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There is not adequate space in the present forum to review both the
history of the dramatic rediscovery of Georges de La Tour, known as the
“painter of the night,” or to fully discuss his importance in the history of
art. At the very least, what must be stated here is the fact of the absolute

rarity of Georges de La Tour's extant works. Today less than 40 works
are acknowledged as by La Tour's own hand. The Louvre in Paris
numbers six genuine works in their collection, and a few other
museums hold at least one work, including museums in Nantes, Nancy,
Vicsur-Seille, Berlin, and New York City. While this issue of rarity makes
comparison to La Tour's Dutch contemporary Vermeer seem obvious, it
must be noted that while Vermeer had already been re-approved by the
art world by the 19th century, La Tour's name was not known in the
modern world until Herman Voss's first publication of La Tour in almost
the mid 20th century.

The canvas of St. Thomas, purchased by the NMWA during this fiscal
year, is the latest page in this history of La Tour's rediscovery, as can be
seen by a glance at the provenance listing above. The world only
learned of its existance a little over 10 years ago in 1987. Then, after its
auction in 1991, the work passed through an Osaka gallery into the
hands of the Ishizuka collection in Tokyo, where it remained generally
unknown by the public.

As is well-known, there are many extant variants of La Tour's works
by other hands, including those with the same subjects and
compositions seen in La Tour’s signature works. The authenticity of the
new NMWA acquisition, on the other hand, has been confirmed by
three authoritative voices in the field of La Tour studies, namely Pierre
Rosenberg (former director, Louvre), Jean-Pierre Cuzin (former chief
curator, paintings department, Louvre) and Jacques Thuillier (professor
emeritus, College de France). The author has also had direct oral
discussions with Cuzin and Thuillier on the subject of the authorship of
the new NMWA work, and in both cases the scholars repeatedly
confirmed its authenticity.

However, almost all of the latest research on La Tour is concentrated
in the exhibition catalogue for the 1997-98 exhibition held at the Grand
Palais in Paris. The NMWA work was included in that exhibition, its first
public display. Attention focused on the work as an early period
unknown work then in a private collection. According to the Grand
Palais exhibition catalogue, the work was one painting from a series of
thirteen canvases depicting Christ and his twelve disciples. The NMWA
canvas and the other works from the series were said to have been in
the Bishop Francois de Camps (1643-1723) collection in Paris. De
Camps stated that he had been given the works by canon Jean-Baptiste
Nualart (d. 1694) of Albi. These works were bequeathed by De Camps to
the Saint Cecilia Cathedral of Albi. Then later, the series of paintings was
publicly noted in a document dated to March 8, 1698, the ‘Procez verbal
de la visite a I'église metropolitaine et du chapitre d’Alby en 1698 et
1699 par archéveque Charles le Goux de la Barcheéne.” According to the
document, the thirteen works depicting Christ and his twelve disciples
were hung in the 6th chapel of the nave of Saint Cecilia Cathedral, Albi.
It is also known that these works were still in that same location during
the 1795 seizure of assets of aristocrats and churches during the French
Revolution. A fascinating notation on these works can be found from
that date: “A la chapelle qui fait pendant, dite de Saint-Jean, on y voit un
Saint Jean I'Evangeliste d’apres Le Poussin et autours douze petits
tableaux grandeurs de portrait représentant les douze apotres d'une
touche forte et rembrunie comme celle de Michel-Ange Caravage
[peintre connu et estimé].”
missing in 19th century records of the cathedral in Albi, and by the time

However, all mention of the portraits is

the set of twelve paintings came into the collection of the Albi
municipal art museum two works were missing from the set of one
Christ image and 12 disciples. This meant that only 11 paintings entered
the museum collection. In 1945, almost immediately after World War I,
the paintings were taken to Paris where they were restored and
surveyed. In 1946, the first research article on the series was published
by art historian René Huyghe.

Today, five of the original Albi twelve apostle pictures remain extant.
Nine of the eleven works (including Blessing Christ) today in Musée
Toulouse-Lautrec in Albi are old copies. The remaining two works, St.

Jude Thaddeus and St. James the Lesser are originals by La Tour. Two

other saint images from the original Albi set, namely the paintings of



Saint Bartholomew and Saint John, have not been discovered in either
original or copy form. Three originals of works among the nine copies in
the Albi museum have been discovered in recent decades, including
the newly acquired NMWA canvases, and St. Philip (discovered in 1941,
today in the Chrysler Museum, Norfolk) and St. Andrew (former M.
France collection. Sold at auction at Sotheby’s Monaco in 1991.
Presently on loan to the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston).

Needless to say, the new NMWA canvas depicts an image of one of
Christ’s twelve disciples, St. Thomas, who carried the teachings of Christ
to India where he was martyred by non-Christians who stabbed him to
death with spears. St. Thomas, shown here as bearded and in the prime
of life, holds a spear in his hand. The spear alludes to Christ on the Cross
being stabbed by Roman soldiers. This image is also related to a scene
described in the Bible in which Thomas, questioning that it really was
Christ after his resurrection, touches the spear wounds on Christ’s side
to confirm that it was his master risen. The Louvre has another painting
by La Tour of this same subject (Saint-Thomas a la pique, dated to 1632-
1635?). The NMWA canvas, on the other hand, dates approximately 10
years after the Louvre work. In contrast to the refined style of the Louvre
work, the NMWA canvas has a rougher expression, a more frank and
direct mood. Yet, the Louvre work and the NMWA work share with all
other La Tour original works a geometric simplification, at times almost
severely deformed shapes, and a sense of ‘verisme’ created by the
artist’s clear, individual depiction of each wrinkle on the saint’s skin.
These aspects reveal Caravaggio’s influence while also indicating how
La Tour depicted his own unique formative expression in his own
distinctive light handling. Comparison of the NMWA St. Thomas with the
other original works from the same series of twelve disciples, and
indeed comparison with Albi copies that convey the imagery of now
lost originals from that set, reveal that St. Thomas is undoubtedly an
extremely individualistic work within the set. While most of La Tour’s
early works show a thin, bearded, firm-browed, older man facial type —
like those seen in Repentant St. Peter, a lost work known through printed
versions, St. Jerome Reading, which is either a contemporary variant or
a copy today in the Louvre, and The Musicians’ Brawl in the Getty
Museum — in the case of the NMWA St. Thomas, the older man is shown
as powerful and full of spiritual strength. The series of twelve disciple
paintings fundamentally show quiet, meditative figures. Only St. Thomas
reveals a stern, expressionistic quality that can be called a distinctive
form of Baroque energy.

This work is also important as a rare example of an early period
religious theme that can be grouped with La Tour’s diurnes, or day time
works. Images in these works are generally depicted in a realistic style
and are genre motifs in subject matter. Such daytime scenes are
contrasted with the group of night scenes by La Tour, known as his
nocturnes, whose candle-lit night scenes exude a rich sense of
spirituality. La Tour’s two brothers were Franciscan monks, and La Tour
himself spent most of his life in the Duchy of Lorraine, the frontlines of
the Counter Reformation movement combating the protestants in
Germany. Hence it is no surprise that the majority of La Tour’s arts were
religious in subject matter. In the Catholic countries after the Council of
Trent meetings (1545-1563), there was an increased need for religious
subject paintings as a form of ‘poor man’s Bible.” Almost in inverse
proportion to the mysteries that surround La Tour’s biography and his
oeuvre, he revealed a striking degree of ‘visual clarity” as part of his
realism. The St. Thomas work is no exception. The fated character of
this saint, whose life of contradiction and suffering included doubt over
Christ’s resurrection and martyrdom in a faraway land, can be directly
sensed through his rough figure and strategic gaze. This directness
further separates the NMWA St. Thomas work from La Tour’s nocturne
works, filled with a sense of penitential and confirmation sacraments,
and made all the more mysterious by his contrasting manmade light
with the darkness of night.

Regarding the state of the NMWA St. Thomas canvas, with the
cooperation of the National Research Institute for Cultural Prperties,
Tokyo, the Centre de Recherche et de la Restauration des Musées de
France has taken records of this work as part of its Digital Archives

program (Information not released to the public). Judging from
information not made available to the general public, at some time
considerably long ago the preparation level and surface paints of the
painting of St. James the Lesser, one of the two extant original works
now in Albi, were removed from the original canvas and transferred to a
new canvas. Further, the St. Jude Thaddeus work has been given a new
lining. Conversely, the lined original canvas of the NMWA St. Thomas
has no major damage and x-ray examination reveals that while damage
and missing areas can be seen in the paint layer, the crackling is
minimal. It can be said that the work has been maintained in a relatively
good state. Further, judging from ultraviolet photography and
examination by the naked eye, a considerable amount of later
brushwork can be seen on the right half of the figure’s head, and also on
the spear and hand. The La Tour scholars mentioned above
unanimously agree that this level of retouching is within the normally
acceptable range of such work on paintings from this period.

The above is a simple description of the subject matter and state of
the NMWA St. Thomas painting. Needless to say, the 17th century
French painting collection of the NMWA is far from complete, to the
degree that with the exception of masterpieces by Claude Lorrain and
Philipe de Champaigne, very little is noteworthy. In this sense, this
purchase was made all the more an unusual event by the fact that it
involved one of the extremely rare works of Georges de La Tour.

It must also be noted that the acquisition of this work became the
direct impetus for the NMWA to hold a Georges de La Tour exhibition
from March to May 2005. (Akiya Takahashi)



