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For the first time at MAMM (Multimedia Art Museum, Moscow) – an intervention by classical art in a museum space devoted to contemporary art! From 25 October, a dialogue between 'Portrait of a young man' by the great Renaissance artist Giovanni Bellini (1500, Capitoline Museum, Rome) and 'Allegoria Sacra', a grandiose video project by the AES+F group, as part of the 4th Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art and the Year of Italy in Russia.

The work of Giovanni Bellini (1430-1516) turned Venice into an important centre of Renaissance art equal to Florence or Rome and his style of painting gave birth to the Venetian school of art. Two of his students, Giorgione and Titian, became leading masters of the High Renaissance. Apart from classically ordered altar paintings Bellini left us several portraits that antedated the heyday of this genre in 16th-century art.

Art historians believe that in the famous picture 'Allegoria Sacra' (1490-1500) Bellini depicted Purgatory on the banks of the river Styx or Lethe, where the souls of the dead await the supreme judgment that determines if they will be despatched to heaven or hell. The artists of AES+F have created their own version of 'Allegoria Sacra' in which an international airport becomes a metaphor for Purgatory, and Bellini's personages – St. Sebastian, a centaur, a Saracen Moslem and what is presumably the Apostle Peter bearing a sword – come to life as random passengers waiting for their flights.
The atmosphere of ambiguity, fragility and alarm in the works of Giovanni Bellini are reminiscent of our own period in history, and his visual and philosophical rebuses pose questions for researchers and viewers alike in which every new generation seeks an answer. Reflection on these themes is a key to the survival of human civilisation. Hegel said that 'All we learn from history is that we do not learn from history'. But the reality we live in is filled with historical and new myths, while the quest for values that will enable us to survive today and forecast the future is a living, dynamic process.

The 'Allegoria Sacra' video project by the AES+F group completes a trilogy created from the dialogue between contemporary and classical art. The first part of the AES+F trilogy entitled 'Last Riot' referred to the work of the great 17th-century painter Caravaggio and proved a sensation at the 52nd Venice Biennale in 2007. The second part, 'The Feast of Trimalchio', successfully shown at Venice two years later, interpreted a chapter from the novel 'Satyricon' by the great Roman poet Petronius Arbiter. Exhibiting Bellini's 'Self Portrait' in direct proximity to the final part of the trilogy inspired by the enigmatic painting 'Allegoria Sacra' will be the culmination of the project.

'Allegoria Sacra' is excellent proof that even the most contemporary art is based on deeply-entrenched historical foundations. And at the beginning of the 21st century Bellini's masterpiece shown beside a futuristic multimedia project can become part of the modern cultural context.

GIOVANNI BELLINI

PORTRAIT OF A YOUNG MAN, c. 1490

This superb portrait by Giovanni Bellini was painted around 1490 and signed with the artist’s initials on the lower edge. By that time the celebrated Venetian artist had become one of the most important Italian Renaissance painters, by virtue of a style in which radiant colour is combined with delicate, meticulous representation. Here too our attention is focused on the main features of the picture: the fair-haired youth turned to the left of the composition gazes pensively ahead, his face and upper torso painted on a background of sky with scarcely discernible clouds. The young man with long hair covered by a simple cap is clad in an austere black garment with a ribbon (also black) just visible on his right shoulder, indicating the rank of a Venetian patrician. His name is unknown and we can only guess or imagine that he belongs to the higher echelons of the Most Supreme Republic of Venice and remain ignorant of his motives for commissioning such an enigmatic portrait from the illustrious Venetian painter. Was it a desire to show off, to celebrate his advance up the career ladder, or an attempt to halt the passage of time and create an illusion of mastery over physical decline and death?
Giovanni Bellini demonstrates his splendid command of the Flemish style of painting in this portrait on a poplar board, and in particular his familiarity with the style of Hans Memling. The art of Flanders, well known in Italy due to constant trade links, cultivated a taste for studied reticence and scrupulous, sometimes heartless, realism. Giovanni Bellini combined the lessons of Flemish artists with his knowledge of another style gleaned from the most important figure in the Italian Quattrocento, Antonello da Messina, who visited Venice for short periods in the mid-1470s. Antonello and Bellini progressed along parallel lines, creating a new, limpid form of painting that was very different from the creative path of Central Italian painters – their own distinctive view of the Renaissance.
The picture was acquired by Rome’s Capitoline Museums in 1750. The group of museums was already functioning by then and contained a large collection of archaeological exhibits brought here during the rule of Pope Sixtus IV, who donated bronze statues from the Lateran to ‘the Roman People’ (including the ‘Capitoline She-Wolf’ and ‘Boy With Thorn’). In the first half of the 18th century it was decided to augment the museum holdings with an extensive public collection of paintings – the first in Europe. This initiative was implemented by Pope Benedict XIV Lambertini and Cardinal Silvio Valenti Gonzaga, state secretary and prolific collector. Thus the Capitoline Picture Gallery – later renamed the Capitoline Pinacoteca and included in the Capitoline Museums – was enriched by the most important works of art from two well-known collections, the Sacchetti (1748) and the Pio. Giovanni Bellini’s painting originated from the Pio collection and suffered many vicissitudes of fate before arriving at the Capitoline.
When the collection was transferred to the Capitoline Museums the picture was erroneously thought to be a Venetian painter’s self-portrait, but the mistake was soon rectified. Eighteenth century experts disputed the attribution of the painting for some time, before reaching the unanimous conclusion that it was signed by Giovanni Bellini. Even more heated arguments ensued about the date, which oscillated from the early 1480s to the year 1515, the very end of the artist’s career. Although dating is complicated by the absence of any specific characteristics, experts believe the portrait was painted circa 1490.
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