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Simon Vouet was a French painter who was born in Paris in 1590 and
died in the same city in 1649. Vouet lived in Italy from 1612 through
1627 and was nominated to “Prince” of the Accademia di San Luca in
1624. After arriving in Italy he was influenced by Caravaggism, and
along with his fellow painters Valentine, Nicolas Regnier, and Nicolas
Tournier, he created works known for their sharp, contrasting light and
dark tones. With the beginning of the 1620s the trends began to change,
and Vouet's style shifted toward the styles of the Bolognese painters,
particularly those of Guercino and Guido Reni. The influence of Guido
Reni is particularly apparent in Vouet's depictions of women and his
bright palette. However, after Vouet returned to France, his style
changed once again and he became a major proponent of Academism
in France.

This work was first on the art market in a Lucerne gallery under the
name of Domenico Fetti (1589-1624) and it was Hermann Voss, the
specialist on Italian Baroque painting, who first attributed the work to
Vouet. The painting later traveled to New York, and it entered the Victor
Spark collection from the Graham and Sons Gallery. During its time at
the Graham and Sons Gallery, Thuillier, Dargent and Crelly mentioned
the work." During its years in the Spark collection, various scholars,
including Benedict Nicolson, had a chance to examine the painting. In
fact, Nicolson commented on the bad state of the painting.?) The
painting then passed to its final private collector, prior to entering the
NMWA collection.

This painting has been firmly backed with beeswax, and thus its
current condition is relatively stable. There are sections of paint layer
damage in background areas thought to have been created by
overzealous cleaning. The center lower left section of the composition
has traces of a restored tear of the canvas. However, there is no major
damage to the face and other principal areas of the composition, which
are in extremely good condition.

It is highly likely that this is a portrait of a specific woman in the guise
of St. Catherine, with her head facing directly forward as she gazes
steadily out of the composition. The background uses deep brown
rather than black and the figured is garbed in a glittering jewelry, a
splendid garment, and wields a sword. The artist has effectively used
light and shadow in the background while still expressing the figure’s
skin as transparently beautiful. Conversely, the red ribbon on the lower
right of the head was drawn with one extremely vigorous brush stroke.
Crelly suggests that this work dates from Vouet's Genua period, in other
words, from May through October 1621 when Vouet was staying in
Genua. Based on comments by De Cotte and Carlo Guiseppe Ratti
(1780). Crelly identifies this work as the St. Catherine image that was
said to have been at the Palazzo Bianco.®) However, it is now thought
that the Palazzo Bianco work is a dated and signed image of St
Catherine now in a private collection in Genua. Therefore,
unfortunately, Crelly’s theory does not seem convincing, and the
attribution of the painting is not yet certain. Thuillier and Dargent
suggest the possibility of either Aubin Vouet or Claude Mellon, a
printmaker who arrived in Rome in 1624.9 While asserting the high
quality of this work, Thuillier and Dargent indicate that the facial
features of the woman and the handling of the drapery differ from the
style of Simon Vouet himself, and hence suggest the possibility that it
could be by Aubin Vouet or the print maker Mellan who transformed
Simon Vouet's works into engraving form. In fact, examination of the
details of The Temptation of St. Francis and The Clothing of St. Francis in
the chiesa di San Lorenzo in Lucina, painted by Simon Vouet between
1622-24 while he was in Rome, indicates that the garment handling is
clearly different, and there would thus be many difficulties in
confirming the work as by the same artist during the same period.

On the other hand, Benedict Nicolson refers to the work as by Vouet
throughout his catalogue on the Caravaggeschi.”) However, Nicolson’s
book is lacking in detail in such questions as the appropriateness or
accuracy of the attribution in terms of the work’s qualities, and thus
absolute reliance on Nicolson is to be avoided. Examination of the
condition of this work reveals traces of chemical changes in the paint

layers of the background area, but otherwise there are no major areas of
repainting. While the condition of the painting was not very good when
Thuillier wrote his paper in 1965, it can be surmised that it was in good
enough condition to analyze the work stylistically. Therefore, even if we
set aside the question of the appropriateness of attribution to Aubin or
the printmaker Claude Mellan, we must give weight to the judgment of
Dargent and Thuillier, both Vouet specialists who raise questions about
whether the work is actually by Simon.

If we were to temporarily assign the work to Vouet, the highly
portrait-like quality of this work and its background palette all suggest
that it is close to the Crucifixion (1622) created for the chiesa di Gesu in
Genua. Giacomo Raggi commissioned the Crucifixion when Simon was

“in Genua. The work was created after Simon returned to Rome and was

sent on from Rome to Genua. Starting in September 1621, immediately
before leaving Genua, Simon was commissioned to paint portraits for
the Doria family of Genua. Cassiano dal Pozzo wrote, “m’hanno pregato
a far qualche lo [=signori Doria] ritratto, cio che infin ora non avevo
voluto fare in conto alcuno, ma le loro cortesie appresso di me hanno
operato, che non ho potuto dir di no, di maniera che mi tratterrd ancora
per qualche girono™.% Because there is absolutely no proof of a
connection between this period of portrait production and the NMWA
painting, a direct connection cannot be stated. And yet the melancholic
style features of this work originally attributed to Domenico Fetti are not
completely inconsistent with this situation. Hence, it is not strange for
this work to be dated ca. 1624.7 Further it is known that in 1617 Simon
Vouet had contact with the Neapolitan painters such as Ribera and
Massimo Stanzione, and so it is possible to discern such Neapolitan
influence in the composition of the work and its subtle background
coloration.

On the other hand, this work can also be compared to the works of
Aubin, Simon’s younger brother, the artist indicated as a possibility by
Dargent and Thuillier. For example, the David and Goliath in the Musée
des Beaux-arts de Bordeaux (oil on canvas, 117.5 x 89.5cm) clearly
reveals Caravaggist influence, and has rougher brush strokes in the
clothing area than that found in works by his brother Simon. These
elements are, to a degree, shared with the NMWA painting. It is also
known that Aubin accompanied Simon to Rome. However, without an
examination of Aubin’s works, no easy conclusion can be reached on
this matter.

There is neither clear evidence of Simon’s distinctive formal
vocabulary in the work, nor is there documentary evidence to back up
an attribution to Simon. Further, the scholars cannot agree on the
attribution, with particularly divergent arguments coming from French
scholars on the subject. Therefore, it is extremely difficult to assign this
work to Simon’s own hand and this work is best left as “Attributed to
Simon Vouet™ at this stage.

However, further detailed study of this attribution question remains
for future work, and such study is certainly warranted by the fact that all
scholars firmly agree on the high quality of the work.(Mitsumasa Takanashi)
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