FROM THE PASTOR: June 6, 2010


If you’ve been in the Greaton Parlor of the OSJ rectory of late, you will have noticed a large uneven white patch on the north wall.  That patch is normally covered by one of our largest paintings: “St. Catherine of Alexandria before the Emperor Maxentius.”  Of the dozen or so historic canvasses belonging to the parish, it is among the most valuable.  


First a word about the subject matter.  Raised a pagan, Catherine converted to Christianity in her teens.  At an early age, she announced to her parents that she would only marry someone who surpassed her in beauty, intelligence, wealth, and social status.  Naturally, neither she nor her parents realized at the time that her eventual “spouse” would be Jesus Christ.


Eventually, Catherine took it upon herself to visit her contemporary, the Roman Emperor depicted in the painting (sometimes also called “Maximinus”), in order to convince him of his moral error in persecuting Christians. While Catherine had little luck with the Emperor, she did succeed in converting his wife and many pagan philosophers whom the Emperor sent to dispute with her.  All of these converts were subsequently martyred.  


Failing in his turn to win Catherine over to his own viewpoint, the Emperor ordered her to be put in prison, where the people who visited her also eventually converted.  As a result, Catherine was condemned to death on the breaking wheel, an instrument of torture. According to legend, the wheel itself broke when she touched it, so she was finally beheaded.  She is often depicted with the spiked wheel, sometimes called the Catherine wheel.  Her feast is November 25.  She was, incidentally, the St. Catherine whose revelations St. Joan of Arc would later claim to hear.


Our OSJ painting depicts Catherine before the Emperor at the moment of her sentencing to death.  The saint is shown full-length, standing at the left, dressed in regal garb.  With her left hand, she gestures up to the seated Emperor, while her right points down to a book held open for her by a standing cherub.  Scholars and soldiers look on.  A note on the back of the painting indicates that it was a gift of John Carrell, who lived in the second half of the 18th century.  (One of his sons, George Aloysius, would eventually attend Georgetown, become a Jesuit, serve as president at St. Louis University, and later become the first bishop of Covington, KY.)  

  
The painting dates from the 18th century, and has been identified as coming from the Mexican Spanish Colonial School.  In fact, it had been informally attributed, several years ago, to Cristóbal de Villalpando (1649–1714), a prolific Mexican Baroque painter whose works adorn several Mexican cathedrals, including those in Querétaro and Mexico City. And thereby hangs the tale of the blank white patch currently on the wall of the Greaton Parlor.


At the end of March, a member of our Historic Preservation Corporation Board was contacted by the Philadelphia Museum of Art.  Following their blockbuster Spanish Colonial exhibit a few years back, they were eager to acquire a Villalpando for their collection since they thought there were none in major collections on the east coast. That was before Clara Bargellini, a Mexico City-based Villalpando scholar and erstwhile Philadelphian, made the informal attribution of our OSJ painting to the artist.  As a result, when the PMA recently acquired their own Villalpando, they wanted to verify the provenance of our painting.  In exchange for its loan, they were offering us a free assessment by PMA's curators and conservators, as well as other Villalpando experts.


As a result, our Catherine has been “vacationing” since late April at the PMA, where she was professionally transported at their expense.  While “she” is there, she is getting a “makeover and a facelift” – again, at the Museum’s expense.  The work being done includes the stabilization of areas where the paint is flaking, as well as some cleaning and repairs to the frame.  Our HPC board member reports that the restoration work is proceeding well, and that Catherine is looking wonderful.  The “bad news” is that the experts have determined that our painting is not a Villalpando after all; although all are agreed that it remains a splendid work of which we may be justifiably proud.  They also feel that with further study, it may be possible to attribute the painting to another important Mexican artist of the Spanish Colonial period.


We are currently awaiting word; it is possible that the PMA may request an extension of Catherine’s “vacation” in order to display her in their galleries for a period of time.  Should that invitation come, it is one that the HPC board and I are inclined to accept.  It will heighten the profile of both the painting and the parish; and it will be a nice way for us to say thank you for the free conservation services provided by the Museum.  But be sure to have a look at the old girl some time, either at the PMA, or after she returns to the Greaton Parlor, or both.  She is one of the real treasures of our parish’s historic heritage.
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