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Rediscovered masterpieces in the Vittorio Cini Collection: exhibition itinerary

The Trecento and the Late Gothic
This room offers a fascinating overview of Vittorio Cini’s artistic preference for early paintings and those with gold backgrounds. In ensuring himself of high quality examples of early Venetian art, testimonies of the material preciousness of a city in constant dialogue with the Byzantine East, Cini had the merit of broadening the Tuscan-centred geographical perimeter of his collection drawn by Bernard Berenson.

It begins with the fragment of a polyptych of Two Prophets and Two Evangelists, from the beginning of the third decade of the fourteenth century, attributed to the Master of the Coronation of 1324 (thus defined by a dated work in the National Gallery of Washington), identified by some as the father or brother of Paolo Veneziano. The panel is linked to the latter’s training, still with the full legacy of the Palaiologoi rebirth in Byzantine style. This is further distinguished by the singular configuration into alternate niches, which are close to certain spatial solutions in the earliest St Mark’s mosaics. 
The legacy of Paolo Veneziano in the second half of the century is represented by the panel depicting Stories of St Matthew the Apostle (from his martyrdom to the translation of his relics to Lucania), distinguished by an acute taste for narrative. The painting has been attributed to Guglielmo Veneziano at the time he was closest to Marco di Paolo, the son of Paolo Veneziano. The Virgin and Child Enthroned refers rather to the legacy of Lorenzo Veneziano, attributed to Stefano di Sant’Agnese in his late period and comparable to the signed polyptych in San Zaccaria, Venice (1385): the painter pushes the maestro’s precious language to its limit, resolved in dazzling luminism and refined working of the gold leaf (engravings, use of punches, graining, or punctiform incisions, “sgraffito” work, on translucent varnishes, and mordan gilding, with the leaf laid onto adhesive preparations). 

The look towards the new culture of Gothic International is exemplified by the two panels, of a single dismantled polyptych, from the late fourteenth-century work of the master Nicolò di Pietro, so before Gentile da Fabriano arrived in Venice (1408) and revolutionised its style and painting. Nicolò updated the weary climate of products in Lorenzo’s style, enlivening his works with echoes of Emilia and influences from beyond the Alps (primarily Bohemian). The small panels, perfectly conserved and with their rich decorative texture embroidered into the gold, have been compared to the Virgin in the Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge, possibly the central part of the same polyptych, from which other Saints in a private collection also come.
The late Gothic in Venice is finally fully documented by The Stigmata of St Francis by Michele Giambono, one of the most representative Venetian artists of courtly culture, along with Jacobello del Fiore and Jacopo Bellini, in the wake of the innovations brought to Venice by Gentile da Fabriano and Pisanello. The episode is arranged in a fairy-tale landscape rich in naturalist details in this work from the 1430s, which is close to the Baltimore Virgin and the one in Bassano del Grappa.
Bernardino da Parenzo
A significant example of the Istrian Bernardino da Parenzo’s work can be admired on the wall leading into the second room. He was active between Mantua and Padua and in touch with the most advanced openings of North Italian painting in the second half of the fifteenth century. The panel, which depicts one of the episodes in the life of the Dominican saint Vincent Ferrer, preacher and miracle worker, canonised in 1455, has been considered, along with another fragment previously in the Venetian Barozzi collection, part of a predella of a dismantled altar dating from the end of the 1570s. In its charged, grotesque expressiveness and formal vexation, the work shows the influence of the Ferrara painter Ercole de’ Roberti and Francesco del Cossa and a contribution from Marco Zoppo’s background, who trained in the workshop of the Paduan Francesco Squarcione.

Il Rinascimento

Renaissance painting occupied a central role in Vittorio Cini’s collective preferences, even if considering only the fifteenth-century Tuscan masterpieces that the count managed to buy for his collection, which may be admired in the gallery’s permanent collection on the piano nobile. 

The fifteenth century in Venice opens up with an exquisite rarity by a Venetian painter whose entire career then unfolded outside the confines of the Serenissima, Carlo Crivelli. After he fled the city of his birth following his condemnation in 1457 (for abduction and concubinage with a married woman), the painter moved to Dalmatia and then Le Marche, where he left the exquisite results of his personal interpretation of the “Rinascimento umbratile”, still steeped in Gothic moods. The Virgin and Child, the first number in Crivelli’s catalogue around the middle of the 1450s, is pervaded by the influences of Bellini and Vivarini and echoes of his training in Padua, where he was in contact with the teachings of Francesco Squarcione. 

The tempera on canvas with St Mark the Evangelist, an extraordinary early work by Andrea Mantegna, is also fully part of the Squarcione style, on loan from the Städel Museum in Frankfurt and exhibited in the Sala del Rinascimento on the first floor of the gallery.
The other panels in the room, all of whose subject is Mary, restore the rich weft of the painting proposals made between the last quarter of the fifteenth century and the first decades of the sixteenth, a period strongly influenced by the work of the genius loci of the time, Giovanni Bellini. The youthful Virgin and Child by Bartolomeo Montagna is permeated with Bellini’s style, along with ideas taken from Mantegna and Bartolomeo Vivarini; one of Montagna’s masterpieces is also on display here, the Virgin and Child with St John the Baptist and St Francis (c. 1485). Recalling the style of Antonello da Messina, Montagna’s work may be compared to Giovanni Bellini’s Holy Conversation Renier (Venice, Gallerie dell’Accademia): the magnificently resolved drapery, the dusky light in which the Veneto landscape stands out, the introspection of the looks - the melancholy portrait of St Francis is unforgettable, painted with a moving naturalism in which the meditation on the Word incarnate takes place – converge to create an image of brimming beauty and poetry. The signed Virginby Andrea da Murano, dating from the end of the century, is of Bellinesque arrangement, but with a graphic plasticism derived from Vivarini and carried through on caricatural exaggeration, such as in the chubby, knowing Child. The Virgin by Cima da Conegliano, a leading figure in Venetian painting, is dated to the early years of the sixteenth century. This painting, to be considered a refined product of the painter’s prolific workshop, though mainly by Cima himself and in complete harmony with his measured classicism, is a fine example of Cima’s production, in dialogue with Giovanni Bellini, from whom he may have drawn inspiration for the holy group. 
Another work by Bellini, the Holy Conversation Giovannelli in the Accademia, is the basis of the Virgin and Child with Saints by Benedetto Diana, dated to the beginning of the century, in which the influences of Cima and Jacopo de’ Barbari can be seen, along with the innovations brought to Venice by Bocaccio Boccacino from Ferrara. 

The only slightly later Virgin by Giovanni Mansueti also expresses fidelity to the Bellini culture, both of Gentile and Giovanni - he was a pupil and associate of the former - and to Carpaccio modules. Here Mansueti shows his interest in the northern and Flemish models circulating in Venice: Dürer in primis, in his recovery of the most archaic iconography of the Virgin suckling, crowned by cherubs; his attention to the details of the precious fabrics and the crown; the cracked drapery; and in a more severe handling of the design.
The Cinquecento Portraits And Titian’s St George
One of the most notable aspects of Vittorio Cini’s collection is the preference for portraiture, particularly that of the sixteenth century. The room offers a fascinating example of this collecting interest with regard to the Veneto school, containing high quality portraits of different conception and psychological expression dating from the first half of the century.

Two examples are by the Venetian artist of Bergamo origin, Bernardino Licinio, a singular interpreter of the post-Giorgione culture with a “middle class” inflection. His small Portrait of a Young Man is notable, dating from between the second and third decades, in which the young man with pensive look stands out against a broad streaked sky, harmoniously merging into the hilly landscape in the background. The second painting by Licinio dates rather from 1535, the time of his greatest proximity to Titian’s world, an enthralling Portrait of a Man, which vigorously presents the features of a distinctive gentleman, captured in the full flush of youth, as shown by the scroll that stands out at top right on which the inscription “DANIXXX/MDXXXV” is still legible. 
The painter of the Portrait of a Gentleman probably also looked to Titian. This picture is likened to the late work of Bartolomeo Veneto with its refined mix of Lombard luminist sensitivity and a compositional arrangement related to Venetian culture. The subject, depicted in a three-quarter view, dominates the scene, almost entirely occupying the vertical format of the canvas in front of a heavy curtain that complete closes off the background. The artist’s great experience in the study of light is shown by the play of reflections depicted by the shimmering brushstroke on details like the hilt of the sword and the gilt edging of the cloak, and further confirmed by the way it is directed to sculpt the face. The medal stitched into the hat, with the motto “IURAVI ET STATUI” (taken from Psalms 18), is of particular iconographic interest: it is an appeal to make oneself the virtuous keeper of divine justice. 

The series ends with an intense portrait by Lorenzo Lotto, probably depicting a member of the Avogadro degli Azzoni family, by whom the painting was held for centuries, possibly the jurist and scholar Girolamo, as may be inferred from Lotto’s Libro di spese diverse. Dated to 1542-43, the portrait has been considered one of the “most penetrating and lively” of Lotto’s production. The singular compositional approach is notable, undoubtedly inspired by Titian’s courtly example. 

The panel by Titian portraying St George, the miles christianus who defeats the dragon to free the princess of the Libyan city of Silena, was always shown by Vittorio Cini among the wonders of his collection. Recognized as part of the altarpiece with “San Michiel con San Zorzi et San Todaro da le bande”, cited by Marin Sanudo and exhibited on 27 May 1517 in the Doge’s Palace, this work, vibrant with an intense colourist sensitivity and once assigned to Giorgione, was then confirmed as being by the Cadore master as a significant example of his early catalogue. Proof of this is given by the twisting, serpentine lunge that sees the saint almost pirouette around the voluminous red standard: in keeping with the lithe curves of the famous Assumption altarpiece in the church of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, conceived in 1516.

The Settecento: Canaletto, Tiepolo, Guardi
Although the seventeenth century and the artistic culture of the Baroque were almos completely missing from Vittorio Cini’s collecting horizons, on the contrary, space was found in the collection for eighteenth-century painting, in keeping with the tastes of the time. This was directly proportionate to the entrenched conviction that that century was a golden one for the arts in Venice, as the sixteenth had been. Vittorio Cini intensified his purchases of works by the major figures of eighteenth-century Venetian artistic culture from the 1950s, primarily to enhance the rooms of his home on the Grand Canal, with the lucid knowledge of the collector who sees himself in the image of a cultured, refined Venetian aristocracy.
This room holds many of the masterpieces that Cini managed to ensure of a place in his already vast and exquisite collection. The two youthful Capricci by Canaletto dominate, with their inventive freedom unfurled in the taste for ruins of a theatrical stamp, linked to his education with his father Bernardo and his trip to Rome in 1719. These are imagined views in which freely invented and assembled towns, architecture and ruins are joined to skilfully introduced ideas from life, (such as the memory of the Libreria Sansoviniana and the dome of the Salute in one of the two pictures, or the fusta, the ship-school for convict oarsmen in the other). Flowing brushstrokes applied to the painting of patches giving an effect of atmospheric changes of colour, chiaroscuro harmonies with the tones of Arcadian dram and compositional expertise: such aspects of the young Canaletto’s brilliance lend poetic credibility to the imaginative, whimsical substance of his inventions. 

Two works from the 1830s by Giambattista Tiepolo are on show: the Virgin and Child with St Antony of Padua, conceived for private worship; and the Education of the Virgin, a draft that can be linked, along with the earlier version held in Dijon, to the big altarpiece for the Venetian church of Santa Maria della Consolazione. 
There is a substantial body of paintings by Francesco Guardi, the genius loci who embodied the most audacious developments of the Venetian Rococo’s “civiltà del tocco” and dissolution of the form in an impasto of light and colour. They begin with the singular painting portraying the Giovanelli Family Tree, eloquent testimony to the household’ exuberance, divided into the two branches of San Stin (later San Stae) and Santa Fosca, and glorification of its acquired nobility. Merchants originally from Bergamo, the Giovanelli were inscribed into the nobility in 1668, after making onerous payments into the coffers of the Serenissima, squeezed dry by the ruinous War of Candia. Behind the emblazoned tree, whose inscriptions allow the painting to be dated to between 1749 and 1754, the view of St Mark’s basin opens out, based on a print of the Gran teatro di Venezia by Domenico Lovisa. 

It is followed by the wonderful Capriccio with Farmhouse on the Banks of the Lagoon from the 1860s. This is one of the masterpieces of the capriccio genre in Guardi’s production, with the atmospheric mobility enhanced by the lagoon subject, the fine luminist modulation and the throb of the impasto, producing a moving lyricism in the figures of the laundry women and fisherman on the bank (the details of the hanging basket and the sheet hung out the window of the run down house are wonderful). There is then the Parade of Allegorical Floats in St Mark’s Square in Honour of the Counts of the North, which immortalizes the temporary apparatus of the triumph held on 24 January 1782, in honour of the future Tsar Paul I and his wife Maria Fëdorovna. The presumed objective of recording this event dissolves into a fanciful view of the square, where the celebratory procession takes place with its allegories of Peace, Agriculture, the Pastoral Life, the Mechanical Arts and Commerce, all proceeding in a glorification of the Serenissima and at the same time of the tsar’s empire. The three small Capricci painted in oil on wood are part of Guardi’s late work. They are examples of his vast genre production, always of an impeccable painting quality, in which columns, ruins, ancient altars, expanses of lagoon, vegetation, dilapidated bridges, farmhouses and little figures are translated into a formal rendering with fascinating musical harmonies, where the fragmented and rapid touch, the vibrant material luminism and the particular liquidity of the tone excellently express the “picturesque” values of his “romantic” creations.
Antonio Guardi
The importance given in Vittorio Cini’s collection to the golden period of the Venetian Rococo, in which the artists of the Serenissima excelled in a genuine triumph of paint and colour, is documented by the count’s collecting preferences in the later period, directed firmly towards eighteenth-century Venice. 
This room is entirely devoted to Antonio Guardi, the absolutely central figure in this period of great painting experimentation in Venice, which included brilliant leaders like Sebastiano Ricci, Giambattista Tiepolo and Antonio Pellegrini; their effective decorative formulas, expressed in a genuine “civiltà del tocco”, are the key to the success and influence they had in the main courts of Europe. Vittorio Cini managed to secure two examples of the series of 47 turcherie from the rich production of this Trento-born painter. They had belonged to Marshal Johann Matthias von der Schulenburg, Venetian army reformer and defender of Corfu, and an erudite collector to whom Antonio Guardi offered his services as painter. Guardi painted more than twenty portraits for his patron (the Ca’ Rezzonico one is magnificent), along with a group of genre scenes with Turkish subjects, based on the paintings of Jean-Baptiste Van Mour and datable to between 1741 and 1743 thanks to the precious accounts books kept by the marshal. Responding to the widespread fashion for Levantine exoticism, Guardi translated the Flemish painter’s famous examples into a condensed style with a loose and light brushstroke, endowing them with a decorative pleasantry. 
The acquisition of the canvases painted by Antonio Guardi for the ceiling of a room in the Venetian palace of the San Felice branch of the Zulian family was extraordinary: the commission for these has been hypothetically anchored by critics to the wedding celebrated in 1757 between Lucrezia Zulian, son of Zuanne, and Alessandro Ottoboni Boncompagni. Three of the four canvases from the cycle, previously exhibited in Palazzo Grassi when it was owned by the Stucky, then in Palazzo Labia, in the collection of Carlos de Beistegui, were bought by Vittorio Cini to decorate the rooms of his palazzo on the Grand Canal: Cybele, Neptune and Vulcan, three divinities of pagan Olympus who represent the allegories of the elements, Earth, Water and Fire (Juno, symbolizing Air, is missing). In the reconstruction of the original ceiling layout, the three canvases are arranged in a corona around the allegorical figure of Aurora, not on display, modelled on a fresco of the same subject by Antonio Pellegrini and iconographically intended to exalt the glory of the Zulian household, recently inscribed in the book of the nobility. Dated to Antonio Guardi’s maturity and in keeping with works of the same period like the Cerete Bass altarpiece (1754), the decoration and fresco in the Barbarigo home (now Ca’ Rezzonico) and the series of pictures for the Palazzo Mocenigo Robilant, the cycle is a full expression of the painter’s vibrant, liquid style and a masterpiece of secular decoration in eighteenth-century Venice. The shimmering movement of the water, the clouds and the atmospheric elements, the superb vegetal and floral inserts, the dynamism of the poses, with the astonishing view from below, are translated into a freedom of touch and a nonchalance of brush that in the rustling ductus of swirling, liquid material shows complete adherence to the Rococo style.
Gli album con i Fasti veneziani di Antonio Guardi

Masterpieces of Antonio Guardi’s art, the thirty-seven drawings collected in the three Cini albums, fragments of a larger series that included at least fifty-eight items dating from between 1740 and 1750, retrace the history of the Serenissima from the “mythical” period of its origins through to the mid-seventeenth century, presenting us, as may be inferred from the felicitous title now in use, with Fasti veneziani (Venetian Glories). The graphic whole, apart from testifying to his creative genius, also clearly reflects the activity to which the eighteenth-century master had to constantly devote himself during the course of his career, that of a copyist, to meet the needs of life. Indeed, a painted original corresponds to most of the sheets, identifiable in the painting cycles of the Doge’s Palace, in a group of historic scenes of the Erizzo family, in the preparatory cartoons for the mosaics in the basilica and in the big canvases in the Scuola Grande di San Marco; four apparently original pictures celebrate Caterina Corner, queen of Cyprus. Demonstrating his irrepressible expressive freedom, Guardi managed to create highly personal formulations that to our eyes look like extraordinary examples of the Rococo style.
In The Gallery 
Maestro dei Cartellini

(Bergamo ?, active around the mid 15th century)
St John the Evangelist

St James the Great

1445-1455; tempera and gold on wood
The two panels, which replace the dossal with the fourteenth-century Virgin in Majesty by the Master of Badia a Isola, currently being restored thanks to the support of the Friends of Florence and Save Venice, complete the Veneto Renaissance exhibition on the upper floor.

They were published in 1962 by Roberto Longhi, who placed them with a group of works showing the same stylistic characteristics, attributing them to the Paduan Francesco Squarcione: the panels with St Peter and St Paul and two others with Angels Bearing the Instruments of the Passion, conserved in the Accademia Carrara in Bergamo; St James the Less and St Philip in the Pinacoteca Malaspina of Pavia; St Ursula and St Mary Magdalene in the Fondazione Longhi of Florence; one other panel in a private collection. Recent studies have cast light on the documentation that was long the basis of the fragments’ conjectured provenance from a dismantled polyptych, once on the main altar in the church of Sant’Agostino in Bergamo: a reconstruction that, based on the noted construction of the altar between 1458 and 1459, financed by the Bergamo noble Giacomo da Calepio, led to the painter being named as the “Master of 1458”. This theory was surpassed with a review of the sources, and the matching of the two Carrara saints to the Cini panels was proposed as the possible lateral members of a single complex. The saints stand on the same polygonal bases and against a similar vegetal background; the working of the gold leaf on the haloes, the pseudo Kufic writing on the edges of the robes and the use of pastiglia to highlight the saints’ attributes are identical; the facial features, the drapery and the manner of painting the hairstyles with fine curls are alike. 

The anonymous painter, renamed the Maestro dei Cartellini (because of the inscriptions made on squares of paper glued to many of the panels attributed to him), is thought by most critics to be a Lombard master, indebted to the style of Antonio Vivarini and consequently the Paduan legacy of the mid century, particularly the antiquarian manner formulated in the workshop of Francesco Squarcione.

