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A year after the series of violent earthquakes that struck the region of Emilia-Romagna, in
northeastern Italy, affecting the cities of Ferrara, Mantua, and Modena, the Metropolitan Museum of
Art welcomes one of the great portraits of the 17th century from one of the most prestigious regional
museums in Italy, the Galleria Estense in Modena. On view through July 14th.

Velázquez [2]’s Portrait of Duke Francesco I d’Este [3], one of the great portraits of the 17th century
from one of the most prestigious regional museums in Italy, is on view at The Metropolitan Museum
of Art [4] from April 16 through July 14. This special loan, which has never before traveled to the
United States, also coincides with and celebrates the May opening of the Metropolitan Museum’s
renovated New European Paintings Galleries, 1250–1800.
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The painting has temporarily left its home during the closure of the Galleria Estense in Modena [5]
due to damages sustained during the severe earthquake in the Emilia Romagna region in May 2012.

The exhibition,Velázquez’s Portrait of Duke Francesco I d’Este: A Masterpiece from the Galleria
Estense, Modena, is organized by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in collaboration with the 
Soprintendenza per i Beni Storici [6], Artistici ed Etnoantropologici di Modena e Reggio Emilia and
the Galleria Estense. Support is provided by the Consulate General of Italy [7] in New York and 
Ferrero USA Inc [8]. as part of the 2013 Year of Italian Culture in the United States, [9] an initiative
held under the auspices of the President of the Italian Republic, organized by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the Embassy of Italy in Washington with the support of the Corporate Ambassadors Eni
and Intesa Sanpaolo.

Diego Velázquez’s depiction of Francesco I d'Este (1610–58), the Duke of Modena, is one of the
artist’s most distinctive portraits. Authoritative and sophisticated, the Duke of Modena appears in
Velázquez’s portrait as the quintessential 17th-century ruler and aristocrat. Painted while the duke
was visiting Madrid in 1638 to secure the support of King Philip IV, the work conveys the duke’s air of
arrogance and sensuality, and is a high watermark in the history of baroque portraiture, while also
illustrating the importance of Velázquez's portraits to Spanish diplomacy.

Francesco I d’Este became Duke of Modena and Reggio Emilia in 1629 and his rule was shaped by
the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48). Caught between France and Spain and those countries’ interests in
the Italian peninsula, he tried to steer his small state effectively through the perilous waters of
international politics. In the fall of 1638, Francesco traveled to Spain, trying to forge a stronger
alliance with King Philip IV and to garner financial support for Modena.

Philip IV was keen to please and impress his Italian ally, and upon his arrival in Madrid, Francesco
was given quarters in the new royal residence of the Buen Retiro, where he could admire some of
the king’s extraordinary art collections. Philip appointed him Viceroy of Catalonia, Admiral of the
Fleet, and a member of the Council of State. The king then bestowed on Francesco the most
prestigious honor in Spain, the order of the Golden Fleece. While the duke was in Spain, the king’s
court artist, Diego Rodriguez de Silva y Velázquez (1599–1660), painted his portrait.

Originally from Seville, Velázquez had moved to Madrid in 1622 and worked for the royal court. Over
the years, he produced magnificent portraits of the king and members of the royal family. Philip
commissioned an equestrian portrait of the duke and, while the large portrait was never finished,
Velázquez must have completed the head of the duke soon after he was given the Golden
Fleece—which Francesco sports in the painting. The portrait, therefore, must date between October
24 and November 4, 1638, when the duke left to return to Italy. This work may have been
preparatory for the equestrian portrait and could have been brought back to Italy by Francesco.

In 1843 the painting was acquired by the Galleria Estense in Modena, Italy. The Galleria Estense in
Modena. One of the most prestigious museums in Italy, the Galleria Estense owes its outstanding
collections to centuries of collecting by the famous Este family. Originally the rulers of Ferrara, they
moved their capital to Modena in 1598. There they displayed their collections in a new ducal palace
that was rebuilt from 1630 around a medieval nucleus. The collections were enriched through the
energy and ambition of Duke Francesco I d’Este, who reigned from 1629 to 1658. The gallery opened
to the public in 1854 and the last duke, Francesco V d’Austria-Este, bequeathed the collection to the
city in 1859.

Today, the collection is strong in paintings from the 14th to the 18th century, including outstanding
works by Cosmè Tura, Correggio, Dosso Dossi, Annibale Carracci, Guercino, Guido Reni, Veronese,
Tintoretto, Bassano, and El Greco. Among the sculptures are terracotta masterpieces by the local
Renaissance sculptor Antonio Begarelli. The museum’s holdings also include a significant graphic
collection, an important group of decorative works and musical instruments, archaeological material,
and one of the most conspicuous numismatic collections in the world.

In May 2012 a series of violent earthquakes struck the region of Emilia-Romagna, in northeastern
Italy, affecting the cities of Ferrara, Mantua, and Modena. In addition to the considerable human toll,
historic towns were gravely damaged. Among the 1,295 architectural complexes that sustained
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damage were churches, abbeys, oratories, castles, and civic and aristocratic palaces. Many buildings
were almost completely destroyed and important works of art, especially those in churches, were
badly harmed. Altars, frames, stuccowork, organs, tombs, and monuments—entire decorative
complexes—were buried under collapsed roofs and walls, and some still lie under ruins.

Restoration has begun, but will require years of work and vast expenditure. A center for conservation
and restoration has been established in the Ducal Palace at Sassuolo, not far from Modena, where
more than 1,200 works dating from the Middle Ages to the 19th century have been deposited. They
will be returned to their original locations following the completion of the reconstruction that is
already underway.
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