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The Representation of Philosophers in the Art of Salvator Rosa

Fig. 1: Salvator Rosa, The Philosophers’ Wood, c. 1641 — 43, Oil on canvas, 147 x 221 cm,
Florence, Galleria Palatina, Palazzo Pitti (Luigi Salerno, L'Opera completa dj Salvator Rosa, Milan 1975, fig. XXIl).

In his Life of Salvator Rosa Filippo Baldinucci, who
knew the painter well, included this memorable de-
scription — “An overriding love and thirst for glory cre-
ated in him, from his early years, a passionate desire
to appear in all his words and deeds a true philosoph-
er. His thoughts were always full of dreams of walking
beneath the spacious porticoes of Athens in the com-
pany of the ancient Stoics".[1] Scenes from the lives
of the ancient philosophers, rare subjects before the
17t century, form a major part of Rosa’s production.
In this essay | shall concentrate primarily on those
from Rosa’s final years, from 1660 to his death in
1673, when he responded to strains of contemporary
thought and feeling very different from those which
had inspired him in his early career.

A brief look at these early philosopher pain-
tings, however, will serve to heighten this difference.
Rosa was born in Naples in 1615, and trained in the
studio of the Spanish artist Juseppe de Ribera, at pre-
cisely the moment, in the mid 1630s, when the Spa-
nish artist was making a speciality of galleries of half
length portraits of philosophers. Ribera's are learned
works, full of details culled from classical and antiqua-

rian sources, yet astonishingly vital; he shows the an-
cient philosophers as beggars, in torn and ragged clo-
thing, bizarrely patched together, and utterly absor-
bed in the world of the mind. They have much of the
humour of Lucian’s dialogues, one of the most popu-
lar 17t century sources for lively descriptions of the
ancient philosophers.

Ribera’s philosophers remain, throughout
Rosa’s career, a constant presence in his art. In the
1640s he was court painter to the Medici in Florence,
and here he encountered fresh sources of inspiration.
The mood of much Florentine Seicento painting is
witty and irreverent, and when Rosa arrived in
Florence Giovanni da San Giovanni’s decorations of
the summer apartments of the Palazzo Pitti had just
been completed. Here, in one fresco, blind Homer tot-
ters forth from Mount Parnassus, whilst on the oppos-
ite wall Lorenzo, at the feet of Plato, volumes of philo-
sophy piled up beside him, enjoys the company of
poets and scholars at the academy of Careggi.[2]
There is more than a hint of mockery of Raphael’s
stately fresco of the Schoo/ of Athens (Rome, Vatican,
Stanza della Segnatura) and Rosa picked up some-
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thing of Giovanni da San Giovanni’s light hearted yet
learned tone.

More important than the Medici court was
the world of the Florentine literary academies. Rosa
himself founded an academy, the Accademia dei Per-
cossi, which attracted many of the most brilliant
Florentine literary men, scholars, high churchmen and
scientists. Here Rosa nurtured his ambitions as satir-
ical poet as well as painter, and swiftly became the
centre of the Florentine literary world, whose double
laurels made him celebrated. Of especial importance
in this world were two writers whose works often read
like a rich source for Rosa’s iconography, the Jesuit
scholar Daniello Bartoli, and the moral philosopher
Paganino Gaudenzio. They shared an interest in Dio-
genes Laertius’ Lives of the Ancient Philosophers, (3rd
century AD) whose popularity grew in the 17" cen-
tury, and especially in the novel eccentricities of the
Cynics and Stoics. In 1645 Bartoli published his im-
mensely successful Man of Letters (Uomo di Lettere),
whose fame rapidly spread throughout Europe, and
Queen Christina of Sweden was to ask for a copy.[3]
The Florentine edition of this work was dedicated to
Rosa, who in his letters expresses his interest in Bar-
toli’s writings.[4] The book is a passionate defence of
the intellectual life, and of the joy which the study of
letters brings to humankind. Bartoli does, however,
believe that this study must be undertaken in solitude,
far from the corruption of the court, and his heroes
are the early philosophers, Socrates, Diogenes,
Crates, and Pythagoras; the melancholic headings of
many of his chapters, the Wise Man Il, the Wise Man
in Prison, the Wise Man in Exile, the Wise Man in
Poverty, convey his gloom about the place of the liter-
ary man in contemporary society. His writings are rich
in echoes of Seneca and anecdotes from Diogenes
Laertius, and he describes with comic relish the best
loved antics of those ancient philosophers who had
so spectacularly resisted the lures of worldly success
and wealth.

Wonder at the ancient philosophers [...]. One
who throws his riches into the sea, making
himself a beggar, in order not to avoid poverty
[...], one who lives in a barrel, like a dog in its
kennel, rather than man in his residence. One

who throws himself into Mongibello (Etna) and
one into the sea, the first because he could not
understand the movement of the tides, and the
next to seek out the origins of the volcanic
flames. Pythagoras turns into a hundred beasts
[...]- Xenocrates is of marble, without sense,
Diogenes a dog, Epicurus an animal, Democrit-
us a madman who always laughs, Heraclitus
desperate, and always weeping.[5]

Bartoli encourages the intellectual to furnish his mind
with knowledge, with history, literature, and the say-
ings of ancient sages. He was interested in Rosa and,
as we shall see, provided a brilliant description of one
of his most unusual philosopher paintings.

Paganino Gaudenzio gives a contrary view.
In 1640 Gaudenzio had moved from Barberini Rome
to take up a post as professor of eloquence at the
university of Pisa; his Del Seguitar la Corte o no
preaches that the intellectual has a duty fully to parti-
cipate in the world of the court.[6] Indeed Gauden-
zio’ s works illuminate the concerns of the élite intel-
lectual and courtly circles for which Rosa painted; he
was an immensely prolific and successful author, who
experimented with many genres and wrote on many
themes, amongst them poetry, philosophy, theology,
history, political science, and eulogies in both Latin
and ltalian. He wrote histories of both patristic and
Roman philosophy, and lamented the dominance of
Aristotle in the universities, recommending that Plato,
the Stoics and the Pythagoreans should also be stud-
ied. His ground breaking history of Roman philosophy
argued for a new method of study, in which not only
the thought of the ancients should be studied, but
also their lives and deeds, and the historical contexts
in which they worked, and he encouraged an interest
in the lives of the philosophers generally.[7] As in the
writings of Bartoli, they spring to vivid life in his prose
and both may have encouraged painters to take up
similar themes. One of Gaudenzio’s first works had
been a small treatise on the transmigration of souls,
the De Pythagorea animarum transmigratione (1640),
in which he paid homage to Galileo; there followed
the Della peregrinazione filosofica (1643), where he
discusses the legends and superstitions which had
accumulated around the earliest philosophers. Both
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Plutarch only insinuates Pythagoras’ belief in
metempsychosis, but it was a subject much debated
by Rosa’s learned contemporaries, and the painting
would have stimulated debate on this subject and on
all the famed oddities of Pythagoras’ diet. It was a
subject that fascinated Queen Christina, who, a pas-
sionate admirer of Lucretius, was deeply interested in
atomism, and the doctrine of the World Soul. In 1650
she had read Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, his great
poem on atomism, in the new edition by Michel de
Marolles, which was dedicated to her.[36] Marolles
had argued that Lucretius’ primary aim was to refute
Pythagoras’ belief in the transmigration of the soul.
Her interest was sparked by this and other works, and
in 1652 she had commissioned Johannes Schaeffer to
write a commentary on the Pythagoreans in the tradi-
tion of Diogenes Laertius and this appeared as De
Natura et Constitutione Philosophicae Italicae seu Py-
thagoricae in 1664, very close in date to Rosa’s paint-
ing. Schaeffer pays great attention to the doctrine of
metempsychosis, and to the inclusion of women in
the fundamental doctrines of the Pythagorean
academies.[37] So fascinated was the Queen in these
subjects that later, in 1676, Leibniz, planned a dia-
logue in which Christina was to argue with Descartes
on the Soul of the World, a dialogue which was to in-
clude Pythagorean arguments on the transmigration
of souls.[38]

The pendant shows Pythagoras’ other per-
sona, in which, as the sceptic Timon of Philiasos
wrote in the third century, “Down to a juggler’s level
he sinks with his cheating devices, laying his nets for
men, Pythagoras, lover of bombast”.[39] Its subject is
Pythagoras’ supposed descent into Hades, an anec-
dote related by Diogenes Laertius. Pythagoras, he
tells us, hid below ground for a long period, employ-
ing his mother to keep him informed about events
above. He then ascended, “withered and looking like
a skeleton [...]. And declared he had been down to
Hades”. His followers wept and wailed, and called
him divine; they sent their wives to him for instruction,
and they became know as the Pythagorean Women.
[40] Here he emerges from the cave with a truly
wicked grin on his face, in sharp contrast to the grand
figure in the companion piece.

This ruse, the claiming of divinity by a trick,

was often mentioned by libertin philosophers, and re-
ligion as imposture or deceit is a traditional topos in
libertin writing. It recurs obsessively in the writings of
Gabriel Naudé, who had been Christina’s librarian in
1650-1651, and who in 1624 had published his Apo-
logie pour les Grand Hommes Soupgonnez de Magie,
an attempt to peel away many of the legends of spells
and magic that had blackened the reputations of
many of the early philosophers. In 1639 Naudé had
followed this with his Considerations Politiques, many

times republished in the 17t

century, in which he ex-
plores the theme of religion and fear, and the role of
secrecy and deceit in maintaining power. He sums up
a long passage on this with the comment that all
princes treat religion in the manner of charlatans, and
make use of it as of a drug to ensure the splendour of
their role.[41] In the Apologie he had likened Py-
thagoras to other great religious tricksters, such as
Mahomet, who was reputed to have hidden one of his
companions down a well, and then, through a sar-
bacane, have caused him to yell “Mahomet is the
great prophet sent by God on earth”.[42] Rosa may
first have known the story through Paganino Gauden-
zio, who in his Della Peregrinazione Filosofica of 1643
had recounted Ermippo’s telling of Pythagoras’ stay in
an underground grotto. But, he concludes, this was
probably an invention of Ermippo; Pythagoras, in the
account of Ovid, absolutely denies the realms of
Pluto, so surely he would not claim to have been in
hell, and in the realms of the underworld?[43] Here
Gaudenzio clearly reveals himself as a disciple of
Gabriel Naudé, who, as we have seen, wrote in sup-
port of his work. Probably around 1659 the anonym-
ous tract Theophrastus Redivivus was published,
which similarly attacks the deceits of religion, whilst
defending absolutism as the only way in which the
wiseman could live according to nature. The author,
who recounts the Pythagoras’ story at length, sees its
implications, and the way in which the idea of a
feigned resurrection had implications for the resurrec-
tion of Christ. He concludes his narration with a pas-
sage debunking the very concept of resurrection, and
adds this comment: “Thus it is clear that all legislators
and princes are cheats and dissimulators, religion is
nothing other than a way of dominating a credulous

people.”[44]
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ment on the overweening folly of the philosopher’s
desire, rooted in Tertullian’s negative remarks on him
in De Anima. Here Tertullian makes merciless fun of
the philosopher, laughing at his belief in transmigra-
tion, and his claim to have once been a fish (why not a
tasty melon, mocks Tertullian); he chose Etna for his
grave, where he truly roasted like a fish.[73] These
three poems together capture the spirit of the debates
that clustered around Empedocles.[74]

And perhaps Rosa’s painting, too, was inten-
ded to be ambiguous, and to provoke this kind of dis-
course. Here Rosa abandons the classical structure
that had characterised even his wildest landscapes of
the 1650s and early 1660s. Sky, rocks and fiery crater
are brought close to the frontal plane, and the entire
surface seems shifting, unstable, threatening to engulf
the spectator. It may be that Rosa saw not only
Kircher’s illustrations but also the drawings and wa-
tercolours which Kircher took from nature, and the
vertical shaft, with the pools of flame at its base, is
close to these sources; the painting seems to be the
first painted representation of a volcano in eruption.
[75] Against the crater the tiny figure of Empedocles
seems heroic, and the painter evokes the wonder and
mystery of this legendary figure from the earliest era
of human knowledge. But he does include the golden
slipper, evidence of Empedocles’ cheating, a device
which links him to Pythagoras the trickster with a
golden thigh, and provokes a kind of lingering unease
in the mind of the viewer; it is possible to see the bat-
like, sprawling figure of Empedocles as comic, as
Crates before him had been.

It is these ambiguities, the ways in which this
deeply read painter reflects so many strains of
thought and feeling that provides the lasting fascina-
tion of Rosa’s philosopher subjects. He suggests a
17t century passion for novita and meraviglia, yet
looks forward to the 18 century sublime, with its
passion for the awesome grandeur of nature.
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Summary

Salvator Rosa longed to be considered a philosopher-
painter, and to win a reputation for his learned repre-
sentation of novel subjects. This essay traces the de-
velopment of this kind of subject matter in his art,
from the satirical paintings of Cynics and Stoics which
date from his years in Florence (1640 — 1649) to philo-
sopher paintings of the 1660s, when he chose instead
the pre-Socratics, such as Pythagoras and Empe-
docles, and natural philosophers and magicians. It
sets these paintings in their intellectual contexts, in
Florence in the world of the literary academies, in
which Rosa played a key role, and in Rome in the
scientific world of Athanasius Kircher, Daniello Bartoli
and Queen Christina of Sweden. The essay aims to il-
luminate the strains of contemporary thought and fee-
ling to which these paintings so deeply appealed,
and, by studying the treatment of such subjects in
contemporary poetry and literature, to suggest how
they may have been read. It argues that much of their
appeal may have lain in their ambiguity, and in the
power that they had to stimulate discussion. Several
of Rosa’s subjects are extremely rare in painting, but,
as in the case of two paintings of Pythagoras, they are
subjects common in literature. They would not have
been seen as odd and eccentric, as now they seem,
but as subjects central to 17th century philosophical
debates.
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