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SANWAARLD AND UPVWARD WIHHH THE ARLD

THE MISSING MADONNA

Lhe story bebind the Mets most CXPENSIE Acquis 1ton,

BY CALVIN TOMKINS

he Metropolitan Museum of Art’s

recent purchase of an early Renais-
sance “Madonnaand Child” by Duccio di
Buoninsegna, for a price said to have been
between forty-five and fifty million dollars,
has been greeted by most New Yorkers
with unruttled calm, Although the acqui-
SION Was covered extensively last Novemn-
ber, with emphasis on the
price and the extreme rarity
ol works by this Sienese
s ter, the hittle picturv (i(
measures cleven inches
high by just over eight
inches wide, and is painted
in tempera and gold on a
wooden panel) has not at
tracted the multitudes that
would make it ditheult to
see, In 1963, when the
“Mona Lisa” came to the
Met for a month, more
than a million people stood
in long lines; but on a num-
ber of occasions this spring,
when [ went to look at the
Duccio, [ was the only per-
son in the room. To be sure,
thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century ltalian paintings
lack the popular clout of
works by Leonardo or van
Gogh, but youd think more
people would be curious
about something that cost
more than double what the
Met had spent on any pre-
VIOUS acquusition,

Small as it 1s, the paint-
ing has a powerful pres-
ence. It captures the eye
from a distance, and commands, up close,
something like complete attention. Hold-
ing the Christ child in her left arm, the
Virgin looks beyond him with melan-
choly tenderness, while the child reaches
out a tiny hand to brush aside her veil.
Centuries of Byzantine rigidity and im-
personal, hieratic forms are also brushed
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42 THE NEW YORKER, JULY 1l § 18, 2005

aside in this intimate pesture, We are at
the beginning of what we think of as
Western arty elements of the Byzantine
style still Tmger—in the gold background,
tli(‘ V'll’}!,'lll'h‘ boneless and ('|()llg;ltc't| fin

gers, and the childs unchildhke features

but the colors ot their clothing are so
nmiraculously preserved, and the sense of

renson once called the Duccto a tre. wsure you should ds

human interaction is so convincing, that
the two figures seem to exist in a real
space, and in real time. Candle burn marks
on the frame, which is onginal, testify to
the picture’s use as a private devotional
image. It is dated circa 1300.

Although the “Madonna and Child”
was well known in art-historical circles

SO SUTVIVING paintings to remain mn pri-
vate hands, 1ts whereabouts had been
uncertam simce the death, in 1949, of 1ts
last registered owner, the Belgian collec-
tor Adolphe Stoclet. In fact, the picture
never left the Stoclet house mn Brussels.
Stoclet and his wite, who died within a
week of each other, had walled the house
and much of their collection, mcluding
the Duccio, to their son, Jacques, whose
widow held on to 1t until her death, in
2001, Soon after that, her hewrs (tour
daughters), who are very high on ano

nymity, agreed o lend 1 to an unpor

tant exhibition in Siena of Duccio and

his school, A color plate rvlmulm Hon of
the picture

the first one ever made-
was printed i the exhib
ton catalogue, but a few
weeks before the opening,
i 2003, the panting was
withdrawn, T 'his comaided
with rumors of an 1m
pendimg sale, which turned
out to be true.

Although everyone
volved i the transaction
s bound l)_\’ omerta, 1t 1§
known that both Sotheby's
and Chnstie's, the principal
auction houses, engaged n
enpthy and fhercely com
wrtve |'\vgnt1.llinns with
the heirs, and Christie’s
eventually won the prize,
“The family was very Keen
that the painting po to a
public museum or institu-
tinll." .tcmrding o Ni(‘hc \\'.lx
Hall, mternational director
of Chnstie's Old Master
department. This was one
reason that the family de-
aded upon a private “treany”
sale, in which the auction
house and the seller deter-
mune a price and then offer
the work to selected poten-
tial buvers, rather than let-
ting it take its chances at
public auction; another reason was that a
prvate sale is more private. “We got it by
putting a significantly higher valuation C\Ih‘\
the painting than anyvone else—by muln-
ples—based on its being the last D.uwjn n
private hands and its being so impece
preserved,”

- "
e for.

Hall told me. Hall himself

never met the sellers. “The contract doc-

ably :
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