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The exiled:courtier-who created-his.own-Versailles




TYING THE KNOTS

In the Eurasian gateway that was 15th-century Venice, pileswoven rags hrom Persia, ptor Turkey were as prized
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Top: i Carpaccio™s Visiaiion, ¢ 1504, balcor hung with Oriental carpets, The B | figures ure surromded by ol ssed
anachronistically in Ottoman robes and turbans. Above, left and right: swo | 7thecentuiry “Transylanian' carpets, so called bee many

Orroman Turkish rugs were preserved anchurches in that cenral Romanian region, Opposite: a "Bird Ushak” rug, probibly woven

in Usak, western Anatalia, in the second half of the 16th century, The shapes are notavian, but leaf-like figures in a repeated pattern
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] -.\ (,4 1\ R I)AC(, I () § b Visitation, painted
around 1504, a pregnant Mary embmces her cousin Elizabeth,
also miraculously expecting a child. Animals, a favourite
motifof the Venetian artist, frolic in a palm-dotted land scape,
In the background the balconies of a towering, marble-clad
building are festooned with Oriental rugs. [t's tempting tolook
around for a matronly woman wielding a wicker carpet-
beater, but this is no housekeeping scene: it’s an eche of Car-
paccio’s Venice. Pile-woven rugs were the most prized among
the exotic riches that flowed into the Adriatic city from the
East,and on high days and holidays those wealthy enough to
possessthem would flauntthem at their windowsand balco-
nies. Transposed to the Holy Land, their intended significance
seems equally festive: hanginglike flags, they surely herald the
significance of this moment between two expectant mothers
- whao will give birth to John the Baptist and Jesus Christ,

The Visitarion is one of a handful of Renaissance paintings
now on show at the Ca' d'Oro in Venice. The curators have
matched works by Carpaccio and other artists of the Veneto
and its neighbouring regions with 15th-and 16th-century car-
pets of the kind illustrated inthe paintings. They come from
the collections of two Oriental-textile lovers, Romain Zaleski
and Baron Giorgio Franchetti, who bequeathedthe Ca’d'Oro
to the Italian state. Here are richly ornamented rugs from
Mamluk-controlled Cairo and Damascus, and from Ottoman
Turkeyaswellas India and Persia. These textiles are rare: fora
long time, unable to get theirhands on the real thing, scholars
could onlystudy Oriental carpets of this period through paint-
ings. It’s partly for this reason that the main design types, with
their medallions, arabesques, lozenges and niches, are named
after artists who painted them: Lotto, Bellini, Crivelli, Memling,
Holbein... The classifications are not particularly helpful -
many artists painted each type, and individual artists painted
more than onetype - but they show just how irresistible these
items were to the best European artists of the day.

Oriental rugs had been prized in Europe sinee at least the
13th century, when the Venetian merchant Marca Polo judged
the carpets produced in Konya, Anatolia, the best in the world.
And being objects of such luxuryand status, they soon found
their way into European paintings, their vibrant colours and
patterns ngiﬁ to theartist’s brush. Men, suchas the subject of
aportraithere from the Uffizi by Francesco Beccaruzzi, were
lent learning and sophistication when painted at atable cov-
ered with, say,a ‘Damaschino’ carpet. It’s unusual to see these
precious textiles placed on the floor, at least in secular paint-
ings (Van Eyck’s Amolfini Porirait comes to mind as a rare
example). Ifafootwas massaged by a plush Oriental pile, that
foot would usually be royal or saintly. When the Madonna
sits enthroned with arichly decorated ‘Lotto’ rug beneath her
feet, as in Girolamo daiLibri’s painting, the textile effectively
marks sacred ground. Four out of the six paintings in this
exhibition have the Virgin Mary as their subject - there’s
evena ‘Holbein' carpet present at her birth, asimagined by
Carpaccio. The oldest of all the works, a fresco painted in
1485 by Vincenzo Foppa, is in fact named for the carpet that
hangson abalconyin frontof the Virgin and child: in Madonna
del Tappeto, the rug's busy geometrics and bright colours all
but eclipse the saintly protagonists.

The exhibition pairs this painting with a ‘Halbein®, slightly
alderthan Foppa’swork and, says co-curator Moshe Tabibnia,

‘exceptional... Thisis the oldest “large medallion Holbein™
that weknow of. It's a miracle when you get something like this
inyour hands." Tabibnia, who runs an eponymousdealership
in Milan, founditin a Venetiancollection, Most likely, he says,
it has been in the city since it was first brought herein the
15th century, its wool freshly woven from western Anatolia.

Venice, of course, wasin aposition to skim off the cream of
what passed through thelagoon on its merchant ships. By the
Renaissance, the Republicwas long established as a great mari-
time power, ideally located to monopolise trade between
Eastand West. Luxury objects such as these carpets could be
powerful bargaining tools: 60 made in Mamluk Cairo were
gifted to Cardinal Wolsey in exchange for alicence allowing
Venetian merchants to import wine to England.

The Ca" d'Oroisa fitting location for a show that reflects
the complex, layered relationship between La Serenissima
- the Most Serene Republic - and the East. This lavish 15th-
century palazzo sits on the Grand Canal, its Gothic tracery
and arches mixing happily with elements borrowed from the
Islamic world: Muslim-style pinnacles along the roofline;
windows shaped like mihrabs (prayer niches). [t's an ar-
chitectural reduction of the whole Venelian entrepot: a city
whoselongest-reigning doge, Francesco Foscari, was bornin
Mamluk-controlled Egypt; where the great arsenale - arzena
in Venetian dialect - the absolute centre of the Venetian Re-
public’s naval power, gotits name from the Arabic darsina’a
(literally "house of manufacturing'); a city where Islamic
prayer rugsare painted centre-stage under the feet of Christian
divinities. Even Venice's patron saint, Mark, was thieved from
the Middle East: Venetian merchants stole the evangelist'srel-
ics from Alexandria in the ninth century.

Fast-forward six centuries, and the likes of Gentile Bellini
were painting scenes of the great basilica and piazza named
after that snatched saint, [nthose images can be gleaned the
longhistory of conflict, trade and diplomacy between Venice
and Constantinople { where Bellini himself had spent two
years, Toaned’ ascourt painter to the Ottoman sultan Mehmet
[T}, and other parts of the Muslim world, Visitors to the ex-
hibition might fancy walking overto the Gallerie dell’ Acca-
demia, where they’ll find Bellini’s vast Procession in St Mark's
Square, ¢1496. The great onion-domed basilicadominates the
canvas, some Islamic notes mixing with the general Byzan-
tine flavour. Onthe north side of the square, women watch the
procession from balconiesdraped with Oriental carpets. In the
last canvas he worked on before his death, Bellini returned
to Venice’s patron saint - and in a sense to that Procession
painting. In §t Mark Preaching in Alexandria, a large square is
dominated by a great temple that strongly resembles the
Basilica San Marco; as in Carpaccio’s Visitafion, figures are
anachronistically dressed in Mamluk or Ottoman garb; and
along thebuildings on either side, richly coloured rugs appear
at windows. This is Venice mapped onto Alexandria. Ambig-
uous symbols of appropriation and exchange, the carpets play
their partin these intriguing portraits of an East at once Otto-
man and Mamluk, contemporary and Biblical - all filtered
through the Venetian gaze m
‘Serenissime Trame: Carpets from the Zaleski Collection and
Renaissance Paintings’ rims at the Galleria Giorgio Franchetti alla
Ca'd'Oro, 3932 Cannaregro, 30121 Venice, until 23 July. For open-
ing times, ring 00 39 41 5200 345 or visit cadoro.org
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