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The discovery in 2014 in a house in Toulouse of a 
painting of Judith beheading Holofernes in the style 
of Caravaggio (Figs.1 and 3) has unleashed a ground 
swell of academic and popular interest and has strongly 
divided scholarly opinion – generating an at times 
heated debate about whether it is the lost original of a 

picture by Caravaggio that was recorded as being for sale in Naples in 
September 1607. The story began when a local auctioneer, Marc Labarbe, 
was invited to assess the contents of a friend’s inherited house and found 
the painting propped behind a mattress in an attic. A major reason 
why there was initially such scepticism about the attribution is that the 
discovery seemed too good to be true – a lost Caravaggio conveniently 
turning up, combined with the trope (so rare in reality) of unearthing 
a masterpiece in an attic.1 

Labarbe was sufficiently alert to the picture’s quality and possible 
attribution to refer it to the Parisian art dealer Eric Turquin, and it was 
from Galerie Turquin that the five-year campaign to get it accepted 
as Caravaggio’s lost original was orchestrated. Turquin’s belief in the 
picture was fortified by the opinions of a handful of leading specialists. 
But there was also much opposition from those who argued that the 
painting was too grotesque for Caravaggio and must be by one of his 
many imitators, galvanised by his revolutionary brand of realism in the 
first thirty years of the seventeenth century. The Musée du Louvre, 
Paris, however, was sufficiently interested in the picture for the French 
Government to place a three-year export embargo on it in order to make 
technical and aesthetic assessments. For that purpose, a colloquium of 
specialists was hosted in the Long Gallery of the Louvre on 13th June 
2017 but in the end the museum was not sufficiently satisfied by the 
painting or considered it superfluous to requirements, since the Louvre 
already possesses three works by Caravaggio. The embargo expired on 
16th November 2018, freeing up the work to be sold. The decision was 
then made to restore it – although only in a brief campaign of about 
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a month – and arrangements were made for it to be sold at auction in 
the Halle aux Grains, Toulouse, on 27th June 2019, with an estimate of 
€100–150 million. 

Prior to that, the restored work was showcased to a wider audience in 
a series of displays at dealers’ galleries.2 On this perambulation the cleaned 
painting gained an increasing number of admirers, particularly in the 
United States, although there was also continued opposition. Finally, with 
only two days to go, the auction sale was cancelled with the announcement 
by Turquin and Labarbe on 25th June that the work had been sold by private 
treaty for an undisclosed sum to a private collector ‘close to an important 
museum’, this latter fact apparently convincing the owners to agree to 
the sale in the hope that the work, after a more extensive restoration, 
would be loaned to a leading public gallery. Prior to the emergence of 
fuller information about the picture’s ultimate destination it should be 
noted that the immense public as well as academic interest in the saga 
of the Toulouse Judith is being chronicled in a documentary by Frédéric 
Biamonti for the Franco-German television channel Arte that still awaits  
its denouement.3

The only positive counter-suggestion to the identification of the 
painting as an original by Caravaggio is that it is a work by Louis Finson 
(before 1580–1617), a Flemish artist from Bruges who was resident in 
Naples at the time of Caravaggio’s first and second visits there, in 
1606–07 and 1609–10. Alternatively, those who are not fully satisfied 
with the idea of Caravaggio’s authorship have wondered whether it 
might be a very good copy of a lost work or, more intriguingly, an 
original Caravaggio that was either finished or slightly altered by 
another hand. To these one might add the possibility of a partial 
collaboration, for although Caravaggio is conventionally considered 
to have painted alone, without assistants, we now know that as a 
teenager Cecco del Caravaggio (Francesco Buoneri) worked as his studio 

1. Detail of Fig.3, showing the heads of Abra, Judith and Holofernes.

1 For photographs of the attic and the 
picture at the moment of its discovery, 
see the sale catalogue, Caravaggio:  
Judith and Holofernes, Labarbe and 

Turquin, Toulouse (27th June 2019), p.15, 
figs.1 and 2. The provenance of the pic-
ture is unknown but an ancestor of the 
owners had been in the French army in 

Spain in the Napoleonic Wars.
2 It was shown in 2019 at Colnaghi’s, 
London (28th February–9th March); 
Kamel Mennour, Paris (18th April–4th 

May); and Adam Williams Gallery, New 
York (9th–17th May).
3 Due to be broadcast in late October 
or in November 2019.
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assistant in Rome in 1605.4 More recently, John Spike has argued that 
the figures surrounding Christ in the Crowning with thorns (c.1605/09; 
Banco Popolare di Vicenza) are the work of assistants.5 So we should 
not necessarily reject the possibility of limited studio participation in 
Caravaggio’s later paintings, especially as he was frequently on the move 
and may well have needed to utilise the studios of resident artists.

Judith and Holofernes illustrates the moment recounted in the 
deuterocanonical Book of Judith, sanctioned by the Council of Trent 
in 1546, in which the Israelite widow saves her nation by slaying with 
his own sword the invading Assyrian general Holofernes, whom she had 
enticed with her beauty. The painting was first exhibited publicly in 2016 
alongside five others by Caravaggio and his followers, including a replica 
of it (Fig.2), at the Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan.6 This exhibition, which 
took no stand on the attribution of the painting, was accompanied by 
a colloquium at the Brera on 6th February 2017 and prompted several 
newspaper interviews with specialists on either side of the argument. The 

most forceful public advocates of the painting’s attribution to Caravaggio 
(at least in large part) have been Keith Christiansen, Jean-Pierre Cuzin, 
Nicola Spinosa and Rossella Vodret. Gianni Papi however, considered it 
to be the prime original painting, by Finson himself, of the Intesa di San 
Paolo replica, which Papi considered a later repeat by Finson.7 

In the Louvre colloquium the Toulouse picture was hung side-by-
side with the museum’s three undisputed paintings by Caravaggio (The 
fortuneteller; The death of the Virgin; and the Portrait of Grand Master Alof de 
Wignacourt with his page) as well as the Flagellation of Christ, probably from 
his first Neapolitan period, which was lent for the occasion by the Musée 
des Beaux-Arts, Rouen (Fig.4). In addition to some particular similarities 

2. Judith beheading Holofernes, after Caravaggio. c.1607. Oil on canvas, 
140 by 161 cm. (Collezione Banca Intesa Sanpaolo, Palazzo Zevallos 
Stigliano, Naples).

3. Judith beheading Holofernes, here attributed to Caravaggio and 
dated 1607. Oil on canvas, 144 by 173.5 cm. (Private collection).
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that will be enumerated later, the concept and mise-en-page of the five 
canvases seemed close.

The possibility that the Toulouse Judith might be an original by 
Caravaggio, rather than a work by one of his many followers, is based 
on two main factors. First, the technically inferior second version of the 
painting, in the Banca Intesa, has been known for quite some time and 
has been thought by many scholars, starting with Leone de Castris and 

Ferdinando Bologna, to be a copy of a lost original of this subject, which 
is documented as having been painted in Naples on Caravaggio’s first visit 
to the city.8 This documentary strand to the argument, which is itself very 
enticing, consists of two letters written from Naples in September 1607 
to Duke Vincenzo I Gonzaga of Mantua. The first is from the resident 
agent of the Duke, Ottavio Gentili, who had been commissioned to buy 
pictures for the ducal collection in the wake of the death on 29th April of 

4 See G. Papi: Cecco del Caravaggio, 
Soncino 2001, p.51. 
5 J. Spike: Caravaggio, New York 2010, 
pp.156–61.
6 See J.M. Bradburne: exh. cat. Attorno 
a Caravaggio: Una questione di attribu-
zione, dialogo a cura di Nicola Spinosa, 
Milan (Pinacoteca di Brera) 2016–17.  
For a detailed summary of the Brera  
colloquium, see K. Christiansen: ‘Third 
Dialogue: Caravaggio Readings and 
Re-Readings: Study Day at Brera’, 

https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/dialogo/
third-dialogue-caravaggio-read-
ings-and-re-readings/, accessed 8th  
August 2019. It was reprinted in the sale 
catalogue, op. cit. (note 1), pp.104–07.
7 See C. Blumenfeld: ‘Le “Caravage” de 
Toulouse ne fait pas l’unanimité’, Le 
Journal des Arts 468 (25th November 
2016), pp.1ff, which includes an interview 
with Papi. See also G. Papi: Caravaggio. 
‘La Crocifissione di sant’Andrea’ 
Back-Vega/The Back-Vega ‘Crucifixion 

of St Andrew’, Milan 2016, p.26. Before 
the Toulouse Judith came to light, an  
exhibition presented the Banca Intesa 
version as either a copy of a lost Cara-
vaggio by Finson, or an original picture 
by Finson in a Caravaggesque style, see 
G. Capitelli, A.E. Denunzio, G. Porzio and 
M.C. Terzaghi, eds: exh. cat. ‘Giuditta  
decapita Oloferne’: Louis Finson inter-
prete di Caravaggio, Naples (Palazzo 
Zevallos Stigliano) 2013.
8 See J. van der Sman in ibid., p.13; P. 

Leone de Castris: ‘Louis Finson: “Giudit-
ta e Oloferne”’, in N. Spinosa, ed.: Il pa-
trimonio artistico del Banco di Napoli, 
Naples 1984, pp.36–38 (attributing this 
alleged copy after Caravaggio to Fin-
son); F. Bologna: L’Incredulità del Cara-
vaggio, Turin 1992, pp.334–36 (doubting 
that the copy is by Finson); see also N. 
Spinosa, ed.: exh. cat. Caravaggio: l’ulti-
mo tempo 1606–10, Naples (Museo di 
Capodimonte) and London (National 
Gallery) 2004–05, pp.166–67, no.26.
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the highly cultivated Matteo di Capua, Principe di Conca (c.1568–1607), 
although not necessarily only from his heirs.9 Gentili states that Frans 
Pourbus, Vincenzo’s Flemish court portraitist, who was also in Naples at 
that time to help track down pictures, ‘has seen in addition some good 
things of Michelangelo Caravaggio which he has done here which will be 
sold’.10 This reference to more than one picture by Caravaggio ‘done here’ 
– in Naples – is elucidated by a further letter to Vincenzo from Pourbus 
himself, dated 25th September 1607, stating that 

I have seen here two very beautiful pictures from the hand of 
M[ichel] Angelo da Caravaggio: one is of a rosary and was done for 
an altarpiece and is 18 palmi high and they do not want less than 
400 ducats for it; the other is a medium-sized picture painted for 
an interior showing half-length figures and it is a Holofernes with 
Judith, and they will not part with it for less than 300 ducats. I 
did not want to make an offer not knowing the wishes of your 
Highness, however they have promised not to dispose of them 
until they are advised of Your Highness’s pleasure.11 

The ‘rosary’, it has long been agreed, is the Madonna of the rosary 
(Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna). The painting is next recorded, 
again together with the Judith and Holofernes, in Amsterdam in 1617, when 
it was in the possession of Louis Finson and a painter friend from Naples, 
Abraham Vinck from Antwerp (c.1575/80–1619), who both also acted as 
art dealers.12 Indeed Vinck is described in a letter from a painter-merchant 
in Naples, Giacomo di Castro, to don Antonio Ruffo of Messina on 22nd 
July 1673 as having been very friendly (‘amicissimo’) with Caravaggio as 
well as with Finson, thereby opening up the possibility that the two 
Flemish artists may even have shared a studio with Caravaggio and 
conceivably have collaborated with him.13 Although the precise sequence 
is unknown, Finson and Vlinck must have taken the paintings north at 
some stage, since Finson’s half-ownership in both works was bequeathed 
by him to Vinck in Amsterdam on 19th September 1617 and the Madonna 
of the rosary was sold soon afterwards by Vinck to the Dominican church 
of St Paul in Antwerp.14 But the trail of the Holofernes with Judith has long 

gone cold. It was seemingly not bought by the Duke of Mantua. Perhaps 
the very high asking price of 300 ducats for a half-length was a deterrent. 
The two pictures that they took north must have been acquired in some 
way by Finson and Vinck themselves, but whether from one or more 
seller, or directly from Caravaggio, is unclear. A Judith by Caravaggio, 
together with a Madonna of the rosary by him, listed in the Paris collection 
of the abbé François Quesnel in 1697, may well have been copies, in 
that they echo the same combination of pictures owned by Finson and 
Vinck and we know that their Madonna of the rosary was by then long 
ensconced in Antwerp.15 

Caravaggio had painted an earlier version of Judith beheading 
Holofernes (Fig.5), for Ottavio Costa, a Genoese banker in Rome, possibly 
c.1602, when a document refers to Caravaggio working for him.16 In his 
biography of Caravaggio, Giovanni Baglione mentions that he painted 
this picture ‘per li Signori Costa’.17 Its more stylish concept and delicate 
technique would seem to exclude it from being done in Naples and it is, 
therefore, extremely unlikely to have been bought by Costa from Naples 
in 1607. Nevertheless, despite very good written evidence of Caravaggio 
having painted a second Judith and Holofernes in Naples, the acid test must 
be both the style and technique of the Toulouse picture, together with 
any other circumstantial factors that may help to reinforce its attribution 
to Caravaggio. 

Analysis of the painting by Claudio Falcucci and others at the 
Laboratorio di restauro della Pinacoteca di Brera and L’Università degli  
Studi di Milano were referred to in the talks at the Brera study day. 
Falcucci later carried out a full diagnostic analysis for the owners. These 
tests confirmed that the Toulouse Judith was an early, very likely seicento, 
painting.18 Noting that all of the pigments are ones used in the seventeenth 
century, Falcucci writes that 

The palette, analysed in a non-invasive fashion by X-ray 
fluoresecence, is composed of cinnabar red and red lakes for the 
curtain and the jets of blood (respectively light and dark) from 
the wound in Holofernes’ neck, lead white used practically pure 
for the sheet, and ochre for the servant’s dress. Judith’s dress, 
which is currently black, contains a copper-based pigment, 
probably azure (apparent when viewing the paint surface with 
a microscope), which would have given the velvet of her dress 
a colour closer to midnight blue rather than the present black, 
which may be a result of the degradation of the pigment. In the 

9 For discussion of the intellectual  
circles in Naples centred around the 
court of Matteo di Capua at the time  
of Caravaggio’s activity there, see,  
most recently, T. Denman: ‘Caravaggio 
in Naples: his practice, influence and  
patronage network’, unpublished PhD 
diss. (University of Reading, 2017). 
10 ‘ha visto ancora qualche cosa di 
buono di Michelangelo Caravaggio  
che ha fatto qui che si venderanno’,  
S. Macioce: Michelangelo Merisi da 
Caravaggio: Fonti e Documenti 1532–
1724, Rome 2003, p.230. ‘qualche 
cosa’ is grammatically singular  
but can be conceptually plural; ‘si 
venderanno’ is definitely plural,  
‘they will be sold’.
11 ‘Ho visto qui doi quadri belliss[i]mi 
di mano di M[ichel] Angelo da 
Caravaggio: l’uno è d’un rosario et 
era fatto per un ancona et è grande 
da 18 palmi et non vogliono manco di 
400 ducati; l’altro è un quadro 
mezzano da camera di mezze figure 

et è un Oliferno con Giudita, et non  
lo dariano a manco di 300 ducati.  
Non ho voluto fare alcuna proferta 
non sapendo l’intentione di V[ostra] 
A[ltezza], me hanno pero promesso  
di non darli via sin tanto che saranno 
avvisati del piacere di V[ostra] 
A[ltezza]., ibid., p.231.
12 Ibid., pp.284 and 296–97.
13 V. Ruffo: ‘Galleria Ruffo nel secolo 
XVII in Messina (con lettere di pittori 
ed altri documenti inediti)’, Bollettino 
d’arte 10 (1916), p.302; W. Prohaska: 
‘Untersuchungen zur Rosenkranz-
madonna Caravaggios’, Jahrbuch der 
Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen in 
Wien 76 (May 1980), pp.111–32; M. 
Cinotti: Michelangelo Merisi detto  
il Caravaggio, Bergamo 1983, p.551. 
The Madonna of the rosary is now 
universally accepted as being solely  
by Caravaggio, but it was once 
speculated that he may have been 
assisted by Finson in the red drapery 
and some of the figures, see W. 

Friedlaender: Caravaggio Studies, 
Princeton 1955, pp.198–202. In more 
recent years its date has been pushed 
back by some scholars to c.1601, see 
W. Prohaska and G. Swoboda: 
Caravaggio und der internationale 
Caravaggismus (Sammlungskataloge 
der Gemäldegalerie: Rom 1), Milan 
2010, pp.71–84. However, most 
writers, including the present author, 
still favour a date of c.1605–07. 
14 Some have speculated that the 
Judith left in the will may have been a 
copy. If so, it leaves open the outside 
possibility that the original had 
remained in Toulouse, where Finson  
is recorded (although only briefly and 
in transit) in the autumn of 1614. For 
Finson’s wanderings through France  
in 1614–15 before he reached 
Amsterdam, probably by 1616, see D. 
Bodart: Louis Finson (Bruges avant 
1580–Amsterdam 1617), Brussels 
1970, pp.17–31. 
15 J.-J. Grouchy: ‘Inventaire des 

tableaux de François Quesnel (1697)’, 
Nouvelles archives de l’art français, 
3rd series, 8, Paris 1892, p.91.
16 G. Papi: Senza più attendere a 
studio e insegnamenti: Scritti su  
Cara-vaggio e l’ambiente 
caravaggesco, Naples 2018, p.13. 
However, the picture has tended to  
be dated earlier, c.1597–98, or, more 
recently, c.1600. For the most recently 
revised proposal of 1600, see C. 
Terzaghi in F. Cappelletti, ed.: exh. cat. 
Caravage à Rome: Amis et Ennemis, 
Paris (Musée Jacquemart-André) 
2018, p.85.
17 G. Baglione: Le vite de’pittori, 
scultori et architetti [. . .], Rome  
1642, p.138.
18 C. Falcucci, available on request 
from Galerie Turquin, Paris. An 
English version (not always identical 
with the translations used here, which 
are by the present author), can be 
found in the sale catalogue mentioned 
at note 1, pp.111–19.

4. Flagellation of Christ, by Caravaggio. c.1607. Oil on canvas, 134 by  
175 cm. (Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen).

5. Judith beheading Holofernes, by Caravaggio. c.1602 or 1598/1600. 
Canvas, 145 by 195 cm. (Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica; Palazzo 
Barberini, Rome).
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same fashion, the cloth sack held by the servant has undergone 
a similar alteration of colour. It is currently brown but must have 
originally been a greenish colour as it contains a green copper-
based pigment (probably Copper Acetate/Verdigris). One also 
notes the presence of shell gold, applied in the decoration of the 
sword hilt.19 

A protective coating on the back of the canvas is consistent with 
ones used in Naples in the early seventeenth century or, alternatively, 
might have been applied in the first half of the nineteenth century 
when the canvas, consisting of two parts sewn together horizontally, 
was relined and put on a new stretcher in France. According to Falcucci, 

The two canvases which, sewn together, constitute the support 
of the painting, have different weaves, as revealed by the 
X-radiograph. However, it did not allow for a more precise 
description of the differing characteristics of the two canvases 
because of a radio-opaque substance on the back of the canvas 
that prevented a clear reading. The substance was either applied 
when the painting was relined, or it may have already been 
present on the original canvas, in which case it would have 
been applied as a way of protecting the canvas while it was 
being prepared by using the same mixture as the ground itself, 
a practice which was widely used in Naples at the beginning of 
the seventeenth century.20 

Generally in excellent condition, apart from some water damage on 
the top right-hand side, which may have very slightly diluted the intensity 
of the red of the tent there, and a few tears and abrasions, the picture was 
only lightly cleaned after its discovery and several areas of discoloured old 
varnish remained.21 However, it was more extensively cleaned at the end 
of 2018 and beginning of 2019, and what was already a highly plausible 
attribution on technical grounds has been strongly reinforced by the 
newly clarified finish, subtleties in the flesh tones and painterly freedom 
of handling. 

The Toulouse Judith and Holofernes draws on Caravaggio’s earlier 
version of the subject but there are also striking differences that produce 
a more intense effect, characteristic of his later production: the pose of 
the writhing victim is very similar, although he is now a slighter (and by 
implication weaker) figure. Judith, meanwhile, has been transformed from 
a youthful and somewhat hesitant widow, able to act only with divine 
assistance, into a heroic mature woman determined, and even vengeful, in 
her pursuit of righteousness as she looks out defiantly at the viewer. The 
mood of the narrative is further transformed by a reorganisation of space. 

The frieze-like foregrounded action of the earlier composition gives way to 
a more complex articulation of perspective, with the three protagonists set 
at different depths and enveloped in a fluctuating chiaroscuro that evokes 
the flickering torchlight in the tent. The process is anchored by bringing 
the elderly maidservant, Abra, into the middle of the composition, now 
in direct rapport with Judith, where her bemused yet supportive gaze 
enhances the dramatic resolve.

Some may think that the painting is too crude for Caravaggio, 
especially with regard to the faces of Holofernes and Abra, and Abra’s 
doubly swollen thyroid gland. Indeed, the splayed pink highlights around 
Holofernes’s eyes (Fig.8) and the packed wrinkles on Abra’s face (Fig.9), 
to which we shall return, may require explanation, although they are far 
less obtrusive now that the picture has been cleaned. But it is also possible 
to argue that these criticisms perpetuate an overly aestheticised view of 
the artist – and also an overly familiar one. Indeed, if the controversial 
attribution of The toothpuller (Fig.7) is accepted, as several scholars now 
have done,22 it could be argued that the late Caravaggio was by no means 
averse to grotesquery and caricature. One might also refer to earlier 
works, including the arguably more grotesque head of Abra in the Palazzo 
Barberini version of Judith and Holofernes. Furthermore, The toothpuller 

19 ‘La tavolozza, indagata 
principalmente in modo non distruttivo 
mediante l’analisi di fluorescenza dei 
raggi X, è costituita da cinabro e 
lacche rosse per la tenda e per gli 
schizzi di sangue (rispettivamente 
chiari e scuri) che sgorgano dalla ferita 
del collo di Oloferne, bianco di piombo 
pressoché puro per il bianco del 
lenzuolo, ocra per il manto della 
vecchia. La veste di Giuditta, 
attualmente nera, contiene un 
pigmento a base di rame, 
verosimilmente azzurro (a giudicare 
dall’osservazione microscopica della 
superficie), che doveva conferire al 
velluto una tonalità blu scura piuttosto 
che del colore attuale, forse frutto 
dell’alterazione del pigmento. 

Alterazioni dei materiali pittorici 
devono aver interessato anche il  
sacco tenuto in mano della vecchia  
che, attualmente bruno, doveva in 
origine essere di colore verdastro, 
essendo dipinto con un pigmento  
verde a base di rame, verosimilmente 
del tipo dell’aceto di rame. Si segna 
inoltre la presenza di oro, utilizzato  
in conchiglia per la decorazione 
dell’elsa della spada’, ibid. n.p. 
20  ‘Le due tele che, cucite assieme, 
costituiscono il supporto del dipinto, 
presentano tramatura differente, 
come evidenziato dall’indagine radio-
grafica. Non ha permesso di definire 
completamente le loro caratteristiche, 
a causa dell’interferenza. Quest’ultima 
causata dall’applicazione, sul retro del 

6. Detail of Fig.3, showing the bedcurtain.
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has other telling analogies with the Toulouse Judith and Holofernes, in 
its organisation of space and chiaroscuro and in the fact that it, too, is 
confirmed as an original Caravaggio in an early Medici inventory of 1637.23

Caravaggio’s imperatives, after all, were realism and drama, however 
arrived at, even if, in his later years on the road, he would sometimes 
achieve this through inventive reformulations of his earlier designs. 
Furthermore, it is difficult to argue that the concentrated intensity 
and technical confidence of the Toulouse Judith are incompatible with 
his authorship. Its vigorous brushwork, especially evident in the long 
red strokes on the left-hand side of the tent (Fig.6), is very much in 
keeping with his rapid and spontaneous mature technique, as are the 
execution of the bed sheet and the various hands of the figures. The 
beautiful figure of Judith is wholly characteristic of Caravaggio and 
the naked, fluidly and subtly painted body of Holofernes is realised 
with his customary economy of means. Certainly there is little evidence 
in the picture of the style and handling of Finson, whose figures the 
Provençal polymath Nicolas-Claude de Peiresc described in 1614 as ‘rigid 
and heavy’.24 The Banca Intesa copy can most probably be attributed to 
Finson, not least by comparison with his Four elements of c.1611 (Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston).25

Scientific analysis supplements the evidence of the eye to confirm 
that the technique in many passages of the Toulouse picture is consistent 
with that of Caravaggio.26 X-radiography (Figs.10 and 12), macro-
photography, infra-red reflectography (hereafter IRR; Fig.13), ultra-violet 
photography and X-ray fluorescence reveal both underdrawing with the 
brush (abbozzo) and a number of incised lines, both of which are consistent 
with Caravaggio’s established pictorial processes.27 There are also some 

striking pentimenti that are not tied to contours, thereby suggesting that 
the picture is not a copy of a prototype (the deployment of pentimenti 
around the edges of figures can sometimes indicate the hesitancy of a 
copyist).28 Inter alia, the X-radiographs indicate significant reworking of 
the faces of both Judith and Abra. Furthermore, IRR shows traces of brush 
drawing on the imprimatur, which defines the contours of the faces of both 
Judith and Abra (Fig.11). In the case of Abra, other lines also indicate the 
first drawn positions and forms of the nose, eyes and mouth, joining up 
to completely define the physiognomy.29 This is especially interesting in 
that it tells us that the basic type and concetto had been fully intended 
by the artist and that the geometric pattern of the wrinkles on the final 
surface – a detail that that has caused most doubt about the attribution 
to Caravaggio – do not undermine the notion that the pose and type 
of Abra were part of the painting’s original conception. Since the latest 
cleaning these wrinkles are much less graphic than they appeared in 
earlier photographs; they are thicker and more painterly, suggesting 
roughened skin. In addition, Falcucci’s analysis of the IRR image shows 
that in the face of Abra, instead of using the ground as a middle tone 
and then painting in the highlights (a technique used by Caravaggio in 
his mature works and also evident throughout the rest of this picture), 
the artist has applied glazes over the ground and also over some already 
executed highlights, before adding (or reinforcing) the highlights of the 
wrinkles with additional strokes. Falcucci concludes that 

supporto, di un materiale radiopaco 
che limita la leggibilità del intreccio del 
filato. Tale materiale potrebbe essere 
tanto stato applicato durante 
l’intervento di reintelo, quanto 
imputabile ad una stesura di 
protezione del retro della tela 
originale, eseguita al momento della 
preparazione e con lo stesso impasto 
utilizzato per questa, secondo una 
prassi molto diffusa a Napoli nel  
primo Seicento’, ibid.
21 Information from Eric Turquin 2017.
22 See M. Gregori: exh. cat. 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. 
Come nascono I Capolavori, Florence 
(Palazzo Pitti) and Rome (Palazzo 
Ruspoli) 1991–92, pp.328–47, no.21; 
idem, in G. Papi, ed.: exh. cat. 

Caravaggio e caravaggeschi a Firenze, 
Florence (Galleria degli Uffizi and 
Palazzo Pitti) 2010, pp.122–25, no.8; K. 
Christiansen in A. Bayer, ed.: exh. cat. 
Pittori della realtà/Painters of Reality: 
the Legacy of Leonardo and 
Caravaggio in Lombardy, Cremona 
(Museo Civico) and New York 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art) 2004, 
pp.175–76, no.68; G. Papi, ed.: exh. cat. 
Gherardo delle Notti: quadri 
bizzarrissimi e cene allegre, Florence 
(Galleri degli Uffizi) 2015, pp.130–31;  
J.P. Marandel, in idem, ed.: exh. cat. 
Caravaggio and his Legacy, Los 
Angeles (County Museum of Art) and 
Hartford (Wadsworth Atheneum) 2012–
13, pp.44–45; and G.J. van der Sman in 
idem, ed.: exh. cat. Caravaggio and the 

Painters of the North, Madrid (Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza) 2016, pp.184–85, 
no.47 (although tentatively). For the 
present author’s proposal that it may 
date from Caravaggio’s time in Malta in 
1607–08, see J. Gash: ‘Caravaggio’s 
Maltese inspiration’, Melita Historica 
12, no.3 (1998), pp.253–66.
23 See Gregori, op. cit. (note 22), 
pp.328–29.
24 E. Larsen: Seventeenth Century 
Flemish Painting, Freren 1985, p.260;  
G. Capitell: ‘Louis Finson’, in A. Zuccari, 
ed.: I Caravaggeschi. Percorsi e 
protagonisti, Milan 2010, II, p.377.
25 The present author is indebted to 
Keith Christiansen for this convincing 
comparison.
26 For Caravaggio’s pictorial techniques 

and processes see, most recently,  
R. Vodret, ed.: exh. cat. Dentro 
Caravaggio, Milan (Palazzo Reale) 
2017, reviewed by the present author 
in this Magazine, 159 (2017), pp.1015– 
16; and R. Vodret, ed.: Caravaggio’s 
Works in Rome: Technique and Style, 
Milan 2016.
27 Incisions are visible on close 
inspection of the surface, for example, 
on the back of Judith’s left hand and 
underneath her left eyebrow, while a 
longer one is revealed by the 
X-radiograph along the upper profile  
of Holofernes’s right arm.
28 See notes 34, 38 and 42 below. 
29 Some of these abbozzo lines are  
in red, a colour favoured by Caravaggio 
for this process in other paintings.

7. The toothpuller, by Caravaggio. 1608–10. Oil on canvas, 140 by 195 cm. 
(Palazzo Pitti, Florence; Bridgeman Images).

8. Detail of Fig.3, showing Holofernes’s head. 

GASH_Judith.indd   723 16/08/2019   15:24



Caravaggio’s other ‘Judith and Holofernes’

the burlington magazine | 161 | september 2019724

GASH_Judith.indd   724 16/08/2019   15:28



Caravaggio’s other ‘Judith and Holofernes’

the burlington magazine | 161 | september 2019 725

a combination of expressive and aesthetic reasons.34 It has not so far been 
noted, however, that Abra’s eyes in the original brush drawing may in fact 
strengthen the case for Caravaggio’s authorship of the Toulouse picture, 
since this larger scale for the abbozzo of the eyes is also present in the 
case of the eyes of Goliath in Caravaggio’s David with the head of Goliath 
(c.1601–03) in the Museo Nacional del Prado (Fig.14).35 This may simply 
be indicative of Caravaggio’s painting procedures, working rapidly from 
broader to more precise, or a sign of his changing thought process as he 
developed a subject.

One aspect of the relationship between the Toulouse and Banca Intesa 
versions that was posited at the Brera study day needs to be qualified. 
In Christiansen’s resumé of Vodret’s and Falcucci’s talks it was stated 
that X-radiographs suggested that the Banca Intesa painter was aware 
of two, subsequently modified, features underneath the final surface of 
the Toulouse canvas, thereby implying that his copy was made in the 
same workshop simultaneously with the creation of the Toulouse picture. 
These features are Abra’s initially larger eyes, as described above, and the 
claim that Judith’s gaze was originally directed towards Holofernes rather 

These observations, coupled with the fact that during the taking 
of the sample, the fragment came apart along the line separating 
the initial paint layer from the final paint layer that corresponds 
to the wrinkle (thus demonstrating a lack of cohesion between 
the two paint layers) could support the hypothesis that the face 
of the servant was modified. It is probable that the wrinkles 
were not there originally, for in the X-radiograph we see a face 
characterised by the bulging eyes brought on by hyperthyroidism 
and a primal and disturbing expression, later changed to depict 
a wrinkled old woman.30 

Whether such procedures indicate the intervention of another hand, 
either assisting Caravaggio at the time of painting, or subsequently 
reinforcing or completing a slightly unfinished, or damaged, picture, is 
the key question. However, it is also possible that Caravaggio merely held 
this area in reserve, to paint at the end. 

In this discussion a point made by Keith Christiansen needs to be 
borne in mind: the fact that the pommel of Judith’s sword (Fig.15) is 
decorated with oro di conchiglia (powdered gold derived from gold leaf ), 
as confirmed by Falcucci in his most recent report, would indicate that 
the work was fully finished, since shell gold would usually have been 
applied only on completion of a work.31 Caravaggio had used this opulent 
material once before, on the Victorious cupid (Gemäldegalerie, Berlin), 
painted for Vincenzo Giustiniani, and would soon use it again, on the 
Sleeping cupid painted for Francesco dell’Antella in Malta (Palazzo Pitti, 
Florence). One might add that on the hilt of the sword in the Banca 
Intesa version a yellowish pigment, giallorino (giallo di piombo e stagno), 
is deployed instead, illustrating the qualitative gulf between the two 
versions.32 Furthermore, when the Toulouse painting was taken out into 
the Brera courtyard at the end of the study day, Abra’s wrinkles looked 
relatively unobtrusive under natural light, and more constructional, 
as has been made even more apparent by the recent cleaning. That 
cleaning has also shown the colour of Abra’s face to be far more in 
keeping with Caravaggio than it appears in several of the photographs, 
which are misleading.

Another technical peculiarity is that the Toulouse and Banca 
Intesa versions come from comparable bales of canvas, made up of two 
differently textured parts sewn horizontally at the level of Holofernes’ 
left ear, raising the possibility that they emanate from the same studio, 
or at least time and place.33 The bulging eyes visible in the X-radiographs 
of the Toulouse version were subsequently toned down, presumably for 

30 ‘Queste osservazione, associate 
al fatto che durante le operazioni di 
campionamento il frammento si sia 
sfaldato proprio in corrispondenza 
della linea di separazione tra 
l’incarnato chiaro di base e la 
pennellata della ruga (a dimostrare 
una scarsa coesione tra questi due 
strati), potrebbero avvalorare 
l’ipotesi di un rimaneggiamento 

dell’incarnato del volto della serva, 
forse originariamente privo delle 
rughe e con gli occhi da ipertiroidea 
mostrati dalla radiografia, poi 
modificato per caratterizzarlo come 
quello di una vecchia, ma senza più il 
primitivo e inquietante aspetto dello 
sguardo’, Falcucci, op. cit. (note 18).
31 Christiansen, op. cit. (note 6). 
32 See C. Falcucci and C. Maura:  

‘Le indagini diagnostiche’, in Capitelli  
et al., op. cit. (note 7), p.77.
33 See note 20 above.
34 ‘La modifica più evidente, per la 
serva, è comunque quella individuata 
in radiografia e relativa agli occhi, 
originariamente sbarrati e quasi 
fuori dalle orbite, perfettamente 
coerenti con la malattia tiroidea  
che si manifesta nel gozzo, ma che 

nella redazione oggi visibile  
lasciano spazio ad un più 
rassicurante sguardo indirizzato 
verso Giuditta’, Falcucci, op. cit.  
(note 18). See also note 30 above.
35 The X-radiograph of Goliath’s 
head is illustrated in M. Gregori: 
Come dipingeva il Caravaggio.  
Atti della Giornata di Studio,  
Milan 1996, p.137.

9. Detail of Fig.3, showing the faces of Abra and Judith. 

10. X-radiograph of Fig.3, showing the faces of Abra and Judith. 

11. Infra-red reflectogram of Fig.3, showing the faces of Abra and Judith. 

12. X-radiograph of Fig.3. 

13. Infra-red reflectogram of Fig.3. 

14. X-radiograph showing the head of Goliath in David with the head of 
Goliath, by Caravaggio, 1601/03. Oil on canvas, 110.4 by 91.3 cm. (Museo 
Nacional del Prado, Madrid).
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than the viewer, as in Caravaggio’s earlier version of the subject. In fact, 
however, there is no X-radiograph of the Banca Intesa version,36 and the 
IRR image of it shows no sign of Abra’s eyes having been significantly 
larger or of Judith’s gaze having ever been configured other than in its 
current direction, towards the viewer.37 It is only when we consider the 
X-radiograph and the IRR image of the Toulouse canvas that we can see 
what Falcucci means in his recent report about the gaze originally having 
been conceived as glancing towards Holofernes, for there is an indication 
that the pupils of both Judith’s eyes may have at first been placed more to 
the left as we view the picture, while the reworking of her face evident in 
the X-radiograph may possibly indicate that it was originally conceived 
in profile rather than three-quarter view. Falcucci writes that, 

The figure of Judith too has undergone numerous changes of 
mind, in the face as well as in the costume. She was initially 
depicted looking towards Holofernes but she now looks out 
towards the viewer, and her expression must have appeared 
more intent on the act of violence as indicated by the infra-
red reflectography, which shows her half-closed eyes with 
pupils directed downwards and to the right, more visible in the 
X-radiograph of the eyes. Her left sleeve, currently fastened at 
her cuff, was originally opened almost all the way up the forearm, 
and leaving visible, half-way up it, a circular element – a bracelet? 
– subsequently in part redeployed to create a fold of the sleeve.38 

15. Detail of Fig.3, showing the pommel of Judith’s sword.

16. Detail of Beheading of St John the Baptist, by Caravaggio, 
showing the executioner’s face. 1608. Oil on canvas, 520 by 360 cm. 
(Oratory of Saint John’s co-cathedral, Valletta; Bridgeman Images). 

17. Detail of St Francis in meditation, by Caravaggio. c.1607–09. 
Oil on canvas, 128 by 90 cm. (Museo Civico Ala Ponzone, Cremona; 
Bridgeman Images).
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36 Information kindly supplied by 
Antonio Ernesto Denunzio.
37 The infra-red reflectogram is 
illustrated in Capitelli et. al., op. cit. 
(note 7), p.78.
38 ‘Anche la figura di Giuditta ha 
subito numerosi ripensamenti, tanto  

nel volto quanto nell’abbigliamento:  
lo sguardo, ora indirizzato verso lo 
spettatore, era originariamente diretto 
verso Oloferne e l’espressione della 
donna doveva apparire più concentrata 
nell’azione, come suggeriscono gli occhi 
socchiusi mostrati dalla riflettografia 

IR e le originarie pupille, più in basso  
e a destra delle attuali, rilevate dalla 
radiografia; la manica sinistra, ora 
stretta fino al polsino, viene mostrata 
dalla riflettografia come aperta per 
quasi tutto l’avambraccio e a lasciare 
scoperto, a metà di questo, un 

elemento circolare – forse un bracciale 
– succesivamente in parte riutilizzato 
per definire una piega del tessuto’, 
Falcucci, op. cit. (note 18).
39 I am grateful to Michael de Swiet 
for discussing these medical points 
with me. 

It is not clear, however, whether the positioning of the head and placing 
of the pupils was part of a real primo pensiero about direction or merely 
a sign of the rapidity of the first abbozzo. Either way, these indicators of 
revision point decisively towards the Banca Intesa version being a copy 
and the Toulouse painting an original creation. 

Stylistically the Toulouse Judith has a great deal in common with 
works done by Caravaggio throughout his career, but especially during his 
time in Naples and Malta (1606–08). If at first glance the face of Judith 
might seem a more mature version of St Catherine of Alexandria (1597–98; 
Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid), perhaps pointing to an aesthetic 
preference as regards female beauty (and Judith’s face was extremely 
beautiful according to the book of Judith), there are more correspondences 
of composition, handling and morphology with these later paintings. It 
is difficult to believe that the expressive face of Abra, with her toothless 
mouth that anticipates the Portrait of a knight of Malta (Antonio Martelli) (1608; 
Palazzo Pitti, Florence), was not conceived and executed by Caravaggio 
himself, as the technical evidence discussed above would suggest. 

18. Detail of Fig.3, showing the sheet. 

19. Detail of Fig.3, showing Abra’s tassel and hand.

20. Detail of Fig.4, showing Christ’s loincloth.

Although some find Abra’s double goitre in the Toulouse picture 
excessively histrionic, one must bear in mind that goitre was common 
in the mountains round Naples. This very large type of goitre is most 
likely due to iodine deficiency in the water and food chain, leading to 
mixoedema or under-active thyroid, which, as one of its other side effects 
produces a waxy roughening and puffiness of the skin, which could here 
be reflected in the swollen wrinkles on Abra’s face. On the other hand, 
the larger eyes evident in the X-radiograph, if not merely reflective of 
Caravaggio’s working procedures, could hint at initial hyperthyroidism 
(over-active thyroid), which, as is often the case, has metamorphosed 
into the hypothyroidism (under-active thyroid) characterised here by 
goitre, which occasionally also manifests in bulging eyeballs, although 
less frequently than with currently active hyperthyroidism.39 Caravaggio 
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had painted a single goitre on the old woman in the Crucifixion of St 
Andrew (1607; Cleveland Museum of Art), and perhaps here he wanted 
polemically to push the realism one stage further, but one should not 
minimise the importance for him of painting directly from the model. 

The final appearance of Abra’s face is susceptible to differing 
interpretations. There is a fair amount of paint loss, especially around 
the nose, so it is possible that the surface has been degraded in other ways 
too. One might also note that such lengthy wrinkles are in evidence on 
the brow of the executioner in the Beheading of St John the Baptist, painted 
in Malta (Fig.16), and in a similar, painterly form on the saint’s brow in St 
Francis in meditation (Fig.17), which the present author believes to be a late 
work of c.1607–09. As for the slightly orange appearance of Abra’s face, 
this may well have been due to the use of a different binder, or a difference 
in balance between binder and pigment in the finally applied layers, as 
Falcucci proposes in his report. If that final execution was by Caravaggio 

himself, could this more luminous colour have also been his means of 
building up the golden tones of her face on the surface layer, perhaps as 
a way of indicating the implied reflections of torchlight in the tent on a 
figure emerging from the shadows? The artist has certainly used various 
tonal ploys to heighten the chiaroscuro. Different registers of lighting are 
implied, especially in the figure of Judith and her surrounding area, which 
are more subtly yet precisely contrasted, as if she is under a direct heavenly 
light source against the shadowed tent, adding to a stronger sense of three-
dimensionality on the right-hand side of the picture. Furthermore the 
different tonalities of the flesh tones of the three figures are probably 
intended to convey their respective distances from the light sources.

Despite the scepticism of some, the present author’s reading of the 
surface technique of the picture and of its style ties it very closely to 
works that Caravaggio executed between his last year in Rome (1605–06) 
and his stay in Malta in 1607–08. It was therefore probably painted in 
Naples between September 1606 and July 1607, a thesis that aligns with 
the documentary evidence. Nevertheless, given elements of continuity 
typical of the approach of all artists, it is not surprising to discern here 
interesting reformulations of ideas from his earlier inventions – as when 
he ingeniously hooks the boldly brushed red drape behind Judith over the 
branch of a tree, at top right, to indicate an improvised tent, just as he had 
sketched in trees in the background of the Taking of Christ (1602–03; on 
loan to the National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin); or in the marvellously 
exuberant Baroque knot on the curtain on the left, an inflated version of 
the eloquent knot on the drapery in the brooding picture of St John the 
Baptist in Kansas City – a brooding not totally divorced from Judith’s in 
the Toulouse canvas. Even the economical arcs used to describe Judith’s 
breasts echo, in their provocative precision, those of the forward-leaning 
Virgin Mary in the Madonna dei Palafrenieri (1605–06; Borghese Gallery, 
Rome). The way in which Judith’s left ear is thickly painted in deep pink 
and half-covered by hair is also typical of Caravaggio, as in the right ear 
of the screaming acolyte in the Martyrdom of St Matthew in the Contarelli 
Chapel, S. Luigi dei Francesi, Rome (1599–1600). 

Among the coeval Neapolitan and Maltese-period pictures the lateral 
movement across the picture from right to left has affinities with the version 
of the Flagellation in the Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen, as does the richly 
worked texture of the bed sheet (Fig.18), which is close to that of Christ’s 
loincloth in the Flagellation (Fig.20). This was especially evident when 
the two works were seen together at the Louvre colloquium in 2017. And 
although there have been disagreements about the date of the Flagellation, 
the likelihood that it was painted in Caravaggio’s first Neapolitan period 
is enhanced by the clear, although free, derivation from it of Fabrizio 
Santafede’s Flagellation, versions of which exist in a Neapolitan private 
collection and in the Villa Paino, Palermo.40 The way the highlight on 
Christ’s eye in the Flagellation is executed is another feature consistent 
with the ocular highlights in the Toulouse painting. Two further details 
underscore the proximity of the two pictures: the handling of the colour 
of Judith’s and Christ’s lower lips and the black spaces above them and the 
similiarity of the frayed cotton threads that terminate the tassel on Abra’s 
left collar (Fig.19) and the frayed threads that balloon out of the right-hand 
torturer’s right shoulder in the Rouen Flagellation. 

The figure of Christ in Caravaggio’s other Flagellation, more certainly 
painted in Naples, has distinct similarities with the shoulder and upper 
right arm of Holofernes in the comparable features of Christ (Figs.22 

40 F. Bologna: exh. cat. Battistello 
Caracciolo e il Primo Naturalismo  
a Napoli, Naples (Castel Sant’Elmo 
and Certosa di S. Martino) 1991,  
fig.4, p.19.

41 I am grateful to Keith 
Christiansen for this suggestion.
42 ‘Di Oloferne viene modificata 
anche l’espressione del viso,  
resa più cupa mediante 

l’allungamento dei sopracciglio 
sinistro verso il naso e il leggero 
ampliamento del naso, che, 
nascondendo parte del profilo  
destro del volto, rende quest’ultimo 

più contratto’, Falcucci, op. cit.  
(note 18). 
43 For the Naples argument,  
see V. Pacelli: L’ultimo Caravaggio, 
Todi 1994, pp.59–60.

21. Grand Master Alof de Wignacourt with his page, by Caravaggio. 
Probably 1607. Oil on canvas, 194 by 134 cm. (Musée du Louvre, Paris; 
Bridgeman Images).
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and 23).41 In addition, the depiction of Judith is comparable to the way in 
which the page boy in the portrait of Grand Master Alof de Wignacourt 
(Fig.21), painted in Malta maybe only months after the Judith, looks out 
at the viewer, the set of his nose and head also of a kind. The ugly figure 
of Holofernes may at first glance raise some questions, but the technical 
analysis of the X-radiograph shows that it was rapidly and instinctively 
realised, with readjustments and compressions to the foreshortening 
(Fig.24). In Falcucci’s words, the ‘expression on Holofernes’s face has 
also been modified, rendered more sombre by the extension of the left 
eyebrow towards the nose; and the slight enlargement of the nose, which 
conceals a part of the right-hand profile of the face, contracts the face even 
further’.42 The broad sweep of the modelling on the cheek has affinities 
with that on the face of the right-hand torturer in the Crowning with thorns 
in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, which was either painted for 

Vincenzo Giustiniani between 1603 and 1605 in Rome or painted in Naples 
and subsequently acquired by him.43 Even the roughly simplified forms of 
the brushwork rising between Holofernes’s eyes are a bolder, and much 
freer, variant on the treatment of St Peter’s face in the Crucifixion of St Peter 
in the Cerasi Chapel, S. Maria del Popolo, Rome (1601–04).

22. Detail of Fig.3, showing the arms and upper body of Holofernes.

23. Detail of Flagellation of Christ, by Caravaggio. 1607. Oil on canvas, 
286 by 213 cm. (S. Domenico Maggiore, Naples, on loan to the Museo  
di Capodimonte, Naples).

24. X-radiograph of the face of Holofernes in the painting illustrated  
in Fig.1, realigned vertically.

25. David with the head of Goliath, by Caravaggio. c.1606–07. Oil on 
poplar wood, 90.5 by 116.5 cm. (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna; 
Bridgeman Images).
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The ungainly musculature of Holofernes’s right shoulder and arm 
and the thickly applied highlights on his teeth are very close to another 
of Caravaggio’s probable Neapolitan works, David with the head of Goliath 
(Fig.25), now generally thought to have been painted in 1606–07, although 
perhaps acquired by the Count of Villa Mediana after he became Viceroy 
in 1609. The David is, interestingly, painted on panel over a late sixteenth-
century composition of Mars, Venus and Cupid, probably by a northern 
painter, thereby possibly reinforcing Caravaggio’s links with northern 
European artists in Naples, such as Finson and Vinck.44 The deep shadows 
that eat into the bodily form are also comparable with a painting of 
uncertain date, although nowadays most usually linked with Caravaggio’s 
first Neapolitan period, the recently cleaned Salome with the head of St John 
the Baptist (Fig.29).45 This has an unusual technical feature, a squiggly 
black line above the upper lip of Salome, which finds its equivalent in a 
comparable line between the lips of Judith in the Toulouse picture. In the 
way they are executed, with the colour brushed in smoothly but freely 
over only the upper part of her lower lip, Judith’s lips also offer a close 
technical parallel with those of Pero giving suck to her father in the Seven 
works of mercy, which was finished by January 1607 (Fig.28).46 The highlights 
on the nails of several of the figures in that picture, thickly brushed, are 
also like those on Holofernes, just as the calligraphically realised lace 
cuff of Judith (Fig.26) recalls St Martin’s cuff and, especially, collar in 
the Seven works (Fig.27), and the freely constructed diagonal downwards 
folds of Abra’s white scarf replicate those of the priest’s surplice in the 
latter painting. Perhaps even more decisive for attributing the Toulouse 

26. Right Detail of Fig.3, showing Judith’s cuff. 

27. Detail of Seven works of mercy, by Caravaggio, showing Samson 
drinking from the jawbone of an ass and, far right, St Martin. 1606–07. 
Oil on canvas, 390 by 260 cm. (Pio Monte della Misericordia, Naples; 
Bridgeman Images).

28. Detail of Seven works of mercy, by Caravaggio, showing Pero suckling 
her father. 1606–07. Oil on canvas, 390 by 260 cm. (Pio Monte della 
Misericordia, Naples; Bridgeman Images).

Judith to Caravaggio are the close analogies between the roughly applied 
highlights rising between the eyes of the figure of Samson drinking from 
an ass’s jawbone in the Seven works (Fig.27) and the previously mentioned 
ones on the head of Holofernes. Clearly Caravaggio at this moment in his 
development was propelled by an unprecedented freedom of technique. 

A certain lack of compositional fluency in the Toulouse Judith might 
provoke doubt, but in fact such a quality of frozen action was recognised 
by Giulio Mancini even in Caravaggio’s Roman canvases,47 while a shift 
from the narrative to the emblematic is especially characteristic of his later 
works. It arguably underpins the tableau-vivant quality of much of his art, 
but is brought to a new pitch of concentration in these late paintings, not 
least in his last recorded one, The martyrdom of St Ursula (1610; Banca Intesa 
Sanpaolo, Naples), in which all superfluous detail is eliminated as the Hun 
king fires his arrow into Ursula’s breast at point-blank range.
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This more pungent distillation of iconography, with its quality of 
re-enactment, was doubtless the product of Caravaggio’s increasing 
introspection and experience, but it may also have been encouraged by the 
intellectual circles that he frequented in Naples, centred around Giovan 
Battista Manso and Manso’s chief benefactor and protector, Matteo di 
Capua, Principe di Conca.48 The Prince of Conca died on 29th April 
1607 and it was the subsequent sale of parts of his art collection that 
prompted the visit to Naples of Ottavio Gentili and Frans Pourbus in 
September of that year to assess the available works. It therefore does not 
seem unreasonable to surmise that the Judith, although not so obviously 
the Madonna of the rosary,49 may have been a recent commission for that 
same prince. His death would be the neatest possible explanation of its 
intended sale so soon after execution. 

There are, however, several imponderables to navigate. Caravaggio 
was already in Malta by 14th July 1607, only two and a half months after 
Matteo di Capua’s death, and if he was working on the picture for him 
but had not yet finished it, did he complete it, or not, in those months 
and then leave it with Finson and Vinck to sell on his behalf, or did he 
sell it to them, or make a gift of it for unknown reasons of friendship? 
And why is Judith garbed in her widow’s weeds rather than the seductive 
attire that the Book of Judith says that she donned in order to captivate 
Holofernes and save her nation? Since her outfit is actually midnight 
blue rather than pure black and the décolleté is suitably suggestive, we 
are probably dealing with Caravaggio’s emblematic way of compressing an 
entire narrative into a single scene, always a challenge for history painters. 
The presence of the maidservant within the space of the picture (as also 
in Caravaggio’s earlier version of the subject), even though in the Book of 
Judith she is outside the tent at the moment of decapitation, is another 
instance of this need.

Could the picture have been commissioned by a female patron 
intent on apostrophising her virtue? If so, it is possible that the extremely 
determined, arguably malevolent, expression on Judith’s face was thought 
undesirable. It could equally have been a more or less conscious reversion 
on the part of artist or (a possibly male) patron or both to the misogyny 
of certain sixteenth-century renderings of the story. Or are we simply 
encountering the interplay of Caravaggio’s more or less conscious 
psychological demons? If the picture was not quite finished when 
Caravaggio sailed for Malta on 12th July, did Finson or Vinck or both add 
the finishing touches to Abra’s face? Or – as seems more probable – did 
Caravaggio himself finish it in a hurry, as the lack of detail on Judith’s 
lower skirts might imply?

In favour of Caravaggio’s authorship of the entire composition are the 
power of the invention and the fluency of the execution, fully apparent 
after the recent restoration. The beautifully expressive old face of Abra, 
in empathetic counterpoint with that of Judith, is more potent than her 
caricatured cousin in the earlier version and has become the pivot of the 
composition. Caravaggio was always, but increasingly, a masterly evoker 
of character. The conception of the two contiguous female heads, old 
and young, so close in feeling to those in the Madrid Salome, must surely 

stem from his mind. It is inevitable that we have become habituated to a 
set of canonised Caravaggio images, but that familiarity does not mean 
that his restless imagination was limited by our preconceptions. Who, 
for example, would have easily accepted the ‘Mannerist’ Annunciation 
(Musée des beaux-arts de Nancy), probably painted in Malta in 1608,50 
were it not for Georges Pariset’s discovery of some documents in the late 
1940s and the subsequent only very gradual acclimatisation of scholars 
to its distinctive, though now sadly damaged, virtues? Indeed, one of the 
Annunciation’s most striking compositional features, the way in which 
the angel bursts forward out of the pictorial space on the upper left, finds 
a precise analogue in the boldly protruding knot in the corresponding 
position on Holofernes’s tent.

That the commission was a prestigious one is confirmed by its 
high price (300 ducats) and large size for a cabinet picture (144 by 173.5 
centimetres). The latter puts it on a par with two works from around the 
same date, the Supper at Emmaus in the Brera, Milan (141 by 175 centimetres), 
and the Rouen Flagellation (134.5 by 175.4 centimetres), and in direct line of 
descent from the great Roman commissions by the banker Ottavio Costa, 
St John the Baptist in Kansas City (173.35 by 132.08 centimetres) and the first 
version of Judith and Holofernes (145 by 195 centimetres). The fact that the 
Toulouse picture is substantially different in conception from the latter, 
although also organically dependent on it, testifies also to Caravaggio’s 
constant refusal to be content with merely copying his own work. If the 
newly discovered Judith and Holofernes is not by him, it must be the work 
of some hitherto unknown master of identical skill and sensibility. 

44 See Prohaska and Swoboda, op. cit. 
(note 13), pp.94–98. 
45 See M.C. Terzaghi in G. Redin, ed.: 
exh. cat. De Caravaggio a Bernini: 
Obras Maestras del Seicento Italiano 
en Las Colecciones Reales, Madrid 
(Palacio Real) 2016, pp.122–29.
46 However, as if to stress elements 
of continuity as well as change in 
Caravaggio’s art, the lower lip of Judith 
is also very close in its pictorial 
technique to that of Mary Magdalene  

in the Conversion of the Magdalene 
(c.1599/1602; Detroit Institute of Arts).
47 G. Mancini: Considerazioni sulla 
Pittura (c.1619/20), ed. L. Salerno and 
A. Marucchi, Rome 1956, I, pp.108–09.
48 See note 9 above.
49 It seems likely that the Madonna  
of the rosary was intended for a 
Neapolitan chapel, but which one, and 
the reasons for it not being installed, 
remain to be ascertained. The idea 
that the donor in the picture may be 

the Count of Benavente, Spanish 
Viceroy of Naples at the time, was 
proposed by J. Brown: ‘A new 
identification of the donor in 
Caravaggio’s “Madonna of the rosary”’, 
Paragone. Arte 35, no.407 (1984), 
pp.15–21. This was accepted but taken 
further by Antonio Denunzio, who 
argued that the Viceroy’s precarious 
financial circumstances might have led 
him to dispose of the work, conceivably 
together with the Judith and 

Holofernes: A.E. Denunzio in Capitelli 
et al., op. cit. (note 7), p.46. For the 
disputed date of the Madonna of the 
rosary, see note 13 above.
50 For the probable date of the 
Annunciation, see J. Gash: ‘Le 
Caravage et la Lorraine’, in C. Stoullig, 
ed.: exh. cat. L’Annonciation du 
Caravage: La restauration d’un chef-
d’oeuvre du musée des beaux-arts de 
Nancy, Nancy (Musée des beaux-arts) 
2010, pp.14–26.

29. Salome with the head of St John the Baptist, by Caravaggio. 
c.1607. Oil on canvas, 116 by 140 cm. (Palacio Real, Madrid;  
© Patrimonio Nacional).
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