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What to expect

Have you ever looked back at an old  
photograph of yourself, frozen in time, and 

imagined what it would be like to go back to 
that moment, re-capturing all the emotions you 

once felt? How might your experience of that 
moment change if you could relive it? 

You will enter The National Gallery and will be 
greeted by a member of our team. You will be 

guided to a secure space in the Gallery, gazing 
up at The Consecration of Saint Nicholas, like a 
photograph frozen in time. Transported to San 
Benedetto al Po in 1562 through the magic of 

virtual and augmented technology, how will you 
transcend the limits of our knowledge? 

Experience is everything. See for yourself. 
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Imagine that you specialise in the art of Paolo 
Veronese and acquire, let us suppose, all 
there is to learn about Veronese’s art through 
research, books, engravings, and so on. 

What would happen if you could actually visit 
Veronese’s The Consecration of Saint 
Nicholas in 1562, inside the chapel where it 
once hung? Might you learn anything new?

This is the question at the heart of Virtual 
Veronese, a transcendent, awe-inspiring 
educational experience exclusive to The 
National Gallery. For two weeks, you are all 
invited to experience Paolo Veronese’s painting 
The Consecration of Saint Nicholas as it would 
have been seen in 1562. Meet Abbot, the 16th 
century monk whose stories about the 
significance of the painting are like no other, 
and Rebecca, our Gallery Curator who guides 
your magical journey to San Benedetto al Po.



We have recently discovered the meaning of 
Saint Nicholas’ most common symbol – the 
three gold balls. This is a reference to his 
famous act of charity – the three bags of gold 
he gave in secret to the daughters of a poor 
man who could not otherwise afford to pay 
their wedding dowries and were therefore 
facing prostitution. It is this very story of gift 
giving that has led to the association today 
between Saint Nicholas and Father Christmas.

Looking back, people genuinely believed 
Nicholas’ miraculous powers continued 
beyond death. It was even thought that the oil 
that issued from his tomb could heal the sick. 
A miracle. The miracles of his youth. Of his 
later years. And of those long after his death.
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Is that you, in the painting?

I’m Rebecca Gill, the Ahmanson Curator in Art 
and Christianity at the National Gallery.

Back in 1562, visitors would have stood or knelt 
in front of the painting much like this. 

But history suggests that the position you 
viewed it from affected what you saw. From 

this view, you gaze up into Saint Nicholas’ face 
and to the angel above, who delivers to Nicholas 

the bishop’s staff and mitre. This is the most 
important part of the painting because it makes 
the point that Nicholas’ power, and therefore the 

power of all bishops, comes from God. 

It was a centre of learning and a key voice in the 
religious debates between the Catholic Church 

and the emerging Protestant movement. 
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Welcome to the chapel of Saint 
Nicholas. I am Abbot. All this 
marble, do you think it's real?   

So life-like, as if you can almost 
feel their breath. My name is 

Rebecca, one of the Curators at 
The National Gallery.

I see you have been admiring 
our new altarpiece. Do you know 
what the story is about? 

Of The Consecration of Saint 
Nicholas? It tells the story of how 
Nicholas became Bishop of Myra, 
a powerful city in Asia Minor. The 

city of Myra needed a new 
bishop, so all the bishops 

traveled there to choose one.  

You are now seeing San Benedetto al Po as it was in 1562, 
just after the magnificent altarpiece by Veronese was 

installed. It is hard to overstate how impressive this chapel 
would have seemed to a 16th century audience. 

The German Pilgrim Johann Rabus wrote that he had never 
seen anything like it before and was amazed by the life-

sized figures in the altarpieces that seemed to be alive. This 
altarpiece is called The Consecration of Saint Nicholas, a 

story that transcends time, but one that changes depending 
on who tells the story. Meet Abbot, a 16th century monk...   

6

See for yourself

Tell me, Rebecca, in the painting, who is giving Nicholas 
his bishop’s staff and clothing?

The angel.
Do you understand what it is saying?

That the powers of the 
bishop are given by God?

Exactly. You understand why I paid Paolo Veronese 123 
gold scudi to make this point? Why we have to show our 
loyalty to the Pope? His authority comes directly from God. 

You are welcome to stay until the bells ring for Mass.

Which turned out to be Nicholas. 
Guided there by God. A miracle.

The same story we continue to 
tell on the wall in our gallery.

It is the same, but this one has 
an important difference – your 
position affects what you see.   
If you kneel, then your 
perspective changes. From this 
point you can see the book on 
the steps, as if a transcendent 
stepping stone into the painting.
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