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c.1640

Oil on canvas
127X 180.3cm
P.1999-2

Provenance:
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Seneca, Le Tragedie di Seneca trasportate in Verso sciolto dal Sig.
Hettore Nini accademico Filomato, Venetia presso Marco
Ginami, 1622, p.300. “Di Tmolo abbraccid, in Lidia, e ne’ tenaci/
Lacci d’Amore ivvoluto, a trar la lieve/Conocchia feminile ivi s’
assise,/E sollo stame co la fera mano/Torcendo, del Leon la fera
spoglia/Da la cervice scosse, e vaga Mitra/Gli premea 'l rozzo
crin fatto vil servo,/E di mirra Sabéa h’horrida chioma/E d’hirta
fece molle, & odorata./Arse per tutto, ma con lieve face.”

There is very little known today about Bernardo Cavallino’s life. We
do know however that he was born in 1616 in Naples the child of
Giovanni Maria and Beatrice Lopes, and on August 25th of that
same year he was baptized." That was the year that Jusepe de
Ribera moved from Spain to Naples.

The earliest biographical information about Cavallino comes
from De Dominici’s comments in 17422 in which he states that
Cavallino’s talent for painting was the result of his careful study of
Annibale Carracci’s drawings. Cavallino entered the studio of the
Neapolitan painter Massimo Stanzione, and later studied with the
Neapolitan painter Andrea Vaccaro. He is also said to have studied
Artemisia Gentileschi’s painting techniques which formed the basis
for his use of delicate coloration. As his painting activities continued
he further studied the works of Rubens and Guido Reni, all leading
to the formation of Cavallino’s own distinctive style. Luigi Lanzi
(1732-1810), who wrote a comprehensive history of Italian painting
at the end of the 18th century, based his comments on Cavallino on
those found in De Dominici but then went on to note the following
comment linking Cavallino’s figural depiction to that of Nicolas
Poussin. “Nelle quadrerie de’ Signori napoletani veggonsi in tele
e in rame le sue istorie or sacre or profane di una giudiziosissima
composizione, e con figurine alla poussinesca piene di spirito, e di
espressione, e accompagnate da una grazia nativa, semplice, pro-
pria sua."® Here Lanzi states “figurine alla poussinesca,” and as
noted by Francesco Algarotti (1712-1764), the essential balance
between the overall composition and the size of the figures was
viewed as a critical element by the various regicnal academies
of the 18th century.?) Poussin’s influence is also apparent on the
Neapolitan school, and as Nicola Spinoza has noted, such influence
begins to be seen in the 1640s and all the more so after 1655 in the
works of Cavallino and the other Neapolitan School painters. As
noted, Cavallino’s compositions incorporated elements of the

classicist styles of the Bolognese School, the styles of Massimo
Stanzione who had been greatly influenced by Caravaggism, and
the northern styles of Rubens and Van Dyck. Thus Cavallino
produced a type of properly theoretical style that later generations
of commentators have called “alla poussinesca.”

This painting of Hercules and Omphale was first mentioned
in the literature in Raffaello Causa’s 1957 work, and then again in
his 1972 book. These references noted that the work was in the
Allomello collection.®) In these books Causa praised the work as
“una sottile evocazione di sottintesi scabrosi, un sorridente ‘gioco
delle parti’” and compared it to Cavallino’s other important works,
Esther before Ahasuerus (Uffizi Gallery, Florence) and Meeting of
David and Abigail (Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, Brunswick). The
work then passed at some point into the hands of another private
collection, and was listed among those works not actually exhibited
in the Cavallino retrospective exhibition held in 1984. Ann Percy
wrote the entry on the NMWA work for that catalogue. In her com-
ments, Percy compares the NMWA work to three other large scale
works, Saint Cecilia in Ecstasy (1645, signed, Palazzo Vecchio,
Florence), The Triumph of Galatea (Richard L. Feigen & Co., New
York), and The Adoration of the Shepherds (The Cleveland Museum
of Art, Cleveland). Percy concluded that the NMWA Hercules and
Omphale’s use of a dark palette, a strong chiaroscuro effect, and its
placement of figures indicate that the NMWA work is the earliest of
these four paintings, assigning a ca.1640 date to the work.” In fact,
there is a resemblance in the depiction of the angel playing the
lute in the left side of the composition of Saint Cecilia, dated 1645,
and the woman depicted in the center right of the Hercules and
Omphale composition, and these two works can be thought to be
extremely close in date. Many of Cavallino’s works from this period
depict subijects from the Old Testament, and mythological subjects
are extremely rare. As a result, Percy notes that it is necessary to
clarify the circumstances under which this work was created.

The Hercules depicted in this painting is shown in strong
chiaroscuro with his face turned away from the viewer, and his
unidealized body is shown in reddish, nude form. This shows the
Hero Hercules, surrounded by five young women; Hercules is the
object of their ridicule. Traces of re-painting indicate that Cavallino
first planned to depict Omphale’s face turned to the left, but then
switched the image so that she faced almost directly out at the
viewer. Omphale’s facial features resemble those seen in a work
of his late period, The Finding of Moses (Herzog Anton Ulrich-
Museum, Brunswick).®) The faces of the three women surrounding
Hercules, unlike that of Omphale, are depicted in the heavily
shadowed forms particular to Cavallino’s early period. Cavallino’s
works from the 1640s are predominantly depictions of religious
subject matter, and there are many cases where he has subdued
their emotive expression. However, in this work, the laughter is
superbly expressed, indeed in a fashion which recalls the northern
Caravaggsti. For all the darkness of expression, these figures are
well arranged in a solid, carefully defined space.

The subject of this work is Hercules after he has completed his
12th heroic act. For the crime of killing Iphitus, son of Eurytus, king
of Oechalia, Zeus decreed that Hercules was to be sold as a slave to
Omphale, queen of Lydia. The story goes on to tell of how Omphale
made Hercules perform spinning services. However, the fascinating
element here is the figure of Amor shown in the center of the
composition. The presence of Cupid shows that this is not simply a
depiction of Hercules’s suffering, but rather contains yet another
sub-text. The figure of Omphale who appears in this Hercules and
Omphale also is featured in a variety of Greco-roman tragedies. To
the best of my knowledge, there is a fascinating passage in the
tragedy Hercules oetaeus by Seneca, based on Socrates’s tragedy
Trachiniae. The wet nurse of Hercules’s wife, Deianila, is consumed
with jealousy, and there is the following passage (vv.371-377) in the
midst of her recounting of Hercules’s many loves.

Di Tmolo abbraccio in Lidia, e ne’ tenaci
Lacci d’Amore ivvoluto, a trar la lieve



Conocchia feminile ivi s'assise,

E sollo stame co la fera mano
Torcendo, del Leon la fera spoglia

Da la cervice scosse, e vaga Mitra

Gli premea 'l rozzo crin fatto vil servo,
E di mirra Sabé a h’horrida chioma

E d’hirta fece molle, & odorata.

Arse per tutto, ma con lieve face.”

This text is quoted from Hettore Nini’s translation of the collected
tragedies of Seneca published in Venice in 1622. This section of the
text tells of the love between the queen of Lydia Omphale and
Hercules, and further states that Amor bound their relationship
up with threads. While we cannot definitively state that the true
source for Cavallino’s depiction of the narrative is this Nini trans-
lation of Seneca, at the very least, this famous classic was available
in the Italian in Cavallino’s environment prior to his depiction of
the subject.

While the story behind Cavallino’s creation of Hercules and
Omphale remains unclear, this painting is a splendid example of
Cavallino’s superb techniques and his careful research on his
subject matter. (Mitsumasa Takanashi)

Notes

1) Ulisse Prota-Giurleo, “La vera data di nascita di Bernardo Cavallino,”
in Pittori napoletani del Seicento, Napoli 1953, pp.155-158; O. Ferrari,
Bernardo Cavallino in Dizionario biografico degli italiani, vol.22, Roma
1979, p.787.

2) Bernardo De Dominici, Vite de’ pittori, scultori ed architetti napoletani,
Napoli 1742, vol.llI, p.32-43.

3) Luigi Lanzi, Storia pittorica della Italia dal Risorgimento delle Belle Arti
fin presso al fine del XVIII. secolo, edizione quarta, tomo II, Pisa 1815,
pp.326-327.

4) Francesco Algarotti, Progetto per ridurre a compimento il Regio Museo di
Dresda presentato in Hubertsbourg alla R. M. di Augusto Ill. Re di Polonia
il di 28 ottobre 1742, in Le Opere di Francesco Algarotti, V1, Venezia
1792, pp.351-374.

5) Nicola Spinosa, “La pittura a Napoli al tempo di Bernardo Cavallino,” in
Bernardo Cavallino (1616-1656), cat. most., 1985, p.38.

6) Raffaello Causa, La pittura napoletana dal XV al XIX secolo, Bergamo
1957, p.42; id, “La pittura del Seicento a Napoli dal naturalismo al
Barocco,” in Storia di Napoli, vol.5, 1972, pp.942, 982, n.108.

7) (exh.cat.) Bernardo Cavallino of Naples; 1616-1656, A.T. Lurie & Ann
Percy (eds.), The Cleveland Museum & The Kimbell Art Museum, 1984,
pp.15-16, 93, no.22.

8) A.T. Lurie & Ann Percy, op.cit., p.213, n.81.

9) Seneca, Le Tragedie di Seneca trasportate in Verso sciolto dal Sig. Hettore
Nini accademico Filomato, Venetia presso Marco Ginami, 1622, p.300.

15



