THE REDEEMER OF THE PAPAL APARTMENT

TECHNICAL NOTES

On 4 April 1999, in his Letter fo Artists, Saint John Paul II wrote that when an artist “creates a
masterpiece, he not only brings his work to life, but through it, in a certain way, he also reveals his own
personality”.

This concept takes on particular significance when the artist in question is the brilliant Cretan
master El Greco, who was able to transfer elements of his social and religious context, his personal
experiences, and his continuous and restless wanderings into each of his works.

A significant example of the unconventional style of the painter from Candia is the Redeemer
presented here. Attributed to El Greco as early as 1970 in José Camoén Aznat’s Dominico Greco catalogue,
the painting is kept in the Ambassadors’ Hall of the Papal Audience Apartment of the Apostolic
Palace and was in the collection of the Catholic intellectual and politician José Sanchez de Muniain in
Madrid, who donated it to Paul VI on 5 June 1967, receiving the honour of the Commenda with the
plaque of St. Gregory the Great.

A small oil painting on wood (45 x 29 cm), with a rich gilded and carved frame, most likely dat-
ing back to the 17" century, the work features two undetlying layers relating to two subjects that were
ultimately discarded: the Apparition of the 1irgin to Saint Lawrence (c. 1580; Monforte de Lemos, Colegio
de Nuestra Sefiora de la Antigua) and Saint Dominic in Adoration of the Crucifix (c. 1590; private collec-
tion).

From a stylistic and iconographic point of view, the Vatican Redeemzer should be considered in
relation to three other versions of the subject conceived by El Greco at the end of the 16th century,
although they are all counterparts, on canvas and larger in size, preserved at the Narodni Galerie in
Prague, the McNay Art Institute in San Antonio, Texas and the Museo San Telmo in San Sebastian,
Spain, but also with the almost contemporary and highly successtul Christ Carrying the Cross in the
Metropolitan Museum in New York. Clearly unfinished, the painting can perhaps be identified as one
of the three works with this iconography listed in El Greco’s inventory of assets dated 12 April and 7
July 1614, which mentions a “cabecita de un Salvador”, a “cabeza de un Cristo” and a “cabeza de un
Salvador”.

Unlike the paintings in Prague, San Antonio and San Sebastian, which feature Christ’s curious
hairstyle, gathered in a braid falling over his right shoulder, and a Byzantine-style rhomboidal halo, the
Vatican panel depicts the Redeemer with more traditional hair and a halo featuring the three rays of

the Trinity.
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The presence of four small holes, two on the upper edge and two on the lower edge, suggests
that the panel was used in the past as a sort of portable altarpiece, not unlike Barocci’s Head of Christ,
dating from 1590 and placed at the base of an altarpiece in the Church of the Gesu in Perugia.
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