A Witch in the Gallery

The acquisition of a shocking work by Salvator Rosa. A powerful subject not rare
among the works of the Neapolitan painter

One of the most significant missions of a museum is to develop the collections through
specific acquisitions, aimed at enriching and completing the expositive displays. In the fall of 2024,
a new painting, on display a few months earlier at the International Biennial of Antiques, was added
to the collection of the Uffizi Galleries. It is a large painting (212 x 147 cm.) dominated by an image
hard to forget, given the peculiarity of the iconographic theme. The protagonist, a witch, occupies
the center of the scene as she compellingly emerges from the darkness. Her ungainly and flaccid body
is a mix of feminine traits and more explicitly androgenous features.

This superhuman apparition has a frightful and disturbing effect on the spectator. The old
woman rolls her eyes to the heavens cursing in a bestial manner. She holds an enflamed branch in her
left hand, while with her right, she brandishes a vial from which a small devil emerges, a symbol of
the forces of evil she invokes with her witchcraft. Strewn on the ground are various objects: a glass
pitcher, some coins, a mirror evoking vanitas, as well as a skull and bones. All are elements used in
carrying out the macabre ritual underway.

But, the most horrifying detail is the child bundled in a coverlet laying on the ground behind
the witch. In all probability, it is the dead body of an infant, a provocative reminder of the traditional
belief that sorceresses used the blood of the newborn to prepare their magic potions. On the cartouche
in the foreground, the monogram SR nests among other mysterious symbols. This detail unveils the
importance that Salvator Rosa programmatically assigned to painting and to the role of the artist in
his poetic writings: that of a doctrine of esoteric wisdom, revelatory of the most ancestral and arcane
knowledge regarding human existence and the nature of things.

Possibly, this dramatically intense representation was created in Florence. It certainly was
intended for a cultured and intellectual patron. The Neapolitan painter, who sojourned for extended
periods in the city during the 1640s, was particularly in the favor of a passionate and curious patron,
Cardinal Giovan Carlo. In the capital of the Grand Duchy, Rosa created several paintings whose
subject matter dealt with magic: the Witches and Spells (now in London, National Gallery), the Witch
of the Capitoline Museums (captured in a meditative pose, contrary to the work here on display), the
Corsini Gallery Scenes of Witchcraft, and lastly, the Temptations of Saint Anthony, a canvas painting
on display in the Hall of Ulysses in the Palatine Gallery. Like these works, the Witch is characterized
by a dense and mottled painterly technique of Riberesque derivation, with an insistence on grotesque
detail that reaches a point of anatomical deformation.

In choosing this iconography, Salvator Rosa was inspired by the rich tradition of Northern
painters from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, from Diirer to Baldung Grien and Jacques de
Gheyn. The painter also dedicated some literary compositions to the theme of magic, among which
an ode entitled The Witch (1646). The verses sing of a hag, frustrated by the unrequited love of a man
on whom she puts a terrible curse: “wielding the torch of tenacious scorn, a new fury of Love’s Hell
(agitando la face d’uno sdegno tenace, dell’Inferno d’amor furia novella)”.
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Caption:
Salvator Rosa, The Witch, a recent acquisition of the Uffizi Galleries.



