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Introduction


During our research about the Spanish painter Joaquín Sorolla (born in Valencia 1863 - died in Cercedilla 1923) we came across a wonderful painting of his wife with a cat and a dog, Clotilde y gato y perro, from 1910.


As animal lovers the idea arose to see, how cats were portrayed in painting around the period of Sorolla. Earlier painters had struggled with getting the proportions right, especially the faces but there was a huge development of talent in Europe in the 19th century.


It proved to be a very rewarding tour of both Europe, Asia and USA. Cats is a great subject and it is impossible to cover Cats in Art in just one short volume. It would make a great exhibition!


Nevertheless, we hope that you will enjoy the selection and the masterful skills and talent of these great artists!


Cristina and Eric






[image: ]


Cat with kittens in a garden 12th century China





中中文文: 《蜀葵遊貓圖》中中文文: 12世紀


Mao Yi 12th century Chinese painter, Ink with color


Height: 25.5 cm Width: 25.8 cm 絹彩


Museum of Japanese Art, Osaka, Image: File Upload Bot


This is the earliest painting of cats in the selection, already from 12th century Chinese painter Mao Yi. The cat to the left has a good posture, but the head is off, like a convention for painting animal heads, see Hokusai’s Tiger in Snow below.
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Cat with kittens in a garden (detail)
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Cat with kittens in a garden (detail)





The cat and kitten to the right look more like dogs.


The visual arts during the Song dynasty were heightened by new developments such as advances in landscape and portrait painting. The gentry elite engaged in the arts as accepted pastimes of the cultured scholar-official, including painting, composing poetry, and writing calligraphy.


The Song dynasty (Chinese: 宋朝; pinyin: Sòng cháo; 960–1279) was an imperial dynasty of China that began in 960 and lasted until 1279. The Song dynasty was an era of administrative sophistication and complex social organization.


Some of the largest cities in the world were found in China during this period (Kaifeng and Hangzhou had populations of over one million). People enjoyed various social clubs and entertainment in the cities, and there were many schools and temples to provide the people with education and religious services. Although the Song dynasty was able to hold back the Northern Jin, a new foe came to power over the steppe, deserts, and plains North of the Jin dynasty. The Mongols, led by Genghis Khan (r. 1206–1227), initially invaded the Jin dynasty in 1205 and 1209, engaging in large raids across its borders, and in 1211 an enormous Mongol army was assembled to invade the Jin. The Jin dynasty was forced to submit and pay tribute to the Mongols as vassals. In the Battle of Yamen, the Yuan army crushed the Song.
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Portrait of a young lady holding a cat





c 1525-1530, oil on canvas, Height 53.6 cm Width: 43.8 cm


Francesco Bacchiacca 1494 – 1557, sold by Christie’s 30 Jan 2013 image: Austriacus


In this period the artists are, although technically very good, not yet able to show a cat as a cat.


Compare to the brilliant rendition by Agasse below, and you see there is something wrong with this cat’s face. Cats did not change that much in 300 years. The cat face has wrong proportions.


Francesco Bacchiacca 1494 – 1557 was also known as Antonio d’Ubertino Verdi. He was an Italian painter of the Renaissance (14th – 17th century) working in the Florentine Mannerist style. In High Renaissance art emphasized proportion, balance, and ideal beauty, where Mannerism exaggerates such qualities, often resulting in compositions that are asymmetrical or unnaturally elegant. Mannerism was replaced by Baroque. Bachiacca belonged to a family of at least five, and possibly as many as eight artists.


His father Ubertino di Bartolomeo (ca. 1446/71505) was a goldsmith, his older brother Bartolomeo d'Ubertino Verdi (aka Baccio 1484-c.1526/9) was a painter, and his younger brother Antonio d'Ubertino Verdi (1499-1572) an embroiderer. These craftsmen catered to wealthy merchant and aristocratic classes.
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Portrait of a young lady holding a cat (detail)





The proportions in this cat face are not good.


The ear to the left appears too high up and the angle of the pate slopes. The snout appears too long and the nose turned. Basically, the artist is struggling with perspective, having multiple planes as is also seen in Japanese drawings.
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Battaglia de Anghani. The original by Leonardo da Vinci is lost. Copy by Peter Paul Rubens. Artists did better with horses.





Mannerism, also known as Late Renaissance, emerged in the later years of the Italian High Renaissancea round 1520, spreading by about 1530 and lasting until about the end of the 16th century in Italy, when the Baroque style largely replaced it. Northern Mannerism continued into the early 17th century. The word, "Mannerism" derives from the Italian maniera, meaning "style" or "manner".
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Två pojker som leker med en katt - Two boys playing with a cat 1650s





Jan Miense Molenaer 1609-1668, painting, oil on panel, 48 cm x 37 cm, Nationalmuseet Stockholm, image: AliciaFagervingWMSE-bot


A humorous painting of two children and a cat. It appears to have been a convention to paint these humorous but a little absurd paintings of cats and children.


Jan Miense Molenaer (1610 - buried 19 September 1668) was a Dutch Golden Age genre painter whose style is precursor to Jan Steen's work during Dutch Golden Age painting. He shared a studio with his wife, Judith Leyster, a genre painter, as well as a portraitist and painter of still-life. Both Molenaer and Leyster may have been pupils of Frans Hals. Judith Leyster's work is shown below and her cat was better painted than her husband’s. Molenaer was born and died in Haarlem. He achieved a style close to Hals' early on in his career, but later developed a style like that of Dutch genre painter, Adriaen van Ostade. His genre works often depicted players of music, such as his The Music Makers (Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest), The Duet (Seattle Art Museum), or Family Making Music (Frans Hals Museum). He also depicted taverns and the activities of card games or games of the times such as La main chaude, or in Dutch, Handjeklap, which literally means clapping hands. Molenaer also cleverly depicted biblical stories in his own time and surroundings, such as representing a scene from Peter's Gospel set in a Dutch Tavern in The Denying of Peter (Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest).


Dutch Golden Age painting is the painting of the Dutch Golden Age, a period in Dutch history roughly spanning the 17th century, during and after the later part of the Eighty Years' War (1568–1648) for Dutch independence.


The new Dutch Republic was the most prosperous nation in Europe and led European trade, science, and art. The northern Netherlandish provinces that made up the new state had traditionally been less important artistic centers than cities in Flanders in the south. The upheavals and large-scale transfers of population of the war, and the sharp break with the old monarchist and Catholic cultural traditions, meant that Dutch art had to reinvent itself. The painting of religious subjects declined sharply, but a large new market for all kinds of secular subjects grew up. The Eight Years War was a revolt against Philippe II of Spain financed in part by the expelled Jews.
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Två pojker som leker med en katt (detail)





The cat here is a bit strange. The eyes are proportionally too big and too close together and the ears are kind of stuck onto the head a bit too far behind. The theory is a fluff ball, where his wife was a bit better in the capture.
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A Boy and a Girl with a Cat and an Eel 1635


Painting, oil on panel, Height: 59 cm, Width: 49 cm


Judith Leyster 1609 – 1661


National Gallery Image Aavindraa


This painting is provokingly shocking. The eel is a clammy cold thing and certainly the children are allowed their fun with it. But they are not exactly pretty, and this underscores the absurdity. The boy’s big hat is also adding to the humorous impression.


The cat is well painted for 1635. Compared to the other cats from 17th and 18th century this one has a correct cat face. The facial expression and the eyes are doubtful of this boisterous merriment. You would expect the cat to become concerned.


Judith Jans Leyster (c. July 28, 1609– February 10, 1660) was a Dutch Golden Age painter. She painted genre works, portraits, and still lifes.


Although her work was highly regarded by her contemporaries, Leyster and her work became largely forgotten after her death. Her entire oeuvre was attributed to Frans Hals or to her husband, Jan Miense Molenaer, until 1893.


Leyster was born in Haarlem, the eighth child of Jan Willems Leyster, a local brewer and clothmaker. While the details of her training are uncertain, she was well enough known in 1628 to be mentioned in a Dutch book by Samuel Ampzing titled Beschrijvinge ende lof der stadt Haerlem.
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A Boy and a Girl with a Cat and an Eel (detail)





Her first known signed work is dated 1629. By 1633 she was a member of the Haarlem Guild of St. Luke. There is some debate as to who was the first woman registered with the Guild, with some sources saying it was Leyster in 1633 and others saying it was Sara van Baalbergen in 1631. Dozens of other female artists may have been admitted to the Guild of St. Luke during the 17th century; however, the medium in which they worked was often not listed – at this time artists working in embroidery, pottery painting, metal and wood were included in guilds – or they were included for continuing the work of their deceased husbands. Within two years of entering the Guild, Leyster had taken on three male apprentices. Records show that Leyster sued Frans Hals for accepting a student who left her workshop for his without first obtaining the Guild's permission. The student's mother paid Leyster four guilders in punitive damages, only half of what Leyster asked for, and Hals settled his part of the lawsuit by paying a three-guilder fine rather than return the apprentice. Leyster herself was fined for not having registered the apprentice with the Guild. Following her lawsuit with Frans Hals, Leyster's paintings received greater recognition.
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