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Francesco Bassano, Paradise, Saint Petersburg, The State Hermitage Museum



The painter Leandro Bassano was born in Bassano del Grappa, the
3rd son of Jacopo Bassano, one of the major painters of the 16th
century Venetian School. Leandro studied painting techniques
with his father and his older brother Francesco. Leandro moved
from his native town to Venice some time prior to 1588 and he
was then registered with the Venetian painters’ guild from 1588
through 1621. In 1592 Jacopo’s death was followed by that of
Francesco, and Leandro inherited Francesco’s activities in Venice
and received important commissions for the Palazzo Ducale and
for S. Giorgio Maggiore. In 1595-96, he was knighted by Marino
Grimani, then Doge of the Venetian Republic. Leandro was also
highly renowned as a portrait painter.

The newly acquired Last Judgement depicts a glory of saints in
Heaven in the upper half of the painting, while the lower half of
the composition shows the saved souls on the left and the damned
souls in hell on the right. The relatively small panel encompasses
the extremely detailed, miniaturist depiction of innumerable fig-
ures. An image of the Trinity forms the upper focal point of the
composition, with Mary in a pose of intercession and St. John the
Baptist forming the so-called Deesis motif. This triangular group-
ing is surrounded by carefully depicted ranks of angels, apostles,
patriarchs from the Old Testament, church fathers, virgin martyrs,
friars, and numerous other saints. Leandro’s direct reference for
his depiction of Heaven can be found in the extant altarpiece
Paradise (ca.1580, Museo Civico, Bassano del Grappa; fig.1) which
was based on his father Jacopo’s design and probably executed
with the assistance of Leandro himself. The NMWA work shows
Leandro simply borrowing the compositional pattern and many
of the individual figural motifs from that altarpiece composition.

Carlo Ridolfi, the 17th century author of biographies of Vene-
tian painters, includes the following comment in his life of
Leandro: “Bernardo Giunti took a paradise scene with painstak-
ingly small figures with him to Florence.”" There is an extremely
close version of the NMWA work in the Birmingham Museum of
Art (Alabama, Gift of the Samuel H. Kress Foundation; fig.2), and
it can be suggested that either the NMWA work or the Birmingham
work is the one mentioned in Ridolfi's comment.?)

A fascinating clue to determining the date of the NMWA work
and the history behind its production can be found at the left edge
of the composition’s depiction of heaven. Here Leandro has
depicted his own self-portrait and a portrait of his patron, Marino
Grimani (fig.3). Leandro’s portrait is accompanied by the emblem
of the Order of S. Marco. Thus we can surmise that this painting
was created during Grimani'’s 1595-1605 reign as Doge. In addition
to standing as homage of Grimani, this painting thus also com-
memorates the important event in the painter’s career. Given these
clues it would be natural for us to conclude that the painting was
created in 1595-96 immediately after the patron elevated Leandro
to the knightship. During this period Leandro also painted an
independant portrait of Marino Grimani (presently in the Dresden
Gemaldesgalerie).

Comparison between the NMWA work and the Alabama ver-
sion of the painting shows that they are very similar, with almost
identical compositions. The major difference between the two
works lies in the Alabama work’s signature, “LEANDER A PONTE
BASS. EQVES. F.” and the fact that the Alabama work is painted on
copper plate. No qualitative differences can be noted between the
two works, and David Steel has proposed that the NMWA work
was painted before the Alabama version.”)

A comment regarding the question of absence/presence of
signature is important here. Roger Ward has noted the brighter
palette in the NMWA work and suggested that such coloration was
in response to Tuscan tastes, and that this work was painted for the
Florentine patron Bernardo Giunti.’ However, another possibility
can be suggested. The lack of signature on the NMWA work may
indicate that this painting was intended to be viewed within an
environment where the painter’s identity was self-evident. If the

surmise that the NMWA version is the earlier work is correct, then
considering the commemorative nature of the included portraits
might allow us to hypothesize that this painting is the version the
artist kept for his own, while the original recipient of the Alabama
version may have been Marino Grimani himself.

As noted above, the iconographic model for this work is the
Paradise in the Museo Civico, Bassano del Grappa. However,
another composition related to the NMWA work can be cited,
namely, Francesco Bassano’s modello for the Paradise prepared
in ca.1580 (The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; fig.4).
The Hermitage work was painted for the competition to replace the
damaged fresco by Guariento in the Sala del Maggior Consiglio in
the Palazzo Ducale. Several major painters participated in this
competition, and the result was the rather curious decision that
Francesco and Paolo Veronese should jointly paint the enormous
mural. This plan, however, was never realized, and the commis-
sion was given to Tintoretto after Veronese’s death in 1588.5) Thus
the “glory of Paradise after the Last Judgement” was a subject of
decisive importance in the political imagery of the Venetian Re-
public, and the superiority among various compositional inven-
tions based on this theme was a very actual topic in the Venetian
art scene of the 1580s. Given this fact, the subject of the “Last
Judgement with the glory of Paradise” would have been highly
suitable subject matter for Leandro both to honor the newly-
elected Doge-patron and to further his own status as the new
leading painter after Tintoretto’s death in 1594.

(Michiaki Koshikawa)

Notes

1) Ridolfi, as cited in the Bibliography above, p.167.

2) Steel, as cited in the Bibliography above, p.94.

3) Ibid., p.94. The basis for Steel’s suggestion appears in the woman in the
hell scene in the lower right of the composition. She has vivid bloody
tracks where she has been scratched by the claws of the devil. Con-
versely, the Alabama version does not have this same detail on these
figures. Steel suggests that this change was in response to the patron’s
wishes.

4) Ward, as cited in the Bibliography above.

5) See S. Sinding-Larsen, Christ in the Council Hall: Studies in the Religious
Iconography in the Venetian Republic, Rome, 1974, pp.45-80; W. Wolters,
Storia e politica nei dipinti di Palazzo Ducale, Venice, 1987, pp.299-310,
regarding the question of the competition for the Paradise in the Sala del
Maggior Consiglio of the Venetian Palazzo Ducale, and the political
meaning of this iconography.



