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Studies from Antonio Bellucci’s English Period:
The Attribution of Two Works from the ex-Matsukata Collection

Mari Kawakami

The two oil on canvas works, the Adoration of the Shepherds and The
Deposition, each measuring 21.5 cm in diameter, were formerly in the
Matsukata Collection. Traditionally these works have been attributed to
the 18th century Venetian painter, Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (1696-1770).
However, as a result of examination by the author, these works can now be
reattributed to the Venetian school painter Antonio Bellucci (1654-1726),
active at the end of the 17th and beginning of the 18th centuries. The two
works were created around 1718 while Bellucci was in London, and are
studies for the paintings hanging from the ceiling of the Church of St.
Michael and All Angels, the parish church of Great Witley, Worcester,
Worcestershire.

Bellucci studied under Dalmatian and Venetian painters and quickly
made a name for himself. He was registered in the Fraglia dei Pittori
(Venetian painters guild) in 1684. In 1691 he completed a large-scale work
for the Basilica concattedrale di S. Pietro Apostolo di Castello in Venice.
The following year he moved overseas. He created works under powerful
patrons in various European cities, spending 1692 to 1706 in Vienna, 1706
to 1716 in Dusseldorf, and finally 1716 to 1722 in London.

Thanks to the patronage of James Brydges, the 1st Duke of Chandos,
he created the decorations for the Canon’s House and attached chapel in
Little Stanmore, Middlesex. The two ex-Matsukata Collection works are
the preparatory works for the chapel ceiling paintings, the Adoration of the
Shepherds and The Deposition. These paintings, the Ascension and other
ceiling paintings, were finished sometime prior to the dedication of the
chapel in August 1720. Thus it is thought that these preparatory works
were created around 1718. After the Duke’s death in 1744, the principal
decorative items in the chapel were put to auction, and Lord Forey of
Witley Court purchased them and they were transferred to the Great
Witley church.

A comparison of the two ex-Matsukata Collection works with the
completed versions in Great Witley reveal subtle differences but overall
similarity. The oil study of The Deposition is a right-left reversal of the com-
position of the completed work. However, the pose of Christ’s body in the
completed work is the same as the reclining male figure of St. Sebastian
in the St. Sebastian, St. Irene and Faith and that of Endymion in Diana and
Endymion. Thus the two ex-Matsukata Collection paintings are clearly the
preparatory works for the chapel of the Canon’s House, now in the Great
Witley church.

Like Bellucci’s other preparatory works, the ex-Matsukata Collection
paintings reveal swift, deft, vivid brushwork, which forms the principal
fascination of these pieces. These works can be considered an important
contribution to the further study of Bellucci’s English period and to the
examination of the art of the transitional period from the Baroque to the
Rococo.
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