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Abstract:
This study began with a question: In 1866, how could an educated Bostonian have
purchased as an original Raphael the painting of the Madonna and Child with John the
Baptist that now belongs to the McMullen Museum of Art at Boston College? Through
archival research on the provenance of the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist and
anthropologist Igor Kopytoff’s “biography of things” theory, this article reconstructs the
biography of the painting, made in mid- to late eighteenth-century Verona, Italy, by
Giuseppe or Giambettino Cignaroli. In the successive stages of its biography, the
painting acquired new cultural “status” and was sold as a masterpiece of celebrated
authorship in the nineteenth century. The biography of the Madonna and Child with
John the Baptist sheds new light on the art world of nineteenth-century Boston, leading
to the conclusion that Bostonians lacked the visual resources to study Raphael’s oeuvre
and to attribute a painting to this Renaissance master. 

Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide
a journal of nineteenth-century visual culture

https://doi.org/10.29411/ncaw.2018.17.2.2
http://ahnca.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


A “Raphael” in Nineteenth-Century Boston: The Biography of
the McMullen Museum of Art’s Madonna and Child with John the
Baptist
by Stephanie C. Leone

No contemporary viewer educated in Western art history would mistake for an authentic
Raphael the painting of the seated Madonna holding the Christ Child, with the young John
the Baptist, which now resides in the McMullen Museum of Art at Boston College (fig. 1).
Although competently painted in a naturalistic style with soft modeling, believable
foreshortening, lively expressions, and effective coloristic effects, the painting lacks the
insistently tangible figures, confident brushstrokes, and saturated palette of a Raphael
painting. Yet, in 1866 this eighteenth-century painting by either Giambettino Cignaroli
(1706–70) or his half-brother, Giuseppe Cignaroli (1727–96), was sold as an authentic Raphael
to the New York businessman John Hunter and then to the wealthy Bostonian Peter Chardon
Brooks. In the twentieth century, after its attribution to Raphael was deemed untenable, the
Brooks family donated it to a local priest, who presumably gifted it to Boston College, a
Jesuit Catholic university. Documentation in the McMullen Museum’s curatorial file led to
the archival work that uncovered the traces of this fragmented and complex history.

Fig. 1, Giuseppe or Giambettino Cignaroli, Madonna and Child with John the Baptist, mid- to late

eighteenth century. Oil on canvas mounted on board, framed. McMullen Museum of Art, Boston

College, Chestnut Hill. Photo by Christopher Soldt, Boston College Media Technology Services,

courtesy McMullen Museum of Art, Boston College. [larger image]

In Igor Kopytoff’s 1986 essay “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as
Process,” the anthropologist applies the concepts of human biography to objects and asks
analogous questions: Where was the item made? Who made it? What is its career? What are
the “ages” or periods of its life? How does the object’s function change in relation to these
biographical ages? What happens when an object is no longer useful? Kopytoff’s goal in using
this biographical approach is to study commodities and the process of commoditization. A
commodity is a thing that can be exchanged for an equal value, and (in the West) its key
characteristic is salability. During the life cycle of an object, however, culture can intervene
and interrupt its value as a commodity through the process of singularization. This change
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happens when the object becomes non-salable and accrues “a special aura of apartness from
the mundane and the common,” for either a group within a society or the “public culture” at
large.[1] Like the ages of a human biography, this process of commoditization and
singularization is in a state of continual becoming rather than being fixed or static. Through
this transitional process, the object’s “status,” which is its standing or state within the culture,
changes.

This process of commoditization offers a model for interpreting the McMullen Museum 
Madonna and Child with John the Baptist. The painting’s biography takes it from Verona to
Paris, and then, possibly via London, to New York and Boston, during which time it
experienced the cycle of commoditization and singularization. In late eighteenth-century
Verona, the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist was presumably created as a commodity
that was sold to a patron or collector. Once purchased, it became a devotional object or a
collector’s item, something that was removed from the marketplace and accrued cultural
status. In the nineteenth century, it was recommoditized when it twice reentered the
marketplace as a Raphael. The acquisitions endowed it with the cultural status of a
masterpiece. But at the century’s end, it was identified as a copy (not an original) and lost the
status of celebrated authorship. This change resulted in its decommoditization; in the early
twentieth century, it was valued as an object of worship, not a commodity with monetary
value, and was gifted to a Jesuit Catholic university. In this series of transactions, persons with
different interests exchanged the painting for its value and it moved back and forth between
a commodity and a singular object.

The categories of commodity and singular object are not neat, and the cultural
circumstances of each age and the perspectives of the persons involved in the transactions
impact the status of the object. This nuance brings us to Kopytoff’s second point: a thing is “a
culturally constructed entity, endowed with culturally specific meanings, and classified and
reclassified into culturally constituted categories.”[2] The concept of cultural redefinition
provides another model for interpreting the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist: in the
second part of this article, the object becomes key to interpreting its cultural circumstances.
The painting reveals “a wealth of cultural data” about the production of religious images in
eighteenth-century Italy and especially the visual arts in nineteenth-century Boston, before
Isabella Stewart Gardner acquired the first authentic Raphaels.[3] Gardner purchased, in
1898, Raphael’s Portrait of Tommaso Inghirami (ca. 1515–16) and, in 1900, his Pietà predella (ca.
1503–05). Following her acquisitions was the arrival of the first Raphael Madonnas, in 1901
Henry Walters’s Madonna of the Candelabra (ca. 1513) of disputed attribution and in 1913 Peter
Widener’s Small Cowper Madonna (ca. 1505).[4] The biography of the McMullen Museum’s 
Madonna and Child with John the Baptist sheds new light on the commodity production of
religious images in eighteenth-century Italy, as well as the market for old masters, the
reception of Raphael, and the challenge of authenticating a European painting in
nineteenth-century Boston. The interpretation of the painting’s biography suggests that
despite the universal admiration of Raphael, nineteenth-century Boston lacked the
resources to “see” the master’s oeuvre in color and to attribute a painting to him.

The Creation of a Devotional Painting
The painting’s subject of the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist and its tondo format
link it to the category of Renaissance devotional pictures used for individual contemplation,
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of which Raphael’s Madonna of the Chair (Madonna della seggiola) (1513–14) is the epitome.[5]
During the cleaning of the painting in 1950, the restorer removed old layers of varnish and
revealed a small signature just below the arm of the chair (fig. 2), which he interpreted as
Giuseppe Cignaroli.[6] Hailing from a family of painters, Cignaroli, also known as Fra Felice,
was a Franciscan friar who worked in and around Verona in the second half of the eighteenth
century and produced primarily altarpieces and sacred frescoes for churches. According to
his biographers, he also made many devotional pictures and genre scenes for private
patrons. Few of Cignaroli’s devotional paintings survive. His Holy Family (ca. 1770; Palazzo
Ducale, Mantua; fig. 3) relies on Raphael, especially for the figure of Joseph, which was
modeled after his counterpart in the Renaissance master’s The Holy Family of Francis I (1518;
Louvre, Paris; fig. 4). Yet, Cignaroli’s darker shadows, sharp contours, and realism set him
apart from Raphael. These formal characteristics also differ from the more even lighting,
smoother brushstrokes, and idealized figures of the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist.
Its style may be closer to that of Fra Felice’s half-brother, Giambettino Cignaroli, known for
his devotional paintings of the Virgin and Child.[7] The attribution of the McMullen
Museum painting, however, is beyond the scope of this study. Regardless of which Cignaroli
painted the Madonna and Child with John the Baptist, he intentionally reinterpreted the 
Madonna of the Chair and other Raphael Madonnas, known from reproductions, through a
process of emulation, assimilation, and transformation.

Fig. 2, Detail of signature on Madonna and Child with John the Baptist (fig. 1). Oil on canvas mounted on

board. McMullen Museum of Art, Boston College, Chestnut Hill. Photo by Christopher Soldt, Boston

College Media Technology Services, courtesy McMullen Museum of Art, Boston College.

[larger image]
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