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A River Landscape with Shepherds and Boating Scene is an idyllic representation of 

country life. The influence of Northern artists can be seen in the use of cool, silvery tones 



and the low placement of the horizon which emphasises the large expanse of sky. The 

attribution for this painting has been given to Agostino Tassi (1578-1644) and indeed, it 

contains many motifs which have found a basis in his work. For example the Shepherd 

herding sheep over a hill (Fig. 1), boating parties in a river landscape (Fig. 3), the bare 

branch and hanging ivy motifs, and the prominence of birds and architecture. A thorough 

examination of details, however, will reveal that whilst the inspiration for these motifs 

may have derived from Tassi’s work, their method of formation, stylistically and 

technically, is not conducive with an attribution to Tassi but rather with an attribution to 

Filippo Napoletano. 

 

Marco Chiarini has noted that the work of Tassi is often confused with that of 

Napoletano. He attributes this to the fact that Napoletano worked in Florence soon after 

Tassi and adopted many of his themes and motifs.1 

 

A comprehensive picture of Agostino Tassi’s Ouevre has been difficult to define. To 

confuse matters, Tassi was known to rely upon the aid of assistants and collaborators to 

an “unusual extent” in fulfilling his commissions.2 He also freely lent his drawings and 

designs for use by artists outside his studio.3 Moreover, Tassi was an artist who displayed 

an amazing versatility of style within works wholly of his own hand. Patrizia Cavazzini 

in her research has noted “changes in style and in handling of the brush as well as 

obvious differences in quality, even in paintings that were apparently executed at more or 

less the same date.”4 Therefore in attributing new works to Tassi’s oeuvre, Cavazzini 

suggests that “substantial modifications” in style and handling within Tassi’s work 

should be expected.   
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Unfortunately the expectation of diversity may lend itself to erroneous attributions. As a 

result, the breadth of Tassi’s oeuvre has seen a great deal of fluctuation over recent years. 

There has been the introduction of new works but more significantly the removal of fifty 

one works out of which thirty eight were re-attributed to Filippo Napoletano.  

 

In examining the composition of A River Landscape with Shepherds and Boating Scene, 

half the pictorial plane is occupied by the foreground trees and land mass. Their bulk 

forms a coulisse, framing the left side of the composition and extending across the lower 

foreground to connect the figures of the shepherds and boaters. The Coulisse’s sombre 

depth of tone serves to unify the narrative elements but more importantly it sets them 

apart from the landscape by providing juxtaposition with the cool tones of the far 

distance.  

 

The most notable aspect of this work is the sense of space which is conveyed in part 

through linear perspective via the placement of trees throughout the composition. The 

tree closest to us in the foreground is monumental and extends beyond the boundaries of 

the pictorial plane. It arches out towards the middle ground where the curvature of its 

branches and the formation of its foliage find repetition in those of the central tree. This 

hierarchical progression of downward arches, leads the eye from foreground to middle 

ground and on towards the darkened curve of the distant hills and the mass of foliage at 

its base. Despite the successful use of linear perspective, however, the recession of space 

is wholly reliant upon the tonal gradations of atmospheric perspective without which the 

artist would not have achieved such convincing realism.   

 

Cavazzini believes that Tassi was not interested in representing depth or gradual 

recession into the far distance.5 Frescoes such as Marina (Fig. 2) in the Palazzo 

Odescalchi and Landscape with Boaters (Fig. 3) in the Sala di Storia Romana at Palazzo 

Lancelloti show otherwise. The linear perspective in Marina is masterfully achieved, 
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right down to the complicated details of rigging and masts. Furthermore, Tassi attempts 

to simulate the effects of atmospheric perspective by ‘whitening’ the ships as they 

become more distant.  Again we see the use of repetition in Landscape with Boaters 

albeit in a simplified form. The subtle pastel shades and tonal gradations in this work 

further evidence Tassi’s interest in rendering atmospheric effects. In the end, however, it 

must be conceded that his skill in linear perspective dominates the composition with the 

effect of recession being conveyed more through the diminishing sizes of the boats than 

through a convincing display of atmospheric perspective. Thus, it can be argued that 

although Tassi was interested in representing depth and gradual recession he was less 

successful in its achievement than artists like Napoletano. Tassi lacks the skill in 

rendering atmospheric perspective that makes A River Landscape with Shepherds and 

Boating Scene so effective.  

 

If we look at the representation of depth in other Napoletano works, we will note a 

similar method of linear construction combined with a high level of achievement in 

rendering atmospheric effects. For example Picnic on the Grass (Fig. 4) and Landscape 

with Cascade (fig. 5).  Therefore we must conclude that A River Landscape with 

Shepherds and Boating Scene is closer is this respect to the work of Napoletano rather 

than that of Tassi. 

 

If we have found repetition in the formation of Napoletano’s trees, we may be certain to 

find repetition in the formation of his foliage.  It can be observed that the foliage in A 

River Landscape with Boating Scene is uniquely relayed in circular masses, forming 

either a quatrefoil or trefoil, with each foil again consisting of circular masses. Another 

notable feature is the darkened interior of the tree trunk and foliage which reduces the 

detail into a dark mass, highlighting the outer edge of the foliage where light perforates 

the clusters outlining the individual leaves. Although a similar technique can be seen in 

Tassi’s Hilly Landscape with figures around a fire (fig. 1), the rendering is more 

impressionistic than calligraphic.  The calligraphic formation of foliage and the darkening 

of interior masses can notably be seen in other Napoletano works such as Picnic on the 



Grass (Fig. 7), Landscape with Figures and Animals (Fig. 8), The Cavalry (Fig. 9) and 

Landscape with Cascade (Fig. 10).  Tassi on the other hand tends to render foliage in 

long subtly arced strokes that extend almost parallel to the picture plane. Tassi 

emphasises each individual leaf rather than the mass of foliage as a whole. (Fig. 12) 

 

A motif that is common to both Tassi and Napoletano is the representation of bare 

branches emerging from a mass of foliage; sometimes depicted covered with hanging 

Ivy. Tassi was the forerunner of this motif, which can be seen in Coastal Scene (Fig. 13). 

The branches cascade down in repeating curves that have a formulaic quality reminiscent 

of Anibale Carracci. Napoletano’s branches are also relayed in cascading arches but in 

contrast to Tassi, they appear more natural as if drawn from life. There is no formula or 

algorithm at work. (Figs.14 and 15) 

 

The same can be said of the formation of Napoletano’s Ivy. The leaves are spaced in a 

random pattern down the length of its stem and the leaves are depicted from various 

angles. (Fig.12) Whereas Tassi’s Ivy leaves are again formulaic and show little variation 

in their formation or distribution appearing to be depicted only from the front. In 

returning to A River Landscape with Boating Scene, it is clear that the bare branches and 

Ivy represented here are closer in their formation to that of Napoletano rather than Tassi.    

 

What’s more, Napoletano builds upon this motif, taking it one step further by combining 

it with another notable feature of his œuvre; the prominence of birds. The inspiration for 

which he may have also derived from Tassi whose beautifully articulated birds appear in 

the frescoes at Sala dei Palafrenieri and the Villa Ludovisi (Figs. 16 and 17). In both 

frescoes, the birds display an arching of the wings and subtle ‘S’ curve in their bodies 

which is comparable to that found in A River Landscape with Boating Scene (Fig.8).  

 

In Tassi’s smaller landscape frescoes, however, where birds are depicted in flight en 

masse as in this fresco in the Stanza delle Marine (Fig.18) the articulation of their form is 



reduced to ‘V’ like strokes of the brush and their placement is more sporadic than 

considered. Napoletano on the other hand, pays particular attention to the detailing of his 

birds. They are more stylized with sharply curved wings, which separate into individual 

feathers, and elongated tails. Besides this, Napoletano falls into a formulaic pairing and 

placement of birds within his compositions. A pair of birds is often situated near the bare 

branches with one bird resting upon the branch whilst the other swoops down towards it. 

This formation can be seen in a detail of Landscape with Figures and Animals (Fig.14) 

and in Picnic on the Grass (Fig. 8) with similar birds appearing in Landscape with 

Cascade (Fig. 10). Thus this combination of motifs: the bare branch combined with the 

pair of birds can be viewed as a unique identifier of Napoletano’s hand. 

 

To further this argument, a pair of geese can also be observed in Peasant Dance (Fig. 

19), flying just above the distant hills, which are so similar; not only in their formation 

with oblong bodies and stick like necks but also in their placement to one another, to be 

considered ‘exact’ to those found in A River Landscape with Boating Scene. 

 

Another notable feature of this work, which also relays a connection to Northern artists 

such as Adam Elsheimer, is the reflections in which the architectural details of both 

buildings appear mirrored in the water.  Napoletano was greatly interested in the 

rendering of reflections. We can see this in Picnic on the Grass (Fig. 21) where the dark 

enclosure of the hut’s door is mirrored in the water and also in the reflected foliage of 

Peasant Dance (Fig. 22). But his attention to detail is most pronounced in Landscape 

with Figures and Animals (Fig.20), where the hats, rucksacks and mules of the travelers 

are rendered with great clarity down to the last detail including the accents of light. There 

is no attempt or interest in representing the distortion that would naturally occur in a 

moving body of water. In comparison, Tassi’s reflections tend to be restricted more to the 

replication of a structures mass, if even, and they do not include the details, highlights or 

clarity that we find with Napoletano. (Figs. 2, 3 and 13) 

 



A further argument for an attribution of A River Landscape with Boating Scene to 

Napoletano is the lack of prominent architecture that is typically found in Tassi’s work. 

The architecture in this instance, is subdued and integrated within the landscape and 

shows an uncertainty with the rules of perspective that is inconsistent with Tassi. 

Significantly, Cavazzini has shown that although fascinated by the antique, Tassi was not 

a painter of ruins and where classical monuments did feature he was careful to restore 

them to their former glory.6 Notably there is a strong connection between the church 

building in Napoletano’s Landscape with Cascade (Fig. 5) and that on the distant shore in 

our painting.  

 

The period of Agostino Tassi’s work, which coincides most with A River Landscape with 

Shepherds and Boating Scene, is that of 1610- 1619. Many of these works contain the 

motifs upon which our painting was built, such as the shepherd with his flock from 

Coastal Landscape (Fig. 1) of 1610-1615 and the boating party from Landscape with 

Boaters (Fig. 2) of 1619, which notably also contains a weir and the same undulations of 

the land mass as it arises out of the water.  From 1610-1619, Tassi’s work was also 

stylistically comparable in that it too relayed a Northern Influence. Cavazzini describes 

Tassi’s work in this period as displaying a “crisp and meticulous handling of paint” 

whereas from the 1620’s onward Tassi’s work becomes looser and more impressionistic 

in style. Thus it can be determined that the influence of Tassi’s work on our painting 

must be derived from this period.  

 

In examining the stylistic and technical rendering of details such as the representation of 

atmospheric perspective, the formulaic and calligraphic formation of foliage, the stylized 

use of the bird motif and the interest in detailed reflections, we find that all have a 

correlation within the work of Filippo Napoletano. In fact, we find so few points of 

comparison within the work of Agostino Tassi, beyond the use of motifs, that to make an 

attribution to him would be untenable. Therefore we must conclude that A River 
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Landscape with Boating Scene and Peasant Landscape is a work by Filippo Napoletano 

sitting chronologically within his oeuvre around Picnic on the Grass (1619) and Peasant 

Dance (1617-1621) due to the numerous stylistic points of comparison. 
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Fig. 1 Agostino Tassi, Hilly Landscape with Figures around a Fire, 1610-1615, 56 x 74 
cm, Collection of the Palazzo Lancellotti  
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Fig. 2 Agostino Tassi, Marina, Fresco, Palazzo Odescalchi 
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Fig. 3 Agostino Tassi, Landscape with Boaters, 1619 
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Fig. 4. Filippo Napoletano, Picnic on the Grass��Oil on canvas, 99 x 180 cm, 1619, The 
Uffizzi Gallery 
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Fig. 5 Filippo Napoletano, Landscape with Cascade 
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Fig. 6. Filippo Napoletano, Peasant Dance, c. 1617-1621, oil on canvas, 99x179 cm, 
London, P & D. Colnaghi, Ltd.  
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Fig. 7 Detail of Picnic on the Grass 



 

 

 
Fig. 8 Detail of Landscape with Figures 

 



Fig. 9 Detail of The Cavalry, oil on canvas, 101.5 x 123 cm, Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

 

 
Fig. 10 Detail of Landscape with Cascade 

 



Fig 11 Filippo Napoletano, Landscape with Figures and Animals, oil on canvas, 90 x 
112, Regional Directorate of National Heritage and cultural landscape of Tuscany, 
Florence 

 
Fig. 12 Agostino Tassi Detail of trees, Fresco, Palazzo Lancellotti  



 
Fig. 13 Agostino Tassi, Coastal Scene, 1610-1615, 50 z 66 cm, oil on canvas, Collection 
of the Palazzo Lancellotti, Rome.  

 

 
Fig. 14 Detail of Landscape with Figures and Animals 



 
Fig. 15 Filippo Napoletano, detail of The Mill, oil on copper, 30.5 x 23 cm, Palazzo 
Pitti, Florence. 

 
Fig. 16 Agostino Tassi, Detail of Birds, The Palazzo Lancellotti 



 
Fig. 17  Agostino Tassi, Detail of Birds, The Palazzo Lancellotti 

 
Fig. 18 Agostino Tassi, fresco from the Palazzo Lancellotti 



 
Fig. 19 Filippo Napoletano, Detail of Peasant Dance 

 

 
Fig. 20 Detail of Landscape with Figures and Animals 

 



 
Fig. 21 Filippo Napoletano, Detail of Picnic on the Grass 

 
Fig. 22 Filippo Napoletano, Detail of Peasant Dance 
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