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Joris van Gastel
Geology and Imagery in the Kingdom of Naples:

A Letter on the Origins of Alabaster (1696)

On the 28th of January 1696, the Salernitan letterato Simone Barra sent out a long
overdue letter to his friend Filippo Bulifon in Naples.1 Apologizing for his failure
to comply with the duties of friendship, Barra recounts how he has decided to
break the silence with an account of «that which during a small trip from Capriati
I have seen in a cave, where flowing water changes into the hardest of stones».2

In 1698, Filippo’s father Antonio Bulifon published the letter in the fourth vol-
ume of his Lettere memorabili, a collection of letters that encompasses topics as
varied as politics, literature, medicine, geology, and natural history. And even if
Barra’s contribution fits in well with other letters that discuss the «generation of
pearls», «Mount Vesuvius and its fires», and the «phenomena that are seen at the
mountain of the sulphur mines near Pozzuoli», it differs from these accounts due
to the author’s unique literary approach.3 The resulting text is a highly interest-
ing document on material aesthetics and geology, giving an indication of how
material associations were shaped between art, science, and poetry. Pamela
Smith has argued that in early modern Europe «the things of nature and their
verbal and visual representations were constitutive of communities of artists,
collectors, and naturalists», and that these communities, in turn, «shaped disci-
plines and created knowledge».4 Barra’s letter can be seen as a trace of such pro-
cesses, shedding light on some of the debates involved.

Around Aurora’s Table
About Barra we know little. He is mentioned in passing by Bernardo De Dominici in
his Vite dei pittori, scultori, ed architetti napolitani of 1742, where the author relates
that Barra was in fact well-known among the letterati of his time and that he
worked until old age as secretary to Duchess D. Aurora Sanseverino di Laurenzano,
wife to Nicolò Gaetani dell’Aquila d’Aragona.5 Other sources indicate that he would
later become a member of the literary academy of the Caprario, established in 1728
by Francesco Carafa, prince of Colobrano.6 His literary output, however, as far as it
has been published, is confined to a handful of poems, one of which appears on the
first page of another of Bulifon’s volumes of Lettere memorabili, and of course the
letter to Filippo Bulifon.7 Barra’s investigative nature is further confirmed by a
much later source. In his Dissertazioni istoriche delle antichità alifane of 1776, Gian-
franceso Trutta recounts that he had heard from his older brother Marzio, else-
where described as a collector and lover of antiquities, how he, together with the
«celebre letterato Simone Barra of Salerno» and several others had descended into a
dark, underground ruin in the city of Alife, lighting their way with torches.8

Much more is known about Barra’s employer, Aurora Sanseverino. Among the
first female members of the Accademia dell’Arcadia, she was deeply involved
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with poetry. Moreover, she was a patron of the arts and played an important role
in the early developments of the opera.9 She promoted some lesser known Nea-
politan artists too, including De Dominici, who writes in his Vite that he had
worked for the Duchess as a landscape painter. Inventories of the dwellings in
Naples and Piedimonte indicate that she and her husband brought together im-
portant art collections. In fact, De Dominici mentions a number of works, includ-
ing a Saint Andrew by Giuseppe de Ribera, «impastato a maraviglia», and from the
hand of Salvator Rosa «two landscapes, not very large, with stones reflecting in
the water, tree trunks, and a hermit [romito] in both, [painted] with a marvellous
touch, as well as two ovals with rocks and figures, only sketched».10

Worthy of mention is also the elaborate salt cellar described by De Dominici,
that, «to inspire wonder and delight», adorned the centre of the large table to
which Aurora invited her many guests. Made by the Neapolitan goldsmith Gian
Domenico Vinaccia after a design by his compatriot the painter Luca Giordano, it
measured more than five palmi (1.32 meters) in height and was made up of a
large number of figures to create an intricate iconographic program.11 As Vinac-
cia died in 1695, shortly after his completion of the extraordinary paleotto adorn-
ing the main altar of the Cappella di San Gennaro, the salt cellar must have been
made before this date.12 Hence, it was right there on the table when Barra wrote
his letter. From De Dominici’s description, it is difficult to determine whether the
figures adorning the show-piece relate in any explicit way to the salt it con-
tained; with figures of the four parts of the world, the times of the day, time it-
self in the figure of Saturn, and personifications of glory and immortality point-
ing out the temple of eternity that topped the whole construction, the salt cellar
contained almost a microcosm in itself. That salt could be very much seen as a
part of such a cosmos, may follow from the work of the German scholar Johann
Rudolf Glauber, who, in his Tractatus de natura salium of 1658, not only praises
the virtues of ordinary table salt, but sees salt as the foundational element of all
things, even concluding that it is no less than a symbol of eternity.13 In any case,
the striking structure cannot but have been brought into connection with the
very earthly mineral it contained, and thus art and geology come here together
at the centre of the table where both must have been eagerly debated.14 Through
his employer, then, Barra was right in the midst of such debates, a fact which is
also borne out by his letter.

Feverish Dreams
When describing his approach to the grotto, Barra sketches an idyllic, indeed al-
most Arcadian, landscape. His elaborate descriptions of the flow of the river Lete,
containing «more trout than waves», and the thick wood of extraordinary cy-
press trees topping the hill, suggest a profound interest in the world that sur-
rounds him. It is a companion, however, who draws his attention to the cave,
carved out of «fine and bright» alabaster. They enter the grotto with lights. Even
the grotto itself has nothing of the terrifying character usually associated with
natural phenomena of its kind.15 Rather, Barra is struck by the wonderful pat-
terns and shapes he discovers here.

It is this decorative quality of the material that also fascinated contempo-
raries. Although a lesser known sculptor such as Antonio Giorgetti might carve
the occasional portrait bust from alabaster, the material was more readily incor-
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porated in architecture and applied art, where it was praised for decorative
qualities that sometimes verged on the figurative.16 A striking example of such
an appreciation can be found in a seventeenth-century description of the Ginetti
chapel in the Roman church of Sant’Andrea della Valle:

[the lantern] has in its summit a beautiful tangle of clouds, but without the use of any

brush, represented true to life in pure alabaster, contrived thus, that at the same instant

it deceives and consoles the sense of sight.17

The striking patterns in the veined stone, as well as its translucence, made it in
itself a spectacle worthy of notice. The painterly qualities of the stone must have
played a role also in the practice of using alabaster as a support for painting by
artists such as Hans von Aachen around the turn of the previous century. Even if
this practice seems to have been popular only for a brief period, paintings of this
kind did abound in important art collections.18 Barra might, for example, have
been familiar with the anonymous picture «painted on alabaster, with the Virgin
and Child, Saint Joseph and Saint John, in an ebony frame», mentioned together
with a painting of the Ship of Saint Peter on agate in the Neapolitan collection of
Elisabetta Vandeneynden and Carlo Carafa.19 The most popular application of the
material, however, seems to have been for vases or urns, of which large numbers
are mentioned in contemporary inventories.

Returning to Barra’s letter, we get a taste of the whimsical character of the
shapes produced in stone:

... the walls of the cave [were] full of those before mentioned outgrowths or lumps that,

carved in low relief, exhibited the strangest ramifications and figures, [so strange in-

deed,] that Michelangelo would not have been able to invent them in his drawing of the

Roman grotesques.20

With its wealth of images shaped by nature, the cave was just one example of the
figurative powers of stone, a topic that was much debated in the period.21 In his
Mundus subterraneus of 1664 the Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher devoted a
whole chapter to figures emerging in stone, providing examples ranging from
characters to animals to whole biblical scenes. For his compendium, Kircher re-
lied on the collection he had brought together at the Collegio Romano. However,
the images reproduced in the book are largely derived from the illustrations in
Ulisse Aldrovandi’s Musaeum metallicum, a taxonomic work on geology published
posthumously in 1648 and grounded in his own collection in Bologna.22

Barra’s association of the grotesque with Michelangelo is somewhat puz-
zling. Even if some sources do suggests such an association, it is more likely that
Barra simply combined the name of a well-known artist with a well-known phe-
nomenon.23 Closer to home, Barra might have been thinking of the rich incrusta-
tions that adorn so many seventeenth-century chapels and altars in Neapolitan
churches. Characterized by grotesque-like patterns in large varieties of marble
and precious stones, often meticulously described in the contracts, they gained
their most exuberant expression in the hands of the sculptor and architect Co-
simo Fanzago.24 For one author, these incrustations appeared to be «painted
rather than sculpted».25

However, as another account of a visit to a cave illustrates—written by Gio-
vanni Battista Francolo and published in Ireneo della Croce’s Historia della città di
Trieste, it came out in the same year as Barra’s letter—the shapes found in grot-
toes could be very much sculptural, or even architectural:
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the streams of waters have turned into stone, and with the marvellous artifice of nature

itself, have arranged themselves in the guise of well shaped columns, festoons, garlands

of flowers and fruits, and other similar artful things, that fill the beholder with marvel

and surprise.26

And yet, these wondrous shapes formed by nature were not in themselves what
impressed Barra. What seems to have impressed him the most, was the fact that
he saw them coming into being right before his eyes. The dripping water, he
writes,

...has resulted in transfigurations so new, [...] that in that moment it seemed to me that I

saw all of the metamorphoses of Ovid. There Daphne half changed into laurel with the

eager Apollo right behind, there the doleful Niobe hardened into cold stone with streams

of living tears running from her eyes, and the miserable fate of the youngster Acis one

could observe, with the copious water running like sweat from all over his body, showing

him to turn subtly into a river. And many, many more were the images produced by this

enchanted cave, every single one inimitable by the human imagination.27

With his allusion to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Barra conjures up not only this
ancient text but also some of the most evocative literary and artistic images of
the Seicento. The story of the nymph Daphne, for whom the only way to escape
her assailant Apollo was to be turned into a laurel tree, has no more iconic image
than Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s marble sculpture in the Villa Borghese, while the
sculpture, in turn, is deeply embedded in contemporary poetry.28 Niobe, who out
of grief for her slain children turned to marble though never ceased to weep, was
understood as the epitome of sorrow and functioned as such for the Neapolitan
poet Giambattista Marino in his Strage degli innocenti, a poetic interpretation of
the biblical Massacre of the Innocents.29 The Bolognese painter Guido Reni
turned to the famous antique sculpture of Niobe in the garden of the Villa Medici
for one of the mothers of his The Massacre of the Innocents, which itself echoes
passages of Marino’s poem.30 The story of Acis, completing the range of options
between petrifaction and liquefaction, tells of a Sikelian youth who was changed
into a river by his love Galatea to save him from the rock thrown by the jealous
Polyphemus. Though not captured in such well-known images, the story was no
less popular with contemporary poets.31 The Neapolitan public will have been
well-acquainted with Luis de Góngora’s La Fábula de Polifemo y Galatea, published
after the author’s death in 1627. Coincidentally, Georg Friedrich Händel’s cantata
Aci, Galatea e Polifemo, first performed in Naples in 1708, was commissioned by
Aurora Sanseverino.32

Barra concludes the discussion of his impressions of the grotto by referring to
them as «feverish dreams, and tales of vain romances», a phrase borrowed from
Francesco Berni’s Orlando innamorato (published posthumously in the 1540s).33

His description of these appearances as feverish dreams finds an interesting par-
allel in a passage of Daniello Bartoli’s Ricreazione del savio of 1659. Bartoli de-
scribes man’s dream world as a comedy with actors that are drunk and crazy,
clothed in strange clothes and repulsive in their behaviour, while the scenes of
this «comedy» change unexpectedly and at random and its story goes nowhere.
The result is an exhibition so strange «that Ovid’s and Apuleius’ Metamorphoses
and Lucian’s True History, compared to our dreams, appear as the inventions of a
wise man».34 Bartoli goes on to compare the dream to the painter’s grotesques,
«a mosaic of irregularities put together».35 Conversely, Daniele Barbaro, in his
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comments upon Vitruvius’ treatise on architecture written almost a century ear-
lier, likened the grotesque to the «confused images» of man’s dreams.36

Read in its original context, however, Berni’s verse may be given a further
significance. For it concludes a passage that invites the reader to «not stop at the
outer bark, but look deeper within». The dream world conjured up by the author,
with its dragons, beasts, giants, and «monsters with the faces of men» should be
read as an allegory; a more profound message can be discovered between the
lines.37 Likewise, Barra points out that the marvel perceived by the senses im-
mediately arouses the intellect which now takes central stage and attempts to
unravel precisely how such phenomena occur.38

The Art of Petrifaction
One of the few authors who has picked up on Barra’s letter has been Giuseppe
Antonini, baron of San Biaso, who mentions it briefly in his La Lucania of 1745. If
only a footnote to his text, it is worth quoting here in full, also because appar-
ently Antonini saw the grotto himself, and thus provides some indication that
Barra was describing an actual cave.

In Fossaceca, a place close to Venafro, several times I have had the pleasure of seeing a

more than curious grotto under the mountain covered with cypress trees, in which [...]

due to the water dripping from above, a very solid kind of alabaster is produced with

thousands of jokes [scherzi], that soft at first, little by little grow harder, adding layer

upon layer, as has been first observed with many learned considerations by the more

than erudite Signor Simone Barra of Salerno, our friend ...39

The «thousands of jokes» mentioned by Antonini are jokes of nature, ludi naturae,
the many figures described so eloquently by Barra.40 No less interesting, how-
ever, is the context in which Antonini mentions the grotto, as it gives us the
broader context in which Barra’s interest in these phenomena can be under-
stood. In his discussion of the river Sele (called Silaro by the author, from the
Latin Silarus) Antonini notes how several ancient sources mention that any wood
held in the river’s water will turn to stone.41 This brings him to explore other
examples of such rivers and lakes mentioned in ancient and modern sources,
only to realize that nature today is not so generous with its wonders. Even so,
Antonini does not refrain from referring to one, admittedly exotic, contemporary
example: Abbé Rousseau’s eyewitness account, discussed in his Secrets et remedes
éprouvez of 1697, of melons, snakes, mushrooms, and wood, all petrified by hav-
ing been buried for some time near the Red Sea.42

As has been indicated by Antoine Schnapper, this interest in petrifaction
could also be found in the early modern Kunstkammer, where petrified objects,
ranging from sticks and plants to animals and whole human beings, often en-
joyed pride of place.43 At the same time, artists made casts of real animals and
plants in bronze or other materials. We may point out, for example, the «flowers
in silver, marvellously cast from life by Giovanni Palermo» that were to be seen in
the treasury of the monastery of San Martino.44 A scientific interest in processes
of petrifaction can be found in the writings of the Sicilian painter Agostino Scilla,
who, with his treatise on fossils published in Naples in 1670, provided an impor-
tant step in the gradual acceptance of their animal origins.45 For his careful ana-
lysis and groundbreaking depictions Scilla could rely on his own collection of pe-
trified objects.46 A related discussion is that of the origins of so-called glossope-
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trae, or «tongue-stones»—in effect sharks’ teeth. Already in 1616 the Neapolitan
botanist and biologist Fabio Colonna would argue in his De glossopetris dissertatio
that, rather than jokes of nature, these teeth were of animal origin.47 Colonna’s
essay was published again in 1747 as an appendix to the Latin translation of
Scilla’s book.48 About the process of petrifaction itself Scilla is brief, referring his
reader to a small treatise about petrified crabs and snakes, written by the Ger-
man scholar Johann Daniel Major.49 Major, in his turn, draws attention to a petri-
fied crab that was to be found in the Neapolitan collection of Ferrante Imperato,
citing the eyewitness account of Johann Heinrich Pflaumern, who mentions it in
his Mercurius Italicus among several other petrified naturalia in this «museum».50

Also Fabio Colonna was well acquainted with Imperato’s collection and the very
same objects may have spurred his interest in the glossopetrae.51

The classic point of reference for such discussions of petrifaction is Ovid’s tale
of Perseus and Andromeda, or, more precisely, the tale of the origins of coral.
When the hero lays down the snake-covered head of Medusa on a bed of seaweed
in order to release Andromeda, the plants, «alive and porous to the core», harden
at its touch. The sea-nymphs try this wonder on more plants, and scatter their
seeds in the water. «Till this day», concludes Ovid, «the same nature has re-
mained in coral so that it hardens when exposed to air».52 A more dramatic ac-
count of the story was told by an anonymous ancient author going under the
name of Orpheus in the hymn Peri lithon (On stones), first published in 1517 in
both Greek and Latin.53 Here, it is more explicitly Medusa’s blood that is at the
origins of coral:

Still warm, still quivering, [he] lays his trophy down

On the green sea-plants all about him strewn, [...]

Pressed by the head the weeds around that lie

Soaked with the gore, grow drunk with sanguine dye,

The rushing breezes, daughters of the flood,

Upon their boughs congeal the clotted blood,

And so congeal, it seems, a real stone

Nor only seems; to real rock ’tis grown.54

In his 1630 treatise on coral, the German physician Johann Ludwig Gans repub-
lished the passage on coral from On stones, adding no less than three Latin trans-
lations and notes to the text. In the main text of his book, Gans not only discusses
the medical and magical application of coral, but also talks about its origins. For
Gans, coral is a mineral from the very start that—and here, as we will see, we are
close to Barra’s theory about alabaster—becomes hard as a result of the salts it
contains.55 A review of the 1669 second edition of the book sums up his ideas as
follows: «Coral is form’d out of a glutinous Juyce, which being turn’d into Stone
by a salt, abounding in it, riseth up in the form of a Shrub.»56 A similar thesis was
put forward by Paolo Boccone, botanist to the Grand Duke of Florence and a good
friend of Scilla, in his Recherches et observations naturelles, published in Amster-
dam in 1674.57 Opposing the idea of some that coral is in fact a petrified plant,
Boccone argues that coral is produced by «juxta position, just as most types of
stone», giving an important role to the tartre coralin, a wax-like substance, he
finds at its extremities. For the present discussion, the letter by Mons. Pierre Gui-
sony of Avignon, written in response to Boccone’s thesis and published in his
book, also is of interest. Referring to a specimen of coral in his cabinet, Guisony
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not only agrees with Boccone that coral belongs to the category of stones and is
shaped by «a precipitation of various salts», but also adds that «[o]ne can see the
same thing happen in some underground caves, where due to a continuous and
long flow of drops of water, [...] branches of minerals are formed, and crystalline
bodies in all kinds of shapes».58

Even if the story of the origins of coral is not depicted very often, it has spilled
over into the domain of art too. Poussin’s drawing La tintura del corallo, described
by Giovan Pietro Bellori, is apparently an iconographic anomaly and appears to
be based directly on the poetry of, again, Giovan Battista Marino.59 A more indi-
rect indication can be found in Bernardo Cavallino’s extraordinary Triumph of Ga-
latea in Washington, a work that stands out not only for the stunning nude of Ga-
latea herself, but also for the meticulous rendering of the irregular crab shell and
the fiery red coral.60 (fig. 1) As has often been pointed out, these details are remi-
niscent of Neapolitan still-life painting.61 Yet, in the present context, we may ask
if particularly the coral should not be given a further significance.62 For, in fact,
the metamorphosis of coral from clothed blood to real stone described in On
Stones is an exact reversal of that of Acis, where the blood running from his
crushed body gradually turns to crystal clear water and flows back to the sea.63

Thus, the coral may be said to refer to what is not seen in the picture, alluding to
the metamorphosis of Acis and his invisible presence among the waves under
which the coral is born. And finally, Galatea’s pearl earring too would have re-
minded the beholder of such a process of transformation, a process meticulously
described by Felice Stocchetti in his letter «on the generation of pearls», pub-
lished, like that of Barra, in Bulifon’s Lettere memorabili.64

1 Bernardo Cavallino, The Triumph of Galatea, c. 1650, oil on canvas, 148.3 × 203 cm, National Gallery of Art,
Washington DC.
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Among these petrifactions and liquefactions, there is one phenomenon that
stands out for its absence. For indeed, a very similar metamorphosis took place
right before the eyes of the people of Naples: that of the liquefaction of the blood
of the city’s patron saint San Gennaro. It is hardly imaginable that this miracle
did not enter Barra’s mind—further indications of this will be touched upon
below—but including it in his discussion would have been a dangerous step to
take. As the author of an early eighteenth-century biography of the saint writes,
some heretical authors had sought to find a scientific explanation, a «natural
cause» for the miracle. What these authors had so «foolishly dreamt», however,
was easily proven false.65

The «Enlivening Aura» of Sulphur
As the letter shows, Barra was interested in natural causes. Although this is not
the place to fully explore the author’s scientific arguments, some interesting as-
pects may be highlighted here. First of all, his main thesis suggests a central role
for sulphur. As the author himself realizes, his idea is rather daring. This
becomes all the more apparent when we read Felice Stocchetti’s account of the
generation of alabaster in his Ragionamenti of 1705. Spurred on by Barra’s letter,
Stocchetti visited the cave himself, but while he praises Barra’s philosophical in-
sights, he makes no mention of the author’s central thesis; for Stocchetti, sul-
phur plays no role at all.66

And yet, Barra upholds his thesis, arguing that «an enlivening aura of the pu-
rest sulphur» emanates from the earth, changing when it comes into contact
with air as it binds with its «seeds», the semi dell’aria.67 Barra envisions sulphur
as a substance with folding branches, thus capable of «embracing» the elements
it encounters. Sulphur is accordingly at the origins of many minerals, adopting,
«almost as a newborn Proteus», ever new forms as it binds with this or that par-
ticle.68 Referring to the work of Torquato Tasso, Barra interprets the mythologi-
cal battle between Typhon and Zeus as the confrontation between sulphur and
air and finds here the origins of the «horrible spectacle» of the eruptions of the
Etna and Vesuvius.69 On a smaller scale, sulphur’s capacity to enfold other el-
ements is also at the origins of alabaster. Seeping through the pores [forellini] of
the stone, sulphur binds the salts that are present in the water to form a soft sub-
stance, a mollume, that is similar to wet plaster and covers the stone throughout
the cave. Here, indeed quite like the tartre coralin discussed by Boccone, the mol-
lume slowly hardens into alabaster. Sulphur, Barra concludes, is not merely an
ingredient of alabaster, «but its very architect».70

Barra’s interest in sulphur can be explained rather easily, for at Pozzuoli, not
too far from Naples, were the famous sulphur mines, the solfatara. That these
were indeed avidly discussed at the table of Aurora Sanseverino may follow from
the aforementioned letter on the «phenomena that are seen at the mountain of
the sulphur mines near Pozzuoli». Written by Gregorio Caloprese and published
by Bulifon in the same volume as Barra’s letter, it is addressed to and written at
the request of Nicolò Gaetani d’Aragona, Aurora’s husband. The solfatara at-
tracted the attention of artists too. Prints by or after the designs of Northern art-
ists such as Joris Hoefnagel (1582), Stradanus (1587) and Joachim von Sandrart
(1640) give an indication of the place’s attraction for early modern tourists, while
Anton Eisenhoit’s engraving for Michele Marcator’s Metallotheca Vaticana, an
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elaborate text about the collection of stones in the Vatican, points to the place’s
relevance for the context of natural science and the Kunstkammer.71 Moreover,
the solfatara brings us back to the issue of the divine as well, for it was here, ac-
cording to tradition, that San Gennaro was beheaded. In this context, the solfa-
tara showed up in local paintings as well. Among these, we may single out An-
iello Falcone’s rendering, which, according to the account of Sandrart, must have
been in the famous Neapolitan collection of the Flemish merchant Gaspare
Roomer.72 De Dominici mentions in his Vita that Falcone depicted the location ‹al
naturale›, thus suggesting that he made drawings on the spot.73

While this interest in the solfatara may have inspired Barra to give a central
role to sulphur at all, he backs his thesis with evidence from a series of sources.
His remark that not far from the grotto he has experienced «a very unpleasant
smell, similar to that which one can experience at the sulphur mines» not only
confirms his interest in the sulphur mines, but also indicates a central role for
the senses in his approach. More striking is Barra’s reference to sulphur’s medi-
cal use.74 Taking from the alabaster some of the mollume, a physician not men-
tioned by name found that the substance was endowed with a strong «corrective
and diaphoretic virtue» and thus was very effective against fevers. This can only
be explained, argues Barra, by the fact that it contains sulphur, for sulphur inter-
acts with the blood and, due to its similarity to this balsamo vitale, cleans it of the
corruptive «febrile matter».75 A medical use of minerals was certainly not excep-
tional. Barra himself mentions the oglio di sasso found in Lombardy, now know as
petroleum (from petrae oleum, «oil of stone»), and the medical use of coral, dis-
cussed at length in antique sources, was still central to Gans’ treatise on coral
mentioned above. Moreover, Pliny already recounts that ointments were thought
to be conserved best in vessels of alabaster.76 As Barra’s argument makes clear,
the processes of mineral metamorphosis quite easily extended into the study of
the human body.

Barra’s description and analysis of the alabaster cave proceeds on two levels:
that of the imagination, and that of the intellect. What connects these two levels,
is the central role of metamorphosis: on the level of the imagination we find the
translucent stone and flowing water, slowly changing into ever so many figures;
on that of the intellect we find the sulphur, that by enfolding other substances
with its branches takes on ever new forms. By giving such a central role to sul-
phur, Barra appears to be searching for a natural foundation of a world always in
flux, a world, moreover, that seems to have no place for a higher being. At the end
of his letter he suggests that sulphur actually might fulfil this role: «maybe [sul-
phur] is that, which contains in itself the very idea of the seed of things, that is,
their shaping virtue».77 By relating to contemporaneous discussions of the semina
rerum, the seeds of things, Barra takes his experiences in the grotto to a more
universal level.78 Yet, even this hesitant abstraction is grounded in an image: that
of the branched substance that enfolds in order to take on new forms. It is an
image that is coral-like, an image that belongs to the Kunstkammer. It was the
Kunstkammer that provoked this interest in material and metamorphosis, but
while such collections sometimes took on the shape of artificial grottoes, Barra’s
grotto was the real thing.79 Here, in this Arcadian landscape, a hint of the forma-
tive power of the elements has been found, while the intellect is roused by images—
Daphne, Niobe, Acis—that challenge the boundaries between art and nature.
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