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Tintoretto’s (Unfinished) Group Portrait of the Tensho Embassy : abstract
Mayu Fujikawa

In this paper, I trace the commission history of Jacopo Tintoretto’s unfinished group
portrait that was to represent the Tensho embassy. I argue that the Collegio, an executive
body of the Venetian republic, requested him to paint two scenes for the painting: the
reception of the embassy by the senators on the island of Santo Spirito and the audience
with Doge Nicolo da Ponte. The group portrait was for the Sala del Maggior Consiglio,
where the walls still had empty spaces to be filled with paintings after the devastating fire
of 1577. The painting was to be juxtaposed with the embassy’s letter of gratitude written
on a sheet of Japanese paper. Had the group portrait been finished, the text and image
would have worked together to promote the republic’s fame, generosity, and authority to
the visitors who entered the hall of state.

While Ito Mancio and the other three Japanese members of the embassy were seated
in the tribuna of the Sala del Maggior Consiglio in order to see an election that was taking
place on June 30, 1585, Jacopo sketched them; however, it did not go well. Their Jesuit
chaperon wanted them to be portrayed again in a smaller and more confortable space.
It is possible that Jacopo’s son, Domenico Tintoretto, took on that task, and the portrait
of Mancio at the Trivulzio Foundation was Domenico’s oil sketch that he created for the
group portrait.

Although the Senate set aside a budget for the group portrait in October 1587, it
was curiously excluded from Girolamo Bardi’s Dichiaratione di tutte le istorie che si
contengono, where he explained the paintings that were to be placed in the Sala del
Maggior Consiglio. Since the Collegio had little authority over costly transactions,
the project was presumably still unsanctioned by the Senate when Bardi prepared his
manuscript around December 1586. Equally possible is that the Senate intended the
group portrait to be placed somewhere else within the Doge’s Palace—perhaps in the
Sala delle Quattro Porte.

Yet the project of the group portrait was delayed, undoubtedly because Tintoretto’s
workshop was engaged on the colossal Paradise for the Sala del Maggior Consiglio
between 1588 and 1592. Although the group portrait of the Japanese was never finished,
it would have affected the subject matter or compositions of the paintings that represent
the reception of King Henry III of France on the Lido Island and the doge’s audience with
a Persian embassy. These paintings presently adorn the wall of the Sala delle Quattro

Porte.
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