Banchi : Urban Planning in Rome in the First Half of the Cinquecento,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University 

of Pennsylvania, 1977), 97-99.  

140 See below. 

141 “Anchora vi ho da proponere alquanti forestieri che desiderano e ci ricerchano con instantia di 

esser creati cittadini romani e concedergli lo privilegio che dar si sole; per questo vi piaccia intendere i 

nomi loro et considerare se degni sonno di tanto nome et dargli il voto.” Archivio Storico Capitolino, Cred. 

I, tomo 18, fol. 25r. 

142 The names were: “Domenico di Summa familiare et mastro di casa di Cardinale Sermoneta / 

Hercule nipote del Card.le Sadoleto / Io: bapt.ta bresciano familiare di N.S. / Philippo bravo fam. di N.S. / 

Julio di Velletri cameriere del Card.le Crescentio / Stephano cantore del papa / Hippolito ca. de Lopo / 

Giacomantonio di conte / Bartholomeo merlotto / Francesco Theodino et il fratello Damiano politiano / 

Titiano Venetiano / Bernardino coneliano d’agubio.” Ferdinand Gregorovius, “Alcuni cenni storici sulla 

cittadinanza romana,” Academia dei Lincei 1 (1887): 336-7. Cardinal Sermoneta was Niccolo Caetani, 

kinsman to Paul III and created cardinal by him in 1536; Cardinal Crescenzi had also been created in 1542. 
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privileges.”143 According to the Roman statutes, the new citizens would have been 

required to appear on the Campidoglio in person to express their gratitude to the popolo 

romano of which they were now part; they would also receive a document attesting to 

their new juridical status.144 

 

Creating Citizens in Renaissance Rome 

 

 

The process of creating new Roman citizens highlighted the uneasy balance of 

authority between Rome’s two centers of power, the papacy and the civic government. 

The highest authority in the latter lay in three conservatori, who served three-month 

terms and took turns residing in the Palazzo dei Conservatori.145 Andreas Rehberg 

describes their role as a constant mediation between the pope and the popolo romano, 

“almost like a seismograph.” 146 The conservatori, like most posts in the civic 

government, were chosen via the bussola system, in which names were chosen at random 

                                                 
143 “Ex S.C. omnes supradicti civitate romana donati sunt cum privilegiis dari solitis et consuetis.” 

Ibid., 337. 

144 In 1574, the council reiterated that even noblemen were required to appear in person in order to 

collect their diplomas of citizenship. See Gregorovius, “Alcuni cenni storici sulla cittadinanza romana,” 

346. By the 17th century, the process also included payment of a fee on the part of the successful petitioner; 

see Laurie Nussdorfer, “City Politics in Baroque Rome, 1623-1644” (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton 

University, 1985), 26. 

145 Agreed upon on April 3, 1530; see Arch. Stor. Cap., Cred. I, tomo 16, fol. 2v. For an overview, 

see Emmanuel Rodocanachi, Les institutions communales de Rome sous la papauté (Paris: A. Picard et fils, 

1901). 

146 “Quasi da sismografo.” Andreas Rehberg, “Scambi e contrasti fra gli apparati amministrativi 

della Curia e del comune di Roma: Alcune osservazioni intorno ai decreti comunali dal 1515 al 1526,” in 

Offices et papauté (XIVe-XVIIe siècle): charges, hommes, destins, ed. Armand Jamme and Olivier Poncet 

(Rome: Ecole française de Rome, 2005), 516. 
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from among all eligible candidates. Ideally, this ensured a rapid and fair turnover of 

offices; in practice, however, certain Roman families consistently dominated the upper 

echelons of power through marriage alliances, friendships, and other stratagems.147  

Renaissance popes were aware of the importance of respecting, at least in 

appearance, the authority of Rome’s civic government. Shortly after Leo X’s accession in 

1513, for example, the Medici pope had earned himself some goodwill by confirming, via 

a papal bull, the rights of the popolo and the authority of the conservatori.148 In return, 

the conservatori granted Roman citizenship to the pope’s nephews, who were 

subsequently honored with a grand pageant on the Campidoglio that included a twenty-

course banquet as well as a play performed in Latin in a temporary theater set up for the 

purpose.149 Paul III, as noted in Chapter 4, was perfectly aware of the symbolic 

importance of the Roman traditions, but this did not stop him from interfering in the civic 

sphere, including interfering with the bussola system.150 

This blurring of authority extended to grants of citizenship. In theory, anyone who 

wanted Roman citizenship could apply on their own to the conservatori, but the majority 

of those who received it seem to have been connected in some fashion to the papal court. 

                                                 
147 Ibid., 533–34. For comparison to Venice’s own system, see Paul Grendler, “The Leaders of the 

Venetian State 1540-1609: A Prosopographical Analysis,” Studi Veneziani 19 (1990): 35–86. 

148 “La politica di ostentata amicizia con il «popolo romano» (in realtà subdola e a doppio taglio).” 

Manfredo Tafuri, “Strategie di sviluppo urbano nell’Italia del Rinascimento,” in D’une ville à l’autre, ed. 

Jean-Claude Maire Vigueur (Rome: Ecole Française de Rome, 1989), 338. 

149 Bonner Mitchell, Rome in the High Renaissance: The Age of Leo X (Norman, Okla.: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 1974), 63–70. 

150 Alberini, who had once touted the election of a Roman pope, later complained that “Papa Paulo 

poi che ha molte volte violato la bussola et fatto altri oltraggi alla città l’ha ridotta il più delle volte in 

persone vili et plebeie.” Domenico Orano, “I ricordi di Marcello Alberini,” Archivio della Società romana 

di storia patria 19 (1896): 55. 
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Behind the republican language used in the records, in other words, we can frequently 

detect the influence of the reigning pope. Their employment of grants of Roman 

citizenship, in lieu of or in addition to other rewards, rose dramatically over the first half 

of the Cinquecento.151 While only a handful received citizenship during Julius II’s 

papacy, nearly ninety did so under Leo X, including his aforementioned nephews as well 

as his sister and her husband. Leo X also seems to have prompted the first grant of 

citizenship to an artist, the sculptor Domenico Aimo, who produced the rather flabby 

sculpture of the pope now in the Aracoeli. 

During the papacy of Clement VII, the number of new citizens rose again to 122, 

and would undoubtedly have been even higher if not for the gap of several years without 

any new grants of citizenship following the Sack of 1527.152  Unsurprisingly, many of 

those receiving Roman citizenship during this period were Florentines, including the 

banker Filippo Strozzi, who was nominated alongside “Paolo giovio phisicus” in 1524.153 

One “Antonius d[a] Sto Gallo” also received citizenship in August 1531, an inclusion 

apparently overlooked by Gregorovius, and, to my knowledge, not mentioned in previous 

scholarship on Sangallo.154  

                                                 
151 Medieval records are spotty, though the most famous conferral of citizenship, and the one 

which established a humanist precedent, was that of Petrarch in 1341. Gregorovius, in “Alcuni cenni storici 

sulla cittadinanza romana,” provides an overview of the citizenship records, but focused on notable 

individuals and did not provide numbers. All numbers below are based on my own survey of the records.  

152 During Adrian VI’s reign the number was merely 35, and included several fellow Dutchmen. 

During Clement’s reign, the bulk of grants of citizenship (79) were granted pre-Sack.  

153 On Strozzi, see Bullard, “Grain Supply and Urban Unrest in Renaissance Rome: The Crisis of 

1533-4.” Other recipients were much more anonymous, like the six brothers described only as “mercatores 

flore[n]tini del vantagio” who were made citizens in 1525; see Arch. Stor. Cap. Cred. I, tomo 15, fol. 137v. 

154 Arch. Stor. Cap. Cred. I, tomo 16, fol. 25v. Sangallo’s name appears as “Magistro Antonio da 

Santo Gallo” in two payments recorded in the Libro di conti of Leo X’s private treasury in 1519; see 
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Artists and Citizenship under Paul III 

 

 

Not only had the Farnese pope inherited straitened circumstance from his 

predecessor, Clement VII, he had also brought with him a significantly larger court of 

dependents and clients, all of whom expected rewards in some fashion.155 Vasari had 

depicted the pope in the act of fulfilling this part of his responsibilities in the Sala dei 

Cento Giorni (see Fig. 157). Although only cardinal’s caps and bishop’s mitres are 

visible in the scene, in his own vita, Vasari reported that he depicted the pope handing out 

“dowries, knighthoods, benefices, pensions, bishoprics and cardinal’s hats, and among 

those who receive them are Sadoleto, Pole, Bembo, Contarini, Giovio, Buonarroti and 

other virtuous men.”156 

Given the combination of a large constituency and limited resources, it is not 

surprising that during Paul III’s reign more than 500 patents of citizenship were granted, 

nor that so many of these went to individuals directly linked to the papal court. There is 

also more evidence of Paul III’s strategic use of the grant of Roman citizenship than for 

any preceding pope in order to tie useful individuals closer to Rome like the Venetian 

reformist Cardinal Gasparo Contarini, who was made a citizen in March 1540 in a decree 

                                                                                                                                                 
Alberto de Zahn, “Notizie artistiche tratte dall’Archivio Segreto Vaticano,” Archivio storico italiano 6 

(1867), 184. 

155 The size of Paul III’s household had been noted even during his cardinalate, and after his 

election the Venetian ambassador reported that while Clement VII had had twenty-four camerieri segreti, 

the new pope had fifty-six—each with their own servants! Alberi, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al 

senato, 3:329. 

156 “Nella facciata maggiore è il medesimo Papa che rimunera la virtù, donando porzioni, 

cavalierati, benefizii, pensioni, vescovadi e cappelli di cardinali; e fra quei che ricevono sono il Sadoleto, 

Polo, il Bembo, il Contarino, il Giovio, il Buonarruoto et altri virtuosi.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:995. 
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that, unusually, extended to include his brothers and nipoti as well as their continuing 

family line.157 

The grant of citizenship to “Mx Michelangelo sculptor” in December 1537 may 

have been a similar strategic decision, one linked to the reorganization project for the 

Campidoglio, which was just then getting under way.158 That same month, Michelangelo 

had begun to work on the monumental base for the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius, 

which would be moved from its home in front of the Lateran the following year.159 Paul 

III may have been aware of Michelangelo’s republican sympathies—demonstrated in his 

contribution to the defense of Florence against the expelled Medici—so perhaps the grant 

of Roman citizenship was intended to confer upon him a symbolic share of the stakes in 

the monumental project just beginning on the Capitoline, the mythic heart of the Roman 

republic.160 

After Michelangelo and Titian, the most high-profile artist who received Roman 

citizenship during Paul III’s tenure was the sculptor Guglielmo della Porta, who would 

also inherit the position of piombatore upon Sebastiano’s death, despite Titian’s hint at 

his own willingness to accept it. He alone, as we will see below, was evidently proud 

                                                 
157 “R.[mus] d. cardinalis di co[n]tarino et fr[atelli]s ac nipotis … per linea sua.” Arch. Stor. Cap., 

Cred. I, tomo 17, fol. 62v. Gregorovius noted the grant of citizenship only to Contarini himself; see “Alcuni 

cenni, 335-6. 

158 Gregorovius gives the wrong archival citation in this case; see ibid., 333. Instead of Cred. I, 

tomo 15, fol. 48v, Michelangelo’s petition for citizenship can be found at Cred. I, tom. 17, fol. 48v. 

Wallace erroneously attributes this “added incentive” to 1546; see Michelangelo: The Artist, the Man, and 

His Times, 229. 

159 Ackerman, The Architecture of Michelangelo, 142. 

160 Wallace observes that after a rocky start, the two men developed a close working relationship 

based on Paul III’s great respect for Michelangelo’s craft. William Wallace, Michelangelo: The Artist, the 

Man, and His Times (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 181-2. 
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enough of his new status to emblazon it on the windowsills of his new house in the 

“Farnese Quarter” of Via Giulia. Originally from Milan, della Porta had worked with 

Perino del Vaga in Genoa and likely followed him to Rome, where he joined him as part 

of the papal court.161 At Palazzo Farnese he was given the task of restoring antiquities 

like the Farnese Hercules, for which he provided legs after its 1546 discovery.162 The 

sculptor also was also responsible for Paul III’s sculpted portraits, which may be forgiven 

for being less well-known than Titian’s painted ones. In addition to the two busts now in 

Naples, he also created the statue of Paul III that had been placed in Palazzo dei 

Conservatori in 1543, commissioned by the two maestri di strada, Girolamo Maffei and 

Latino Giovenale Manetti.163  

During Paul III’s tenure, Roman citizenship was thus granted to three artists 

(Michelangelo, Titian, and della Porta) who helped the Farnese pope to codify and 

present his legacy as the pontiff responsible for erasing the scars of the Sack of Rome and 

restoring the papacy to its rightful place of authority on the world stage.164 Yet, as 

mentioned above, the title of civis romanus ultimately amounted to very little in the way 

                                                 
161 Parma highlights a sheet by Perino with a profile bust of Paul III which she suggests could have 

been a sketch destined for Guglielmo, suggesting the kind of symbiotic relationship that Michelangelo had 

maintained with Sebastiano del Piombo. Elena Parma, Perino del Vaga: tra Raffaello e Michelangelo. 

(Milan: Electa, 2001), 290, cat. no. 159. 

162 The sculpture was discovered, in pieces, between January and September of 1546, and 

subsequently provided with new legs by della Porta. See Howard Seymour, “Pulling Herakles’ Leg,” in 

Festschrift Ulrich Middeldorf, edited by Peter Tigler and Antje Middeldorf Kosegarten (Berlin: W. de 

Gruyter, 1968), 402–7. 

163 On the role of maestri di strada, see Emilio Re, “Maestri di strada,” Archivio della Società 

romana di storia patria 43 (1920): 5–102. 

164 The omission of Perino del Vaga, who had been given the prestigious commission for the papal 

apartment Castel Sant’Angelo, is admittedly surprising in this context.  
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of prestige, particularly for a Venetian like Titian. Why, then, might the Farnese have 

considered this an appropriate reward for the artist, with whose work they were evidently 

pleased? The answer lies in the “usual and customary privileges” with which new citizens 

were endowed. According to the statutes of 1469, these included exemption from taxes 

on property owned in the city of Rome, the ability to bring in and sell goods in the city, 

the right to have any criminal trial referred to the council’s own court, and, finally, 

eligibility for benefices and offices in Rome.  

Those who owned property in the city were among those who stood to benefit the 

most from becoming citizens.165 Michelangelo owned a house in Macello dei Corvi (a 

now-destroyed neighborhood near the column of Trajan) given to him by the heirs of 

Julius II.166 In 1557, he told Vasari that one of his reasons for being reluctant to leave 

Rome was because of his property there, which was worth in the thousands of scudi; in 

contrast to Florence, where he was liable for significant taxes, his Roman property was 

tax-free.167 Antonio da Sangallo had purchased and redesigned a house on Via Giulia in 

1542, now Palazzo Ricci-Sacchetti.168 Though the inscription (Fig. 170) on the surviving 

plaque (DOMUS ANTONII SANGALLI ARCHITECTI MDXLIII) indicates a 

                                                 
165 In April 1547, in fact, the city council decided require that prospective citizens already own 

property in Rome, to avoid granting citizenship to those, like Titian, who were not permanent residents. 

Arch. Stor. Cap., Cred. I, tomo 18, fol. 43r. 

166 Michelangelo seems to have been living there since 1513, but he later struggled with the heirs 

over his right to the property. By the time of the 1532 contract for the tomb, it must have been accepted as 

his property, since he used it as collateral. See Hatfield, The Wealth of Michelangelo, 99–102. 

167 Ibid., 102, 172–73. 

168 Sangallo’s son sold the palace in 1552 for 3,145 scudi to Cardinal Ricci, who would 

commission the decoration of the salone from Salviati. See Luigi Salerno, Luigi Spezzaferro, and Manfredo 

Tafuri, Via Giulia: una utopia urbanistica del 500 (Rome: Aristide Staderini, 1973), 288–92. 
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completion in 1543, it is more likely that it was nearing completion only about the time 

of Titian’s arrival in the city. A shield above the piano nobile, now wiped clean, once 

bore the papal Farnese arms along with the inscription “TU MIHI QUODCUMQUE 

HOC RERUM EST” (You have [bestowed] upon me whatever this is”) suggesting the 

architect’s close relationship with his Farnese patron.169  

Guglielmo della Porta likely acquired his property on Via Giulia, now Palazzo 

Cisterna, around 1547, and by the time of his testament in 1558 owned a second adjacent 

one.170 Della Porta seems to have been a rare example of an individual who was keen to 

display both his Milanese origin and his new status as a Roman citizen, given the 

inscription (Fig. 171) on the windowsills of the piano nobile of Palazzo Cisterna, 

GUIEILMUS D. P. ME. S. CI. RO. (Guglielmo della Porta Mediolanensis Sculptor Cives 

Romanus). 

Titian, of course, owned no property in the city; rather, the attraction of Roman 

citizenship in his case likely lay with the possibility of obtaining Roman benefices. There 

is evidence that other individuals who sought Roman citizenship were inspired precisely 

by this intention. For example, a petition for citizenship brought in 1519 by a Lucchese 

lawyer, a French prelate, and a couple from Velletri noted “since not being able to obtain 

Roman benefices they petition these magnificent lord conservators to obtain Roman 

citizenship for them from the council.”171 Titian, having already sought benefices for 

                                                 
169 See ibid., 290.  

170 Ibid., 428. 

171 “Sed non animo obtinandi beneficia romana quibus expresse renuntiare intendit petierunt a’ 

magnifica dominis conservitoribus per senatum co[n]sulum obtinere romanam civilitatem, et posse romani 
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Pomponio from the pope, the emperor, and the Gonzaga, might well have looked to the 

city of Rome as a potential new field. Further, Titian’s acceptance of Roman citizenship 

may have been calculated to demonstrate to his Farnese patrons his investment in the 

papal city and, ultimately, his willingness to return or even to transfer there 

permanently—an impression he would continue to encourage even after his departure 

from Rome in June 1546. 

 

Venice, Augsburg, and a New Challenger 

 

 

 “Finally departing Rome with many gifts from those lords, and particularly a 

well-paying benefice for his son Pomponio, Titian put himself on the road back to 

Venice.”172 While Vasari may have been intent on levelling criticism at the paintings that 

Titian executed during his time in Rome, he was more than willing to present the 

circumstances of the artist’s Farnese patronage in a flattering light, as yet another 

acknowledgement of the new respect with which artists had begun to be treated by elites 

during the first half of the Cinquecento.173 In point of fact, however, the benefice of 

Sant’Andrea di Favaro Veneto that the Farnese granted Titian on Pomponio’s behalf on 

March 24, 1546—less than a week after the conferral of Roman citizenship—earned just 

                                                                                                                                                 
cives nuncupari vz dns blancus de luca jurisutriusque doctor uxoratus / dominus christophorus natione 

gallus ecclesiasticus et dns colunius di velletri et uxoratus.” Arch. Stor. Cap., Cred. I, tomo 14, fol. 91. 

172 “Partito finalmente Tiziano di Roma con molti doni avuti da que’ signori, e particolarmente per 

Pomponio suo figliuolo un benefizio di buona rendita, si mise in cammino per tornare a Vinezia.” Vasari, 

Giuntina, 2:813. 

173 Of course, as a former Farnese client himself, such flattery was also partially self-serving. 
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twenty-five ducats annually, as opposed to the three hundred ducats earned by San Pietro 

in Colle.174 The “many gifts” to which Vasari made reference, meanwhile, were likely the 

fragments of marble and gesso casts indicated in the customs exemption he received for 

his baggage from Guido Ascanio Sforza in May 1546. The gap between reality and 

Vasari’s retelling, in this case, was significant, and undoubtedly reflected Titian’s own 

input, gathered during the two men’s conversations in Venice twenty years later. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the customs exemption document offers proof that the 

Farnese were aware of Titian’s departure from Rome well in advance. That they did not 

object to his leaving the triple portrait unfinished may have resulted from the impression 

he created of his intention to return to Rome. Charles Hope suggests that the very act of 

leaving it unfinished may have been calculated to create such an impression, one that the 

artist had also evidently communicated to his ducal patrons in Urbino.175 As also noted in 

Chapter 4, in November 1546 Eleonara Gonzaga declined to lend the painter her 

“Christ,” but let her agent know the painter was welcome to copy it on his next trip down 

to the papal court: “we plan to await the time when Titian goes to Rome, as he has 

promised to do, and when he comes this way we will break up his journey; however we 

shall need to be advised by you, when he wants to depart, that he is coming.”176 

                                                 
174 For the papal breve confirming the benefice, see Lionello Puppi, Per Tiziano (Milano: Skira, 

2004), 51-2. As Zapperi observes, had the artist only been more flexible on which benefice he sought, he 

would have almost undoubtedly received a greater reward from the Farnese than the pittance he ultimately 

received. See Zapperi, “Tiziano e i Farnesi: aspetti economici del rapporto di commitenza,” 40. 

175 Hope, Titian, 91. 

176 “Havemo pensato aspettare l’occasione che’l Titiano vada a Roma, si come ne promise, et 

facendo questa strada lo interterremo; però bisognerà che da voi, quando egli vorrà partire, siamo avisati.” 

Gronau, Documenti artistici urbinati, 97, doc. 48. 
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The date on the customs document issued to Titian was May 25, giving us a 

terminus post quem for his departure from Rome. While his baggage went to Pesaro, 

Titian himself went to Florence, where Vasari (hardly an impartial reporter, in this of all 

cases) claimed that he was received coolly by Cosimo de’Medici, despite Aretino’s rush 

to prepare the way for his friend via a letter to the duke on June 12.177 By June 19, the 

painter would report his return to Venice to Cardinal Alessandro.178  

Titian’s return to his home base might appear to have formed the natural end to 

his pursuit of San Pietro in Colle, signaling his disappointed realization that the benefice 

would never materialize, and indeed it is often described as such in scholarship. 

However, the artist’s letters over the next year or so indicate that he still had quite high 

hopes of achieving his goal. His first letter from Venice to Cardinal Alessandro, for 

example, reported good news that he had heard about the benefice from Galeazzo 

Paleotto, who was in the service of the Farnese and also happened to be kinsman of 

Giulio Sertorio, the abbey’s incumbent: 

I found Galeazzo Paleotto in the house of the Most Reverend Legate [della 

Casa], by whom I was informed of the news coming from the Archbishop 

of Santa Severina [Sertorio] regarding the benefice of Ceneda. … Now 

that the business is in gear, my Most Reverend Monsignor, it should not 

be abandoned but rather managed so that the most Reverend [Cardinal] 

                                                 
177 “E giunto a Fiorenza, vedute le rare cose di questa città, rimase stupefatto non meno che avesse 

fatto di quelle di Roma; et oltre ciò, visitò il duca Cosimo, che era al Poggio a Caiano, offerendosi a fare il 

suo ritratto: di che non si curò molto Sua Eccellenza, forse per non far torto a tanti nobili artefici della sua 

città e dominio.” Vasari, Giuntina, 2:813. Aretino wrote to Cosimo, “Suplico col core, con lo spirto et con 

l'anima, che venendo Titiano o essendo venuto a basciarvi la mano, che al manco se gli dica che il mio 

ritratto sia stato visto da V. Ecc.a.” Medici Archive Project, doc. ID 14837 (vol. 380, fol. 51). Accessed via 

www.bia.medici.org. Aretino seems to have been chiefly concerned with ascertaining the whereabouts of 

the self-portrait he had sent the previous October, which he suspected Cosimo’s maggiordomo, Riccio, of 

concealing from the duke; see Francesco Mozzetti, Tiziano: ritratto di Pietro Aretino (Modena: F.C. 

Panini, 1996). 

178 Puppi, Tiziano, 133, doc. 95. 

http://www.bia.medici.org/
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Salviati and the Most Excellent Duke of Ferrara permit the said 

Monsignor to please your Most Illustrious and Reverend Lordship in this 

[resigning or exchanging the benefice], which I beg then to be provided to 

the satisfaction of the archbishop, so that I may see this contentment in 

this my age, and the remainder of whatever years I have will be spent in 

service of your Most Illustrious and Reverend Lordship, whose hands I 

kiss.179  

A few months later, Titian would have another opportunity to gain favor with his 

patron when Cardinal Alessandro made a brief stop in Venice. In July 1546, Paul III 

dispatched both Alessandro and Ottavio Farnese to the anti-Protestant Schmalkaldic 

League headed by Charles V, the cardinal to serve as papal legate and his brother to take 

up a military command. Undoubtedly the pope expected that they would distinguish 

themselves before the emperor and thus improve Farnese-Hapsburg relations, but, in fact, 

the effect was the opposite—Charles V had a low opinion of his son-in-law Ottavio, and 

little use for what he saw as Cardinal Alessandro’s political meddling.180 Dogged by 

health problems, the cardinal would be recalled to Rome in the autumn, and by late 

November he was evidently in Venice.181 Perhaps Titian welcomed his Farnese patron to 

                                                 
179 “Ho trovato Galeazzo Paleotto in casa del Reverendissimo Legato, dal quale sono stato 

ragguagliato del ritratto cavato dal Arcivescovo di Santa Severina sopra il benefitio di Ceneda. ... Resta 

hora, Monsignor Reverendissimo mio, che, poi la cosa è ben incaminata, non si abbandoni, ma si procuri 

che il Reverendissimo Salviati et Eccellentissimo Duca di Ferrara licentiino il sudetto Monsignore che ne 

compiacca Vostra Signoria Illustrissima et Reverendissima, la quale supplico poi a provedere alla 

satisfatione del Arcivescovo, ad ciò mi veda questa contentezza in questa mia etade, et il rimanente de miei 

anni habbi, senza pensare ad altro, a spender in servitio di Vostra Signoria Illustrissima et Reverendissima, 

alla quale baso le mani.” Ibid. 

180 See Pastor, The History of the Popes, 12:291-2, 318-36. 

181 The precise dates of Cardinal Alessandro’s sojourn in Venice are unclear, but on November 13, 

Giovanni della Casa mentioned the cardinal’s impending arrival in a letter to Carlo Gualteruzzi, seeking 

advice on how best to receive him. See Moroni, Corrispondenza Giovanni della Casa, Carlo Gualteruzzi 

(1525-1549), 324-5, doc. 199. The cardinal had evidently arrived before December 8, when Gualteruzzi 

reported from Rome that news had arrived there regarding “gli honori fatti allo Illustrissimo Farnese in 

cotesta città [Venice].” Ibid, 326-7, doc. 200.  
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his studio in Biri Grande, and, as Francesco Priscianese had reported in 1540, they “spent 

the time in looking at the lively figures in the excellent pictures, of which the house was 

full.”182 Since subsequent correspondence between the two men, in fact, reveals that a 

new commission for a painting had resulted from Alessandro’s visit.   

Given Titian’s deliberate working practice, this painting must have still been 

underway when he learned in June 1547 of the death of his friend Sebastiano in Rome. 

Aretino may have been involved in the composition of the letter the painter subsequently 

wrote to Cardinal Alessandro on June 18, given its exaggerated courtesies. It opened with 

the claim that “though he has had no message and no embassy to press him to furnish the 

picture of your Reverend Lordship, Titian, your humble and most devoted servant, has 

not failed to bring it to that ultimate perfection of which his pencil is capable, and keeps it 

ready for an expression of your Lordship's desire.”183 Later, after further flowery phrases 

regarding his good fortune to live “in the shade of the great goodness and courtesy of 

your Most Reverend and Illustrious Lordship,” Titian put forward his candidacy to fill the 

position of piombatore left vacant by Sebastiano’s death, if the Farnese “should impose 

on me for the third time.”184 

Titian’s most steadfast Roman ally, Bembo, had died in January 1547, but the 

artist could still count on his good relationship with della Casa—who still hoped at this 

                                                 
182 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Tiziano, 2:40. 

183 Translated in Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Tiziano, 2:143-4. For the original text see Puppi, 

Tiziano, 135, no. 98. 

184 Ibid. 
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point for his own advancement to the rank of cardinal—for support.185 The nuncio wrote 

to Cardinal Alessandro on July 2 to encourage his patron to “acquire him” for the Farnese 

court, noting that Titian “is more inclined to accept the place now than he was on former 

occasions.”186 Whether this was a genuine offer on the painter’s part is far from evident. 

Titian wrote again on December 24, 1547 to decline the position he had evidently been 

offered, citing his summons to the imperial court in Augsburg.187 As this letter is the last 

one—to our knowledge—that the artist sent to Cardinal Alessandro, it is worth 

considering in full: 

I would appear to be an ungrateful servant, and unworthy of the grace that 

my servitude has [received] from your great goodness, if I were not to tell 

you that though His Majesty [Charles V] compels me to go to him—even 

with all the comfort of money and other things necessary for travel—I do 

not go happily, not only for not having fulfilled your desire and my 

obligation to present myself personally to the service of [Paul III] and his 

[house] for working according to their will, but further for not having been 

able to offer you the picture that Your Reverend Lordship saw here and 

requested of me; thus I promise as a true servant [that] immediately upon 

my return I will repay the usury with another picture. Further I beg of the 

good spirit that you have in rewarding those who serve you in the way I 

                                                 
185 Bembo and Sebastiano were not the only significant deaths in Rome in the span of just a few 

years; Antonio da Sangallo the Younger had died in August 1546, opening the way for Michelangelo’s 

takeover of the cantieri at Palazzo Farnese and St. Peter’s, while Perino del Vaga, who had so feared the 

pope’s potential favoritism on Titian’s behalf, would die in October 1547. 

186 Crowe and Cavalcaselle, ibid. The letter was originally published in Amadeo Ronchini, Lettere 

d’uomini illustri conservate in Parma nel R. Archivio dello stato, vol. 1 (Parma, 1853), 191-5, doc. 37. 

187 Puppi, Tiziano, 138–9, Doc. 102. Paul III would instead bestow the piombatore position on 

another court artist, Guglielmo della Porta, who had been granted Roman citizenship the previous 

December. Porta’s candidacy may have been supported by Perino del Vaga, who, aside from his antipathy 

toward Titian, was partial to the sculptor; according to Vasari, Perino had wanted to bestow his own 

daughter on him as a bride. See Vasari, Torrentiniana, 938. 
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adore you to not leave me out of [your] usual favor in the matter of the 

Benefice of Colle.188 

Evidently Titian had been exaggerating in his June letter when he claimed to have 

brought the cardinal’s painting to “ultimate perfection,” if it was still not ready nearly six 

months later—or, alternatively, perhaps the painting was finished, and Titian was merely 

apologizing for his decision to present it to Charles V as a gift instead. In that case, we 

could identify the painting commissioned by Cardinal Alessandro in 1546 with the 

mysterious lost Venus that the painter brought to Augsburg in January 1548 along with 

the Madrid Ecce Homo (thereby explaining why he would need to make a new painting 

to resolve the debt upon his return to Venice).189 

Although Titian’s language is appropriately deferential, his protestations of 

reluctance about traveling to Augsburg ring a little hollow, given his subsequent 

reference to the money and provision he had received from the Farnese’s imperial rival. 

In fact, this was a tactic Titian had already employed once before. As we saw in Chapter 

4, during his time in Rome he had written to Charles V “I am now here in Rome, called 

by the pope, and I go about learning from these marvelous ancient stones the things by 

which my art shall become worthy of painting the victories which Our Lord God prepares 

                                                 
188 Ibid. The last communication on Titian’s behalf in this matter would be Duke Guidobaldo’s 

letter to Cardinal Alessandro in January 1548, which we know from the duke’s report to Aretino. See 

Aretino, Lettere a Pietro Aretino, 3:185. 

189 At some point during his engagement with the Farnese, Titian produced a Venus and Adonis for 

Cardinal Farnese, which Ridolfi later reported was in Palazzo Farnese. Paul Joannides argues that this was 

an earlier, lost version of the Prado painting created painted for Philip II in 1554 (as opposed to a later 

variant on it). See Paul Joannides, “Titian and the Extract,” Studi tizianeschi 4 (2006), 139-140, though the 

author’s reading of Ridolfi as naming Ottavio Farnese as the picture’s patron should surely be corrected to 

Cardinal Alessandro, given that Ridolfi had identified Ottavio as the Danaë’s patron as well. 
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for Your Majesty in the Orient.”190 His letter to Cardinal Alessandro thus represents 

further testimony of the careful balancing act in which the Venetian artist had been 

engaged for the better part of a decade. It also reminds us that even on the cusp of his 

travel into Germany, Titian was could not have been certain whether his future prosperity 

lay in papal or imperial patronage. Hedging his bets appeared to be the safest course of 

action—an attempt to keep all the players, if not precisely happy, then at least invested in 

his future work.191 

When the artist returned to Venice toward the end of 1548, he would find a 

different field awaiting him than the one he had left. That spring, Tintoretto had 

established himself as a major challenger, exploding onto the scene with his Miracle of 

the Slave for the Scuola di San Marco (Fig. 172), a painting that was praised even by 

Aretino himself in Titian’s absence.192 As Robert Echols writes, Tintoretto’s new 

approach to religious narrative painting “recreates the heroic idiom of High Renaissance 

Rome in terms of his own slashing virtuosity.”193 Despite Titian’s recent experiences in 

Rome, it was the younger artist who in this early moment appeared closer to the Central 

                                                 
190 “Io sono hora qui in Roma, chiamatoci da Nostro Signore, et vado imparando da questi 

maravigliosi sassi antichi cose per le quali l’arte mia divenga degna di dipingere le vittorie che Nostro 

Signor Dio prepara a Vostra Maestà  in Oriente.” Puppi, Tiziano, 124–25, doc. 81. Padoan notes that this 

rather flowery letter was likely written with assistance, perhaps from Orazio (though we might also wonder 

about Bembo’s aid to his friend, now that the two were in Rome together). See “Titian’s Letters,” 63. 

191 It is worth pointing out that Titian’s recent employment by the pope might have increased the 

desire of the emperor (or at least his ministers, given the emperor’s own tepid response to Titian in the past, 

as discussed above) to have the painter attend his court. 

192 For the letter, see Aretino, Lettere sull’arte di Pietro Aretino, 2:204-5, doc. 402. On Aretino’s 

relationship with Tintoretto, see Tom Nichols, Tintoretto: Tradition and Identity (London: Reaktion, 1999), 

69-71. 

193 Robert Echols, “Tintoretto the Painter,” in Tintoretto, ed. Miguel Falomir (Madrid: Museo 

Nacional del Prado, 2007), 38. 
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Italian stylistic ideals that were present in Venice through drawings, prints, and copies 

after Michelangelo and Raphael, among others.194  

At the moment of his departure Titian must still have felt comfortable in his own 

dominance over the Venetian artistic scene, much as he had when he left for Rome in 

1545. The new challenge represented by Tintoretto’s arrival would require him, in the 

coming years, to adapt again more to a changing environment—adopting Paolo 

Veronese, for example, as his own kind of “cat’s paw” much as Michelangelo had once 

taken up Sebastiano against Raphael.195 A long critical tradition has seen 1548 as a 

watershed year for Titian, but it was one that was more a product of  Tintoretto’s fresh 

and dazzling approach to religious narrative, rather than Titian’s experience in Germany, 

which, as Falomir notes, served chiefly to burnish the reputations of both the imperial 

Alexander and his Apelles.196 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

In 1586, Giovanni Battista Leoni wrote to Francesco Montemezzano that he 

recalled hearing Titian say when he visited him as a youth that he had greatly improved 

his works after having been in Rome: 

                                                 
194 For Tintoretto’s career following his debut, see Frederick Ilchman, “Jacopo Tintoretto in 

Process: The Making of a Venetian Master, 1540-1560,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 2014). 

195 On the relationship between the three artists, see the essays in Ilchman, ed. Titian, Tintoretto, 

Veronese: Rivals in Renaissance Venice. 

196 Falomir, “In Search of Alexander,” 121. 
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“Yes, sire, you must come to Rome, for the service of your own 

profession. The Michelangelos, the Raphaels have flourish here and they 

have left the most noble examples of their skill, and beyond these Peruzzi, 

Andrea del Sarto, Giulio Romano, Mantegna, Correggio, and a thousand 

others of that good school … and I recall having heard Titian say, when I 

went to his house sometimes in my youth to learn something of painting, 

that he had greatly improved his works after having been in Rome.”197 

The purpose of Leoni’s letter was to encourage the thirty-one-year-old Veronese painter 

Montemezzano to come to Rome, following the path of the famous artists whose names 

he indicated in the text. Titian is saved for last, as if to highlight the fact that even the 

great Venetian master himself had found some benefit in his Roman sojourn. In his letter 

Leoni went on to suggest that it seemed to him that greatness had died with the men in his 

list, though he saved some polite words for Tintoretto and Veronese, both of whom were 

still active in Venice.  

Leoni’s report seems to offer proof, beyond the biased reports of Vasari, that 

Titian found his exposure to Rome and its artistic culture meaningful enough to recall it 

later in life for the benefit of a young student—of course, like so many other 

contemporary sources, it was likely a partial or complete invention on the writer’s part. 

Still, scholars looking for pictorial evidence to match this assertion have turned up 

indications here and there in Titian’s subsequent work. The c. 1560-2 Rape of Europa 

(Fig. 173) is one prominent example: Alistair Smart links Europa’s pose, with her face 

                                                 
197 “Messer sì, che voi dovereste venir a Roma, anco per servitio della vostra medesima 

professione. I Michel’Angeli, i Rafaeli hanno fiorito qui; et hanno lasciato essempi nobilissimi della loro 

sufficienza; et oltre a questi havete Baldassar da Siena, Andrea del Sarto, Giulio Romano, il Mantegna, 

Antonio da Correggio, et mille altri di quella buona scuola…. Et io mi ricordo haver sentito dire a’ Messer 

Titiano, mentre che nella mia pueritia, per apprender anco qualche cosa di pittura, me n’andavo alle volte in 

casa sua, che dopo esser egli stato in Roma, haveva grandemente migliorato le cose sue.” Giovanni Battista 

Leoni, Delle lettere familiari, vol. 2 (Venice: Ciotti, 1593), 28–29. Translated only in part in Crowe and 

Cavalcaselle, Titian, 2:118.  
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half-shadowed by her out-flung arm, to the figure of Dirce in the Toro Farnese (Fig. 174) 

which, as noted in Chapter 4, was discovered during Titian’s stay in Rome.198 More 

recently, Marcia Hall has suggested that Titian might have drawn on Michelangelo’s 

“meaningful use of awkwardness” in the Cappella Paolina for the girl’s ungainly 

position.199  

The Gesuiti Martyrdom of San Lorenzo (see Fig. 69) represents another frequent 

object of such assertions. Lionello Puppi argues for a host of identifications that link the 

picture to Titian’s worknet in the 1540s: a self-inclusion by Titian as the bearded man in 

the turban looking upwards; the boy in green as a potential portrait of Quirinetto, della 

Casa’s illegitimate son (who would be raised by Isabetta Querini and her husband 

Lorenzo Massola); the statue of the goddess Vesta as a disguised portrait of Isabetta 

herself; and the architecture of the temple, drawn perhaps from the Roman temple of 

Faustina and Antoninus Pius.200 In the replacement Pentecost for Santo Spirito in Isola 

(see Fig. 103), too, scholars have suggested that Bramante’s design for St. Peter’s 

affected Titian’s design of the architectural space, with its coffered barrel vault and 

tripartite window. Here, though, I would suggest that Antonio da Sangallo’s design for 

                                                 
198 See Alistair Smart, “Titian and the Toro Farnese,” Apollo 85 (1967), 420–31. David Rosand 

rebutted this claim, noting that the shadow across the face had been used by Titian as a marker of tragedy 

since the Miracle of the Jealous Husband; see Rosand, “Ut Pictor Poeta: Meaning in Titian’s Poesie,” 541, 

n. 5. However, Paul Joannides has echoed Smart’s assessment; see “Titian and Michelangelo/Michelangelo 

and Titian,” 138. 

199 Hall, Sacred Art, 162, 166-7.  

200 On the self-inclusion, see Puppi, “Peripezie della committenza: il contesto, i protagonisti, le 

occasioni,” 64; on Quirinetto, see ibid., 84-6; on Isabetta as Vesta, see ibid., 87-9; on the temple, see ibid., 

88.  
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the Cappella Paolina (Fig. 175) provides a better match in terms of its more intimate 

scale.201  

Any one of these assertions would be (and several have been) fruitful topics for 

debate within the context of an article, or a minor war waged in the footnotes of larger 

material. Yet as this dissertation has demonstrated, source-hunting alone does not 

adequately capture the most significant fruits of Titian’s Roman experience, neither in 

light of the broader Farnese turn, nor in terms of his experiences in Rome in 1545-6. 

Perhaps it was Giovanni della Casa who best encapsulated Titian’s approach to his 

career-building during this period in a line from his 1544 letter to Cardinal Alessandro—

the letter in which in which he jokingly announced his role as Titian’s agent, proclaimed 

his ownership of a copy of the artist’s celebrated Emilian portrait of Paul III, and reported 

on the progress of the nude that would “bring the devil down on Cardinal Silvestro.” 

Titian, della Casa wrote, “will come to Rome, and it seems there is no game so strange he 

will not play it in pursuit of this benefice.”202  

“No game so strange” would have made an excellent motto for Titian’s mid-

Cinquecento business card, as a certain amount of inventive persistence was one of the 

hallmarks of his identity as a businessman. Whether he was dunning his great clients for 

                                                 
201 Giuseppe Maria Pilo, “Pentecost,” in Titian: Prince of Painters, ed. Susanna Biadene (Munich: 

Prestel, 1990), 280-3, cat. no. 43. Hochmann denies the connection to Bramante, particularly on the 

assumption that the Pentecost was largely executed by the workshop; see Venise et Rome, 328. Another 

example of what was once thought to be a clear homage to the Roman experience—the quotation of 

Raphael’s depiction of Jesus and the apostles in the fishing boat from his Vatican tapestries, which appears 

in the background of Titian’s Serravalle altarpiece—has recently been shown by Giorgio Tagliaferro to be 

more likely a response to Jacopo Bassano’s painted version of the scene, which was brought to Venice in 

1545. See Tagliaferro, “La pala di Serravalle e la congiuntura degli anni ‘40,” 64. 

202 “Verrà a Roma et per tutto, et non è giuoco si strano che non sia per farlo, a petitione di questo 

benefitio.” Hope, “A Neglected Document on Titian’s Danae in Naples,” 189.  
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money, drumming up support and contacts among the Italian elites through the judicious 

gifting and circulation of portraits, or adjusting his workshop production strategies to suit 

a nascent market for multiple originals, there was, indeed, no game so strange that the 

Venetian artist was unwilling to try his hand at it, not when the stakes—his family’s 

future, his own fame and reputation—were so high. Despite della Casa’s assertion of the 

artist’s flexibility, Titian’s experience in Rome itself—even as he experimented with slate 

supports, continued to shape his own self-image, and challenged Michelangelo on the 

latter’s own turf—demonstrates that he had discovered one area in which he was 

unwilling to compromise: indeed, the experience of Rome only encouraged him to push 

even further the venezianità of his deceptively loose brushwork, which would become his 

inseparable symbol in the decades still to come.  

Titian certainly did not leave Rome, nor his years of effort with respect to the 

Farnese family, with the rewards he undoubtedly felt he deserved. However, his Roman 

experience has often been slotted neatly—too neatly—into the narrative of his 

development as the final hurdle our hero had to overcome before reaching his artistic 

apotheosis in the glow of Hapsburg patronage. As this dissertation has shown, scholarly 

emphasis on the supposed failure of Titian’s Roman sojourn obscures significant shifts in 

the artist’s artistic and business strategies that took place in the first half of the 1540s, 

catalyzed by his “Farnese turn,” on the one hand, and his Roman experience, on the 

other—from his innovative use of portraits as social agents, to his engagement with a 

developing canon of self-representation, to his rhetorical use of style as calling-card in his 

struggle with Michelangelo. Indeed, it is the contingency and uncertainty of Titian’s 
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career in the first half of the 1540s that renders this period so fruitful as an object of 

study. It shows us the painter at his wiliest, his most creative, and his most determined, 

playing the great game at a higher level than any other artist of his age.  
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