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At the Scuola dei Carmini he decorated for the Carmelite confraternity a

ceiling, the centre of which was to be ‘a Madonna descending from
Heaven, holding in her hand a sacred scapular which she proffers to

St Simon Stock’. The terms of the commission were accepted by Tiepolo
in January 1740, but it was two or three years before the central picture

and its surrounding ones of [irwes were finished. The Madonna of Mount
Carmel is a vision which eclipses the splendours even of St Clement’s

vision; indeed, it is probably Tiepolo’s greatest masterpiece in religious
painting. He understood well enough what was required by the subject

that was to some extent Aés subject: an assuaging vision of the supernatural

to mortals.

The scene which he specifically illustrates here was a vital moment in

the history of the Carmelite order. The Virgin is said to have appeared
on this occasion to St Simon at Cambridge, though that detail has clearly

not bothered Tiepolo. The scapular, two pieces of cloth joined by strings,
is the means of obtaining an important indulgence according to a Papal

Bull that is pethaps a forgery but which Tiepolo accepts: those who have
worn the scapular will be liberated from Purgatory through the Madonna’s

intercession on the first Saturday after their death ‘or as soon as possible’.
The comforting doctrine of this statement is carefully expressed in the

painting. Pusgatory lies all about St Simon, and the litter of tombstones,

skulls, and cloudy horrors of yawning graves contrasts with the tall white

hgure of the Madonna triumphantly wielding aloft the Child and swept

through the sky by attendant angels. The vision is almost a hallucination,
and the figures of it are heightened beyond normality, We feel, and share,

the saint’s privilege as he crouches low before the air-borne apparitions;

like him we seem annihilated before this infraction of Nature’s order . . .
Tiepolo’s mind is instinctively on the side of divinity, excited by tri-

umphs, apotheoses and gloties; he magnifies the whole conception of the
Carmelite vision to his own more splendid dimensions whereby Cambridge

sinks into being a Palladian-style cornice but heaven becomes a great
space swept by agitated, graceful, feminine forms, In this wotld of celestial

servants it is not the Madonna who holds the sacred scapular; the office
is delegated to an angel who catties it in one hand while supporting the

Madonna’s draperies with another,
(Michael Levey, 1959)

[ : Martin Gayford and Karen Wright (eds.), The Grove Book of Art Writing, Grove Press, New York,

1998, pp. 313-314.
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