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St. John Seen From 
Behind

Carpaccio shows us the mourning John from behind. The 
very pronounced modelling of the folds can be traced back 
directly to Andrea Mantegna’s art, which was known through- 
out Europe thanks to engravings. It is no surprise, then, that 
the unsigned painting was considered to be a work by Man-
tegna from a very early stage.

John’s red cloak is underpainted with a thick layer of lead 
white, then coloured with red paint. The red lake has faded 
due to exposure to light and was abraded during previous 
cleaning procedures. 

Description Technique

Fig. top left and page 21, left:
After Andrea Mantegna, The Entombment of Christ, 1470/1500 
Engraving, 43 x 34.8 cm
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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The Signature

Very small and inconspicuous, the inscription ‘ANDREAS. 
MANTINEA. F.’ in capital letters can be found below the 
bier, along the edge of the red stone base’s profile. The 
inscription stands for ‘Andrea Mantegna’, with ‘F.’ most 
likely standing for ‘Fecit’ (Latin for ‘made by). Vittore 
Carpaccio signed the Berlin painting depicting the Ordina-
tion of St. Stephen on a cartellino: ‘VICTOR CARPATHIUS 
FINXIT 1511’. ‘Finxit’ is Latin for ‘has designed’ (see below). 

Examination under the microscope reveals the tentative 
brushstrokes, the paint structure and the network of 
cracks (‘craquelé’). The paint used for the letters was 
added to the already dried painting surface at a later 
stage. While not authentic, the paint is so old that age 
craquelures have developed and ‘grown through’ the 
younger paint of the letters. It is difficult to determine  
the age of the pigments used for the signature, as they 
remained largely unchanged until the 18th century. 
Notably, the ‘Preparation of Christ’s Tomb’ was already 
mentioned as a work by Andrea Mantegna in a 1627 
collection inventory. 

Description Technique

Figs. top and bottom left: 
Vittore Carpaccio,  
The Ordination of St. Stephen, 1511
Canvas 150 x 236.3 cm 
Gemäldegalerie,  
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
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Young Man on  
His Knees  
Scooping Water

What does the young man drawing water in the centre of 
the picture represent? Perhaps he refers to the childlike 
innocence, or to the supposed ignorance of the Jews, which 
was often pejoratively repeated, regarding the significance 
of Christ’s death. 

Carpaccio finished the painting by adding a few highlights 
to the folds of the red robe, particularly on the sleeves 
and shoulders, using a fine brush and pure, light vermilion. 
These lines are now darkened.

Description Technique
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Optical Illusions

Did Carpaccio enjoy deceiving us, the viewers? What 
belongs together? What is in front and what is behind? 
Does the small tree grow out of the broken branch? The 
middle fragment of the broken console is not flying; it is 
leaning against the rock wall behind it. The distinction 
between life and death also becomes blurred – what is 
stone, bone or mummy? 

Carpaccio applied the paint very thinly overall, laying out 
the colour areas of this large-format painting very efficient-
ly. He generously underpainted larger areas and used a 
palette of similar colour groups. Look, for example, at the 
red tones or the shades of grey and sand. 

Description Technique
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Women Approaching 
the Scene

In the middle ground on the right-hand side of the painting, 
Mary Magdalene approaches with an ointment jar. The two 
women in the background, seen from the side, resemble 
the pair of women in Giovanni Bellini’s ‘Resurrection’ in the 
Gemäldegalerie, which Carpaccio had certainly seen. 

Prior to restoration treatment, preliminary investigations of 
the painting included a microscopic examination of the 
paint layer to determine its structure and condition. The 
microscope image of the originally golden-illuminated 
back of the woman in the red cloak clearly shows the se- 
verely damaged condition (below left). A tiny sample was 
taken from this area, embedded and sanded, and the paint 
layers were then analysed. The cross section shows a typi-
cal, still golden chip of orpiment (below right).

Description Technique





30

A Pastoral Scene

In the middle of the picture, centrally located on the horizon, 
is a small pastoral scene with three sheep and a shawm 
player. The two men are elegantly dressed. Like the boy 
drawing water, this scene provides a counterpoint to the 
Passion, lending the painting a peaceful, idyllic atmosphere. 
During Carpaccio’s lifetime, such pastoral motifs from antiquity 
were very popular in Venice.

Originally, the sky was a more intense, closed shade of blue. 
The repeated and excessive cleaning of the picture surface, 
with or without the removal of older transparent coatings, 
has caused partial abrasion of the upper, thin ultramarine 
layer, mostly in spots on the high points of the canvas struc-
ture. This allows the greyer underpainting to show through 
more strongly.

Description Technique
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Sky, Water  
and Landscape

The dramatic clouds and the clearing blue sky on the right 
also depict the events of the Passion and Resurrection 
atmospherically. Houses, sailing ships and mountains are 
reflected in the gently rippling sea. 

Carpaccio applied a very thin layer of expensive ultrama-
rine to a grey underlayer in the sky. It was only after the 
yellowed, 120-year-old varnish was removed that the con-
trast between the warm grey clouds and the cool blue sky, 
and between the blue mountains and the green water, 
became apparent (see the following pages 34 and 35).

Description Technique
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Condition during varnish removal



Final state after restoration
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