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Giovanni Francesco Barbieri (Il Guercino) (Italian 1591 - 1666) 
The Finding of the True Cross 
pen and brown ink with brown washes on buff paper 
330 x 216 mm 
c. 1644 
 
 
Provenance 
Albert Roullier Art Galleries Printsellers (Fine Arts Building 414 S. Michigan Boulevard, 
Chicago) before 1938 (date of the closure of the gallery) 
Private collection Las Vegas, Nevada (acquired by the grandparents of the seller from the above) 
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This important rediscovery is a preparatory drawing for an unfortunately rather heavily damaged 
altarpiece executed by Guercino for San Lazzaro dei Mendicanti in Venice in 1644: Saint Helen 
Adoring the True Cross (fig. 1). Not seen since it was at auction at 
Christies London in 1924, this drawing has recently resurfaced from 
a private American collection. It was bought in Chicago during the 
early twentieth century by the family of the collector from the Prints 
and Drawings dealer Albert Roullier. The drawing remained in the 
family until it came to Christopher Bishop Fine Art.  
 
Commissioned by the Tasca family, the painting corresponding to 
this drawing by Guercino features Saint Lazarus, to whom the 
church is dedicated, accompanied by Saint Helen. The church was a 
part of a larger hospital complex and, thus, was an appropriate venue 
to explore the implications of miraculous healing. There are several 
large drawings, fortunately, that help us now to understand 
Guercino’s original intentions with regard to the commission. 
Another drawing for the same altarpiece—of roughly the same size 
as our The Finding of the True Cross and equally in brown pen—
was sold at auction with Christie’s in 2011 (fig. 2). Yet another full 
composition, closer to ours perhaps and slightly later in the process, 
is in the Royal Collection at Windsor (fig. 3). As is typical of the 

artist, the three sheets evidence the 
constant rethinking of the scene, 
the trialing of different poses, 
completely different perspectives, 
and even different understandings of the subject. While the 
subject ends up as a traditional adoration of the True Cross, it 
seems to have begun as a more radical scene of miraculous 
healing.  
 
This new sheet represents the most daring of these three 
compositions. Guercino reverses the usual physical polarity of 
the scene to be seen, for example, in the Arezzo Cycle by Piero 
della Francesca (Italian 1415 - 1492) (fig. 4). In our drawing, the 
adoring queen and reverent bishop are high upon the hill, 
gazing down upon the cross which is being lifted by several 
men. To the side of the cross in a pit carved into the hillside, a 
paralyzed figure sits in a cart with her arms widespread in 
amazement at the sight of the True Cross while Saint Lazaro, 
the bishop saint, raises his head towards heaven in gratitude. 
The composition draws from images of the raising of the 

biblical Lazarus to connect this saint to the mission of the church, which was to help the infirmed 

Figure 1: Giovanni Francesco Barbieri, 
called il Guercino, Saint Helen Adoring 
the Cross, 1644, oil on canvas, 354 x 180 
cm. San Lazarro dei Mendicanti, Venice 

 

Figure 2: Giovanni Francesco Barbieri, 
called il Guercino, The Finding of the 
True Cross, 1644, pen and brown ink 
with brown washes, 289 x 201 mm. 
Christie’s, January 26, 2011.  
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who were hospitalized within the complex. This composition, had it been carried out, would 
have had quite a dramatic effect, much more daring in fact than the final staid composition chosen 

by Guercino. Rather than privileging the queen and her experience, 
the fresco made from our version of the composition would have 
situated the viewer appropriately in the place of the paralyzed figure. 
The intention being that the presence of the True Cross would aid 
the supplicant every bit as much as the 
figure in the wheeled cart, who herself 
would have been felt to have almost 
spilled out into the church.  
 
The rediscovery of this dynamic 
drawing only adds to our appreciation 
of the ability of the Bolognese master to 
constantly reinvent, to draw from 
precedent while pushing the envelope 
of dramatic possibilities. Particularly 
beautiful are the fresh, dark washes of 
this drawing as well as the spontaneous 
and lively pentimenti of the figure at 
the base of the cross and those lifting it 
from above. The rhythm of the hand gestures, the contrast between 

the upturned wonder of the paralytic and the silent pensive countenance of Queen Helen, the 
stunned faces in the crowd, and the strained bodies of the working men; all these elements help to 
tell the story. Long before the photograph of the raising of the flag at Iwo Jima, Guercino invents 
a similar dynamic composition which brings life to an otherwise static scene. All of this 
underlined with a deep chiaroscuro constructed of brown washes created by a sun that he 
imagined might set in the upper left.  
 
The authenticity of this drawing has kindly been confirmed by Dr. Nicholas Turner on the basis 
of high-resolution photographs which note the composition’s size and importance. Dr. David 
Stone has equally confirmed the attribution of this drawing on the basis of high-resolution 
photographs. We thank them both with their help in the redaction of this entry.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Giovanni Francesco 
Barbieri, called il Guercino, The 
Finding of the True Cross, 1644 
pen and brown ink with brown 
washes, 240 x 152 mm. Royal 
Collection Trust 

Figure 4: Piero della Francesca (ca. 
1415-1492), Adoration of the True 
Cross, c. 1477, fresco. Arezzo, 
Basilica di San Francesco 
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Statement by Dr. Nicholas Turner: 
 
"The drawing was formerly in the Blyth collection and was sold at Christie's, London, on 15 
February 1924 (see attached image of the Witt Library mount for the drawing). 
 
The study is one of several Guercino made for the composition of his now much damaged 
altarpiece for the church of S. Lazzaro dei Mendicanti, Venice, painted in 1644 (see scan of first 
section of my cat. no. 294, listing the many drawings for the picture, mostly for the composition, 
as well as reproducing the picture itself). The painted composition shows that Guercino got cold 
feet about adopting a daring design for the altarpiece and simply shows a gravedigger holding the 
True Cross upright in front of the praying St Helen. Little or no sign of the miracle that allowed 
said cross to be identified as the one and only cross on which Christ was crucified. The invention 
of the subject is more daring in your client's drawing, with the Cross held at an angle by two 
gravediggers holding it on each side of the crossbeam, so that it can be placed over the corpse 
which rises miraculously from the dead before the spectator's eyes. St Helen kneels in the 
middleground watching the unfolding of the essence of the miracle." 
 
 
 
 

 
The original label on the backing of the drawing, Christopher Bishop Fine Art and Elizabeth Buehrmann (American 1886 – 
1965), Albert Roullier in His Galleries in Chicago, c. 1910/30 
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