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VENTURA
For this  

Italian 
illustrator,  
no in any 
language  

is yes.

 With a father, mother and two brothers as artists, you’d think being an artist would have 
come naturally for Marco Ventura. But according to the Italian illustrator, it was the 
opposite. “I grew up with all the other members of my family who were very talented. 

They would draw a line and everyone would say wow. Not so for me.”

When he was young, his artistic family spent summers on their farm in Tuscany. “My two brothers 
and I passed most of the time drawing and building models of ships and miniature soldiers. We 
would spend a full week without seeing another person, just sheep and wild animals.” As he got older, 
vacations included time in his father’s illustration studio where he and his mother had the job of 
applying watercolors to the senior Ventura’s detailed pen drawings.

By the time he was a teenager, he wanted to be an illustrator too, but when he told his father of his 
dream, his father encouraged him to try something more technical. “He said maybe I could be a 
photographer or a designer or an archi tect. An illustrator, no.” But Ventura wanted to draw and paint.

“I am testardo,” he says. “I am stubborn. Tell me something isn’t possible…” He laughs and shakes 
his head. 

Instead of giving up, he decided to do whatever it took to become an artist. He attended an arts-
oriented high school and then the Accademia di Brera in Milan. By the time he was accepted to the 
School of Visual Arts in New York, he had his family’s full support. Ventura spent an important year 
at sva studying illustration, making contacts and learning English. 

When he returned to Italy, he joined his father’s newly formed design firm and honed his type and 
design skills while he established himself as an illustrator. At that time in Milan, art directors wanted 
one thing: airbrush. “I told them I painted with oils, and that was not what they wanted to hear.” 
How ever if an illustrator could do watercolor or linocut or line draw ings in any style requested—
please, a watercolor like Kandinksi—he was still able to get work. Becoming a jack-of-all-illustration-
styles turned out to be the best internship of all. From myriad experiments in style and media, 
Ventura’s unique character and technique emerged.

Today when his students at the Istituto Europeo di Design ask about developing their illustration 
styles, he tells them, “You don’t push button A and then button B and there you have it. It is by 

 “In 1996, for the first time, a dark-skinned girl is elected Miss Italy. 63⁄4 × 8, oil on paper. Kenneth B. Smith, art director; 
Time, client.
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German art director Stefan Kiefer of Der Spiegel magazine 
says about Ventura’s technique, “It really makes a diVerence if 
an illustrator asked to create a mediaeval-inspired artwork 
uses brushes, paints and methods from that era. Marco has an 
Italian sense of enriching any illustration with his very 
distinct old style which he applies even when we ask him to 
paint a high-powered business executive surrounded by his 
latest gizmos and gadgets.” 

But Ventura’s work is as much about his concepts as his tech-
nique. He enjoys the creative process of working with art direct-
ors. “I think it’s important to listen, to see what the client has 
to say. When I was younger, I didn’t listen so much.” He laughs 
at his early reluctance to try new ideas. 

Stefan Kiefer says, “Developing an illustration with Marco is 
pure fun; he never says no. And even if he might have a slightly 
diVerent approach to a problem, he really knows how to 
convince the art director, softly, with kind words, how to 
make it plausible.” 

Kenneth Smith, former art director of Time magazine, talks 
about working with Ventura: “Marco is great at conceptual iz-
ing an idea and his technique is masterful. He is a maestro.” 
He too hired Ventura for more than his style. “I liked using 
artists who have an understanding of the news and its back-
ground. Whenever we had an Italian politician or story, 
Marco was always my first choice.” 

He assigned Ventura a cover about a con tro versial event in 
Italy. “The winner of the Miss Italy con test was a dark-skin-
ned woman originally from the Caribbean whose father was 

doing lots and lots of work that you find it.”

Ventura describes how he works: “First I do lots of rough 
sketches, then I refine the sketches. Once I am happy with 
that, I do it again in color. I apply the finished sketch to the 
canvas as an underpainting. Then I paint in oil. Finally I finish 
with glazes.” 

He works in this detailed and meticulous method on canvas 
and wood panels, and occasionally paper. “In this way I man-
age to bring the rapt aura of old paintings into my representa-
tion—all done in the style and manner of my masterly 
predecessors.” Except that the crackled eVect on a Renaissance 
painting is caused by age, whereas Ventura creates the crackled 
surfaces in his illustrations by hand with the tiniest brushes. 
At this point in our Skype interview, he holds up 5/0 and 
10/0 brushes, some of the finest an artist can use. The hairs 
are barely visible.

Ventura’s tenacity has paid oV for him artistically and pro-
fession ally. While he has always worked from Italy, his assign-
ments have come largely from the U.S. and Europe, which 
wasn’t easy before the era of electronic delivery and com muni-
cations. With his never say never attitude and a reputation 
for delivering great work across borders and oceans, he’s 
gathered a loyal international clientele that includes Time, 
GQ, Forbes, Esquire, The New York Times Book Review, Der 
Spiegel, Rolling Stone, Playboy, The New York Times Magazine. 
Publishing assignments have come from American, German 
and Italian publishers such as Simon and Schuster, Harper 
Collins, Rizzoli, Mondadori and Deutscher Taschenbuch 
Verlag, plus corporate work from La Rinascente, Swatch, 
Ericson, Strathmore Paper and The Body Shop.

Ventura considers himself international. “I am very proud of 
being Italian, but I don’t consider myself an Italian illustrator.” 
Ironically the rolling hills of his childhood in Tuscany often 
find their way into his work, a nod to the likes of Renaissance 
master Piero della Francesca who was born near the family farm.

 “I like doing the Italian style landscapes with hills and cypress 
trees, the halos, the cracks and ribbons with type whenever  
I can. I love them and also I think clients expect to see them 
as one of the peculiar characteristics of my work. Also I find 
it visually intriguing to represent modern and contemporary 
themes dipped in traditional Renaissance style technique.”

 “The rock band U2 portrayed for a review of the No Line on the Horizon album, March 2009.” 51⁄2 × 91⁄2, oil on paper. Steven Charny/Joe Hutchinson, art 
directors; Rolling Stone, client.

 “Portrait of Eminem, April 2001, for ‘A Fan’s Note: Stop fuming and fussing. Chill out and enjoy the outrageous brilliance.’” 6 × 7, oil on paper. Arem 
Duplessis/Kayoko Suzuki, art directors; GQ, client.

 “For an article titled ‘Verduftet’ about Patrick Sueskinds, author of the bestseller The Perfume, for a German weekly, 2002.” 10 × 10, oil on paper. 
Friederike Gauss, art director; Michael Weies, creative director; Sueddeutsche Zeitung Magazin, client.

 “A portrait of Iron Lady Margaret Thatcher published in the Lessons From History section of an Italian newspaper, August 2010.” 41⁄2 × 83⁄4, oil on paper. 
Giuseppe Centrone/Antonio Missieri, art directors; Il Sole 24 Ore, client.

Marco Ventura
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Italian and mother was of African decent. This caused a 
big uproar in Italy. Marco did a fantastic Birth of Venus 
using a likeness of the winner. Not only was it a 
beautiful painting, but it also illustrated the news story 
perfectly.”

In Ventura’s studio in Milan, drawings, photographs of 
family and friends, ephemera and prints of Renaissance 
masterpieces cover the walls and on a shelf in the 
middle of the collage sits his collection of bike water 
bottles. A lifelong cyclist, he uses the sport as a 
metaphor. “Drawing and painting have always been a 
source of pleasure for me, but also toil. I like to com-
pare myself with a cyclist who reaches the summit 
pedaling hard and sweating his way to the top. The joy 
and satisfaction of reaching the top, of completing a 
picture, more than repays the sacrifice and the many 
hours of work, making me feel ready for the next 
climb.”

Once again, the key to Ventura’s work is hard work. 
Steven Charny, Rolling Stone magazine’s art director, 
assigned Ventura an illustration on a subject about 
which he had little information. “The only thing we 
had was that Jack Johnson had done a lot of local and 
global charity work, so I came up with the idea of him 
as a surfing saint. So of course, I thought of Marco 
right away, with his cracked plaster fresco style. We 
went through many sketches to get his clothing right—
we went from full saint robes to street clothes until we 
settled on him in his board shorts wearing a flower 
necklace. Marco came up with the idea of him surfing 
through the clouds (from a Johnson lyric) which really 
was a stroke of genius.”

Although changes in communication have made life 
easier for an artist working in oils, Ventura still navi-
gates time constraints. In a recent assignment for a 
special edition of Corriere della Sera, the newspaper’s art 
director wanted eleven paintings in three weeks. “There 
was no time to do all the portraits in oil. So I came up 

 “Book cover for The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton, from the 
Enriched Classic Series published in 2009.” 51⁄4 × 51⁄4, oil on 
paper. Jeanne Lee, art director; Simon and Schuster, client.

 “A full-page portrait of Mr. Cucinelli, renowned Italian manufacturer 
of fine cashmere and sportswear, for ‘The Prince of Solomeo, the 
Cashmere Utopia of Brunello Cucinelli,’ 2010.” 71⁄2 × 10, oil on 
paper. Chris Curry, art director; The New Yorker, client.

Personal painting, 2009. 11 × 14, oil on board.

Marco Ventura
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“For the July 1997 magazine article ‘Stacked Like 
Me,’ about a feminist journalist who undergoes breast 
enhancement surgery. This painting was also part of the 
exhibition Ingres et Les Modernes organized in 2009 
by The Louvre Museum at the Québec Musée National 
des Beaux-Arts and the Ingres Museum in Montauban.” 
11 × 13, oil on paper. Kerig Pope, art director; Tom 
Staebler, creative director; Playboy, client.

“A full-page illustration for the article ‘Sweet 
Temptations,’ 2006.” 81⁄2 × 11, oil on board. Penny 
Blatt, art director; Forbes Life, client.

“Cover for the feature article, ‘See You Later I’m going 
to be Offline, on the Art of Idleness,’ July 2010.” 9 × 12, 
oil on paper. Stefan Kiefer, art director; Der Spiegel, 
client.

“Illustration for the front cover of the mystery book The 
Janissary Tree by Jason Goodwin, 2006.” 3 × 3, oil on 
paper. Alex Kirby, art director; Faber & Faber, client.

“Black-and-white portraits of Hu Jintao, Secretary 
General of the Chinese Communist Party, and Julian 
Assange, founder of Wikileaks. Part of the series for 
Man of the Year 2010.” 6 × 8, pencil and gouache on 
paper. Massimo Zingardi, art director; SETTE Corriere 
della Sera, client.

Marco Ventura

with the idea to do the cover in color and the 
others in finished pencil.” Always flexible, but 
insisting he would only do his best, he came 
up with a perfect solution. Person of the Year 
Steve Jobs is in color on the cover. 

Work has recently come from other Italian 
clients. He completed a series of stamps for 
the Vatican State and will be illustrating a 
series for the other country within Italy, tiny 
San Marino. Neither is technically Italy, but 
both are close enough to be called home. 

Ventura finished our interview with an inter-
esting nugget: All three Ventura brothers—
Andrea, Paolo and Marco—have had their 
work on the cover of the New York Times Book 
Review. Maybe he had to work harder to get 
there, but Marco Ventura has surely captured 
his spot on the family podium. CA
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