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Things Seen Thanks to a Small Judith — Report on the Survey
Conducted on the NMWA's Newly Acquired Judith with the Head of
Holofernes by Lucas Cranach the Elder

Atsushi Shinfuji, Chie Manabe

The NMWA purchased Lucas Cranach’s the Elder’s Judith with the Head
of Holofernes during fiscal 2018. This panel painting thought to date to

ca. 1530 is small in scale, measuring 37.2 cm x 25 cm, but has a reliable
provenance and is in good condition. This painting also provides a compact
yet colorful demonstration of the mature painting style of Lucas Cranach
the Elder, a major German Renaissance painter. This article reports on

the information gained from a basic survey of the work from both an art
historical stance, and from a conservation and methods stance, while also
exploring the possibility for future, multifaceted studies on the work.

Cranach was a court painter to the Elector of Saxony for nearly a
half-century and is known to have been a pioneering painter-entrepreneur
whose studio realized a mass production process for painted works.
Paintings of Judith were one of the Cranach studio’s hit products, and
today more than ten examples of his work on the subject of Judith remain.
The NMWA Judith is an unusually small example of this subject matter.

It is thought to have been produced for the private collection of either a
member of the aristocracy or a wealthy townsman. The inscriptions written
on the backside of the panel suggests that this painting was handed down
from the 17th century in the Waldeck family, then from the 19th century
onwards in the Schaumburg-Lippe family. Then it was listed as in a private
collection in 1932 in the catalogue raisonné of the artist produced by Max
J. Friedlander and Jakob Rosenberg. However, the work spent the majority
of the 20th century out of view, and this meant that it has been little studied
in the modern era. With the exception of Werner Schade’s evaluation of the
work when it was put up for sale at TEFAF in Maastricht in 2017, there has
been scant clarification of this panel painting’s position within Cranach’s
oeuvre.

The panel’s measurements are one of the sizes standardized by the
Cranach workshop from the 1520s onwards, dubbed a Type B panel by
Gunnar Heydenreich. The style for secular portraits dates back to the
Netherlandish paintings of the latter half of the 15th century, a three-
quarter view with landscape views seen through a window or door. The
NMWA piece is based on this standard and shares expressive elements
with some other Judith images by Cranach. The fact that this work reveals
a sense of intimacy shared with a series of portraits painted on similarly
sized panels, for example the Katharina von Bora (FR313) dated ca. 1528,
suggests that further study is needed on this issue.

The short-haired image of Judith depicted in this work cannot be
found in Cranach’s other works on this subject. But, images of women with
similar faces can be seen in the nudes depicted in three Judgement of Paris
works (FR 253-255). It is generally believed today that Cranach’s success
at depicting images of Judith can be linked to political motivation, namely
his response to the formation of the Schmalkaldischer Bund in 1531 by the
Protestant camp. However, if we note that the NMWA Judith has a face that
corresponds to the heathen gods depicted in the Judgement of Paris, then
she acts not only as a symbol of political virtue, but also as an image of the
seductive “power of women” who could-lead-her viewers into temptation.
The stereotyped mass-produced images of women created by Cranach and
his workshop thus cannot be grasped as a choice between Christianity/
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paganism, virtue/pleasure and clothed/nude.

This work was painted on a panel approximately 1 cm in thickness,
with several layers of chalk ground applied and then burnished. The
painting layers were then made up of opaque paint layers and glazes,
with the overall painting surface then coated with a glossy varnish. A
good quality panel was used as the support medium, and there is a slight
warping of the upper right corner towards the painting, and some insect
damage on the left edge, but otherwise the painting is in relatively good
condition. Other than several small losses, retouching or overpainting of
the painting layer, there are also traces of excessive cleaning in the past
with solvent, but that stayed within the lesser range of such cleaning on
a work of this period. The varnish layer, like the painting layer, shows
some damage by the cleaning agent, but it has little yellowing and has
maintained its translucency.

Further information about this work will be gained by X-ray
photography, infrared photography, survey by stereoscopic microscope,
analysis under fluorescent X-ray, and dendrochronological analysis. Such
studies will allow a comparison with earlier research across a broad range
of areas and will help determine a clearer positioning of this painting with
the overall oeuvre of Cranach and his workshop.
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