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Copy
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A masterpiece of the artist’s maturity in Padua, this Baptism may be considered the first known
treatment of the Biblical subject by Sustris. The episode of Christ being baptized in the River Jordan by
his cousin John the Baptist offered an occasion for a large open-air scene, with a panoramic vista that
allowed for the depiction of an ample environment peopled by numerous figures. Behind the peaks on
the horizon, the light of dawn shines gently on the banks of the Jordan, marked by rustic structures in



the background and punctuated in the centre by three groups of robust trees; the warm tones of the
green meadows, which evoke the Veneto more than they do Palestine, contrast harmoniously with the
clear waters of the river, which turns into a small waterfall before the site of baptism. The majesty and
intensity of the sacred subject are enhanced by the beauty of nature, which, like Christ, is at once
human and divine. The setting is entirely in keeping with the moment when the last of the prophets,
having announced the advent of the Messiah, moves towards his cousin and bathes his head with water
from the Jordan, baptizing him, while the Holy Spirit appears in the form of a dove, in accordance with
the Gospel narrative.
Spread around Jesus and John the Baptist, a crowd reflects the iconographic tradition, although it is
rarely so populated in Venetian or Paduan depictions of the subject. The detail of Angels holding Christ’s
robes was perhaps inspired by a glorious precedent in Padua itself: the fresco of the Baptism painted by
Giotto at the beginning of the fourteenth century in the Scrovegni Chapel, which involves a similar
moment. Beside the angels, the younger people undressing are catechumens, or those who aspire to
baptism. This motif is rare in the Venetian milieu but appears in the fresco of the subject painted by
Raphael’s colleagues in the Vatican Loggia, which might have been a source of inspiration for Sustris.
The procession dominated by horsemen may refer to the Gospel description of a motley crowd eager to
receive baptism, including publicans and soldiers (Luke 3:10-14). This stands in counterpart to the men
and women gathered on the opposite bank of the Jordan, at a distance from the main scene. Naked
figures appear to be wanting to follow the example of the baptized Jesus, while being challenged by two
older bearded men in Eastern dress. Could the latter symbolize the Old Law, resistant to the advent of
Christ and his precepts?
The slender, slightly ethereal aspect of the figures and the fresh tonalities of the landscape indicate the
canvas was painted at the beginning of the 1540s, during Sustris’ initial activity in the area around
Padua. The Baptism thus recalls the large landscape frescoes of the Odeo Cornaro (c. 1539-1541) and
those of the Villa dei Vescovi in Luvigliano (between 1542 and 1548), iterated on a smaller scale but with
the same interest in monumentality. In style it resembles other easel paintings by the artist executed
between roughly 1540 and 1545, such as The Circle of True Education and Happiness (Venice, private
collection) and The Way to Calvary (Ro Ferrarese, Fondazione Cavallini Sgarbi).
In our Baptism of Christ Sustris aims for a formal grandeur and rich iconography that he was to bring
to fruition in the grand treatment of the same subject in the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Caen, painted
around 1552-1553 for Cardinal Otto Truchsess von Waldburg. The artist was moving to a new stage in
the emotional, formal and almost symbiotic balance between landscape and figures.
A native of the old Low Countries, Lambert Sustris probably trained with Jan van Scorel in Utrecht or
Haarlem. He was in Rome in 1536 and probably arrived in the Veneto by the end of the 1530s. He spent
most of the 1540s in Padua, where he painted landscape frescoes in the Odeo Cornaro and the Villa dei
Vescovi in Luvigliano. Sustris then travelled to Augsburg in Bavaria, where he is recorded in 1552, in the
circle of Emperor Charles V. Northern by birth and training and profoundly influenced by the ancient
and modern culture of Rome, he made a decisive contribution in spreading the language of Raphael in
the Veneto and establishing a local version of Mannerism imported from central Italy. Having fully
assimilated the Venetian aesthetic, Sustris played a key role in its international dissemination through his
activity in Bavaria. His sensitive approach to landscape, attentive to both the reality of the world and the
expressive potential of nature as a framework for Biblical or mythological scenes, represents a milestone
in the history of the genre during the modern era.
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