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Attributed to Giovanni Antonio Pellegrini
[Venice 1675-1741]

Saint Catherine of Alexandria
Oil on canvas

99 X 72 cm
P.2005-9

JeJi  Provenance: purchased in New York in the 1930's by the father of Mrs Anita
Muller; Sale, Sotheby’s New York, 3 June 1988, 10t.97; Private collection, Japan.
1552y Exhibition: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1972-78.

Wik Literature: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Annual Report 1971-1972, p.42 as G.A.

Pellegrini; G. Knox, Antonio Pellegrini 1675-1741, Oxford, 1995, p.249, No.P.319 as
“Not Pellegrini”.
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This work is thought to be by a Venetian painter working at the end of
the 17th century and first half of the 18th century. While it was first
attributed to Giovanni Antonio Pellegrini, George Knox, the premier
scholar on 18th century Venetian painting, has clearly refuted such an
attribution.” However, because Knox has not suggested a different
artist’'s name, the identity of the painter of this work remains unknown.
Giovanni Antonio Pellegrini was born in Venice in 1675. He was a
diligent student, and his painting genius is said to have been recognized
by Paolo Pagani. However, Pellegrini’s early works reveal that he was
heavily influenced by the Neapolitan painter Luca Giordano and the
Bellunese painter Sebastiano Ricci, with his works characterized by a
soft feel and sense of weight conveyed by outlines of light pigments and
bold brush strokes. In 1708 Pellegrini traveled to London with Marco
Ricci and lived there until 1713. Pellegrini then traveled to Diisseldorf



before returning to Venice. His early works reveal a strong sense of light
and dark contrast, and there are no works, such as the NMWA painting,
which reveal a striking use of the Tenebrosi style of Venice in the latter
half of the 17th century. Similarly there are no works from that early
period that reveal characteristics seen in the NMWA work- the majority
of the main figure’s face is in shadows and darkened pigments have
been used for shadows on skin.

Overall this work is in good condition. The work has clearly been
restored in recent years, including the back panel. When examined
under ultraviolet light, there is no reflection in the two upper corners,
lower right edge, Catherine’s right elbow, bracelet, or chest area of her
garments. However, the main area of the head and the draperies on the
right shoulder do not show any major damage. In other words, the
painting surface has probably been cleaned and the painting surface is
today in relatively stable condition.

This painting clearly reveals the hand of an artist who has fully
inherited the Veronese style of the Venetian school of the latter half of
the 17th century. At the same time, the depiction of Catherine’s
garments in the lower left area of the composition is distinctively
roughly brushed. Catherine is shown turned to the right in almost full
profile, with her eye depicted large and gazing upward. Her body is
shown in three-quarter frontal view while her right hand is shown
clasping the palm branch that is the symbol of martyrdom. These
depictive elements clearly indicate Giordanism and the influence of
Sebastiano Ricci. Of particular note is the fluttering border drapery seen
on the figure’s right shoulder. The sharpness of the point of the fold in it,
combined with the roughly brushed highlights, reveal this painter’s
individuality based on a tradition begun by Palma il Giovane. The
expression of the garment motif, on the one hand, resembles the
expression of the allegorical figure of the Plague seen on the right of the
sculptural group of figures in the main altarpiece begun in the 1670s by
the sculptor Giusto Le Cour (1627-1679) located in the chiesa di Santa
Maria della Salute in Venice.? It has been indicated that there is an
iconographic link between Paola Rossi pointed out that the sculpture by
Le Cour and the St. Anthony Altarpiece executed by Pietro Liberi (1605-
1687) in 1652, also in the same church. In terms of a connection with
the NMWA work, this work could be considered to date in the time
frame of Liberi to Le Cour, and in terms of timing it seems as if this artist
would be closer in date to Le Cour's period of activity. That being said, it
seems appropriate to consider that, at the very least, this work dates to
1670 or later.

St. Catherine’s pose in this work is a right-left reversal of the pose of
St. Anne in Luca Giordano's Birth of the Virgin (1672-1674) for the chiesa
Santa Maria della Salute.® The figure of St. Anne was also re-used by
other Venetian painters, for example, in Sebastiano Ricci's Solomon
Worshipping Idols (1724, Galleria Sabauda, Turin), and it resembles the
allegorical figure of Academy in Pellegrini’s Modesty Introducing
Painting to the Academy (1733, Louvre).¥ However, the palette and
brushwork seen in the NMWA work differ from that of Ricci and
Pellegrini, and rather reflect the strongly shadowed Giordano style of
the 1660s through 1770s that retains considerable influence from Ribera.
Giordano himself is known to have visited Venice sometime before
1655, and then again in 1664 and 1674. Later, in 1682, Giordano is
known to have temporarily deposited his Moses Parting the Red Sea
painting at the home of the Venetian merchant Simon Giogari, en route
to its destination in the chiesa di Santa Maria Maggiore in Bergamo. It is
known that this painting was seen by a considerable number of people
during its time in the Giogari home.” The influence of the palette and
brushwork of the Neapolitan Luca Giordano on Venetian painters was
noted as early as the 18th century.”) In terms of its palette, the NMWA
painting also reveals the strong shading reminiscent of the Neapolitan
tradition and the rounded fleshy forms of the figures with their soft
outlines. These elements are close to those of the Paduan Pietro Liberi
and Pietro Della Vecchia (1602/03-1676).

Of further note are the iconographic peculiarities of this work. This
painting shows St. Catherine facing to the right, with her eyes raised to
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heaven as divine light shines on her breast. She holds the palm branch
in her right hand, and also the symbol of her miracle and attribute, the
hooked wheel. This scene is not the oft-depicted Mystic Marriage, but
rather is from the Legend of Catherine in the Golden Legend. This is the
scene in which she is praying, immediately before her martyrdom, and
she hears the voice of the angel. The method of using a divine light to
express such a scene, or indeed the use of such mystic expression in
general was by no means common during this period in Venice. Rather
these effects recall those created by the Bolognese painters of the first
half of the 17th century or the Roman school painters who followed.

Thus this work can be considered to have been painted by a mature
painter active in Venice who was extremely interested in the styles of
non-Venetian painters. The first who comes to mind is Liberi’s student,
and the teacher of Pellegrini, Paolo Pagani (1660-1716) who was born
in Lombardy. Another possibility is Nicolo Bambini (1652-1736).
Bambini was suggested to the author by Irina Artemieva, chief curator of
Venetian paintings at the Hermitage.

Unfortunately at this stage a specific attribution cannot be made for
the NMWA painting. At the very least it should be considered important
in the study of art history given its evidence of the complex state of
painting in Venice in the latter half of the 17th century. Further research

is essential on this fascinating work. (Mitsumasa Takanashi)
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