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Saint Peter of Alcántara
or The Meditating Philosopher  

Artist Master of the Annunciation to the Shepherds
active in Naples c. 1630-1660

Origin place Naples
Material canvas
Technique oil
Sizes magasság: 100 cm

szélesség: 70 cm
Inventory No. 58.921

Description
The  painting  was  formerly  identified  in  the  literature  as  Saint  Jerome.  Its  more  recent  identification  was  made  in
connection with the Munich version of the composition. Saint Peter of Alcántara was a Spanish-born Franciscan friar
and  the  founder  of  the  Alcantarine  reform  congregation  within  the  Order  of  Friars  Minor.  In  his  reform  efforts  he
supported  the  Carmelite  Order  and  served  as  spiritual  adviser  to  Saint  Teresa  of  Ávila.  He  led  a  severe  and
self-mortifying life, and according to his biographer possessed an exceptional gift for meditation.
The  skull,  a  frequent  attribute  in  his  representations,  served  as  an  aid  to  this  profound  intellectual  and  spiritual
activity:  meditation  on  the  ultimate  purpose  of  earthly  existence.  The  depiction  of  a  saint  or  Church  Father
meditating  with  a  skull,  or  shown  in  ascetic  withdrawal,  was  a  common  theme  in  the  seventeenth  century.  Its
popularity was connected with the deepened religious sensibility of post-Tridentine Catholicism. The Catholic Church
after the Council  of Trent regarded Saint Ignatius of Loyola’s book of Spiritual Exercises as a manual of meditation
and  Christian  asceticism.  Published  in  1548,  the  work  deals  with  the  path  leading  to  the  ultimate  goal  of  human
existence: the salvation of the soul.
The painting evokes the first stage of meditation associated with this process. Since sin is the chief obstacle to the
attainment of  salvation,  the Jesuit  author prescribes,  for  the first  week of  the month-long exercises,  meditation on
death leading to salvation, and on the history of sin, from the sin of the first parents to our own sins. This process is
expressed  by  the  skull  — symbolically  the  skull  of  Adam — which  signifies  both  the  created  and  mortal  nature  of
humankind and original sin, as well as by the saint’s gesture of pointing to himself.
The colour scheme of the painting is sombre and austere. Against the dark grey background, the stooped shoulder
covered by a black cloak is distinguished only by a barely visible outline. The figure is illuminated from the left by a
strong light, which is not merely a natural phenomenon. It has a symbolic role, expressing the inner illumination that
follows meditation. As a compositional device, the light emphasises those elements that are essential to the meaning
of the work: the rough, gnarled hands, above all the expressive gesture of the right hand, and the furrowed face with
its deep-set eyes, turned towards the earth-coloured skull.
The  modelling  of  the  painting  is  sensitively  worked  out.  In  shaping  the  plasticity  of  the  face,  the  painter  attends
carefully to detail, especially around the eyes and the corners of the mouth, and on the top of the head covered with
short, bristling hair.
Enikő Buzási, 1993.
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San Marco collection, 1926

Restauration
1982-83-ban a Képzőművészeti Főiskola Restaurátorképző Tanszékén
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