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GASPARE DIZIANI 

1689 Belluno - Venice 1767 
 
The Assumption of the Virgin 
 
Pen and black ink, grey wash over preliminary drawing in red chalk, on laid paper watermarked: 
Initials AC between a Staff and Sphere.1  
Verso: Half-Length Study of a Nude Male Figure Leaning Forward, red chalk [Fig. 2] 
Inscribed by a later hand in pencil on the verso: Cesari d’Arpino / Mariae Himmelfahrt, Feder u. … 
430 x 252 mm 
 
PROVENANCE: Christian Humann, New York (until 1981) – Galerie Arnoldi-Livie, Munich – Professor 
Werner Gramberg, Hamburg (acquired from the above in 1982)2 – With the Gramberg family (from 
1985) 
 
LITERATURE AND EXHIBITION: Vom Manierismus bis zur Goethezeit, Catalogue XXXVIII, Galerie Arnoldi-Livie, 
Munich 1982, no. 23 
 
 
This remarkably powerful, dynamically conceived drawing depicts the Virgin Mary in mid-air, borne 
aloft on a cloud by angels and cherubs. Her arms are outstretched as she gazes upward. Grouped in 
the lower zone are the apostles who have come to witness the burial of the Virgin. They gather 
around the empty tomb in incredulity and joy as the heavenly event unfolds before their eyes. The 
hands of one figure are clasped in prayer, the emphatic pose of another expresses awe and wonder. 
 
Gaspare Diziani sketches the scene with animated strokes of the pen, insistently reworking in black 
ink over a preliminary sketch in red chalk. Passages of assertive directional hatching create shadow 
while freely handled tonal washes applied with the brush are used to model forms and create 
volume. Areas of white, untouched paper create vibrant highlights that counterbalance the areas of 
shadow. The dramatic interplay of light and shade lends the composition a pictorial quality. Washes 
are used to heighten the dramatic effect of the lighting. The Virgin and the angels appear in a burst of 
intense light before a background of grey. Exposed areas of white represent the cloud beneath the 
standing Virgin. Rays of light from her halo break up the darkness above her head. A beam of bright 

                                                 
1 Diziani’s drawing titled Mucius Scaevola before Porsenna bears a similar watermark. See Julia Schewski-Bock, Von Tizian bis 
Tiepolo, Venezianische Zeichnungen im Städel Museum, exhib. cat., Frankfurt am Main 2006-7, no. 44, pp. 139-41: the watermark is 
reproduced on p. 285. 
2 Werner Gramberg (1896 Elk, East Prussia - Hamburg 1985) was an art historian and collector. He studied in Freiburg im 
Breisgau, where he was awarded a doctorate in 1928 for a thesis on Giovanni Bologna. He went on to work as a research 
assistant at the State Museums in Berlin. From 1932-3 he was a research scholar at the Bibliotheca Hertziana (Max Planck 
Institute for Art History) in Rome. In 1934, he was forced to leave his post in Berlin because his wife was part Jewish. He 
settled permanently in Hamburg in 1945. In 1949 he was named curator of the Numismatic Collection at the Hamburger 
Kunsthalle. From 1951-60 he was head of the Sculpture Collection and Deputy Director of the Kunsthalle. He took up a 
post as Honorary Professor of Art History at Hamburg University in 1957. He was an expert in Italian Renaissance art and 
published widely – important titles included Die Düsseldorfer Skizzenbücher des Guglielmo della Porta (1964). He was a co-founder 
of the Stiftung zur Förderung der Hamburgischen Sammlungen and worked actively within the foundation up to his 
death in 1985. His extensive personal collection included an important body of sculptures, paintings and drawings, many 
of which were bequeathed to the Hamburger Kunsthalle. 
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light illuminates the group of apostles. Light is exploited both for dramatic and emotional effect, to 
create three-dimensionality and to symbolize heavenly light.  
 
Diziani’s treatment of space is unusual. The extreme sotto in sù perspective invites the viewer to observe 
the scene from a low, close-up vantage point directly beneath the apostles. Their bodies are 
represented in half or three-quarter length and observed from this viewpoint they assume 
monumental proportions. The image barely contains the crush of figures that animate the lower 
part of the sheet. The viewer is pulled into the midst of the action and becomes, like the apostles, an 
eye witness of a mystical event.  
 
To lighten this complex, highly charged interplay of visual and emotional responses Diziani guides 
the eye through the image in a sinuous S-shaped sweep from lower left to upper right. The viewer 
follows the graceful sway of the Virgin’s body upward to her outstretched left arm and plays an 
active part in the Assumption as the heavenly and earthly spheres are linked. 
 
The arched top of the sheet and the sotto in sù perspective suggest that the drawing is a preparatory 
study for an altarpiece. And indeed, it does display close similarities to an altarpiece titled The 
Assumption of the Virgin executed in circa 1734-40. The painting entered the collection of the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art in 19803 [Fig. 2]. Given the similarities, it is highly probable that the present 
sheet constitutes a preparatory study for the painting. Although a number of the figures appear in 
reverse, the similarities are nevertheless remarkable.  
 
Comparison between the painting and the drawing shows that the pose of the kneeling figure of St. 
Paul, identifiable by his sword, is similar. In both, his hands are clasped in prayer. In the painting St. 
Peter stands, with the keys - his attribute - at his feet and his hand held close to his body. But in both 
versions his gaze is directed upward and one knee is bare. The figure of an elderly, bearded apostle on 
the right side of the painting assumes a pose that is close to the pose of the figure in the drawing. 
Head raised, he gazes upward. But the notable difference is the left arm, which is no longer 
outstretched. Diziani evidently found it too prominent in the drawing. Corresponding fairly closely 
are the two angels, the figure of the Virgin and the winged cherubs supporting her outstretched arm. 
Only the head of the angel on the left side of the Virgin differs in the painting. It is no longer turned 
away as if distracted but faces the Virgin. 
 
The painting also differs from the drawing in that it incorporates a new figure at the right – a bearded 
apostle in an orange-red tunic and an ochre cloak leans a muscular left arm on the edge of the empty 
tomb and leans over to peer inside. The verso of the present sheet carries a preliminary study in red 
chalk for the new figure, a Half-Length Study of a Nude Male Figure Leaning Forward [Fig. 2]. Fine contour lines 
only lightly define the head and torso while greater attention is devoted to the arm and shoulder of 
the figure. Their contours are reinforced with stumping in red chalk. In the painting the arm appears 
in reverse. 
 
In the painting the vantage point has been raised. The figures are no longer depicted at close range 
with their bodies represented in half or three-quarter length. The scene is viewed from a greater 

                                                 
3 See Barbara Einzig (ed.), Los Angeles County Museum of Art Report, 1 July 1979 - 30 June 1981, Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art, Los Angeles 1982 – Scott Schaefer and Peter Fusco, European Painting and Sculpture in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art: an 
Illustrated Summary Catalogue, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles 1987. 
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distance, enhancing the spatial effect. The composition is therefore less dense and the figures less 
compressed. On the ground below the tomb are some of the attributes of the apostles and a carefully 
delineated ointment vessel. Beneath the arched top, space has been created for additional winged 
cherubs while the right border is flanked by a pair of classicistic columns.  
 
The extraordinary eloquence and bravura of the present drawing, with its energy-charged portrayal 
of the Assumption of the Virgin, finds far weaker expression in the painting, where it has been 
replaced by a more conventional style of composition.  
 
The exact date of the painting is unknown but in the catalogues of the Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art a probable date of execution of circa 1734-40 is given. The present drawing, being a preparatory 
study for the painting, must therefore have been executed slightly earlier. It dates from Diziani’s 
mature period and was very probably executed in Venice, where he had settled in 1720 and was to 
spend the rest of his life.  
 
Diziani produced a number of drawings depicting the Assumption of the Virgin.4 Two sheets are in 
the collection of the Museo Correr in Venice. The first is a Study for a Group of Apostles in an Assumption 
Scene [Fig. 3] executed in pencil over red chalk. Although there are certain similarities in the grouping 
of the apostles around the tomb, as well as in the expressive language of their gestures, there is no 
direct correlation with the present drawing or with the finished painting.  
 
The second Correr sheet is a pen-and-ink Study for the Assumption of the Virgin [Fig. 4]. The oval format 
suggests that it is a compositional sketch for a ceiling fresco. However, certain elements such as the 
group of apostles, the angels and the figure of the Virgin exhibit marked similarities to elements 
depicted in both the present drawing and the painting.  

                                                 
4 Three sheets are held in the Department of Prints and Drawings at the Städel Museum in Frankfurt. They are not directly 
connected with the present drawing. See Schewski-Bock, op.cit., p. 266, inv. 13167; p. 275. inv. 13216; p. 276, inv. 13221. 
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Fig. 1: The Assumption of the Virgin, circa 1734-40, 
oil on canvas, 71.7 x 41.2 cm. 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art,  
Gift of Thomas Agnew and Sons, Ltd. [inv. M.80.147] 
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Fig. 2: Verso of the present drawing: 
Half-Length Study of a Nude Male Figure Leaning Forward 
Red Chalk, 430 x 252 mm. 
 

 
 

Fig. 3: Study for a Group of Apostles in an Assumption 
Scene, pencil and red chalk on paper, 375 x 306 mm. 
Museo Correr, Gabinetto Stampe e Disegni, Venice 
[inv.: cl. III n. 5561-62] 
 

 
 

Fig. 4: Study for the Assumption of the Virgin, pen and 
black ink, grey wash, on paper, 370 x 303 mm. 
Museo Correr, Gabinetto Stampe e Disegni, Venice 
[inv.: cl. III n. 5592] 
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