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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 

17th century, form a major part of Rosa’s production. 

In  this  essay  I  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 17th 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 School of Athens (Rome, Vatican, 

Stanza della Segnatura)  and Rosa picked up some-
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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 di Salvator Rosa, Milan 1975, fig. XXII). 
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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 17th 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 Ill, 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 Italian.  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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these works were  accompanied  with letters  in  their 

praise by the French libertin writer Gabriel Naudé, and 

they are very much in his spirit.  In 1648 Gaudenzio 

added  a  commentary  on  the  poet  Giovan  Battista 

Marino’s  La  Galleria,  entitled  La  Galleria  dell’Inclito  
Marino (The Gallery  of the Illustrious Marino),  which 

includes  much  discussion  of  ancient  philosophers, 

Archimedes,  Xenocrates,  Plato,  Aristotle,  and  their 

heirs  in  the  modern  world.  In  the  same  year,  his 

Nuovo Poema in Sonnetti, a collection of poems ad-

dressed  to  the earliest  of  philosophers,  Thales,  Py-

thagoras and Empedocles was published. La Galleria  
dell’Inclito Marino concludes with a poem addressed 

to Salvator Rosa, whom he praises as the great light 

of Painting, who with his brushes  creates a  universe, 

Fig.  2:  Salvator  Rosa,  Crates throwing his  Riches into the Sea, c. 
1641 – 1643, Oil on canvas, 146 x 216 cm, Skipton, Boughton Hall. 
(Helen Langdon,  Salvator  Rosa  -  Dulwich  Picture  Gallery,  London 
2010,  fig. 12).

of earth, sea and sky.[8] Rosa spent a lot of time in 

Pisa, and it seems likely that he discussed such sub-

jects with Gaudenzio, whose writings throughout his 

life read like a rich source of Rosa’s iconography.[9]
Rosa’s choice of philosophers reflects the in-

terest  of these circles,  and a pair  of paintings,  Dio-
genes  throwing  away  his  bowl,  now known as  the 

Philosopher’s Wood, and  Crates throwing his riches 
into the sea, illustrates this point (figs. 1 and 2). These 

are Cynic philosophers, who preached the virtues of 

poverty  and self  sufficiency,  and lived according  to 

nature; Diogenes throws away his drinking bowl, his 

final  useless  possession,  and  Crates  all  his  worldly 

goods,  to  live in  greater  freedom.[10] The topic,  of 

whether the wiseman or intellectual could live with in-

tegrity at the court, or should, like the early Cynics or 

Stoics,  cultivate  wisdom in  seclusion,  suggests  the 

theme which so fascinated Bartoli and Gaudenzio and 

other Florentine literary men, and Rosa’s pair of paint-

ings preserved the atmosphere of  debate.  To some 

the Cynics seemed exemplars  of  virtue,  and Bartoli 

called  Diogenes  and  Crates  “relics  of  the  Golden 

Age”[11] while to others they were vain and ridiculous 

buffoons.  In  Traiano  Boccalini’s  I  Ragguagli  di  
Parnaso Crates humbly refuses to inherit  Diogenes’ 

Chair of Private Tranquillity,[12] in order to avoid the 

violent  perturbations  of  ambition,  whilst  in  Antonio 

Santacroce’s  La Secretaria  di  Apollo he stands  ac-

cused of overweening and shameless pride.[13] Rosa 

himself wrote a Lucianic dialogue on Crates, in which 

the philosopher is initially accused of folly, but Rosa, 

in  a  series  of  trite  stanzas  extolling the  simple  life, 

comes down overwhelmingly on the side of the Cynic, 

as Bartoli had done before him. It is easy to imagine 

Rosa reading  this  poem at  the  Percossi  as he dis-

played his paintings.[14] In  the  Philosopher’s  Wood 
the figures are engaged in lively discussion, like the 

members of the Percossi, and perhaps the philosoph-

er standing on the left, with long black hair, is a self 

portrait; the painting seems a light hearted tribute to 

Raphael’s School of Athens. The Crates too is humor-

ous,  and  the  philosopher  appears  more  ridiculous 

than noble.  Dressed in sombre black, he scatters  a 

shower of gold from both hands, encircled by a group 

of  comically  characterised  sailors  and  scantily  clad 

swimmers who lunge forwards to scrabble and dive 

for  the  coins.  Crates’  black  cloak flutters  against  a 

swimmer’s inelegant bare haunches, whilst to the left 

a sequence of slightly more refined figures marvel at 

his  gesture.  The  paintings  were  commissioned  by 

Marchese Carlo Gerini, who had ascended dramatic-

ally from poverty to riches whilst still very young, his 

fortune made by Cardinal Carlo de’ Medici. 

Gerini also commissioned from Rosa a large 

painting of  Fortuna[15] (fig. 3) and the association of 

Fortune with  philosophy was a common one.  Rosa 

would have known the 15th century mosaic floor in Si-

ena cathedral, where a group of philosophers ascend 

the Mount of  Virtue, at  the summit of  which is So-

crates,  while  beside  him  is  Crates,  freeing  himself 

from worldly goods so that he may seek virtue and 

tranquillity and so attain Socrates’ ideal virtue.  At  the
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Fig. 3: Crispijn van de Passe, Homo Vanitatis et Fortuna ludibrium, in: 
Stirpium, insignium nobilitatis,  Basel 1602? (Leslie Thomson, Wash-
ington DC, Shakespeare Library, January 18th – June 10th 2000,, p. 
30).

foot of the mount is the allegorical figure of Fortune, 

her sail billowing in the wind, who balances unstably, 

one foot on a sphere, the other on a boat. The same 

association occurs in a treatise published in Basle in 

1602. This opens with an engraving showing Fortune 

on a sphere, with the bridle of Nemesis and the fore-

lock of Occasion, at the entrance to the gateway of 

human life, between Heraclitus and Democritus, who 

represent alternative responses to this life (fig. 3).[16] 
Such  groupings,  of  Fortune  and  philosophers,  per-

haps influenced Rosa,  and his  three  paintings,  For-

tune and the two Cynics, together suggested that the 

courtier’s life was desperately insecure, but that the 

self  sufficient individual, who is in control of himself 

and who, owning nothing, lives free from hope and 

fear, can control his Fortune. 

In 1649 Rosa left Florence, and went to work 

in  Rome,  and here  his  philosopher  subjects  initially 

became graver and he was newly concerned to create 

historical tableaux which at least in part evoke the an-

cient world. He now competed with the serious prints 

of Pietro Testa, such as the  Death of Cato, in which 

Testa  created  a  carefully  researched  historical 

tableau. Rosa’s  Death of Socrates (priv. Coll.) is par-

ticularly close to Testa, and Rosa evoked the ancient 

world through his relief like composition, with its bal-

ance of  horizontals  and verticals,  and his  emphasis 

falls  on gesture  and expression.[17] In  Florence his 

mood had often been witty and irreverent, but in his 

first years in Rome the harsh voice of the satirist rings 

out,  as  in  his  celebrated  Democritus  in  Meditation 
(1650-1651; Copenhagen, Statens Museum for Kunst) 

where the philosopher pours scorn on all the doings 

of mankind.[18]

Fig. 4: Salvator Rosa, Fortuna; 1640 – 42, Oil on canvas, 254 x 144,8 
cm, Private collection (Helen Langdon, Salvator Rosa - Dulwich Pic-
ture Gallery, London 2010, fig. 35).

In the later 1650s Rosa painted fewer philosophers, 

but approached the theme once more with renewed 

interest in the early 1660s. This was a period of in-

tense economic hardship,  and painters  struggled to 

find commissions. Between 1661-1664 Rosa attemp-

ted to attract new patrons with a series of large and 

impressive etchings, and some of these,  Democritus  
Omnium Derisor, Diogenes throwing away his bowl, 
Diogenes before Alexander, looked back to his earlier 

philosopher  subjects.[19] A  new  subject,  The 
Academy of Plato, is in a sense a graver version of the 

philosophers engaged in lively debate at the centre of 

the  Philosopher’s  Wood (fig.  1)[20] and  conveys 

Rosa’s nostalgia for a way of life which he had en-
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joyed  with  his  friends  in  Tuscany,  when  they  had 

gathered at country villas to enjoy reading and philo-

sophical speculation. Plato sits with his disciples in a 

leafy  grove,  and  this  motif  was  a  well  worn  topos; 

many years before, in his treatise on the wanderings 

of  philosophers,  Gaudenzio  had  described  how 

Plato’s academy was far from the city, away from the 

clamour  of  the  city,  and  beneath  thick  and  shady 

trees,  so  that  it  could  survive  the  summer and  the 

heat of midday.[21] 
The Academy of Plato was a brief backwards 

look,  and,  increasingly,  in  this  decade  Rosa  turned 

away from Cynics and Stoics and began to paint  a 

new range  of  philosophers  which  both  suggest  his 

passion for  novità and reflect the changing interests 

of the Roman scientific world of the 1660s. Since the 

condemnation of Galileo in 1633, the new science had 

fallen  silent,  but  in  the  1660s  the  natural  sciences 

were again the focus of discussions, centred above all 

on the relationship between experience and speculati-

on. In 1655 Queen Christina of Sweden, famous con-

vert to Catholicism and equally famous pupil of Des-

cartes, had moved to Rome, and her presence wide-

ned the scientific interests of Roman intellectuals and 

stimulated debates on both Cartesianism and English 

empiricism.  She  had  been  welcomed  to  Rome  by 

Athanasius Kircher, who had taken her around his ce-

lebrated museum in the Collegio Romano, and encou-

raged her interest  in experimentation.  The museum, 

crammed with antiquities, curiosities and technical ar-

tefacts,  was one of the unmissable sights of Rome, 

and Kircher’s fame grew steadily through the 1660s; 

Christina shared Kircher’s interest in the secrets of the 

ancients and in the origins of human knowledge. 

At  the  same  time  Daniello  Bartoli,  whom 

Rosa had long admired, was turning his attention to 

the popularisation of science. Bartoli was an admirer 

of Galileo, though he never accepted the heliocentric 

universe, and in this decade he became known as the 

champion of the empirical method. He did not do ex-

periments himself, but collected and analysed immen-

se amounts of data on scientific questions, and con-

stantly debated the relationship between speculation 

and experience in the search for knowledge. Rosa’s 

new subjects,  pre-Socratic philosophers and natural 

magicians, rather than the Cynics and Stoics of the 

1640s, reflect this changing intellectual climate in the 

scientific world. 

Most closely related to the science of Bartoli 

was his Democritus and Protagoras (fig. 5), which was 

presented by Cardinal Chigi to Louis XIV of France in 

1664, but which may have been painted a few years 

earlier than this.[22] This was an exceptionally rare, in-

deed  unprecedented,  subject  drawn  from the  Attic  
Nights of Aulus Gellius.[23] Democritus saw the port-

er, Protagoras, tying up a bundle of sticks, and was 

so impressed by the mathematical nicety with which 

an unlearned man performed this task that he invited 

him to become his pupil. Bartoli, whose writing is in-

tensely visual, admired this painting, and opened his 

treatise,  La Tensione e La Pressione,  with a remark-

able  description of it which makes it clear that  it  was 

Fig. 5: Salvator Rosa, Democritus and Protagoras, c. 1660 – 1663, Oil 
on canvas, 185 x 128 cm, St Petersburg, The State Hermitage Mu-
seum (Helen Langdon, Salvator Rosa - Dulwich Picture Gallery, Lon-
don 2010, fig. 76).

read as a celebration of empirical science, a science 

rooted, like that of Galileo, in the sensible world.[24] 
Bartoli  describes  first  Democritus  “a  venerable  old 
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man” with the carriage of the ancients, in philosophic-

al  dress:  of  great  presence,  and a majestic  aspect, 

but  mild  and  sweet,  with  much  joyousness:  and 

above  all  with  two  eagle  like  eyes  in  his  head,  so 

lively, and spirited, that they spoke: he stretched out 

his arm, his hand, his finger to command a peasant, 

who  a  little  distant  from  the  gates  of  a  city  had 

stopped before him. At his feet  he put  a bundle of 

wood.[25] 
The peasant, proceeds Bartoli, was Protago-

ras, a man condemned to poverty, who had to gather 

wood to sell  in Abdera,  his home. He was carrying 

such a bundle when Democritus saw him, and 

 

[all] the branches that made up that bundle were 

stalks, or barbs, or roots of wild plants: therefore 

twisting and curving; full of tangles, and needles, 

and  crooked  joints,  knotted  and  distorted  but 

with such skill combined and ordered, so tightly 

bound together, and stowed, so that the defects 

of one became the excesses of another, and all 

obeyed one another in welcoming, and adapting 

to the harmonious creation of a whole.[26]
 

So solid was the bundle,  and as small  as possible, 

that a very small length of rope served to tie it. 

Bartoli then tells the story of Democritus in-

viting  Protagoras  to  be  his  follower.  This,  he  con-

cludes,  is the history of  that action, and draws this 

meaning  from it;  “Here  I  have  shown  to  you  what 

Nature is,  and what it  means to be a natural  philo-

sopher.”[27] Protagoras’ bundle of sticks becomes for 

Bartoli an image of the world and all the discordant 

materials  of  which it  is  made.  Through reason,  and 

through geometry, the harmony of these parts may be 

perceived, and become a variety which gives pleas-

ure. These perceptions however are not granted to all 

men, and many fall into the traps of abstract specula-

tion, creating fantasies which corrupt the truth. Bartoli 

proceeds to praise the empirical methods of the new 

science, “this new style of knowledge”[28] practised 

at the academies of Bologna, Florence and London. 

This  new natural  philosophy  depends  on  ceaseless 

observation, which leads to a knowledge of causes: 

“the one establishes the facts, the other the causes”.

[29] 

Fig. 6: Salvator Rosa, Pythagoras instructing the Fishermen, 1662, Oil 
on  canvas,  132  x  188  cm,  Berlin,  Staatliche  Museen  zu  Berlin, 
Gemäldegalerie (Luigi Salerno,  L’Opera completa di Salvator Rosa, 
Milan 1975, fig. LI).  

Close in date Rosa was painting two pendants of sce-

nes from the life of Pythagoras,  Pythagoras instruc-
ting the Fishermen and Pythagoras emerging from the 
Underworld (figs. 6 and 7).  At first sight these sub-

jects, so rare in painting, are mystifying, and Rosa’s 

own remarks do not help; he writes to his friend, Gio-

van Battista Ricciardi, that he has

 

finished the two subjects I was working on, the 

subjects  of  which  are  entirely  novel,  never 

touched on before. I have painted on one can-

vas […] Pythagoras by the seashore surroun-

ded by his sect, paying some fishermen for the 

net which they are pulling in, so as to set the 

fish free again, a theme taken from one of the 

essays of Plutarch. The other is when the same 

man, after spending a year living underground, 

at the end of it emerged, awaited by his sect, 

men and women alike, and said he had come 

from the Underworld and had seen there the 

soul of Homer and Hesiod and other deceptive 

rubbish of those simple minded times.[30] 
 

Rosa’s remarks are flippant, but the painting is grave 

and ambitious, and a key to the motive behind it is 

given by the recent discovery that the subjects were 

suggested  by  Queen  Christina  of  Sweden.[31] To-

gether they suggest the Queen’s interests in the earli-

est  philosophers,  above  all  Pythagoras,  who  was 

known as an expert on what happened to  the  human
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Fig.  7:  Salvator  Rosa,  Pythagoras  emerging  from the  Underworld, 
1662, Oil on canvas, 131,1 x 189 cm, Texas, Fort Worth, Kimbell Art 
Museum (Photograph by Robert La Prelle).

soul after death, whilst a famous anecdote about his 

hiding in an underground cavern contributed to the 

contemporary discourse about how far religion, and 

the  idea of  the  soul,  had been  created  as  tools  of 

political and social control. The two pictures brilliantly 

contrast  these  themes,  and  so  illuminate  a  debate 

central to 17th century philosophy; they suggest Py-

thagoras’  double  reputation,  as  sage  and  as  the 

greatest  of all  Greek teachers,  but also as conjuror, 

magician, cheat and imposter. Both these views had a 

long history, and as early as the 3rd century BC admir-

ation had been balanced by an undercurrent of suspi-

cion, which saw in the miracle stories, such as his dis-

play  of  a  golden  thigh,  nothing  but  a  charlatan’s 

tricks. 

The  Pythagoras  instructing  the  Fishermen 
(fig. 6) shows him in the first majestic role. Pythagoras 

was a vegetarian, who believed that we should show 

compassion  to  animals;  here  Rosa  shows  him  in-

structing  the  fishermen  to  return  their  catch  to  the 

sea. Rosa wrote that he had taken the subject from a 

work by  Plutarch,  and Plutarch,  in  the  Moralia,  de-

scribes how Pythagoras once bought a netful of fish 

and then ordered them to be cast off. He saw them as 

friends  and  relatives  who  had  been  captured,  and 

who did no harm, so that eating them seemed an un-

necessary  luxury.[32] Plutarch  refers  to  this  story 

more than once, and often mentions Pythagoras’ diet, 

and why his followers abstained from eating fish and 

from sacrificing them to the gods.[33] For Plutarch the 

philosopher  was humane and benevolent,  and pas-

sionately  against  cruelty  to animals.  Rosa may also 

have  known  the  Pythagorean  Life by  Iamblichus, 

which adds a new element to the story.  Iamblichus 

tells  how  Pythagoras,  on  his  arrival  in  Croton,  ap-

peared to some fishermen who were drawing from the 

sea nets heavily laden with fish. Pythagoras miracu-

lously  guessed the  number  of  fishes in  their  catch, 

and then ordered them to be returned to the sea, a 

feat accomplished without the death of a single fish. 

The miracle won him fame and followers, who rushed 

to see his god like countenance. The story suggests a 

parallel  with  the  Christian  story  of  the  miraculous 

draught of fishes (Luke 5: 1-11) and Rosa was aware 

of this. His composition has the deliberate weight and 

gravity of Raphael’s tapestry cartoon (London, Victor-

ia  and Albert  Museum)  of  this  subject,  and his  Py-

thagoras, a noble figure in his white robes, seems a 

precursor of Jesus on the shores of the sea of Galilee, 

whilst the starkly elemental landscape itself evokes a 

remote age and place. 

Pythagoras’ diet had fascinated writers since 

the 3rd century, and often his vegetarianism was seen 

as a corollary to his belief in immortality and the trans-

migration of souls. His pupil, Empedocles, connected 

his abstention from eating living creatures with his be-

lief that their bodies may contain human souls, and 

this belief finds its most splendid expression in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses.  The  poem  concludes  with  Py-

thagoras’ exposition of his philosophy. The philosoph-

er preaches against the eating of slaughtered animals, 

praising  instead  the  fertility  of  the  Golden  Age;  he 

warns that “All things are changing; nothing dies. The 

spirit wanders, comes now here, now there, and oc-

cupies  whatever  frame  it  pleases.  From  beasts  it 

passes into human bodies, and from our bodies into 

beasts,  but never perishes […].  Therefore,  lest  your 

piety be overcome by appetite, I warn you as a seer,  

do not drive out by impious slaughter what may be 

kindred  souls,  and  let  not  life  be  fed  on  life”.[34] 
Rosa’s subject seems unprecedented in painting, but 

earlier in the century Rubens had painted Pythagoras 
advocating Vegetarianism (1618-1620; London, Buck-

ingham Palace,  coll.  of  H.M. the Queen),  where the 

philosopher points to a glorious still  life beside him, 

showing in abundance all fruits of the earth, proffered 

as  “kindly  sustenance  […]  without  bloodshed  and 

slaughter”.[35] 
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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 Soupçonnez 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 17th 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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In another group of paintings Rosa was inspired more 

by the science of Kircher than that  of  Bartoli.  Rosa 

was  an  artist,  not  a  scientist,  and  he  was  on  the 

search for striking images; the theatricality of Kircher, 

with his aim of forging a grand compromise between 

the new science and an older legacy of magic and al-

chemy,  especially  appealed  to  him.  Kircher  remade 

science as an examination of the marvellous, a plea-

surable activity; in a series of sumptuous publications, 

which united ancient and medieval texts with gripping 

firsthand observations and bounteous illustrations he 

enthralled an elite public. His  Mundus Subterraneus, 

perhaps  the most popular  of  his  scientific  volumes, 

reveals a strange and fascinating subterranean world. 

His  treatment  of  the  hidden  places  of  the  internal 

earth, and the medieval monsters and dragons which 

populate it,  was immensely influential  on the literary 

and artistic  imagination  of  the  period.  This  volume, 

with Magnes, sive de Arte Magnetica (1641) which il-

lustrates his interest in mathematics and experimental 

science  united  with  his  pleasure  in  magnetic  tricks 

and toys, and Latium (1669) all left their mark on Ro-

sa’s art. 

Fig. 8: Salvator Rosa, Thales causing the river to flow on both sides  
of the Lydian army, c. 1663 – 1664, Oil on canvas, 73,5 x 97 cm, Ad-
elaide, Art Gallery of South Australia (Gift of the Art Gallery of South 
Australia, Adelaide). 

Two paintings from the mid to late 1660s suggest Ro-

sa’s response to Kircher’s fascination with mathema-

tical  or  artificial  magic.  The  practitioners  of  natural 

magic used optical,  hydraulic  or mechanical  techni-

ques to create devices which rivalled the creative po-

wers of nature herself. Amongst its most famed prac-

titioners were Thales, Daedalus, Archytas and Archi-

medes.  In  the  first  of  these  two  paintings,  Thales 
causing the river to flow on both sides of the Lydian  
army (fig. 8), Rosa shows Thales of Miletus, renowned 

as the father of all philosophy, in a scene extremely 

rare in painting. Thales, to aid the King of Lydia, Croe-

sus, in his attack on the Persians, divides the river Ha-

lys in two so that the Lydian army may pass over. The 

story  is  from  Herodotus’  Histories,  and  Herodotus’ 

account suggests how fascinating he found it; Thales, 

he writes 

 

began  digging  a  deep  channel  at  a  point  up-

stream of the army and led it semicircular so as 

to take the encampment in the rear, and at that 

point he diverted water from the river-bed along 

the artificial  channel  and made it  run out again 

into the river after by-passing the encampment. 

The river, thus divided, became fordable in both 

parts  (some say that  he quite dried up the old 

course of the river; but I cannot assent to that: 

for if so, how could the army have crossed the 

river on its way back?).[45]

Fig.  9:  Athanasius Kircher,  Origin  of  Rivers,  Mundus Subterraneus 
1664, vol. 1, p. 254.

Here  we  seem  to  hear  prophetically  the  questing 

voice of Kircher, and this story of a technical feat so 

spectacular that it seemed magical  would have fas-

cinated  the  circles  around  the  Jesuit  scientist,  en-

thralled  as  they  were  by  the  power  of  engineers. 

Domenico Fontana’s feat of raising the obelisk before 
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the Vatican was celebrated, and in 1650 the Pope and 

all Rome had gathered in the theatre at the centre of 

Rome, the Piazza Navona, and marvelled at the dis-

plays of hydraulic machinery which caused the water 

to gush through the hollowed rocks of Bernini’s Foun-
tain of the Four Rivers. Kircher was particularly inter-

ested in hydrology, and had imagined, at the begin-

ning of the world, numerous and large hydropyglacia 

(fig. 9) in the major mountain ranges, which gave rise 

to rivers and were in their turn fed from the sea.[46] In 

Latium, he describes,  at  the  falls  of  Tivoli,  how the 

River Aniene “passes  beneath a bridge into a deep 

whirlpool, a horrid spectacle you would think to be the 

mouth of hell, and the part outside the city falls from a 

high rock into a deep abyss, and goes through vari-

ous underground channels to join all the other catar-

acts”.[47] He included two views of Tivoli, which em-

phasise the turbulence of the waters.[48] Kircher was 

fascinated by hydraulic machines, such as the Nilo-

meter,  which calculated the level  of  the annual  Nile 

flood,  and  an apparatus  for  draining  the  Pontine 

marshes,  a  pressing  concern  of  his  times.[49] The 

deeds of the legendary Thales seemed the remote ori-

gin of the interests of 17th century hydrologists and of 

the knowledge and skill of 17th century engineers.

Gaspar  Schott,  a  colleague  of  Kircher,  in  his  Ioco 
Seriorum Naturae et artist sive magiae Naturalis Cen-
turiatres,[50] tells the story of a learned scientist at the 

court  of  Queen  Christina  laying  a  wager  with  the 

Queen about raising a river over a mountain, and I am 

tempted  to  think  this  subject  too  comes  from  the 

Queen’s circles. Its pendant was The Deaf Mute Son 
of King Croesus prevents the Persians from killing his  
Father (Adelaide, Art Gallery of South Australia). This 

story occurs a little later in Herodotus’ account, and 

tells how Croesus, about to be killed by a Persian sol-

dier, was saved by his hitherto dumb son calling out 

“Man, kill not Croesus”.[51] The figure of Croesus is 

based on the Laocoön (Vatican Museum) and Rosa 

here implicitly contrasted the tragic death of Laocoön 

and his sons with Croesus’ miraculous salvation. This 

mixture, of science and technology with the unseen 

world of the spirit and prophecy, was characteristic of 

Kircher’s science, and  an  interest  in  prophecy  runs

through Rosa’s work of the 1660s. 

Fig. 10: Salvator Rosa,  Archytas of Tarentum, 1668, Oil on canvas, 
134 x 97cm, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado (Helen Langdon, Sal-
vator Rosa - Dulwich Picture Gallery, London 2010, p. 125).

There followed Archytas of Tarentum (fig.10), with his 

mechanical dove, delivered to Antonio Ruffo, the dis-

tinguished Sicilian collector, in 1668. The only literary 

source  for  this  is  the  Attic  Nights  of  Aulus  Gellius, 

which tells how Archytas, the Pythagorean philosoph-

er, made a wooden dove, which flew.[52] This it did 

through a balance of  weights and air  hidden in the 

hollow cavity of its body. But, the author adds with 

some scepticism, Favorinus himself, the source of this 

anecdote, comments that had the dove ever settled it 

would not have risen again. In modern times the dove 

had been imitated by the 15th century astrologer Jo-

hannes Regiomontanus, reputed to have made in the 

laboratories  of  Nuremberg  an  iron  fly  and  wooden 

eagle, the latter intended to welcome the Holy Roman 

Emperor to Nuremberg. 

The dove of Archytas had long been famed, 

but in the 1650s and 1660s reached new heights of 

celebrity, as part of a baroque culture of special ef-

fects which lay at the centre of Athanasius Kircher’s 
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museum.[53] In  1678 Giorgio  de  Sepibus,  Kircher’s 

“assistant in making machines”, published a summary 

list  of  the  machines  present  in  Kircher’s  museum. 

Number 15 is “the dove of Archytas reaching towards 

a crystalline rotunda and indicating the hours by its 

free  flight”.  Other  machines  included  Archimedes’ 

screw, and “a large crystalline globe full of water rep-

resenting the resurrection of the saviour in the midst 

of waters”.[54] The vast array of magical machines in 

Kircher’s museum was truly overwhelming, and some 

of them were aimed, like contemporary discussions of 

the Pythagoras’ story, at stripping away ruse and im-

posture. There was an international élite who enjoyed 

such  devices,  and  very  many  books  multiplied 

throughout  the  era  on  secrets,  such  as  Domenico 

Auda’s  Breve  Compendio  di  Maravigliosi  Secreti 
(1655) which by 1663 was in its fifth edition. Kircher’s 

assistant, Gaspar Schott, had published his Mechan-
ica hydraulico-pneumatica in 1657, and here he de-

scribed the dove of Archytas, but was forced to con-

clude, a little sadly, and aware that he could not satis-

fy the demands of his readers, that he could not find 

out how it had worked.[55] Kircher illustrated a design 

for miniature version of the dove displayed in his mu-

seum in his  Magnes, sive de Arte Magnetica (1654). 

Here he shows a tiny Archytas, turning on a needle to 

follow the progress of  his dove, which, drawn by a 

magnet, wheels in the air above him.[56]
Only Aulus Gellius tells us of Archytas’ dove, 

but  Horace’s  ode  to  Archytas,  Te  maris  et  Terrae, 
written when Archytas was at the height of his fame in 

the  ancient  world,  was  equally  well  known,  and  a 

source for the 17th century conception of the philo-

sopher. Archytas, writes Horace, “measured/the sea, 

the land, the innumerable sands”; he “attempted the 

mansions of heaven and traversed/with a mind born 

to die the polar rotund”. Horace’s ode is difficult, its 

meaning much debated, but his praise for an heroic 

mental journey, with its clear echoes of Lucretius, and 

yet a journey darkened by a sense of mortality, would 

have appealed to Rosa. The ode celebrates Archytas 

as a cosmologist and astronomer, who believed in an 

unlimited universe; his mind was fearless, and intrep-

idly he braved the secrets of the universe. And yet he 

could not avoid death, for “a common night awaits us, 

and  we  all  must  walk  death’s  path”.[57] Anthony 

Grafton  has  written  that  Archytas  “made  a  natural 

hero for moderns dreaming that philosophy could give 

men power”,[58] and Rosa’s Archytas, his expression 

intense,  his  midnight  blue  drapery  swirling  around 

him, poised to launch his dove,  creates  a sense of 

mystery and magic. He is the forerunner of the daring 

scientists of the modern era, whose ambitions were 

infinite, and this heroic image of the philosopher sci-

entist recurs in other of these late works. Rosa’s like-

ness is based on a Tarentine coin in the collection of 

Fulvio  Orsini,  which  was  thought  to  represent  the 

philosopher,  but  which  was  actually  a  Renaissance 

forgery. This was well known, and Rosa may have 

Fig.11: Theodoor Galle, Illustrium Imagines, ex antiquis marmoribus,  
numismatibus, et gemmae expressae, Antwerp 1606, ill. no 2.

used the engraving of it in Theodoor Galle’s Illustrium 
Imagines (1606),  which shows Archytas’  long beard 

and turban like headdress.[59] (fig.11)  The Archytas 

was commissioned by the Sicilian collector Don Anto-

nio Ruffo, who was building up a gallery of philosoph-

ers,  amongst  them  Rembrandt’s  Aristotle  with  the 
Bust of  Homer  (New York, Metropolitan Museum of 
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Art) and a cosmographer by Guercino (untraced).[60] 
If we look back from them to Ribera’s early galleries 

of philosophers it is at once apparent how different is 

the mood, and how the aura of mystery and romance 

contrasts  with  Ribera’s  ragged  array  of  Stoics  and 

Cynics from earlier in the century. 

Rosa follows his  Archytas with his  Death of 
Empedocles  (fig. 12) which shows the philosopher’s 

leap into the volcano Etna. Etna was the archetype of 

a  smoking  mountain,  geographically  close  and well 

known for its frequent eruptions. It  had long fascin-

ated poets, and become the centre of a mythological 

landscape, associated with Vulcan and the Cyclops, 

the rape of Proserpine, and the death of Empedocles.

[61] For both the ancient world and the  baroque  Etna

Fig. 12: Salvator Rosa, The Death of Empedocles, c. 1665 – 1670, Oil 
on canvas, 135 x 99 cm, Private collection (Helen Langdon, Salvator 
Rosa - Dulwich Picture Gallery, London 2010, p. 213).   

was a meraviglia. Pindar, whom Rosa was painting at 

much the same date (Ariccia, Villa Chigi) had written 

of  the  wonder  of  Etna,  “from whose  inmost  caves 

burst forth the purest founts of unapproachable fire, 

[…] amid the gloom of night,  the ruddy flame, as it 

sweepeth along, with crashing din whirleth rocks to 

the deep sea far below”.[62] The volcano was a sub-

ject entirely new in painting, but it was a topos, a fa-

vourite set piece for many academic discourses, and 

recommended as such by Paganino Gaudenzio.[63] In 

his  Il Cannochiale Aristotelico  (Aristotle’s Telescope), 

a  discourse  on  the  wit  and  invention  of  ingenious 

metaphors,  Emanuele  Tesauro  sets  the  dove  of 

Archytas against Etna, as two kinds of marvels,  the 

artificial and the natural. The dove of Archytas, which 

is not alive and yet flies, which does not eat and yet 

does not  die,  is a marvel  of  art,  whilst  Etna,  which 

burns and freezes at the same time, is a natural mar-

vel.[64] 
With Athanasius Kircher a new note enters. 

He had travelled extensively in the seismic zones of 

southern Italy, and perhaps saw himself as the heir to 

Empedocles,  engaged  in  an  intrepid  quest  for  the 

secrets of nature. In the preface to  Mundus Subter-
raneus  he  described  his  descent  into  the  crater  of 

Vesuvius: “When I reached the crater, horrible to re-

late, I saw it all lit up by fire, with an intolerable exhal-

ation of sulphur and burning bitumen. Thunderstruck 

by the unheard-of spectacle, I believed I was peering 

into  the  realm  of  the  dead,  and  seeing  the  horrid 

phantasms of demons, no less. I perceived the groan-

ing and shaking of  the dreadful  mountain,  the inex-

plicable stench, the dark smoke mixed with globes of 

fire which the bottom and the sides of the mountain 

continuously  vomited  forth  from  eleven  different 

places, forcing me at times to vomit it out myself.” He 

illustrated his text  with a dramatic illustration drawn 

from his  own sketches.[65] Kircher  travelled  too  to 

Etna, which he observed from a safer distance, and 

included  a  long  description  of  the  gigantic  stones 

which made the crater, and of its awe-inspiring depth.

[66] Rosa's painting may well suggest a response to 

this book with its compelling blend of first hand ob-

servation and illustration (fig.13). In 1669 Etna erup-

ted, and Giovanni Alfonso Borelli published a scientif-

ic  account  of  this,  his  Historiae  et meteorologia  in-
cendii Aetnaei anno 1669; he had studied the volcano 

first hand. Already well known in Rome, Borelli was to 

become a favourite of Queen Christina’s in the 1670s, 

and in 1675 he discussed the eruption of Etna at the 

Queen’s Accademia Reale. Rosa had died two years 
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earlier,  but his painting does suggest the interest in 

vulcanology  of  this  circle.  Queen  Christina  owned 

some preparatory drawings for the painting, and it is 

just  possible  that  the  picture  postdates  the  1669 

eruption, and that she herself suggested the subject, 

as she had for the Pythagoras paintings. 

Empedocles (fl.  444 BC) was a philosopher 

and poet, a disciple of Pythagoras; he taught that the 

world  is  composed of  four  elements,  earth,  air,  fire 

and water. Here Rosa paints his mystifying leap into 

Etna,  a  death  explained  in  various  ways.  Diogenes 

Laertius writes that Empedocles was thought to be a 

god, and plunged into the fiery craters “to confirm the 

report that he had become a god”.[67] But the truth 

became known,  for  one of  his  bronze slippers  was 

thrown up in the flames, revealing his mortal death. 

Fig.13:  Athanasius  Kircher,  Mount  Vesuvius  in  Eruption  (Mundus 
Subterraneus 1664, vol. 1, opposite p. 200).

Diogenes  Laertius  mocked him,  saying that  he had 

fallen in rather than leapt. The death of Empedocles 

was sometimes treated with irony, or as an example 

of folly, but in the 17th century he was rehabilitated, 

and Gabriel  Naudé, in his  Apologie pour les grands  
hommes soupçonnez de  Magie,  defended  Empe-

docles as he had defended Pythagoras, claiming that 

he had wished to examine too closely the marvellous 

effects  of  nature,  rather  than  indulged  a hazardous 

wish to be numbered amongst the gods.[68] 
The deaths of philosophers formed a special 

category  in  17th century  art  and  literature.  It  was 

widely  believed that  Aristotle,  like Empedocles,  had 

died as  a  result  of  his  research  into  the  causes  of 

things; he was believed to have drowned himself in 

the straits of Euripus, waters renowned for their turbu-

lence and for their frequent reversals of flow; Aristotle 

was tormented by his failure to resolve the cause of 

this ebb and flow. Gaudenzio, in his Gallery of the Il-
lustrious Marino, rejected this legend, but earlier had 

written a short essay on man’s overruling passion for 

knowledge,  which  can  sometimes  be  harmful;  he 

mentions here “Pliny, the author of the Natural Histor-

ies,  who, to observe the flames of Mount Vesuvius, 

brought  about  his  own death.  Aristotle,  not  finding 

why the Euripus ebbed and flowed, threw himself into 

it.”[69] Empedocles was clearly the precursor of Pliny, 

who had died whilst courageously studying the erup-

tion of Vesuvius in AD 79. Pliny’s death, by the 1660s, 

had become a topos and Federico Cesi, founder of 

the Academy of the Lynx, had written of the passion 

aroused by studying the great book of nature, a pas-

sion so intense that the death of Pliny should not sur-

prise nor shock us.[70] Kircher no doubt had Pliny in 

mind as well as Empedocles as he plunged into the 

volcano’s  crater,  and  the  daring  deaths  of  natural 

philosophers formed a special category in both 17th 

art and literature. 

In his  Della Filosofica Peregrinazione Gaud-

enzio had condemned Empedocles’ leap into Etna, as 

an act  of  astounding vanity,  but  had defended him 

from accusations of demonic magic.[71] In his Nuovo 
Poema in Sonnetti Gaudenzio addressed three poems 

to Empedocles which together suggest the ambigu-

ities of his reception. In the first he celebrates Empe-

docles as a god amongst the wisemen of old,  who 

had sought for truth and studied the internal workings 

of nature. It would have been better, he concludes, to 

enjoy this profitable way of life, than to burn from in-

sane ambition.  A  second  praises  Empedocles  as  a 

poet,  drawing  a  parallel  with  Lucretius;  elsewhere 

Gaudenzio passionately defends Lucretius against the 

frequently expressed view that he is scientist first and 

only secondarily a poet.[72] A final poem, entitled Of 
Empedocles, wishing to be thought a god, is a com-
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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 

17th century  passion  for  novità and  meraviglia,  yet 

looks  forward  to  the  18th 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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