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One of the great treasures in the 
Museum of Art and Archaeology’s 
collection of Old Master drawings is a 
beautifully finished sheet related to an 
altarpiece by the Sienese artist Francesco 
Vanni (Fig. 1 and back cover).1 Some 
scholars have attributed it to Vanni him-
self, although Marco Ciampolini, one of 
the most respected students of Seicento 
Sienese art, has assigned it to Francesco 
Leoncini, identifying it as a study for his 
reproductive print (Fig. 2) done after 
Vanni’s altarpiece rather than prepara-
tory to the painting itself (Fig. 3).2 The 
high quality of the drawing, which to 
my eye represents Vanni’s accomplished 
use of red and black chalk as a means of 
defining the areas of greatest illumina-
tion within the composition, suggests 
that it may in fact be a rare example of a 
completed study that agrees with the final 
altarpiece in all of its major features, 
although some refinements were made 
in the final oil painting. The altarpiece 
itself (Fig. 3) can be considered typical 
of Vanni’s productions, a combination of 
his characteristic pastel palette, flowing 
figure style, and close adherence to the 

Fig. 1. Francesco Vanni (Italian, 1563/1564–
1610). The Return of the Holy Family from Egypt, 
1598, black and red chalk with brown wash, 
on light buff paper, laid down, 26.9 x 18.1 cm. 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of 
Missouri (64.88). Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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Fig. 2. Francesco Leoncini (Italian, 1613–1666) 
after Francesco Vanni. The Return from the Flight 
into Egypt, 1622, etching, 26 x 19.3 cm. British 
Museum, inv. no. V,9.85. Photo: © Trustees of the 
British Museum.

Fig. 3. Francesco Vanni (Italian, 1563/1564–1610). 
The Return of the Holy Family from Egypt, 1598, oil 
on canvas, 2.36 x 1.53 m. Church of Santi Quirico e 
Giulitta, Siena. Photo: LensiniFoto, Siena.

strictures of Counter-Reformation theology. An examination of both the painting and the 
drawing can present reasons for assigning the drawing to Vanni himself and offer new 
insights into Vanni’s artistry and into his technique.

The drawing focuses on the Virgin Mary, the young Jesus (he appears to be a child of 
six or seven years of age), and St. Joseph, Mary’s husband and Jesus’s guardian. They are 
walking along a forested path, followed by their dutiful donkey, and framed by the trunk 
and spreading fronds of a towering palm tree. Above them, interspersed among the palm 
fronds, are the heads of five cherubs. The young Saint John the Baptist kneels on one knee 
at the right edge of the composition. As in the case of the three central protagonists, his 
figure was originally defined with red chalk; the artist later retraced some of the lines in 
black. Three babies form a pile at the lower left of the sheet; it is unclear if they are dead 
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or merely asleep. In the finished painting, they are clearly deceased, made evident by stab 
wounds and the palm fronds (symbolic of martyrdom) that one of them holds in his hand. 
Details of additional fauna and flora have been indicated by sketchily applied strokes of 
black chalk throughout the background. As shall be seen, this drawing, when compared 
with the finished painting, reveals some of the characteristic aspects of Vanni’s graphic 
style as well as his extraordinary attention to the specifics of his narrative and to the 
setting in which the finished picture would hang. The alterations that were made on the 
sheet make less sense if they were simply intended to translate the painting into a graphic 
medium.

Francesco Vanni was the most important artist working in Siena in the last decades of 
the sixteenth and the early part of the seventeenth centuries. Although his precise birth 
date is not confirmed (he was baptized in early January of 1564 but may have been born 
in either December 1563 or early 1564), his death date is documented in 1610.3 Vanni has 
been recognized as the most prominent Sienese follower of the Urbino painter Federico 
Barocci, although recent scholarship has attempted to place him in the larger context of 
Bolognese and Roman painting of the period as well. Vanni worked in Rome during at 
least two periods, first in 1579–1580 and then later in the early seventeenth century when 
he secured important commissions such as The Fall of Simon Magus, an altarpiece for the 
basilica of St. Peter’s.4 A deeply religious man, Vanni was a close associate of the Venerable 
Caterina Vannini, a former prostitute who converted and lived as a pious nun, experienc-
ing visions that she shared with the artist.5 He also maintained a life-long relationship 
with Cesare Baronius, one of the most significant theologians of the time, a scholar of 
the history of the Christian Church and its early martyred saints, and an advocate for the 
archaeological investigation of early Christian Rome.6

The museum’s drawing represents a late stage in the preparation of Vanni’s commission 
for an altarpiece in Santi Quirico e Giulitta, one of the oldest churches in Siena (Fig. 3). 
Several extant copies of the picture attest to its widespread popularity in the seventeenth 
century.7 By first explaining the iconography and significance of the work, it will be possible 
to appreciate the role that the drawing played in the design of the finished altarpiece and to 
see how it illuminates Vanni’s artistic ideas as well as his creative practice. According to tra-
dition, Santi Quirico e Giulitta was constructed over a pagan temple; evidence of an original 
twelfth-century structure remains. The current building was erected in the late sixteenth 
century under the supervision of the church’s canon, Ottavio Preziani, who employed a 
number of painters to fresco the interior and provide altarpieces. He also left a large amount 
of money in his will to support further work.8 He was a member of the Compagnia del Sacro 
Chiodo, a religious organization committed to acts of goodwill with a special dedication 
to the nails that affixed Christ to the Cross; such a nail figured prominently in the order’s 
insignia.9 

The church was dedicated to the child martyr Quiricus and his mother Julietta (Quirico 
and Giulitta in Italian). According to legend, Julietta and her three-year-old son Quiricus 
lived in the city of Konya (present-day Turkey). In an attempt to escape persecution, they 
fled to Tarsus where they were identified as Christians. Refusing to renounce her faith, 
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Julietta was tortured. The young Quiricus also declared his faith, angering the governor 
who threw the child down some stairs causing him to hit his head and die. Julietta did not 
weep but celebrated the fact that her son had earned the crown of martyrdom. In anger, 
the governor then decreed that Julietta was to be beheaded. Her body, along with that of 
Quiricus, was flung outside the city onto the piled cadavers of dead criminals. Two maids 
rescued the corpses of both mother and child and buried them in a nearby field.10

The decorative program for the church focused on the lives of the dedicatory saints and 
scenes related to Christ’s Passion, typical subjects for sixteenth-century churches. Ventura 
Salimbeni (Vanni’s half-brother) painted the Martyrdom of Saints Quiricus and Julietta 
along the curved apse wall above the main altar (Fig. 4). Other altarpieces depicted the 
Pieta and Christ in the Garden of Gethsemene by Alessandro Casolani; Christ’s Crowning 
with Thorns and Christ Carrying the Cross by Pietro Sorri; and Christ at the Column, a 
picture that was also commissioned from Vanni. Although The Return of the Holy Family 
from Egypt initially seems out of place in such a group, there are a number of reasons that 
this topic may have been selected. 

Perhaps most important is its focus on a story taken from Jesus’s youth. Given the 
dedication of the church to a martyred child, it is not surprising that Vanni was contracted 
to paint one of the few childhood narratives from Jesus’s life. The particular story that the 
artist painted is associated with the Massacre of the Innocents from Matthew 2:14–15, 

Fig. 4. Ventura Salimbeni (Italian, 1578 –1613). Martyrdom of SS. Quirico and Giulitta, 1598 (?), 
fresco, 2.60 x 4.25 m. Church of Santi Quirico e Giulitta, Siena. Photo: LensiniFoto, Siena.
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when the Roman king Herod attempted to eliminate the newly born savior by issuing 
a decree condemning to death all male children under the age of two. Portrayals of the 
massacre itself proliferated during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, but during the 
sixteenth century other events related to it (the Holy Family’s escape to Egypt and later 
return) became far more popular. One story in particular, the Rest on the Flight into 
Egypt, was illustrated with the greatest frequency. Its details came not from the Bible but 
from a book called the Pseudo-Matthew, one of a number of non-canonical (called apoc-
ryphal) Infancy narratives that filled in specifics of the lives of Jesus and his mother and 
enjoyed widespread popularity beginning in the Middle Ages and continuing through the 
Renaissance. Whereas the gospel account in Matthew stated simply that Joseph “got up 
and, taking the child and his mother with him, left that night for Egypt, where he stayed 
until Herod was dead,” the Pseudo-Matthew embellished the journey with a variety of 
miracles and adventures that inspired an array of painted illustrations. The central part 
of the Pseudo-Matthew narrative described how the Virgin Mary became fatigued on the 
way to Egypt and asked Joseph if they 
could stop and rest in the shade of a 
palm tree. When they did, Jesus in-
structed the palm to render fruit to salve 
his mother’s hunger and to provide water 
from its roots, whereupon a miraculous 
spring appeared.11 Artists drew on these 
same details when representing the Holy 
Family’s return from Egypt. Although 
this later part of the story featured 
the family traveling back to Palestine 
through a desert landscape accompanied 
by a donkey and often guided by angels, 
artists frequently included palm trees 
and a spring from the story of the Rest. 
Sometimes, Christ’s encounter with the 
young Saint John the Baptist was also 
portrayed.

Vanni has followed this visual tradi-
tion, as is evident in the donkey and the 
prominent palm tree. The specific form 
of the palm tree and its location along the 
left border as well as the disembodied 
angel heads were inspired by Dürer’s 
famous print of the Flight into Egypt 
(Fig. 5).12 Vanni also developed some 
unusual elements of his own. No other 
contemporary portrayal of the Return 

Fig. 5. Albrecht Dürer (German, 1471–1528). The 
Flight into Egypt, 1511, woodcut, ink on paper, 29.5 
x 20.9 cm (image); 29.9 x 21.3 cm (sheet). National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Rosenwald 
Collection 1943.3.3588. Photo: Courtesy National 
Gallery of Art, Washington.
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from Egypt, for example, included a pile of dead babies. This detail is commonly included 
in illustrations of the Massacre of the Innocents since the slaughter of the innocents was a 
recognized allusion to Christ’s eventual sacrifice. By including it in the Return from Egypt, 
Vanni tailored his image to fit well among the scenes of Christ’s Passion found elsewhere 
in the church. Perhaps more important, the piled corpses refer to the story of the church’s 
dedicatory saints and their martyrdoms.13 In fact, when compared with Ventura Salimbe-
ni’s altarpiece of that very subject, the similarities are evident (Fig. 4). On the left side of the 
fresco, Salimbeni portrayed the assassin raising the young child before casting him down 
the stairs. Vanni placed the pile of babies on the left side of his composition to make a di-
rect reference to the unhappy result when Quiricus’s body was cast onto a heap of cadavers. 

Another unusual component that Vanni included is the pail of tools that the Christ 
Child holds in his left hand, a detail that carries several different meanings. The hammer, 
pincers, and nails can be related to the backpack of tools that St. Joseph sports upon his 
back, a reminder that Jesus was schooled in the carpentry trade of his guardian. More 
importantly, these three items refer directly to Christ’s Crucifixion. Furthermore, the large 
nails symbolized the Confraternity of the Sacred Nail (Confraternita del Sacro Chiodo), 
the religious organization to which the patron belonged and one that Vanni himself joined 
in 1580.14  

Saint John the Baptist, as noted above, is not such an unusual addition to the Return 
from Egypt. The specific placement and pose of the young saint, however, is atypical. Those 
features, along with the position of the Christ Child in relation to his mother, indicate that 
Vanni must have drawn upon some other text for his narrative. Susan Wegner was the 
first to identify that source, the Pseudo-Bonaventura’s Meditations on the Life of Christ, a 
work that was originally written in the late thirteenth century and republished in Rome 
in 1596.15 It includes the earliest account of an encounter between Jesus and his cousin 
John. The Meditations offers a detailed description of how the seven-year-old Jesus and his 
family left Egypt, noting that the child rode at times on the ass, but when he dismounted, 
he walked with his mother. Written partly in the present tense, the account tells how Jesus, 
vis-à-vis his mother,

walks behind and more slowly. Then the Child will go to her and the mother will be 
greatly refreshed in receiving her Son. Thus they go, passing through the desert by 
which they had come. On that journey you will often pity them who have little rest, 
and see them weary and tired, by day as well as by night. When they came close to the 
edge of the desert they found John the Baptist, who had already begun to do penance 
there although he had not committed any sin.16

Jesus’s age, the dark setting of the scene, and Christ’s placement in front of his mother 
all evoke the words of the Pseudo-Bonaventura text. The location of Saint John, who is 
literally on the borderline between an open clearing and a wooded setting, and whose 
kneeling position suggests the act of penitence, provides the clearest evidence that Vanni 
was inspired by the Meditations. Most other artists represented the scene by portraying the 
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two young boys embracing; none appear to follow the words of the Pseudo-Bonaventura 
as carefully as did Vanni.17 

By examining the surviving drawings that record how Vanni developed the composi-
tion, one can understand how the artist consciously amended his design to adhere closely 
to the texts from which he drew. In this regard, one should note that he was following 
the recommendations of one of the most important theological councils ever to discuss 
religious imagery, the Council of Trent. This meeting of church officials convened in the 
northern Italian town of Trento in 1545 during three periods (1545–1547, 1547–1562, 
and 1562–1563). Meeting in twenty-five separate sessions, the Council issued seventeen 
decrees on various aspects of Catholic doctrine.18 Few doctrinal conferences addressed 
the nature of sacred imagery as directly as did the Council of Trent. It issued recommen-
dations devoted to the visual arts during the final session on December 4, 1563. Essen-
tially, artists were warned to avoid the lascivious or suggestive. The purpose of religious 
imagery, it held, was to instruct and inform and not to encourage the faithful to dwell on 
the worldly and the inappropriate. Artists were, therefore, encouraged by their church 
patrons to avoid overly complicated compositions with unnecessary figures and to follow 
closely the details of the gospel texts. In tracing Vanni’s development of his final composi-
tion through the related extant drawings, 
it is possible to see how carefully he took 
these Tridentine ideas to heart.19

In addition to the very finished study 
at the University of Missouri, there are 
five other drawings that can be associated 
with Vanni’s final painting. The earliest 
sheet is a small sketch now in the Uffizi 
in Florence (Fig. 6).20 Its pen and ink 
medium suggests that it was an early 
idea, what is termed a “primo pensiero,” 
literally translated as “first thought.” 
Vanni typically used pen and ink to re-
cord preliminary concepts for figures and 
compositional groupings.21 This design 
demonstrates that Vanni originally envi-
sioned a younger (and therefore smaller) 
Christ child walking at his mother’s side. 
She, in turn, gestures with her opened 
left hand toward the right side of the 
composition. The graceful standing pose 
of the Virgin may derive from a rendition 
of the Flight into Egypt first developed by 
the Bolognese painter Annibale Carracci 
in the 1580s, where the Virgin holds the 

Fig. 6. Francesco Vanni (Italian, 1563/1564–
1610). Return from Egypt, pen and ink, 11.7 x 
8.8 cm. Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 
Florence (5004 S.). 
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Christ Child in her arms as she walks in front of the donkey and St. Joseph on her way to 
refuge in Egypt.22

This first sketch does not capture the details taken from the Pseudo-Bonaventura 
text that Vanni would ultimately use in his final painting. This may be the reason that 
he changed his conception in the next drawing in the sequence, the most informative 
of the studies related to the Rest on the Return (Fig. 7). With the exception of the female 
figure in the upper right quadrant, all of the sketches on the page reflect Vanni’s thoughts 
for the Return of the Holy Family from Egypt. He began this second sheet at the left side, 
making adjustments to the figure of the Virgin that he had started on the Uffizi sheet. He 
moved her right arm forward and changed the angle of her gaze in anticipation of a taller 
child. This pose is explored more fully in the center of the sheet in black chalk. Here, he 
reintroduced the figure of Jesus as a more mature child, walking closer to his mother and 
returning her gaze. Immediately to the right of this group, Vanni fine-tuned the boy’s 
pose, representing him from behind in two similar sketches with his left arm raised to 
grasp Mary’s hand. On the left, the child looks up to the left; in the sketch immediately to 
its right he turns in profile to the right. Presumably the partial back view of a child’s legs 
on the upper left of the sheet (lightly drawn in black chalk) reflects these musings, perhaps 
based on a life model posed with his weight on his right leg while raising his left. Vanni 

Fig. 7. Francesco Vanni (Italian, 1563/1564–1610). Studies for the Return of the Holy Family from 
Egypt, ca. 1598, pen and ink, black chalk, 18.7 x 28.2 cm. Private Collection (formerly Thomas 
Agnew and Sons, London). 
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may have used this study to capture accurately the load-bearing right leg and foot as seen 
from behind, an element that he has used in the pen and ink sketch of the child directly 
beside the black chalk sketch of the Virgin. 

Finally, in the lower right quadrant of the sheet, Vanni introduced the key compo-
nents that will appear later in the final composition, perhaps having re-read the text from 
the Pseudo-Bonaventura that specified Jesus as having led the way, and his weary family 
coming more slowly behind. That may, in fact, explain the treatment of the donkey, whose 
body language and heavy burden suggest the strain of hard work. The essential elements 
of the composition have all been established: Jesus leads Mary forward and points in 
the direction of their travel. The donkey follows wearily, and John the Baptist has been 
introduced, kneeling in profile facing right just in front of the donkey. Mary’s right arm 
seems to reach toward the young saint. Joseph does not yet gesture toward him as he will 
in the finished painting. The bodies of at least two young babies can be discerned on the 
lower right. The sheet has been damaged, and the corner has been lost, so it is difficult to 
know whether the artist represented three babies as he did first in the Missouri sheet and 
then again in the completed altarpiece. The disembodied right leg appearing beneath the 
more complete baby’s body hints that more corpses were intended. The reclining partially 
clothed woman, as already pointed out, is not related to the Return from Egypt, although 
it is interesting to note that her pose comes close to that of the dead baby at the very bottom 
of the Missouri study.23

Only one of the three remaining drawings that have been associated with the Santi 
Quirico altarpiece provides further information on how Vanni developed this painting.24 A 
fragment in the Biblioteca Comunale in Siena (Fig. 8) records an interim stage for the main 

Fig. 8. Francesco 
Vanni (Italian, 
1563/1564–1610). 
Study for Return 
of the Holy Family 
from Egypt, black 
chalk, 14 x 17.3 cm. 
Biblioteca Comu-
nale Intronati, Siena 
(S.III.9_c.11.r.a.I). 
Photo: © Autorizza-
zione Biblioteca  
Comunale Intronati. 
Siena, 28.7..2016.
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figures completed before Vanni finalized their 
poses.25 Executed in black chalk, it includes the 
lower torso of the Virgin, the entire figure of 
Jesus, and a good portion of Joseph’s body and 
left arm. The position of Mary’s right arm has 
already taken a form very close to that in the 
final painting. It is difficult to read the pose of 
her left arm and hand, although the raised right 
hand of the child, in a position very similar to 
the one used in the Missouri sheet, suggests that 
the artist already had determined how it would 
be. Most interesting is the appearance of the pail 
in Jesus’s left hand, sketched very lightly at his 
side. Joseph’s left leg and bent knee can be seen 
just behind Christ’s shoulder, creating a confus-
ing outline for the right side of the group. The 
artist may have already realized that he needed 
to move Joseph’s body to the left, placing it fully 
behind the Christ child, in order to simplify that 
contour and emphasize the bucket. This sheet 
also confirms that Vanni had determined the  
final placement for John, since a very faint 
outline of the kneeling young saint, his head 
inclined to his right (our left) and his hands 
grasped in front of his chest, can be discerned  
at the right side of the sheet (Fig. 9).26  

It is not possible to know how many ad-
ditional sketches were used in the successive 
workings of the composition, assuming that some may have been lost or perhaps even de-
stroyed. Nonetheless, not many changes seem to have occurred between the Siena design 
and the drawing at the University of Missouri. Several key features have now assumed the 
final form that will be used in the finished picture. The drawing occupies most of a full-
sized sheet of light tan paper and was executed in black and red chalk, with the addition 
of brown wash to enhance the shadows (back cover). The wash can be observed on the 
trunk of the palm tree and the foreground earth berm, as well as on the bodies of the dead 
babies. Vanni devised the framing palm tree and earth berm as an effective means of sug-
gesting the edge of the desert as specified in the Pseudo-Bonaventura text. This idea of the 
desert’s edge has been reinforced through the juxtaposition of dense foliage with a cleared 
area, where Vanni relied on the natural color of the sheet, augmented here and there with 
areas of light chalk applied in diagonal hatching strokes. Jesus now pulls his mother along 
and holds a goldfinch aloft in his right hand. The bird was a popular symbol of Christ’s 
future sacrificial death. Based on a folklore tradition that it ate thorns, a legend developed 

Fig. 9  Francesco Vanni (Italian, 
1563/1564–1610). Detail, study for Return 
of the Holy Family from Egypt, black 
chalk, 14 x 17.3 cm. Biblioteca Comunale 
Intronati, Siena (S.III.9_c.11.r.a.I). Photo: 
© Autorizzazione Biblioteca Comunale 
Intronati. Siena, 28.7..2016.
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that a goldfinch plucked a thorn from Christ’s crown on his way to Calvary, causing a drop 
of blood to fall onto its head that resulted in a permanent red mark.27 The dead babies 
have been moved to the lower left. It was noted earlier that this arrangement meshed with 
the composition of the altarpiece that portrayed Quiricus’s death. It also enhances the 
sense of movement from left to right by crowding the left side of the sheet and allowing 
the right edge to be seen as an open space for the family to move toward. In this detail, 
Vanni has followed a long-standing tradition in the portrayal of the escape to and return 
from Egypt. The flight into Egypt typically follows a right to left progression; the return 
from Egypt unfolds from left to right.28 The sheet differs very little from the completed 
altarpiece. Several refinements can be noted in the painting, including a tighter grouping 
of the Holy Family, an additional cherub head (six rather than five), and a revised gesture 
for the Virgin’s right hand.

The treatment of the figure of John on the Missouri sheet offers an opportunity to 
understand Vanni’s method more fully, and to understand the drawing as playing a role in 
the design of the picture. Having already moved the young saint to the right of the compo-
sition, Vanni straightened his posture by aligning his head, hands, and left knee. By final-
izing his location at the far right of the sheet, the artist made clear that his meeting with 
the Holy Family is imminent but has not yet taken place. This idea is underscored through 
the handling of the lighting on John’s body. In the finished painting (Fig. 3), the most 
important figures within the composition are brightly illuminated, setting them apart 
from the darkened background. Light washes down over the three members of the Holy 
Family and the three dead children at lower left. Furthermore, the heads of the attendant 
cherubim that hover in the forest above are also highlighted through lighter coloration. In 
the Missouri drawing, Vanni used red chalk to indicate those figures that he intended to 
fully highlight. John the Baptist’s figure does not receive full illumination, and his figure 
is therefore drawn in a mixture of black and red chalk (back cover). Thus, Vanni devised 
a visual means to establish that they have not yet encountered the young saint since he is 
not yet fully lit, but his semi-illumination suggests that the spotlight will pass to him soon. 
His partial illumination may also make clear his location; he is in the flanking forest and 
not in the clearing where the Holy Family walk.

This last point may clarify the function of this particular sheet and argue for its role 
as a preparatory work by Vanni himself rather than a copy to prepare a print. Although 
it is certainly the most complete of the surviving drawings and therefore may suggest a 
drawing done after the finished work,29 Vanni’s consistent and careful use of red chalk for 
those parts of the picture that would be illuminated in the final altarpiece suggests that 
this sheet served to test out the lighting as he intended to treat it in the finished painting. 
In fact, close examination of the sheet reveals that Saint John’s form was sketched first in 
red; the black chalk was added on top (back cover). Vanni may, therefore, have originally 
intended St. John’s figure to be bathed in the same bright illumination used for the other 
figures. Had this been a sheet for translation into the print, done from the finished altar-
piece, there would be no need for both red and black chalk as the artist could simply have 
sketched his figure more lightly with the black chalk. It seems, rather, that the adjustment 
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in the coloration of St. John was done as the composition was being finalized rather than 
copied. As part of the preparatory process, in reflecting upon the passage from the Medita-
tions on the Life of Christ, Vanni noted that John was not met in the desert, but at the edge 
of the desert, and he toned down the red chalk as a trial run to see if a middle range of 
lighting would work visually within the overall composition. In this way, Vanni revealed 
himself to be a student of Federico Barocci’s method, one in which red chalk was often 
introduced as a means of determining the play of light in a picture. The combination of 
red and black chalk is characteristic of Vanni’s graphic practice, where roughly one-third 
of his drawings display a mixture of the two media.30 In no other drawing, however, is the 
use of red chalk so clearly intended as a means to suggest the final lighting, and in that way 
the Missouri sheet is an important and noteworthy example of Francesco Vanni’s graphic 
work. Another aspect of the drawing that seems to argue against it as a sheet used to 
prepare a print is the greater area of white paper on the right side of the holy family. This 
is reduced in the finished altarpiece, and it is this more compact grouping of the altarpiece 
that is repeated in Leoncini’s print, not the more open arrangement used in the drawing.  

There is one last interesting side note to this beautiful sheet, which concerns its previ-
ous ownership. On the lower left of the front (the recto), directly below the left heel of the 
dead child who faces away from the viewer, a collector’s mark can be discerned (Fig. 10). 
The initials “B” and “W,” separated by a diamond shape, have been stamped into the sheet. 
They are the initials of the American expatriate painter Benjamin West (1738–1820) and 
were a form of identification that was affixed to individual pieces in his collection by his 
executors after his death.31 It is not difficult to understand why the American artist would 
have owned and admired Vanni’s drawings. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
Vanni was recognized as among the most fastidious and careful masters of drawing; his 
preparatory studies were often admired far more than his finished paintings. West, a 
student of antiquity as well as the great Renaissance and baroque painters, would have 
appreciated Vanni’s careful delineation of the human figure, his sophisticated handling of 
drapery, and his effective employment of gesture.

Fig. 10. Francesco Vanni (Italian, 
1563/1564–1610). The Return of the 
Holy Family from Egypt, 1598, detail, 
Benjamin West Collector’s Mark, 
lower left corner. Red and black 
chalk with brown wash, on light 
tan paper, laid down, 26.9 x 18.1 
cm. Museum of Art and Archaeol-
ogy, University of Missouri (64.88). 
Photo: Jeffrey Wilcox.
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NOTES

 1. On the drawing, see Stephen E. Ostrow, “Some Italian Drawings for Known Works,” Muse 
(1967) pp. 22–24, fig. 5; Osmond Overby, Illustrated Museum Handbook (Columbia, Mis-
souri, 1982) p. 100, no. 155; Susan Wegner, Images of the Madonna and Child by Three Tuscan 
Artists of the Early Seicento, Bowdoin College Museum of Art (Brunswick, Maine, 1986) pp. 
26–27, cat. 19; Laura Bonelli, “Francesco Vanni, Ritorno dall’Egitto,” in Alessandro Angelini, 
Monika Butzek, and Bernardina Sani, eds., Alessandro VII Chigi (1599–1667): Il papa senese 
di Roma moderna, Palazzo Pubblico and Palazzo Chigi Zondadari (Siena, 2000) pp. 70–71; 
Edward J. Olszewski, in Burton Dunbar, Robert Munman, and Edward J. Olszewski, eds., 
A Corpus of Drawings in Midwestern Collections: Sixteenth Century Italian Drawings, vol. 2 
(Turnhout, 2008) p. 473, cat. no. 374; Marco Ciampolini, Pittori senesi del Seicento, vol. 3, 
Marcantonio Saracini–Stefano Volpi (Siena, 2010) p. 987; Judith W. Mann, in Shelley Perlove 
and George Keyes, eds., Drawings in Midwest Collections: The Age of Bernini, Rembrandt, Ru-
bens, and Poussin (Notre Dame, Indiana, 2014) pp. 106–107, cat. no. 41.

 2. Ciampolini, Pittori senesi, p. 987, where he associates it with the etching made by Francesco 
Leoncini in 1622. I wish to thank the anonymous reviewer who corrected an earlier mistake I 
had made since I was unaware of Ciampolini’s association of this drawing with the Leoncini 
print. I also wish to thank Dr. Ciampolini who very kindly directed me to his opinion, and I 
look forward to discussing with him further the role of this drawing within Vanni’s workshop. 

 3. On the question of his birthday, see John Marciari and Suzanne Boorsch, with contributions 
by Jamie Gabbarelli and Alexa A. Greist, Francesco Vanni: Art in Late Renaissance Siena, Yale 
University Art Gallery (New Haven and London, 2013) p. 47.

 4. The commission was awarded as part of a series of altarpieces executed on slate to decorate 
the basilica in preparation for the Holy Year of 1600, although Vanni’s painting was not 
completed until 1603. The choice of stone rather than canvas was due partly to the per-
ceived imperviousness of the stone to moisture, which proved to be incorrect. The altarpiece 
quickly demonstrated distress along the joins in the stone and was eventually relegated to 
the Vatican deposit and replaced by a mosaic copy in the eighteenth century. See Miles L. 
Chappell and W. Chandler Kirwin, “A Petrine Triumph: The Decoration of the Navi Piccole 
in San Pietro under Clement VIII,” Storia dell’arte 21 (1974) pp. 130–138. On drawings 
related to the altarpiece, see Marciari and Boorsch, Francesco Vanni, pp. 194–201, cat. nos. 
70–73.

 5. Charles Borromeo recorded her life in a book written in 1699. See Susan Wegner, “Francesco 
Vanni: The Emergence of a Counter-Reformation Painter,” Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 
Bryn Mawr College, 1980, pp. 120–128. 

 6. On Baronius, see Cyriac K. Pullapilly, Caesar Baronius, Counter-Reformation Historian (Notre 
Dame, Indiana, 1975). For an excellent summary of the issues of the revival of the church 
through the refurbishment of early Christian sites, see Alexandra Herz, “Cardinal Cesare 
Baronio’s Restoration of SS. Nereo ed Achilleo and S. Cesario de’Appia,” Art Bulletin 70 (1988) 
pp. 590–593.

 7. Giulio Bianchi Bandinelli, “Catalogo delle opera del pittore Francesco Vanni,” Bullettino 
senese di storia patria 50 (1943) p. 151, note 2, lists six copies of the altarpiece. 

 8. Bonelli, “Francesco Vanni,” p. 71, note 4.
 9. On the Sacro Chiodo, see Franco Daniele Nardi, “Matteo Guerra e la Congregazione dei Sacri 

Chiodi (sec. XVI–XVII): Aspetti della religiosità senese nell’età della Controriforma,” Bullet-
tino senese di storia patria 91 (1984) pp. 12–148.
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 10. An alternate version of the story held that Giulitta told the governor that his religion could 
not be accepted by a three-year-old child, whereupon Quirico testified to his faith, and 
mother and child were both tortured before being decapitated.

 11. Gospel of the Pseudo-Matthew, chapter 20, as translated in A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, eds., 
The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 8 (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1951) p. 377.

 12. Bonelli, “Francesco Vanni,” p. 71, first noted these associations.
 13. I have been able to track down approximately forty examples of this subject from the late 

sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. None includes this particular detail.
 14. On the Confraternity and its importance to Vanni, see Marciari and Boorsch, Francesco 

Vanni, pp. 11–12.
 15. Wegner, Images of the Madonna and Child, p. 26.
 16. Meditations on the Life of Christ: An Illustrated Manuscript of the Fourteenth Century, Isa 

Ragusa and Rosalie Green, eds. (Princeton, 1962) chap. 13, pp. 81–82.
 17. For other earlier images of this meeting, see Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “Giovannino Battista: 

A Study in Renaissance Religious Symbolism,” The Art Bulletin 37, no. 2 (June 1955) pp. 
85–101, figs. 9, 18, 20, 26, and 27. 

 18. On Trent and its decrees on images, see John W. O’Malley, “Trent, Sacred Images, and 
Catholics’ Senses of the Sensuous,” The Sensuous in Counter-Reformation Art, Marcia Hall and 
Tracy Cooper, eds. (New York, 2012) pp. 28–48.

 19. John Marciari, “Francesco Vanni: Artistic Vision in an Age of Reform,” in Marciari and 
Boorsch, Francesco Vanni, pp. 11–21, emphasized this aspect of Vanni’s work. 

 20. Peter Anselm Riedl, Disegni dei baroccheschi Senesi: Francesco Vanni e Ventura Salimbeni, 
Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi (Florence, 1976) pp. 64–65, fig. 66.

 21. On Vanni’s drawing method, see Peter Anselm Riedl, “Francesco Vanni als Zeichner,” Münch-
ner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 30 (1979) pp. 81–107; and Marco Ciampolini, Drawing in 
Renaissance and Baroque Siena: 16th- and 17th-Century Drawings from Sienese Collections, 
Georgia Museum of Art (Athens, Georgia, 2002) pp. 104–123.

 22. For an image of the painting in the Doria Pamphili collection in Rome, see Catalogo Som-
mario della Galleria Doria Pamphilj in Roma (Rome, 1981) no. 359. See Bonelli, “Francesco 
Vanni,” p. 71, who suggested that Annibale’s model may have inspired Vanni. On the evolu-
tion of the iconography for the Rest from a riding to a walking Virgin, see Emile Mâle, L’arte 
religiosa nel ’600 (Rome, 1984) pp. 205–206. 

 23. It is difficult to tell whether this figure was part of Vanni’s thinking about the Santi Quirico e 
Giuditta altarpiece. It seems unlikely and may have been a study for a reclining female figure 
(perhaps undertaken as part of his designs for a later series of prints depicting the life of St. 
Catherine) or a drawing inspired by another work of art. It is unlikely that it is based on a life 
model and also that it was related to a nude figure in Vanni’s oeuvre. Vanni, true to his strong 
religious beliefs, did not employ the female nude within his paintings. During the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries, very few artists worked from female models. On this topic, 
see Bohn, “Drawing as Artistic Invention: Federico Barocci and the Art of Design,” in Judith 
W. Mann and Babette Bohn with Carol Plazzotta, Federico Barocci: Renaissance Master of 
Color and Line, Saint Louis Art Museum (New Haven and London, 2012) pp. 41–45, for 
discussion of Barocci’s use of the nude model, and the use of nude models in general. 

 24. The two remaining drawings include a study for a head (probably the Virgin) in the Gabi-
netto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, Florence (GDSU inv. no. 4843), a badly abraded sheet 
that cannot be linked to the painting with complete certainty. There is also a charming wash 
and pen study for the Flight into Egypt, in the Gabinetto Nazionale delle Stampe in Rome 
(Inv. no. F.C. 127647, vol. 58 H I), where the Virgin rides on the donkey while Joseph walks 
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beside her carrying the infant Christ. The heads of both the Virgin and St. Joseph are nearly 
identical to those in the Missouri sheet. Particularly notable are the braided hairdo and the 
ribbons that adorn Mary’s hair. Although some scholars have suggested that Vanni produced 
the sketch for an earlier Flight into Egypt and then incorporated those elements into the Santi 
Quirico e Giulitta painting, a more plausible explanation places this drawing after the Siena 
altarpiece, suggesting that the artist reused the heads from the altarpiece.  

 25. I wish to thank Renzo Pepi of the Biblioteca Comunale Intronati in Siena who with remark-
able efficiency was able to provide a photograph of this drawing for me. 

 26 Bonelli, “Francesco Vanni,” p. 71, was the first to associate this sheet with Vanni’s altarpiece. 
She described it as a study for only three figures, however, not realizing that it also contained 
a sketch of St. John. 

 27 On the goldfinch as a symbol of the passion, see Herbert Friedmann, The Symbolic Goldfinch: 
Its History and Significance in European Devotional Art (New York, 1946) p. 9.

 28. On the direction of the compositions for this story, see Gertrud Schiller, Janet Seligman, 
trans., Iconography of Christian Art vol. 1 (Greenwich, Connecticut, 1966) p. 124. 

 29.  With the exception of Ciampolini, scholars have noted that the purpose of the drawing was 
to serve as a guide for the execution of the altarpiece and for review by the patron. See Os-
trow, “Some Italian Drawings,” p. 23; and Overby, Museum Handbook, p. 100. 

 30. Ciampolini, Drawing in Renaissance and Baroque Siena, p. 104, noted that in some of Vanni’s 
drawings, he used the combination of red and black chalk to achieve “chromatic softness” in 
the drapery and skin tones and also as a way to test contrasting tones as a means of evaluating 
possible colors. 

 31. Frits Lugt, Les marques de collections: De dessins & d’estampes (Amsterdam, 1921) online, 
http://www.marquesdecollections.fr/, no. 419 (accessed January 4, 2016).
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