
Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Stockholm
                                       Volumes 24 – 25
Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Stockholm
                                       Volumes 24 – 25

A Drawing for Pietro da Cortona’s Rape of the Sabine Women

Martin Olin
Director of Research



Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum Stockholm
                                       Volumes 24 – 25

Foreword

Dr. Susanna Pettersson
Director General

Associate Professor

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

(An Unpublished Drawing on Panel by Salvator 
Rosa Depicting a Landscape with a Philosopher 
and Astrological Symbols, Fig. 6, p. 22).
© The Capitoline Museums, Rome. Archivio 
Fotografico dei Musei Capitolini, Roma, Sovrinten-
denza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali.
(A Drawing for Pietro da Cortona’s Rape of the 
Sabine Women, Fig. 2, p. 28).
© Bibliothèque Nationale France, Paris.
(The Entry of Queen Christina into Paris in 1656, 
by François Chauveau, Fig. 2, p. 32).
© Finnish National Gallery/ Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum, Helsinki. Photo: Jaakko Lukumaa
(Self-Portraits and Artists’ Portraits as Portraits of 
Friends – A Selection of Paintings and Drawings, 
Fig. 2, p. 72).
© IKEA.
(Spika and Tajt – Alternative Furniture for a Young 
Generation, Fig. 5, p. 88).
© Moderna museet, Stockholm
(Henry B. Goodwin – A Visual Artist with the 
Camera as His Tool, Fig. 2, p. 90).
© The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. Digital 
image courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content 
Program.
(Per Krafft the Younger and Belisarius – One of 
the Foremost Swedish Examples of Neoclassical 
Painting in the French Style, Figs. 3–4, pp. 113–114).
© Albert Bonniers Förlag, Stockholm
(Nils Kreuger’s Drafts for the Covers of Bland 
Franska Bönder (1889) by August Strindberg and 
Ord och Bild (1897), Fig. 2, p. 137). 
© Bukowskis auktioner, Stockholm
(Nils Kreuger’s Drafts for the Covers of Bland 
Franska Bönder (1889) by August Strindberg and 
Ord och Bild (1897), Fig. 3, p. 138; Acquisitions 
2017: Exposé, Fig, 3, p. 178).
© Pia Ulin.
(The Nationalmuseum’s New Restaurant – An 
Artistic Collaboration, Figs. 1, 2, 4, and 5, pp. 149, 
150, 152 and 153).
© Wikimedia Commons/ Public Domain
(Per Krafft the Younger and Belisarius – One of 
the Foremost Swedish Examples of Neoclassical 
Painting in the French Style, Fig 3, p. 112 and 
In the Breach of Decorum: Painting between 
Altar and Gallery, Figs. 1–8, 10–12, and 14–18, 
pp. 155–172).
© Wikimedia Commons/ CC BY 3.0 

Art Bulletin of Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 
is published with generous support from the 
Friends of the Nationalmuseum.

Nationalmuseum collaborates with  Svenska 
Dagbladet, Bank of America Merrill Lynch, 
Grand Hôtel Stockholm, The Wineagency and 
Nationalmusei Vänner.

Cover Illustration
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ACQUISITIONS/A DRAWING FOR PIETRO DA CORTONA’S RAPE OF THE SABINE WOMEN

Little is known about the exact genesis 
of Pietro da Cortona’s famous Rape of 
the Sabine Women in the Capitoline 
Museums in Rome (Fig. 2).1 It was acqui-
red by Benedict XIV for the Pinacoteca 
Capitolina in 1748, together with other 
paintings from the Sacchetti collection, 
where it was first recorded in an inven-
tory in 1639. The picture had probably 
entered the collection earlier, but there 
is no record of a commission from the 
Sacchetti, who were Pietro da Cortona’s 
most important patrons around 1630. 
However, the first mention of the Rape of 
the Sabine Women was in the 1631 trial of 
Don Fabritio Valguarnera, a disreputable 
Sicilian nobleman and diamond thief who 
may have been its first owner.2 At the end 
of this article, I will return to this curious 
episode in the history of Roman 17th-
century art. 

The classical sources for the story of 
how the first Romans kidnapped Sabine 
maidens and forced them to become their 
wives are found in Livy’s Ab urbe condita 
(I, 9–10 and 13) and in Plutarch’s Vita 
Romuli (14 and 19). Failing to procure 
brides through negotiation, the all-
male inhabitants of Rome invited their 
neighbouring peoples to a harvest 
festival in honour of the god Consus 
(or the Equestrian Neptune). At a given 
signal from their king Romulus, the 
Romans abducted the Sabine women, 
ignoring their protests (but, according 
to Plutarch, encouraging the Sabine men 
to escape). 

A Drawing for Pietro da Cortona’s Rape of the Sabine Women

Martin Olin
Director of Research

Fig.  1 Pietro da Cortona (1596–1669), attributed here to, Rape of the Sabine Women, Study for a Detail 
of a Larger Composition, c. 1627–29. Black chalk on paper, 269 x 213 mm. Purchase: the Wiros Fund. 
Nationalmuseum, NMH 45/2017. 
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sitting on an elevated throne, or on 
horseback, observing from a distance the 
aggression that follows his orders. Here, 
the king stands in the midst of the action, 
listening to a report from an officer 
who approaches from the right, bowing 
respectfully and raising his right hand to 
his mouth to indicate speech. Romulus 
is identified by his crown, which is of the 
type worn by ancient kings in 17th-century 
imagery, and also by the fact that he is 
holding on to the folds of his cloak with his 
left hand, for, according to Plutarch, “[t]
he signal that the time had come for the 
onslaught was to be his rising and folding 
his cloak and then throwing it round him 

ACQUISITIONS/A DRAWING FOR PIETRO DA CORTONA’S RAPE OF THE SABINE WOMEN

mistake. Hersilia can be identified on the 
left as the woman who turns in anguish 
to her weeping child. Technical examina-
tion has shown that the composition of 
the painting developed gradually, with 
many changes in the attitudes and exact 
positions of the figures.3

In 2017, the Nationalmuseum acquired 
a black chalk drawing that appears to be a 
composition sketch for Romulus giving the 
signal to the Romans to abduct the Sabine 
women (Fig. 1). The drawing is attributed 
here to Pietro da Cortona, and is closely 
related to the Capitoline painting.4 On this 
sheet, the artist is trying out an alternative 
to the traditional iconography of Romulus 

The dynamic composition of the painting 
shows the progress of the story in episodes 
told in horizontal scenes parallel to the 
picture plane. Romulus, seated on an 
elevated platform between two columns, 
gives the signal, which is first apprehended 
by those standing closest to him. An officer 
takes a step forward and raises his right 
arm, indicating to his followers where to 
go. In the foreground are three pairs of 
Romans and Sabine women in varying 
attitudes. The artist appears to be 
following Plutarch, who mentions that 
only one of the women, Hersilia (later to 
become Romulus’ spouse), was already 
married, and that she was abducted by 

Fig. 2 Pietro da Cortona (1596–1669), Rape of the Sabine Women, 1630. Oil on canvas, 280 x 426 cm. The Capitoline Museums, Rome, PC 137.
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not be conceived on the canvas, but must 
have been preceded by studies such as 
the one discussed here. The scarcity of 
other preparatory drawings for the pain-
ting means that there are no convenient 
parallels for a stylistic comparison. 
As always in the case of Cortona, the 
draughtsmanship may in some respects 
suggest Ciro Ferri, but for chronological 
reasons this can be excluded (Ferri was 
born in 1634) if, as I have argued here, 
there is a clear relationship between the 
drawing and the painting.
     Two fairly large drawings in the 
Nationalmuseum show the left and 

again”.5 (In the painting, the detail of 
Romulus’ hand holding the cloak is not 
clearly legible and may be unfinished.) 
Romulus is moving to the left; his cloak 
flies in the wind as he turns his head to 
listen intently to the words of the officer. 
The head of Romulus in the drawing, with 
its curly hair and suggested beard, has in 
fact been used in the painting, but for 
the kneeling Roman in the centre fore-
ground, where the same shadow over 
the collarbone can be noticed. Pietro da 
Cortona first tried another position for the 
king, with legs and body turned towards 
the right. The initial, tentative outlines 
of the legs can be seen, but once the artist 
had decided on the final attitude, with its 
energetic countermovement, he emphas-
ised the outlines of the legs with forceful 
chalk lines. Behind the two central figures, 
others are moving in a parallel plane; to 
the right are two Romans, one with his 
back turned to the viewer as he carries off 
a Sabine woman. A boy with a frightened 
expression on his face can be seen between 
Romulus and the officer, turning round 
to look over his shoulder. He is carrying a 
sphere-like object, the meaning of which 
is unclear, but the pose can perhaps be 
understood if compared with the boy to 
the far right in the painting, who strikes 
a similar attitude while holding a woman 
with his right arm. The boy’s face, perhaps 
studied in a previous drawing, may have 
been inserted to fill the gap between the 
two main figures. The officer’s helmet 
crowned by a sphinx is similar to the one 
worn by two of the soldiers in the painting. 
In the drawing it has no crest, as is also the 
case with the large soldier lifting a woman 
in the right foreground of the painting, 
likely based on the same model.6 

In my view, the parallels discussed 
above show how an artist could use 
drawings to experiment with very different 
solutions for a composition, while holding 
on to certain aspects of his initial studies of 
models that were pleasing for one reason 
or another. A complex composition like the 
Rape of the Sabine Women could, after all, 

central parts of a scene also related to the 
Rape of the Sabine Women (Figs. 3–4) 
Clearly, they do not represent the painting 
in the Musei Capitolini, as stated in the 
Nationalmuseum’s catalogue, since 
neither the figures nor the architectural 
elements are the same.7 In one sense, the 
composition also follows a different idea, 
with the six or seven pairs of Romans and 
Sabine women placed at varying depths in 
the pictorial space and not arranged in the 
frieze-like manner of the Capitoline pain-
ting. The two drawings are catalogued as 
probably executed in Pietro da Cortona’s 
studio and possibly retouched by the artist 

Fig. 3 Pietro da Cortona (1596–1669), studio of, 
Rape of the Sabine Women. The Left Part with 
Romulus on His Throne. Black chalk, heightened 
with white, touches of pen and brown ink, on 
brownish paper. Traced for transfer, 490 x 287 mm. 
Nationalmuseum, NMH Anck 151. 

Fig. 4 Pietro da Cortona (1596–1669), studio of, 
Rape of the Sabine Women. The Central Part. 
Black chalk, heightened with white, touches of 
pen and brown ink, on brownish paper. Traced for 
transfer, 482 x 290 mm. Nationalmuseum, 
NMH Anck 152. 
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Loeb Classical Library, London and Cambridge, 
Mass., 1959, p. 129.
6. There are four drawings of Romans in crested 
helmets (one in ink, one in black chalk and two in 
red chalk) on a sheet in the so-called Odescalchi 
album in the Istituto Centrale per la Grafica in 
Rome (inv. FN 13982/18b), attributed by Vitzthum 
to Pietro da Cortona. At least one of the red chalk 
drawings seems to me to be a study for the large 
soldier to the right in Pietro’s Sabines. But see 
Simonetta Prosperi Valenti Rodinò, in Pietro 
da Cortona e il disegno, Milan 1997, p. 196, who 
attributes the sheet to Ciro Ferri and connects the 
soldiers to Ferri’s paintings in the Cappella Cesi at 
S. Prassede, Rome. 
7. Per Bjurström and Börje Magnusson, Italian 
Drawings: Umbria, Rome, Naples, Stockholm 
1998, cats. 679–680, NMH Anck. 151 and 152, 
black chalk, heightened with white, touches of pen 
and brown ink, on brownish paper, measurements 
490 x 287 mm (151) and 482 x 290 mm (152). A thin 
strip of the composition is missing in the middle, 
between the two sheets, which appear to have been 
separated. A third part that would have closed 
the composition to the right is also apparently 
missing.
8. This information has often been repeated in the 
literature, with the later addition that Velázquez 
had ordered the pictures for the Spanish king 
during his first trip to Italy (1628–30). See Costello 
1950, pp. 237–238. See also Roma 1630: Il trionfo 
del pennello (exh. cat.), Villa Medici, Rome, 
25 Oct. 1994–1 Jan. 1995, Milan 1994, for a recent 
discussion and recreation of the “exhibition” at 
Santa Maria di Costantinopoli.
9. Costello 1950, p. 273. Valguarnera died from 
fever in the Tordinona prison on 2 January 1632.
10. Costello 1950, pp. 238–240.
11. Stefano Pierguidi, “Marcello Sacchetti, 
Francesco Valguarnera e il Ratto delle Sabine di 
Pietro da Cortona”, in Bolletino dei Musei Comunali 
di Roma, n.s. 22, 2010, pp. 57–68 (59). 
12. See Pierguidi 2010 for a discussion of the 
relationship between the pendants.
 

court that he had bought the large painting 
of the Rape of the Sabine Women from 
Pietro da Cortona for 200 scudi, paying 
him with 140 scudi in cash and a diamond 
worth 60 scudi.9 Jane Costello, who first 
published the legal documents recording 
the trial, argued that the price paid for the 
Sabines was so low that it must have been 
a copy. 10 This view has been challenged, 
with the argument that the price was not 
unreasonably low for a painting of high 
quality – Valguarnera had paid Poussin 
100 scudi for the Plague at Ashdod, also 
among his possessions. 11 If Valguarnera 
was indeed the first owner of the Capi-
toline Sabines, what remains unsettled 
is the painting’s ambiguous relationship 
to its pendant, the Sacrifice of Polyxena, 
commissioned by the Sacchetti in 1624.12 
If there were two versions of the Sabines 
(one bought by Valguarnera and another 
painted for the Sacchetti with the same 
dimensions as the Sacrifice of Polyxena), 
that question would be resolved.

Notes:
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Milan 1997, pp. 336–337 (cat. 36). 
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of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 13, 
1950, pp. 237–284.
3. Marco Cardinali and M. Beatrice de Ruggieri, 
“Il ‘ratto delle Sabine’ di Pietro da Cortona”, in 
Bolletino dei Musei Comunali di Roma, n.s. IX, 1995, 
pp. 147–157. 
4. NMH 45/2017, black chalk on paper, 
269 x 213 mm, bought at Im Kinsky, Vienna, 
in April 2017, in a lot consisting of anonymous 
drawings from the 16th–19th centuries. There are 
very few published preparatory drawings for the 
composition. Jörg Martin, Pietro da Cortona: Der 
Auftstieg zum führenden Maler im barocken Rom, 
Tübingen 1991, p. 212, and illus. 323–324, discusses 
two small drawings in the Cooper-Hewitt Museum 
in New York (inv. 1938-88-6584 and -6585).
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himself. Despite the fact that the drawings 
are traced for transfer, I find it unlikely 
that they are “final draft[s] for an engra-
ving”, as many details, in the architectural 
backdrop for example, are unresolved. 
They seem to me to represent a composi-
tion based on the same idea as the 
Capitoline Sabines, but perhaps intended 
for some other purpose, maybe a tapestry 
design, with the sketchy details to be sett-
led in the finished cartoon. However, the 
alternative composition recorded in the 
two drawings raises the question of 
the possible existence of other versions 
of Pietro da Cortona’s Rape of the Sabine 
Women. The Capitoline painting is not 
recorded in the Sacchetti collection until 
1639, and even if it is likely that it was 
acquired by the family earlier than that 
date, the peculiar circumstances of the 
first mention of Cortona painting the 
subject leave room for speculation.

In 1673, the German painter Joachim 
Sandrart wrote that the king of Spain 
had ordered twelve paintings by Rome’s 
foremost artists in 1630, Cortona’s Rape of 
the Sabine Women being one of them, and 
that the paintings were shown together 
in an exhibition in the courtyard of the 
church of Santa Maria di Costantinopoli 
on 10 June 1631.8 In fact, there never was a 
commission from the king of Spain, and it 
is doubtful whether the exhibition actually 
took place. At the time of the (perhaps 
imaginary) exhibition, at least four of the 
paintings listed by Sandrart belonged to 
a Sicilian nobleman called Don Fabritio 
Valguarnera. They were seized on his 
arrest on 12 July 1631 for a theft of uncut 
diamonds committed in Madrid in the 
autumn of 1629. The inventory of 
Valguarnera’s possessions included 37 
easel paintings, acquired for the most 
part during the preceding months. 
Giovanni Lanfranco, Nicolas Poussin and 
other painters who had sold them to 
Valguarnera, or exchanged them for 
diamonds, testified at the hearings. 
Valguarnera himself gave precise identifi-
cations of the seized goods, informing the 




