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Bonifacio de’ Pitati, called il Bonifacio Veronese
[Verona, ca.1487 - Venezia, 1553]

The Holy Family with Tobias and the Angel, Saint Dorothy,
Giovannino, and the Miracle of the Corn beyond

Oil on canvas
114.5%152.5 cm
P.2005-4

HJEE Provenance: F. R. West; Major G. Cornwallis-West; sale, Christie’s London, 11
May 1928, lot 63, as Paris Bordone (1200gns. to Savile Galleries); Anon. Sale,
istie’s, London, 20 February 1981, lot 69, as Bonifacio de’ Pitati; Anon. Sale,
. London, 10 July 1987, lot 108 as Attributed to Bonifacio de’ Pitati; Sale,
Christie’s, London, 31 May 1991, lot 37; Private collection, Japan.
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Information on the artist of this work, Bonifacio de’ Pitati, known as il
Bonifacio Veronese, was in an extremely confused state until the
second half of the 20th century. Because Vasari mistakenly mentioned
this artist as “Bonifazio pittore viniziano,” for a long time he was known
as Bonifazio Veronese. Westphal wrote the first monograph on the artist,
and later, Simonetti’s 1986 publication clarified Bonifacio’s identity and
corpus and organized the disarray of information about him.!
According to Simonetti, Bonifacio was born in Verona ca. 1487 and
died in Venice in 1553.2) However, up through the 19th century it was
thought that there had been three different artists named Bonifacio and
born in Verona, and there was confused analysis about their respective
painting styles and periods of creation. In 1901 Gustav Ludwig organized
the documentary evidence available, and clarified that Bonifacio was
related to the de’ Pitati family known to have been active in Verona
from the 15th century onwards. This discovery formed the image we
have of Bonifacio today.?)

Bonifacio studied painting under his father Marco, who was a painter
in Verona at the time, and is thought to have moved to Venice with his
family around 1505.Y The first record of Bonifacio’s name in Venice
occurred in 1528, and it seems that he was already known as a painter
by that date. Bonifacio’s main work was created in 1533, the Madonna
dei Sartori. The style of this work is similar to that of Palma il Vecchio,
and it has been posited that Bonifacio may have studied in Palma’s
studio after his arrival in Venice. Further, Bonifacio is known to have
had close interactions with the painters active in Venice at the time,
such as Titian, Lorenzo Lotto, Jacopo Bassano, and the humanist Pietro
Aretino. In particular, it is known that Bassano studied under Bonifacio
from the end of the 1520s through the 1530s.5)

During the latter half of the 1520s and the 1530s, Bonifacio received
commissions from the Palazzo dei Camerlenghi, the center of political
power in Venice, and in 1538 from the committee of ten. He turned
away from large commissions in the 1540s and died on October 19,
1553.

The provenance for the NMWA work is not completely known. An
owner's name “F. R. West” is written in pencil in the center left edge of a
lining canvas, and the famous Major Cornwallis West inherited this work
from F. R. West. However, since it was auctioned in 1928, the work has
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been through the art market several times. One wax seal remaining on
the back depicts an eagle head with a crown.

The work is in good condition overall. The original canvas has been
backed with linen backing attached with a water-based glue. There is
some retouching visible in the painting, but the special colors used by
the mid 16th century Venetian school remain in splendid form.

This painting was attributed to Paris Bordon in 1928 when it went on
sale and it was only after 1981 that the work was connected with
Bonifacio. In 1981 the work was described as by Bonifacio’s hand, and
then in 1987 the artist was listed as “Attributed to Bonifacio.”®

However, as noted above, there was considerable confusion about
Bonifacio’s biography and oeuvre until the early 20th century. Thus
stylistic analysis has led to a confusion of attributions, with works
variously attributed to Bonifacio, Palma il Vecchio, and Paris Bordon. In
fact, the confusion between the styles of Bonifacio and Palma was
already apparent in the 17th century. A work consistently attributed to
Palma after Ridolfi's comments, the Holy Family with St. Mary
Magdalene and Catherine of Alexandria in the chiesa di Santa Stefano
was finally mentioned as Bonifacio’s works in 1871.7 Later many
researchers discerned the connection between Bonifacio and his studio
and various Venetian works.® Thus it is not at all strange that this work
was attributed to Paris Bordon in 1928, when Bonifacio’s style had yet to
be fully confirmed. Further, Palma il Vecchio’s influence is striking in
Bonifacio’s works from the 1530s, in particular, the plump-faced
Madonnas in his Madonna and Child paintings largely refer back to
Palma. The image of St. Dorothy in the NMWA work and that of St.
Catherine in the Venice painting are strikingly similar. On the other
hand, there are some works that are thought to be by Bonifacio, but
date from after 1553, i.e. after his death. Also, Bonifacio influenced Paris
Bordon's early works. As a result, attributions are still debated between
Palma il Vecchio, Bonifacio, and Antonio Palma.? However the face of
the Madonna in the NMWA work has thin lips and a relatively narrow
jaw, thus revealing that by the time of this NMWA painting Bonifacio
had already freed himself from the strong formal influence of Palma il
Vecchio. On the other hand, the form of the infant John the Baptist is
the same as the form of the cupid seen in the Mars Taking Cupid’s Bow
(1550-60) by Paris Bordon in the Vienna Kunsthistorishes Museum.!?)

In addition, a specific set of shared features can be noted between
the NMWA work and a series of works by Bonifacio. Clearly the
Madonna, Infant Christ and St. Dorothy are standardized forms from
Bonifacio’s formal vocabulary. For example, Dorothy recalls the side
view of the praying woman in the right foreground of the Predicazione di
Sant'Antonio da Padova, in the Santuario della Noce in Camposanpiero
thought to have been made ca. 1537. Further, the figures of Joseph and
the Madonna resemble those seen in the Madonna and Child with Saints
Barbara and Omobono, signed and dated to 1533 in the Gallerie
dell'Accademia, Venice.! The NMWA Madonna also resembles a
reversed image of the Madonna in the Madonna and Child in Glory with
Sts. Abbot Mauro and Agnes (1533-35) in the chiesa dell'Immacolata in
Padova.'® The infant St. John the Baptist is a reversed image of the
central infant in the Caduta della manna e delle coturnici (Fondazione
Giorgio Cini, 1539-40), and the same form as the Cupid in Paris
Bordon's Mars Takes Cupid’s Bow (1550-60) mentioned above.!3
Tobias also resembles the kneeling youth to the left of Christ in the
Mulitiplicazione dei pani e des pesci (1539-40), also in the Fondazione
Giorgio Cini.'" The particular facial features of the Infant Christ
resemble those of the child on the far left in the Cena in Emmaus in the
Pinacoreca di Brera, Milan, thought to have been painted in 1535-36.15

Neither Westphal nor Simonetti mention this work in particular, and
it is possible that its existence was not known at the time. However,
Simonetti was aware of another version of this composition in the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston collection (inv. No. 26.768) until 1993, but
she did not include it in the corpus, listing it instead as an attributed
work.'®) However, while the composition of the Boston work is
essentially the same as the NMWA work, the painting methods used in
the large angel. John, and the Madonna and Child are completely
different, with the Boston version using a much stronger outline form



than the NMWA work. Clearly in terms of quality the NMWA work is
superior. (Since it appeared in a Sotheby's auction on Jan. 15, 1993, the
whereabouts of the Boston work are unknown).'”

As noted above, stylistically the NMWA work is a combination of the
forms seen in Bonifacio’s works from the late 1520s through 1530s. The
outlines on the figures drawn in profile, namely Dorothy, Tobias and the
Archangels Raphael and John are all extremely strong, and are a feature
of sections where a form has been copied. However, at the same time,
the work demonstrates the particular palette and composition found in
Bonifacio’s late years. For example, the brush work used on the red
nose of Dorothy and the Archangel Raphael can also be seen in the
depictive techniques used in Bonifacio’s late allegorical works, Trionfo
dell’Amore and Trionfo della Castita (1547-50, Kunsthistorisches
Museum, Wien).!® Given these characteristics, this painting can be
judged to be not by Bonifacio’s own hand, but rather by a member of
his studio who was well versed in Bonifacio’s forms and palette, and
produced either in Bonifacio’s late years or after his death. This work
does, naturally, date prior to the Boston version, which is based on
Bonifacio’s methods. In fact, Jacob Bassano and Antonio Palma carried
on Bonifacio’s style of composition and his iconography for the Holy
Family and saintly groups.'”) While no particular name can be assigned
to this work at this time, it can probably be dated to ca. early 1550s with
remnants of 1530s styles. (Mitsumasa Takanashi)
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