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SALVATOR ROSA 
1615 Arenella, Naples - Rome 1673 
 

Study for the Figure of St. Sebastian 
 
Pen in brown ink, on laid paper, laid down on the original handmade card mount; c.1640-5. 
Bears numbering in an old hand in brown ink, verso: No. 36. 
242 x 188 mm 
 
Salvator Rosa ranks as one of the leading painters and outstanding draughtsmen in mid seventeenth-
century Italy. Born in Naples, he joined the studio of Aniello Falcone in 1632. His brother-in-law, the 
painter Francesco Fracanzano, introduced him to the painting of the Spanish artist Giuseppe Ribera 
who was to have an important influence on his work. Rosa settled in Rome in 1635. He came into 
conflict with Gian Lorenzo Bernini and left the city for Florence in 1640 to work as court painter to 
the Medicis. Returning to Rome in 1649, he established himself as an independent artist and 
remained in the city until his death in 1673. In this final period of his career his output of landscapes 
and figures was prolific. His work was widely sought after and he also enjoyed considerable success as 
a draughtsman and etcher.  
 
The present, rapidly articulated pen and ink sketch of a youth bound to a tree is in all likelihood a 
study for the figure of St. Sebastian – as the motif suggests. The theme of a saint or hermit bound to a 
tree is not infrequent in Rosa’s drawings and etchings. Two examples are the etchings titled  
St. William of Maleval and St. Albert, Companion of St. William of Maleval.1 A Rosa drawing recently sold at 
auction in Berlin depicts a traveller pointing at a male figure tightly bound to a tree. Datable to the 
1640s, the subject of the drawing has yet to be identified.2  
 
Rosa also adopted the theme in his paintings, interpreting it in the style of Giuseppe Ribera, as for 
example in his Martyrdom of St. Bartholomew.3 Another painting, this time depicting the figure of  
St. Sebastian, has recently come to light and analysis of its close stylistic relationship with Ribera 
would suggest a probable dating of circa 1639.4 It is not unlikely that the present drawing of St. 
Sebastian is in some way related to the painting – although thematic similarities are sparse. However, 
a dating to Rosa’s early Florentine period and the years between 1640 and 1645 appears more likely on 
stylistic grounds. 
 
In his publication on Rosa’s drawings Michael Mahoney records a number of sheets that can be 
compared stylistically with the present drawing.5 

Andreas Stolzenburg 

                                                             
1 Richard William Wallace, The Etchings of Salvator Rosa, Princeton 1979, pp. 246-7, no. 99, figs. 248-9; no. 100, repr. 
2 Pen and brown ink, brown wash, 271 x 168 mm; Gemälde Alter und Neuerer Meister, Zeichnungen des 15.-19. Jahrhunderts, sale, 
Galerie Gerda Bassenge, cat. 97, Berlin, 27 May 2011, p. 169, lot 6257. 
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4 Caterina Volpi, Note in margine alla formazione a Napoli, in Sybille Ebert-Schifferer, Helen Langdon and Caterina Volpi (eds.), 
Salvator Rosa e il suo tempo 1615 – 1673 [Convegno internazionale di studi, Rome], Bibliotheca Hertziana - Max-Planck-Institut 
für Kunstgeschichte and Sapienza Università di Roma, Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia, Rome 2010, p. 28, fig. 13. 
5 Compare Study of a Kneeling Saint, pen and brown ink, brown wash, 185 x 120 mm, London, The British Museum; Michael 
Mahoney, The Drawings of Salvator Rosa, New York and London 1977, I, p. 355, no. 30.15, repr. vol. II. With the exception of the 
addition of wash, the pen style of the drawing is identical with the draughtsmanship of the Study for the Figure of St. Sebastian. 


