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GUERCINO		
GIOVANNI	FRANCESCO	BARBIERI		
(Cento	1591	–	1666	Bologna)	

	
	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	

Study	of	a	woman	with	a	mortar	and	pestle	
	
	

Brown	ink	on	paper,	241	x	188	mm	
Numbered	lower	left:	25	

c.1630s	
	

PROVENANCE:	Jean-Luc	Baroni	Ltd;	private	collection,	France.	



	
Guercino	was	one	of	 the	 leading	painters	of	 the	Bolognese	school	and	one	of	 the	most	
accomplished	 draughtsmen	 of	 the	 Italian	 Baroque.	 In	 1607	 the	 sixteen-year-old	
Guercino	was	apprenticed	to	the	Centese	painter	Benedetto	Gennari	the	elder	until	the	
latter’s	death	in	1610.	The	main	influences	on	the	development	of	the	young	artist	were	
from	 the	nearby	centres	of	Ferrara	and	Bologna:	 from	Ferrara,	 it	was	 the	work	of	 the	
painters	 Scarsellino	 and	Carlo	Bononi;	 from	Bologna	 it	was	 that	 of	 Ludovico	 Carracci,	
such	 as	 his	Holy	 Family	 with	 St	 Francis	 and	 Donors	(1591;	 Cento,	 Pin.	 Civ.),	 which	
decorated	 the	 altar	 of	 the	 church	 of	 the	 Cappuccini	 in	 Cento,	 as	 well	 as	 of	 Annibale	
Carracci,	Ludovico’s	younger	cousin.	
	
Guercino’s	style	changed	quite	dramatically	during	his	long	career:	while	his	early	works	
are	 more	 robust	 in	 handling,	 rich	 in	 muted	 colour	 and	 dramatic	 in	 lighting	 and	
composition,	after	a	short	visit	to	Rome	in	1621–3,	his	work	was	influenced	by	a	more	
classical	 style	 of	 painting,	 particularly	 by	 the	 austere	 classicism	of	 one	 of	 his	 greatest	
rivals,	Guido	Reni.	Notably,	 it	was	only	after	Reni’s	death	 in	1642,	that	he	moved	from	
his	 native	 Cento	 to	 Bologna,	 where	 he	 assumed	 the	 position	 of	 the	 city’s	 principal	
painter.	
	
Guercino	was	a	natural,	unselfconscious	draughtsman.	For	most	of	his	life	he	maintained	
an	extraordinarily	prolific	output	in	the	medium.	The	largest	surviving	group,	some	350	
sheets,	is	preserved	at	the	Royal	Library,	Windsor	Castle,	together	with	a	further	450	or	
more	 that	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 him	 or	 to	members	 of	 his	 school.	 They	 strike	 by	 their	
freshness	and	vitality.	
	
Studies	 occupied	 an	 important	 place	 in	 Guercino’s	 graphic	 work,	 especially	 in	 the	
preparatory	process	for	his	paintings.	Of	a	remarkable	freshness	and	with	lively	mark-
making	emblematic	of	the	artist,	this	study	represents	a	woman	preoccupied	in	her	daily	
routine,	using	a	mortar	and	pestle.		Such	truthfulness	can	also	be	found	in	the	works	of	

the	 Carracci,	 such	 as	 Annibale’s	 The	
Bean	Eater	 at	 the	Galleria	Colonna,	 in	
Rome.	
	
The	 figure	 on	 this	 sheet	 reminds	 of	
the	 woman,	 also	 using	 a	 mortar	 and	
pestle,	 in	 Interior	of	a	kitchen,	c.1624,	
at	the	Courtauld	Institute	of	Art	(260	x	
403	 mm;	 D.1952.RW.1347;	 fig.	 1).	
Similarly,	 Guercino	 focused	 on	 the	
woman’s	 upper	 body,	 leaving	 it	
relatively	 finished,	 while	 her	 lower	

Fig. 1: Interior	of	a	kitchen,	c.1624,	Courtauld	
Institute	of	Art 



body	 is	 merely	
suggested	 with	 a	 flurry	
of	lines.	Stylistically	this	
study	 relates	 to	 his	
work	 of	 the	 1630s,	
when	 his	 drawing	 style	
became	 more	 elegant	
with	 frequent	
calligraphic	 turns,	 the	
ink	 ‘often	
sympathetically	 lighter	
in	tone	than	the	iron-gal	
ink	 usually	 employed’	
(Turner	 and	 Plazzotta,	
1991,	 p.	 102).	 With	 its	
energetic	lines,	its	focus	

on	 details,	 such	 as	 the	 hair,	 leaving	 other	 parts	 of	 the	 body	 incomplete,	 its	 quickly	
executed	 hatching	 to	 add	 depth	 to	 the	 figures,	 and	 the	 very	 dark	 eye	 sockets	 of	 the	
figure,	this	drawing	can	be	compared	to	The	Visitation,	1632	(Royal	Collection,	Windsor	
Castle,	RCIN	902793),	as	well	as	to	Bathsheba	attended	by	her	maid	(ill.	in	Julian	Brooks,	
Guercino:	Mind	to	Paper,	exhibition	catalogue,	2006,	no.	28).	The	latter	can	be	dated	to	
c.1640,	as	it	is	probably	a	study	for	a	painting	commissioned	by	Conte	Astorre	Ercolani	
in	that	year.	
	
The	 state	 of	 preservation	 of	 this	 drawing	 is	 remarkable,	 free	 from	 any	 signs	 of	
deterioration	which	often	is	caused	by	the	ink	utilized	by	Guercino.	
	
Bibliography:	
Nicholas	 Turner	 and	 Carol	 Plazzotta,	 Drawings	 by	 Guercino	 from	 British	 Collections,	
1991.	
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Fig.	2:	The	Visitaion,	1632,	
Royal	Collection,	Windsor	
Castle.	

Fig.	2:	Bathsheba	
attended	by	her	maid,	
c.1640.	


