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An Unpublished Drawing on Panel by Salvator Rosa 
Depicting a Landscape with a Philosopher and Astrological Symbols1

Caterina Volpi
Associate Professor, Sapienza Università di Roma

Fig. 2 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), Philosopher in a Wood, c. 1665. Pencil and ink heightened with white on panel, 48 x 66,2 cm. Nationalmuseum, NMH 16/2018.



18Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Volumes 24 –25, 2017 – 2018

The Nationalmuseum in Stockholm 
owns three drawings on poplar wood by 
Salvator Rosa, which are of exceptional 
value since works of art of this kind are 
rare in Rosa’s oeuvre and unique in their 
genre. One represents The Abandoned 
Oedipus (NM 6839), another a Rocky 
Landscape with a Tree and Two Figures 
(NMH 219/2017), and a third a Philosopher 
in a Wood (NMH 16/2018). 
          The first drawing is scarcely known, 
but has been published and discussed by 
Prytz;2 the second, representing a rocky 
landscape with a magnificent tree in the 
foreground (Fig. 1), is a superb version of 
another drawing on wood, of the same sub-
ject but of poorer quality, preserved in the 
Musée Fabre in Montpellier and published 
by Mahoney in 1977.3 The drawing on panel 
depicting a Philosopher in a Wood came to 
the Nationalmuseum with the collection of 
Nicola Martelli in 1804. It is unpublished 
and was only recently rediscovered among 
the works in the Museum’s collection 
store.4 It measures 48 x 66.2 cm,5 and de-
picts a stand of trees with, at its centre, an 
extraordinary tree trunk, whose roots en-
fold a stone mass on which a philosopher is 
seated. He is dressed in the characteristic 
toga and is intently examining symbols 
on the ground, while pointing towards 
the horizon. In the background, a group 
of trees whose branches are tossed in the 
wind underline the wild and remote nature 
of the landscape (Fig. 2). The drawing, 
signed “SR” at the lower right, belongs to a 
nucleus of just twelve drawings in pen and 
white lead on panel, attributable to Rosa, 
that have thus far come to light. This small 
group of works is nonetheless significant 
because it is unique in its kind, represen-
ting a midway point between painting 
and drawing.6 These works were probably 
executed as experiments during the artist’s 
Florentine years and then later through 
the 1660s, alongside his engravings.7 Given 
their rarity and the difficulty in assigning 
them a clear function, Rosa’s drawings on 
panel now constitute a case apart, difficult 
to interpret and forming part of an oeuvre 

ACQUISITIONS/AN UNPUBLISHED DRAWING ON PANEL BY SALVATOR ROSA 

Fig. 1 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), Rocky Landscape with a Tree and Two Figures. Pencil and ink with white 
accents on panel, 61.1 x 39.9 cm. Purchase: the Wiros Fund. Nationalmuseum, NMH 219/2017.
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that was chaotic and vibrantly creative, 
from an artist who certainly chafed at 
the limitations of category and genre. 
However, it is possible, through a careful 
examination of documents, correspon-
dence and works, to throw more light on 
these drawings and attempt to decipher 
the peculiarities of their form, content and 
function.
          On 26 January 1666, Salvator Rosa 
wrote from Rome to his friend Giovan 
Battista Ricciardi in Pisa: 

Now that you are closer to me, I did not wish 
to miss the opportunity of sending you the 
crates which I consigned this morning to 
this courier, to be sent to Signor Cosimo 
Fabretti, Florence, and from there to Pisa; 
and I did this because I was afraid they 
might not find you there. In this way, you 
will be able to take them yourself, and I have 
sent them in excellent condition. … Everyth-
ing you will find there was done by me eight 
to ten months ago, … in the long box you will 
find a single painted canvas, for I took it 
upon myself to execute on one what might 
have been done on two.8

          It is very likely that the letter is 
referring to the canvas and drawing of The 
Death of Empedocles, given that the wood 
panel bearing the sketch for the painting, 
now in the Uffizi in Florence and on dis-
play in the Palazzo Pitti, is inscribed on the 
reverse “To Sig. Salvator Rosa” and then, 
in Rosa’s handwriting, “to Sig. Cosimo 
Fabretti Florence/Pisa/duty-free” (Fig. 
3).9 The inscriptions on the reverse of the 
panel thus do not refer to the buyer of the 
painting, but to the first recipient of the 
box, on which Rosa had drawn the sketch 
of Empedocles so that it would reach his 
friend Ricciardi. The figure of the boast-
ful philosopher described by Diogenes 
Laertius in the Life of the Philosophers 
(VIII, 69) – avid explorer of the mysteries 
of nature who was punished with death for 
his daring, his insatiable curiosity sending 
him directly into the mouth of Etna – was 
studied at the time by scholars of the 

Fig. 3 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), The Death of Empedocles. Pencil and ink heightened with white on panel, 
Gallerie degli Uffizi, Palazzo Pitti, Florence, no. 19152.
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calibre of Gabriel Naudé, Leone Allacci and 
Paganino Gaudenzi, the latter a friend of 
both Ricciardi and Rosa.10 These scholars, 
and in particular Naudé in his Apologie 
pour tous les grands personnages qui ont 
faussement soupçonnez de magie of 1625 
and Gaudenzi in his Della peregrinazione 
filosofica of 1643, had defended the ancient 
naturalists and scientists Empedocles and 
Pythagoras against accusations of magic, 
representing them rather as symbols 
of human curiosity and wit, and of the 
insatiable quest for truth. It was a charac-
terisation that might equally well have 
fitted Ricciardi himself, or the magician 
and scientist Athanasius Kircher, another 
friend of Rosa and a correspondent of 
Evangelista Torricelli. Empedocles, lost in 
his musings on nature and fascinated by 
the volcano to the point of being swal-
lowed up by it, is also a close relative of 
the astrologer, magician and alchemist 
immersed in thought in the wood on the 
Stockholm panel, and belongs to a unique 
stock of images, common to Rosa and to 
his philosopher and scientist friends. It is 
very likely that the panel drawing of the 
philosopher/astrologer, which still bears 
on its reverse the marks of what may have 
been the bottom of a drawer, was sent, like 
the drawing of the philosopher swallowed 
by Etna, to Ricciardi or a mutual friend.11

          It is above all from the early 1660s 
that the sending of drawings, paintings 
on copper and small canvases in wooden 
crates seems to increase significantly, 
perhaps as the artist began to produce 
significant numbers of engravings. It 
appears that, from 1660 on, the artist 
devoted himself to engraving with 
increasing enthusiasm, and felt the need 
for continuous feedback from his erudite 
philosopher friend in Pisa.12 Thus, in 
March 1662 Rosa sent sketches for the 
prints of Polycrates, Diogenes and 
Alexander, Diogenes Throwing down his 
Bowl, Democritus and Phytalus to Pisa: 
“Just before writing I consigned the crate 
to the Florentine courier: To Signor Simon 
Torrigiani of the Florentine duty-free post 

ACQUISITIONS/AN UNPUBLISHED DRAWING ON PANEL BY SALVATOR ROSA 

Fig. 4 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), The Abandoned Oedipus. Ink heightened with white on panel, 65 x 45 cm. 
Nationalmuseum, NM 6839.
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vases, that indicates the value that Salvator 
attached to the works to be sent to his 
Pisan friend: “This morning I delivered to 
the Florentine courier a crate bearing your 
name, with the promised drawing inside, 
which I know will appear as I described it 
the first time, that is, a simple sketch of 
an idea (‘spegazzo del pensiero’), and 
moreover I have been able to effect the 
improvements you desired. Enough, I will 
send it to you as it is in order to obey you: 
included with it I have also put the papers 
that you do not have, together with three 
small canvases, which I hope will please 
you because I like them. The crate will 
come duty-free to Florence. Please 

which his friend had also requested, be-
cause “since these are landscapes, I drew 
them directly on the same copper. Enough, 
I will not fail to pay my debt and as soon as 
I have put something else together, I will 
send it to you immediately.”14 As we know, 
the drawing did arrive, evidently a little 
later, executed on a panel of poplar wood, 
perhaps with a proposal for a commission 
for the painting since, in December 1666, 
Rosa himself wrote to Ricciardi saying: “I 
still haven’t painted the giants and Oedip-
us” (Fig. 4).15  But it is above all his letter of 
October 1663, in which the artist once aga-
in refers to a courier with a crate addressed 
to Ricciardi containing drawings and can-

office for Signor Giovanni Battista 
Ricciardi in Pisa. You will find inside the 
painting, together with the drawing of 
Polycrates in two sections, which were 
executed at Strozza Volpe. The sketches 
of Alexander with Diogenes, Phytalus 
and two others, that is the drawing of 
Democritus, and a missing drawing, which 
I have not been able to find yet, and its 
companion Diogenes Throwing down his 
Bowl. All in excellent condition as you 
sent it to me this last time.”13 In August of 
the following year, in answer to a speci-
fic request from Ricciardi, Rosa sent the 
drawing for the Giganti, explaining that he 
was unable to send the sketch of Oedipus, 

ACQUISITIONS/AN UNPUBLISHED DRAWING ON PANEL BY SALVATOR ROSA 

Fig. 5 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), Landscape with Discussing Figures. Pencil and ink on paper. Teylers Museum, Haarlem, E 022.
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exercise due diligence with the courier, 
since the Florentine courier promised to 
ensure that it would continue on to Pisa.”16 
          From the Florentine years (1641–49) 
on, Rosa experimented with the use of 
different mounts, made of unusual or rare 
materials such as chalkboard, slate, copper 
or stone, as a result of his contact with the 
refined and cultivated collections of the 
Medici court; materials that were often 
used for paintings of philosophical or 
magical subject matter.17 But if the paint-
ings of magical subjects tended to use a 
mount such as stone or copper to lend 
them greater value, lustre and mystery, in 
the case of the drawings on panel it seems 
that Rosa deliberately employed poor and 
humble materials in common use, and 
this was particularly well suited to the 
circulation of works that were intimate 
and affectionate, to sketches and outlines, 
“spegazzi del pensiero” executed for his 
closest friends and collectors. An example 
can be found in a bizarre creation that the 
artist made in the villa of Barbaiano dei 
Maffei, who was a friend of the painter 
and a host to him more than once; here, as 
we learn from Baldinucci, he drew “many 
figures and narratives on the walls, crea-
ting the illusion that they were paintings 
hung by nails, and everything just in 
charcoal, brightened by chalk or white 
lead”.18 Thus it is that, on perusing a quick 
list of the inventories in which these 
characteristic works of the painter are 
cited, it is not surprising to find the grea-
test number of “small paintings in wood 
with figures in chiarello” in the collection 
of Giovan Battista Ricciardi – some 15 
judging by the inventory published by 
Paliaga19 – while “a landscape in pen on 
panel with a gilded frame roughly three 
palms high depicting the temptation of 
Christ in the desert”, “A small landscape 
of a village in gouache with a carved gilded 
frame by the hand of Salvator Rosa”20 and 
a “work in pen by Salvator Rosa” in the 
collection of Carlo de Rossi are cited in 
the inventory of Agostino Correggio from 
1674; “a drawing on an oblong panel in 

ACQUISITIONS/AN UNPUBLISHED DRAWING ON PANEL BY SALVATOR ROSA 

Fig. 6 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), Democritus and Protagoras. Oil on canvas, 185 x 128 cm. The State 
Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, ГЭ-31.
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he found hospitality with the scholars of 
the university, in particular with Paganino 
Guadenzi and Giovan Battista Ricciardi. 
The latter, as can be surmised from the 
numerous entries in Monconys’s diary, 
had revealed to the Frenchman the secrets 
of the fusion of mercury, and together 
the two had attempted experiments with 
aquafortis, mercury and silver, though they 
were not successful. Nonetheless, the dip-
lomat remained fascinated by the secrets 
possessed by Ricciardi,29 much more so, 
it would seem, than with the conversa-
tions that took place shortly afterwards 
with Evangelista Torricelli, which never 
touched on scientific experiments with 
mercury, tending to focus rather on the 
subject of spectacles.30

          The Stockholm philosopher, sorcerer 
and alchemist is therefore a work that was 
born from this cultural context, between 
Rosa’s Rome of the Chigi and Ricciardi’s 
Galilean Pisa. It is a very particular form of 
art, halfway between an outline, a drawing 
and a painting, destined in all probabi-
lity for his friend Ricciardi who, more 
than anyone else, was able to appreciate 
its philosophical and scholarly content. 
Stylistically, the figure and the landscape 
are linked to a series of drawings executed 
around 1664, also depicting philosophers 
immersed in landscapes and gesticulating, 
reflecting and discoursing according to 
figurative models already used by Rosa 
in his Florentine years (in works such as 
The Philosophers’ Grove, Florence, Palazzo 
Pitti) but which have now become more 
monumental, rhetorical and grand (Fig. 
5). The figure finds particular parallels in a 
group of drawings linked to the execution 
of the painting of Democritus and 
Protagoras, now in the Hermitage in St. 
Petersburg, a painting completed some 
time before 1664 and sent as a gift to the 
King of France (Fig. 6).31 These are years 
in which Rosa’s reflections on landscape 
painting are increasingly bound up with 
a philosophy of nature – we recall that 
Protagoras is later cited by the Jesuit 
priest Daniello Bartoli in “La Tenzione e 

with figures in chiarello”, while from the 
words of Rosa himself it is possible to 
surmise that the artist regarded these 
drawings on panel as preparatory sketches, 
or “spegazzi del pensiero”: models to be 
used for engravings or paintings and to be 
evaluated by his scholarly friends. 
          The theme of the little Stockholm 
panel was particularly well suited to 
Ricciardi; here, as with Empedocles, a 
philosopher, magician or scientist is 
depicted, intently interrogating the secrets 
of nature and with his raised arm pointing 
towards a remote horizon, expressing the 
impossibility of reaching a full comprehen-
sion of the mysteries of creation. The signs 
that the man has recently traced in the 
earth are illegible, but belong to a generic 
stock of astrological, alchemical and magi-
cal symbols that hark back to some youth-
ful dabbling in witchcraft in the artist’s 
Florentine years. The presence of symbols 
linked to the planets and the zodiac – we 
seem to make out Aries, an arrow and the 
symbol of Mars – would lead us to identify 
this as an alchemist–astrologer figure. He 
would thus be yet another representative 
of the gallery of sages from antiquity dedi-
cated to the sciences, to experiments and 
calculations, that includes Empedocles, 
Pythagoras and Archita (Archytas), all of 
whom had captured Rosa’s particular inte-
rest in his later years, no doubt stimulated 
by reading the writings of the Jesuit priest 
Athanasius Kircher, if not also by meeting 
him in person.27

          In 1664 Balthasar de Monconys was 
brought by Niccolò Simonelli to see the 
“paintings of the sculptor’s wife” – perhaps 
referring to the collection of Costanza 
Bonarelli, who died in 1662 and was the 
owner of Poussin’s Bacchanal of Putti, and 
whose paintings had passed into the hands 
of Domenico Salvetti (he died in 1664 and 
was canon of Santa Maria Maggiore and 
secretary to Alexander VII) – and to buy 
paintings for Rome.28 The French diplomat 
had returned from travels that had taken 
him to Africa and across Europe, and in 
November 1646 he stayed in Pisa where 

chiaroscuro work by Salvator Rosa”21 in 
that of Giorgio Bergonzi from 1709; and 
finally, a “painting 2.9 palms in height and 
2 palms in breadth representing a land-
scape, drawn on panel by Salvator Rosa”22 
in the inventory of Valenti Gonzaga from 
1763.23 This indicates that these works 
made their way into established collec-
tions, though they were referred to alter-
nately as drawings or paintings, pointing 
to an uncertainty of definition which is 
perpetuated to this day in catalogues and 
exhibitions. The dating of the drawings 
on panel that are known today is rather 
broad, and runs from Rosa’s late 
Florentine years, with the first examples 
of philosophers and soldiers’ heads drawn 
in ink directly on unprepared wood, using 
white lead to heighten or create chiaro-
scuro effects,24 to the last years of his out-
put, in the 1660s, when most of the works 
are small panels in which small figures 
contemplate a wild, deserted and enig-
matic natural landscape, sometimes 
represented simply by huge tree trunks 
and dry and inhospitable rocks, all ex-
ecuted with great mastery, skilfully using 
the natural grain of the wood, with rapid 
strokes of ink over traces in pencil, and 
with highlights in white lead. As Mahoney 
has already noted, the wood used was often 
recycled and came from packing crates or, 
in the case of the Stockholm philosopher/
astrologer, from ordinary household ob-
jects such as a drawer.25 It is possible that 
in some cases, such as Empedocles or the 
Man Kneeling under a Tree in the Incisa 
della Rocchetta Collection, Rosa recycled 
wood packaging already sent to him by 
someone else and that he decorated it 
with sketches in order to make boxes to 
send back to his friends.26 
          To attempt to characterise and assign 
a plausible categorisation to this eccentric 
output of Rosa’s, we can, as stated above, 
rely only on the inventory citations and 
the few fleeting references contained in 
the artist’s correspondence. The oldest 
allusions, those in the inventories of De 
Rossi and Ricciardi, refer to “wood panels 

ACQUISITIONS/AN UNPUBLISHED DRAWING ON PANEL BY SALVATOR ROSA 
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Pressione disputanti qual di loro sostenga 
l’argento vivo ne’ cannelli doppo fattone 
il vuoto”, published in Bologna in 1677. 
Next to paintings such as Archita and 
Empedocles, which seem to have sprung 
from the magical fantasy of Athanasius 
Kircher, the Stockholm panel shows how 
the painter is increasingly tending towards 
more mysterious images of hermits and 
philosophers immersed in a natural world 
that is grandiose, disturbing and hostile, 
which can be seen as the very opposite of 
the triumphalist and allegorical Baroque 
vision of nature. A depiction of nature as 
hieroglyphic, as Kircher who was a scholar 
of Egyptian writing would have said, and 
as the Stockholm philosopher seems to 
suggest. Paintings such as the Auguri, the 
landscapes with philosophers and hermits 
formerly in the Mahon collection, or the 
Landscape with Hermit from a private 
collection (Fig. 7),32 all datable to the 
mid 1660s, are very close in style to the 
Philosopher in a Wood in Stockholm, a 
work that can therefore be dated to around 
1664, when Democritus and Protagoras was 
painted. 

Notes:
1. This article is a revised version of an Italian 
article by the same author: Caterina Volpi, ”Disegni 
su tavola tra opera grafica e pittorica nel catalogo 
di Salvator Rosa, il Paesaggio con filosofo e segni 
astrologici di Stoccolma e alcune considerazioni”, 
in Storia dell’Arte, 1, n.s., 2018, pp. 109–120. 
2. Prytz and Eriksson 2010, pp. 82–85, and 
Norlander Eliasson, Prytz, Eriksson and Ekman, 
2015, no. 80, pp. 200–204.
3. Mahoney 1977, n. 68.7. Rocky Landscape with a 
Tree and Two Figures measures 61.3 x 40 cm and is 
signed at lower left. It was acquired by the Museum 
at Christie’s on 5 July 2017, coming from Colnaghi 
(Colnaghi, London 2000, no. 219). It was exhibited 
in Naples in 2010 (Napoli 2010, II, p. 83, no. 3.42) 
and in Paris in 2014 (Marty de Cambiare 2014, p. 
30, no. 10). Compared with the Montpellier version, 
the Stockholm composition is more painterly and 
beautiful, with generous use of ink that gives the 
landscape depth, movement and a characteristic 
dramatic impression, typical of Salvator Rosa’s late 
landscapes.
4. I quote here what Daniel Prytz – who studied 
Oedipus and was a great help to me in that 
connection – has recently written to me about the 
Astrologer’s provenance: The Astrologer is listed 
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Fig. 7 Salvator Rosa (1615–1673), Rocky Landscape with Figures. Private collection, Naples.
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structing the biography, chronology and cultural 
context of Salvator Rosa’s work.
9. Florence, Uffizi, inv. no. 19152.
10. For the painting, now in an English private 
collection, cf. London and Fort Worth 2010, pp. 
212–213, no. 34; Volpi 2014, no. 316, pp. 589–590.
11. On Salvator Rosa and pre-Socratic philosophy, 
see London and Fort Worth 2010, Langdon 2011, 
Volpi 2014 with previous bibliography, Volpi 2017b.
12. On Salvator Rosa’s etchings, cf. Wallace 1979 
and Rome 2014. On Rosa’s drawings, cf. Mahoney 
1977, more recently see Lipsia and Haarlem 1999, 
Volpi in Paris 2010, pp. 125–134; Sorrento 2016.
13. Rosa 2003, Lettere, no. 261, p. 284; letter of 11 
March 1662.
14. Rosa 2003, Lettere, no. 290, p. 310 “Voi mi 
chiedete il disegno dell’ultimo rame intagliato de’ 
Giganti, quand’io già l’havevo messo da parte per 
voi; è ben vero che ne caverete poco di bello, per 
essere un semplice pensiero. La stampa però è rius-
cita assai bene, e di non ordinaria sodisfazione 
presso quelli della professione. Circa all’altro 
disegno dell’Edipo, non posso promettervelo per 
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