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PROVENANCE 

probably collection of Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor (1552–1612), Prague;

probably thence by descent to Ferdinand III, Holy Roman Emperor (1608–1657), Prague;

probably seized for the Swedish Crown in 1648;

Collection of Christina, Queen of Sweden (1626–1689), Stockholm, later Antwerp (1653-6)  
and Rome, until 1689;

Collection of Cardinal Decio Azzolino (1623–1689), Rome;

by descent to his nephew, Marchese Pompeo Azzolino (1654–1706), Rome;

sold to Don Livio Odescalchi, Duke of Bracciano (1652–1713), Rome, in 1697;

by inheritance to his nephews, Marchese Baldassare Erba Odescalchi (1683–1746); 

sold to Pierre Crozat (1665–1740) on behalf of Philippe II, Duke of Orléans (1674–1723), Paris, in 1721;

by descent within the House of Orléans to Louis-Philippe-Joseph, Duke of Orléans (1747–1793),  
Palais Royal, Paris;

from whom acquired by Viscount Joseph Édouard Sébastien de Walckiers de Tronchiennes  
(1758–1837), on behalf of his cousin François Louis Jean-Joseph, Marquis of Laborde de Méréville 
(1761–1801), who exported the painting to London in July 1792;

acquired by Michael Bryant on behalf of a syndicate of three noblemen – Francis, 3rd Duke of  
Bridgewater (1736–1803), his nephew George Granville Leveson-Gower (1758–1833) and Frederick,  
5th Earl of Carlisle (1748–1825), in 1792;

sale by private contract of the Orléans’ Italian Pictures, Lyceum, London, 26 December 1798, lot 231  
(as Titian; acquired by J. Maitland, Esq., for 350 guineas);

John Maitland, Esq. (c. 1754–1831), Woodford Hall, Essex;

his deceased sale, Christie & Manson, London, 30 July 1831, lot 101 (as Titian);

where acquired by John Rushout, 2nd Baron Northwick (1770–1859), 2 Connaught Place, Marble  
Arch, London, until 1838, then Thirlestane House, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, until 1859;

his deceased sale, Phillips, Thirlestane House, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, 18 August 1859, lot 1506  
(as Titian; sold for 66 guineas);

where acquired by David Marks;

Private collection, England;

where acquired by the grandfather of the present owner
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renferment d'agréable & d'utile: ouvrage enrichi d'un grand nombre de figures en taille douce, Paris 1742, vol. 
1, p. 180 (as ‘une Madeleine’ under ‘De Titien Vecelli’);
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Monseigneur Le Duc D'Orléans Premier Prince du Sang Par J. Couché Graveur de son  
Cabinet, Paris 1808, vol. 2
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THE PENITENT MAGDALEN  
WAS TITIAN’S MOST SUCCESSFUL 
AND MOST FREQUENTLY  
COMMISSIONED SUBJECT 

We are grateful to Professor Paul Joannides for accepting the full attribution to Titian 
after examination of the present painting in the original and for his assistance in  
suggesting the provenance for this work.

We would also like to thank Dr Carlo Corsato for his help in establishing and clarifying 
the provenance of the present painting.

The Penitent Magdalen was Titian’s most successful and most frequently commissioned 
subject. Its popularity with his patrons lasted for more than forty years, during which 
time the artist revised and subtly altered the image, producing several slightly different 
iterations of the theme while maintaining the essential composition. The slightly tur-
ned pose, the prayerful upward gaze and cascade of long wavy hair parting over the  
Magdalen’s shoulders are those of a Venus Pudica; a compositional device influenced by 
Giampietrino (see fig. 2). However, it was Titian who fully explored both the emotional 
and sensual potential of the image, earning the Magdalen the popularity she enjoyed 
amongst his contemporaries and beyond.

By 1500, the iconography of the penitent Magdalen had begun to move away from a 
merely devotional to a more human, visceral portrayal of the saint. Narrative elements 
began to appear, not only alluding to her repentance, but now also conveying her  
humanity and the suffering of her mortal condition. In this present painting Titian  
embraces the profound emotion of the sorrowing woman. Her left hand on her heart, 
right hand clutching her garments, the Magdalen looks up to heaven, her red eyes filled 
with tears and her mouth slightly open; she is caught in a moment of intense supplica-
tion, catching a breath between sighs.



fig. 3: Titian, The Magdalen,
Galleria Palatina, Florence, inv. 1912 no. 67

© 2022. Photo Scala, Florence - courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali e del Turismo  

Here the slightly claustrophobic composition of Type I was replaced with a more spa-
cious, daylight scene, which opens to reveal a mountainous landscape. This may be a 
reference to grotto-hermitage at La Sainte-Baume, where, according to tradition, Mary 
Magdalen settled after fleeing to France to engage in a life of solitary prayer and con-
templation. Joannides subdivides Type II into two variants, one more austere, one less 
(see P. Joannides, in: Artibus et Historiae, no. 72, 2016, p. 170).

On the left of the composition, and significant in the identification of this work, Titian 
placed a singular glass flagon with water, and on the right a book, which is laid open on 
a skull. This attribute, placed prominently in the foreground, references the Magdalen’s 
mortality – and that of the viewer – and suggests a cultural assimilation between the 
story of Magdalen and that of Saint Jerome.

Titian produced two distinct basic iconographies for the Penitent Magdalen, the pre-
sent painting being an exemplar of the second type, Type II. Type I, the earliest, was 
realised from the early 1530s onwards. In these early versions of the subject, the 
Magdalen is placed in a dark setting, the night sky is just visible in the background 
with lunar light illuminating the saint’s naked skin. The saint’s body takes up most of 
the canvas, confined in a severe, oppressive darkness. Vittoria Colonna, Gian Giacomo 
Calandra and Elenora Gonzaga were among the prestigious recipients of this earlier 
version (see fig. 3).

Type II, which pertains to the present work was produced by Titian from around 
1550, presents a less sensuous Magdalen, her nudity concealed by drapery, closer 
in type to the chaste model of Venus Pudica and still retaining her sensual character. 

fig. 2: Giampietrino, Mary Magdalen, 
Bergamo, Accademia Carrara, inv. no. 58AC00286
© Fondazione Accademia Carrara, Bergamo



fully studio works, as well as a number of copies. It is not often that a version can be 
confidently attributed to the hand of Titian himself, with little or no studio intervention, 
such as the present painting. 

This work is a significant picture of the Penitent Magdalen painted by Titian in which 
the usual sensual, even erotic character employed in earlier depictions of the subject is 
subordinated to the human emotion of the moment, the tears of the saint drawing the 
viewer into the narrative of her ardent devotion.

No other known canvas shows the same compositional arrangement as the present 
painting which very closely resembles an engraving by Antoine-Louis Romanet (see fig. 
1), which documents a painting in the collection of the Duke of Orléans, in 1786. This 
engraving provides a link not only between the present painting and the Orléans col-
lection, but also to a further previous illustrious provenance including the collections of 
Christina, Queen of Sweden, the Odescalchi, and possibly the Holy Roman Emperor, 
Rudolph II in Prague.

The present painting, which was long believed to have been lost, exhibits both the 
structural and stylistic characteristics of a Type II Magdalen, and can accordingly be 
dated after 1550. Close connections can be traced with other high-quality versions 
by the hand of Titian, one of which is conserved at the J. Paul Getty Museum, Los 
Angeles, and another, documented by Paul Joannides, which is in a private collection 
in Lugano (see P. Joannides, in: Artibus et Historiae, no. 72, 2016, p. 172). Both can 
be dated between 1550 and 1560. Much like the Lugano version, the present painting 
shows an additional transparent, diaphanous scarf over Magdalen’s upper arm, held 
in her left hand, although the arrangement of the scarf differs between the two pain-
tings. Stylistically, the artist’s execution of the present composition appears tighter 
than in paintings known, or reasonably assumed to have been realised after 1560, 
indicating, according to Joannides, that this work can be dated to the second half of 
the 1550s, close to 1560. 

As this plurality of versions might have already suggested, the authorship of the different 
versions of the Penitent Magdalen varies from fully autograph, through collaborative, to 

fig. 4: Titian, The Penitent Magdalen, 
The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, inv. no. 56.PA.1
© Digital image courtesy of the Getty's Open Content Program.

fig. 5: Titian, The Magdalen, 
Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, inv. no. ГЭ-117  

© 2022. Photo Scala, Florence    



fig.6: Infrared reflectogram of the present painting
© NTK 2021 Univ. Prof. Dipl.-Ing. Dr. M. Schreiner

fig. 7: X-Ray of the present painting
© NTK 2021 Univ. Prof. Dipl.-Ing. Dr. M. Schreiner

decorate the fabric, shows that the mantle continued downwards under the left hand, and 
that therefore this and the arm were initially drawn higher.

So, both the arms were slightly re-placed and some changes occurred, that is interesting in 
the light of the other versions of the subject, some of which do not show similar variants.

In the face of these changes, the tracing of the head is instead precise, especially in the 
definition of the facial features, with only an ear lifted. For the head it is possible, although 
an underdrawing cannot be traced in IR, to believe that the painter used a model some-
how transferred to the canvas.

Even if we can admit the existence of an overall model on paper used for the figure and 
perhaps for the entire composition – which will thus be codified in the numerous replicas, 
several of which are attributed to Titian himself – it is evident that the painter proceeded 
with successive tests and variations, to adjust the figure according to the desired shape in 
the present painting. This way of proceeding is typical of Titian himself, just as are his typical 
brushstrokes which can be read in the X-ray.

Regarding the underdrawing, IR images allow the reading of some black thin contour 
lines, that cannot be referred to a drawing transfer but are functional to highlight some 
contours which are then brushed over with subtle shading.

The construction of the painting 

Interesting data regarding the painting process emerges from X-Rays (RX) and IRR 
long-wave (1000-1700 nm). In the RX, in particular,  it is apparent that the figure was 
originally painted a little larger along her right side (left for the viewer), with loose but 
careful brushstrokes, and hence the white sleeve was wider, as well as the lower stri-
ped mantle flap. The transparent glass vase, which was actually painted larger ; the rising 
ground in the foreground, which holds the vase and skull, just overlaps the mantle, and 
is in turn slightly modified; the skull was larger on the right. Comparing IRR and RX to 
the picture, it is possible to see that in the first painted version the opened pages of the 
book were more raised, as if moved by the wind.

A vaguely triangular shape was set on the right side (X-Rays), beyond the left elbow 
of Magdalen, under the landscape: it is not clear whether it was a strip of the garment 
thought to be wider or a first structure of the hill, lower than the one visible today.

These changes are illustrated in, where I marked in red the main contours traced on the 
basis of the RX, superimposed on the colour image of the painting.

In the figure, the main lines invisible to the naked eye and recovered from the IR reflec-
tograms are indicated in green: they are principally corrections occurred to the mantle, 
which covered the left arm a little more and that was not completely covered above 
the right hand holding it. IR reflectography, thanks to the opacity of the black stripes that 

TECHNICAL REPORT
BY GIANLUCA POLDI 



PROVENANCE 

Probably Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor (1552–1612)

It is possible that this painting was once in the collection of Rudolf II, Holy Roman 
Emperor in Prague. In 1648 at the end of the Thirty Years War, while the negotiations 
for the Peace of Westphalia were proceeding, the Swedish mounted one last campaign 
into Bohemia. The main result, and probably the main aim, was to loot the fabulous art 
collection assembled in Prague Castle, the best of which was then taken to Stockholm. 

It has been suggested that this may have been when the present painting entered the 
collection of Christina, Queen of Sweden (1629–1689).

Christina, Queen of Sweden (1629–1689)  

For generations prior to the reign of Queen Christina, the rulers of Sweden had shown 
little interest in the artistic developments of the European courts. The Sack of Prague 
in 1649 at the end of the Thirty Years War heralded the end of Sweden’s cultural confi-
nement. It has been suggested that at the Queen’s behest, a large part of the collection 
formed by Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf II in Prague was looted by Swedish troops 
and transferred to Stockholm. The seizure of the works of art from the celebrated  
collection would have been both political and personal for Christina. She not only  
appropriated the paintings and objects in which she had a profound and deeply held 
interest herself, but also assumed the magnificence of the Holy Roman Emperor, enhan-
cing her reign in the eyes of her European contemporaries.

Christina of Sweden was one of Europe’s most flamboyant and intriguing monarchs. 
She was a figure of controversy throughout her life. Born a girl instead of the longed-
for boy, she was educated as if she had been a boy in the arts and sciences, religion, 
statecraft and diplomacy. She became known for her knowledge and patronage of the 
arts and Stockholm became a centre of the sciences and philosophy, even becoming 
known as the Athens of the North.

Christina’s life was colourful and her reign short. She had little respect for social con-
vention, habitually wearing men’s clothing and her private life was the subject of ru-
mour and gossip throughout her life. She disdained the notion of marriage and at 
the age of only 28 she abdicated from her throne, converted to Roman Catholicism, 
left her country and, at the invitation of Pope Alexander VII, moved to Rome, taking 
her art collection with her. She took with her an estimated seventy to eighty pain-
tings, most of which were Italian, including possibly the present painting, together with 
sculpture, jewels, tapestries, and other works of art. She was concerned that the ro-
yal collections would be claimed by her successor, and prudently sent the works to  
Antwerp by ship before she abdicated, and later onward to Rome.

fig. 8: Sebastien Bourdon, Christina of Sweden (1626-89) on Horseback,
Museo del Prado, Madrid, inv. no. P001503

© Bridgeman Images



fig. 9: Filippo Gagliardi and Filippo Lauri,  
Reception at Palazzo Barberini in Honor of Christine of Sweden,

Museo di Roma, Rome, inv. no. MR 5698
© 2022. Photo Scala, Florence



fig. 10: Correggio, Leda with the swan, (formerly in the collection of Christina of Sweden)
Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv. no. 218
© bpk / Gemäldegalerie, SMB / Jörg P. Anders

Her arrival in Rome in 1655, at this time of intense religious rivalry between the 
Catholic and Protestant churches, was of the greatest ideological significance for the 
Papacy and cause for enormous celebration. A triumphal entrance was arranged, 
and Christina processed into the Eternal City through the Porta del Popolo, which had 
been recreated for the occasion by Gian Lorenzo Bernini, amid 'trumpets, drums and 
illuminations'. 

Christina established herself as a prominent patron of the arts in Rome. She surroun-
ded herself with the leading artists, musicians and accademics of the city, founding 
the Accademia dell’Arcadia and several other of the cities cultural institutions, inclu-
ding the first opera house, the Tor di Nona. Over the ensuing years, Christina was  

embroiled in a number of personal and diplomatic plots and skirmishes on the European 
stage, most of which did not bear fruit for the ex-Queen. She continued in her central 
role as patron of the arts in Rome until her death in 1689. She was buried in the crypt 
of St Peter’s Basilica, one of only three women to have this honour bestowed on them. 

On her death, Christina bequeathed her collection of 275 paintings (140 of which were 
Italian) to Cardinal Decio Azzolino, who himself died within a year. He left the collec-
tion to his nephew, who sold it to Don Livio Odescalchi. The year after Odescalchi's 
death in 1713, his heirs began negotiations with the French connoisseur and collector 
Pierre Crozat, acting as intermediary for Philippe II, Duke of Orléans. The sale was 
finally concluded, and the paintings delivered in 1721.

fig. 11: Titian, Venus and Adonis, (thought to have been in the collection of Chirstina of Sweden)
Gallerie Nazionali di Arte Antica – Palazzo Barberini, Rome

© 2022. Album/Scala, Florence



Philippe II, Duke of Orléans (1674–1723)

Philippe II, Duke of Orléans was regent of France during the minority of Louis XV who 
formed a significant and important collection of over five hundred paintings, mostly ac-
quired between about 1700 and his death in 1723. Apart from the great royal, later 
national collections of Europe it was arguably the greatest private collection of western 
art, especially Italian painting, ever assembled, and one of the most celebrated.

The core of the collection was formed by one hundred and twenty three paintings from 
the collection of Christina, Queen of Sweden, including the present work, which itself 
had a core assembled from the war booty of the sacks by Swedish troops of Munich in 
1632 and Prague in 1648 during the Thirty Years War. 

After the French Revolution the collection was sold by Louis Philippe of Orléans, Philippe 
Égalité, and most of it was acquired by an English consortium of buyers led by Francis 
Egerton, 3rd Duke of Bridgewater. Much of the collection has been dispersed, but sig-
nificant groups of paintings have remained intact amongst them the Sutherland Loan or 
Bridgewater Loan, including sixteen works from the Orléans Collection, in the National 
Gallery of Scotland. There are twenty-five paintings formerly in the collection now in 
the National Gallery, London, which have arrived there via a number of different routes.

The collection is of central interest for the history of collecting, and of public access to 
art. It figured in two of the periods when art collections were most subject to disruption 
and dispersal: the mid-17th century and the period after the French Revolution. 

John Rushout, 2nd Baron Northwick (1769–1859)

Lord Northwick was considered to be one of the greatest English connoisseurs of the 
nineteenth century. In 1838 he purchased Thirlestaine House, Cheltenham, to house his 
exceptional collection of over five hundred pictures which was open to the public. 

fig.12: Jean-Baptiste Santerre, Portrait of Philippe Duke of Orléans, 
Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery, acc. no. 1967P52
©Photo by Birmingham Museums Trust, licensed under CC0.
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