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{/\incenzo Catena, The Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint John the
Baptist, infrared photograph.

BIGH
Vincenzo Catena, The Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint John the
Baptist, photograph under microscope.
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Vincenzo Catena, The Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint John the
Baptist, infrared photograph of back surface of the painting, with Don Gaspar
seal and the numbers “525”.



1. The Artist

According to recent research, Vincenzo Catena, or Vincenzo di Biagio,
was a Venetian painter who was born around 1480 and died in 1531. The
carliest biographical information regarding Catena can be found in Vasari
(1568), where he is mentioned in the Life of Carpaccio as a contemporary
painter.” According to that entry Catena excelled at portraiture and
painted the portraits of the Fugger family of German traders who were
then staying at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi in Venice.

Biographical information on Catena was made available when Gustav
Ludwig published documents related to Catena’s life in 1901 and 1905.2
According to Ludwig’s research, Catena made a number of last wills and
testaments, including two dated February 3, 1515 and 1517, along with
later versions dated 1525, 1530 and 1531. The last will shows that he
bequeathed 200 gold ducats to the Venetian painting academy, and that
will is confirmed by a document dated to September 29, 1531 in which
the bequest was announced at a meeting of painters that included Titian,
Lorenzo Lotto and Bonifacio de’ Pitati.?) By these documents, Catena is
thought to have died sometime between the 10th and 29th of September,
1531. His name is also noted as the matrimonial go-between for the
wedding of Sebastiano del Piombo’s younger sister in 1528.%

Records of Catena’s activities as a painter can be found in the several
pages devoted to him by Ridolfi. It is fascinating to note that while Vasari
introduces Catena as a contemporary of Carpaccio, Ridolfi introduces
Catena as a contemporary of Giorgione.*)

As previously noted, in spite of the fact that Ludwig published
documentary materials regarding Catena, the information known
regarding Catena’s biography and his personality was quite complicated
from the end of the 19th century through the early 20th century. Crow
and Cavalcaselle stated that Catena and Vincenzo dalle Destre were
one and the same person, with Milanesi also subscribing to that belief.
Biscaro stated in an 1897 publication that they were in fact two different
people, and then Venturi in 1915 and Van Marle in 1936 amongst others
moved on to an analysis of his painting style.® Eventually Crow and
Cavalcaselle made a somewhat negative analysis of Catena the painter,
concluding with the judgment that he was a painter in the Bellini school
who specialized in making copies.” Conversely, Venturi gave Catena top
billing in his comments on the Bellini school.®)

Then later, in 1931 Wilde interpreted the writing by Giorgione found
on the back of Giorgione’s Laura (1506, Kunsthistorisches Museum,
Vienna). Wilde stated that Catena and Giorgione worked in the same
studio and thus Catena was close to Giorgione.” The Wilde’s article
provoked some discussion about the veracity of that inscription, but today
it is generally accepted as authentic.'” Thanks to that reconsideration,
Catena went from being considered just one of the many painters in the
Bellini school to becoming a key figure in the period linking Bellini and
Giorgione.

On the other hand, thanks to the confusion that exists in the stylistic
analysis of Catena’s works, there is a muddling of Catena’s works
with those of other Bellini school painters, and with those of his own
followers, and thus the discussion of Catena’s style, and his particular
qualities as a painter, remains as yet unresolved. The monograph on
Catena published by Robertson in 1954 brings some degree of order to
this mess, and Heinemann’s catalogue on the Bellini school published
some years later simply recorded the confused state as is, inviting yet a
deeper level of confusion in the matter. However, from the late 1990s
onwards, there has been a growing re-evaluation of Catena’s works as
part of the new stages reached in research on Giorgione, and there are

a continuing number of special issues devoted to Catena in specialized

journals.') In this process the NMWA painting has also been reevaluated

and deemed important.

2. Vincenzo Catena, The Madonna and Child with the Infant Saint

John the Baptist
From around 1903 through 1928, this painting was in the Edward Perry
Warren Collection in America, and then until 1995 it was in the collection
of Harry Thomas and his descendants. Warren was a famous collector
who was close to Berenson, and is known to have had numerous artworks
in his collection. Around this period Berenson concluded in 1916 that
this painting then in the Warren Collection at Lewes was by Marco Belli
on the basis of a Catena original.'? That same attribution was included
in Berenson’s 1957 publication.'® On the other hand, Robertson, who
published the first comprehensive Catena monograph in 1954, listed
this work in his catalogue as a work by an anonymous follower of
Catena. Heinemann questioned the veracity of the signature V.C.P. on
the painting, while also refuting Berenson’s attribution to Marco Belli,
attributing it to the workshop of Girolamo da Santa Croce with the caveat
that his opinion was based on photographs of the work only.!¥

These opinions of the mid-20th century then faced a complete re-
evaluation of this artwork in the 1990s. First was Fredericksen in 1997
who studied the crests remaining on the back of the painting’s support
board and the meaning of the characters beneath the seal that are
today painted over. Friedericksen concluded that this work had been
in the collection of Don Gaspar de Haro y Guzman and was the work
attributed to Vittore Carpaccio numbered 525 in the 1682 inventory of
that collection. Friedericksen himself attributed the work to Catena.'
According to the 1682 catalogue, “Un quadro che rappresenta La
Madonna, il Bambino Giesu che da la benedittione, S. Giovannino con
veduta di case lontane, di mano di Vittore Carpatio di palmi 2. e poco pit,
e 2 in circa con sua cornicia intagliata, e tutta indorata, stimato in 200.”16)

Catena’s re-evaluation then continued with the new developments
in the study of Giorgione, and in 1999 a special issue on Catena was
published in the journal devoted to Giorgione studies. In 2006, Dal
Pozzolo wrote a monograph-like article that summarized the attribution
vicissitudes of this work and stated that it was a superb work by Catena.!”
Today the attribution of the work to Catena is widely accepted.'®

In spite of the acceptance of the attribution, opinion still varies on
the date of the work’s production. Federico Zeri dates the work to
1505-1510, while Realick and Friedericksen date it to 1515-1520 and
Cohen to 1505-1506. The shape of the well to the apse side of the Santa
Maria Formosa Church in Venice depicted in the picture led Dal Pozzolo
to conclude that the painting was created not long after 1512. In fact, Zeri
and Cohen’s assertions seem early in terms of the style of the painting

and it would seem that Dal Pozzolo’s dating is correct.'?

3. Condition

According to the report of the detailed inspection of this painting by the
Italian restorer Ezio Buzzegoli and his assistant Kyoko Nakahara, there
has been detailed retouching across the entire composition at different
periods, and the surface of the painting was cleaned in recent years
resulting in some damage to the topmost pigment level. However, there
is no major damage to the surface overall, and inspection by infrared
light shows that a natural scene was originally depicted in the area that
now shows an urban scene around Santa Maria Formosa (fig. 1). The
conservators noted the inadequate structure of the support board itself
that had been inserted in a cradle, but it is currently in a stable state.
The board thickness is approximately 10—11 mm, and the fact that the

collection mark (crown and the monogram combined with the letters D



and G) of Don Gaspar, Viceroy of Naples, remains as is on the back of
the board indicates that this thickness is somewhat thinner than what
could be imagined to be the work’s original thickness. From around
the middle of the 17th century when the work entered Don Gaspar’s
collection to its fitting with a cradle, thought to have occurred around the
beginning of the 20th century, there has been no major material change to
the work in the intervening years. While the possibility of over cleaning
has been indicated, examination under a microscope reveals that the blue
garment worn by the Madonna shows careful application of the color
with a fine brush, and further extremely fine handling in the gradation
of color which allowed the white of the ground to shine through (fig. 2).
What’s more, the detailed areas were painted in extremely fine detail
while the depiction of the small figures in the background is particularly
adroit. There was oil paint applied to the back surface of the board at
some unknown time prior to the fitting with a cradle, and examination
by infrared light indicates that the numbers “525”, noted above as the
inventory number for the work in Don Gaspar’s catalogue, can be seen
under the paint (fig. 3).

The NMWA is extremely fortunate to have been able to acquire this
work that is particularly important from an art historical standpoint.

(Mitsumasa Takanashi)
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