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For Dave





For then I saw

That fires, not I,

Burn down and die;

That flare of gold

Turns old, turns cold.

Not I. I grow.

May Sarton

from “On a Winter Night”






INTRODUCTION
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Under the Wave Off Kanagawa, ca. 1830–32, polychrome woodblock print; ink and color on paper, 25.7 × 37.9 cm, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York



Probably the most famous reflection on old age from any artist is the whimsical testimony offered in the 1830s by Katsushika Hokusai, the great Japanese painter and printmaker.


All I have produced before the age of seventy is not worth taking into account. At seventy-three I have learned a little about the real structure of nature…. When I am eighty, I shall have made still more progress. At ninety I shall penetrate the mystery of things; at a hundred I shall have reached a marvelous stage; and when I am one hundred and ten, everything I do, be it a dot or a line, will be alive.



As it happens, Hokusai lived only to eighty-nine. That’s more than two decades short of 110. Even so, not bad. And he was right. It was in his last years that he produced some of his most enduring works. They include his most famous, Under the Wave Off Kanagawa, a woodblock print he first published between 1831 and 1833. He was then in his early seventies, around the very time he issued his declaration on the benefits of old age. In that roller-coastering picture Hokusai presents a titanic claw of surf lifting above and bearing down on three slim boats and their huddled crews. The image is a freeze-frame of deadly energies, pitting a carnivorous sea against a few flimsy trays of helpless humans. Off in the distance rises the serene cone of Mt. Fuji, majestically indifferent to their fate. In its combination of graphic force and cold-eyed philosophical perspective, it’s not just a powerful image but a wise one. And everything in it is alive.

“And when I am one hundred and ten…” That wasn’t such a crazy boast either. It’s surprising how many artists have lived well past seventy. Even in centuries when life expectancy, held in check by bad hygiene, poor nutrition, and guessing-game medicine, was a fraction of what it is now, they often made it to a remarkable age. For every Raphael or Van Gogh who left this world in his or her thirties, there’s a very long A-list of artists who reached their eighties and nineties. And older. It’s not just that Grandma Moses lived to be 101. At her death in 2022, the hard-edge abstractionist Carmen Herrera was 106. It was just six years earlier that the Whitney Museum of American Art had mounted her first major museum show.

Better still, many of those men and women remained productive to the end. Almost by definition artists are people who spend a lifetime doing what they love. As Simone de Beauvoir wrote in The Coming of Age, her book-length examination of later life: “There is only one solution if old age is not to be an absurd parody of our former life, and that is to go on pursuing ends that give our existence a meaning… social, political, intellectual or creative work.” If it’s true, as some researchers tell us, that contentment correlates with longevity, is it any surprise that the people who do this kind of thing for a living rarely retire? “Happiness is work.” Words the aging Paul Cézanne fixed to the wall of his studio in Provence.

Throughout history, countless artists have lived in accord with Cézanne’s motto. Crippled by arthritis, the elderly Auguste Renoir went on painting with his hands strapped tightly in bandages. On the day before he died he completed a still life. Until nearly the end of her very long life, in 2010, Louise Bourgeois drew almost every day. (Or night—she was an insomniac and drawing helped her sleep.) Around 1515, the year before he died, Giovanni Bellini produced his first full-length nude, an elegant young woman coolly appraising her own charms in a handheld mirror. He was eighty-five when he had the pleasure of revisiting her image regularly in his studio, gently touching her up with his brush. Happiness is work.

This is not to say that the work itself is always so lighthearted. The old can make art that’s a final cry of anguish—think of Goya. Even then it can be a triumph of articulate despair, a dark victory but a victory all the same. Again, think of Goya. Or it can be a determined repudiation of pain, as it was for Matisse. A semi-invalid by age seventy, to the end he was exuberant in his art, especially in the joyous cut-outs that consumed his last years. And when Renoir’s crippled hands were so tightly bandaged, he was using them to produce his long final series of peachy, sun dappled nudes.

But while artists can end up in very different places in their last years, there’s almost always a sense that age has changed them, and changed their work. The purpose of this book is to examine those changes in the life and work of six artists who lived into their eighties—Titian, Goya, Monet, Matisse, Edward Hopper, and Louise Nevelson. I want to consider what might have made the old artist depart from his or her younger self, to grasp the differences between an earlier practice and a later one, and to think about how old age can inform art and the process of making it. This is not a self-help book. I make no promises that there are life lessons to be gained from lives as unique as these. Yet we might still learn something from the paths they went down through the final stretch that awaits us all—if we live long enough.



I’m hardly the first writer to ask how artists are changed as they advance into old age, but until the last century the literature was skimpy. There are brief reflections on the topic in Plato and Cicero, but for the first notable discussion we have to wait for Giorgio Vasari, the busy Florentine painter, architect, and writer. His enduring anthology of mini-biographies, The Lives of the Artists, published in 1549 and expanded in 1568, is generally considered the first work of art history. (And fan fiction. Not all his stories can be taken at face value.) At one point Vasari tells us that elderly artists produce work that displays “a certain impatience with the rules of craft, a rugged freedom of execution… an insistence on very basic structure”—effectively, a crusty renunciation of the very skills and finesse it took a lifetime to achieve.

In the years after Vasari’s book appeared, a number of thinkers turned their attention to the subject of older artists, mostly to lament the shortcomings of late work by particular figures like Michelangelo. A century later, in 1699, the French critic, diplomat, and sometime painter Roger de Piles made a first attempt to lay out a universal theory of old-age style. In a recent book, The Artist Grows Old, the art historian Philip Sohm describes the three stages of an artist’s career as mapped out by de Piles. “The first style of youth, where artists follow their masters; the second style of maturity, where they become truly themselves, and the third style of old age, when they become mannered or caricatures of themselves.”

Not until the twentieth century did a succession of German-speaking art historians begin the kind of serious examination of the question you would expect from German-speaking art historians. One of them, A. E. Brinckmann, was among the first to consider the elements of what came to be called altersstil—the “old-age style”—a name that remains in use today. He counted as some of these a reduction of forms to their essences and a preference for unfinished surfaces. But it’s not just Germanic scholars who have wondered what to make of last works. When it doesn’t seem merely repetitive—the product of a once mighty talent on autopilot—the late output of some artists has bewildered their own contemporaries. The slashing brushwork of Titian’s final years, which looks to us like a climactic expression of genius and originality, made his last pictures seem patchy and incomplete to some who first saw them. Vasari, one of Titian’s qualified admirers, said he should never have let his later works out of the studio, because they simply cast a shadow across the reputation he had earned by his earlier masterpieces. Better if he had just puttered around on canvas for his own enjoyment and kept the results to himself.

In his final years, J. M. W. Turner, a peculiar, growling man at the best of times, produced nearly phosphorescent pictures, force fields of misty light in which solid figures, such as they were, all but dissolved. In Victorian England, where Turner was often regarded as Lear on the heath with a paint box, these looked to many people like the work of a grunting madman. They appear now as early signposts of twentieth-century abstraction. Likewise Claude Monet’s final series of water lilies, the panoramic canvases that curve all around two large oval galleries of the Orangerie in Paris. When those opened in 1927, five months after Monet’s death, impressionism had long been accepted by the once uncomprehending French public. Even so, these complex last examples of Monet’s art again left many people puzzled or indifferent, or worse still, wondering if they weren’t best explained by the cataracts he famously suffered in old age. But in the 1950s, after decades of neglect, they enjoyed an immense posthumous validation. Now they were recognized as precursors of postwar abstract expressionism, of Jackson Pollock’s vaporous drip paintings, Philip Guston’s shimmering fields of color, and Mark Rothko’s rectangular fogs. Those artists may not have looked to late Monet for inspiration, if they knew his last paintings at all, but two decades after his death they arrived at a pictorial space he had developed first. And with that, the image of old man Monet went in no time from “squinting geezer” to “visionary.”

Probably the best-known attempt by an English-speaking expert to characterize late style came from the regal British art historian Sir Kenneth Clark in a lecture he delivered at Cambridge University in 1970. Then sixty-seven and at the height of his fame as host of the BBC documentary series Civilisation, Clark began with a cheerful proposition. While poets almost always decline in old age, artists often flourish. And he agreed there was indeed “a special character” common to the work of nearly all old artists, one that he defined in psychological more than stylistic terms.

And what was it? Now the bad news started. “A sense of isolation, a feeling of holy rage, developing into… a transcendental pessimism; a mistrust of reason, a belief in instinct.” All in all, “a very poor view of human life.” There was more. Old artists, he assured us, “are solitary; like all old people they are bored and irritated by the company of their fellow bipeds and yet find their isolation depressing.” More than that, they find the creative act itself an exhausting ordeal and take no pleasure from their work, however brilliant.

But is bleakness of that kind the “special character” of all late work? Pessimism is certainly the preexisting condition behind some of the unflinching last paintings of Titian and the most abject among the late works of Goya. It no doubt also explains the sense of tragedy in late Donatello, the Renaissance sculptor whose risen Christ, a bronze relief that’s one of his last works, looks burdened and weary even as he arrives at the triumph of his own resurrection. But the notion of “transcendental pessimism” doesn’t help us much to understand the torrents of light in those late canvases of Turner or any of Renoir’s dozens of rosy nudes. It may say something true of the black clouds hovering in some of Mark Rothko’s later pictures—or not; he was a complicated man—but what good does it do before the explosive last coils of Cy Twombly? As for the sculptor Louise Nevelson, she was never so happy and fulfilled as she was in the old age that finally brought her the recognition she always knew she deserved.

And looking for “a feeling of holy rage” will get you nowhere when considering the paper cut-outs of Henri Matisse. It’s true that, for those who can decode them, a few of the earliest disguise dark memories of wartime Europe. But for the most part they remain some of the most joyful art ever produced, and all the more so when you recall that Matisse was a semi-invalid in frequent pain when he made them. It was the buoyancy of youth the old man summoned in that work. Charles Baudelaire said that “genius is nothing other than the ability to retrieve childhood at will.” Almost a century later there was Matisse, showing how true that could be.

So maybe we should put aside any attempt to find a single rule uniting the last achievements of every artist who, as the old Irish expression has it, lived to comb gray hairs. A better approach might be a case-by-case examination of how some very different artists made use of their final decades. That is what I’m doing here, in reflections on the life and work of a half dozen who lived from the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries. Yet however different their later lives may have been, in one way they were the same. They kept working, long enough to express their final insights into life and art through the great last unfolding of their gifts. Or as Matisse put it: “It took me sixty years to organize my brain.”



Something else they had in common—their late work was daring. Ordinarily we think of young artists as the bomb throwers. Monet and Renoir were still in their twenties when they embarked on what would eventually be called impressionism. So were Picasso and Braque, when they ventured into cubism. But old age can be no less liberating, if it brings with it the confidence to try new things. Young artists may experiment because they have nothing to lose. More established ones can do the same because they have nothing to fear. Because their legacies are a settled matter, they’re free to play the provocateur. Consider Titian—by his seventies, when he began to work regularly with the loose brushwork of his late style, he had long been regarded as one of the greatest painters of his time. Though he never said so, at least not in any record that has come down to us, his reputation was so assured that he could afford to depart from the firm modeling and fine finish of his early triumphs.

Likewise for Monet. Though the panoramic water lily canvases that consumed his last years did not so much break from his earlier practices as bring them to a powerful culmination, they are still such complex pictures that he risked once again confusing the public that had taken decades to embrace impressionism. And as we’ve seen, many people dismissed them. But by the time he produced them, in the years after World War I, Monet was not just a French cultural celebrity but a kind of national monument. A man of his stature, who had always gone his own way, could go right on doing that. At the urging of his good friend Georges Clemenceau, the prime minister of France, the cash-strapped French government had even promised these canvases the costly permanent home in the Orangerie that they occupy today. Though with the challenging late Water Lilies he was by no means resting on his laurels, it can’t have hurt to know they were there.

Even Hopper, whose late work mostly extends the traditions of realism he had mastered as a young man, in old age sometimes detoured into the deadpan surreal. Just look at Rooms by the Sea, where an improbable wall of ocean mounts up just outside an open doorway, with no intervening strip of land to locate the house on terra firma. The effect is very deliberately unreal. If you didn’t know this was a Hopper, you might think it was a Magritte.

And in his last years, when Matisse turned to paper cut-outs, they were something almost no one thought of as a fine art. For centuries skilled craft workers and ordinary hobbyists had cut paper into silhouettes and even whole intricate scenes. But no matter how skillfully made, these were largely regarded as handicraft or folk art, something akin to glued seashell arrangements. Matisse was confident enough to step outside the realms of painting and sculpture that were the foundations of the high art tradition, while bringing to cut paper a modernist sensibility that made of it something new. All the same, most French critics found his cut-outs childish and negligible. Even Christian Zervos, who had commissioned Matisse in 1936 to design a cover for his magazine, Cahiers d’Art, one that Matisse assembled from colored paper, dismissed his later scissors work as “an agreeable distraction.” Matisse didn’t care. The inspired child’s play of the cut-outs would remain one of the chief pursuits of his old age. As he wrote to another friend, “I hope however old we might become, we will die young.”

In the course of researching and writing this book, one unexpected similarity emerged among four of the six artists I was looking at. In old age all four devoted years to producing a grand work of art that was some kind of enclosure. Goya made a toxic womb of his entire house outside Madrid, laying down his Black Paintings on nearly every interior wall. Monet designed his last water lily panels as wraparound installations, completely surrounding visitors in his two oval galleries in the Orangerie. And having already covered the walls of his Paris apartment with dozens of paper cut-outs, Matisse went on to conceive every part of a chapel in Vence. Even the sunlight that enters through his stained glass windows comes wearing colors assigned by him.

As for Louise Nevelson, not only were the works that first bought her fame at age sixty sculptural environments that filled entire rooms, but in her seventies she produced an enormous castle keep. A massive rectangular box, measuring twenty by eleven feet, Mrs. N’s Palace is a sculpture that’s also a mysterious dwelling. Designed to be entered, it’s covered inside and out with sculptural assemblages.

Was there something in the psychology of these four that inclined them in their last years to produce a primal space of their own invention? Or might these enveloping projects have been ultimate acts of sovereignty, 360-degree projections of the self? Having spent a lifetime taking in the world as they found it, did they feel inclined in their last years to produce one entirely their own?

One thing all six of these artists shared was the experience of physical decline. Some visitors to Titian’s studio said that in old age he had trouble holding the brush. Monet suffered from cataracts. Matisse was mostly bedridden. But their need to go on making art drove them back to their easels and sketch pads, just like the elderly Bellini with his belated first nude. For them art was literally therapeutic.

Just not so therapeutic it could fend off the inevitable. By their last years they all knew death was on the near horizon, but only some of them said so in their work, and all of them broached mortality in different ways. In his somber late devotional art, Titian painted himself a few times in close proximity to Christ. He knew he was approaching the moment when they would meet at last. So here he is in The Entombment of 1559, when he was around seventy, appearing in the role of Nicodemus, helping to lower his Lord and Savior into a carved sarcophagus. And there he is as St. Jerome, prostrate and appearing to crawl toward the dead Christ in a Pietà Titian intended for his own tomb.

Goya didn’t turn toward God. True to his sympathy with the values of the Enlightenment in deeply unenlightened Spain, in late life he instead made a powerful tribute to science and reason. At the age of seventy-four he produced a portrait of himself near death from an illness he had suffered the year before, being tenderly propped up from behind by the doctor who eventually nursed him back to health, and who is reaching around to bring a cup of lifesaving medicine to his patient’s lips.

As for Monet, though not one to dwell on mortality in his work, with the immense final views of his water garden he created a world that dissolves into a liquid infinitude, a fathomless viewshed where hints of eternity come easily to mind. At the same age Matisse would opt for the defiant joy of his cut-outs and the light and color of the chapel in Vence that the God-skeptical artist was only too happy to create from the ground up. Hopper went out with a wink. In his final painting, from 1965, he appears on a proscenium stage with his wife, Josephine, both dressed as clowns taking a final bow. But in a picture he completed two years earlier, the most affecting and most nearly abstract of his late paintings, he had already offered a more subtle farewell. He shows us sunlight flooding through the windows of an empty room and striking the walls in such a way as to produce two upright rectangles of light, one much taller than the other, just like him and his diminutive wife. Those fleeting zones of brightness, soon to fade, can only be stand-ins for himself and Jo, all the frictions of their difficult marriage reconciled in the pure light that was the lifelong essence of his art.

Nevelson was even more indirect. Among her last works is a numbered series of black wooden wall assemblages, each called Mirror Shadow. Many of them contain circles, arcs, or crescents that suggest mirror frames or fragments of curving mirrors. None of them makes any plain reference to the grave; they don’t need to. That title tells us all we need to know about the gathering darkness in her own mirror, the surface where we all spend a lifetime watching time perform, as Charles Dickens dryly put it, “his deeper operations.”

The American abstractionist Joan Mitchell once called painting “the opposite of death.” It would take nothing less than death to keep these six from doing more of what they had done all their lives, to probe last questions of life and art, with their last work as both the instrument and the product of those final inquiries. And now the resonant art of their final years remains as proof of their vitality and relevance in old age. So this will be a book about six artists who played forceful, inventive endgames that produced lasting outcomes. One was Italian and one Spanish. Two were French and two were Americans. Their lives spanned the centuries from the Renaissance to the Reagan administration. And though they differed in many respects, they shared one thing—a determination to continue, to go on creating, driven not by the bouncing energies of youth but that all-powerful last imperative, the ticking clock.

In his eighties Hopper was asked by an interviewer what advice he would give to a young painter.

“Work,” he said.

It’s the word they all lived by to the end.
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Self-Portrait, ca. 1562, oil on canvas, 86 × 65 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid





1 TITIAN The Modern Artist

In the summer of 1576, Venice was in chaos. For centuries, plague had been a grim leitmotif in the history of the city, one of the busiest ports on the Mediterranean, arriving again and again on merchant ships and the flea-infested rats they carried. But this time was different. It was worse than the epidemic almost fifty years earlier that had swept away a fifth of the city and left bodies floating in the canals. Worse than anything since the Black Death that killed off much of Europe in the mid-1300s. On some days religious processions filed through the narrow streets, beseeching God’s mercy. God wasn’t listening. When it started the population may have been about 171,000. Before it was over more than a fourth of them would be dead—46,721 men, women, and children.

Those who could flee, did. But in the terrible silence of this stricken city, one of its most famous residents stayed behind. As the dying and dead mounted up all around him, the ancient Tiziano Vecellio—the man we know as Titian—stayed where he was, at his home in the neighborhood called Biri Grande, overlooking a lagoon on the north side of Venice. Though not a palace, his house was still the headquarters of a rich man, with a garden that caused one visitor to sigh when he wrote to a friend about a dinner he once enjoyed there. In the hills outside the city, in the region of his birthplace and boyhood, Titian also owned a stone house built for him by the villagers of Castel Roganzuolo, payment for an altarpiece he had done for their church. He might easily have escaped there. Why didn’t he?

He left us no explanation. Perhaps at his age the trip seemed too taxing. And besides, he never liked to leave Venice. Though he well understood Rome’s importance to any artist, he was in his late fifties before he could rouse himself to make the obligatory visit. More than once Philip II of Spain, the great patron of his later years, tried and failed to tempt him to Madrid. Titian was Venetian in the way that Samuel Johnson would be a Londoner and Walter Winchell would be a New Yorker. He had spent a lifetime at the center of the universe. Why budge? But perhaps this time he lingered simply because his house was also his studio. Filled with the many canvases he worked on continually, sometimes for years at a time, it was a centrifugal force he was constantly borne back into, the place where, day after day, he forged himself.

Whatever his reasons in that awful summer, he would certainly be aware that he had already enjoyed a very long life. In sixteenth-century Venice, when the average male life span was fortysomething, to live into your seventies was unusual. To carry on for another decade, as he had done, was extraordinary. At his death, Titian was somewhere in his mid-to-late eighties, though no one was sure just how old he was, not even him. For years he had been claiming to be much older than his real age. In a gerontocracy like Venice, where the Doge was almost always elderly and his council was chosen from the ranks of old men, great age was no disadvantage. No matter that Venetian law designated the elderly as persone inutile—“useless people”—advanced age could still be a sign of distinction. It was the crowning distinction for Titian, who for decades had been renowned as the greatest artist in Venice, and since the death of Michelangelo in 1564 the greatest in Italy. For many people, and not just Italians, that meant the supreme artist of Europe. And for most Europeans, though the concept was just emerging and no one would yet call themselves that, Europe was the world.

Yet for all the wealth and prestige he acquired over his long life, climbing ever upward, adding more important patrons and commissions, Titian never lost touch with the little mountain town in the Italian Alps where he was born. He would always maintain an umbilical relationship with Pieve di Cadore, making frequent trips home, choosing the daughter of a local barber as his first wife, operating a timber business there with his brother Francesco, and hoping, in vain as it turned out, to be buried in the local church. Given his fondness for Pieve, can it have been coincidental that his Venetian house and studio looked north onto the mountains he never entirely left behind? The house was sufficiently grand to host a luncheon in 1574 for King Henry III of France. But day after day in his studio, the great man worked with a more humble past looking over his shoulder.

At his death, there were many pictures still in that studio, some that he had been promising forever to his patron Philip II. Even as a younger man, he was not an artist who liked to be rushed. One of the triumphs of his early career, the Pesaro family altarpiece in the great Gothic church of the Frari, took him seven years to complete. He spent decades sweating out a commission from the city fathers for paintings in the Chamber of the Great Council in the Doge’s Palace. But in his last years he simply couldn’t bring himself to part with many of the canvases he was working on, never satisfied that they were done. Palma Giovane, who would one day be the principal painter in Venice, was Titian’s pupil and studio assistant in the old man’s last years. He left us this report of his elderly master’s working methods: “He would leave a painting for months without looking at, until he returned to it, and stared critically at it, as if it were a mortal enemy.” Then he would set to work on it again, Palma wrote, “like a surgeon.”

The art of Titian’s old age has fascinated and perplexed generations because it was so unlike his earlier manner, the one that had conquered the world. Along with the plenipotentiary genius Michelangelo, Titian was actually among the first European artists to adopt a “late style.” Michelangelo’s was expressed chiefly in the way he depicted the human body. Where his earlier achievements, like David, were the quintessence of classical harmony, balance, and restraint, his late work, especially in the contorted bodies of The Last Judgment, is full of the straining, twisting figures of the Renaissance endgame we call mannerism. For Titian the late style was a different matter, not a new approach to form but a startling new kind of paint handling. By the time he reached his sixties he was fascinated by the effects he could achieve with loose brushwork, a flurry of rapid marks that could gently outline figures and landscape or dissolve them into a hectic storm of strokes. If late Michelangelo was all twisted muscle, late Titian was flickering fog, in images that sometimes require you to step back to make them out clearly. Yet these soft-edged pictures still come at you with such force, stepping back is what you do by reflex.

Titian’s gamble in his late work was to liberate pigment— the viscous goo that was the literal substance of his art— from the obligation to produce the smoothly expressed illusions he had spent many years perfecting. He cut it loose from its purely descriptive purposes to give it a life of its own, so that its visible movements on the canvas transmit moods and energies that no tightly controlled execution could convey. All by itself, his brushwork can have an electrical charge as powerful as any of the people or scenes he uses it to describe. When applied in a gently pulsing way, it can produce a sensation of sexual intermingling, an effect that intensifies the drowsy eroticism of his languid Nymph and Shepherd. When executed con brio, it can signal energy and excitement. Or anxiety, dissolution, and morbid agitation—Titian uses it to that end in some of the greatest pictures of his last years, scenes of divine cruelty and injustice that include The Death of Actaeon and The Flaying of Marsyas. Both were executed with a very free hand, in the whiplashing soft focus that Italians call non-finito—meaning “unfinished,” even when the picture is, in the artist’s judgment, finito.

This was a significant departure from the firmly modeled forms and smooth surfaces that characterized most painting of the High Renaissance, and for that matter much of Titian’s work from earlier in his career. With the dynamic brushwork of his late work Titian broke the confines of European painting almost as soon as they had been put in place—in good part by him. And when we talk about Titian’s hand, we sometimes mean that literally. Palma Giovane recalled that in the last stages of reworking a picture, the old man “used his fingers more than his brush.” To this day you can see on some of his canvases the evidence of his literal “touch,” marks left by his fingertips where he dabbed and pushed the pigment.

Counting among the first generations of Italian artists to spend a lifetime with oil paint, working with it from their earliest years, Titian was also among the first to discover its range of possibilities. He delighted in how it could suggest the watery sheen of silk, the luster of metal, or the flushed pliancy of flesh. And toward the end of his life, he demonstrated one more possibility, when he showed that paint itself, the oily paste, not just the things it depicted, could transmit feeling to the canvas. With this, he immensely widened the expressive possibilities of the magical substance he worked with every day. Centuries before Marshall McLuhan, he discovered that the medium is the message.



Precisely because it provided artists with a third means, along with form and color, to express emotion on the canvas, a third front in their campaign to maximize the capabilities of their art, the influence of Titian’s late style spread quickly after his death. It also gained fame because he was already so widely known. He was the first international artist, the first whose renown and clientele extended, in his own lifetime, far beyond his home turf. Even Michelangelo, one of the few Renaissance artists whose stature rivaled his, saw only a handful of his works move beyond Italy, notably into the collection of Francis I of France. Even Leonardo, who would spend his last days in France, as guest of the same Francis, devoted nearly his entire life to the service of Italian patrons. Yet by his forties Titian was supplying pictures all around the continent. In a sense his work was an early example of Italian luxury export.

It’s customary to say that after the fifteenth century, when Filippo Brunelleschi and Leon Battista Alberti rediscovered and codified single-point perspective, nearly any painting by a Western artist was designed to be a kind of window onto the scene it depicted, a device to draw the viewer into an illusion of three-dimensional space. Only with the first stirrings of modernism in the nineteenth century did artists begin to draw the viewer’s attention back to the surface of the canvas, to the “picture plane.” It was a process that’s often said to have begun as early as Manet in the 1840s before exploding in the twentieth century with the shallow space of cubism, the broad expanses of single color in the work of Matisse, and the two-dimensional abstractions of Malevich and Mondrian. It reached a kind of apotheosis in the United States after World War II, in the all-over compositions of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko, and then in the resolute flatness of work by painters like Morris Louis, Ad Reinhardt, Ellsworth Kelly, and Frank Stella.

That at least is the usual telling of the story. But it’s important to remember that this emphasis on the canvas as a surface had its first stirrings in the Venetian Renaissance, in the art of Giorgione, and then with late Titian. His visible brushwork never lets you forget that his paintings aren’t just windows onto a view but things created on a stretch of woven cloth, holding droplets and smudges of pigment very near to your vision. No matter how much your eye dives into the scene, you never entirely shake the simultaneous sensation of looking at marks deposited on a flat surface. Having spent a lifetime mastering illusion, in late life Titian saw fit to break his own spell.

Why did he turn to this kind of rough brushwork? In his sixties, when he was beginning to work more often in the new way, he offered one visitor to his studio the not quite convincing rationale that it was due to the simple desire to forge a uniquely personal manner. The visitor was Francisco de Vargas, the Holy Roman Empire’s ambassador to Venice, who recorded Titian’s words this way:


Sir, I am not confident of achieving the delicacy and beauty of the brushwork of Michelangelo, Raphael, Correggio, and Parmigianino. And even if I succeeded in emulating them, I would be judged with them or considered an imitator. But ambition, which is as natural in my art as in any other, urges me to choose a new path to make myself famous, much as the others acquired their own fame from the way which they followed.



It’s true that Titian offered that rationale some years after having made his only visit to Rome, a monthslong working trip during which he at last saw for himself the works of the great artists of central Italy. He may well have felt afterward that it would be to his advantage to adopt a very different signature style. But could that have been the only reason? The younger Titian had already won over the world with a refined surface not unlike theirs. Very possibly a deeper, more intimate motive was in play, one rooted in the circumstances of Titian’s old age. When the late style emerges, events all around him were taking an unsettling turn and his mood appears to have been darkening in reply. Old friends were dying. Venice was enduring a succession of crises. There was also a mysterious and nearly successful attempt on the life of his beloved younger son, Orazio, and a final break with his long-estranged older son, Pomponio. On multiple fronts, life must have seemed as though it was drifting out of control.

Even without taking into account his new paint handling, we can sense the pressure of these events on other aspects of his work. He turns away from portraiture—glorifying earthly vanity seems to have lost its appeal. In his mythological canvases he’s attracted to stories about the cruelty of the gods, the way they turn mere mortals into their helpless playthings. In his religious work, scenes of Christ’s suffering and death start to dominate. Even his famously bright palette subsides. In that context, the agitated brushwork of his later years looks in part like a vehicle to express an uneasy state of mind. At the end of a career during which he had revolutionized one genre after another, he may well have arrived at this final innovation because he needed to. The evidence is not conclusive, but the circumstances of his later life, the glum reflections in some of his letters, his turn toward darker subjects on canvas, all suggest a man ready for a means to convey a more distressed outlook, which his broken brushwork can certainly do. Yet at the same time, and paradoxically, that brushwork can suggest the continuing vitality and spontaneity of the man who applied it. And by substituting the vivid evidence of his hand for the conventions of clear representation, it was also the literal sign of Titian’s creative autonomy, his freedom as an artist.



To understand the elderly Titian it’s important first to have an idea of how he began and what he became over time. His international prestige was a sizable achievement in itself, but even more so because he came from nowhere. He was born in Pieve di Cadore, a little village in the Veneto, about sixty miles north of Venice. It stands at the foot of the Italian Alps, mountains that all his life would appear as a distant landscape in his paintings. For most of the Middle Ages the region had been part of the Holy Roman Empire. But in 1420, after a series of negotiations that secured its citizens a variety of privileges, Cadore agreed to be absorbed into the mainland territories of Venice. Heavily forested, it was a logging area, and for many years Titian and his brother Francesco—also a painter, though of modest gifts—would run a significant family sideline in timber.

Because the records were lost long ago, Titian’s birth date is uncertain. Most scholars now believe it was somewhere between 1488 and 1490. Though not of the nobility, the Vecellio family was old, reasonably prosperous, and occasionally distinguished. Titian’s father, Gregorio, would serve as a militia captain in the Battle of Cadore, where, in 1508, in the fields and woods below the town, the Venetians beat back a siege organized by the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I. In civilian life, however, he mostly held a succession of minor municipal jobs. It’s Titian’s grandfather, called Conte, who appears to have been the real capo of the clan. It was he who presided over family affairs until Titian was in his twenties, a shrewd businessman, a lawyer, and a local dignitary who sometimes represented Cadore in the councils of Venice.

Perhaps it was to Conte, a man who moved in higher circles than Titian’s father, that Titian owed the refined manners that people often remarked on in later years, a quiet poise that allowed him to mix comfortably with aristocratic patrons. “Mild, tractable, and easy to deal with,” as one contemporary described him in his fifties in a letter to Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, who would become another of Titian’s high-born clients.

We don’t know much about his education, except that he learned to read and write. Though we have letters in his own hand, his correspondence was often composed by hired professionals, a common practice of his day. Some were the work of highly literate friends, like the poet Lodovico Dolce. But after it became obvious he could draw, his family resolved to have him properly trained. At around the age of ten or twelve he made the long journey down the twisting mountain roads from Cadore to Venice, probably with his brother Francesco, to live with an uncle and take up an apprenticeship in the workshop of Sebastiano Zuccato, a minor painter and mosaic artist. He, too, quickly recognized Titian’s exceptional gifts and arranged for him to move on to the much more prestigious studio of Gentile Bellini, head of the city’s preeminent family of artists. In time, Titian transferred to the studio of Gentile’s younger brother Giovanni, by then the city’s most esteemed painter, and a man whose sensuous art would have more to offer Titian than Gentile’s drier manner. With that, the teenage prodigy was on his way.

Crucially for Titian, Giovanni Bellini was an early adopter of oil paint, the compound of powdered pigment and oil that had originated in northern Europe, and arrived in Venice in the 1460s. Venetians were also among the first Italian artists to paint on canvas. These two innovations changed everything. Artists elsewhere in Italy were slower to make the transition, preferring fresco—the wet plaster technique used for wall paintings like Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling—or else egg-based tempera applied on wood panels. But in the damp climate of Venice, plaster crumbled and wood warped. Canvas was an obvious alternative. As a seafaring power and shipbuilding center, the city had plenty of sailcloth to experiment with, in weaves ranging from fine linen to a coarseness near to burlap. Each permitted a different range of surface effects, from smooth to nappy.

As a young man Titian favored tightly woven canvas with an even surface, which he primed with heavy layers of white gesso that smoothed it further to permit finely detailed brushwork. But as he grew older he preferred thicker, more nubbly weaves coated with just a thin layer of gesso. That let the coarse fabric emerge more visibly through the paint to amplify the rougher appearance of his late style. Unlike paintings on walls or wood panel, pictures on canvas could also be crated and even rolled for easy transport, which fostered the emergence of an international market, the faraway patrons and buyers who would make Titian rich.

Even more than the variety of canvas, an artist’s choice of paint medium—tempera or oil—determined the appearance of any picture. Tempera produced a precise and meticulous surface, partly because it set so quickly, so it couldn’t be reworked for long or blended easily with adjoining colors. Oil paint dried slowly, which meant that individual passages could be revisited and adjusted over hours, days, or even weeks, offering new possibilities of depth and atmosphere. Depending on how much oil you blended into the powdered pigment, you could concoct a muck that spread thickly like soft butter, or a thin wash that could be settled onto the canvas in layer after layer. Titian liked to lay down many, often over a layer of opaque underpainting, to produce a complex translucence. Better still, you could do both those things in the same picture, as he often did, with no end of complicated results. It would be oil paint that would make possible Titian’s sensuous art. And he in turn would be one of its greatest innovators, spending a lifetime drawing out the subtle capabilities of this mesmerizing new substance, until in old age he discovered its most unexpected potential.



It was around 1508, in Bellini’s workshop, that young Titian came to know one of the pivotal artists of his generation. The brilliant and doomed Giorgio Barbarella, known as Giorgione, was one of those charismatic geniuses, like the poet Percy Shelley or the actor James Dean, who revolutionized their art before dying young. He was at most thirty-five, maybe younger, when he was swept away in 1510 in yet another outbreak of the plague. In his book The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, the sixteenth-century painter and writer Giorgio Vasari credits Giorgione, as we still do, with being the first Venetian to master Leonardo da Vinci’s “modern manner,” an art of soft forms, delicately rendered moods, and smoky atmospheres the Italians called “sfumato.”

These lessons of “modern art” Giorgione would transmit to Titian. All of them are on view in Le Concert Champêtre, or The Pastoral Concert, an enigmatic scene in which two well-dressed young gentlemen, one fingering a lute, idle on a hillside in the company of two languorous nude women. One of the defining achievements of Western art, that painting establishes an enduring new type of image, the pastoral—pictures of cultivated people at leisure in an idealized nature. It was a tradition Manet was still drawing upon more than four centuries later for his Déjeuner sur l’herbe. For centuries The Pastoral Concert was attributed to Giorgione, but now most scholars credit it to Titian, as does the Louvre, which owns it. If so, it would merely be the first in a line of painterly genres that Titian either created entirely or utterly transformed.

For a long time, there was something like a consensus that both men collaborated on another groundbreaking work. The Sleeping Venus is the first painting on canvas of a reclining female nude, a genre that Titian would electrify in later years. The woman was presumed to be by Giorgione, with the landscape and sky added by Titian after his friend’s death. Though the Gemaldegalerie in Dresden, which owns the painting, still credits it to both men, a number of scholars now attribute it mostly or entirely to Titian. No matter whether that picture is a solo or a duet, it’s a virtuoso performance. The woman lies outdoors on silk sheets in wine red and ocher, her eyes closed, in rolling landscape that “rhymes” with the curves of her body. Her right arm raised behind her head, her left hand rests suggestively between her legs, the fingers bent gently into the crevice.

As with Giorgione, Titian’s genius announced itself early. His master Giovanni Bellini was by far the most important Venetian artist of his generation, and Titian would show signs of Bellini’s valuable influence in many of his earliest works. Certainly his many informal Madonnas in outdoor settings owe a lot to Bellini’s example. In those, Titian would entirely reimagine the genre called the “sacra conversazione.” These are images of the Holy Mother seated with the Christ child and surrounded by saints in such a way that the figures appear to be in some silent, purely spiritual communion—the sacred conversation. We credit Bellini not with inventing that formula but brilliantly relaxing it, again and again playing with the enthroned Madonna to place her in less conventional settings. In some he even removed the figures from the customary arched interior and took them outdoors, under an open sky. Titian built spectacularly on Bellini’s innovations. In many of his pictures he, too, freed the Holy Mother from her throne entirely. In one, Virgin and Child with Saint Catherine, Saint Dominic and a Donor, she sits outdoors before a cloth backdrop, amid a landscape of hills and trees. Her bare foot peeks from beneath her skirt to rest on the dirt—a stunningly realistic device.

Two years after Bellini’s death in 1516, Titian, then somewhere in his mid-to-late twenties, unveiled his most important commission to date, a picture that made his name in Venice. The Assumption of the Virgin hangs above the high altar in the city’s largest Gothic church, Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, known to everyone as the Frari. For his debut on this sizable stage Titian produced the largest altarpiece of its day, composed of twenty-one cedar panels and measuring nearly twenty-three feet high and eleven and a half wide. A monumental scene of airborne majesty, The Assumption shows us the bodily ascent into heaven of the Holy Mother after her death. At ground level you find Christ’s awestruck disciples, excitedly gazing and pointing skyward, in nothing like the subdued way Venetians were accustomed to seeing their saints. In the sunbursting heavens above them is the ascending Madonna, perched on a cloud and attended by a crescent-shaped flock of infant angels. God himself looks down from up top, as though urging the Holy Mother upward.

So this is no contemplative devotional picture. It’s a geyser, a vertical jet stream of light, color, and movement. In a city where Bellini’s more restrained figures were still the standard, the celestial tumult of Titian’s altarpiece was an astonishment. The dramatic energies of the picture, operatic before opera was invented—and baroque, well before the theatrical art of the baroque first appeared in the next century—created a sensation among the Venetians who first saw it.
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The Assumption of the Virgin, 1516–18, oil on panel, 685.8 × 355.6 cm, Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, Venice



One year after unveiling the Assumption, Titian returned to the Frari to begin another large altarpiece that would—when it was completed, seven years later—once more excite the Most Serene Republic by exploding the conventions of the sacred conversation he had already so greatly enlarged. As he did with the Assumption, in the Madonna di Ca’ Pesaro—“the Pesaro family Madonna,” named after the donors—he created a drama of energetic ascent, but this time on a rightward diagonal, in a teeming stairstep composition with the Madonna at its apex. We see her seated before the base of a wide column that rises beyond the top of the picture and into the blue sky behind her. Near the bottom left a soldier who may be Saint George flourishes the large red banner of the papal arms. This would be in honor of Jacopo Pesaro, the warrior bishop of Cyprus who commissioned the painting. In 1502 he had led a papal fleet into victorious battle against the Turks. We see him in a prayerful pose in the lower left corner, being presented to the Holy Mother by Saint Peter, a large figure who sits below her, midway on the descending diagonal. With both hands she supports the standing figure of the infant Christ. By her side Saint Francis points toward the lower right corner, where a kneeling cluster of Pesaro men gaze upward. Or most of them do. A spotlit boy, Jacopo’s favored nephew Leonardo, turns to look directly at you, the viewer, as if asking—how about this? And yes, how about this? There had never been anything like it.
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The Madonna di Ca’ Pesaro, 1519–26, oil on canvas, 478 × 266, Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, Venice



By the time he unveiled the Pesaro Madonna, Titian had also completed his magnificent cycle of mythological paintings for Alfonso I d’Este, the Duke of Ferrara, as well as Sacred and Profane Love, an outdoor scene of two women, one sumptuously clothed, the other no less sumptuously naked, that now ranks among the touchstone pictures of Western art. Having transformed religious and secular imagery, what was left to revolutionize but portraiture? Just as with Gainsborough, Sargent, and Warhol, it was portraits that would make Titian’s fortune. When he first attempted them in his twenties, paintings of individual men and women were a relatively new genre in Venice, one dating back only to about the 1460s. For the most part artists made them to confirm the sitter’s station in the world, through the clothing, jewelry, and weaponry that proclaimed it. Hints of personality and character were rare. This is true even in one of the best of the Venetian portraits, Giovanni Bellini’s meticulous image of the Doge Leonardo Loredan, from around 1501. An iridescent likeness, incredible in its high-resolution realism, it’s immobile all the same, a magnificent cut-out in which the man is subordinate to his embroidered robe and doge’s cap. Only in the hands of a few of the greatest painters, like Leonardo da Vinci, endlessly fiddling with the Mona Lisa, had portraiture become a more subtle instrument.

Titian would be among them. With the profound fluency he possessed even as a young man, he brought to his subjects a new dynamism, an ample life that announces the beating pulse beneath their tightly buttoned finery. The men and women in his canvases, though they might be princes and queens, admirals and popes, weren’t inert emblems of officialdom or social status. They were lustrous mammals, robust, subtle, and complex. They possessed the space of the canvas the way they occupied the world, with force and assurance, in a supple, lifelike way. Through the eloquence of Titian’s brush they offer us a glimpse of their intelligence and wit, their love of life, their vanity and ambition. And even their wary cunning. Just look at the coiled energies in Titian’s portrait of the very worldly Pope Paul III, a ferret in red velvet, hunched between the grandsons he had made sure to raise to high station, but also to manipulate and betray—a man bent but ever ready to spring.

So by the 1550s, when the aging Titian begins to work often with the free brushwork of his late style, he had been for decades the acknowledged master of every consequential genre of painting. As the fabled art historian Bernard Berenson would say of him, Titian’s art contained “nearly all of the Renaissance that could be expressed in painting.”



And what did this much sought-after man look like in his last years? We have a good idea from the second of his two surviving self-portraits, which he produced around 1562. He offers himself dressed as a prosperous but sober Venetian. Except for his white linen collar he’s all in black, a color prized in his day and ours for being elegant without ostentation. His outfit includes the black skullcap that was a trademark for him, much as Andy Warhol’s wig or Louise Nevelson’s false eyelashes would be for them. But look closely and you can see two glinting trickles of ornament on his costume, a double-strand gold chain. To those who knew, it was a discreet signifier of prestige, the chain of the Knight of the Golden Spur, an honor presented to him by the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, when he knighted Titian in 1533.

In the self-portrait Titian shows himself to us in profile—unusual, since it was a pose he almost always avoided in his work as stiff and outdated. But for many centuries it was in profile that kings and emperors were represented on coins. So maybe this is Titian proposing himself as the king of European painting. In the lower left corner of the canvas he discreetly grips what appears to be a slender paintbrush. Some scholars think it’s actually a drawing stylus, included perhaps to dismiss Florentine criticism that Venetian painters, in their devotion to soft color, neglected firm draftsmanship. Whichever it is, it’s an instrument of his art, making this one of the first self-portraits by a painter to include any reference to his occupation. Before Titian (and Leonardo and Michelangelo and Raphael) even the greatest painters were likely to be considered mere tradesmen, but by the mid-sixteenth century genius had earned the ones who had it a higher status, none higher than him. So why not show himself holding one of the little tools that got him there?

For good measure, Titian had achieved this high status in one of the greatest and richest cities in Europe. Glittery, hedonistic, and prideful, Venice in the sixteenth century was also still a consequential power, though a declining one. A republic ruled by a sizable oligarchy of around twenty-five hundred noblemen, it had never been subject to foreign control. This was a novelty on the Italian peninsula, where city-states like Milan and Naples were regularly devoured by France, Spain, or one another. The two and a half miles of water that separated Venice from the Italian mainland discouraged would-be invaders. But though it held itself apart from the rest of Italy, as a trading center it was also thoroughly cosmopolitan, a place where Turks, Greeks, Levantines, Germans, and Jews all did business. And unlike the feudal monarchies that dominated the rest of Europe, places where most artistic commissions that did not come from the church came from a single royal court, the merchant republic of Venice had countless civic and business associations to support artists to suit every taste.

Naturally, this congregation of wealthy families was also a city of luxury. While the worldly people of the Most Serene Republic might sometimes ask for images of Christ or the Madonna, it was themselves they most loved to see projected onto canvas, usually as epitomes of lusty materialism, happily at large among their precious goods. Even as he probed their character more adroitly than earlier painters, Titian would be their consummate enabler. Like teenagers in their look-at-me selfies, the women in his portraits are fashionistas, encased in embroidered silk, some with pearls strung in their hair in the Venetian style, fine gold chains on their wrists, and more pearls dangling from their ears. They gaze at their reflections in mirrors, a new kind of deluxe merchandise from Murano, the Venetian glass-producing island. As for the men, they offer themselves in the regalia of a power elite, in plush fur capes or embossed armor. Titian’s famous early portrait of Gerolamo Barbarigo, one richly clothed arm ballooning toward us from its elbow perch, might as well be called “portrait of a big blue sleeve.” As it nearly is. The title we know it by is A Man with a Quilted Sleeve.

But already by Titian’s early adulthood, cracks were beginning to show in the city’s rich façade. In 1508 Pope Julius II assembled a collection of European powers, the League of Cambrai, to successfully retake territories that Venice had conquered on the Italian mainland, which it had done to acquire buffers against the host of warring principalities there. Though Venice eventually regained the lost possessions, its status as a military power on land was henceforth put permanently into question. As for its command of the sea, which was crucial to its wealth and position, it was under constant challenge from the ascendant Turks. Since the mid-fifteenth century a series of Ottoman sultans had been pressing hard against Venetian power in the eastern Mediterranean. So by the 1540s, when Titian was understood everywhere as one of the greatest artists in Europe, the city he represented was in a decline that would prove to be irreversible, unable to resist Turkish advances and constantly courting bankruptcy.

All the same, its slide would be gradual enough that throughout Titian’s life the Most Serene Republic would continue to sparkle like the mosaics the city was famous for. It was a crossroads of commerce. (And not incidentally, the center of the European trade in first-quality artist pigments from the East, like costly ultramarine, the rich blue made from ground lapis lazuli that found its way from mines in Afghanistan into Titian’s magnificent skies.) If anything, in his day the city’s piazzas and waterways would become even more lustrous, with new churches, palaces, and public buildings. Its carnivals and masked balls would remain the scandalous envy of Europe, its courtesans so famous that inns in other cities would eventually use the name “Venice” in their signboards as a winking signal they were brothels. In much the same way that Britain’s dwindling role in global affairs after World War II would be masked by the rise of Swinging England, with the Beatles, the Stones, and Carnaby Street offering distractions from the loss of empire, Venice disguised its growing weakness by applying heavier makeup and putting out party lights.

And among the brightest ornaments of the city was the trio composed of Titian and his two closest friends, the great architect Jacopo Tatti, known as Il Sansovino, and the boisterous writer Pietro Aretino, one of the most infamous personalities of his day. A Renaissance mini–Rat Pack, known everywhere as “the Triumvirate of Taste” or “the Three Accomplices,” they were tireless drinking and feasting buddies, inseparable confidants, constantly furthering one another’s careers.

Aretino and Sansovino were transplants from Rome who came separately to Venice in 1527 and stayed. Both arrived on the run. Aretino was a poet, playwright, dinner table wit, and sometime pornographer, author not only of the notorious Lewd Sonnets, which more than lived up to their name, but of The School of Whoredom, a sex manual. Having made serious enemies in Rome through his scurrilous satires, and then scandalized the city with the publication of those sonnets, he had found it prudent to leave town and to wander about Italy until he ended up in Venice.

As for Sansovino, he came as a refugee from the Sack of Rome, an outrage carried out by unpaid troops of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who decided to compensate themselves by plundering the city. In the week-long orgy of rape, slaughter, and arson, tens of thousands of Romans died and untold numbers fled the smoldering ruins, Sansovino among them. But his genius was portable. Very soon he would be the most prominent architect in Venice, the man behind many of its new and rebuilt churches and public buildings. Named the city’s chief architect the very year he got there, he would become the principal figure in a turn away from the ornate Gothic that had long characterized much of Venice to a more subdued classical style like the one he used for his great library of St. Mark.

For decades the three men were constantly in one another’s company. You were sure to find them at the parties Aretino threw once he somehow scored a rent-free apartment on the Grand Canal, with its servants, reception hall, and rotating troupes of beautiful young women. (And young men; he went both ways.) If Aretino is to be believed, Titian the good family man usually peeled off when the dissolute poet was ready for yet another visit to this or that brothel. All the same the painter adored his reprobate friend. And the high-living Aretino repaid him with poems, pamphlets, and letters, all published, even the “private” correspondence, to broadcast the news of Titian’s genius and drum up business for his studio.
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Portrait of Pietro Aretino, 1545, oil on canvas, 108 × 76 cm, Galleria Palatina, Florence



For his part Titian produced at least three portraits of Aretino, including one, from 1545, that appears to be a forecast of his late style. Though he would have been only in his middle or late fifties when he painted it, areas of the picture plainly feature the free brushwork he would adopt often in later years—so much of it that Aretino once suggested, perhaps in jest, that if he had paid his friend more for the portrait Titian might have taken the trouble to finish it.



So for much of Titian’s life, life was good. This was due especially to his long connection to Charles V. The same emperor whose troops had sacked Rome was also the man who, not long after that atrocity, would launch Titian into European stardom. Charles was one of the pivotal figures of the sixteenth century, with an empire that covered half the continent. His paternal grandfather had been the Emperor Maximilian I, who had greatly enlarged the Habsburg territories that Charles ruled. On his mother’s side his grandparents were Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, the monarchs who had bankrolled Christopher Columbus, a bet that paid handsomely. After their deaths, Charles would assume their thrones, along with what were by then Spain’s vast and profitable New World possessions. For decades he was a hinge on which European affairs constantly turned. His lengthy struggle against the rising power of France consumed the continent for decades. He was at the forefront of the fight to suppress the Protestant Reformation. His complex dealings with a succession of popes continually shifted the European balance of power back and forth.

By the time of his death, in 1558, Charles and Titian had enjoyed a close and mutually rewarding relationship for more than twenty-five years. The emperor had brought Titian to the attention of patrons all across Europe, many of them members of his extensive Habsburg clan. Over time Titian and his studio would produce for the Habsburgs alone more than 150 paintings. In turn Titian had given Charles, a man well aware of the propaganda power of art, incomparable images of himself in all his glory, as well as devotional paintings that were cherished by the pious Catholic emperor.

Titian’s first encounter with Charles, in 1529, did not go well. The emperor declined to sit for a portrait, then dismissed the artist with a single ducat, the Renaissance equivalent of chump change. But in 1532, when Charles returned to Italy, he agreed at last to pose for Titian, for a portrait in armor that’s now lost. But we still have Titian’s next picture of Charles, in a fur-lined silver cloak beside an immense adoring hound. Though that picture was based on a very similar portrait of Charles by his Austrian painter Jacob Seisenegger, by the time Titian completed it, in 1533, Charles was persuaded that this was the man to put his image before the world. He paid Titian five hundred scudi—real money at a time when a thousand was the annual income typical for a prosperous man and a skilled shipbuilder might bring in only fifty. But much more than that, Charles took the extraordinary step of raising him to the aristocracy by making him a count and conferring upon him a knighthood, the one represented by that golden chain in the self-portrait Titian produced decades later. He also named him as his court painter. That would be a considerable honor at any time. It was more remarkable for the fact that Titian, the man who hated to leave Venice, had no intention of hauling himself and his family to the emperor’s principal court in the ancient Bavarian city of Augsburg, much less to follow Charles and his retinue on their constant movements around his empire, to palaces in Hungary, Italy, Spain, and the Netherlands.

While he would never relocate to Augsburg, Titian made two lengthy visits. First summoned there in 1547, fully fourteen years after being named court painter, he arrived early the following year, already nearing sixty, after a difficult winter journey across the Alps. He remained for eight months, installed in apartments adjacent to the emperor’s chambers and granted so many private meetings that it puzzled some of the emperor’s jealous courtiers. What could explain this intimacy between an emperor and a mere painter?

But why not? While Charles had very little grasp of the aesthetic pleasures to be gotten from art, he understood well its political uses. And he plainly saw that Titian could provide him with potent representations of himself and his rule. It was on that first visit to Augsburg that Titian produced for Charles a particularly powerful invention, the mounted equestrian portrait. It would prove to be yet another enduring new genre of Western painting that Titian inaugurated. In a canvas intended to commemorate the emperor’s victory the year before at the Battle of Mühlberg, where imperial troops defeated a league of German Protestant armies, Titian gives us Charles literally dressed to kill, on a capering warhorse, in the embossed black armor with glinting gold trim that he wore on the day of battle. But this Charles is also a paragon of thoughtful action, looking somehow both implacable and meditative, bellicose and introspective, a man of war with a life of the mind. The picture made an impression of mastery so compelling to future generations that portraits on horseback would become the must-have emblem for every weaponized leader of men from Charles I of England to Napoleon and beyond.

Titian’s seventeenth-century biographer Carlo Ridolfi reports a famous anecdote from that first visit, a story that has come to symbolize the emperor’s extravagant regard for his court painter. Ridolfi tells us that one day when Charles and his retinue were visiting Titian at his Augsburg studio, the master accidentally dropped his brush. To the astonishment of everyone in the room, including Titian, Charles stooped to pick it up. Titian hastened to tell the emperor, “Sire, I am not worthy of such a servant.” Charles is said to have replied, “Titian is worthy to be served by Caesar.”

Did this charming scene really take place? Baroque-era biographers were not the first, or the last, to have an easygoing notion of fact checking. But even if it’s a story too good to confirm, it says something true about the profound appreciation Charles had by that time for Titian’s genius. This man wasn’t just his hired hand. He was his evangelist. And to the extent possible between an emperor and a commoner, however brilliant, his intimate.

Maybe that exchange even happened. Charles was a complicated and contradictory man. Ever mindful of himself as the most powerful leader in Europe, the Christian Caesar, he was also capable of acts of surprising humility, never more so than in one he undertook toward the end of his life. Two years before he relinquished his soul, he handed away his empire. Like King Lear, though half a century before Shakespeare set down Lear’s tale, he voluntarily gave up his throne and all the territories under his rule.

It was a step he had been contemplating for some time, but he was moved to take it at last by the conclusion of the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. A complex agreement negotiated by his younger brother, Ferdinand, it aimed to settle the constant turmoil in Germany between Catholics and Lutherans. One of its provisions stipulated that in each of Germany’s many principalities and free cities the religion of the ruler would be adopted by all his subjects. However coercive its terms—certainly from the point of view of the subject populations—the treaty did for a while establish a measure of peace. But because it allowed Lutheranism to be recognized for the first time as a legitimate faith in whichever states it was adopted, it was a bitter compromise for Charles. One of the chief opponents of the Reformation, for decades he had hoped to become the secular leader of an all-Catholic Europe. With that ambition dashed, better to relinquish the crown and retreat to a pious retirement in Spain, to a villa attached to a monastery in Yuste, in the hill country of the Extremadura.

When he arrived there in 1557, Charles brought with him three precious Titians. One was a posthumous portrait of his late wife, Isabella, that Titian had done for him ten years earlier, long after her death from a miscarriage in 1539. Another was an Ecce Homo—an image of Christ crowned with thorns—that Titian had presented to him during the artist’s first stay in Augsburg. The third was the most spectacular. During Titian’s second and final visit to Augsburg, in 1550–51, Charles commissioned him to produce a painting for his private religious devotion. When completed in 1554, The Adoration of the Trinity, also sometimes called Glory, was a kind of heavenly whirlwind. Titian shows a tumultuous throng of airborne figures who include Adam and Eve, Moses with his tablets, and Noah with his ark, with Charles and his family among them. They all gesture up rapturously toward God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit, perched at top amid sunlit clouds, with just below them to our left the Virgin and John the Baptist. On the right edge of this teeming canvas Titian has even included himself as a pious graybeard. Remarkably, the old man we see beside him is very possibly his roguish buddy Aretino, libertine, glutton, and sometime pornographer, the last person you would expect to find in heaven. But Titian, you might say, was working the door.

At Yuste, Charles had this enormous picture, over eleven feet high and nearly eight feet wide, placed at first above the high altar of the church. But on his deathbed in 1558 he had it transferred to his room, to join the portrait of Isabella. So it was with his eyes fastened on Titian’s Adoration, a swirling portal through which his soul might be suctioned from this world, that the fifty-eight-year-old emperor went to meet the King of Kings.



At his abdication, Charles had divided his domains between his son Philip and his brother Ferdinand. To Ferdinand he granted the Holy Roman Empire, extending across what is now Germany, parts of Austria, Poland, the Czech Republic, and Switzerland. To Philip went Milan, the Kingdom of Naples, and the Netherlands, but above all the rich prize of Spain and its New World territories with their silver mines. Those would fund Spain’s ambitions to be the preeminent European power, which included the ill-fated Spanish Armada that Philip hoped would force England back into the Catholic fold.

From his father, Philip would gain one other precious inheritance—Titian. By the time of the emperor’s death his son was already Titian’s enthusiastic patron, able to appreciate not only the propaganda value of the portraits that Charles so admired but the wider range of Titian’s gifts, especially for mythological scenes, the more coyly erotic the better. For the remaining eighteen years of Titian’s life, Philip would be his most constant and discerning patron.

The two men had first met in Milan in 1548, where Philip commissioned several portraits. He would do that again when Titian made his second trip to Augsburg, two years later. Not long after his father’s death, Philip also saw to it that Titian should be paid the accumulated arrears of an annual pension promised to him by Charles, but never disbursed. Philip directed his governor in Milan to issue the full remaining sum of twenty-two hundred scudi, a sizable amount.

However much Titian benefited from Philip’s patronage, after decades that had taken him from one triumph to another, his last years would be a trying time. Like anyone tipping into their seventies, he was outliving his circle of familiars. In 1556, death had claimed his rollicking comrade Aretino. The enormous man was at dinner with friends when he leaned back in his chair to roar at someone’s joke. The chair collapsed beneath him, leading him to suffer an attack of some kind from which he died soon after. Though the official verdict was apoplexy, friends liked to say he had laughed himself to death, a conclusion he would have loved. Four years after Aretino’s death, Titian also lost his brother Francesco, whom he had always regarded fondly and kept close, working with him to oversee the family timber business, as well as some iron mines they eventually owned in the Cadore.

By that time Titian had also suffered a blow that haunted and enraged him, a near-fatal attempt on the life of his beloved younger son, Orazio. The circumstances remain murky. In the Venetian tradition of family workshops, Orazio had not only become a painter himself but also handled the business affairs of his father’s studio. Early in 1559, Titian dispatched him to Milan to collect the pension money Philip had promised. While there Orazio was invited by Leone Leoni, court sculptor to the Habsburgs, to stay for a while at his palazzo, itself a gift from Charles.

Leoni was a notoriously volatile character. He had twice been accused of attempted murder, spent time as a galley slave in the papal fleet as punishment for one of those attempts, and conducted a counterfeiting scheme in collusion with none other than Titian’s friend Aretino. All the same he was a longtime friend of Titian’s as well, so Orazio duly arrived at Leoni’s. For reasons we don’t know, he decided after a time to move back to his lodgings at an inn. Even less do we know why, when Orazio returned to the palazzo to gather some belongings, he was brutally attacked by Leoni, his son Alessandro, and another henchman. After throwing a cloak or bag over Orazio’s head, they stabbed and slashed him seven times with daggers and swords. He survived only because his servant, with his own blade drawn, was able to fend off the attackers long enough for his cries to bring neighbors, who helped the men, now both wounded, to make their escape.

How to explain this sudden assault? Since Leoni knew Orazio was carrying the pension money, one likely motive is robbery. Orazio may also have become involved somehow with Leoni’s mistress. Whatever the reason, Titian learned of the attack several weeks later through a letter from Orazio. For months afterward, he was beside himself. Hoping to move Philip to punish his son’s assailants, Titian wrote to him at once. “If Orazio had been killed I swear to you with all my faith that from the pain of it I, who have placed all my life and my hope in his wellbeing in this my impotent old age, would have been deprived of spirit and consequently of the ability to serve my most potent Catholic King.” Titian may even have worried that Orazio might be tracked down and ambushed again by the incorrigible Leoni, a fear that would haunt Orazio for years. Because what the aged painter seems to have been hinting, none too subtly, is that if Orazio were to die Titian would have had to put down his brush. Philip wouldn’t have been getting any more of those pictures he liked so much.

In subsequent letters Titian would urge the Spanish king repeatedly to take action against Leoni, who was after all a Habsburg court sculptor and medallion maker. But the would-be assassin was also a gifted artist who had made many images of Charles V—pendants, medals, cameos, and busts. No less than Titian’s portraits, these were important devices in the imperial propaganda machine. Perhaps Leoni was simply of too much potential value to Philip, now that the machinery was devoted to him. The king simply ignored Titian’s pleas, until finally the old man took the hint. Leoni stood trial but would get off with a fine. After a brief banishment from Milan, he would return to go on living splendidly in his palace, one more thing to fuel a deepening cynicism in Titian’s old age.

Titian’s distress over the attack was only heightened by the fact that Orazio was by far the favorite of his two sons.
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