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Experts Have Discovered a Previously 

Unknown Painting by Baroque Master 

Artemisia Gentileschi—And Now It’s Up for 

Sale 

With its new attribution, the painting could fetch more than 10 times what 

it sold for just five years ago.  

Sarah Cascone, January 30, 2019 

 

Artemisia Gentileschi, Saint Sebastian Tended by Irene . Estimate $400,000–

600,000. Courtesy of Sotheby's New York. 

https://news.artnet.com/about/sarah-cascone-25


There’s a new addition to  the list of known works by famed Baroque 

painter Artemisia Gentileschi  (1593–1654), and it’s coming up for auction tonight 

at Sotheby’s New York . The dramatically lit canvas,  Saint Sebastian Tended by 

Irene, undeniably bears the hallmarks of the Old Master’s work, with its 

Caravaggesque lighting and focus on female agency, the wounded saint 

overshadowed by the two women ministering to his wounds.  

The auction house is expecting the painting to sell for $400,000–600,000, 

potentially an order of magnitude higher than when it last sold, at  Bonhams London, 

for £40,000 ($62,804) on December 3, 2014. At the time, it was attributed to a 

“Follower of  Caravaggio,” but the anonymous buyer already had a suspicion that the 

painting’s true authorship was far more interest ing, as the potential handiwork of 

Gentileschi. 

Edoardo Roberti, a senior specialist in the Old Master paintings department at 

Sotheby’s, had the same hunch, and turned to experts to confirm the attribution. 

Nicola Spinosa, the former head of the Capodimonte Museum in Naples, and 

Giuseppe Porzio, an art history professor at the University of Naples, both 

examined the work and independently confirmed it was indeed by Gentileschi’s 

hand, likely made after she moved to Naples in 1630.  

“The subject matter of Artemisia’s paintings is nearly always based around female 

empowerment,” Roberti told artnet News. “Here, i t doesn’t really focus on 

Sebastian. It focuses on these two women.”  

 

Victoria Beckham with Artemisia Genti leschi’s  Saint Sebastian Tended By Irene  at the 

exhibit ion for “The Female Triumphant” at Sotheby’s New York. Photo courtesy of Tom Newton.  

The painting is one of 21 works by female Old Masters spotlighted in tonight’s  “The 

Master Paintings Evening Sale” in a special gallery christened “The Female 

Triumphant.” (The works, by the likes of Elisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun and 
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Angelika Kauffmann, were touted by none other than former Spice Girl Victoria 

Beckham at a special auction preview last week.)  

Over the past five years,  Gentileschi’s market has been on a steep upward 

trajectory. In 2014, Gentileschi’s  Bathsheba at Her Bath  sold for a record 

£602,500 ($945,988) at Sotheby’s London , well over its high estimate of £300,000 

($314,021). The artist’s market has not looked back since, with her two  most recent 

sales both shattering the $2 million barrier.   

 

Artemisia Genti leschi (1593–1654 or later),  Self-Portrait as Saint Catherine of 

Alexandria  (around 1615-17). Copyright The National Gallery, London.  

Roberti hopes that Saint Sebastian  will follow in these paintings’ footsteps by far 

exceeding expectations. “It’s an inviting estimate,” he said, adding that he has no 

doubts about the painting’s new attribution. “So many Old Master paintings are not 

documented and are not signed, but one can come to the consensus of the 

attribution on the basis of style and recognizing the handwriting of that artist.”  

Spinosa, one of the experts Roberti consulted, specifically cited the painting’s 

resemblance to other works by the artist, particularly the play of light and shadow in 
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her canvases Annunciation , in the Capodimonte collection, and  Judith and Her 

Maidservant, now owned by the Detroit Institute of Arts.  

 

Artemisia Genti leschi,  Annunciation . Courtesy of the Capodimonte Museum, Naples.  

“Followers of Caravaggio could use light in quite a dramatic and violent way,” noted 

Roberti. “Here, the light is soft and it really serves to bring the contour of the 

Sebastian’s wounded body and this wonderfu l interaction between the two women 

on the left.”  

The canvas also reflects Gentileschi’s evolution as an artist, particularly as she 

moved throughout Italy. The artist “was able to assimilate her surroundings in a 

remarkable way,” Roberti said. “I wonder i f this was because as an artist who very 

much paid her way in l ife, she had to adjust to local tastes to be commercially 

successful.” 



 

Artemisia Genti leschi,  Judith and Her Maidservant .  Courtesy of the Detroit Institute of Arts.  

Of course, today, Gentileschi’s fierce, proto -feminist canvases are very much in line 

with the taste of the day. As a new addition to her oeuvre,  Saint Sebastian  seems 

l ikely to attract considerable attention at tomorrow’s sale—recent works to market 

have been snapped up by institutions, such as Self-Portrait as a Lute Player  (circa 

1616–18) acquired by the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art  in Hartford, 

Connecticut in 2014, or the record-setting Saint Catherine , which later landed 

at London’s National Gallery  for the hefty price of £3.6 million ($4.7 million). 
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Regardless of who winds up owning this newly recognized painting, said Roberti, 

“it’s such a privilege to be involved in giving a painting its correct status and letting 

it enjoy the prestige it should have had all along.”  

 

This Assyrian relief of a winged deity sold for $31m at 

Christie's New York in October 2018 © Christie's Images Ltd 

2018 

Following the Newbattle sale, the European dealer applied for a UK 

export licence. This was opposed by the Export Reviewing 

Committee’s expert, Margaret Maitland, the senior curator for the 

ancient Mediterranean collection at National Museums Scotland. 

She argued that the reliefs fell under the so-called Waverley criteria 

and an export licence should be deferred, to allow a UK buyer to 

match the price. 

Maitland said that the reliefs were linked with British history, since 

they were part of an important decorative scheme in Newbattle 

Abbey. On aesthetic grounds, the carving is “exquisite”. “The 

reliefs of the Northwest Palace of Nimrud have been described by 

art historians as ‘magnificent’, ‘splendid’, ‘elegant’,” she said. 

“Designed to inspire awe, these panels are no exception.” 

With regard to further research, if there were surviving traces of 

ancient paint, “this would be of great importance to the scientific 

study of ancient pigments and reconstructing the original colour 

scheme of the [Nimrud] palace”. 

But when the committee met last October it unanimously voted 

against the advice of its expert, deciding that the reliefs did not fall 

under the Waverley criteria. The committee noted that there were 

numerous other Assyrian reliefs in UK museums. Although the 

reliefs were part of a significant Neo-Assyrian decorative aesthetic, 

“their removal from Newbattle Abbey, and subsequent cleaning, 

had substantially lessened their significance”. 



This committee’s advice was accepted by the arts minister, Michael 

Ellis, and an export licence was then granted. It is assumed the 

reliefs went to Europe in November. Neither the marquess nor the 

college responded to enquiries from The Art Newspaper. 

From Assyrian palace to Scottish mansion 

Around 860BC The two reliefs are installed in room L of the 

Northwest Palace of Ashurnasirpal II in Nimrud 

710BC The palace is abandoned and over the centuries is gradually 

covered by sand 

1845-51 Excavation of the palace by Austen Layard 

1856 Two reliefs (sawn from larger panels) are acquired by Lord 

Kerr, later 9th marquess of Lothian, who was then a diplomatic 

attaché in the British Residency in Baghdad; he brings them to 

Newbattle Abbey in Dalkeith 

1878 Rebuilding work leads to the reliefs being painted and 

displayed in frames flanking a fireplace leading to the crypt 

1937 11th marquess of Lothian gives Newbattle to the Scottish 

people to create an adult education college 

2004 London antiquities dealer Oliver Forge begins private 

discussions on a possible sale of the reliefs 

2005 Authenticity is confirmed by John Curtis of the British 

Museum 

2006 Midlothian Council allows temporary removal of the reliefs. 

They are stored at National Museums Scotland until 2007. 

2010 Scholarly article on the reliefs published by Julian Reade in 

the journal of the British Institute for the Study of Iraq 

2012 Midlothian Council allows their permanent removal, on 

condition they are replaced by replicas 



2014 Replicas made by Scottish company Relicarte. Christie’s 

becomes involved in a possible sale. Reliefs are stripped of 

Victorian paint by a London restorer 

2015 On 5 March Islamic extremists bulldoze and destroy the 

Nimrud palace and the reliefs which had remained in situ. The 

Newbattle reliefs are delivered to Sotheby’s 

2016 Reliefs valued at £32m for insurance purposes 

2018 In June Sotheby’s completes a private sale at £8m. Pigment 

tests conducted on the stripped panels in September. On 17 October 

UK Export Reviewing Committee decides against recommending a 

deferral. In November the Newbattle reliefs are exported to a 

European dealer 

 


