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Christ on the Road to Calvary by Francesco Fontebasso

Christ on the Road to Calvary by Francesco Fontebasso c. 1740 (Italian 1709-69) Oil on Canvas. Approximately 30” x 40” San Antonio Museum of Art. Purchased with funds provided by the Grace Forther Rider Endowment Fund.

This appears to be in what I have always thought of as the Rococo style, though from what I have read Rococo almost never deals with religious subjects, but this painting is a clear exception to that rule. The Painter takes care to show the important details of the painting. For example we can see that Christ’s pinky finger is bent at an unnatural angle, probably broken. But Fontebasso does not appear to be overly concerned with minute details; no matter how close I look I cannot make out every fold of fabric or other fine details. He has taken care to show the facial expressions however. Christ is obviously suffering, but he does not appear to be in great physical pain, despite the blood from the crown of thorns and his broken finger, rather he looks sad and yet somehow determined. The women of Jerusalem appear almost unconcerned; their faces expressionless. St. Veronica, holding a veil that she has just used to wipe the blood off Christ’s face, does not even appear to be looking at him, but up at the sky instead. The guards are stoic; they appear concerned with getting their job done, but little else. The only one who really looks concerned for Christ’s suffering is one of the criminals who is also to be crucified. He is ahead of with his hands bound behind his back, and although he appears to be listening to the other prisoner, he is looking at Christ with an expression of sympathy. 
The colors are light throughout most of the painting and there are few strait lines to be found. These generalities are violated, however, in the main subject, Christ. He is dressed in bright, saturated primary colors and on his back he bears the cross, its strait lines and regular geometry attest to its human origins. While the foreground contains a lot of rich detail, the mid and backgrounds are quickly obscured. Faces that appear to only be a few yards behind Christ are already almost unrecognizable and there is a hill behind them that is really only angular splotches of green paint. It is almost as if the painter is trying to create what today in photography would call a depth of field effect – using the properties of a lens to make the foreground sharp but blur out the background in order to draw the eye to the subject. Oddly, the clouds – most distant of all, are rendered with a little more detail than the hills. And while the hills are wispy green shapes that sort of just taper into the sky the clouds are deep with outlines so thick that you can see the paint mounded up on the canvas. Paradoxically, they appear to be the most massive objects in the entire painting. 
The more I look at this painting the more I think that Fontebasso is trying to convey the notion that what happens on earth is unimportant. His rendering of the clouds got me thinking that maybe he was trying to show that the heavens are in some way more real or more solid than the earth. And that idea helped me to realize why every one in the painting is so expressionless; they know that Christ’s suffering in only a temporary condition and will soon be over. The one who is worried for Christ is one of the thieves, probably someone who concerned himself too much with material possessions.  
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