
	

	

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Giovanni Antonio Bazzi, called Il Sodoma 
Vercelli 1477 – 1549 Siena 

 
A Landscape, a Study of a Tree, and Three Putti 

Pen and brown ink, red chalk  
292 x 214 mm, 119/16 x 811/16 in. 

Inscription in pen and brown ink upper right: 32 
 

Verso: Saint Jerome in Penitence  
Black chalk  
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Compared to other Renaissance draftsman, the drawings of Giovanni Antonio Bazzi, known as Il Sodoma, 
are probably the least known. Sodoma played a decisive role in the evolution of Sienese painting, where 
he introduced the innovations of Roman and Milanese schools. Originally from Piedmont, Sodoma joined 
the studio of the Calaisian painter Giovanni Martino Spanzotti at the age of thirteen. He then worked in 
Milan, where he would have frequented Leonardo's entourage and learned, directly or indirectly, the 
lessons of that master.1 Sodoma settled in Siena in 1503. He executed the frescoes of the refectory of the 
convent of Sant’Anna in Camprena shortly after. In 1505 he painted the cloister of the monastery of Monte 
Oliveto Maggiore. In 1508 he went to Rome to create the ceiling of the Chamber of the Signature in the 
Vatican. He returned to Rome in 1514 to decorate the villa of Agostino Chigi, where he painted, without 
a doubt, his two most beautiful compositions, The Marriage of Alexander and Roxane and The Family of 
Darius before Alexander. During Sodoma’s stays in the papal city, he probably frequented Raphaël, whose 
manner he absorbed. It is misleading, however, to summarize the work of Sodoma only through the 
influences of his master, Spanzotti, and the great artists of the Cinquecento, Leonardo and Raphael. In his 
best work, Sodoma’s compositions are inhabited by expressive figures with soft contours, whose forms 
are delicately modelled with light, transparent shadows. The artist's paintings convey a refinement, elegance 
and sensuality that echo his extravagant and whimsical personality. Sodoma’s nickname was explained by 
Vasari in his Vite: Sodoma enjoyed the company of young men despite his wife and many children.2 But it 
was not the artist’s amorous orientation, less astonishing than it seems in sixteenth century Italy, which 
gave Sodoma his eccentricity. Vasari pointed to the artist’s “snobbery” because Sodoma wore “brocade 
doublets, capes all lined with gold canvas, splendid headdresses, necklaces and other trifles of the same 
kind”. Added to this sartorial extravagance was a rich and curious collection of exotic and learned animals 
– including a supposed talking crow – which the painter used as models and which he ironically boasted 
of when declaring his possessions publicly in 1531.3 In 1516, the Pope Leon X named Sodoma Il Cavaliere, 
probably because of the artist’s passion for horses. 
 
The present, recently rediscovered sheet contains two drawings by Sodoma, one on the recto, the other 
on the verso. These two drawings constitute an important addition to the graphic corpus of the artist, 
illustrating all the originality, facetiousness, and art of Sodoma. The recto shows A Landscape, a Study of a 
Tree, and Three Putti. The landscape is typical of the Tuscan countryside, with its valleys and emblematic 
architecture. This landscape has stylistic affinities with drawings by Fra Bartolomeo, who was one of the 
first Renaissance artists to draw landscapes and trees from life. Sodoma was probably able to see Fra 
Bartolomeo’s drawings during his stays in Florence in 1504 and 15154. In the present drawing, some 
elements, such as the small wall on the left of the building, and the study of the tree in the foreground, 
suggest a direct observation of nature. Our drawing is probably among the early landscapes drawn from 
life in European art. It is also the only known drawing of its kind by Sodoma. In the distance, on a hillside, 
two seated figures are sketched. One of them contemplates the horizon while the other turns to look at 
us. This seemingly unimportant detail nevertheless illustrates both the art and the dual personality of 
Sodoma: one character is seized by a feeling of admiration for nature, while the other challenges us in a 
whimsical, almost provocative way. This provocation, specific to the personality of Sodoma, invites us to 
contemplate nature. Finally, the three putti are probably studies of the same figure in flight. Sodoma 
regularly used this motif in his compositions, and we find his chubby little cherubs in the artist’s frescoes 
such as The Marriage of Alexander and Roxane and The Life of Saint Catherine of Siena in the Church of San 
Domenico in Siena. The three putti are typical of Sodoma's interest in compositions rich in decorative 
elements. 
 
The drawing on the verso depicts Saint Jerome in Penitence. This study can be related to two paintings by 
Sodoma of Saint Jerome in the Desert, both today in England (National Gallery, London5 and Harewood 
House, Leeds.6)	In these paintings, the figure of the Saint is placed in a landscape abundant with rivers, hills, 
and ruins. It is interesting to note that the landscape drawn on the recto of our sheet finds certain affinities 

	
1 A. Hayum, Giovanni Antonio Bazzi – « Il Sodoma », New-York, London, 1976, p. 3. 
2 M. and R. Wittkower, Les Enfants de Saturne. Psychologies et comportement des artistes de l’Antiquité à la Révolution française, 
Paris, 2016, p. 311. 
3 M. and R. Wittkower, op. cit., p. 311. 
4 His stay in 1504 is not proved but highly suggested by A. Hayum et E. Jacobsen; voir A. Hayum, op. cit,. p. 11. 
5 Oil on panel, 141 x 111,8 cm, inv. NG3947; see the database of The National Gallery, London 
6 oil on panel, 128 x 104 cm, inv. HHTP:2001.1.17; see the database VADS of the University for the Creative Arts 



with that of the painting of Harewood House where identical elements such as the river, the small bridge 
and the two walkers appear. The two paintings of Saint Jerome were executed around 1535 and our 
drawing probably dates from the same period.  
 
 

                   
 
  
 
 
 
 
The present drawing of Saint Jerome in Penitence is related to another sheet of the same subject in the 
Morgan Library, New York. 7  Both drawings share the same technique, same style, and the same 
dimensions. The drawings also share a similar provenance, as they were both once owned by the 
Spannochi, a family of rich Sienese bankers who, through their contacts in Milan, brought Sodoma to Siena 
in 1503.8 The numbers 32 and 33, respectively inscribed on the upper right corner of the two sheets, 
were written when the pages were together in the Spannochi collection, most probably as part of an 
album. The two sheets were separated in the first part of the twentieth century. In 1963, our drawing was 
in the possession of Carl Robert Rudolf, while the one of the Morgan was owned by H. W. Calmann.  
 
The drawing of Saint Jerome Penitent is characteristic of the graphic technique of Sodoma. Drawn in a 
nervous line in black chalk, the old man is represented here in full health, bare-chested and taut muscles. 
On his knees, he stands ready to strike his chest with the stone he holds in his hand. He looks with pain 
and repentance at the crucifix seen in the upper part of the sheet. The raw realism, the expressive pose 
of the saint, and the imposing musculature, are characteristic elements of the excessive style of Sodoma, 
and testify to his extraordinary creative strength. 
 
 
 

	
7 black chalk, white chalk, 295 x 220 mm (119/16 x 811/16 in.), inv. 1986.105; see the database of Morgan Library & Museum  
8	R. H. H. Cust, Giovanni Antonio Bazzi, hitherto usually styled “Sodoma“, the man and the painter, 1477-1549, 1906, p. 56	
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