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The paintings of Jacopo Tintoretto
come as a revelation. According to
standard opinion Michelangelo, Titian,
and Raphael were the supreme artists
of the sixteenth century; yet often dur-
ing the last four hundred vears, viewers
have gazed in awe and surprise at
works by Tintoretto, and wondered if
he might be the greatest painter of all.
Thus John Ruskin during his first visit
o Venice wrole:
| never was so utterly crushed to
the earth before any human intel-
lect as 1 was today before Tintorel.
lust be so good as to take my list of
painters, and put him in the school
of Art at the top, top. top of every-
thing, with a great big black line to
stop him off from evervbody. ... As
for painting, | think | didn't know
what 1t meant tll today.

Tintoreito was a painter of daring ong-
mality and dazzling technical com-
mand. He was also an artist of epic
breadth and profound human sympa-
thy. Henry James compared him to
Shakespeare: Bernard Berenson likened
him to Taolstoy,

The full measure of Tintoretto's
colossal achievement can only be
grasped in Venice, the city of his birth
where he worked for his entire career.
It 15 only there that one can sec¢ his
most important pictures, above all,
the series ol paintings he made for the
confraternity of the Scuola di San
Rocco between 1565 and 1588, Cover-
ing the walls and ceilings of two floors
of a large building, these include a
monumental Crucifixion, a work El
Cireco called the greatest painting ever
made. Not only are such pictures
rightly considered too precious to
travel, many of them are also simply
too big to move. Tintoretto worked on
a vast scale the likes of which had
never been seen before. The Cruci-
fixion in the Scuola di San Rocco is
more than twelve meters wide; the

Last Judgment and the Worship of

the Golden Calf at the Madonna del-
I"Orto, Tintoretto’s pansh church, are
nearly fifteen meters high, the tallesi
painlings on canvas made during the
Renaissance.

Daunted by the practical challenges
of doing a show about Tintoretto,
no one has tried for the last seventy
vears. MNow, however, the Prado mu-
seum 1in Madrid has mounted an exhi-
bition of his works, :Jrg:lﬂi.-"t;-.l By
Miguel Falomir, a curator at the mu-
scum. Lacking so many of the artist’s
masterpieces that could not come from
Venice, the show does not give a full
sense of the pamnter. Nonetheless, with
some forty-nine paintings and thirteen
drawings on view. it is a beautiful exhi-
bition, with an excellent catalog, and
it is certain to stimulate new interest
and research. There are also consider-
able advantages to studying Tintoretto
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not in isolation but rather at the center
of one of the great museums of Euro-
pean painting: it makes it easier to
what was new and influential
about the master's work. This is espe-
cially true at the Prado, owing Lo its
incomparable holdings of El Greco,
Rubens, and Velazquez, three artists
who drew the deepest inspiration from
I'ntoretto’s example. One can éven
look from the exhibition space into
the main gallery of Veldazquez and
thus view almost simultaneously Tin-
toretto’s monumental Washing of the
Feet (see illustration on page 12) and
the pamting i1t did so much o inspire,
Las Meninas.

b1 il

J;wnpu Robusti was born in 1519, the
son of a wool dyer: 1t 18 from his fa-
ther's profession that he derived his
nickname Timntoretto (little dver). He
15 sa1d as a vouth to have studied for a
few days in Iitian’s studio until the
older master recognized his immense
potential, and, feching threatened,
kicked him out. Early biographers re-
port that Tintoretto thereafter worked
with a variety of artisans, from mural-
1518 to furmiture panters, o learn his
craft. Although he may also have ap-
prenticed in the shop of a second-tier
painter, he was essentially self-taught
As an artist.,

From the start Tintoretlo was a fig-
ure of ttanic ambition and absolute
self-confidence. Even before he could
paint or draw with complete profes-
sional skill, he felt certain he would
become an artist of the highest stature,
lhe pictures he made in his early

twenties are rudimentary in execution.
Nonetheless, they show an impatient
I:Ji!-L!'l:J_’,:IJ'LF for the traditional norms of
ltalian painting and an intense desire
to achieve something bold and new
The hgures in his carly pictures twist
and thrust with restless energy, and
the paint is slapped on with startling
abandon,

The steps in Tintoretto’s progress
from his crude but powerful paint-
ings of the carly 1540s to the lirst mas-
terpieces of hs carcer 1 1548 are
not completely known; simply too
much of the record has been lost
Yet in broad outline the means of his
self-transformation are clear. All early
sources stress Tintoretto’s huge intel
ligence and relentless determination
Gnorgio Vasari, the Florentine artist
and writer, disliked Tintoretto’s work,
vet nevertheless proclaimed he had
“the most prodigious brain éver seen
in the art of painting.” Pietro Arctino,
the poet and chief arbiter of taste
in Venice, said he was brilliant and
headstrong. Carlo Ridolfi, Tintoretio’s
main biographer, stated that his mind
was “filled to the brim with countless
ideas” and that “he was always think-
ing of ways to make himself known as
the most daring painter in the world.”

Tintoretto’s early self-portrait of

the 1540s confirms the truth of these
characterizations (sce illustration on
this page). Painted on life scale, and
focusing solely on the artist’s head and
hllﬁ]lllljli I's, 1“:,' I'lil..'['lll'l.,' I'EITL""EI.'_'I'IIH | }'l: fl'l.l!'l!'_
man of smoldering intensity. With eyes
as big as a hawk’s, he looks straighi
out, implacable and unflinching. Many
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have commented on the concentrated
force of Picasso’s gaze and how it
seemed to take in everything around
him; Tintoretto’s eyes appear to dis-
play the same directness and power
of observation. The handling of the
J’!I.':il'l[ in the picture 15 also noteworthy.
The brushwork is evident and ani-
mate, flickering with highlights and
shadow across the surface of the skin.
l'he velvety blacks of the hair and the
warm golds and reds of the face add
to the impression of heightened sensi-
tivity. A [riend of the panter de-
scribed him as being “All dash and
verve... he 18 full of spint, and con-
veys a notable sense of profundity.”
These are the very qualities on view in
the portrait.

lﬂ the Dialogue on Painting written in
1548 the Venetian art theorist Paolo
Pino stated,

If Titian and Michelangelo were a
single person, if the drawing of
Michelangelo were added to the
color of Twan, then we would
have the supreme god of painting.

lintoretto shared this ideal and ap-
plied his formidable intelligence to its
achievement. We know from the testi-
mony of Raffacle Borghini, a contem-
porary Florentine humanist, that he
copied the works of Michelangelo and
Titian above all. Ridolfi says the artis
even hung the words “the drawing of
Michelangelo and the color of Titian™
on the walls of s studio,

lntoretto hardly ever left Venice,
and he appears never to have seen a
sculpture or painting by Michelangelo
m the original, but he did acquire
prints, drawings, and statuelles made
after the sculptor’s works., According
to Radolf:

He had brought from Florence
the small models that Daniele da
Vaolterra had copied from [Michel-
angelo’s] Medici tomb figures in
san Lorenzo, that 1s 1o say Dawn,
Dusk, Day, and Night. These he
stuched ntensively, making an -
finite number of drawings of them
by the light of an o1l lamp, so that
he could compose in a powerful
and sohidly modeled manner by
means of those strong shadows
cast by the lamp. Nor did he cease
his continuous study of whatever
hand or torso he had collected, re-
producing them on colored paper
with charcoal and watercolor and
highlighting them with chalk and
white lead. Thus did he learn the
forms requisite for his art,

Some of these drawings survive and as
one can see in the Study of Michelan-
gelo’s Dusk in the show, they are
among the most astomishingly inven-
live copies one greal artist ever made
of another great artist’s works, While
faithful to the poses, Tintoretto rou-
tinely chose viewpoints one could
never have of the onginals, such as
from above or behind the sculptures.
He also changed the forms of the stat-
ues, adding muscles where none ap-
pu;aru:! on the n;'t_|]||;;|i~_.; or in the
copies. More radical still was Tinto-
retto’s stvlistic transformation of the
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matenal. The standard practice of
drawing in Renaissance ltaly stressed
the contours and surfaces of the vol-
umes depicted, features also empha-
sized in Michelangelo's sculptures, But
Tintoretto drew his copies in a wholly
original manner whereby the contours
were broken mlo a senes of wavering
and interconnecting outlines and the
surfaces were rendered as aggregates
of shimmering darks and lights. In
his drawings Tintoretto accentuated
the dynamic play of the illumination,
rather than the stable solidity of the
underlying form. Copies after Michel-
angelo’s higures appear in Tintoretto's
paintings from the beginning. They
reach a crescendo in The Miracle of
Saint Mark Freeing the Slave, the artist’s

mauve jackel with pale blue and
pewler gray highlights on the man at
the left of center in The Washing of the
Feer, are painted with far greater sim-
plicity than they would have been by
any other Venetian painter, such as
Titian or Veronese. -
Using his method, Tintoretto sacn-
ficed much of the subtlety and lumi-
nosity that had been characteristic of
Venetian painting ever since Gior-
gione in the carly sixteenth century.
The body of Titan's Danaé at the
Prado glows with sofi, warm, radiant
light. This 1s not the case in any of
Tintoretto’s nudes, whose skin by
companson scems dull and lusterless.
Tintoretto did not really care about
this loss, however, because he was in-

Bnnhwnrl-; 15 the key to Tintoretto’s
artistry, Given the relative simplicity
of layering in the preliminary strata of
paint, the forms in Tintoretto’s pic-
tures would appear nearly unmodeled
were it not for the strong brushwork
on the surface. It 15 with the final
mighty blows of the brush that Tin-
toretto gives shape to the hgures and
objects in his paintings. It is with these
same strokes, too, that he adds the
accents of hue and light that so power-
fully enliven his pictures. For Tinto-
retto, it was through his new method
of panting that he could achieve his
ideal and unite drawing and color.

Mo artist before Tintoretto had ever
painted with such radical economy of

and clothed figures emerge almost
of their own accord.

Four hundred years later, Tin-
loretto’s paintings retain this sense of
magic and immediacy. standing be-
fore his pictures in the Prado, one still
has the impression that the figures are
matenalizing right in front of one’s
eyes, whether for example in the alle-
gory of Summer of circa 1546 (see il-
lustration on page 14) or The Martyr-
dom of Saint Lawrence of 1569-1576,
As Arelino’s remark indicates, the
specd of execution was not merely for
the display of virtuosity; it was also the
source of the vital spark of life that
animates the paintings. Writing in 1611
Alessandro Guarini commented,
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breakthrough picture, painted in 1548,

Tmtun.'ltu‘:- approach to Titian and
o Venetian methods of oil painting
was even more original and inventive.
While borrowing freely from many
technigques in the local tradition, Tin-
toretto conceived new ways of paint-
ing. For his contemporaries this was
the most sinking and controversial
[eature of his art.

Several characteristics of Tinto-
retlo’s painting technigque stand out.
COne is the relative simplicity of layer-
ing in the application of successive
strata of paint. A Renaissance paint-
g 15 built of many layers of different
hues that combine Lo creale the de-
sired colors and effects. This is espe-
cially true in the paintings of Titian
and the other Venetian artists who
pioneered the technical and pictorial
capacities of oil, a comparatively new
medium. Painting slowly over many
work sessions, Titian would lay down
a senes of translucent glazes on his
pictures, cach layer adding to and
blending with the pigments already
applied.

Not Tintoretto. He devised a new
method that entailed a minimum of
layering. Working on top of a substra-
tum of dark pigment, he would, with
some exceptions, first paint a middle
value of the color of an area of the pic-
ture; then he would add broad swaths
of brighter or darker intensities of that
color 1o indicate passages in light or
shade; finally he would apply the high-
lights and shadows in large and bold
strokes of the brush. Even sections
of chromatic complexily, such as the

I'F

terested in something else: dazzling
brushwork.

Accustomed as we are o evident
brushwork as a stylistic feature in the
history of art from Rubens and Rem-
brandt to Franz Kline and William
de Kooning, we tend to take its exis-
tence for granted. But painters did not
always think brushwork should be
seen, and it was Tintoretto more than
any previous artist who made it a cen-
tral part of the painter’s repertoire.
To be sure, Giorgione and Titian had
begun to explore the use of visible
brushwork at the beginning of the
sixteenth century, but they did so in
comparatively restricted ways. lts use
was hmited imitially to a few, select
hughlights; and even when in the mid-
dle and late periods of his career
Titian displayed brushwork more lib-
erally, he would routinely brush or
glaze over the freer passages 1o lone
them down and make them less
obvious,

Tintoretto used the brush with a
degree of spontaneity and boldness
never scen before. Painting at great
speed, and with large brushes, he
would apply the highlights in long
and rapid strokes. These shoot with as-
tonishing force across the surface of
the canvas, giving form and creating
life as they go. Contemporary ob-
servers compared Tintoretto’s brush-
work to flashes of lightning and it
Is easy to see why, so great is the dis-
play ol energy. Recording the impetus
of the painter’s hand, the brushwork
looks dynamic, as if even now il were
in motion and might never come to
rest

means. For example, in his portrait of
a Procurator of 81. Mark's from the
National Gallery of Art, shown al the
Prado, the preliminary layers of color
were laid down with broad sweeps of a
large brush and have a loose and lively
irregulanty. Tintoretto kept the folds
in the procurator’s magnificent red
cloak to a minimum and these he has
dashed on with power, speed. and con-
fidence. A few electrifying strokes are
cnough to indicate the highlights and
shadows on each massive sleeve; and
down the front of the cloak two or
three highlights cascade nearly the en-
tire length of the figure, glinting and
shimmenrning as they fall. The result is
an image of chanismatic energy and ex-
traordinary authority,

Tmtoretto’s technique made it pos-
sible for him to paint with breathtak-
ing velocity. The early sources are full
of startled comments about the speed
and mastery with which he worked.
This was seen as evidence of his com-
plete technical and intellectual com-
mand of the art of painting. In 1580 the
pamter and writer Cristoforo Sorte
wWrole,

In one second he places with per-
fect judgment shadows, hall-tones,
highlights and well-imitated flesh
tones with such bold expertise,
speed and verve that it is amazing
to watch him work.

Likewise Pietro Aretine commented,

Certmnly the brevity of execution
depends upon knowing exactly
whal one 1s doing.... Because of
this total understanding, the naked

He was as fast with his hand as
he was with his brain...and with
only two louches of the brush he
would make all appear more liv-
ing and breathing than others
could have by touching and re-
touching them a thousand times.

Throughout the process of making a
picture, Tintoretto sought to augment
the life-giving sense of spontaneity in his
pamtings. This comes across well in one
section of the exhibition that unites a
late narrative picture, the Rape of Helen,
with an X-ray of the underdrawing on
the canvas and the surviving prepara-
tory ligure studies for the picture, The
ligure studies are small rapid sketches,
in which Tintoretto intentionally elim-
inated all detail, concentrating instead
solely on the Kinetic force of the undu-
lating outlines. When he transferred
these studies to the underdrawing on his
canvas, he made sure the designs kept
the sketchy brevity of form. The X-ray
of the underdrawing shows a tumble of
swithng, tangling, and pulsating lines;
these appear more like a ficld of energy
than a blueprint of solid forms. Work-
ing on top of the underdrawing, Tinto-
retto then painted the figures at full
speed. The body of Helen in the fore-
ground s wrought with just two tones,
one [or the portion in light, and the other
for the section in shadow. A handful of
jabs with the brush suffice to indicate her
diaphanous bodice and the jageed folds
of her dress. Only a supremely gified
artist can do so much with so litile.

S].'H.'t!d and boldness also made i I'H;'I'b.'hi-
ble for Tintoretto 1o work successfully
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on a gigantic scale, It was only thanks
to the extraordinary dispatch of his
technique that he could produce one
colossal picture after another. Each
of the main canvases m the Scuola di
San Rocco is about twenty-five square
meters or larger in dimension and
Tintoretto made many dozens of
paintings on that scale or bigger. No
wonder visitors to Venice, then and
now, can come away with the impres-
sion that the entire city is covered by
the hand and the mind of Tintoretto.
Moreover, it is the boundless cre-
ativity of invention and the prodigious
strength of execution that gives these
pictures the pulse of hfe. A colossal
canvas filled with hosts of figures
could easily become a chaotic mass
of indistinguishable particulars. Yet
Tintoretto was able to make s
monumental pictures seem vivid and

never ceased to beat a passionale
accompaniment to every stroke of

his brush.

In the same vein, Henry wrote in a
letter from Venice to his brother
William,

But you must see him here at
work like a great wholesale direc-
tor to form an idea of his bound-
less imvention and his passionate
energy.... I'd give a great deal to
be able to fling down a dozen of
his pictures into prose of corre-
sponding force and color.

Not everyone was always so pleased
with Tintoretto. In his own period the
innovations of Tintoretlo’s stvle were
considered by many to be an oulra-
geous break with decorum. According
to the norms of Renaissance art criti-

Jacopo Tintaretto; SUmmer, circa 1544

amimate. It was the ability to invesl
panoramic visions of heaven and earth
with the precise observations of living
details that has compelled the admira-
tion and the envy of John Ruskin,
Hippolyte Taine, and many other wnt-
ers. Of the many accounts in praise
of this side of Tintoretto’s genius, per-
haps the most telling is that by Henry
James:

Titlan was assuredly a mighty
poet, but Tintoret —well, Tintoret
was almost a prophet. Before his
greatest works you are conscious
of a sudden evaporation of old
doubts and dilemmas, and the
elernal problems of the conflict
between idealism and realism dies
the most natural of deaths. In his
genius the problem s practically
solved; the alternatives are so har-
moniously imterfused that 1 defy
the keenest critic to say where one
begins and the other ends. The
homeliest prose melts inte the
most ethereal poetry—the literal
and the imaginative fairly con-
found their identity.

This, however, is vague praise.
Tintoret's great merit, to my
mind, was his unequalled distinct-
ness of vision. When once he had
conceived the germ of a scene it
defined itsell to his imagination
with an intensity, an amplitude,
an ndimviduality of expression,
which make one's observation of
his pictures seem less an opera-
tion of the mind than a kind
of supplementary experience of
life.... You get from Tintoret's
work the impression that he felr,
pictorially, the great, beautiful,
terrible spectacle of human life
very much as Shakespeare felt
il poetically—with a heart that

cism, sketchiness and brevity only had
a place during the initial design phase
of creation. Completed works of art
should show the artist’s diligence and
thoroughness in their execution and
finish. Thus Vasan, although m-
pressed by Tintoretto’s manifest bril-
hance, was alarmed and ollended by
his paintings. Vasari wrote that they
were

executed by him in a fashion of his
own and contrary to the use of
other panters.... This master al
times has left as finished works
sketches sull so rough that the
brush-strokes may be seen, done
more by chance and vehemence
than with judgment and design.

Vasari was nol alone in this view.
In his book The Lament of Painting,
written in 1605, eleven vears after Tin-
toretto died in 1594, Federico Zuc-
caro, the Central Itahan artist, even
blamed Tintoretto and his followers
for the downfall of painting.

When Zuccaro made these remarks,
the Baroque, a new penod in the his-
tory of art, was already dawning. Two
of the main instigators of the Baroque,
Annibale Carracci and Peter Paul
Rubens, looked to Tintoretto as one of
their models, and later, Bernini, Ve-
lazquez, and others joined in the cho-
rus of admirers. Through them the
legacy of Tintoretio became an inte-
gral part of the Baroque and of the
European tradition. All these artists
were altracted to the extraordinary
brushwork, the technical mastery, the
colossal scale, the visiomary sweep,
and the forceful detail of Tintoretto’s
painting. Above all, they were in-
spired by a fundamental principle they
found in Tintoretto’s works. the idea
that art should be a form of energy
made visible. L
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