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DISCOVERING PATTERNS IN 
GIROLAMO TROPPA’S GROUNDS

Loa Ludvigsen, David Buti, Anna Vila 
and Eva de la Fuente Pedersen

ABSTRACT  As so little is known of the Italian baroque painter Girolamo Troppa, especially his painting technique and materials, 
this paper provides a thorough investigation into his use of grounds. The Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, holds a collection 
of eight paintings by Troppa, lending room for comparisons. All the paintings have been subject to both in-depth material analysis 
and overall technical investigations. The results show a clear pattern in the artist’s use of double grounds, comprising the same 
build-up and raw materials, as well as a recurring and continuous use of exposed ground as a middle tone. A consideration of the 
17th-century Roman art market provides an understanding of Troppa’s practice. He was an artist with a large output, working on 
commissions both from wealthy patrons and churches, as well as producing a large number of genre paintings to be sold by the art 
dealer Pellegrino Peri. Comparisons with two other paintings signed/attributed by/to Troppa (belonging to the Nationalmuseum 
of Sweden and the Church of Santa Maria Novella in Bracciano), have made it possible to increase the number of case studies, 
which supports the presence of patterns in his technique. These patterns might be used as a marker for Troppa’s specific workshop.

Introduction

The focus of this paper are eight easel paintings by the Italian 
baroque painter Girolamo Troppa (born 1637, died after 1710) 
in the Statens Museum for Kunst (SMK) collection: a group 
of Philosophers, namely St John the Baptist, St Peter Penitent, 
Homer and Virgil (Fig. 1); The Penitent St Mary Magdalene 
and The Dream of Jacob (Fig. 2); and two pendants with rep-
resentations of Mercury Killing Argus and Apollo Flaying 

Marsyas (Fig. 3). The eight SMK paintings play a crucial 
role in understanding Troppa’s oeuvre, since four are signed 
and six are known to have been bought in Rome as early as 
1669.1 Little is known about the artist’s painting technique 
and even less about his materials. This paper aims not only 
to uncover his painting technique and his use of preparatory 
layers, but also to present all available information on the 
paintings from contemporary sources, to better understand 
Troppa as an artist working in a highly competitive art market.

Fig. 1 1 Girolamo Troppa, (a) St John the Baptist, signed on the red cross, oil on canvas, 98 × 73 cm, (b) St Peter Penitent, oil on canvas 98 × 72.5cm, (c) 
Homer, signed on the book, oil on canvas, 98 x 72 cm, (d) Virgil, signed on the book, oil on canvas, 98 x 73 cm, Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, 
inv. nos. KMSst141, KMSst155, KMSst139 and KMSst153. (Photos: Jakob Skou-Hansen/SMK.)
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Provenance and acquisition of Troppa’s 
paintings for the royal Danish collections

The Norwegian-born architect and painter Lambert van 
Haven (1630–1695) was sent on a Grand Tour and collect-
ing expedition to Italy by the Danish king, Frederik III (ruled 
1648–1670).2 Van Haven acquired not only paintings, but also 
books for the king’s library, as well as rare objects and mathe-
matical instruments for the royal collections (Kunstkammer). 
Starting out from Copenhagen on 29 September 1668, he 
reached Rome (via Venice, Bologna and Florence), where he 
resided from 6 April 1669 to 15 June 1670. While in Rome, 

Van Haven acquired many paintings, including six works by 
Troppa: four half-figure paintings larger than life now iden-
tified as St John the Baptist, St Peter Penitent, Homer and 
Virgil, and a bust-length depiction of The Penitent St Mary 
Magdalene and The Dream of Jacob.

A series depicting four men is mentioned in a single 
entry in Van Haven’s travel accounts (Fig. 4) and has been 
discussed elsewhere:3 ‘4 støcser aff gamble Philosopher, giort 
aff Girolamo Troppi – a: 15 scudi – er 60 scudi (4 pieces of 
ancient philosophers, done by Girolamo Troppi – each: 15 
scudi– total 60 scudi)’. He also identified the subject of Jacob: 
‘1 støche S. Jacobs drøm aff Do. Troppi . 24 scudi (1 piece S. 

Fig. 2 Girolamo Troppa, (a) The Penitent St Mary Magdalene, oil on canvas, 64 × 48 cm, and (b) The Dream of Jacob, oil on canvas, 73 × 60.5 cm, 
Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, inv. nos. KMSsp120 and KMSst310. (Photos: Jakob Skou-Hansen/SMK.) 

a b

a b

Fig. 3 Girolamo Troppa, (a) Mercury Killing Argus, signed on the rock, oil on canvas, 96 × 132 cm, and (b) Apollo Flaying Marsyas, oil on canvas,  
96 × 132 cm, Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, inv. nos. KMSsp122 and KMSsp123. (Photos: Jakob Skou-Hansen/SMK.)
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Jacobs Dream, by Do. Troppi. 24 scudi)’. Thus far, no inform-
ation on how or where he purchased these six paintings has 
been found. Since Troppa was active in Rome at that time, 
Van Haven could have bought them directly from the artist 
or from Roman art dealers.4

A hundred years later, two additional Troppa paintings 
were purchased for the royal Danish collections in the time 
of King Frederik V (ruled 1746–1766), who in 1763 sent his 
art expert and keeper of the royal Kunstkammer, Gerhard 
Morell, to Amsterdam. Morell returned with many paint-
ings, among them Mercury Killing Argus and Apollo Flaying 
Marsyas (referred to as Apollo/Mercury pendants) bought at 
an auction.5 It is known that these pendant pieces were auc-
tioned in Amsterdam as early as 1699 and 1707.6

Troppa’s life and work

No contemporary biography exists for Troppa: the first bio-
graphical and archival records were published by Antonino 
Bertolotti as late as 1885.7 Giancarlo Sestieri published fur-
ther biographical information and a list of documented and 
known works in 1994.8 Recently, more biographical inform-
ation has been published by scholars including Erich Schleier, 
Zsuzsanna Dobos and Francesco Petruzzi, while Richard 
Spear and Philip Sohm have made important contributions 
to the construction of an oeuvre.9

Knowledge about Troppa’s life can be written in very few 
words. He was born in 1637 in the small village of Rocchette 
near Rieti in the Sabine Hills of Lazio in Italy. In 1656, the 
19-year-old painter lived in Rome where he also died at an 
unknown date, but after 1710. A census dated 1656 reveals 
that Troppa lived in Campo Mazio, a Roman neighbourhood 
popular with many artists: it classified Troppa’s household as 
‘poor’. At the time, all artists’ households were registered as 
either ‘poor’ (65%) or ‘comfortable’ (28%). This was a broad 
classification: at this time ‘poor’ meant someone who did not 
own property but instead lived off an income.10 In addition, in 
1656 Troppa is known to have married Elisabetta de Stefani, 
in 1657 their daughter Giovanna was baptised, and in 1661 
their son Pietro was born. In 1664 Troppa was admitted to 
the Accademia di San Luca and in 1666 he hired an assistant.

There is no precise information on Troppa’s training, but 
the style of the works from the 1660s suggests that he was part 
of a circle around Pier Francesco Mola (1612–1666). All eight 

SMK paintings date to this early period.11 Moreover, his tech-
nique borrows from Guido Reni (1575–1642) in the swiftness 
of execution, hatched paint strokes for the flesh tones and use 
of a stiff bristle brush for painting hair and beards. By 1686 
at the latest, he was awarded a knighthood, indicating that he 
was well regarded in his time. However, like many other art-
ists, he has vanished into obscurity today.12

Troppa was a very productive artist throughout his entire 
career, and many of his commissions took him around Lazio 
as well as to Umbria, Ferrara and elsewhere. He worked as 
a fresco painter, an easel painter and draughtsman, with 
churches and patrician families as his principal patrons. It is 
known, for instance, that Troppa was commissioned to paint 
a ceiling mural with an Ovidian story of Flora and Zephyr for 
Cardinal Chigi at his Roman residence Palazzo Odescalchi in 
1668, the same year he painted two religious compositions 
for the Church of Saint Joseph (San Giuseppe) in Ferrara.13

Technique and the role of the ground in 
Troppa’s paintings

All the examined Troppa paintings have a dark brown ground. 
By the start of the 17th century, commercial primers sold pre-
primed canvases. The cost of primed canvas and stretchers in 
Rome in the 17th century was minimal, although naturally it 
depended on size and quality.14 The ground was often a single 
layer but double layers are also seen at this time.15 In many 
instances, the use of a double ground can be a pragmatic and 
economical solution to modify a pre-prepared canvas to the 
artist’s wishes; this is supported by a recipe from De Mayerne, 
who suggested the use of a thicker layer of ochre for the lower 
layer to create a smooth surface upon which a thinner top layer 
of the desired and more expensive pigments could be applied 
in order to reduce the cost.16 Studies of both contemporary 
sources and examination of contemporary paintings reveal 
that brown and red grounds were commonplace in Rome in 
the 17th century.17 Although it suited the chiaroscuro style, it 
also provided a reason for art critics’ contemporary debates 
of colore vs designo. It is speculated that the predominant use 
of this type of ground was founded on economy because the 
artist, having mastered the technique, could accomplish a 
dramatic effect with seemingly little effort.18 The alla prima 
technique is well suited to large-scale production, and Troppa 
in fact boasted of his speedy painting technique on the back 

Fig. 4 Relevant entry in Van Haven’s travel accounts, Danish National Archives, Copenhagen. (Photo: Eva de la Fuente Pedersen.)
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of the painting Saint Jerome in the Wilderness, by writing 
‘OPERA D.UN GIORNO DEL CAVALIER TROPPA (made 
in one day by the gentleman Troppa)’.19

Troppa’s Philosopher series (Fig. 1) consists of four half-
length paintings of emotionally agitated men, stirred by the 
forces of creative imagination or religious fervour. In his por-
trayal of the two poets, Troppa appears to have observed 
a commonplace iconography for the depictions of poet- 
philosophers, whose written basis may be Horace’s statements 
concerning the appearance of genius. All four paintings are 
nocturnal scenes, the sky dramatically painted in dark blue, 
contrasting with the frontally illuminated figures in volumi-
nous colourful robes. The palette is harmonious, created from 
a limited range of pigments used to build up corresponding 
saturation and tonal intensity by defining space with chiaro-
scuro. The ground plays a key optical role in Troppa’s painting 
technique for these four paintings, slightly shining through 
the dark blue sky and setting their tone. The cooler tones on 
top of the dark ground also enhance the sensation of an opti-
cal blue in the sky.20 The hair and beards are painted vividly 
with a broad stiff brush over the partly exposed ground, using 
it as the middle tone. Flesh tones are executed with clearly 
visible rapid brushstrokes with only slight impasto in the 

highlights. The execution of the paintings of the four ‘philo-
sophers’ bear all the marks of a skilful alla prima technique. 
The paintings show no signs of pentimenti: X-radiographs 
reveal minimal application of paint to create these intense 
and expressive paintings. They were completed swiftly as if 
the artist had painted the compositions many times before.21

The half-length figure painting of The Penitent St Mary 
Magdalene bears a great likeness to Guido Reni’s popular 
depictions of the same subject from the 1620–30s. On an 
almost monochrome background, a haloed repentant saint 
is looking upwards while holding her right hand to her chest, 
which is covered by her long blonde hair.22 The figure stands 
out from the background by virtue of a light grey contour 
around the head, eliminating the tone of the ground otherwise 
shining through the thinly applied green-grey colour. In con-
trast to the technique used in the Philosopher series, Troppa 
blended the brushstrokes in the fair skin of the Magdalene, 
creating form with subtle chiaroscuro: only the highlights, the 
tears and the hair evidence Troppa’s rapid working touches 
applied with a stiff brush. The ground also plays its part as a 
middle tone in the hair and cloak. Her left shoulder is placed 
in the shadow, covered only by light touches of hair. Unlike 
the Philosophers series, in which no changes of positions for 

Fig. 5 Detail of Girolamo Troppa, Apollo Flaying Marsyas (Fig. 3b), (a) visible light, (b) X-radiograph showing the altered positions for Apollo’s foot and 
a piece of fabric draped over his back and shoulder, and (c) tracing of the X-radiograph overlaid on (a). (Photos: Jakob Skou-Hansen; Troels Filtenborg 
and Jakob Skou-Hansen; Loa Ludvigsen/SMK.)

a b c
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the figures can be seen, the Magdalene’s gaze has shifted 
somewhat according to the X-radiograph. Troppa was prob-
ably less familiar with this motif than with the poses for the 
Philosophers, and had to develop it more.

The literary sources for the two mythological paintings, 
Mercury Killing Argus and Apollo Flaying Marsyas (Fig. 3), 
are Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Both tales concern not only the 
jealousy of the gods and hubris, but also music as an art form 
and music’s power to affect an audience. The Apollo/Mercury 
pendants are painted in a more elaborate manner than the 
Philosopher series, in accordance with the high style expected 
for history painting. The creative process included prepara-
tory drawings.23 Schleier drew attention to four preparatory 
studies now in the Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin, two of which 
are for the Apollo/Mercury pendants at SMK.24 According 
to Schleier, the style of drawing is from Troppa’s early years 
when Mola’s influence was still perceptible. Both paintings 

exhibit pentimenti and reworking, especially in the figures, 
which can be observed in the X-radiograph (Fig. 5).

The transition of the composition from the drawings to 
the paintings also introduced several compositional changes. 
Although the overall design is similar, the Apollo figure shows 
significant changes while the composition in Mercury Killing 
Argus is partly inverted: Mercury’s left leg is bent, but most 
importantly, he is seen from behind in the finished painting 
as opposed to from the side in the sketch. The X-radiograph 
shows that the current positioning of Mercury is unaltered, 
so we must assume that there were intermediate preparatory 
steps between the drawing and the finished painting.25 The 
same applies to Apollo Flaying Marsyas: the most prominent 
discrepancy between the Berlin drawing and the finished 
painting is the placement of the figures. Marsyas is turned 
away from Apollo, his hands tied in the upper left corner 
of the painting, but he is turned to the right in the drawing. 

Fig. 6 Cross-sections including the ground layers for all eight paintings, labelled by the SMK inventory number 
as given in Figs 1–3, in visible (VIS) and ultraviolet (UV) light.
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The X-radiograph shows no changes in the Marsyas figure, 
whereas Apollo’s left leg has altered, which occurred late in 
the painting process. X-radiography also reveals garments 
over the shoulders of both figures, replicating the drawing but 
eliminated in the painting. Crude brushstrokes, seen in the 
X-radiograph, indicate the cloth falling over the right shoul-
ders of both figures. The clothing on Apollo’s upper body is 
billowing in the wind. To the naked eye, traces of bright red 
colour are still visible around the figure of Apollo. The gar-
ments around the hips originally had more fabric, as drawn 
in the sketch, but this was painted out. Most notable is the use 

of a brown colour for the modelling of shade on the body of 
the sleeping Argus. Uncharacteristically, it was applied on the 
fully painted chest and around the right elbow, adding addi-
tional shadow from the attacking Mercury, perhaps revealing 
that the design was less carefully thought out and not previ-
ously replicated. Overall, the paintings evidence distinctive 
use of the visible ground colour for the chiaroscuro. The faces, 
hair and beard were painted as described above with a stiff 
bristle brush over partly exposed ground. Flesh tones reveal 
clearly visible brushstrokes. The foreground rocks and veg-
etation were painted swiftly, with a minimum blending of 

Fig. 7 SEM-BSE images of the cross-sections shown in Fig. 6.  



LOA LUDVIGSEN, DAVID BUTI, ANNA VILA AND EVA DE LA FUEN TE PEDERSEN

76

Fig. 8 EDX maps of the elemental distribution of calcium (Ca, red), silicon (Si, cyan), aluminium (Al, magenta), 
potassium (K, brown), and iron (Fe, green) in two cross-sections representative of the grounds for Mercury Killing 
Argus and St Peter Penitent. All the elements and hence the pigment particles are distributed homogeneously.
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colours. The form was built up by accurate, rapidly applied 
colours worked from the darks to the highlights, which were 
added with a stiff, dry brush. The details of plants are more 
roughly executed compared to works by other artists such as 
Mola, who blended his brushstrokes and added more detail 
to flowers and shrubbery. The same applies to the treatment 
of flesh tones: Troppa used hatching and distinct brushwork 
as opposed to the blending seen in Mola’s paintings. 

The literary source for Troppa’s sketchily painted Dream 
of Jacob is biblical (Genesis 28:10–22). Troppa’s composition 
interprets the story by utilising powerful visual imagery and 
an arresting use of colour, light and darkness with the inten-
tion of making the story clear and easily understandable for 
the viewer. Jacob’s vision of angels ascending and descending 
is painted in bright, saturated colours including white, blue 
and black opposed with yellow, orange-red and green. In con-
trast to this luminous vision, the earthly lower part of the 
composition depicts the sleeping Jacob almost hidden in the 
night’s sombre darkness. The Dream of Jacob has a very differ-
ent style compared to the other seven paintings. The colour 
of the ground plays a central role for the many angels in the 
middle ground, which are suggested only by a few light brush-
strokes. The carefully planned design enabled the figures to 
be painted in reserves.

Analysis of Troppa’s ground layers

Paint samples were taken from all the paintings and prepared 
as cross-sections26 to study the stratigraphy and analyse 
the layers using scanning electron microscopy with energy 
dispersive X-ray (SEM-EDX) analysis,27 Fourier transform 
infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy,28 and Raman spectroscopy.29 
The eight paintings have a similar stratigraphy with a double-
layered ground structure (Fig. 6). Despite a slight variation 
in hue among the samples, the cross-sections show that the 
lower layer (labelled ground I) always looks more brownish in 
colour with a semi-transparent appearance, while the upper 
layer (labelled ground II) has a more orange-reddish and 
opaque appearance. A difference can be seen in the ultraviolet 
(UV) images: ground I has a yellowish fluorescence com-
pared to ground II, which has a more pinkish fluorescence 
(Fig. 6). Furthermore, in UV light a consistent difference in 
morphology between the two ground layers is also visible: 
the bottom layer is more coarsely grained with some larger 
particles, while the upper layer contains finer particles.30 
Both grounds are likely oil-based (vide infra) and the differ-
ent appearance in UV might also indicate the use of different 
oils, differences in oil preparation, ageing of the oil before it 
was used, the quantity of added driers in the two layers or a 
different pigment/binder ratio. The grounds are fairly thinly 
applied, albeit applied more thickly than the paint layers, and 
the most that can be said about the relative thickness of the 
two ground layers is that they are comparable.

Apollo Flaying Marsyas, which has a single ground layer 
(Fig. 6), seems to be the only exception to the double-layered 
ground structure. But compared to the other paintings, where 

the availability of several samples confirms the overall double- 
layer structure, only one sample was collected and it is plausi-
ble, taking into account the otherwise consistent structure of 
Troppa’s grounds, that the sampling in this specific case did 
not include the bottom layer.

Compared to the visible light and UV images, the SEM 
backscattered electron (BSE) images (Fig. 7) do not illustrate 

Fig. 9 (a) Reflection FTIR spectra from cross-sections representative of 
the ground structures in Mercury Killing Argus and St Peter Penitent, 
compared with the transmission spectrum of a paint fragment from the 
latter, showing measurements carried out on ground I and II. The pink 
rectangles indicate the features possibly ascribable to illite. (b) Detail of 
a cross-section showing the ground structure in VIS for Mercury Killing 
Argus. The white rectangle indicates the area mapped by ATR. (c) ATR 
maps for calcium carbonate, silicates (possibly illite) and quartz in the 
ground structure, indicating that the three compounds are distributed 
homogeneously.
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the presence of two ground layers so distinctly. Regarding par-
ticle size and morphology, the dissimilarity between ground 
I and II, as described for the UV images, is even more pro-
nounced in almost all the BSE images of the cross-sections. In 
Mercury Killing Argus in particular, the lower layer clearly has 
a higher proportion of coarse grains compared with the upper 
layer, which seems more compact, containing finer-grained 
pigments. However, it should be stated that this distinction 
is very clear in cross-sections from Mercury Killing Argus, St 
John the Baptist and The Dream of Jacob but less so in samples 
from the other paintings.

Regarding the elemental composition of the ground struc-
ture (Fig. 8), silicon, aluminium and calcium are present in high 
amounts, together with relatively low amounts of potassium, 
iron, magnesium, lead, sulphur, titanium and sodium across 
the complete stratigraphy of the grounds in all the cross- 
sections. Trace amounts of titanium are often found associated 
with iron-based minerals in natural earth pigments.31 The EDX 
results imply that the elemental composition of ground I and II 
is largely similar and, even more significant, it is identical in all 
the eight paintings apart from small differences in the relative 
amount of some of the minor elements. The elemental map-
ping gives a better idea of the homogeneity of the composition 
of the ground layers. Fig. 9 shows EDX maps of Ca, Si, Al, K and 
Fe for Mercury Killing Argus and St Peter Penitent. All the ele-
ments are equally distributed in the two ground layers without 
an evident separation. 

Reflection FTIR identified calcium carbonate, silicates 
and quartz, indistinguishable between ground I and II in all 
the samples (Fig. 9a, upper spectra in grey). Calcium oxalates 
occasionally detected in ground I and II are possibly due to deg-
radation phenomena of the organic binder. The band for Si-O 
stretching, indicating the presence of silicates, is not structured 
and therefore does not assist in the identification of a specific 
compound. Furthermore, quartz also absorbs in the same 
spectral region, making identification of a silicate even more 
difficult. Finally, considering that Si and Al are the major ele-
ments present in the grounds, sometimes correlated with other 
elements such as Na or K, it is reasonable to expect the occur-
rence of more than one type of aluminosilicate or the presence 
of other compounds such as feldspar and/or mica. The shape 
of the O-H stretching bands at higher wavenumbers seems 
more ‘structured’ and therefore more useful for the molecular 
identification. It is worth noting that in this region, the FTIR 
reflection profiles of the spectra collected on ground I and II 
are similar, indicative of the possible presence of the same com-
pounds (Fig. 9a). This similarity occurs in all the paintings by 
Troppa in this study. During conservation treatment the oppor-
tunity to collect a sample of the ground that had penetrated 
through the canvas weave to the reverse of St Peter Penitent 
enabled identification of the main silicate compound responsi-
ble for the FTIR profile in the O-H stretching region. The FTIR 
spectrum32 (Fig. 9a, blue line) is characterised by the signals for 
quartz (691, 778, 798, 1103 (sharp) and 1163 (sharp) cm–1),33 cal-
cium carbonate (713, 874, 1420 and 1795 cm–1 )34 and calcium 
oxalates (1321 and 1619 cm–1).35 The silicates’ spectral features 
at 918, 1036, 3622 and 3699 cm–1 (indicated by the pink high-
lights in Fig. 9a) can be attributed to the clay mineral illite.36

ATR-FTIR maps (Fig. 9b and c) confirm what was already 
observed using EDX. The map of the antisymmetric stretch-
ing band of CO3

= of calcium carbonate at c.1500 cm–1, of 
the Si-O stretching band of illite at c.1000 cm–1 (integrated 
excluding the contribution of quartz) and of the Si-O stretch-
ing band of quartz at 1160 cm-1 can be seen in Fig. 9c. The 
three mapped compounds are not distinctly different in the 
two ground layers. With respect to the organic component, 
the presence in both ground layers of the carbonyl band at 
c.1730 cm–1 together with the CH signals at c.2855 and 2925 
cm–1 could indicate the use of a lipid-containing binding 
medium such as oil. However, as the paintings have been sub-
jected to conservation treatments in the past, such as lining, 
information on the organic components now present may not 
relate only to the original binding media.

Finally, Raman spectroscopy indicated the sporadic 
presence of a carbon-based black pigment as one of the com-
ponents of Troppa’s grounds (with no distinction between 
the upper and lower layers) together with the presence of 
hematite (Fe2O3), always occurring only in ground II (bands 
of carbon-based black pigment at c.1325 and 1590 cm–1, hem-
atite bands at c.253, 232 and 343 cm–1; data not shown).37 This 
finding is of paramount relevance since hematite, a comp-
onent shared by ground II in all Troppa’s paintings, is so far 
the only marker distinguishing the two ground layers from 
one another. It is worth mentioning that the presence of hem-
atite in the top ground layer – probably used to give a deeper 
orange-reddish hue to ground II, the layer closest to the paint 
layers – does not affect the overall average distribution of Fe 
in the EDX maps. As already pointed out, there is no distinc-
tion between ground I and ground II from the elemental point 
of view. 

The analytical results collected so far lead us to hypoth-
esise that the same compound (a brown earth pigment 
containing calcium carbonate, quartz, iron oxides, illite and 
other silicates) was used for both ground layers, but with the 
further addition of red hematite to give the desired orange-
reddish colour only to the top ground layer. Furthermore, the 
results indicate that the earth pigments could have under-
gone different grinding processes before their application in 
two different layers. This is very similar to the description by 
the English diarist Richard Symonds recorded in his note-
book from Rome in 1650; apart from providing information 
on prices and dimensions of the pre-primed canvases, he also 
wrote about materials. He described the use of two ground 
layers, the lower being less finely ground.38

Comparative studies of paintings by or 
attributed to Troppa

The visual characteristics and composition of the SMK paint-
ings are in accordance with the results reported in the only 
published study of the ground composition of another paint-
ing by Troppa.39 This painting, signed on the reverse, is a large 
altarpiece of St Thomas of Villanova produced for the Church 
of Santa Maria Novella in Bracciano outside Rome,40 dated 
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1658–68.41 The image and description of the cross-section 
in the aforementioned publication clearly show a double 
ground structure as seen in the SMK paintings, while the 
optical microscopy and EDX results indicate that the lower 
brownish layer contains calcium carbonate, aluminosilicates, 
quartz and iron-based compounds, the latter reported in that 
publication as ‘caput mortuum and earth pigments’.42 The 
reddish upper layer had a similar composition, with analy-
sis indicating a higher amount of red iron-based particles, 
plausibly hematite, although not specifically identified as such 
by these authors. Therefore, the ground layer’s build-up and 
appearance fit perfectly with those of the SMK paintings, and 
the chemical composition is very similar. 

To reinforce the hypothesis of a pattern in the prepara-
tion and composition of Troppa’s ground layers, an additional 

painting attributed to him, Shepherd Playing the Pipe in the 
Nationalmuseum in Stockholm, was examined at the CATS 
laboratories.43 The Nationalmuseum describes the painting 
as ‘executed in the manner of Salvator Rosa’44 but Petrucci 
listed the painting among the artworks by Troppa in 2012.45 
This painting, although it is neither signed nor dated, exhibits 
the same ground structure of the SMK paintings by Troppa. 
Furthermore, the similarities in the elemental composition 
and distribution are significant. The sample has a ground 
structure similar to the SMK examples, both from the visual 
and materials point of view. Furthermore, in the BSE image 
a difference in the grain size between ground I and II can be 
clearly seen, similar to the SMK paintings (Fig. 10). These find-
ings strengthen Petrucci’s attribution to Troppa. Additionally, 
four investigated paintings by Salvator Rosa from the SMK 

Fig. 10 Cross-section of Girolamo Troppa (attributed to), Shepherd Playing the Pipe, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 
inv. no. NM156. Left column: VIS, UV and SEM-BSE. Right column: elemental maps for Ca, Si, Al, K and Fe.
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collection, dated from 1630 to 1661, show ground layers of 
different structure and different compositions, without any 
consistency even in the number of layers.46 Differences in 
grounds have been observed in many instances for artists 
moving geographically and hence adapting to local practices, 
for example Van Dyck47 and Velázquez.48 Newly published 
research on Caravaggio’s Roman paintings also reveals a lack 
of consistency.49

In addition, three paintings under investigation at the 
CATS laboratories – one by a follower of Mola and two by 
Carlo Maratti (1625–1713), dated to the second half of the 
17th century – provided the opportunity to compare Troppa’s 
ground layers with those used by two contemporary Roman 
artists. A study of the cross-sections revealed that all three 
paintings have a single ground layer (images not shown). In 
addition to the difference in structure, the colours are also 
divergent: light orange in one case and bright red in the other 
two. Finally, SEM-EDX analysis indicates that the composi-
tion of these single ground layers is also very different from 
Troppa’s grounds: the two red grounds contain mainly red 
iron oxide, whereas the light orange ground consists largely 
of lead white, calcium carbonate and a little red iron oxide.

To confirm the pattern of Troppa’s grounds emerging 
from this study, research needs to be expanded, increasing 
the number of paintings for comparison. But the study of 
three paintings by the circle of Maratti and Mola, both artists 
working in Rome at the same time as Troppa and influen-
tial to his career, further suggests that the consistent use of a 
double ground of a very well-defined composition could be a 
feature specific to Troppa. 

Troppa and the art market in Rome

Rome was a thriving art market in the 17th century, serving 
high-profile collectors as well as common citizens. Paintings 
were sold directly from the painters and from second-hand 
shops, but also from barbershops and by other shop owners. 
As early as 1636 the Accademia di San Luca listed sellers of 
paintings for the purposes of regulation. Between 1650 and 
1655 there was an increase from 19 to 46 registered pittori bot-
tegari (painters as art dealers), but the actual number of dealers 
in paintings was likely to be substantially higher.50 It is known 
from contracts between patrons and artists that the cost of 
stretchers, canvases, primers and ultramarine was often cov-
ered by the patron, in addition to the price agreed with the 
artist for commissioned works.51 At least six of the eight SMK 
paintings were probably not commissioned hence the cost of 
materials was included in the price of the paintings. However, 
the Bracciano altarpiece was most likely a commission. Since 
the paintings all exhibit the same type of ground, it might be 
assumed that Troppa primed his canvases in his workshop, 
possibly using assistants, or purchased his pre-primed canvases 
from the same source for all the examined paintings, perhaps 
adding the hematite-containing layer himself. The census of 
1656 of Campo Marzio lists a colour grinder (Macinatore de 
colori) living in Troppa’s ‘poor’ household, which implies that 

Troppa could have used assistants for the preparation of mate-
rials for his production as early as that date.52

The choice of materials might well have its roots in 
Troppa’s financial situation and status as a painter. A letter 
from 1672 named him among the second-rate artists,53 
although according to Dobos, he was represented in col-
lections of renowned cultural personalities of his time.54 
The prices paid by Van Haven in 1669, noted earlier, rank 
among the more modest on the list of the king’s acquisi-
tions.55 It should be noted, however, that Van Haven bought 
four landscapes of unknown size by Salvator Rosa, by then 
a well-known artist, for only 22 scudi apiece. We do not 
know how, where or from whom Van Haven purchased his 
paintings. However, Troppa is known to have sold paintings 
through art dealers. For instance, in 1656 he worked for at 
least two months for the painter/art dealer Mario Nuzzi de’ 
Fiori.56 It was quite common for young artists in Rome to 
work on exclusive contracts with dealers for a year or so, in 
order to establish themselves and become independent.57 
But it appears that after working for Nuzzi de ‘Fiori, Troppa 
worked for the Genoese art merchant Pellegrini Peri,58 and 
was obliged by contract to produce paintings for Peri on a 
monthly basis.59 The inventory of Peri’s possessions in 1699 
lists 88 paintings of sacred and profane subjects by Troppa. 
Mercury Killing Argus and Apollo Flaying Marsyas60 are also 
listed in the inventory and were appraised at 12 scudi each: 
these could be the paintings that ended up in Amsterdam 
and bought by Morell in 1763: ‘He [Peri] employed artists 
to work for him to keep up his stock, he sold their products 
at the low end of the market but also supplied major collec-
tors.’61 Peri had painters on exclusive contracts working in 
his upstairs studio. In his shop downstairs, the most talented 
artists sold their paintings, which they could have painted in 
their own studios. Peri had upscale clients such as Cardinal 
Benadetto Pamphili, and it is plausible that Van Haven could 
have bought from Peri as well.62 Troppa also painted frescos 
and received large commissions from churches and con-
vents, as well as from wealthy patrons. His relative success, 
and membership of the Accademia, seem to indicate that he 
was not bound to Peri by an exclusive contract that forced 
him to work in the workshop upstairs, copying and paint-
ing all day long.

Conclusions

Troppa signed many of his paintings, including four of the 
eight in the SMK collection, indicating that his signature 
was of value. The question remains: why he would sell 
his works through an art dealer? Perhaps he was satisfied 
with a steady income as a supplement to fighting for com-
missions.63 It is possible that he had his own workshop: if 
Troppa did have a large workshop production, this could 
explain why the composition of his grounds was so homoge-
neous in all the paintings studied for this paper, even though 
they range from secular easel paintings to altarpieces. The 
investigations strongly suggest that Troppa did in fact have 
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a preferred workshop practice: using a double ground of 
thicker and more coarsely ground earth pigments under a 
thinner layer of similar materials, but more finely ground 
and with the addition of hematite to achieve the desired 
colour. This practice might have been used to keep costs 
down. 

Another reason for Troppa’s consistent use of double 
grounds could be that most of the paintings examined in 
this study were acquired at the same time in Rome (1669) 
and were therefore probably produced around the same time 
using the same type of canvases, grounds and pigments con-
nected to the place of production (i.e. in fashion in Rome) 
rather than reflecting personal choice. The Apollo/Mercury 
pendants do not have the same provenance and so far we have 
found no date on either. However, art historians agree in plac-
ing the execution of all eight paintings in the SMK collection 
to the late 1660s, a period in which Troppa was influenced by 
Pier Francesco Mola (d.1666).64 The two paintings not belong-
ing to the SMK collection might also have been produced 
in Rome; St Thomas of Villanova may have been painted in 
Bracciano outside Rome. 

The consistency of the materials used in the grounds of the 
eight paintings could be coincidental, but may also indicate a 
very consistent working practice. The large number of paintings 
listed in Peri’s inventory does imply a considerable workshop 
production alongside the many commissions Troppa is known 
to have executed. As further research into ground materials 
becomes available, we might detect more patterns in the sup-
pliers of canvases with a ground already applied and artists’ 
use of specific ground structures. As of now, our knowledge of 
Troppa and his workshop, including his supply of materials and 
working practice, is still incomplete. However, we can establish 
that the grounds of the eight early paintings from SMK were 
produced with an identical overall structure, technique and 
using the same materials. As a limited but significant reference 
to this group, the same materials and technique were utilised in 
the grounds of the Bracciano altarpiece and the painting now 
in the Nationalmuseum, Stockholm.

Future studies will confirm if this pattern of a double 
ground – a coarse lower and a smoother upper layer with 
slight additions of hematite – can be used as a marker for 
Troppa’s specific workshop. In addition, further research may 
reveal whether it was a Roman workshop practice or if it can 
also be found in Troppa’s paintings executed in other regions 
of Italy.
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