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IN 1996 THE THREE-HUNDREDTH ANNIVERSARY of 
the birth of Giambattista Tiepolo was celebrated 
with a spate of exhibitions and conferences all over 

Europe and in the United States where the most note- 
worthy presentation took place at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in NewYork. These events engendered 
a large number of catalogues, studies, archival investi- 
gations, new attributions, and reviews. They also led to 
the identification of some previously unknown works 
by the painter and much fresh insight into his oeuvre 
and working methods.' 

The purpose of this note is to reconsider sugges- 
tions made regarding the subject matter and the titles 
ascribed to an enigmatic but powerful early painting 
by the artist. This canvas, once in the Rasini collection 
in Milan, was first published by Antonio Morassi, who 
called it Abraham Banishing Hagar (Figure 1).2 Keith 
Christiansen accepts the title but adds a question 
mark,3 which indicates some doubt about the designa- 
tion, and his uncertainty seems justified. He-right- 
ly-also rejects two more recent suggestions that seem 
even less convincing than Morassi's reference to 
Genesis 16:6-8. In 1987 Bernard Aikema proffered 
"The Sacrifice of Polyxena at the Tomb of Achilles" as 
a title,4 while in 1993 Massimo Gemin and Filippo 
Pedrocco maintained that the scene depicts the ban- 
ishment of Vashti, the wife of Ahasuerus, the Persian 
king who ordered her to appear before his guests. 
Vashti's refusal to do so led to her expulsion.5 Un- 
happy with these hypotheses, Christiansen assumes 
that Tiepolo's use of a recondite source inhibits the 
understanding of the paintings subject. The latest con- 
tribution to the debate is George Knox's unconvincing 
alternative: Mordecai at the palace gate beseeching 
Esther to offer herself to Ahasuerus. "This scenario, 
though not described in so many words in Esther, 2, 
covers all the main points: the magnificent palace gate- 
way, the insistent gesture of Mordecai pointing 
indoors, and the emotional prostration of Esther."6 
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Only a careful study of the given realia in this paint- 
ing will lead to a more plausible title. With the excep- 
tion of Michael Levey,7 all those concerned seem to 
misread the data somewhat. He is the only art histori- 
an to describe correctly the building in the scene-how- 
ever, again without coming to persuasive conclusions. 
"At the base of a strange, huge drum-like structure 
(with its bas-relief, more classical-seeming than Bibli- 
cal) a heavily draped aged priest or sage gesticulates 
over the prostrate, imploring body of a woman, while 
two figures look on, one indifferently, the other as though 
anxious to intercede. Penitence, perhaps, is what the 
woman's pose suggests." He concludes: "The originali- 
ty of the treatment is striking, and that is only under- 
lined if the subject really is the Expulsion of Hagar." 

Little remains to be added to this description. That 
the structure is circular-its curve receding into the 
shadows of the background on the left-is confirmed 
by its rounded foundation in the lower right of the 
painting, which serves as a platform for the draped male 
and the prostrate woman, who beseechingly touches 
his right foot. A marble string course defines the base 
of the terracotta-colored building at shoulder height 
and ends at the projecting straight, noncurvilinear 
frame of the doorway, of which only the left part is vis- 
ible. Its pedestal is decorated with a marble relief that 
depicts a youthful male facing right; a figure of uncer- 
tain sex behind him looking back toward a tree hung 
with drapery; and a wooden pail stands on the ground. 
The figures may be busying themselves with a sacrifice, 
although part of the altar is obscured by the two young 
women who crouch in front of the bas-relief. Over it a 
carved wave pattern embellishes the ledge on which 
double pilasters rest. These-together with an identi- 
cal set at the right of the door but outside the picture- 
must be thought of as supporting the gateway's 
pediment. Three plain steps lead up to the dark 
interior of the building. The billowing smoke that 
emerges from an ornate brazier at the front is sooty 
and does not seem to rise up straight and clean, as 
might be expected. 

There is no visual reference to an oriental or bibli- 
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Figure i, Giambattista Tiepolo (1696-1770). Abraham Banishing Hagar. Oil on canvas, 96 x 136 cm. Private collection (photo: 
courtesy MMA) 

cal ambience; instead, everything points to a classical 
setting. If we follow the pictorial cues supplied by the 
painter, the subject reveals itself almost as a matter of 
course. The literary background of Tiepolo's contem- 
poraries (ours is so sadly remiss) must have enabled 
them to recognize the scene without any difficulty, 
the visual allusions being unequivocally clear. The clas- 
sical sources that were then available refer to the cir- 
cular temple of Vesta in the Forum Romanum. The 
very ancient cult that centered on the family hearth 
and gods (Penates) had been officially elevated to a state 
worship by imperial times.8 Ovid's Fasti 6.280-318 
give a vivid description of the goddess Vesta, of her 
cult-because she was a virgin she required chaste ser- 
vants-and of the shape of the building that Ovid calls 
a tholus (6.282).9 Excavations had not yet started in 
the Campo Vaccino in Tiepolo's day,1' and the sanc- 
tuary's actual shape, circular and ringed with columns, 
was not known. However, Tiepolo may have seen coins 
depicting it (Figure 2).1 Venice could pride itself on 
one of the finest assemblages of Classical antiquities, 
ever since Cardinal Domenico Grimani, followed by 
Giovanni Grimani, patriarch of Aquileia, willed their 

collections to the city in 1523 and 1586 respectively. 
Tiepolo must have been aware of these treasures and 
used them. The coins invariably show the tholus with a 
conical roof, its doorway framed by two columns on 
either side; this was a pictorial convention to evoke the 
peristyle familiar to the Roman viewer, but it was 
unknown to Tiepolo. He therefore omits it but pro- 
vides the drumlike structure with a stately porch and 
flanking double pilasters. The brazier in the painting 
not only attests to the sacred character of the building 
but, as we shall see, is its actual focus. The old man who 
peremptorily points into the sanctuary, while sternly 
talking down to the young prostrate woman, wears san- 
dals and the classical garb of a Roman priest officiat- 
ing. In early Rome, it was the king (rex) who served as 
the main priest at religious functions. The name Rex 
sacrorum and the position survived throughout the 
Republic.12 With their heads covered ritually, priests 
presided over the sacrificial rites.'3 This framework 
allows me to suggest passages from Ovid's Fasti and 
from Plutarch's Lives as the major sources of Tiepolo's 
painting. Let me quote the "historian" first, in his 
Life of Romulus: 
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Figure 2. Roman coins with the temple of Vesta. No. i, Neronian; no. 2, Vespasianic; no. 3, Tiberian 
(photo: from LIMC, V, 2, s.v. Hestia Vesta) 

The kings of Alba reigned in lineal descent from 
Aeneas, and the succession devolved at length upon 
two brothers, Numitor and Amulius. Amulius proposed 
to divide things into two equal shares, and set as equiv- 
alent to the kingdom the treasure and gold that were 
brought from Troy. Numitor chose the kingdom; but 
Amulius, having the money, and being able to do more 
with that than Numitor, took his kingdom from him 
with great ease, and, fearing lest his daughter might 
have children, made her a Vestal, bound in that condi- 
tion forever to live a single and maiden life. This lady 
some call Ilia, others Rhea, and others Silvia; however, 
not long after, she was, contrary to the established laws 
of the Vestals, discovered to be with child, and should 
have suffered the most cruel punishment [to be buried 
alive], had not Antho, the king's daughter, mediated 
with her father for her; nevertheless, she was confined, 
and debarred all company, that she might not be deliv- 
ered without the king's knowledge. In time she brought 
forth two boys, of more than human size and beauty, 
whom Amulius, becoming yet more alarmed, com- 
manded a servant to take and cast away. 

We may stop here, since the future of these boys-who 
were nursed by a she-wolf, who restored the kingdom 
to Numitor and founded the city of Rome-is well 
known. In Rome the wolf was a creature sacred to Mars 
and this "gave credit to what the mother of the chil- 
dren said, that their father was the god Mars; though 
some say that it was a mistake put upon her by Amulius, 
who himself had come to her dressed up in 
armour" (!) 4 The poet's version is more circumstan- 
tial. The story of Rhea Silvia is the major subject of 
Fasti, book 3. 

Tiepolo has compressed the events into a single 
scene full of passion and drama: Amulius, the king, 
priest, and uncle of Ilia or Rhea Silvia, who had forced 
her to become a vestal virgin, has just learned of her 
pregnancy and threatens to put her to the gruesome 
death reserved for delinquent virginal priestesses. The 
goddess Vesta is offended by what has transpired. The 
smudgy smoke from the brazier signals a dying fire. 

"Silvia fit mater ... / ara deae certe tremuit pariente 
ministra/et subiit cineres territa flamma suos."'l 
Antho, the king's daughter (who is mentioned only in 
Plutarch's tale), intercedes on behalf of her cousin- 
the indirect light on her face enlarges her eyes dra- 
matically-while her maid looks on impassively. The 
sanctuary is not located in the busy Forum but in a dark 
glen. Tiepolo, aware of Ovid's description,'6 may also 
have seen reliefs of Rhea Silvia and Mars on Roman sar- 
cophagi or on mosaics (Figure 3), which place the 
scene on the wooded banks of the Tiber.'7 The back- 
ground in his painting may indicate this specific site, 
and the women wear classicizing robes. However, 

---t-- d - I T A - vm 

Figure 3. Mars and Rhea Silvia on the Banks of the Tiber. Roman 
mosaic from Ostia, second century A.D. (photo: from LIMC, 
VII, 2, s.v. Rea Silva, no. 6) 
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Figure 4. Ciro Ferri (1634?-1689). 
The Vestals, 1666. Oil on canvas, 148 
x 194 cm. Rome, Palazzo Spada 
(photo: from Lo Bianco, Pietro da 
Cortona, no. 87) 

Tiepolo was not familiar with the very distinct head- 
dress of the vestal virgins; it consisted of multiple 
woolen bands worn under a veil (as attested by exca- 
vated statues and reliefs).'8 

So much for the painting's iconography, which 
apparently has no counterpart. Not surprisingly, how- 
ever, another artist-and surely not the only one-had 
already met the challenge of Ovid's compelling tale, 
but his rendition remained unacknowledged due to 
our unfamiliarity with the classics. Ciro Ferri 
(1634?-1689), the devoted collaborator of Pietro da 
Cortona (1596-1669), who completed many unfin- 
ished projects after the master's death, painted a large 
canvas while busy on a commission of Pietro's in 

Bergamo in 1666 (Figure 4). The provenance of the 

picture, entitled The Vestals, is well documented.'9 The 
works of Ferri lack the grandiose and balanced sweep 
of Pietro's creations, but he successfully emulated his 
master's astounding versatility. In this picture, Ferri 
leads us into the tholus, crowded with animated groups 
of adults and children, as Vesta was the protector of the 
family and the hearth. In an island of stillness in the 
center, there is an elaborate golden altar (together 
with a thronelike chair and a tall ewer, which exhibit 
Ferri's talents as sculptor and goldsmith) with a vestal 
virgin standing behind it. The focus, however, is on the 
seated young priestess, undoubtedly Rhea Silvia, who 

drapes the end of her large veil over her abdomen and 
looks, half thoughtful, half surprised, at the strange 
shapes of the flames, while sooty smoke wells up from 
a reluctant fire. The vestal virgin who tries to rekindle 
it has to protect her face from the acrid smoke. This is 
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Figure 5. Giandomenico Tiepolo (1727-1804). Red-and-white 
chalk drawing of a seated man, capite velato. Stuttgart, 
Graphische Sammlung der Staatsgalerie Stuttgart, inv. no. 

1456 (photo: from Tiepolo [Stuttgart, 1970] no. 148) 
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not the solemn standard sacrifice for Vesta, but rather 
the sign of the goddess's horror and indignation at the 
discovery of Rhea Silvia's pregnancy. Because of the 
unrecognized iconography of the scene, the catalogue 
entry censures the painter for perceived shortcomings. 
Ironically, the words used by its author to denigrate the 
work's general atmosphere actually confirm the inten- 
tions of the painter. What is seen as an error by the 
modem critic turns out to be the artist's triumph.20 

In Tiepolo's picture scholars have searched for par- 
allel poses, and a number have been pinpointed as 
being typical of the painter's youthful work, specifical- 
ly prostrate figures.2l As a matter of course, Giambat- 
tista's son Domenico shared motifs with his father. The 
garb of Domenico's seated man, capite velato and wear- 
ing sandals (Figure 5), much resembles Amulius's garb 
in our painting.22 

In conclusion, one would like to ask whether the 
rare subject might have been a special commission. It 
has been suggested, though tentatively, that the pic- 
ture belonged to a set-recorded by Da Canal in 
1732-painted by young Giambattista for the home 
of Doge Giovanni Corner (r. 1709-22).23 Corner's 
tenure covered a phase of unprecedented gloom in 
the history of the once proud Republic.24 Though 
deeply religious, the scion of one of the oldest and 
most respected patrician families in Venice may have 
felt the need to enhance the standing and morale of 
his house by trying to connect it to figures out of 
Roman history. Decorating palaces in such a manner 
was not unusual in seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century Venice.25 It was a tradition of long standing 
among the Venetian nobility to appropriate Trojan 
and Roman ancestors, and our painting may have func- 
tioned as such.26 
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tories along the Danube and on the Adriatic coast. 

25. See B. Aikema, "La decorazione di Palazzo Barbaro-Curtis 
a Venezia fino alla meta del settecento," Arte Veneta 41 (1987) 
pp. 147-153. Scenes from the lives of virtuous men and women 
from ancient history were apparently combined with portraits of fam- 
ily members. Giambattista's contribution to the main salone, The 
Apotheosis of the Barbaro Family (1750), is in the MMA. See Christiansen, 
Tiepolo, cat. no. 21 a; for the rest of Tiepolo's set, see cat. nos. 21 b-d. 
Ciro Ferri's Vestals attests to the subject as entirely acceptable. 

26. See H. Buchthal, Historia Troiana: Studies in the History of 
Mediaeval Secular Illustration (London, 1971) esp. pp. 59-67. 
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