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I am a first year CDP PhD candidate at the University of Warwick and the National Gallery of Lon-

don. The title of my project is Navigating the Canals: Making and Moving Venetian Renaissance 

Paintings. I study large-scale Venetian Renaissance paintings in the National Gallery, in order to 

shed light on how they were transported from the painter’s workshop to their destination, and on the 

different types of painting supports that were constructed over time. Venetian Renaissance pantings 

are appreciated for effects of light, colours, and brushwork. It is not clear, however, how painters 

managed to transport them, especially the largest ones. Handling a large painting, in fact, must have 

been particularly challenging in Venice, since the city's unique physical environment posed special 

practical problems to painters and artisans.  

 From fifteenth and sixteenth-century records we know that shipping and travel played an 

important role in the commission and production of paintings. From a surviving contract, for in-

stance, we know that in 1440 Michele Giambono and Paolo Amidei were responsible for shipping 

and installing at their own risk the altarpiece for the Church of St. Michael, in San Daniele (Friuli). 

A century later, Titian’s canvasses did not always reach their destination safely: the King of Spain 

complained about the condition of the paintings he received, and exhorted the painter to be more 

careful in shipping. Damage occurred even in Venice itself: in fact, immediately after the installa-

tion of Titian’s Pentecost for Santo Spirito, extra work in situ was needed, since the paint was fall-

ing. Despite the documentation available on the transport and handling of paintings, much is still to 

be discovered, interpreted, and clarified. Who was responsible for packing and shipping a painting?  

How often did the painter accompany his work in person during its transit? Did every canvas have 

to be rolled up for transport? And were the canvasses damaged by the rolling up? How much did the 

painting’s size affect the transport?  

 I investigate paintings dated to the fifteenth and sixteenth century: in this timeframe the 

paint’s binder (the agent used to solve color pigments) evolved from egg to oil, and wood was slow-

ly replaced by canvas as the privileged support for paintings. I aim to understand whether these 
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technical changes were made to minimise practical problems during transport or installation, or if 

they were independent from the difficulties related to the handling of paintings. 

 I will also investigate the construction of the paintings supports. Recent technical analyses 

show that canvasses in sixteenth-century Venice were rather peculiar, with various types of weave 

that painters used in different ways. Tintoretto, for instance, used to work on canvasses that were 

assembled from different weaves, of variable lengths, sewn together. But many questions have yet 

to be considered about the making of a canvas, for example: who was in charge of stitching it, who 

sold it to the painter? 

 Among the paintings owned by the National Gallery, those by Titian are interesting case-

studies. Despite the wealth of primary sources that we have about Titian shipping his canvasses dur-

ing his lifetime, there is no study about how his paintings have been packed and shipped from the 

workshop to their destinations. 

The National Gallery promotes research on the Venetian Renaissance paintings it owns, and one of 

the aims of Navigating the Canals is discovering new evidence regarding their provenance, their 

transport or handling history, and alterations to their support. The outcomes of my research will be 

available online via the National Gallery’s website: I will arrange my results in a database, which 

will be made accessible to researchers as well as to the general public. In addition, an interactive 

digital map of Venice will be produced and linked to the database: the map will highlight the areas, 

within Venice, where the paintings in the Gallery’s possession were originally assembled and paint-

ed, where they used to be packed and shipped to their destinations, or where they were installed.  

Thanks to the collaborative nature of my PhD, I will conduct a three-year research benefitting from 

unique and extraordinary opportunities. I am fortunate enough to work with the University of War-

wick, one of the top institutions for the study of Renaissance Venice, and the National Gallery, a 

world-leading museum, which has shaped the very history of art preservation.  

 The National Gallery’s Research Centre offers to its students numerous and specialised sem-

inars and workshops. I have access to the Gallery’s library and archives, and I have frequent oppor-

tunities to discuss with the Gallery’s curators and restorers. Moreover, having a direct contact with 

the paintings that constitute the object of my research inspires and motivates my daily work.  The 

University, on the other hand, provides me the best conditions to work out my own methods to de-

velop my research. For example, at the University I gained palaeographical skills that are essential 

to read original documents from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Thanks to the well-estab-
�2



lished collaboration between the University of Warwick and the Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, 

starting October 2016 I will spend four months in Venice, where I will look for new historical doc-

uments related to transport and handling of Renaissance paintings.  

 The University and the Gallery are incredibly well-coordinated, and they provide me a level 

of support that is not easily found in doctoral programmes—I am supervised, at various levels, by 

as many as four distinguished scholars, whose diverse expertise and methods help me to enrich and 

shape my own approach to the discipline. Last but not least, thanks to my PhD program, I can expe-

rience two distinct but interestingly interrelated worlds, the scientific-oriented environment of the 

University and the mixture of scholarly rigour and high-profile divulgation that is proper of the Mu-

seum: this precious combination makes my doctoral studies even more stimulating. 

 

Vittore Carpaccio, The Healing of the Madman, c. 1496, Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice.  
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François Bunel II (attributed to), The confiscation of the contents of a painter’s studio,  

c.1590?, The Mauritshuis (The Hague). 
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