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“The association of beauty and horror was frequent in what were accounted sublime 

scenes; and it was Salvator [Rosa] who helped to establish this conjunction.”1 A 

Shipwreck on the Coast presents the epitome of the sublime in combining the horrific 

theme of the shipwreck with the wild beauty of the coastal landscape. An attribution for 

this painting has been given to Salvator Rosa (1615-1673) as it features many of the 

motifs which were identified with his oeuvre. Most notably the craggy precipices, the 

splintered trees and wind swept bluffs.   

 

Despite the heavy reliance upon Rosa motifs, the attribution of A Shipwreck on the Coast 

to Salvator Rosa cannot be credited because neither stormy weather nor shipwreck scenes 

formed any part of his artistic repertoire. An artist, whose repertoire is laden with these 

themes and motifs however, is the Eighteenth Century French artist Claude Joseph 

Vernet whose popularity was such that he attracted many followers and copyists.  A 

Shipwreck on the Coast is exactly the type of marine subject for which he was celebrated.  

 

Our first reaction in viewing A Shipwreck on the Coast is an emotive response to the 

dramatic narrative of the scene, heightened by the theatrical atmosphere of the storm. A 

ship has foundered and splintered upon the rocky shore. Only the mast is visible 

emerging from behind the rocks on the far right. Through the convincing depiction of 

crashing waves, sweeping wind and foaming spray which rises against the rocks to great 

heights; the artist provides a complete sensory experience. Dramatic lighting sets the 

stage; with the low horizon placing the emphasis on the turbulent skies above. The sky is 

the dominant element and speaks the loudest of that ‘wild and savage’ nature with which 

Rosa was associated. 

Rosa’s skies are often heavily populated with clouds. They billow like smoke in the wind, 

rising up from the distant hills as in The Finding of Moses (Fig. 1) and Polycrates 

Receiving the fish (Fig. 2). They are rounded, fluffy and cumulous and often juxtaposed 

against dark cirrostratus clouds which streak across the sky in horizontal accents.  They 
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appear ominous and foretelling of bad weather although with Rosa the bad weather never 

arrives. There has been the common perception that Rosa painted storm scenes. One 

explanation has been that “[Rosa] only seem[s] stormy and chaotic because of the jagged 

outlines of the rocks and the wild growth of the trees.”2 A more likely explanation, 

however, may lie in the heavy population of clouds or the vast areas of dark shadow. 

Even in works that are clearly intended to illustrate bright summer days, such as Bandits 

on a Rocky Coast (Fig. 3), the immense areas of deep shade upon the rock face and the 

contrasting undertones of the clouds gives this work not only a stormy feel but also a 

sense of foreboding. As in A Shipwreck on the Coast, we feel the narrative at play 

through the gestures of the Bandits. There is also a sensory feeling of the wind as it lifts 

the plume in the bandit’s hat. The sense of drama and movement contributes to the 

perception of stormy weather in Rosa’s work. 

 

In A Shipwreck on the Coast, the sky is also heavily populated with clouds. In Contrast to 

Rosa’s horizontal accents, subdued diagonal strokes tell of a distant gale beyond. The 

clouds momentarily part to reveal patches of startling blue sky. The pure tones of cobalt 

and ultramarine combined with the golden hues emerging from behind the storm clouds 

suggests the time of midday. The lightened tone of the gale adds to the narrative element 

by highlighting the plight of the surviving ship. Rays of light, in Vernet’s storm scenes 

always signify hope and he was to repeat this cliché many times in variations as 

exampled by Shipwreck (Fig. 4) and Shipwreck in Stormy Seas (Fig. 5). The device of the 

gale in highlighting the surviving vessels and the parting clouds which reveal the calm 

beneath the storm are motifs that consistently formed a part of Vernet’s storm scene 

repertoire. 

On a technical note, Vernet’s skies are more fluid than Rosa’s and rendered in a more 

painterly fashion. Rosa tends to be more graphic in his representation with greater areas 

of tonal polarity as opposed to Vernet’s subtle gradations. If we squint our eyes in 

viewing Bandits on a Rocky Coast (Fig. 3) for example, we really only see three tonal 
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values; the medium tone of the clear blue sky, the bright white of the cloud’s edge and 

the dark mass of their interior. In later works such as Finding of Moses (Fig. 6) we do see 

an increase in tonal variations, particularly in Apollo and the Cumaean Sibyl (Fig. 7) 

where Rosa features a greater number of hues in rendering the colours of the setting sun. 

The graphic tendency to outline cloud forms is still present, however and becomes most 

acute in Saint John the Baptist Pointing out Christ (Fig. 8).  

 

Vernet’s handling on the other hand, is softer and exhibits more delicate gradations of 

tone. A prime example of this is A Shipwreck in Stormy Seas (Fig. 4) wherein the rising 

sea spray subtly merges with the grey haze of the distant sky. We may then conclude, that 

not only is the sky in A Shipwreck on the Coast composed in a comparable fashion to 

those of Claude Joseph Vernet but that it also shows a similar handling in the greater 

range of tonal variations.   

 

While his skies may be ominous, Rosa’s seas are always calm with barely a wave in 

sight. Rosa’s ocean is not the wild and punishable ocean that is Vernet’s. In works like 

Marina (Fig. 10) and Harbour Scene (Fig. 11), it is set in the distance and we are 

removed from its dangers, brought inland into a more estuary setting. Distant ships float 

serenely and the sharp pitch of boats holds no violence. Indeed, Rosa was not known to 

paint shipwreck scenes.   

 

The Marina di Anzio (Fig. 12) is a pivotal work in judging the extent of Rosa’s influence 

on Vernet. Conisbee has labeled this painting his “most Rosa like essay in the marine 

genre”.3 Created as a reception piece in 1743 for the Toman Accademia di San Luca it 

was Vernet’s first ‘public statement’.4  At this point, Vernet establishes the many motifs 

that will become the stock and trade of his storm scenes: the blasted tree, the hilltop 

fortress and the figures upon an edifice but more importantly he does so in a ‘Rosaesque’ 
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manner in which all elements are subdued. Yet, even at this early stage Vernet is 

beginning to differentiate himself from Rosa in the depiction of choppy waves.  Over the 

next decade, deviations from Rosa’s model become more prominent, with not only the 

actions of the sea progressively becoming more violent but also those of the protagonists.  

The survivors in A Shipwreck on the Coast enact the full range of human emotions. A 

distraught woman gestures wildly whilst the other; unconscious is pulled ashore, aided by 

two gentlemen. Two youths look down from their perch enthralled in the fate of a group 

of men, threatened in their salvage operations by the encroaching waves. Like Rosa “the 

poses are full of contrast”, both physically and emotively and yet, unlike Rosa wherein 

“violent actions are avoided [and] no one is running struggling or exerting force”, conflict 

abounds in A Shipwreck on the Coast. 5   

In the derivation of figure poses, Vernet’s inspiration is once again to be found in the 

work of Rosa.  The woman with arms extended finds correspondence in the painting of 

Job (Fig. 13) who is the epitome of suffering. As a messenger to the faithful, he is tested 

by God and afflicted with great pain. Despite his tribulations Job does not waver and 

maintains his faith in God. This expression of suffering is also exhibited by the figure of 

Christ in Christ Resurrected (Fig. 14) nevertheless Vernet intensifies the expressive 

quality of the gesture by broadening and raising the arms higher. This figure type appears 

time and again, with each appearance exhibiting an increasing level of intensity in the 

dramatic quality of the pose. We begin with a gentle supplication in the figure of A 

Shipwreck on the Coast (Fig. 15) and culminate in this later figure of 1788, which arches 

back in such violent earnest that she need be restrained. (Figs.16, 17, and 18)  

The impetus for other Figure groups like the kneeling and standing youths upon the 

edifice are also derived from Rosa. Once again Vernet’s repetitive nature is evidenced 

with this figure group appearing in Shipwrecked in a Storm (Fig.5), the Death of Virginie 

(Fig.19) and also The Shipwreck (Fig.3) wherein the correlation to A Shipwreck on the 

Coast is most pronounced in the positioning of the figures.  
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In addition, The Shipwreck (Fig.3) also features the figure group of the unconscious 

woman aided by two gentlemen wherein there is a striking connection in their forms to 

those of A Shipwreck on the Coast. The degree of inclination in the women’s pose is near 

exact with only the slight raising of her left arm to differentiate the two. In this later 

instance, however, she appears awkward and less natural in her positioning. That this 

figure group was reworked based upon that of A Shipwreck on the Coast can be 

evidenced by the identical billowing of the figure’s coat to the women’s left. Moreover, 

the application of shadows and highlights in both figure groups are the same despite 

presenting an incongruity with the general lighting effects found in The Shipwreck 

(Fig.3).  

Not only does the violence of the figure’s actions become an identifying feature of 

Vernet’s work but also their repetition throughout his oeuvre. Although these figure types 

may originate in Rosa, Vernet makes a claim of ownership in modifying them to his own 

purpose. Additionally, he elevates them to the status of ‘motif’ through repetition. Vernet 

develops what can be considered an arsenal of imagery to be called upon when the 

situation arises. This repetition of motifs in the unvaried manner of Vernet is something 

that is not to be found in the work of Rosa. 

In a Harbour Scene (Fig. 11), Rosa attends to the depiction of numerous ships at port in 

great detail. He approaches each vessel afresh as an equal subject in its own right and 

delights in the intricate patterning presented by their crossed masts and rigging. Although 

Vernet can be said to display a similar delight, particularly in his drawings, he becomes 

upon determination of his ship motif, formulaic in its usage.  

The same ship appears numerous times in storm scenes with little variation. The vessel in 

A Shipwreck on the Coast (Fig. 20) is so near to that found in The Shipwreck (Fig. 21) as 

to be identical. There is only the slight adjustment in the degree of the pitch but the sail in 

both forms the same sweeping ‘V’.  

 

A further example of Vernet’s formulaic approach to the use of motifs can also be seen in 

the formation of his waves. The arc of the wave is rendered with curved strokes which 



rise from a deep grayish green to the scalloped peaks of a paler shade. Vernet highlights 

the crest of each wave, outlining its form against the darker tones of the wave beyond. 

The Ocean’s spray is a greenish white and rendered in circular formations with slight 

dabs of the brush to create a stippling effect. The same wave as that found in A shipwreck 

on the coast is again used in The Shipwreck. (Figs. 20 and 21)  

Additionally, the splintered tree appears in all examples of Vernet’s Shipwreck scenes 

here mentioned. Compositionally, it is uniformly placed on the left side with the body of 

the tree emerging from the rock at a forty five degree angle. Our painting, however 

presents an anomaly in the rendering of this motif through the reversal in the direction of 

the tree’s foliage. The foliage in Vernet’s storm scenes is more commonly directed 

towards the centre of the composition and the open sea whereat the action is occurring.        

The repetitive nature of Vernet’s shipwreck paintings simplifies the process of visual 

comparison which may result in the uncomplicated identification of autograph works. It 

can however make dating problematic as identical motifs can appear in works on 

opposite ends of a thirty year period. Fortunately A Shipwreck on the Coast has been 

signed with the date 1750.  

In examining the thematic elements of A Shipwreck on the Coast; the stormy weather, the 

shipwrecked vessels and the violent gestures of the protagonists, we may determine a 

strong correspondence to the work of Claude Joseph Vernet. A correspondence that is 

furthered not only through the repetition of motifs but also on stylistic points of 

comparison in the formation of his waves and sky which are rendered in painterly 

gradations of hue and tone. Therefore, we must conclude that an attribution to Salvator 

Rosa is untenable as none of these points of comparisons can be identified within his 

oeuvre.   
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Fig. 1 Salvator Rosa, The Finding of Moses 

�

�
Fig. 2 Salvator Rosa, ��������	
��	�	
�
����

�� � ����!����

�"���������#��
����$��%���
�&
�'(��)�� � * ���+�,� 
���(���	��
�
�



�

Fig. 3 Claude Joseph Vernet, The Shipwreck, 1772, National Gallery of Art, 
Washington 

�
Fig. 4 Claude Joseph Vernet, A Shipwreck in Stormy Seas, 1773, oil on canvas, 114.5 x 
163.5 cm, National Gallery, London. 
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Fig. 5 Claude Joseph Vernet, Shipwrecked in a Storm,1788, 87 x 114 cm, Galerie 
Cailleux, Paris 
 
 

 
Fig.6 Salvator Rosa, Finding of Moses 
 
 



 
Fig. 7 Salvator Rosa, Apollo and the Cumaean Sibyl 
 
 

 
Fig.8 Salvator Rosa, Saint John the Baptist Pointing out Christ, 1655-1660, oil on 
canvas, 173.4 x 260.7 cm, Art Gallery and Museum, Glasgow 



 
Fig. 9 Claude Joseph Vernet, Shipwreck,1759, Oil on canvas, 96 x 134,5 cm, Groeninge 
Museum, Bruges 
 

 
Fig. 10 Salvator Rosa, Marina 
 



 
Fig. 11 Salvator Rosa, Harbour Scene, oil on canvas, 233x 399 cm, Galleria Pitti, 
Florence 
 

 
Fig. 12 Claude Joseph Vernet, La Marina di Anzio, 1743, oil on canvas, 49 x 25 cm, 
Galleria dell’Accademia di San Luca, Rome  



 
Fig. 13 Salvator Rosa, Job, oil on canvas, 1,250 x 200 cm, Uffizi, Florence 

 
Fig. 14 Salvator Rosa, Christ Resurrected 



 
Fig. 15 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of A Shipwreck on the Coast 

 

 
Fig. 16 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of A Shipwreck in Stormy Seas 



 
Fig. 17 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of The Shipwreck 

 

 
Fig. 18 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of Shipwrecked in Stormy Seas 

 
Fig. 19 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of Death of Virginie, 1789, St. Petersburg, 
Hermitage 



 
Fig. 20 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of A Shipwreck on the Coast 



 
Fig. 21 Claude Joseph Vernet, Detail of The Shipwreck  
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