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le concitate Scene di Passione affrescate dal Por-
denone nel Duomo di Cremona, le quail per la straor-
dinaria sintesi di elementi nordici e motivi desunti 
daiia cuitura figurativa tosco-romana, si imposero 
come una delie imprese decorative piü clamorose del 
tempo.. 

Giovanni Antonio da Pordenone's frescoes in 
the Cathedral of Cremona are, as Catarina Fur-
Ian rightly argues, clamorous (Figs. 1-6). They 
are unique both compared to the earlier fres-
coes on the walls of the nave - the large narra-
tive depicting the lives of Mary and Christ, of 
which they tell the end - and in relation to what 
was generally happening within the pictorial 
arts in Italy during the years around 1520: a 
time when remarkable things were indeed tak-
ing place. For instance, Correggio had just 
completed the decoration of the Camera di San 
Paolo in Parma, and in Venice Titian had fin-
ished the Assunta for the high altar of the Fran 
Church. Indeed this period represents what 
Freedberg has called "the brief moment that 
was so widely a time of eruptive experiment in 
Italy" 2 

But what exactly makes Pordenone's Cremo-
na frescoes so extraordinary? Several factors 
may be identified as important. In accordance 
with Furlan, one might draw attention to the 
unusual combination of primarily German 
characteristics (including expressiveness) and 
the visual language of the High Renaissance. In 
the figures vehemence, brutality and intensity 
merge with elegance, grace and an unusual 
power to convince, establishing what becomes 
a total control of the space. This, however, is 
not so much a space based on perspective, but 
one primarily created by the compelling sculp-
tural presence of the figures and their mutual 
relations. The results of these efforts are scenes

that are at once absolutely unrealistic and yet 
completely convincing. 

Even if these characteristics remain essential 
components, they do not, however, represent 
the main reason for the exceptional character 
of Pordenone's frescoes. The most distinctive 
feature of the decoration, the trait that makes it 
stand out in relation to all other works of art of 
the time, remains its striking theatricality, 
which is combined with a will to make the the-
atrical events take place in the here and now, 
before the eyes of the spectator and in her real-
ity in such a way that she cannot but engage in 
their drama. In other words: what remains ab-
solutely unique is the obtrusiveness with which 
the decoration insists on confronting the spec-
tator on a mental as well as a physical plane. 

This obtrusiveness may be illustrated by a se-
ries of examples. Each of the three frescoes on 
the south wall is demarcated by a perspective 
enframement with a viewing position on the 
church floor. The figures too are designed in 
relation to this viewpoint: they are seen from 
below and disappear behind the lower edge of 
the frame, except in the cases where they are 
actually placed on the frame itself. Consequent-
ly the spectator seems to be looking up into 
open boxes in which the magnificent and 
breathtaking scenes take place. The violence of 
the drama and its reality effect move and en-
gage the spectator. The point, however, where 
the pictures become obtrusive and involve the 
spectator in a more tangible fashion is where 
the figures burst through the picture plane and, 
so to say, conquer the room and world of the 
spectator. This phenomenon is first found on a 
mental plane in Pordenone's first fresco on the 
south wall, Pilate Washing his Hands While 
Christ is Dragged Away (Fig. 2), where the fa-


