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This book offers an innovative approach to the altarpieces of Giambattista
Tiepolo (1696-1770) by discussing them within the intellectual context of
the first half of the eighteenth century. Tiepolo occupies a particular position
in the history of art: firmly embedded in the eighteenth century, he is one
of the last great painters of the classical tradition, and, at the same time, one
of the precursors of modernity.

Why has Tiepolo’s religious art often been misunderstood! How can the
abbreviation and absence of key symbols in the images be explained and why
is this rhetoric of absence so utterly modern? Deliberately concentrating on
what is not painted, rather than what is in the picture, the book deals with
Tiepolo’s lacunism as an eighteenth-century phenomenon anticipating
modernity. It discusses four different forms of rhetoric: iconic, narrative,
silent, and visionary. Each discourse calibrates the images within their
contemporary religious and philosophical context, which promote this
type of rhetoric as highly innovative.

Johanna Fassl was born in Munich, Germany, and holds a PhD with distinc-
tion in Art History from Columbia University. She received Mellon and
Getty fellowships for her research on Tiepolo. Currently she is an assistant
professor of art history at Franklin College Switzerland, in addition to being

the director of Casa Muraro: Columbia University Study Center in Venice.

She is now working on her second book project, dealing with the concept of

vision in Enlightenment art, science, and philosophy.
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Preface

Giambattista Tiepolo was Venice’s greatest painter of the so-called
Silver Age of Venetian Painting. Second president of the Venetian
Academy of Painters and Sculptors, member of the same institu-
tion in Parma, friend and professional confidante of Francesco
Algarotti, sought after by Europe’s courts and clientele, Tiepolo
enjoyed not only immense popularity but also high esteem in the
artistic world of the Settecento. This favorable response lasted un-
til about 1946, when the influential Italian art critic Roberto
Longhi accused Tiepolo of an “anachronistic rhetoric” in its most
derogatory sense. Subsequently the Venetian painter’s appreciation
has been varied and his critical fortune has not been entirely con-
gruent with the appreciation of his contemporaries. It is easy to
like Tiepolo: the chromatic brilliance of his palette, the fire of his
brush, and magnificence of his spectacle. But Tiepolo’s paintings
frequently come with built-in enigmas, confronting the viewer with
more questions than answers. Fragmented body parts, closed eyes,
masked faces, ruptures in the perspective framework, and a touch
of darkness disturb the beholder in his search for meaning. Tie-
polo’s pictures are indeed often puzzling, ambiguous, and some-
times utterly indeterminate. Key symbols are absent and resolution
lies outside the world of the picture, to be constructed only in the
viewer’s mind. Concentrating on his decorative side seemed an
adequate way to escape (what I call) Tiepolo’s rhetoric of absence
and to avoid acknowledging the deeper issues behind it.

This book grew out of the tercentenary celebrations of Tie-
polo’s birth. The great exhibitions at Ca’ Rezzonico, the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, and the Petit Palais afforded an excellent
opportunity to study Tiepolo’s art. They also brought out the crit-
ics’ astonishment and wonder; and despite William Barcham’s
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seminal study on Tiepolo’s religious works, once again, the sacred
paintings were under attack. Yet, while often being perplexed, the
viewers nonetheless could not escape Tiepolo’s expressive power.
From the responses it became clear that critics and historians have
hardly ever allowed themselves to react to Tiepolo’s expressiveness
and to approach his pictures with an interpretive framework that
leaves room for the consideration of paradox and indeterminacy.
But rarely does not mean never and it is from the authors who
have addressed Tiepolo’s departure from convention that my study
started out: Barry Hannegan, Ulrike Andersson, Svetlana Alpers
and Michael Baxandall, Frank Bittner, David Rosand, and Nigel
Llewellyn. Rather than discarding or neglecting Tiepolo’s “oddi-
ties,” they have located meaning in the unusual and implicitly rec-
ognized Tiepolo’s liminal position: one of the last masters of the
Renaissance and first protagonists of the Romantics — even a pre-
cursor of the Surrealists.

The questions that I asked myself at the outset of this study is
what kind of interpretive framework is necessary to make sense of
Tiepolo’s rhetoric of absence, especially within the religious con-
text; and if this rhetoric finds an explanation within the historical
moment. The focus on rhetoric was an obvious choice, for it gets
right to the heart of the matter. It calls for rigorous attention to the
surface, to the painted signs and the pictorial structure telling the
story. But it also allows going behind the scenes and to consult the
images’ immediate context for — to say it literally — enlightenment.
Rhetoric was widely discussed during the Age of Enlightenment
and concerns all disciplines that are key to the understanding of
Tiepolo’s pictures: painting, devotion, and epistemology.

The decision to concentrate on the altarpieces was motivated
by the specificity of their viewing situation. Although not an essen-
tial instrument to the liturgy performed on the altar, the altarpiece
is a particular instrument of communication. Viewed 7 situ, it is a
stimulus for an existential experience that comprises both body
and mind. The painter mobilizes such an experience not only by
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the “what” but also by the “how.” The articulation of symbols,
facial expressions, gestures, pictorial structure, and choice of colors
bear meaning in themselves and contribute to the reading of the
image and the viewing experience.

The pictorial rhetoric of the altarpiece can also be considered
by taking it off the altar; the pictures then become historical
documents. This means to release the altarpiece from its official
function and to contemplate the picture as an aesthetic object,
which not only participates in the spiritual life of the sacred envi-
ronment, but also partakes in a specific moment. In this manner
the altarpiece returns to the painter’s studio and becomes the his-
toric voice of his hand and mind. Attesting to the rhetorical power
of the painter’s language means to search for meaning beyond sub-
ject matter and to locate it in the picture’s immediate structure.

The painter’s studio is not a hermetically sealed environment
or fragmented reality, but a place where tradition, thought, tech-
nique, and skill intersect. In other words, the artist and his practice
are firmly embedded within their context. For this study, context is
explained as a clearly demarcated moment in the past: the first half
of the eighteenth century. This moment is defined and separated
from its own past and future through a specific structure that un-
derlies its expressions. Language, literature, art, religion, law, and
philosophy all have a common base, ot sexsus communis, and are co-
determinative factors in shaping their individual appearances.
These expressions also enter into relationships with each other,
not as direct influence but as mutual resonance and exchange. In
this book, I examined if the particularities in Tiepolo’s pictorial
language are also present in other forms of expressions. In this
endeavor I specifically investigated the philosophical texts and de-
votional practices of the first half of the Settecento.

One of Italy’s most important thinkers of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the Neapolitan philosopher Giambattista Vico, proved to be
the most important “companion” for Tiepolo in this enterprise.
Vico sparked my curiosity because he too is a transitional figure,
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standing at the crossroads of two powerful intellectual traditions:
Renaissance humanism and the Enlightenment. This partly explains
his ambiguous status not only amidst eighteenth-century thinkers,
but also within the entire philosophical tradition, where the situation
is even more complex. He can be read either as a protagonist of the
Enlightenment, attempting to develop an epistemological response
to Descartes that validates a science of history and philology; or he
can be interpreted as attempting to subvert the Enlightenment’s
preoccupation with a certain model of rational thinking, thus emerg-
ing as an implicitly postmodern thinker.

Vico’s theory of verum et factum convertuntur, the convertibility
of the true and the made, provides a key explanation for Tiepolo’s
rhetoric of absence. The idea is anti-Cartesian in the sense that
knowledge cannot be deduced but must be produced in order to
be fully understood. Just as divine truth is what God creates in the
act of knowing it, so human truth is what man comes to know in
the act of making. In this manner, man can never really know what
is God’s work, such as nature or the elements. But he can know his
own products, such as history, art, and philosophy. In the Vichian
context, the lacunism in Tiepolo’s rhetoric may be explained as a
creative stimulus for the beholder to construct meaning in his pic-
tures, and thus to truly know them — seeing is understood as a form
of poesis with an epistemological import.

What I hope to demonstrate in the following chapters is that
Vico and Tiepolo stand side-by-side as equal partners in the enter-
prise of the Italian Enlightenment. Jonathan Israel suggests that
Vico’s philosophy partakes in the radical Enlightenment, that he is
part of a group of thinkers whose revolutionary ideas helped lay the
foundations of the modern world. This book is an attempt to give
Tiepolo a leading role in the visual culture that had its foundation in
the same ground. My objective is not to answer all the questions
that Tiepolo’s images put in front of our eyes; rather, I aim to con-
struct a framework so that they no longer seem accidental and in-
congruous. I hope to offer an alternative reading that makes inde-
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terminacy a significant voice of the Enlightenment and calls for a
poetic/creative mode of beholding pictures.

Applying Vico’s subject-centered hermeneutics — seeing as
poesis — to Tiepolo’s images leads to a set of readings of the altar-
pieces that go beyond text-image relationships and contextual is-
sues. Vico offers an imaginary, or inner approach, which is trig-
gered by those elements in the image that the beholder does not
understand. Seeing means to enter into a partnership with the pic-
ture, by which the beholder transforms himself in the (inner and
imaginary) making of the work. For a deeper explanation of this
type of reception, one naturally turns to names that are not imme-
diately associated with Tiepolo: Freud, Lacan, Kristeva, Barthes,
Iser, and Gadamer. I claim that these readings come directly out of
the pictures and the Vichian framework, which essentially is con-
temporary to them.

For the analysis of Tiepolo’s altarpieces I singled out four
modes of expression: iconic, narrative, visionary, and silent rheto-
ric. Each chapter is rooted in a work that most characteristically
represents these types. The Introduction takes up the importance
of language in the eighteenth century through Tiepolo’s allegorical
representation of rhetoric at Ca’ Sandi in Venice. Chapter 1 fo-
cuses on the Rest on the Flight into Egypt and explores the concept of
iconicity. Iconic altarpieces directly confront the beholder but ico-
nicity also involves the engagement of memory and the work of
the imagination. It demonstrates how Tiepolo, by abbreviating the
key symbols and painting the scene with a nocturnal background,
relies on the beholder’s memory to complete the missing informa-
tion. Chapter 2 discusses martyrdom images, addressing Tiepolo in
the role of the storyteller. It demonstrates how Tiepolo conforms
with, but also transcends conventional pictorial narration; and how
the graphic display of the martyred body, by questioning the be-
holdet’s subjectivity, induces a process of introspection. Chapter 3
deals with the expressionless faces in Tiepolo’s chorus figures.
They often have been labeled as pictorial exoticism, as bystanders
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dressed in Oriental garb. Rather than being geographic indicators,
I see them as instances of a silent rhetoric, expressions of a muta
poesis. 'The final chapter engages with Tiepolo’s altarpieces of
painted visions, explaining the dissociation of the visionary and his
vision as an instance of creative seeing. It specifically refers to the
writings of an eighteenth-century Venetian mystic who describes
the collaboration of intellect and imagination in her visionary en-
counters and to Vico’s theory of the eye of zngenium. In the Con-
clusion, I attempt to place the notion of viewing as a poetic activity
within the wider context of eighteenth-century Europe.
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It is said that he [Raphael] took pictures, which
frquently are considered the books of the illit-
erate, and also asked the lettered to read them,
making them speak to both their intellect and
emotion. It is said that, in a certain way, he
wanted to explain Quintilian, where he says
that greater than the force of the artifices of
rhetoric is that of painting.

(Francesco Algarotti, Saggio sopra la pittura)






INTRODUCTION

Poetic Rhetoric:
The “Discovery of the True Homer’

>

Painted Rhetoric: Mercury at Ca’ Sandi

Francesco Algarotti’s statement on the power of pictorial rhetoric
finds its full expression in Tiepolo’s first Venetian commission in
fresco of profane subject matter;' the ceiling of the great hall in Ca’
Sandi at Sant’Angelo.” The Sandi were one of Venice’s most im-
portant families of lawyers, and the soffitto, painted between 1724

1 “Si direbbe che i quadri, i quali, secondo il detto comune, sono i libri
degl’ignoranti, egli prendesse a fargli leggere anche ai dotti, facendogli par-
lare allo intelletto e allo spirito. Si direbbe ch’egli abbia inteso di giustifica-
re in certa maniera Quintiliano, la dove afferma maggiore della forza che
hanno sopra di noi gli artifizi della retorica, esser la forza della pittura”
(ALGAROTTI 19694, 399).

2 On the Sandi ceiling, see DA CANAL 1809, pp. xxxii—xxxiii; MOSCHINI
1815, vol.1, p. 603; SELVATICO and LAZARI (no date), p. 434; MOLMENTI
1909, p. 54; SACK 1910, p. 153; ARSLAN 1935-306, p. 250; MORASSI 1942,
pp- 259-267; MORASSI 1943, pp. 15-16; IVANOFF 1951, pp. 70-72; MO-
RASSI 19552, pp. 15-16; MORASSI 1955b, pp. 4-7; MORASSI 1962, pp. 60—
61, 69; PALLUCCHINI 1968, no. 32; PRECERITTI GARBERI 1971, pp. 16-18;
BRAHAM 1981, p. 72; AIKEMA 1986, pp. 167-171; LEVEY 1986, pp. 23—
28; BARCHAM 1989, p. 56; BARCHAM 1992, no. 2; KNOX 1993, pp. 135—
145; GEMIN and PEDROCCO 1993, no. 65; DEININGER 1995, Chapter 8:
“Das Deckenfresko ‘Macht der Beredsamkeit’ im Palazzo Sandi in Vene-
dig,” pp. 70-78; P1a1 1996, pp. 102-104; ALPERS and BAXANDALL 1994,
p. 171; CHRISTIANSEN 19964, pp. 15, 44, 47, 63, 68, 76, 118; PEDROCCO
2002, no. 52/1; FASSL 2004, “Introduction: Poetic Rhetoric”; AR-
MSTRONG 2005.
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and 1725, is a tribute to their occupation. It alludes to the fame
and virtue of the legal profession glorifying the foundation of ju-
risprudence, namely rhetoric.” The subject of the ceiling is gener-
ally identified as the Power of Eloguence, articulated in four scenes:
Bellerophon  Overcoming the Chimera; Amphion Building the Walls of
Thebes, Hercules Holding His Listeners Enthralled, and Orphens with Eu-
rydice Overcoming Cerberus (plate 1). Tiepolo had studied the subjects
in an oil sketch, a modello, that he may have presented to his pa-
trons prior to execution (fig. 1).* The ceiling affords an excellent
opportunity to study the concept and articulation of rhetoric
within the context of the eighteenth century in general and within
Tiepolo’s work in particular.

Carlo Goldoni describes how lawyers enjoyed a status similar
to that of nobility.” Practicing law was considered a very lucrative
profession and an applied art that represented an exemplum virtutis.
Vettor Sandi, an acclaimed Venetian lawyer, had bought the prop-
erty just off the Canal Grande at Sant’Angelo in 1665 from the
Barbarigo family. In 1685, the year of Vettor’s death, the Sandi
family was able to gain entry into the Venetian nobility. Vettor was
succeeded by his son Tomaso, who would also become a success-
ful lawyer.

3 “But since the object of rhetoric is judgment — for judgments are pro-
nounced in deliberative rhetoric and judicial proceedings are a judgment —
it is not only necessary to consider how to make the speech itself demon-
strative and convincing, but also that the speaker should show himself to
be of a certain character and should know how to put the judge into a cer-
tain frame of mind” (ARISTOTLE 1959, Bk. 2, p. 1).

4 BRrAHAM 1981, p. 72.

5 “Les Avocats a Venise doivent avoir leurs logements, ou du moins leurs
Etudes, dans le quartier de la Robe. Je louai un appartement a Saint Pater-
nien, et ma meére et ma tante ne me quittaient pas. J’endossai la robe de
mon ¢état, qui est la méme que la Patricienne. )’enveloppai ma téte dans une
immense parruque, et j’attendois avec impatience le jour de ma présenta-
tion au Palais” (GOLDONI [1787] 1992, 1, p. XXIII).



Plate 1:  Giambeattista Tiepolo, The Power of Eloquence, 1724-25, Ca’ Sandi, Ven-
ice. Photo: Cameraphoto.

Figure 1:  Giambattista Tiepolo, The Power of Eloguence, ca. 1724, Courtauld Gal-
leries, Princess Gate Collection, LLondon. Photo: The Courtauld In-
stitute of Art.
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Tomaso Sandi began the reconstruction of the old building in
1721. The architect Domenico Rossi undertook the remodeling,
and Tiepolo and Nicolo Bambini subsequently were invited to
embellish the salone. Tiepolo frescoed the main ceiling and Bambini
the 