Tiepolo, Henry James, and Edith Wharton
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HIS ESSAY EXAMINES the different reactions of
THenryjames and Edith Wharton to Giambattista

Tiepolo (1696—1770), the only American novel-
ists to write at any length on the painter in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Their work reflects
the changing and complex story of Tiepolo’s fortune in
the English-speaking world.

The story of the Venetian painter’s reputation in the
nineteenth century is actually quite complicated.
Although connoisseurs and wealthy collectors never
stopped buying Tiepolos,' the taste for Neoclassical
works had begun to affect the painter’s reputation while
he was at the Spanish court in Madrid, where Raphael
Mengs (1728-1779) had begun to eclipse him.?
Leading Neoclassical figures such as Antonio Canova
and Dominique Vivant Denon, however, owned some
Tiepolos,3 and famous eighteenth-century travelers
such as Cochin or Goethe seemed to admire the artist,
at least partly. In the English-speaking world, Ruskin’s
mid-nineteenth-century anathema of what he called the
“Grotesque Renaissance,” which included the eigh-
teenth century, literally led him to forbid looking at
Tiepolo. In general, when James was writing in the
1870s, the previous century was still considered a cen-
tury of decadence,’ although French painters and crit-
ics did praise Tiepolo.6 These artists and writers
included Delacroix,” whom James greatly admired.

In 1872 Henry James (1843-1916) went to the
opening of an exhibition of paintings, “in a new and
handsome gallery, masked by one of the residential
brown-stone fronts of Fifth Avenue.”® This was the new
Metropolitan Museum of Art, then in the Dodsworth
Building, formerly Mr. Allen Dodsworth’s Dancing
Academy, at 681 Fifth Avenue, between Fifty-third and
Fifty-fourth Streets. James, at the time a young man of
twenty-eight, was to become famous for his novels—
from The Portrait of a Lady (1881) to The Wings of the
Dove (19o2)—stories, critical essays, and prefaces to
the New York edition (19o7-9) of his works, but not
for his plays. At this point, young James was also review-
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ing exhibitions, and his articles were published in such
journals as the Atlantic Monthly, the North American
Review, The Nation, and later The Galaxy, the New York
Tribune, and others.

The “1871 Purchase” exhibited 174 paintings,
bought by William T. Blodgett,? a member of the exec-
utive committee of the new Museum, an abolitionist
and the founder of the Nation. He had resigned from
business because of ill health and had gone to Europe,
where he bought three private collections for a partic-
ularly good price ($116,180.27) because of the after-
math of the Franco-Prussian War. He offered the works
of art to the Museum. After some discussion—because
Mr. Blodgett'® had not consulted the trustees about his
purchase—the collections were bought and exhibited
to the public.

In writing about the opening, Henry James declared
that if the exhibition had “no gem of the first magni-
tude,” it had only a “few specimens” that were “decid-
edly valueless.” He practically ignored the “half-dozen
indifferent examples of archaic masters,” which he
never liked in any case. (Late in life James remem-
bered going to see those “angular saints and seraphs
. . . black Madonnas and obscure Bambinos”'" as a
young boy, in the evening, with his parents, at the
Bryan Gallery of Christian Art, entrance 25 cents.)

James then described a Rubens with faint enthusi-
asm and was more inspired by a Jacob Jordaens, a
Gaspard de Crayer (whose color he compared with
that of Veronese), a few portraits by van Dyck, the
“masterpiece of inelegant vigour,” Malle Babbe of
Haarlem'* by Frans Hals, and several other Flemish
paintings.

In the exhibition there were three small Tiepolos, of
which he wrote:

An Italian master, whatever his individual worth, possess-
es this grace as a matter of course. . . . With how little gen-
uine strength it may occasionally be allied, may be seen in
the three small specimens of that tardy fruit of the
Venetian efflorescence, G. B. Tiepolo. Sincerity, and even
sense, with this florid master of breezy drapery and fastid-
ious pose, is on its last legs; but he retains the instinct of bril-
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Figure 1. Giambattista Tiepolo (1696-1770). Investiture of Bishop Harold as Duke of Franconia. Oil sketch, 71.8 x 51.4 cm.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, 1871, 71.121
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liant and elegant arrangement. He offers a desperately
faint but not unmusical echo from the azure-hearted ceil-
ings of Paul Veronese. Elegance for elegance, however, we
prefer that of the small Sassoferrato, the usual
Sanctissima Virgo . . . [my italics].'3

The three Tiepolos James saw were the Investiture of
Bishop Harold as Duke of Franconia (Figure 1),'* the
Metropolitan Museum’s oil sketch for one of the great
frescoes in Wirzburg at the time known as the Triumph
of Ferdinand III; the Sacrifice of Abraham, an oil sketch now
attributed to Giandomenico,'? not to Giambattista; and
the Crowning of Thorns, later attributed to Jacopo
Guarana.'® The “small Sassoferrato” was a nineteenth-
century copy.

James partly admired the elegance of the “three small
specimens,” but the true meaning of this passage is clear:
he stressed Tiepolo’s lack of “sincerity” (“Sincerity, and
even sense . . . is on its last legs”). Even the metaphors
alluding to flowering (“tardy fruit,” “efflorescence,”
“florid”) are not purely positive, as “efflorescence” refers
not only to the actual flowering but also to its culmina-
tion, just before spoiling. If there is an echo of Veronese
in Tiepolo, this is certainly “not unmusical” but it is also
“desperately faint”: what lies behind this comment
regarding lack of truth or sincerity in art is clearly
Ruskin’s judgment, then still strongly influential, which
linked the finest art to the religion of the society in which
the artist was active.

For many years Ruskin’s well-known Stones of Venice
(1851-53) was regarded as the bible by all English-
speaking travelers who went to Venice and contem-
plated its paintings. It was the leading guidebook for
James when he had first visited Venice in 1869. We
know from his letters to his brother William'” that
Ruskin’s Venetian Index, which James followed almost
verbatim, led him to discover Tintoretto and to admire
Veronese and Titian, but it contained no comment on
Tiepolo. James’s views on Ruskin’s greatness as an art
critic are quite explicit over these early years, between
1869 and 1872."®

Ruskin’s veto on the eighteenth century—as well as
the seventeenth—was to prove influential. The only
comment that Ruskin made about Tiepolo can be
found in a late work, Saint Mark’s Rest (1884), where he
mentions the two paintings in Sant’Alvise.'? James’s
lack of appreciation of Tiepolo in 1872 is not at all sur-
prising, for Ruskin’s diktat affected him and most
other contemporary English and American writers and
critics.

In the English-speaking world, moreover, Sir Joshua
Reynolds’s general strictures on Venetian art were not
forgotten. The painter and critic actually loved Venetian
painting, but he felt obliged to criticize it in his public

lectures. Referring mainly to Veronese, Reynolds wrote
that Venetian art was “a tale told by an ideot [sic], full
of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”*” Actually,
Reynolds was criticizing the Venetian mannerism of
the Cinquecento, not Tiepolo; but there was an under-
current of suspicion that an art that “gave pleasure to
the eye or the senses” was too sensual and morally lax
for the English.

Therefore, because of Reynolds’s influence and that
of Ruskin later, and due to the general lack of appre-
ciation for eighteenth-century works, Tiepolo was not
well regarded in the nineteenth century. A change in
taste would eventually take place also in the English-
speaking world, but certainly more slowly than in
French culture, as James’s and Wharton’s different
reactions testify.

One blatant, pre-Ruskin example of “blindness” to
Tiepolo is Washington Irving, who spent several
months in Madrid and described at length his 1842
visit to the queen of Spain. Irving lingered and waited
for the queen in the royal palace, and though he
mentioned waiting in the royal halls, he did not
seem to notice the great Tiepolo ceilings in the palace:
the Apotheosis of the Spanish Monarchy (Figure 2) in the
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Figure 2. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Apotheosis of the Spanish
Monarchy. Fresco. Madrid, Palacio Real (photo: Palacio Real)
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saleta, the Glory of Spain in the throne room, the
Apotheosis of Aeneas in the guardroom.*!

Another traveler, Samuel F. B. Morse, the American
painter, now better known as the inventor of the tele-
graph, went to Venice in 1831. He spent several weeks
there, but did not make a single reference to Tiepolo.**
James De Veaux, another American painter, stayed
more than three months in Venice in 1843, copying
works by Veronese. He did visit the church of the
Scalzi—where at the time Tiepolo’s immense fresco
ceiling of the Transport of the Holy House of Loreto (see
Figure 3) could be seen—but he commented only on
the “surfeit of marbles” in the interior?3 and did not
even mention the ceiling.

After Ruskin’s condemnation of anything that
belonged to the “Grotesque Renaissance,”*# Tiepolo
was deliberately overlooked as a product of the forbid-
den eighteenth century, and thus nineteenth-century
American travelers to Venice would ignore the gor-
geous ceilings of the Scalzi, the Gesuati, the Ca’
Rezzonico, or the Antony and Cleopatra cycle in the
Palazzo Labia.

English-language guidebooks were of no help when
it came to Tiepolo’s frescoes: Murray’s Handbook for
1860 did mention those in the Villa Valmarana ai Nani,
in Vicenza, but made no reference to the ones in
Palazzo Labia (the building was described as “much
dilapidated”), while it listed carefully the paintings in
the Manfrin collection.*?

When Henry James wrote his review of the 1872
exhibition, New Yorkers had already had several
opportunities to see Tiepolo, or at least what were
described as Tiepolo paintings and etchings. As early as
1830 Richard Abraham, an Englishman whose London
address was in Bond Street, had exhibited a “finished
sketch” by Tiepolo, at the American Academy of Fine Arts.
It was described as follows:

This beautiful cabinet specimen represents the presenta-
tion of banners, after a conquest, to one of the Roman
emperors, who is seated on his throne under a triumphal
arch, the grouping of figures on each side of which, is
admirable; the foreshortening of the two musicians in the
foreground is inimitable; the drawing is perfect, the cast-
ing of the draperies, the grandeur of the colouring, the
distribution of the lights and shadows, and the bold, free,
and spirited pencilling is not inferior to P. Veronese.2®

Which painting this may have been (a “finished
sketch”)—no size is indicated—is open to conjecture,
but the description allows us to identify the subject, the
Investiture of Bishop Harold (see Figure 1).*7 Whether it
was a copy or the oil sketch that the Metropolitan
Museum later acquired with the 1871 Purchase does
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not seem to be documented. The exhibition that
included it ran from March 20 to November 20, 1830,
and this success was apparently due also to a scandal:
the somewhat shady Mr. Abraham was put in jail in
New York because he had passed off copies as originals.
After making “some compromise,” he was allowed to
exhibit the collection he had brought from London.**

In 1874 and 1876 several supposed Tiepolos were
shown in the Metropolitan Museum: a Virgin with Saint
Joseph, belonging to a Mrs. Cooledge [sic], and a Saint
Helen Conducting Constantine to Heaven, belonging to a
Mrs. W. Tilden.* It is difficult to identify these as paint-
ings, drawings, etchings, or copies.>* One can only sur-
mise that the name “Tiepolo” was known by some
Americans, because a few works were attributed to him.
However, Tiepolo’s oeuvre did not have much impact
on the American imagination, providing no source
material for novels or stories, as had the Beatrice Cenci by
the “divine Guido.” No Tiepolo really impressed Henry
James; the writer did not base any story on a Tiepolo
painting, although he later wrote about the artist.

In an 1892 story, “Collaboration,” as noted by Adeline
Tintner,?' James used a Tiepolo ceiling to embellish the
Paris studio of a painter (the narrator of the story). The
studio is described as a center of cosmopolitan
sophistication:

The air is international as only Parisian air can be;
women, I surmise, think they look well in it; they come
also because they fancy they are doing something
bohemian. . . . the old heraldic cushions on the divans,
embossed with rusty gold, are favourable to expansion
and contraction—that of course of contracting parties—
and the Italian brocade on the walls appeals to one’s high-
est feelings. Music makes its home there—though I
confess I am not quite the master of that house, and when
itis going on in a truly receptive hush I enjoy the way my
company leans back and gazes through the thin smoke of
cigarettes up at the distant Tiepolo in the almost palatial
ceiling. I make sure the piano, the tobacco and the tea are
all of the best.>*

As it is seen through a haze of smoke, the Tiepolo ceil-
ing hardly receives its due. It is used by the writer mere-
ly to impart the atmosphere of a sophisticated and
modish world. The story centers on the suspect “collab-
oration” of the painter and a musician to write some-
thing that lies outside the expected and genteel rules of
society, but it is clear that it is their artistic achievement
that really counts. However, the title has also a negative
nuance, as the protagonists are a French painter and a
German musician who cooperate (“collaborate”) while
their patriotic friends deplore their association because
of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870.%



Figure 3. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Miracle of the Holy House of Loreto. Oil sketch, 124 x 85 cm. Venice, Gallerie dell’Accademia

(photo: Gallerie dell’Accademia)

In a preface, published in 1908, James recalled
being in Venice and writing A London Life:

I remember being not long before [1888] at work upon it,
remember in fact beginning it, in one of the wonderful
faded back rooms of an old Venetian palace, a room with a
pompous Tiepolo ceiling [Figure 4], and walls of pale-green
damask, slightly shredded and patched, which, on a warm
morning, looked into the shade of a court where a high
outer staircase, strikingly bold, yet strikingly relaxed, held
together one scarcely knew how; where Gothic windows

broke out, on discolored blanks of wall, at quite arbitrary
levels, and where above all the strong Venetian voice, full
of history and humanity and waking perpetual echoes,
seemed to say more in ten warm words, of whatever tone,
than twenty pages of one’s cold prose [my italics].34

I have quoted this passage at length because I think it
reveals vividly James’s fascination with Venetian art,
architecture, and history. The palace, the Palazzo
Barbaro at S. Vidal on the Grand Canal, was the home
of Daniel and Ariana Curtis, where the novelist was a

215



Figure 4. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Glorification of the Barbaro Family. Oil on canvas, 243.8 x 466.7 cm. The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Anonymous Gift, in memory of Oliver H. Payne, 1923, 23.128

frequent guest from 1887 onward. The palace still
stands, with its strikingly bold yet strikingly relaxed
open-air stone staircase, Gothic windows, and echoes
of the history of the Barbaro family, which gave the
palace its name and splendor, with its stuccowork and
the eighteenth-century Piazzetta and Ricci in the salon
portrayed by Sargent. It was the “germ” from which James
derived his imaginary creation of Palazzo Leporelli, where
Milly Theale, in The Wings of the Dove, decides to live
and die.

What concerns us here is the power of Venice on
James’s imagination and the reference to the “pompous
Tiepolo ceiling” that he remembered. However, this
ceiling was no longer in situ when James visited, as it
had been sold in 1866,35 not by the Curtises, who
bought the palace in December 1885, but by former
owners. The sale of the Barbaro and its contents was a
fate shared by many Venetian palaces in the course of
the nineteenth century, after the fall of the Venetian
Republic. For example, the large-scale Roman-history
subjects that are at the Metropolitan Museum and at
the Hermitage came from the ballroom of Palazzo
Dolfin. They were also sold in 1870.3°

James does not seem to have realized that the
Tiepolo ceiling painting, known as the Apotheosis of
the Barbaro Family (now called Fame, Power, Nobility),37
was not the real thing, but simply a copy of the one that
had been sold. What matters here, however, is the
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definition of the painting. In James’s vocabulary “pom-
pous” was hardly a positive adjective, and it is a word to
which we will soon return. James’s attitude toward
Tiepolo at the beginning of the century does not seem
to have changed much from his writings of some thir-
ty years earlier, even if his appreciation of the eigh-
teenth century, and of such painters as Longhi, had
undergone a revision.

What is somewhat surprising is not James’s doubt of
Tiepolo’s “sincerity” in 1872 but his continued reser-
vations about the ceiling—the pompous Tiepolo ceil-
ing—as late as the early 1goos, when Ruskin’s views
were less important and when Tiepolo was admired
after the celebrations of the 1896 bicentenary.3®

Despite James’s fascination with Venetian architec-
ture and painting, Tiepolo never worked on the
writer’s imagination as had Titian’s Sacred and Profane
Lovein “Traveling Companions,”3? Veronese’s Queen of
Shebah Before King Solomon and Bronzino’s Lucrezia
Panciatichi in The Wings of the Dove, or the great cycles
of his beloved Tintoretto throughout his oeuvre.

Tiepolo, with his breezy beauty, his bare-breasted
queens and nymphs and goddesses, seems to have
been overly joyous and sensuous for James’s Puritan
imagination. If James’s stories and novels concern-
ing art and artists represent an imposing contribu-
tion to a genre, Tiepolo is not an influential figure in
his work.



As mentioned above, “Collaboration” came out in
1892, a time of a renewed interest in Tiepolo. It is
tempting to link James’s story to an important event
that took place in Paris—just a little later, 1893 4°—but
which is worth mentioning in regard to Tiepolo’s
standing. At that time, Nélie Jacquemart, a well-known
portrait painter, who had married Edouard André, a
wealthy banker, bought several Tiepolo frescoes and
moved them to their new mansion on boulevard
Haussmann. The Andrés were offered, and bought,
the frescoes of Villa Contarini at La Mira.#' Their sub-
ject, and its connection with French history, seemed
ideal for these buyers: the fresco cycle represents King
Henry III’s arrival at the villa, on his way back from
Poland in 1574. The king is shown on the steps of the
villa, against a background of boats on the Brenta, as
Procuratore Contarini (the owner of the mansion)
welcomes the king. In the original arrangement of the
frescoes, a balustrade had been painted all around the
ceiling, from which the painted guests looked down to
admire the royal visitor. Because of the French subject,
Henri de Chenneviéres, writing in the Gazette des Beaux-
Arts in 1896, praised the Andrés as benefactors of
France. Of course, de Chenneviéres also fully realized
the artistic importance of the purchase,** since he was
one of the first critics to relaunch the cult of Tiepolo.

As noted earlier, the real turning of the tide by
English-speaking writers came late, after fin de siécle
theories of art for art’s sake had spread, when critics
reacted against Ruskin’s theories, and there was a gen-
eral reevaluation of the eighteenth century. Inan 1893
essay John Addington Symonds (1840-1893), the
author of The History of the Renaissance in Italy
(1875-86), was the first English writer to analyze a
Tiepolo in detail: the Last Communion of Saint Lucy
(Figure 5), in the church of SS. Apostoli.#®> Among
other things he raised the issue of the response by non-
Catholic viewers when confronted with scenes of gory
martyrdom, a point that Mrs. Anna Jameson, quite
famous as an art critic in the nineteenth century, had
also made.**

One American writer had proclaimed as early as
1878 “Tiepelo [sic] is my artist,”> but one cannot say
that this declaration led to anything, such as essays or
works of fiction based on Tiepolo. This writer, the pre-
tended “innocent abroad,” Mark Twain, was much less
“innocent” and ignorant than he wanted to appear, as
is quite clear from his journals, in which it is evident
that he had read Ruskin.

Edith Wharton (1862-1937) is the first American
writer to admire Tiepolo and allow all the beauty and
joy of his world to enter her imagination. As regards
Tiepolo, Wharton is ahead of James, freer in her

appreciation, freer also than Symonds, whom she had
read. Wharton’s admiration for Tiepolo must also be
placed within the reevaluation of Tiepolo mentioned
above and within the more restricted but highly inno-
vative circle of her friends. Wharton, a friend of
Vernon Lee, as was James, had read her book on the
eighteenth century and was also influenced by other
works by German art historians such as that by
Cornelius Gurlitt, who enthusiastically described not
only the Villa Valmarana but the church of the Scalzi,
the Rezzonico and Labia palaces,?® and by the 1898
guidebook Gsell-Fels (in Dr. Meyer’s Reiseblicher—Ober
Italien), in which the Scalzi ceiling is discussed in
detail.#” Ruskin’s harsh condemnation does not seem

Figure 5. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Last Communion of Saint
Lucy. Oil on canvas, 222 x 101 cm. Venice, SS. Apostoli
(photo: B6hm)
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to have penetrated the German world.

Wharton was also a close friend of Mary and Bernard
Berenson'’s. The writer may have read the critic’s 1896
essay,*® and one might imagine his possible influence
on her. However, this seems unlikely because when
Wharton and the Berensons met in March 1gog in
Florence, they initially loathed each other, and they
became friends after 19og.49 Only at a later date did
she acknowledge learning from Berenson.

Berenson’s admiration of Tiepolo was somewhat
qualified, as he noted “the lack of that simplicity and
candour which never failed Paolo [Veronese].”>® He
lamented that Tiepolo showed his audience such a
“pompous and haughty” word.?>' The world “pompous”
is the same word that James had used to describe the
Palazzo Barbaro ceiling. Among the many purchases
Berenson suggested to Isabella Stewart Gardner, he
never mentioned a Tiepolo, although he did write to
her about Mme André’s Arrival of Henry III: “Her finest
possession is a really beautiful staircase which she has
built to set off the gorgeous Tiepolo frescoes that she
got from the Villa Pisani.”>*

If Berenson modified his limited appreciation of
Tiepolo in later years, Edith Wharton showed no reser-
vations from the very beginning. In “Picturesque
Milan” (first published in 19og) Wharton began her
essay with an overt “defense” of the city as worth see-
ing, defying the “conspiracy of silence” caused by
Ruskin and his followers. Wharton had read and loved
Ruskin’s Stones of Venice and Mornings in Florence, given
to her by her father in 188153 but had reacted to the
critic’s views:

[Milan] is rich in all that makes the indigenous beauty of
Italy, as opposed to the pseudo-Gothicisms, the trans-
Alpine points and pinnacles, which Ruskin taught a sub-
missive generation of art critics to regard as the typical
expression of the Italian spirit. The guidebooks, long
accustomed to draw their Liebig’s extract of art from the
pages of this school of critics, have kept the tradition alive
by dwelling only on the monuments which conform to
perpendicular ideas, and by apologetic allusions to the
“monotony” and “regularity” of Milan—as though
endeavouring to placate the traveller for its not looking
like Florence or Sienal!®*

In this essay on Milan, Wharton mentioned some of
the critics who helped her shake off Ruskin’s hatred for
the “Grotesque Renaissance” and appreciate the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. Among the critics
she mentions are J. W. Anderson, Ebe, and Gurlitt
again,? Franchetti (on Bernini), and “the recent vol-
ume on Tiepolo in the Knackfuss series of Kiinstler-
Monographien.”5®
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When Wharton went to see the wonderful Tiepolo fresco
in the Palazzo Clerici, she described it as follows:

Yet Milan is not dependent on the seasons for this mid-
summer magic of light and colour. For dark days it keeps
its store of warmth and brightness hidden behind palace
walls and in the cold dusk of church and cloister. Summer
in all its throbbing heat has been imprisoned by Tiepolo
in the great ceiling of the Palazzo Clerici: that revel of
gods and demigods, and mortals of all lands and races,
who advance with linked hands out of the rosy vapours of
dawn.””

In this short description Wharton seems to capture
all the magic of Tiepolo’s art, and wholly to appreciate
the gods, demigods, and mortals of all lands and races
without any concern about Tiepolo’s “falsity” or possi-
ble immorality.

In Milan, Rome, and Venice, Wharton looked at art
with a fresh eye. She even theorized on the traveler’s
need to renew his perception of art, often over-
described in guidebooks, to shed new light on hack-
neyed subjects. She explored this topic in the final
essay of Italian Backgrounds, describing the planes of
“devotional pictures of the early Renaissance” as fol-
lows: “The foreground is conventional. Its person-
ages—saints, angels, and Holy Family—are the direct
descendants of a long line of similar figures.”>® She
adds that the background, with the landscapes of the
Lombard plains, the Tuscan hills, or the “fantastic ser-
rated . . . Friulian Alps” is the “real picture.”

She finds that Italy is also divided into planes: “The
foreground is the property of the guide-book and of its
product, the mechanical sight-seer; the background,
that of the dawdler, the dreamer, and the serious stu-
dent of Italy.”> Wharton clearly belonged to the group
of dawdlers or “passionate pilgrims.” To enjoy the fore-
ground, where “paintings, statues and buildings” have
“stiffened into symbols,” “one must let in the open air
of an observation detached from tradition.”®

Tiepolo, in Venice, is seen as part of the city’s back-
ground, like all the eighteenth century:

In Venice the foreground is Byzantine-Gothic, with an
admixture of early Renaissance. It extends from the
church of Torcello to the canvasses of Tintoretto. This
foreground has been celebrated in literature with a vehe-
mence and profusion which have projected it still farther
into the public consciousness, and more completely
obscured the fact that there is another Venice, the Venice
of the eighteenth century.

Wharton clearly had in mind Ruskin’s forceful prose
celebrating Tintoretto and his campaign to preserve
Tiepolo’s paintings. When Ruskin started writing
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Figure 7. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Course of the Sun, detail
showing Maenads and Satyrs. Fresco. Milan, Palazzo Clerici

(photo: Palazzo Clerici)

about the great Tintorettos of the Scuola di San Rocco
in 1846, they were sadly neglected and doomed to
destruction because of the rain that seeped in through
the roof and onto the canvases themselves.

Wharton was not only able to enjoy Tiepolo’s fres-
coes, but she could also fully appreciate the spirit of
eighteenth-century Venice:

It is instructive to note that the Venice of that day [the
eighteenth century] had no galleries and no museums.
Travellers did not go there to be edified, but to be amused;
and one may fancy with what relief a young nobleman on
the grand tour, sated with the marbles of Rome and the
canvasses of Parma and Bologna, turned aside for a
moment to a city where enjoyment was the only artand life
the only object of study. But while travellers were flocking
to Venice to see its carnival and gaming-rooms, its public
festivals and private casini, a generation of artists were at
work brushing in the gay background of the scene. . . .
Longhena and his pupils were the architects of this br}ght
mise en scéne, Tiepolo was its great scene-painter. . . .”"

It is as if Wharton expressed in her appreciation of
eighteenth-century Venice® a joie de vivre that she
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herself had rediscovered, finding her true identity as a
writer, escaping from the stifling conventions of the
New York society she was to portray so bitterly and
accurately the following vear in The House of Mirth
(1904) and later in The Age of Innocence (1920). It is
interesting that Lily Bart, in The House of Mirth, choos-
es not to dress up as Tiepolo’s Cleopatra, in the much-
discussed scene of the tableaux vivants, but rather as
Reynolds’s Mrs. Lloyd.’3

One seems to sense a sort of personal identification
with a world where freedom and enjoyment were cele-
brated, a world that did not exclude sexual and sen-
sual relationships, a world that the dark and oppressive
atmosphere of the Victorian nineteenth century could
not tolerate or admire.

Wharton was able to appreciate the Gesuati ceiling,
the wonderful Palazzo Labia frescoes, and the Scalzi
ceiling, the one De Veaux had not bothered to look at:

On the soaring vault of the Scalzi . . . the great painter of
atmosphere, the first of plein-airists, was required to
depict the transportation of the Holy House from
Palestine to Loreto. That Tiepolo, with his love of ethere-
al distances, and of cloud-like hues melting into thin air,
should have accepted the task of representing a stone
house borne through the sky by angels, shows a rare sense
of mastery; that he achieved the feat without disaster jus-
tifies the audacity of the attempt. Tiepolo was above all a
lover of open spaces. He liked to suspend his fluttering
groups in great pellucid reaches of sky, and the vast ceil-
ing of the Scalzi gave him an exceptional opportunity for
the development of this effect. The result is that the
angels, whirling along the Virgin’s house with a vehe-
mence which makes it seem a mere feather in the rush of
their flight, appear to be sweeping through measureless
heights of air above an unroofed building. The architec-
tural propriety of such a trompe I’oeil is not only open to
criticism but perhaps quite indefensible; yet, given the
demand for this particular illusion, who but Tiepolo
could have produced it [see Figure 3]?‘“‘

Wharton’s description renders the beauty of a ceiling that
now exists only in words because it was destroyed by an
Austrian bomb in 1915. She recalled it again much later,
when, in The Glimpses of the Moon (1922), Wharton’s male
protagonist meets a young woman under the “celestial
vortex” of the Scalzi church ceiling.65

Wharton noted similar enchanting aerial effects in
the ceiling of the Gesuati at the Zattere, where she
noticed that guidebooks likened the Virgin Mary to “a
noble Venetian lady of the painter’s day.” “No doubt
she does. It is impossible to form an intelligent esti-
mate of Tiepolo’s genius without remembering that
the Catholicism of his time was a religion of bon ton,
which aimed to make its noble devotees as much at



Figure 8. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Course of the Sun, detail showing the chariot of Apollo. Fresco. Milan, Palazzo Clerici (photo:
Palazzo Clerici)

221



home in church as in the drawing—room.”66 Yet, “by
sheer force of technique,” Wharton continued,
Tiepolo “contrived to impart to his great religious pic-
tures a glow of the supernatural splendour” that
Dante’s Paradise might well have described.

Moving on to discuss Tiepolo’s secular paintings,
Wharton emphasized his special gift in depicting
“worldly pageants.” In the Palazzo Labia the painter
found “an unequalled opportunity for the exercise of
this side of his talent.” And:

Here, in the lofty salon of the piano nobile, he painted
the loves of Antony and Cleopatra transposed in the key
of modern patrician life. He first covered the walls with an
architectural improvisation of porticoes, loggias and
colonnades, which might have been erected to celebrate
the “triumph” of some magnificent Este or Gonzaga. In
this splendid setting he placed two great scenes: Cleopatra
melting the pearl, and Antony and Cleopatra landing
from their barge; while every gallery, balcony and flight of
steps is filled with courtiers, pages and soldiers, with dwarfs
and blackamoors holding hounds in leash, and waiting-
maids and lacqueys leaning down to see the pageant [see
Figure 6].%7

It is interesting that Wharton admired the decora-
tive side of the Labia frescoes, but did not stop there:
Cleopatra is immediately referred to as “Royal Egypt,”
in Shakespeare’s words, and it is his tragedy that comes
to Wharton’s mind when looking at the frescoes. If she
describes in splendid prose the richness of Tiepolo’s
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Figure g. Giambattista
Tiepolo. Wedding Allegory,
detail. Fresco. Venice, Museo
del Settecento Veneziano,
Ca’ Rezzonico (photo: Cacco)

figures and gowns, she stresses how “one may recall
Shakespeare under these rouged and powdered
Venetians”; in other words, the beauty of the paintings
does not prevail over the dramatic perception of the
story as painted by Tiepolo: “Still more Shakespearean
is the scene of the pearl. Cleopatra, enthroned in state
at the banqueting table, lifts one hand to drop the
jewel into her goblet, and in her gesture and her smile
are summed up all the cruel graces of the ‘false soul of
Egypt.””

Whatever “falsity” could be attributed to the artist, it
is now a question of how he consciously uses it to tell a
tragic and powerful royal story. For Wharton, Tiepolo
is “the direct descendant of Titian and Veronese” and
of “the radiant majesty of the Venetian cinquecento.”
Her admiration of Tiepolo knows no bounds. She
wrote on his paintings in Italian Backgrounds, docu-
mented some of her impressions in ltalian Villas and
Their Gardens and in her first novel. When she went to
Venice, she stopped en route at Stra to see the Villa
Pisani frescoes, and later wrote about its “most riotous-
ly splendid ceiling.”68

In The Valley of Decision (1902) %9 a book that is a rag-
bag of themes and forms—a novel as historical as it is
political—the story is set in eighteenth-century Italy.
The book was very successful, but Henry James was
right when he concluded his appreciation of the novel
by telling Wharton, “Do New York!” However, in this
long and rather clumsy first novel, she seems to find
her true, creative voice when describing an imaginary
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Figure 10. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Course of the Sun, detail showing the dromedary. Fresco. Milan, Palazzo Clerici
(photo: Palazzo Clerici)
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Tiepolo. Although Wharton had prepared herself
carefully by reading a number of works, including
Vernon Lee’s Studies of the Eighteenth-Century in Italy and
books she had borrowed from Charles Eliot Norton,
such as significant eighteenth-century memoirs by
Goldoni, Lorenzo da Ponte, and Casanova,”” her ren-
dering of period Venice is fairly stereotyped.”" This was
not applicable to Wharton’s description of an imagi-
nary Tiepolo fresco in the villa where her protagonists
meet. The prose suddenly seems to soar, like a flying
angel in a Tiepolo ceiling:

When the curtain fell the Procuratoressa led the compa-
ny to the circular saloon which, as in most villas of the
Venetian mainland, formed the central point of the
house. . .. His [Odo’s] eve . . . was soon drawn . . . to the
ceiling which overarched the dancers with what seemed
like an Olympian revel reflected in the sunset clouds.
Opver the gilt balustrade surmounting the cornice lolled
the figures of fauns, bacchantes, nereids and tritons, hov-
ered over by a cloud of amorini blown like rose-leaves
across a rosy sky, while in the center of the dome Apollo
burst in his chariot through the mists of dawn, escorted
by a fantastic procession of the human races. These alien
subjects of the sun—a fur-clad Laplander, a turbaned fig-
ure on a dromedary, a blackamoor and a plumed
American Indian—were in turn surrounded by a rout of
Maenads and Silenuses, whose flushed advance was
checked by the breaking of cool green waves, through

Figure 11.
Giambattista Tiepolo.
Detail of The Meeting of
Cleopatra and Antony in
Figure 6 (photo:
Bohm)

Figure 12. Giambattista
Tiepolo. Wedding
Allegory. Fresco.
Venice, Museo del
Settecento Veneziano,
Ca’ Rezzonico (photo:
Ca’ Rezzonico)
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Figure 13. Giambattista Tiepolo. Apollo and the Four Continents (modello for fresco, Residenz, Wiirzburg). Oil on canvas, 185.4 x
139.4 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles Wrightsman, 1977, 1977.1.3
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which boys wreathed with coral and seaweed disported
themselves among shoals of flashing dolphins. It was as if
the genius of Pleasure had poured all the riches of his
inexhaustible realm on the heads of the revellers below.”?

In this description—where one cannot identify a spe-
cific Tiepolo fresco—many impressions of different
frescoes have acted on the writer’s imagination: the
plumed Indian, the gilded cornice, the Maenads and
Satyrs (Figure 7) of Palazzo Clerici and of Villa Pisani at
Stra; the chariot of Apollo bursting through the mist in
Palazzo Clerici (Figure 8) and Ca’ Rezzonico (Figure
9); the dromedary (Figure 10), the waves, and the coral
of Palazzo Clerici; the blackamoor of Palazzo Labia
(Figure 11) and Villa Valmarana. But one can also
think of other famous frescoes by Tiepolo: the chariot
in the monumental Wiirzburg fresco, Apollo Leading
Beatrix of Burgundy to the Genius of the German Nation, the
plumed Indian and the dromedary in the allegories of
the four continents (Olympus and the Continents, see
Figure 13), also in Wiirzburg,”® not to mention the
usual amorini (Figure 12)and blackamoors.

In The Valley of Decision Wharton seems to paint, in
words, her own personal Tiepolo fresco, a pure prod-
uct of her imagination, a verbal firework inspired by
Tiepolo’s visual fireworks.”4
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