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p r o v e n a n c e

Likely ex G. McKinley Collection, 1970s– 1990s

Private Collection, France, 1998–2013

l i t e r at u r e

C.F. Binns, ‘The Genesis of the Greek Black Glaze’, 

American Journal of Archaeology 33.1 (1929), pp. 1–9

c o m pa r at i v e  e x a m p l e

Black Glaze Neck Amphora, late 5th century bc, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. x.21.36

This beautiful vase is a pristine example of the black 

glaze pottery technique. Completely intact and 

retaining its original lustre, the fi nely glazed surface is 

almost refl ective, while the wonderfully proportioned, 

symmetrical potting displays an equally high level of 

accomplishment. Judging from the shape, our vase 

most likely came from the region of Campania on the 

south-western coast of Italy, known throughout history 

for its love of Greek culture and rich natural resources. 

The vase is a neck amphora with its fl ared wide rim, 

tall cylindrical neck, double handles, and rounded 

body tapering down to a narrow disk foot. The double 

handles are rounded in profi le and arch upward 

gracefully, connecting the gently sloping shoulder to 

the neck of the vessel. The piece is masterfully thrown 

and fi red, with no signs of any inconsistencies in the 

transitions between the diff erent elements of the 

vase, as well as possessing proportions that are 

harmonious. Preserved bands of reddish-orange 

colour are visible where the body meets the base, 

as well as below the top ridge of the carinated foot. 

The glaze has survived in perfect condition, expertly 

applied in a smooth, even layer and fi red to a glossy 

black with a silvery sheen. 

It is thought that black glaze vases were developed 

to imitate the tarnished surface of silver vessels, 

but they soon gained a popularity of their own 

and enjoyed centuries of production throughout 

the Greek-speaking world, on the Greek mainland, 

islands, colonies and territories in Southern Italy and 

Asia Minor. The potters and painters of the South 

Italian colonies, known collectively as Magna Graecia, 

were heavily infl uenced by the prototypes that came 

to their shores from the Greek mainland. They became 

skilled artists themselves, completely mastering the 

various techniques, and in many cases, it is diffi  cult to 

distinguish between Greek and South Italian examples.

A nearly identical amphora in the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art suggests that our vase is Campanian 

in origin (fi g. 1). From the nuances of the shape to 

the quality of the black glaze and even the way the 

reserved bands are positioned on the foot, it is clear 

that this vase and ours may share a similar place of 

origin, perhaps even the same workshop. 
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1
Neck Amphora of the ‘Nolan’ type

g r e ek ,  m ag n a  g r a ecia
4th century BC

Black glazed terracott a

Height 32.5 cm

Accompanied by Oxford Laboratory TL test

Fig. 1 Black Glaze Neck Amphora, late 5th century bc, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. x.21.36.





p r o v e n a n c e

N. Koutoulakis, Switzerland, before 1965, group photograph, 1965

Private collection, Belgium, 1980s

l i t e r at u r e

P.G. Preziosi (now Gentle) and S. Weinberg, ‘Evidence for 

Painted Details in early Cycladic sculpture’,  Antike Kunst 13, 

1970, pp. 4–12, pls. 1–6.

E. Hendrix, ‘Painted Ladies of the Early Bronze Age’, Appearance 

and Reality: Recent Studies in Conservation, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art: reprint of The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Bulletin, Winter 1997/98, pp. 4–15.

A complete report by Pat Getz-Gentle, dated 11 January 2015, 

is available upon request.

The present fi gure was most probably found in Kavos 

southwest Keros, an island in the Cyclades. Kavos was 

an important site for the Cycladic  civilisation. For some 

450 years, from about 2750–2300 bc it was a place 

of pilgrimage and congregation dedicated to rites and 

rituals connected with the dead. The pilgrims would 

break their valuable possessions as to render them 

useless to the living and consign them to the realm of 

the dead. Even though the fi gures were not made at 

Keros more examples of Cycladic sculpture have been 

found there than anywhere else in the Cyclades. 

The head is believed to be from the ‘Keros Hoard’. 

This unusually large group of fragmentary  Cycladic 

sculpture was collected by agents of the Galerie 

Segredakis in Paris before the Second World War. The 

gallery began to sell the objects in the mid 1950’s and 

the pieces dispersed to collector and museums all 

over Europe and the United States. 

This well preserved head appears shield shaped 

from the front. A broad curved top tapers with a 

gradual curve to the rounded chin. Viewed in profi le, 

the facial plane describes a continuous curve from 

crown to chin. The nose emerges from the forehead 

and repeats the facial curve. Although no pigments 

remain, vague traces of almond-shaped eyes can 

be detected. A chip is missing from the right corner. 

The break in the neck is ancient. 
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2
Cycladic Head ‘Lyre-shaped’

e a r ly  c yc l a d i c
2600–2500 BC

White marble

9.7 × 7.2 × 3.9 cm
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Alabastron

e g y p t i a n
New Kingdom, 18th–20th Dynasty

Circa 1550–1069 BC

Calcite Alabaster

Height 23.5 cm

3

p r o v e n a n c e

Alton Edward Mills (1882–1970), Switzerland

Thence by descent to the present owner

l i t e r at u r e

B.G. Aston, Ancient Egyptian Stone Vessels: Materials and Forms 

(Heidelberg, 1984).

B.G. Aston, J.A. Harrell, and I. Shaw, ‘Stone’, in P.T. Nicholson 

and I. Shaw, eds, Ancient Egyptian Materials and Technology 

(Cambridge, 1999), pp. 5–77.

This fi ne piriform (pear-shaped) alabaster vessel – 

alabastron – has been beautifully crafted to produce 

a smooth fi nish with subtle curvature. It sits on a 

fl at base, its form tapering towards a short neck 

and a broad everted rim. This large alabastron 

is of the highest quality with fi ne preservation 

and beautiful natural grain. When illuminated 

the alabastron exudes a translucence which 

enhances its sensibility. 

Alabastra were prized vessels in Egyptian 

society, used by members of the royal circle for 

perfume and perfumed oil. They were also used 

for this purpose in the Afterlife as they have 

been discovered in tombs. A similar vessel of 

the eighteenth dynasty of the New Kingdom is 

displayed in the Brooklyn Museum (14.616).
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p r o v e n a n c e

Galerie La Reine Margot, Paris

Collection M. von Einhaus, Paris, purchased from the above in 1968

Thence by descent

This sensitively carved bust is clothed in a Greek style 

Ionic chiton, a long tunic known as a stola to the 

Romans. The carved garment has a series of small 

delicate buttons at intervals fastening the sleeve 

covering the right arm. A corded belt is tied below the 

breasts and the chiton’s drapery is pulled up through 

the belt to hang down as an over-fold or kolpos. The 

folds and pleats of the drapery have been carefully 

observed by the sculptor who has masterfully 

rendered them naturalistically descending in a series 

of curving folds from the neckline, diagonally pulling 

over the breasts and gathered in pleated folds around 

the belt, while deeper pleats hang down from the 

shoulders. A himation (palla/cloak) is draped around 

the shoulders and over the left arm, falling in vertical 

folds down the back and in diagonal folds where the 

cloak is being pulled around the body. In the carving of 

the loosely hanging chiton and himation, the sculptor 

has expertly conveyed the weight and texture of the 

fabric of both garments. The deep neck cavity would 

have held a separately carved head.

 This naturalistically worked bust, with its sensitively 

carved drapery, clothing a female fi gure, evokes earlier 

Greek types both in the garments as well as in the 

delicacy and subtlety of the carving. The bust dates to 

the early Roman Imperial period, as the skilful carving 

still retains a softness more characteristic of earlier 

Hellenistic sculptures, rather than the stiff er looking 

carving of later Roman marbles.

4
Female draped bust

r o m a n
Circa 1st century ad

White marble

27 × 31 × 13 cm

Fig. 1 A Greek marble statue of 

a woman, probably the goddess Themis, 

late 4th century bc

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York (inv. no. 03.12.47)
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Fig. 2 (above) A Greek marble statue of the goddess Themis, 

circa 300 bc, found in the temple of Themis, Rhamnous, Greece

National Archaeological Museum, Athens (inv. no. 231)

 

Fig. 3 (right) A Roman marble statue of the goddess Fortuna, 

circa 150–200 ad, found in the Villa of Sette Bassi, Rome

The British Museum, London (inv. no. 1805.0703.32)
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Infl uence from Greece is also seen in the bust’s 

girdled chiton with buttoned sleeves. This particular 

type of chiton originated in Greek Ionia (now western 

Turkey), and became a popular garment in Athens 

and the Greek mainland in the 6th century bc. The 

garment continued, with slight variations, into the 

Classical and Hellenistic periods and was adopted 

by the Romans in the 3rd century bc and became 

known as a stola.

On both Greek and Roman statuary, this type of 

drapery with a corded belt, was used for depictions 

of female deities such as Demeter, Fortuna, Hygieia 

and Themis, as well as for portraits of empresses and 

other prominent women important or wealthy enough 

to be portrayed in marble. Thus, in the absence of 

specifi c attributes, the present bust could represent 

either a goddess or a mortal. The following similarly 

clad examples show how the fi gure may once 

have appeared. 

Identifi cation is more certain in the case of the 

above statues, as a dedicatory inscription on the base 

of the Ramnous fi gure names Themis and both this 

and the statue in the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

have a shoulder cord which can be associated with 

this goddess. Themis was the goddess of Justice and 

was the daughter of the Greek sky god, Ouranos, 

and Mother Earth, Gaia. She was one of the wives of 

Zeus and gave birth to the Fates and the Hours. The 

statue of Fortuna still has the goddess’ attributes 

of a cornucopia and a rudder resting on a globe.

The continuity in fashion of Greek female outer 

clothing of the chiton and himation into the Roman 

Republic and Early Empire is seen in the above 

Roman statues of Livia Drusilla (58 bc–29 ad) and 

an unidentifi ed seated woman. 

 The Greek chiton was the equivalent of the Roman 

stola, a long tunic which was belted below the breasts 

or at the waist. The sleeved version was fastened at 

intervals, often with buttons, along the shoulders and 

arms. The Greek himation equated to the Roman 

palla, a large rectangular cloak. This was draped over 

the left shoulder, around the back and then brought 

around the right arm and hung over the left arm or 

thrown back over the left shoulder. As in the statue 

of Livia Drusilla, it could also be pulled up over the 

head, often to signify the virtue of modesty.

 

Fig. 4 A Roman marble statue of Livia Drusilla, the wife 

of the Emperor Augustus, early 1st century ad

National Archaeological Museum, Madrid 

 

Fig. 5 A Roman marble statue of a woman, 2nd century ad

The Art Institute of Chicago (inv. no. 1986.1060)
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p r o v e n a n c e

French private collection, Paris and Jussac, Cantal,

since at least 1967, and then by descent

l i t e r at u r e

Kate de Kersauson, Catalogue de portraits Romains, Tome II 

(Paris 1996), pp.318–321, nos. 145 & 146. 

Commodus is represented with a youthful face, 

his head turned slightly to the right, gaze directed 

upwards in a pious gesture, his hair arranged in 

distinctive style, short locks of hair falling over his 

forehead and about his ears in tousled curls, his 

features composed in a serious expression, emphasized 

by the downturned mouth, his somewhat hooded 

eyelids deeply carved, pupils incised. The nose and 

a section of the chin restored, both ears and cracks 

to the neck repaired. Mounted on a later (possibly 

sixteenth or seventeenth century) draped bust with 

lion-headed strap to the left and a circular fi bula 

with raised fl oral motif to the right of his tunic.

A corrupt and unpopular ruler whose life is 

coloured by lurid though somewhat apocryphal 

stories. Commodus’ outlandish behavior and over-

powering need for attention and praise led him to 

neglect the Empire’s needs, and those of his people, 

ultimately leading to his assassination in 192 ad. 

Lucius Aurelius Commodus was born in 161 ad 

to the last of the so-called Great Emperors, Marcus 

Aurelius and his wife Faustina the Younger. He and his 

twin brother Marcus Annius Verus were both made 

Caesar at the age of fi ve, although his brother died 

soon after. Despite being the tenth child of fourteen, 

he was the only son to survive to adulthood and from 

an early age was groomed as the future ruler of the 

Empire. Notwithstanding his apparent disinterest in 

military and political aff airs Commodus was promoted 

5
Portrait bust of Emperor Commodus

r o m a n
Last quarter 2nd century

Marble

57 × 43 × 31 cm

through the ranks, and joined his father on military 

campaigns throughout his teenage years, including 

expeditions to the Danube, Antioch and Athens. 

By the age of fi fteen he was awarded the rank of 

Imperator and just a year later declared Augustus 

and co-Emperor with his father. During this period he 

became the youngest consul in the history of Rome. 

In 180 ad, the philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius 

died, leaving Commodus as sole ruler.



15



16

For a man prone to extravagance and self-

indulgence, leading such a powerful empire caused 

his megalomaniac tendencies to spiral out of control. 

Commodus believed himself to be the reincarnation 

of Herakles and commissioned many self-portraits 

where he adopted the guise of this demigod, with 

Nemean lion headdress and club. It was no secret that 

the emperor was inclined to join in gladiator fi ghts, 

killing injured men and wild animals, often beating 

them to death as though he were the raging Herakles. 

After 12 years of tyrannical reign, Commodus was 

strangled in his bath by his own wrestling partner. 

Commodus validated his rule by likening himself 

to his father, Marcus Aurelius, their portraits taking 

on a new element of psychological expression wherein 

their image refl ected their physical state in much 

the same way as the Republican patricians had done, 

but even more interestingly we see their mental state 

being refl ected also. Despite his unfortunate but 

deserved demise, Commodus was honoured by the 

Severan emperors as a means of substantiating their 

claims to dynastic rule, and they too adopted this 

new style in portraiture. 

 Despite the austere gaze and imperious air, the 

boyish, carelessly arranged hair and youthful features 

make it likely that this is a portrait sculpted before he 

was declared co-emperor, whilst his behaviour and 

mental state were still kept in-check by his father. 

Although commissioned early on in his life, one 

can already glimpse the tyrannical ruler who 

renamed Rome Colonia Commodiana. Without the 

contemporary bust and accompanying garb it is hard 

to give for certain the exact date of this portrait, 

however the likeness to Commodus’ ‘fi fth type’ 

(Getty Museum, 92.sa.48, fi g. 1) is paramount.

Comparanda

Of the several portraits of Commodus in the 

Louvre, Paris, our example falls between Inventory 

Nos. mr450 & mr134 (fi gs. 2, 3), illustrated in Kate 

de Kersauson, Catalogue de portraits romains, 

Tome II (Paris 1996) pp.318–321, nos. 145 & 146. 

Fig. 1 Roman Bust of Emperor Commodus, 180–185 ad, 

marble, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles
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Fig. 2 (left) Roman Bust of Commodus, 2nd century ad, 

marble, Louvre Museum, Paris, mr 450

Fig. 3 (above) Head of Commodus, 2nd century ad, 

marble, Louvre Museum, Paris, mr 134
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p r o v e n a n c e

Private Collection, Salisbury, UK, 18th century

With Bruce Mc Alpine, London, 1994

Bill Blass (1922–2002) collection, New York

The Bill Blass Collection, Sotheby’s, New York, 

21–23 October 2003, lot 467

Property from the Estate of Erwin Harris 

c o m pa r at i v e  l i t e r at u r e

S. Howard, The Lansdowne Herakles (J. Paul Getty Museum, 1978).

D.E.E. Kleiner, Roman Sculpture (New Haven and London, 1992). 

H. Bowden and L. Rawlings, Herakles and Hercules: Exploring 

a Graeco-Roman Divinity (Wales, 2005).

A.M. McCann, Roman Sarcophagi in the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, (Metropolitan museum of Art, 1978) especially pp. 70–73. 

For the Sarcophagus in Mantua, see R. Brilliant, Roman Art 

(Oxford, 1974), p. 166, fi g. II. 2

The present torso, sculpted in high relief, presents 

Hercules as the epitome of his ancient conception, 

the hero’s hero. His fi nely-articulated muscles convey 

a sense of his innate, superhuman strength and the 

manner in which the hero’s body twists, as well as 

the position of his arms, indicate that he is very likely 

undertaking one of his labours. From the size of the 

fi gure and its rendering in such high relief, it is possible 

that it originally belonged to a sarcophagus decorated 

with the twelve labours of Hercules, a subject that 

became especially popular during the second half 

of the second century ad. The raised areas on his 

pectorals may be the remnants of the Nemean lion skin, 

which is characteristically slung around his shoulders 

in many depictions. The slaying of the Nemean lion, a 

monstrous animal with an impenetrable hide, that was 

terrorizing the inhabitants of the town of Nemea in 

the Peloponnese, was Hercules’ fi rst labour, and he 

assumed its skin as a symbol of his strength. 

These raised areas may also represent the loose 

strands of the hero’s fi llet, a type of diadem frequently 

worn by athletes, that also connoted royalty and 

divinity. Comparisons may be drawn between this 

fi gure and a sarcophagus panel depicting ten of 

Hercules’ labours from the Palazzo Ducale, Mantua, 

dating to circa 170 ad (fi g. 1)). The pose that most 

closely mirrors the present piece is that of the fi rst 

Hercules in the sequence, on the far left of the panel. 

His body and legs are angled to the left, but his 

upper body twists slightly, like ours, as he turns 

his head to the right, a position that also results in 

the neck appearing ‘off  centre’, as in ours. The trailing 

strands of his fi llet are clearly visible on his shoulders 

and upper pectorals. In his proper left hand, he 

dangles by its right hind leg the Nemean lion, which 

6
Hercules Torso

r o m a n
2nd–3rd century ad

Marble

Height 12.5 cm

Fig. 1 Sarcophagus 

depicting ten of 

Hercules’ Labours, 

Palazzo Ducale, Mantua, 

circa 170 ad.
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has been reduced to the size of a domestic cat, to 

emphasize the superhuman strength of its opponent. 

He probably held his famous club in his raised right 

hand. Being the fi rst of the labours depicted, the fi gure 

is necessarily at the edge of the panel. Similarly, the 

area of space to the left of the torso on our fragment, 

together with what appears to be a straight edge 

and the remnants of decorative molding, perhaps a 

palmette, suggests that our fi gure was also originally 

at the edge of such a panel, and so also in the throes 

of his fi rst labour. The signifi cance of our torso is 

therefore informed through reconstruction of its 

possible original setting in a narrative panel. However, 

in isolation, it also takes on a new signifi cance; the 

embodiment of the young, virile, enthusiastic hero, 

full of energy at the start of his journey. On its own, 

it becomes a tribute to the excitement, beauty – and 

fl eetingness – of life. 

This elaborate decoration of expensive sarcophagi, 

particularly with episodes from Greek mythology, 

featuring recurring narrative scenes, represents a 

fundamentally Roman treatment of commemorative 

art, that goes beyond the cult of the hero and the 

projection of wealth and status. The sarcophagus, 

originally used in Greece and Asia Minor in the sixth 

and fi fth centuries BC experienced an extraordinarily 

sudden revival in the second century ad in the west. 

Scholars have attributed this to various religious, 

social and economic factors, including a surge in 

popularity inspired by imperial taste – Hadrian, 

emperor at this time, was known for his interest in 

classical forms – as well as an increased interest in 

more elaborate personal memorials, prompted by 

a deepening belief in the immortality of the soul.

The present fragment belongs to a group of 

sarcophagi that illustrate the labours of Hercules, 

either in the form of a continuous frieze, as typical of 

western exempla, or set in intercolumnar niches, a 

design favoured by the workshops of Asia Minor, and 

many exhibit striking compositional similarities. Such 

consistency of form is naturally connected with the 

technicalities of representing a narrative story in this 

medium, on an object with limited space, as well as 

the sculptor’s need to depict the primary episodes 

of the story. However, it also reveals a very Roman 

approach to commemorative relief sculpture. Firstly, 

that compositional and iconographical designs were 

largely conventional and formed part of a complex 

context of allusions shared by the viewer and maker. 

Through mythological allegory, these scenes were 

intended to evoke specifi c themes, messages and 

emotions, that were instantly recognizable to the 

viewer. Secondly, these creations were primarily 

designed to serve the needs of the patrons, rather 

than to express any artistic temperament. It was 

the choice of scene, then, rather than the artist’s 

treatment of it, that was especially important as 

a means of personal expression. 

The Hercules myth in particular represented a 

potent means of expression for the patron. As the son 

of Zeus and a mortal, Hercules possessed an unusual 

demi-god status, bridging the gap between humans 

and the divine. His achievement of immortality 

through completion of his labours, through hard 

work, bravery and commitment, perhaps served as 

an expression of the patron’s own successful career 

and desires for immortality. So too, the narrative 

nature of the Hercules myth, that is, the chronological 

depiction of each labour, documenting Hercules’ 

development from youth to bearded man, is also an 

overt allusion to the cycle of human life. Despite the 

multiple scenes, the overall impression would have 
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been one of visual unity and harmony, simultaneously 

emphasizing and combining past, present and future 

events. The adoption of the Hercules myth for Roman 

commemorative art is testament to the continuing 

power of that myth, which assumed a new and 

personal meaning for the Roman patron and provided 

him with the assurance of immortality through the 

guise of society’s greatest hero. 

The recent collecting history of the torso is 

noteworthy and pays homage to the Roman patron’s 

taste for eclecticism. It formed part of the collection of 

Bill Blass (1922–2002), an American fashion designer, 

born in Indiana. Blass received countless awards for 

his work and became one of the most successful and 

iconic names in the industry. He was both a collector 

and connoisseur of art, especially ancient art; he 

was often advised on purchases by Dr Carlos Picon, 

Head Curator of the Greek and Roman departments 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and 

subsequently bequeathed half his estate and several 

important ancient sculptures to that institution’s 

collection. He amassed works from around the world, 

and was known for his keen eye for curating, carefully 

choosing the individual elements and constantly 

editing his collection. A quotation from his book, 

Bare Blass, aptly captures his approach to collecting: 

‘to me, one of the most critical aspects of judging a 

room is whether it belongs to the person in it. There 

has to be a connection between the choices and the 

personality of the owner.’ This sentiment also eff ectively 

recalls the Roman patron’s approach to commissioning 

works of art of deeply personal signifi cance. 
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p r o v e n a n c e

Probably Contini Bonacossi Collection, Florence

Spink auction, London, 24 January 2008, lot 92

l i t e r at u r e

A. Armand, Les médailleurs italiens des quinzième et seizième 

siècles, Paris, 1883, n. 4, p. 3

J. G. Pollard, Medaglie italiane del Rinascimento nel Museo 

Nazionale del Bargello, vol. I, Florence, 1984, n. 7, pp. 41–44

J. G. Pollard, Renaissance medals, vol. 1, Italy, Washington, 2007, 

cat. 6, pp. 13–14

The Renaissance portrait: From Donatello to Bellini, exh. cat., 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2011, n. 67, pp. 202–205

A highly original painter, draughtsman and medallist, 

Pisanello travelled extensively and worked for several 

Italian courts, at Mantua, Ferrara, Pavia, Milan and 

Naples. His resplendent frescoes, elegant painted 

portraits and medals made him one of the most 

popular artists of his day, however many of his 

paintings and frescoes have been lost or damaged. 

His most original contribution to the early Italian 

Renaissance was the personal commemorative medal, 

a form of art that was enthusiastically embraced by 

his courtly patrons. 

Pisanello is thought to have made his very fi rst 

portrait medal in 1438–1439 when he was in Ferrara for 

the visit of the Byzantine Emperor John VIII Paleologus. 

It is signed ‘opvs  pisani  pictoris ’ and depicts 

the emperor in profi le on one side and on the reverse 

the emperor on horseback praying before a cross. By 

adopting a formula that included a portrait in profi le 

on one side and an allegorical scene on the other, cast 

in metal, Pisanello had invented a new form of court 

art that illustrated a ruler and his achievements. While 

the specifi c reason for this creation is not known, it is 

manifest that Pisanello, for his design, was indebted 

to ancient Roman coins. Actively excavated and 

collected in Italy, the latter bore the portraits of rulers 

and had allegorical representations on their reverse. 

Reviving this antique art form, Pisanello’s medals 

formed a contemporary record of rulers and they 

could be presented as personal marks of favour that 

7
a n to n i o  p i s a n o  called  p i s a n e l lo
Probably Pisa c.1395–c.1455

Medal Portrait of Leonello D’Este

Bronze

Diameter 6.7 cm

Obverse: Leonello d’Este, in profi le to the right, 

inscribed LEONELLUS  MARCHIO  ESTENSIS

Reverse: Triple-faced head of an infant fl anked by two poleyns 

(armour to protect the knee) suspended from olive branches, 

signed OPUS  PISANI  PICTORIS

Fig. 1 Pisanello, Portrait of Lionello d’Este, 

Accademia Carrara, Bergamo, 58mr00010
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a c t u a l  s i z e
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could be carried and passed from hand to hand. The 

artist, who was trained not only as a painter but also 

as a sculptor and metalsmith, displayed remarkable 

talent in modelling and casting the medals. He also 

demonstrated his accomplishment as a humanist 

courtier in designing the portraits and the original 

iconography that accompanied them on the reverse. 

The portraits in profi le featured on his medals were 

based on a life-study of the models and many of 

Pisanello’s preparatory drawings have survived. 

The most enthusiastic of Pisanello’s patrons was 

the cultivated Leonello d’Este (1407–1450), who 

became Marchese of Ferrara in 1441. That year 

Pisanello painted his likeness, depicting him in 

profi le in court dress against a background of roses 

(Accademia Carrara di Belle Arti, Bergamo, fi g. 1). 

In the early 1440s, Pisanello also realised a series of 

remarkable portrait medals of Leonello d’Este. On the 

obverse the Marchese always faces left, except for 

the medal of the present type, where he faces right. 

The various reverses in the series show the artist’s 

quality of invention and feature a blindfolded lynx, 

a reclining male nude, two youths carrying baskets, 

and two men seated below the mast of a ship. These 

allegorical images refl ect the intellectual sophistication 

of Leonello’s court and the meaning of most of them 

remains obscure today. The only medal to bear a date 

– 1444 – was modelled on the occasion of Leonello’s 

marriage to Maria of Aragon. On its reverse it shows a 

lion, an image of Leonello whose fi rst name aff ords 

a fl attering pun, standing in front of Cupid. 

The present medal, perhaps the earliest in the 

series, pictures Leonello d’Este facing right, with short 

curly hair and wearing a surcoat with scale decoration 

over mail. The reverse shows a three-faced putto 

fl anked by olive branches from which are suspended 

poleyns, pieces of armour designed to protect the 

knee. Pisanello’s accuracy in the representation of 

armour is characteristic of his work; it shows his 

capacity for detailed observation, as well as the 

importance accorded to armour, one of the most 

highly prized possessions of rulers at the time. 

The imagery on the reverse appears to present the 

association of Prudence – the three-faced putto who 

can see the past and the future and hence act with 

circumspection – and Peace, illustrated by a piece 

of armour hung, and therefore out of use, from olive 

branches. Some scholars have proposed a diff erent 

meaning for the peculiar three-faced putto, which 

might be a representation of the muse of epic verse 

Calliope, as described by Guarino da Verona, Leonello 

d’Este’s tutor, who wrote that she has ‘three faces 

composed together, since she has set forth the nature 

of men, heroes and gods.’ The branches on both sides 

of the medal have also been described as juniper, a 

favourite plant of Leonello.

Another cast of this medal is in the collection of 

the British Museum, London, the Galleria Estense, 

Modena, the Museo Nazionale del Bargello, Florence 

and the National Gallery of Art in Washington.

The present medal is said to have been part of the 

Contini Bonacossi collection, Florence. Put together 

by Count Alessandro Contini Bonacossi (1878–1955), 

the collection included paintings, among them 

masterpieces by Andrea del Castagno and Giovanni 

Bellini, as well as precious furniture, maiolica and 

sculptures. A portion of the collection was donated 

to the Italian state and is now part of the Uffi  zi 

Gallery in Florence. 
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Two stickers on the back with the inscriptions

Bas relief provenant de la chapelle des princes dans la collégiale 

St Maxe au château ducal de Bar. Cette chapelle avait été érigée 

sous Gilles de trèves en 15[..] et toutes les sculptures avaient été 

faites par Legier Richier de Dagonville ami de Michel Ange et Paul 

Gaget de Bar le Duc. A la démolition de la Collégiale en 1719 ce 

bas relief a été donné au monastère de Benoiste Vaux 16e siècle 

Le regretté Mr Courajod dont la compétence en matière de 

sculpture du Moyen Age et de la Renaissance était universellement 

reconnue, considérait comme erronée l’attribution de ce bas-relief 

à Ligier Richier. Il n’hésitait pas à voir l’œuvre d’un artiste italien du 

commencement du 16ème siècle appartenant à l’Ecole lombarde 

ou mieux Milanese, peut-être Beneditto Briosco ou Bambaia – 

Paris, 3 mars 1883

l i t e r at u r e

C. Mandelli, ‘I primordi di Benedetto Briosco, 1’, Critica d’Arte, 

xix, July–August 1972, pp. 41–56 

A. Roth, ‘The Lombard sculptor Benedetto Briosco: works of 

the 1490s’, Burlington Magazine, vol 122, n. 922, January 1980, 

pp. 7–22 

A. Vigano, ‘Il periodo milanese di Benedetto Briosco e i suoi rapporti 

con I cognate Francesco e Tommaso Cazzaniga: nuove acquisizioni 

documentarie’, Arte Lombarda, 108/109, 1994

Benedetto Briosco, a central fi gure in the Lombard 

school at the end of the 15th century, was active in 

Milan, Pavia and Cremona. He had a long association 

with the Certosa di Pavia and received important 

independent commissions in Milan and Cremona. He 

seems to have held an enviable place in the Lombard 

artistic community and in a note datable to 1511 

Leonardo refers to him as ‘Compare mio Maestro 

Benedetto scultore’.1 Middeldorf places him ‘in rank 

second only to Amadeo’.2

By 1482 Briosco was employed in the workshop of 

the Milan Cathedral where he worked intermittently 

until 1492. His growing reputation is evidenced by the 

commissions he received for funeral monuments in 

Milan, including that of Ambrogio Grifo (commissioned 

in 1489, S. Pietro in Gessate, Milan). Sculpture 

production in Lombardy at the time was often a 

collaborative process: in 1492 Briosco was hired by 

Amadeo (c.1447–1522) as his assistant at the Certosa 

di Pavia and also worked alongside Gian Cristoforo 

Romano (1465–1512) on the monument to Gian 

Galeazzo Visconti, 1st Duke of Milan and founder of 

the monastery. Briosco’s signed statue of the Virgin 

and Child on the upper register of this monument is 

in the Roman Classical style imported to Lombardy 

by Romano. In 1501 Benedetto succeeded Amadeo as 

the master responsible for the sculpture of the Certosa 

portal, an elaborate ensemble with reliefs representing 

stories about the foundation of the cloister. In 1506 

Briosco was engaged by the church of San Tommaso, 

Cremona, to execute a large reliquary to house the 

remains of the martyr saints Peter and Marcellino; 

the project was never fi nished and the reliefs carved 

by Briosco are installed in the crypt of Cremona 

Cathedral. Meanwhile, Briosco continued to be 

involved in the decoration of the Certosa di Pavia 

for some years. In the course of his career Briosco 

absorbed the new classicizing infl uences off ered 

by sculptors such as Gian Cristoforo Romano, 

making a bridge between the Quattrocento and 

the younger generation. 

A number of works by Briosco can be compared 

to the present relief. The head of an angel (Detroit 

Institute of Art), a fragmentary marble, displays a 

charm and serenity than can also be found in our 

Nativity. Comparable are also the gentle features with 

full cheeks and pronounced eyelids. Among the several 

reliefs by Briosco known today are fi ve sculptures that 

used to adorn the tomb of Pietro Francesco Visconti 

di Saliceto in Milan. Dating from the years 1484–1486, 

the tomb was formerly in the Church of the Carmine, 

Milan and is now destroyed. Its partly gilded reliefs 

represent the Adoration of the Magi and the Flight into 

Egypt (both National Gallery of Art, Washington), Pier 

Francesco Visconti adoring the Christ Child (Cleveland 

8
at t r i b u t e d  to

b e n e d e t to  b r i o s co
Milan c.1460–Milan c.1517

The Holy Family

Marble

31.3 × 26.9 × 8.5 cm
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Museum of Art), the Presentation in the Temple and 

the Annunciation (both Nelson-Atkins Museum of 

Art, Kansas City). These reliefs show stylistic parallels 

with ours, such as the graceful, elongated fi gures and 

the treatment of the hair in gently undulating incised 

bands. The landscapes also feature rocky outcrops 

indicated with simple geometrical volumes and 

trees with long oval leaves. A further, unrelated relief 

(S. Bardini collection)3 representing the Virgin and 

Child with Saint Anna and the young Saint John the 

Baptist shares notable stylistic similarities with ours: 

the fl owing draperies that form distinctive creases 

and loops, the female fi gures with gentle features, the 

gathered curls on the children’s head and the general 

treatment of the putti in the clouds in the upper 

part of the composition. The artist was emulating 

Donatello’s rilievo schiacciato, a form of very shallow 

carving that gives a three-dimensional impression on 

a fl at surface. From the unfi nished shrine of SS Peter 

and Marcellino in Cremona, a relief such as Saint 

Marcellino christening the Jailer’s family displays 

strong stylistic affi  nities, including the soft modeling 

and draperies. In the collection of the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London an anonymous relief repre-

senting Faith, Hope and Charity before the Emperor 

Adrian4 and thought to be by the hands of an artist 

active in Lombardy presents interesting parallels 

with the present sculpture. One can observe similarly 

distinctive folds and full faces with marked eyelids, 

sculpted in high relief against a plain background. 

As written on a second label at the back, the 

relief was at one time believed to be by the hand 

of Ligier Richier but this was contradicted by Louis 

Courajod who already in the 19th century proposed an 

attribution to Benedetto Briosco. Courajod (1841–1896) 

was a renowned curator of sculptures at the Louvre 

museum and one of the earliest historians of the 

Italian renaissance. 

1 ‘My friend Maestro Benedetto the sculptor’, see A. Roth, 1980, 

p. 8 note 3

2 U. Middeldorf, Sculpture from the Samuel H. Kress Collection. 

European Schools. Fourteenth to Nineteen Century, London,

1976, p. 54

3 See online archives of the Fondazione Federico Zeri, n. 79402. 

Dated by Zeri from the beginning of the 16th century.

4 Museum n. a.120-1960

Fig. 1 Benedetto Briosco and Tommaso 

Cazzaniga, The Flight into Egypt, 

marble partly gilded, 1484, 61 × 61 cm, 

Samuel H Cress Collection, 

Washington, 1952.5.91

Fig. 2 Workshop of Benedetto Briosco 

and Tommaso Cazzaniga, Pier Francesco 

Visconti Court of Saliceto adoring the 

Christ, marble with gilding, 61 × 61 cm, 

The Cleveland Museum of Art, 

Cleveland, 1928.863

Fig. 3 Workshop of Benedetto Briosco and 

Tommaso Cazzaniga, The Annunciation, 

after 1484, marble with gilding, 

The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, 51-29/1

Fig. 4 Workshop of Benedetto Briosco and 

Tommaso Cazzaniga, The Presentation 

in the Temple, after 1484, marble with 

gilding, The Nelson-Atkins Museum of 

Art, 51-29/2 
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Collection of the Duc d’Arenberg (an old label under the base)

l i t e r at u r e

C. Avery & A. Radcliff e, ‘Severo Calzetta da Ravenna: new 

discoveries’, Studien zum europäischen Kunsthandwerk. 

Festschrift Yvonne Hackenbroch, Munich, 1983, pp. 107–122; 

reprinted in C. Avery, Studies in European Sculpture II, London, 

1988, pp. 50–59

Natur und Antike in der Renaissance, exhibition catalogue, 

Liebighaus, Frankfurt, 1985, n. 148–155

Donatello e il suo tempo. Il bronzetto a Padova nel Quattrocento 

e nel Cinquecento, exhibition catalogue, Padua, Musei Civici, 2001, 

pp. 131–167, entries by J. Warren

Born either in Ferrara or Ravenna, Severo di 

Domenico Calzetta, popularly known as Severo 

da Ravenna, is thought to have trained with Pietro 

Lombardo in Ravenna where he was fi rst recorded 

in 1496. In 1500 he was in Padua where he signed 

a contract with the syndics of the Santo in Padua 

for a marble statue of Saint John the Baptist. Still 

in Padua, Pomponius Gauricus wrote a treatise on 

sculpture published in 1504 in which he praised 

the artist’s outstanding technical skills.

Severo probably returned to Ravenna in 1509 

and seems to have remained in the city for the rest of 

his career. Two bronzes signed by Severo are known 

(fi gs 1 and 2); on the basis of these, scholars were 

able to enlarge the catalogue of his work and 

the artist is now credited with producing several 

remarkable statuettes. 

One of the two signed bronzes by Severo is a 

kneeling satyr (fi g. 2) that appeared on the art 

market in 1981. Thanks to the rediscovery of this fi rmly 

attributable sculpture a handful of bronze satyrs with 

idiosyncratic features and dating from circa 1500 

have convincingly been ascribed to Severo.

The distinctive delicate chiselling of the present 

satyr, with his fi nely detailed hands, fi ngers and nails, 

sinuous strands of hair and thin articulations are all 

characteristic of Severo’s bronzes. The rounded 

9
s e v e r o  da  r av e n na
Ferrara or Ravenna, 1465/1475–Ravenna, before 1538

Kneeling Satyr
First half sixteenth century

Bronze

23 × 16 × 14 cm

Fig. 1 Severo da Ravenna, Sea Monster 

(Frick Collection, New York) 
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shoulders and the rendering of the musculature on the 

satyr’s back are also typical. The modelling has further 

features that are recognized as peculiar to Severo, 

such as the exposed and carefully fi led teeth as well as 

the prominent and expressive eyes with raised pupils. 

These features impart a vividness and animation that 

are characteristic to Severo’s best works. 

The satyr created by Severo seems to have been 

popular and other versions of this bronze are known. 

Isabella d’Este (1474–1539), whose collection included 

works by Severo, may have owned a version of the 

present composition. Indeed her inventory drawn up 

in 1542 mentions a kneeling satyr with a shell in his 

hand. Among the extant bronzes now in museums and 

private collections, the satyr’s attributes can vary, as 

well as the quality of the casting. The kneeling satyr 

was originally an inkwell and the fi gure would have 

been supporting a receptacle, probably a shell, in his 

raised right hand.

A statuette, complete with the shell, is in the 

collection of the Museo Nazionale del Palazzo di 

Venezia, Rome, and features a garland of leaves on the 

satyr’s head (fi g. 3). A further kneeling satyr, missing 

the shell and a base, is in the collection of the Galleria 

Estense in Modena (fi g. 4). The satyr’s lowered left 

hand probably rested on an object placed on the base. 

On a variant in the Cleveland Museum of Art that 

element is a bucket placed in one of the corners of 

the base by the satyr’s knee (fi g. 5). Like our statuette, 

Fig. 2 Severo da Ravenna, Kneeling Satyr 

(Private Collection) 

Fig. 3 Severo da Ravenna, Kneeling Satyr 

(Museo Nazionale del Palazzo di Venezia)

Fig. 4 Severo da Ravenna, Kneeling Satyr 

(Galleria Estense, Modena) 
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the Cleveland bronze retains its original triangular 

base, a format that perfectly fi ts the satyr’s position. 

A bolt on the base of our bronze indicates that an 

element, maybe similarly a bucket or a vase, has been 

affi  xed there. Severo’s signed satyr has been removed 

from its base, his hand has lost the receptacle it 

was holding and he has also been emasculated. 

In contrast the present bronze remains ithyphallic. 

Satyrs, mythological hybrid creatures with goat-like 

features, were a popular subject in Renaissance art. 

They were particularly in favour in Padua, a university 

town where scholars encouraged interest in antiquity. 

With their perennial cravings for wine and sexual 

gratifi cation, they must have inspired both 

amusement and empathy. 

As indicated by an old label under the bronze 

base, the sculpture was once in the collection of 

the Dukes of Arenberg. From the sixteenth century 

the House of Arenberg had its quarters in Brussels, 

Louvain and Enghien. The dynasty produced several 

patrons of the arts over the centuries.
Fig. 5 Severo da Ravenna, Kneeling Satyr 

(Cleveland Museum of Art)
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Saint John the Baptist was the last of the Old 

Testament prophets and the fi rst saint of the New 

Testament. A forerunner of Christ, he prefi gured the 

coming of the Messiah. He is identifi ed in this remark-

able gilt bronze by his camel hair tunic (Mathew 3:4 

and Mark 1:6.), the lamb and the book he holds in his 

right hand (John 1:29). The bronze was expertly cast 

and chiselled with great fi nesse and attention to detail. 

The veins in the hands are delineated, the tunic’s fur is 

textured and the face is carefully modelled. The bronze 

retains its original gilt patination, which is worn in a 

manner consistent with age and use.

The present bronze of Saint John the Baptist was 

most likely cast to stand atop a marble holy-water 

basin, or stoup (which explains the wear on the 

bottom half of the bronze). The graceful style of the 

composition, the wistful expression, and drapery folds 

recall the St. John the Baptist print by the humanist 

draughtsman and printmaker, Giulio Campagnola 

(c.1482-after 1515) (fi g. 1). Campagnola’s design was 

infl uenced by Andrea Mantegna (c.1431–1506) and 

is entrenched in a Venetian stylistic mode. Although 

the fi gure style of the present bronze demonstrates 

a Venetian humanist infl uence (likely a result of the 

dissemination of the print throughout Italy), the 

drapery style, casting and chasing of the bronze 

expresses a refi ned feel commensurate with the 

sixteenth-century foundries of Rome or Florence. 

Although there are varied possibilities for precise 

authorship, the present bronze St. John the Baptist 

can be placed fi rmly within the circle of the great high 

10
Saint John the Baptist

r o m e
1st half 16th century

Gilded bronze

11 × 7 × 26 cm

a c t u a l  s i z e
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Renaissance sculptor Andrea Sansovino (1467–1529). 

The composition is a noble invention that marries 

classicism and naturalism and the bronze is a refi ned 

cast that indicates an author with a highly developed 

knowledge of expression and technique. 

Andrea Sansovino, who was trained in Florence and 

worked in Rome, was both an architect and a sculptor 

in bronze as well as marble. He invented the language 

of high Renaissance sculpture and trained many of 

the great sculptors of the following generation, two 

of whom are also potential authors for the present 

model. Among the large-scale commissions Sansovino 

received are St. John Baptizing Christ over the east 

door of the Baptistery of San Giovanni in Florence 

(fi nished by Vincenzo Danti, 1505) and a marble font 

in the Volterra cathedral (1502) (fi g. 2). The fi gure 

of St. John the Baptist from the Baptistery and the 

fi gures on the reliefs of the font exhibit similar classi-

cizing proportions, pose and grace as the present 

bronze. The font was commissioned by the commune 

of Volterra in 1502, and it once included ‘a little statue 

of St. John the Baptist’ that was removed in 1772 to 

decorate a holy water font in the front of the cathedral. 

The statue is now lost. (Huntley, pp. 48–9). One of 

Sansovino’s greatest works, the marble group of 

the Virgin and Child with St. Anne (1512; Rome, 

S Agostino), displays a type of drapery with deep 

recesses that is reminiscent of the present bronze. 

Fig. 1 Giulio Campagnola, 

Saint John the Baptist, 

print, circa 1505, 

Worcester Art Museum

Fig. 2 Andrea Sansovino, 

St. John Baptizing Christ, 

marble, Baptistry, Florence
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A small gilt-bronze copy of this group now housed in 

the Victoria and Albert Museum, London was cast 

in Rome in the middle of the 16th century (fi g. 3).

Sansovino inspired and trained a group of young 

artists, some of whom maintained the classicism, 

roundness of form, softness of line and harmony of 

drapery of the master. His most famous apprentice 

was his namesake, Jacopo Sansovino (1486–1570), 

who brought the high Renaissance to Venice. 

The infl uence of Andrea is clear in Jacopo’s early 

sculptures, however as he matured he developed 

a fi gurative style that is more emotive and less 

graceful than Andrea’s mode and that of the present 

bronze. Jacopo’s St. John the Baptist (bronze, 

Vienna, Lichtenstein Museum) demonstrates this 

distinct diff erence. 

Raff aello da Montelupo (1505–1567), who worked 

on his fi rst major commission with Andrea on the 

façade of Santa Casa in Loreto, maintained the 

master’s classicizing manner throughout his career. 

First trained by his father, Baccio da Montelupo 

(1469–1523) and the goldsmith Jacopo di Michelangelo 

Viviani in Florence, he had a facility with marble and 

bronze. Raff aello worked closely with Michelangelo in 

Rome. His St. Michael (c.1536) for the top of Castel 

Sant’Angelo demonstrates the stocky fi gure type, 

pose and pensive expression of the present 

gilt-bronze St. John the Baptist.
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Fig. 3 After Andrea Sansovino, 

Virgin and Child with St. Anne, 

1525–1575, bronze, Victoria 

and Albert Museum, London

Fig. 4 Francesco da Sangallo, 

St. John the Baptist, c.1520, 

marble, Museo Nazionale 

del Bargello, Florence

Francesco da Sangallo (1494–1576) also worked 

at Loreto as a pupil of Sansovino. His style is more 

languid than that of Andrea’s yet the master’s 

infl uence is sustained throughout the younger 

sculptor’s career. Sangallo’s marble St. John the 

Baptist (Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello, 

c. 1520) also exhibits similarities with the present 

bronze including the distinct musculature, poised 

hand, pronounced upper lip, strong nose, and square 

jaw (fi g. 4). Sangallo’s work in bronze, however, is an 

under-explored fi eld, with no documentary evidence 

defi nitively linking any bronze to the sculpture’s 

oeuvre. Yet Sangallo did execute bronzes, as indicated 

in his will of 24 September 1574. Two bronze models 

have been attributed to the artist, a signed St. John 

the Baptist in the Frick Collection (1538), of which 

many copies exist and whose attribution has been 

questioned, as well as a Flora which was off ered for 

sale at Sotheby’s London in 2008. 
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T. Wilson, Italian Maiolica of the Renaissance, Milan, 1996, 

cat. 72, p. 151, illus. (illustration erroneously numbered 71)

T. Wilson and E. P. Sani, Le maioliche rinascimentali nelle 

collezioni della Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di Perugia, 

II, Perugia, 2007, under n. 120, fi g.1, illus. p. 178

This magnifi cent maiolica jar is in outstanding condi-

tion. Of baluster form, its decoration is distributed 

in fi ve horizontal bands. Within the large middle band 

a roundel features the fi gure of Saint Sebastian tied to 

a tree against an open landscape. The superb trophy 

motif that runs on the central part of its body is 

remarkably elaborate and animated. The inscription 

Roddomell [Rhodomeli] indicates that the jar was 

used to keep honey of roses. 

Around the slender neck of the ceramic the 

frieze of scrolls terminating in dolphin heads is a 

characteristic Faenza motif. On the lower part of the 

body the motif of the cerquate, based on oak leaves, 

is also usual in Faenza. The dense decoration of 

military trophies includes plumed helmets, armour 

and musical instruments, as well as a standard with a 

double-headed eagle. A common symbol in heraldry, 

the double-headed eagle is often associated with the 

Holy Roman Empire. Its presence here could indicate 

a connection with the Este family, which received 

the title of duke of Modena and Reggio from the Holy 

Roman emperor (1452) and that of duke of Ferrara 

(1471) from the Pope, and used the heraldic device 

of a double-headed eagle on its arms. However, in 

the absence of any more specifi c references within 

the decoration, it seems probable that this double-

headed eagle is a generic imperial device. At the foot of 

the jar appears an elegant and distinctive decorative 

band consisting of a frieze of lozenges and pearls. 

Carmen Ravanelli Guidotti, cited by Timothy 

Wilson, has suggested that the present jar might have 

been made in the workshop of Francesco Mezzarisa 

(doc. from 1527–1581). The potter directed one of 

the most famous ceramic workshops in Faenza and 

through its production, it is possible to follow the 

stylistic evolution of Renaissance maiolica from the 

‘severe’ style through to the wares known as bianchi 

di Faenza, the invention of which Mezzarisa is thought 

to have been largely responsible. He is also noted 

for a few important istoriato (narrative) wares, with 

skillfully applied decoration, such the vase decorated 

with the Triumph of Galatea (British Museum, London). 
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Mezzarisa worked for the Ferrara court and among the 

most important commissions he ever received was a 

very large order placed by a Genoese merchant active 

in Palermo. Another view with regards to the origin of 

the jar was expressed by Antonello Governale who 

included it in his publication on Sciacca maiolica, 

therefore suggesting a Sicilian origin for the ceramic. 

This is mentioned by Wilson (see lit. 1996), who fi nds 

the idea ‘surprising’. 

The present ceramic formed a pair with a maiolica 

that featured a male saint (probably Saint Anthony) on 

its central roundel, but with diff erent decorative bands 

near its neck and foot. The two jugs appeared together 

on the French art market before being acquired by 

Paolo Sprovieri and published in 1996 in the catalogue 

of his maiolica collection by Timothy Wilson. Sprovieri, 

an art dealer active in Rome and specialised in 

modern art, was also a renowned and discerning 

collector. In about a decade, between the years 1985 

and 1995, he gathered a prestigious ensemble of 

Renaissance maiolica that was recognised as one of 

the greatest in the world. Following Sprovieri’s death 

(2003) the Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di Perugia, 

already in possession of a notable group of ceramics, 

acquired several pieces from his collection in 2006 1, 

including the Saint Anthony jar, with which our 

maiolica was associated.2

1 See T. Wilson, 199

2 See also T. Wilson’s Corrigenda and Addenda to his Italian maiolica 

of the Renaissance (1996), available online: www.ashmolean.org/

documents/Staff /WilsonTim/SPROCORR.pdf

Fig. 1 Faenza Drug Jar front, probably depicting Saint Anthony, 

Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di Perugia

Fig. 2 Faenza Drug Jar back, trophy motif, Fondazione Cassa di 

Risparmio di Perugia
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2015, nº 32, pages 244–251.

Francesco Della Bella, the father of the famous 

engraver Stefano Della Bella (1610-1664), was one

 of Giambologna’s most important assistant in the 

production of bronzes. According to an archival 

discovery made by Herbert Keutner and published 

in 1996, between 1596 and 1598 Della Bella took 

part in the making of Giambologna’s Passions reliefs 

that adorn the artists chapel in the Santissima 

Annunziata, Florence. In 1598 he was paid for work 

on Giambologna’s reliefs on the base of the equestrian 

monument to Cosimo I in the Piazza della Signoria, 

Florence. He also worked on Giambologna’s bronze 

Angels in Pisa Cathedral in 1602. His only independent 

work is a relief adorning the doors of Pisa cathedral, 

probably The Resurrection of Lazzarus, made in 1601. 

His biographical dates are not known but according 

to Baldinucci it was his premature death that enabled 

Pietro Tacca to become the heir to Giambologna’s 

workshop. Apparently Francesco was talented 

enough to claim Tacca’s primacy. 

As was noted by Dimitrios Zikos, the chasing of 

the hair in the present Crucifi x compares well to that 

of the hair of Christ in Giambologna’s Christ before 

Pilatus in the Santissima Annunziata, (fi g. 1) one of the 

reliefs on which Della Bella worked. We can therefore 

ascribe its chasing to him.

12

at t r i b u t e d  to

f r a n c e s co  d e l l a  b e l l a
Florentine, documented 1596–aft er 1610

f r o m  a  m o d e l  by

g i a m b o lo g n a
Douai, 1529–Florence 1608

Christ
Circa 1600

Bronze

28 × 6 × 31 cm
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Fig. 1 Christ led from judgement 

(Pilate washing his hands) (detail)

Bayerisches National Museum, Munich, inv r. 3929





nicolò 

roccatagliata



p r o v e n a n c e

Allegedly sold by Count Alvise Giustiniani to the 

Roman dealer Costantini

Heim Gallery, London

Sold to Arthur M. Sackler, New York, in 1986/7

Sotheby’s New York, 29 January 2010, lot 413, 

sold to present owner.
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n i co lò  r o cc ata g l i ata
Genoa, c.1570–Venice, 1629

Saint George and the Dragon
Venice, circa 1600

Bronze

60.5 × 44 × 36 cm

Spear modern replacement



nicolò roccatagliata
Genoa, c. 1570–Venice, 1629

Saint George and the Dragon 
Venice, circa 1600

Bronze

60.5 × 44 × 36 cm

(spear modern replacement)
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The statuette of Saint George in classical armour, 

sitting on a stool while coquettishly teasing a small, 

pet-like dragon is not an entirely unknown work of art. 

It belonged to the eminent American philanthropist 

and collector Arthur M. Sackler (1913–1987) who 

shortly before his death decided to start a major 

collection of Renaissance and later bronzes, similar 

to his celebrated collection of terracottas.1 With this 

bronze Sackler had acquired a piece that certainly 

would have done honour to his intentions, but he 

was unfortunately never able to enjoy it. 

The fi gure seems to be a second cast of a docu-

mented work by Nicolò Roccatagliata (1560–1629),2 

which is still in the church for which it was made, 

San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice. The artist received 

the commission to execute a Saint George as well 

as a companion Saint Stephen on January 31, 1594.3 

Both statuettes were executed by 15954 and today 

sit on a marble balustrade behind the high altar 

that leads to the choir for the monks. 

What Dr Sackler had acquired was thus another 

cast of one of these small sculptures for San Giorgio 

Maggiore. However, due to the untimely demise of the 

collector the exciting bronze spent the next years in 

storage and oblivion. It reappeared as one lot of many 

at the Sotheby’s sale of the Sackler Collection where 

it was cautiously called ‘after Nicolò Roccatagliata,’ 

without specifying when the cast could actually have 

been made. It was generally assumed – and I am 

embarrassed to say that I was of this opinion, too 5 – 

that the Sackler Saint George could only be a later 

cast (by later meaning, without having to say so, the 

19th century). Somehow, the Sackler Saint George 

seemed too good to be true and in such circumstances 

it can happen that perfectly fi ne works of art that do not 

seem to be fi tting into existing notions are dismissed 

too quickly. In the meantime I had the opportunity to 

study the fi gure carefully and came to the conclusion 

that it is not only a genuine piece but also a very 

important one that has the potential to make us see 

some aspects of Venetian bronzes in a new light. 

In a case such as this, the fi rst thing to do is a 

thorough comparison of the non-documented work 

with the documented one. In our instance this exercise 

demonstrates that the composition and size of both 

Saint George fi gures are more or less identical. Where 

there are divergences they are minor and reveal what 

actually might be considered fl aws in the statuette 

in Venice. There is, for example, a tassel missing 

from the fl aps connecting the Saint’s cuirass with his 

leather-strip-skirt (in the centre front, between his legs) 

that is, however, present in the Sackler Saint George. 

The proper left foot of the saint, which is positioned in 

such a way that the toes are protruding over the socle, 

features the sole of the boot in the Sackler version, but 

is unsupported in San Giorgio Maggiore. The element 

that diff ers the most is the dragon. While the tip of the 

coiling tail of the Sackler dragon is unlike its Venetian 

counterpart perfectly rendered, the beast lacks the 

incised scales of the latter and has a smooth skin. 

The dragon was – not surprisingly – in both cases cast 

separately and attached to the socle with screws. 

These devices are not very well disguised in San Giorgio 

Maggiore, where even the wings of the small monster 

were done individually. The dragon of the Sackler 

Saint George appears to be – like the entire fi gure – a 

much more carefully executed cast. Every detail that 

did not come out perfectly in the statuette in Venice 

was corrected in this replica, which is modelled and 

chased with great virtuosity. The congruent measure-

ments of the fi gure in Venice and the Sackler Saint 

George exclude furthermore that the latter is an 

after-cast, i.e. a cast made from a new mould taken 

from an existing bronze. Since bronze shrinks when 

it cools, after-casts are about fi ve per cent smaller 

than the original.6 It appears instead that the Sackler 

Saint George is a genuine replica, cast from the same 

mould as the fi gure in San Giorgio Maggiore.7

The extraordinary quality of the Sackler Saint 

George became somehow also its drawback. Its crisp 

appearance seems to have little in common with a 

typical Venetian bronze, which is characterised by a 

A second Saint George 

by Nicolò Roccatagliata

Claudia  Kryza-Gersch



Fig. 1 Nicolò Roccatagliata, 

Saint George and the Dragon

San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice

black and often rough surface. This distinctive 

appearance of Venetian bronzes is due to something 

which is not so much a patina but rather a sort of 

protective coating, consisting of a drying oil like walnut 

or linseed, sometimes cooked down with pine pitch, 

and a pigment based on carbon such as soot.8 The 

aesthetic eff ect of this opaque fi nish is quite a diff erent 

one from that of the translucent, lacquer-like varnishes 

of Florentine bronzes from the Giambologna school, 

but they made a lot of sense in the moist and saline 

air of the lagoon city. Over time the appearance of 

every patina changes. Climatic conditions, lack 

of care, frequent handling, too much cleaning, 

touching-up or even re-patination transform the 

appearance of bronzes in very diff erent ways. In the 

case of the statuettes by Roccatagliata in San Giorgio 

Maggiore the typical ‘black paint patina’ of Venice 

has turned over the centuries into a fl aky crust. The 

Sackler Saint George looks quite diff erent in this 

regard. Although one can never know for sure, it 

seems that it was stripped at some point of the black 

paint coating – if it ever had one – and developed 

instead a sort of natural patina.9 However, fundamen-

tally the two casts of Saint George must have looked 

once very similar. The statuette in Venice features a 

spot on the Saint’s proper left calf where the patina 

has fl aked off  and where one can see how the bronze 

looks underneath it, and this is very close to the 

appearance of the Sackler Saint George today. 

The statuettes by Roccatagliata in San Giorgio 

Maggiore are placed on a very exposed position for 

they can be touched easily by everybody walking up 

the few steps to the choir. It is fairly safe to presume 

that they were frequently cleaned and probably 

not always too gently, which in turn necessitated 

an occasional fresh coat of wax as a quick fi x, which 

made residues of dirt even more tenacious. Although 

the Saint George in Venice is an obvious comparison 

in regard to the Sackler statuette, it is perhaps not 

an entirely reliable source for the actual ‘look’ of a 

Roccatagliata bronze. When comparing the Sackler 

Saint George instead with a work like Roccatagliata’s 



signed Madonna in the Musée National de la 

Renaissance in Ecouen, one can see that the typical 

Venetian patina does not always have to be such a 

thick and fl aky aff air. When looking at such a statuette 

– the Madonna measures 93 cm and is thus not 

exactly a small bronze – one realises furthermore 

that Roccatagliata was a much more able and serious 

sculptor than one would deduct from the countless 

putti and utensils like candelabra or fi redogs 

attributed to him since Planiscig dubbed him 

‘the Master of the putto’.10 

However, it is clear that Nicolò and his son 

Sebastiano – called in the documents Sebastian or 

Bastian Nicolini – headed a very busy workshop and 

co-operated with many diff erent experts for the casting 

of their bronzes.11 One still tends to underestimate the 

implications of such an operation. Producing a bronze 

sculpture involves not only foundry men who know 

how to melt alloy and when to pour it how quickly into 

the mould, but also people who create the moulds as 

well as the inter-models. While in the Giambologna 

workshop, which has become in our imagination a 

sort of the golden standard in the production of small 

bronzes, all these steps seem to have been undertaken 

under a tightly run regime. In Venice – or at least in 

the Roccatagliata workshop – this does not seem to 

have been the case. While the stylistic characteristics 

of a Roccatagliata model are usually easy to spot, the 

appearance of these bronzes can be quite diff erent, 

according not only to the importance of the commis-

sion, but also to the craftsmen who were employed. 

When considering all these points it becomes evident 

that there is no reason to doubt the authenticity of 

the Sackler Saint George, which can convey perhaps 

even better than the casts in San Giorgio Maggiore the 

beauty of Roccatagliata’s original model. It is thus not 

surprising that also the technical examination of the 

Sackler Saint George confi rms that it was made in 

Venice around 1600. Both the fi gure’s low-leaded alloy 

and the type and percentage of impurities that can be 

found in it point to the possibility that a Turkish canon 

Fig. 2 Nicolò Roccatagliata, Virgin and Child, 

Ecouen, Musée de la Renaissance
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was used for obtaining the metal, something which 

happened often in the Lagoon City.12 

We are faced thus with the fact that Roccatagliata 

produced two casts of his model of Saint George and 

the Dragon. That is by itself not an unusual procedure 

at all, since making replicas of successful models was 

the business of the day. However, in the case of the 

Saint George, which was made specifi cally and on 

order for San Giorgio Maggiore, the questions arise, 

why, when and for whom did Roccatagliata make this 

replica? San Giorgio Maggiore is a very important 

Venetian church, the spiritual centre of a big monastery 

of the Benedictine order that had owned the entire 

homonymous island since the 10th century. It is also 

a church that is closely connected to the complicated 

representational ceremonies of the Republic, for it 

was visited solemnly by the doge and his entourage on 

Boxing Day, the feast of Saint Stephen, the second saint 

to which the church is dedicated. It seems therefore 

doubtful that an artist who had the honour to execute a 

work of art for such a place could simply reproduce it 

and sell it at his whim. When he fulfi ls the commission, 



64

he would, of course, assure that his master-model 

would be preserved in case of unsuccessful casting, 

but he very probably would not intend this composition 

for his usual line of reproduction in his shop. 

The commission to execute the statuettes of Saint 

George and Saint Stephen for San Giorgio Maggiore 

seems to have been – at least according to the surviving 

documents - the fi rst which Nicolò Roccatagliata 

received in Venice. The sculptor actually came from 

Genoa, where he also had received his fi rst training 

in the workshop of the silversmith Agostino Groppo.13 

Since it is reported by his fi rst biographer, Soprani, 

that Nicolò made little models for Tintoretto,14 who 

died in 1596, one may assume that the sculptor’s 

arrival in Venice took place during the late 1580s. In 

these years Venice knew with artists like Alessandro 

Vittoria (1525–1608), Girolamo Campagna (1549–1625) 

and Tiziano Aspetti (1559–1606) no shortage of 

talented sculptors, but these masters were mostly 

interested in working in marble and on a large scale. 

There was thus open a niche for a sculptor who was 

good in modelling fi gures of a more intimate scale and 

who knew how to cooperate with foundry men – both 

skills he would have learned through his training with a 

silversmith. Eventually Roccatagliata would make the 

production of small bronzes – in particular for the use 

in churches – his specialty, but how he obtained the 

commission for San Giorgio Maggiore, which apparently 

triggered his successful career in Venice, is a mystery. 

One possibility for explaining Roccatagliata’s initial 

success in Venice is the presence of a powerful 

protector. Who that might have been is entirely 

subject to conjecture. Into this informational vacuum 

the name of the vendor of the Sackler Saint George 

bursts therefore like a fl ame of hope, for Count Alvise 

Giustiniani (1909–???)15 descended from an old and 

illustrious family which had provided Venice not only 

with two doges, but also with its fi rst Patriarch, Saint 

Lorenzo Giustiniani.16 Via him and other members of 

the family such as the Blessed Nicolò Giustiniani, a 

Benedictine monk, the ties of the family with this order 

were strong and so it is at least theoretically possible 

that a member of the family, who after all also had 

a branch in Genoa, had been in a position to recom-

mend an artist to the monks of San Giorgio Maggiore. 

Since Roccatagliata and his son received a series of 

other commissions for San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice 

as well as for the Benedictine church of San Giorgio 

in Braida in Verona,17 it appears that the relationship 

with the order was a good one. The monks therefore 

would have been grateful to the person to whom they 

owed him – and might have given him another cast 

of Roccatagliata’s Saint George out of gratitude. If this 

was the case, such a cast would probably have been 

executed in a manner fi t for close inspection, since it 

would have been more a collector’s item than a piece 

of decoration in a huge church. Perhaps even the kind 

of surface treatment would have been a diff erent one, 

since the fi gure would be less exposed. If this theory 

is correct, it is furthermore likely that the execution 

of the replica happened not at the same time that 

the Saint George for San Giorgio Maggiore was made, 

but rather later, when Roccatagliata had proved 

himself to the order. 

In the context of the possible use of a Turkish 

cannon for the cast of the Sackler Saint George it 

should be pointed out that in 1594 procurator Alvise 

Giustiniani18 held the offi  ce of Provveditore sopra le 

Artiglierie19 which means that he was in charge not 

only of maintaining the Venetian artillery but also of 

the state foundries of the Arsenal. This opens the way 

to an alternative possibility – perhaps this Giustiniani 

helped the Benedictine fathers of San Giorgio Maggiore 

in obtaining the metal for executing the many sculptures 

made of bronze that went into their church.20 All these 

bits and pieces of enticing information do need, of 

course, further study and verifi cation, but it is worth 

mentioning them nevertheless since they demonstrate 

that there are scenarios which make the existence 

of a second cast of Roccatagliata’s Saint George 

perfectly plausible. Sooner or later the open questions 

surrounding its creation will be enlightened by new 
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archival discoveries. For the moment one can state in 

any case that the Sackler Saint George is an important 

addition not only to the oeuvre of Nicolò Roccatagliata 

but also to the history of Venetian bronzes in general. 

1 See the reminiscences by Andrew S. Ciechanowiecki, the former 

owner of the Heim Gallery, in the Sotheby’s sales catalogue, 

Important European Terracotta and Bronze Sculpture from the 

Arthur M. Sackler Collections Including Drawings Related to 

Sculpture, New York, 29 January 2010, p. 9.

2 The year of Roccatagliata’s death is often given as 1636, however, 

he died actually on October 22, 1629, having reached an age of 

approximately 70 years; for the relevant document see Claudia 

Kryza-Gersch, ‘Due altari seicenteschi a San Marco: Nicolò 

Roccatagliata e Sebastiano Nicolini, e la produzione di ornamenti 

in bronzo per le chiese veneziane,’ in Matteo Ceriana and Victoria 

Avery (eds.), L’industria artistica del bronzo del Rinascimento a 

Venezia e nell’Italia settentrionale (Atti del Convegno Internazionale 

di Studi, Venezia, Fondazione Giorgio Cini, 23 e 24 ottobre 2007), 

Verona 2008, pp. 253–272 (here p. 262 and p. 272, n. 42). 

3 For the document see Claudia Kryza-Gersch, ‘New Light on Nicolò 

Roccatagliata and His Son Sebastian Nicolini,’ in Nuovi Studi V, 

1998, pp. 111–126 (here p. 111 and p. 122,n. 9). For a discussion of

the two fi gures in San Giorgio Maggiore see also the entries by 

Kryza-Gersch in Andrea Bacchi, Lia Camerlengo and Manfred Leithe- 

Jasper (eds.), “La bellissima maniera”. Alessandro Vittoria e la 

scultura veneta del Cinquecento, exh. cat., Trent 1999, pp. 444–447. 

4 Tracy Cooper, The history and decoration of the church of San 

Giorgio Maggiore in Venice, Princeton University, Diss., 1990, p. 179, 

n. 4, drew attention to a manuscript in the Library of the University 

of Padua dated 1685, presumably written by Marco Valle, one of 

the fi rst historians to write about San Giorgio Maggiore, in which 

one can fi nd the note of an otherwise not documented payment 

recording the completion of the two fi gures in 1595. 

5 Claudia Kryza-Gersch, ‘The Production of Multiple Small Bronzes in 

the Italian Renaissance: When, Where and Why – I. From Antico to 

Roccatagliata’, in Ricche Minere I, 2014, pp. 21–41 (here p. 40, n. 69).

6 See Richard E. Stone, ‘Antico and the Development of Bronze 

Casting in Italy at the End of the Quattrocento,’ in The Metropolitan 

Museum Journal XVI, 1982, pp. 87–116, (here p. 89).

7 The original mould was used for creating the so-called inter- 

model, a replica in wax of the original model. Since the inter-model 

was made of wax, minor adjustments can be done easily. The 

inter-model was then used for making the mould for the actual 

casting in bronze according to the method of cire-perdue; for 

further explanations see Stone 1982, pp. 96–103.

8 Richard Stone, ‘Organic Patinas on Small Bronzes of the Italian 

Renaissance,’ in The Metropolitan Museum Journal xxxxv, 2010, 

pp. 107–124 (here pp. 108–109).

9 By the current owner the surface of the bronze was only cleaned 

with white spirit, some minor green corrosion was removed and 

a new wax layer applied. 

10 Leo Planiscig, Venezianische Bildhauer der Renaissance, Vienna 

1921, pp. 597–628. 

11 For the functioning of the Roccatagliata workshop see Kryza-Gersch 

1998, pp. 120–121 and Kryza-Gersch 2008, pp.267–270. 

12 For the custom of recycling artillery see Victoria Avery, Vulcan’s

Forge in Venus’ City. The Story of Bronze in Venice 1350–1650, 

Oxford 2011, pp. 21–22.

13 For the biographical data see Kryza-Gersch 1998, pp. 111–113 and 

the entry on Nicolò Roccatagliata by Kryza-Gersch in Antonia 

Boström (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Sculpture, New York and 

London 2004, pp. 1436–1438.

14 Raff aele Soprani, Le vite de pittori, scoltori et architetti genovesi, 

Genoa 1674, p. 88.

15 Count Alvise Giustiniani Recanati was the last representative of 

the noble Venetian family of the Giustiniani delle Zattere. His heir 

was his goddaughter Countess Cecilia di Collalto, who inherited 

also the palace in Venice and what remained from the famous art 

collection. Further investigations into the family’s archive have 

so far unfortunately proved unsuccessful. 

16 See the entry by Giuseppe Del Torre in Dizionario Biografi co degli 

Italiani, vol. 66, 2006 (http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/

santo-lorenzo-giustinia)

17 Kryza-Gersch 1998, pp. 118–120.

18 According to the website http://www.giustiniani.info/venezia.html 

Alvise Giustiniani (8.4.1522–13.8.1601) was the son of Bernardo 

(+1528) and Elisabetta Gritti di Omobon. He belonged to the 

branch of the Giustiniani del Calle del Ridotto. 

19 Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Ms. It. cl. VII n.831 (=8910), 

reg. 19, c. 449. I am grateful to Dr Vittorio Mandelli, Venice, 

for this information. 

20 That this was not an easy undertaking shows an unpublished 

document regarding the execution of the two big bronze angels 

for the high altar in San Giorgio Maggiore which were modelled 

by Roccatagliata’s son Sebastiano and cast by Pietro Bosello with 

the help of the French chasers Jean Chenet and Marin Feron, for 

which the Benedictine fathers had to obtain the permission of the 

Provveditore sopra le Artiglierie, so they could be cast in the public 

foundry outside the Arsenal (Venice, Archivio di Stato, Senato 

Terra, Reg. 123, f. 349r. The document is not dated but must have 

been issued before March 17th, 1645, when the angels were 

placed on the altar).
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p r o v e n a n c e

Private collection, Sweden

l i t e r at u r e

L. Planiscig, Die bronzeplastiken, statuetten, reliefs, geräte 

und plaketten, Vienna, 1924, n. 213, p. 124

Sammlung Alexander Fleischner, Bronzen, Dorotheum, Vienna, 

[1929], fi g. 17

Ch. Seymour, ‘An attribution to Riccio and other recent acquisitions 

of Italian Renaissance bronzes’, Yale Art Gallery Bulletin, vol. 27, 

n. 1/2, April 1962, p.16, fi g. 11a, 11b and 12

L. Pressouyre, ‘Quelques types de faux bronzes romains dans 

les collections publiques françaises’, Mélanges d’archéologie 

et d’histoire, Paris, 1966, vol. 78, I, pp. 257–259

b i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e

C. Kryza-Gersch, ‘New light on Nicolo Roccatagliata and his son 

Sebastian Nicolini’, Nuovi Studi, vol. 5, 1998, pp. 111–126

Born in Genoa, Roccatagliata was mainly active in 

Venice where he is thought to have arrived in the 

1580s. He is fi rst documented in 1593 when he was 

commissioned to make the bronze statuettes of 

St George and St Stephen for the Church of San 

Giorgio Maggiore, a place that was to remain at the 

centre of his activity throughout the 1590s. In addition 

to such prestigious commissions, Roccatagliata also 

produced bronzes on a small scale and the artist’s 

reputation as a maker of statuettes full of charm and 

vivacity is long standing.1 His playful putti and elegant 

allegorical female fi gures all form part of a group 

of small bronze sculptures characterised by lively 

sketchy modelling as well as inventive poses. Perhaps 

they refl ect the fi gure studies that Roccatagliata is 

said to have made for Tintoretto and mentioned by 

Raff aello Soprani, the sculptor’s fi rst biographer. 

The majority of these small bronzes were probably 

made to decorate chairs and other pieces of furniture 

such as candelabra and fi redogs. Embellishments of 

this type were very popular at the end of the sixteenth 

century and later when the piece of furniture on 

which they were set became outmoded, the bronzes 

were provided with individual socles and viewed as 

collectable pieces in their own right. In her study on 

the production of fi redogs in Renaissance Venice2, 

Peta Motture analysed various examples of Venetian 

andirons, providing several illustrations of this type of 

objects and their related fi gurative bronze statuettes. 

Firedogs were made by assembling a variety of 

components and it was common practice to select 

fi gures and sections from the stock of a foundry. They 

appear to have been produced in some numbers and 

14
n i co lò  r o cc ata g l i ata
Genoa, c.1570–Venice, 1629

Hercules resting
First half 17th century

Bronze

27 × 9 × 9 cm







the same element can sometimes be found today on 

two diff erent pairs of andirons.3 Inventories of Venetian 

factories show that fi redogs of diff erent sizes, as well 

as a variety of fi gures, were kept in stock.4

The model of Hercules resting is in the collection of 

the Metropolitan Museum, New York,5 Yale University 

Art Gallery, New Haven and the Kunsthistorisches 

Museum, Vienna. A cast of Hercules resting was also in 

the collection of Alexander Fleischner in Vienna, and 

another in the collection of Maurice Kann (previously 

in the Spitzer collection). The present statuette could 

be the Kann bronze, which was sold at auction in 

Paris 1910 6 and has remained untraced since then. 

The illustration in the 1910 sale catalogue shows the 

bronze formed the upper part of an andiron. Indeed, 

the thick, integral base of our Hercules is pierced 

with a hole in its centre, indicating that it used to be 

placed on a support. 

The graceful idealism of Hercules, the curves of 

his muscular body and his unaff ected gesture are 

characteristic of Roccatagliata. The facial expression 

and the treatment of the abundantly curly hair in 

separate locks closely resemble other bronzes by the 

artist, for example the group of Adam and Eve or a 

Putto playing the fl ute and Putto with drum and fl ute 

in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.7 As in the 

present case, the statuettes are thick-walled hollow 

casts with a thick dark brown patina. Many bronzes 

by Roccatagliata display a similar round integrally 

cast base. 

1 See A. Radcliff e and N. Penny, Art of the Renaissance bronze, 

1500–1650, London, 2004

2 See Large bronzes of the Renaissance, P. Motture ed., 

Washington, 2003, pp. 277–308

3 Op. cit., pp. 281–282

4 Op/ cit., p. 284

5 The museum owns two versions.

6 Catalogue des objets d’art et de haute curiosité … provenant 

de la collection Maurice Kann, Galerie George Petit, Paris, 

5–8 Decembre 1910, lot 341, illus. 

7 See M. Leithe-Jasper, Renaissance master bronzes from the 

collection of the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Washington, 

1986, n. 46, 47, 48
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This striking ivory crucifi x forms part of a group 

of sculptures signed by Giovanni Antonio Gualterio, 

an artist active in Rome during the last decades 

of the sixteenth century and the beginning of the 

seventeenth century. Gualterio produced works 

for a distinguished clientele, including Cardinal 

Ferdinando de Medici. 

Numerous fi gures of Christ in ivory were made 

in Italian workshops throughout the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries but very few of them were 

signed. Gualterio’s ivories are therefore exceptional 

in that they are both signed and dated, always at 

the back on the upper border of the loincloth. A 

homogeneous group of six ivory crucifi xes by his 

hand are known so far.

One is in the collection of the Duke of Rivas in 

Madrid and bears the monogram i.a.g .f 1599. 

Another is in the Grünes Gewölbe in Dresden and is 

signed f. io.at.  gualterius  1599, with the letters 

‘al’ and ‘te ’ in his last name united as ligatures. The 

Dresden ivory misses its head and arms. A third, in 

a private collection in Paris, bears the monogram 

g a g f 1600. E. Schmidt proposes to attribute a 

further work to our artist, a fragmentary ivory in the 

Museo Civico Medievale in Bologna. Another crucifi x, 

previously on the London art market, is very close 

to ours stylistically; unsigned, it bears the date 1618 

(or possibly 1612). Gualterio’s extent ivories, when 

they are complete, represent Christ dead on the cross, 

except for the present one and that previously on 

the London art market which show the Saviour alive. 

The present ivory is the tallest of the group.

Gualterio’s ivory sculptures display a pronounced 

muscular anatomy, with a vertical dent in the centre of 

the torso to indicate the sternum. Deeply carved eyes 

sit under prominent eyebrows marked by a horizontal 

15
g i o va n n i  a n to n i o  g ua lt e r i o
Active in Rome, c.1582–Venice, 1620

Christo Vivo
1615

Ivory

30.5 × 30 × 5 cm

Monogrammed and dated: 

GAG  1615 on the reverse

Fig. 1 Michelangelo, Christ on the Cross, 1538–1541, 

British Museum London, 1895.0915.504

l i t e r at u r e

C. Scherer, Gualterio, Giovanni Antonio in Allgemeines Lexikon 

der bildenden Künstler von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart, vol xv, 

Leipzig, 1922, p. 163

M. Estella Marcos, La escultura barroca de marfi l en España, 

Madrid, 1984, vol. 2, cat. 57 and 58, pp. 46–47, vol. 1, fi g. 78–79

E. Schmidt, ‘Cardinal Ferdinando, Maria Maddalena of Austria, 

and the early history of ivory sculpture at the Medici court’, 

Collecting sculpture in early modern Europe, Studies in the 

History of Art, vol. lxx, Washington, 2008, pp. 159–183

E. Schmidt, ‘Christ in the Counter Reformation. A signed and 

dated ivory by Giovanny Antonio Gualterio’, Storia dell’Arte, 2008, 

119, n. 19, pp. 5–20
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giovanni antonio gualterio
Active Rome, c. 1582–c. 1600

Christo Vivo
1615

Ivory

30.5 × 30 × 5 cm
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bone, the beard separates in two symmetrically 

carved strands, and the richly curled hair, parted at 

the centre, terminates in long curls falling on the 

chest. The treatment of the loincloth is characteristic: 

with deep folds at the front, the fabric is attached on 

the right hip with a protuberant knot terminating in 

undulating folds. On the back, the fabric is tightly 

stretched against the buttocks and forms a ‘Y’ in the 

middle. Christ’s facial features on the present ivory are 

distinctive and his open mouth, very deeply carved, 

adds a powerful emotional dimension to the work. 

Looking upwards, Christ appears to be crying out 

‘My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?’ 

(Matthew 27:46, Psalm 22:1). Scholars have noted 

that the muscular anatomy of Gualterio’s Christ 

fi gures seems to derive from Michelangelo’s late 

drawings, for example the sheet in the British Museum 

that shows Christ on the Cross, his eyes cast towards 

heaven (fi g. 1). 

Thanks to the unabbreviated form of the signature 

on the Dresden ivory, Christian Scherer, in 1922, was 

able to identify the artist with a sculptor mentioned 

in the archives of the Tribunale Criminale del 

Governatore di Roma in a paper from 1595. The 

document, recording a dispute between two artists, 

off ers valuable biographical information on Gualterio. 

His declaration indicates that he came from 

Gaeta, a coastal city to the south of Rome, and 

that he was a specialised artist who focused on 

making crucifi xes in ivory. His work must have been 

highly recognised and in demand for a considerable 

period. The earliest known reference to the artist 

dates from 1582, when Cardinal Ferdinando de Medici 

(later Grand Duke) acquired an ivory crucifi x from him 

(now lost). The Cardinal did not make this purchase 

for his own devotion but sent it off  immediately to 

Spain as a diplomatic gift. It appears that Gualterio’s 

work must have been particularly appreciated in the 

Iberian Peninsula; one is still today in the Duke of 

Riva’s collection in Madrid and the ivory now in a 

private collection in Paris was acquired some years 

ago in Spain. 

1 For illustrations see E. Schmidt, ‘Christ in the Counter 

Reformation’, 2008

2 Op. cit. p. 7, fi g. 13. Unsigned and undated

3 With Daniel Katz, unsigned, 25 cm high

4 The Dresden ivory measures 13.2 cm. The work is fragmentary, 

but was clearly of a smaller scale, as was the one in Bologna, 

which measures 15.5 cm. The Madrid one measures 23 cm, and 

the Paris one 28.5 cm.

5 Dated 1538–1541, museum n. 1895,0915.504

6 Transcribed in E. Schmidt, ‘Christ in the Counter Reformation’, 2008
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16
Virgin and Child

i ta l i a n
Early 17th century

Ivory

21 × 15 × 2 cm

a c t u a l  s i z e
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The king is shown in the bust format in profi le to the 

left. In his wig are laurel leaves and his fantastical 

armour features a bearded monster. The king wears 

a thin moustache, an element customarily used for 

dating his portraits. The medallion is placed in a 

wooden frame sculpted with decorative motifs that 

are typical of the second half of the 17th century. The 

modelling is vigorous and the relief very pronounced.

Because of its modelling, the treatment of the wig 

and the presence of an imaginary fi gure on the king’s 

armour, this small medallion does not appear to be 

by the hands of a French sculptor, but instead by an 

artist who was active in Flanders. 

A drawing by Le Brun in the Louvre (inv. 29872) 

from the same period and showing Louis XIV in profi le 

to the left presents facial features that are very similar 

to our medallion (the clothes are diff erent). 1678–1680 

was for the king a period of victory and conquests, 

particularly in the north of the kingdom, and the time 

of the Peace of Nijmegen. The king was at the peak of 

his military glory, hence the laurel leaves. The signifi -

cation of the monster’s head on the armour is more 

mysterious (maybe a representation of the defeated 

Batavian?). Flemish artists often favoured fantastical 

attributes, for example at the foot of the statue of 

Narcissus by Gabriel Grupello in Brussels, there is 

the head of a monster that also appears on the 

Mannheim Pyramid. 

François Souchal proposed to attribute the 

present marble to the Flemish sculptor Gabriel 

Grupello (1644–1730). Born in Grammont in the Low 

Countries to an Italian father native of Milan and a 

Flemish mother, Grupello trained in Antwerp in Artus 

Quellinus’ workshop. During a long sojourn in France, 

from 1678 and 1680, he was a frequent visitor to the 

court artists of Louis XIV, Charles Le Brun and the 

sculptors Girardon, Coysevox, Tuby and Marsy. No 

works from his French period are known, but while he 

was there he must have seen several busts of the king, 

by Warin and above all by Bernini who also went to 

France. The vigorous modelling on this medallion 

seems to indicate that the sculptor was emulating 

the Italian Baroque Master, yet the treatment of the 

wig is Northern in style. One could imagine that the 

young Grupello, while in the artistic hub that was 

Paris, made a portrait of the Sun King who was then 

dazzling Europe with his magnifi cence and his victories. 

But contrarily to his compatriots Desjardins and 

Slodtz for example, Grupello returned to his native 

country. He is a link between several artistic traditions 

– French, Italian, German – and he enjoyed great 

success in his lifetime.

17
Louis XIV
Second half 17th century

f r a n co - f l e m i s h  s c h o o l

Marble

Diameter 19 cm
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p r o v e n a n c e

Sotheby’s, Monte Carlo, 27 May 1980, lot 1161; 

bought by Cyril Humphris; 

sold to James Staff ord, Dublin

l i t e r at u r e

K. Corey Keeble, European Bronzes in the Royal Ontario 

Museum, Toronto 1982, pp. 146-148, no. 67, and p. 166, no. 178.

D. Zikos, ‘A Kleinplastik collection in Regency Florence. Giovan 

Battista Borri’s bronzes and terracottas’ in Renaissance and 

Baroque Bronzes from the Hill collection, exh. cat. New York, 

Frick collection, 2014, London 2014 pp. 37–67, p. 57, no. 96Br

c o m pa r at i v e  l i t e r at u r e

F. Haskell and N. Penny, Taste and the Antique, London, 1981, 

n. 94, pp. 337–339 

This bronze group derives from a renowned antique 

in marble 1 that was excavated in Rome in 1583 and 

bought by Cardinal Ferdinando de’ Medici the same 

year. The antique sculpture was in the Villa Medici in 

Rome by the end of the century before being sent 

to Florence in 1677 and then placed in 1688 in the 

Tribuna of the Uffi  zi where it remains today. Also 

known as the antique boxers or Roman wrestlers, 

the sculpture of two male nudes engaged in a fi ght 

became famous soon after its discovery. It delighted 

artists and collectors with its intricate composition, 

tangled limbs and strong musculature and copies 

were made over the centuries, for example in marble 

for Louis XIV and in bronze by Massimiliano Soldani 

for John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough in 1711 

(full scale copy, until recently at Blenheim Palace). 

Considered to be of great academic value, the group 

was copied in terracotta by Canova and described 

at length by Flaxman in his lectures.

Bronze copies of antiques in a reduced scale, 

such as the present work, were also highly sought 

after. Documentary sources indicate that the great 

Florentine sculptors Massimiliano Soldani (1656–1740)2 

and Giovanni Battista Foggini (1652–1725) made such 

bronzes. A group of The Wrestlers was exhibited 

under Foggini’s name at the Accademia del Disegno 

in Florence in 1767.3

The question of the attribution of the present cast 

is diffi  cult to solve, yet it presents characteristics that 

are reminiscent of works by Foggini. The sculpture 

rests on a bronze base covered by grass and a type of 

foliage that often appears on works by the artist, such 

as Hercules and Iole (Victoria and Albert Museum, 

London). Furthermore, the smooth golden surface and 

the punching are also comparable to Foggini’s style. 

1 89 cm high

2 See K. Corey Keeble, European Bronzes in the Royal Ontario 

Museum, Toronto, 1982, pp. 146–148, n. 67

3 See D. Zikos, ‘A Kleinplastik collection in Regency Florence. 

Giovan Battista Borri’s bronzes and terracottas’, Renaissance 

and Baroque Bronzes from the Hill collection, exh. cat. New York, 

Frick Collection, 2014, pp. 37–67, p. 57, n. 96Br
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The Wrestlers
Circa 1720

f lo r e n c e

Bronze

34 × 34 × 30 cm





The present piece by the Bolognese sculptor, Filippo 

Scandellari, depicts Hercules resting. He holds the 

familiar attribute of the club by his side, and the 

famous Nemean lion-skin is draped over the wall he 

is leaning upon. In high relief, the fi gure of Hercules is 

elegantly defi ned, his face turned to his left displaying 

a well-delineated profi le, his curly hair tied up in a 

band around his forehead.  

A pupil of Angelo Gabriello Pio and follower of 

the renowned Giuseppe Maria Mazza, Scandellari 

continued the great sculptural tradition of terracotta 

that had developed in his native Bologna between the 

17th and 18th centuries. Although successful initially, 

Scandellari’s public commissions increased signifi -

cantly on his admission to the Accademia Clementina 

in 1760. One can usually diff erentiate between his 

works prior to and after this event since he signs his 

earlier works simply ‘F.S’, as is the case with our 

present piece, whilst his later works are signed 

‘F.S.A.C’ – ‘Filippos Scandellari Accademia 

Clementina’. One such large commission post his 

reception to the Academy, for which Scandellari is 

particularly famous, was the execution of the sculp-

tural decoration of the church of San Maria della 

Visitazione in Bologna (also known as Madonna del 

82

p r o v e n a n c e

With Sestieri Brothers, Rome, Italy, 1965

David Daniels Collection, Minneapolis, U.S.A., by 1980

Private European collector

l i t e r at u r e

R. Grandi (ed), Presepi e terrecotte nei Musei Civici 

di Bologna, Bologna, 1991

19
f i l i p p o  s c a n d e l l a r i
Bologna, 1717–Bologna, 1801

Hercules resting
1758

Terracott a

53 × 30 × 8.5 cm

Monogrammed and dated 

f.s .  1758 lower left 
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Ponte delle Lame). These works are often considered 

to be the apex of his sculptural production and 

demonstrate the synthesis of the teaching of his 

master Pio, known particularly for the graceful form 

of his sculptures, and Scandellari’s own particular 

interest in emotion and expression. In addition to his 

work in terracotta, Scandellari also earned a reputa-

tion for wax portraits and rococo stucco decoration. 

Examples of his work in the latter material can be 

found throughout many churches and palaces in 

Bologna and the Romagna, as can small devotional 

fi gures in both stucco and terracotta. 

The present relief can be compared closely to a 

number of other similar existing reliefs by the artist. 

The shaping at the edges of the panels suggest that 

they were perhaps intended to be framed. They were 

most likely all polychromed or patinated to look like 

bronze. All are executed in similarly high relief, with 

84

Fig. 1 Filippo Scandellari, 

The Expulsion of Adam and Eve, 

1758 (City Art Museum of 

Saint Louis)

the most varied being a depiction of ‘The Expulsion 

of Adam and Eve’ in the City Art Museum of Saint Louis 

(fi g. 1), which rises to an arch at the top of the panel 

and contains a rather more complex scene including 

three separate fi gures. Three further panels, however, 

can be compared even more closely. Like in our 

present Hercules relief, each panel depicts a single 

fi gure – Saint John the Baptist, Apollo and David 

(fi gs 3, 4 & 5). Each fi gure stands beside a low wall 

of a very similar type to that in our present work, 

displaying their appropriate attributes. The 

contrapposto stance, profi le view of the face, 

and treatment of details such as the hair of the 

fi gures and the background foliage picked out in 

low relief, are very close if not identical in all these 

panels as well as in our present example. Thus it 

would seem likely that these works might have been 

conceived as a series. 



85

Fig. 2 Filippo Scandellari, 

St. John the Baptist, 1763 

(Minneapolis Institute of Arts)

Fig. 3 Filippo Scandellari, 

Apollo (Italian art market, 

current location unknown) 

 

Fig. 4 Filippo Scandellari, 

David with the Head of Goliath 

(Italian art market, current 

location unknown) 
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b i b l i o g r a p h y

Esther Sophia Sünderhauf, Begas - Monumente für das Kaiserreich. 

Eine Ausstellung zum 100. Todestag von Reinhold Begas, Berlin, 

Deutsches Historisches Museum, 2010. 

r e l at e d  w o r k s

Pan teaching a child to play the fl ute, marble, 70 × 67 × 40 cm, 

signed and dated Begas fec. 1868, Heinsberg, Begas Haus, 

Pan teaching a child to play the fl ute, bronze, 70 cm, London, 

The Courtauld Institute of Art, 

Pan teaching a child to play the fl ute, terracotta, 33.5 × 28 × 18 cm, 

private collection.

Reinhold Begas was born in 1831 as the son of the 

Romantic painter Carl-Joseph Begas. He started his 

artistic training in the workshop of the sculptor Ludwig 

Wilhelm Wichmann (1788–1859) and deepened his 

studies at the Royal Prussian Academy of Arts in 

Christian Daniel Rauch’s class (1777–1857). In 1856 

Begas went to Rome on a scholarship where he spent 

time in the company of the painter and draughts-

man Arnold Böcklin (1827–1901) as well as the young 

Anselm Feuerbach (1829–1880). From 1861 to 1870 

Begas divided his life between Rome, Berlin and Paris 

while at the same time teaching at the Academy of 

Arts in Weimar from 1861 to 1863. He made friends 

with Gustav Eberlin (1847–1926) in 1871 and became a 

member of the Artists’ Association of the Academy of 

Arts in Berlin. Begas and Eberlin were soon consid-

ered the most important representatives of the Berlin 

School of Sculpture, a movement born around 1785 

with Johann Gottfried Schadow (1764–1850), which 

regrouped sculptors with a common interest in realism 

and naturalism. Its members were initially infl uenced 

by the German classic ideal but confl icts such as the 

Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) slowly changed 

their artistic expression. The simplicity employed in 

the beginning had to make place for monumental 

neo-baroque representations, which better suited the 

new patriotic aspirations. 

Our terracotta is a preparatory study for the marble 

dated 1868 and showing the same subject matter.

20
r e i n h o l d  b e g a s
Berlin, 1831–Berlin, 1911

Pan teaching a child to play the fl ute
Circa 1868

Terracott a

33 × 43 × 18 cm
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p r o v e n a n c e

Etienne Annebicque thence by descent to the previous owner

Marcel Duchamp is perhaps the most signifi cant fi gure 

in twentieth and twenty-fi rst century art. His infl uence 

has reverberated through every generation, and his 

ideas and attitudes towards art and the artist have had 

a profound eff ect on the avant-garde right up to the 

present day. Whereas other giants of the period, even 

such multi-faceted artists as Picasso, stood out 

because of their facility and artistic inventiveness, 

Duchamp’s continued infl uence is because his work 

and life asked questions about the fundamental 

building blocks of art itself. 

As we might expect for such an important fi gure, 

much has been written on Duchamp, and in fact it 

becomes hard to separate the work from the theories 

and concepts that have been placed upon it. His body 

of work is not large, certainly when compared to his 

contemporaries, much of his output is held in major 

institutional collections around the world, and many 

works exist only in later reconstructed forms. 

Therefore, as a collector, the opportunities to own 

original works by Duchamp are few and far between.

Jeune Femme au Cafe Parisien is a superb example 

of Duchamp’s earliest work, and whilst at fi rst glance it 

may seem a long way from the conceptual intricacies 

of the ready-mades such Fountain or In Advance of 

the Broken Arm, it demonstrates the very particular 

humour and observational powers that would inform 

the rest of his career.

Duchamp had come to Paris in 1904 where his 

older brothers, Jacques Villon and Raymond 

Duchamp-Villon, were already living. Paris in this 

period was, like much of pre-WWI Europe, undergoing 

a great deal of social, political and industrial change, 

and the city to which Duchamp came was one that 

was already substantially diff erent to that of the 

Impressionist painters in the 1870s. Artistically, the 

rather old fashioned schools, such as the Academie 

Julian, where Duchamp enrolled in 1904, still held 

great sway, but he seems to have been more 

interested in billiards than the studio. However, 

illustrations and caricatures were still very popular 

features of the Parisian publications and thus their 

production off ered a lifeline for young artists. The 

example of Theophile Steinlen, Jean-Louis Forain and 

above all Toulouse-Lautrec in the 1890s still gave 

comic illustration a high level of respectability and 

Duchamp found such work brought him a modicum of 

success and, perhaps more importantly, introductions 

to the circles of other forward looking young artists for 

whom paid caricature and illustration work off ered a 

way to make ends meet. It was through these channels 

that Duchamp came to be familiar with Kees Van 

Dongen, Juan Gris, Louis Marcoussis, Frantisek 

Kupka, all fi gures who were to become signifi cant in 

the revolutions in art that were just ahead.

Duchamp’s own caricature work demonstrates a 

strong awareness of his world and the political and 

sexual undertones that were clearly swirling round the 

city in the early days of the twentieth century. One 

particularly dominant element in his drawings is the 

relationship between men and women, and especially 

the sense of the traditional role of woman in society 

being in a state of fl ux. His own sense of humour often 

tended towards using sexual innuendo to express such 

change, as we see in the much reproduced Femme 

Cocher (Woman Taxi Driver) of 1907 where the appar-

ently innocent image of a driverless horse-drawn taxi 

waiting outside a hotel manages to draw our attention 

to both the recently passed legislation allowing 

21
m a r c e l  d u c h a m p
Blainville – Crevon, France 1887–Neuilly-sur-Seine, 1968

Jeune femme au café Parisien
1909

Pen and ink on paper

25.5 × 22.5 cm

Dedicated, signed and dated á Etienne Annebicque, Duchamp 09

Association Marcel Duchamp Ref. 09.684D
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women to work as taxi drivers and the introduction of 

a mechanical cab meter, whilst also slyly insinuating 

that the driver of this cab could well be inside the hotel, 

perhaps collecting a diff erent kind of fare (fi g. 1).

We might initially conclude that Jeune Femme au 

Cafe Parisien is therefore a rather less risqué image 

than Femme Cocher (Woman Taxi Driver), but in fact 

to Duchamp’s audience this presentation of a stylishly 

dressed young woman sitting alone in a cafe, reading 

the paper, would have seemed strikingly modern. 

Many of Duchamp’s works of this period make refer-

ences that contemporary viewers would have seen as 

relating to the increasingly powerful calls for greater 

independence and opportunities for women in French 

society. The very suggestion that our jeunne femme is 

reading a newspaper automatically implies a wish to 

be informed, to inquire, to develop one’s own ideas. 

However, although this drawing does not have a 

narrative inscription detailing the story or theme, 

when we consider that Duchamp’s works of this type 

Fig. 1 Marcel Duchamp, Femme Cocher, 1907, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1975.428.4

frequently subvert the obvious interpretation, it is not 

diffi  cult to suppose that he may be challenging such 

assumptions. Newspapers have throughout history 

often been far from impartial sources of information, 

so the reading of such does not guarantee actual 

enlightenment as against partisan tub-thumping. In 

addition, the fact that she is alone may carry with it 

certain connotations, especially for a period where a 

woman sitting alone in a cafe would have been likely 

to raise the question of who she might be waiting for. 

His own attitude towards such modernising of women’s 

roles, as evidenced in the rather double-entendre 

tone of some of his drawings, might now seem rather 

antediluvian but it was by no means an uncommon 

one amongst artists of the time.

In both the technique and subject of Jeune Femme 

au Cafe Parisien, it is possible to see how Duchamp 

drew on the example of Toulouse-Lautrec. This 

appears especially in his use of a simple and bold line 

to create the fi gure and setting, and his carefully 
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controlled ‘spray’ eff ect, giving the fi gure a very instant 

and live feel without resorting to overwhelming details. 

The whole topic of women in bars and cafes, very 

much a regular Toulouse-Lautrec motif, was one which 

any observer of the time would thus have associated 

with the rather less than ‘respectable’ fi elds of 

theatres, revues and other artistic circles. Indeed 

the use of techniques that echoed Toulouse-Lautrec 

must have made that connection of subject matter 

immediately implicit to a contemporary eye.

Diff erent as such imagery as we have in Jeune 

Femme au Cafe Parisien might seem from Duchamp’s 

later and more famous work, it is in fact possible to 

fi nd many of the same concerns surfacing again and 

again over his career. His transformation from the 

artist of amusing caricatures to the creator of incred-

ibly forward looking works such as Nude Descending 

a Staircase, No.2 in 1912 was a swift one, but that 

sense in Jeune Femme au Cafe Parisien of presenting 

a straightforward scene and then questioning the 

obvious, of using apparently simple means to subvert 

the appearance of the everyday, was to remain a 

remarkably continuous theme in Duchamp’s art. As he 

developed his oeuvre to look harder at the very basic 

tenets of art and its meaning and signifi cance and the 

way in which it might be presented, dispersed and 

sold, we are able to recognise those same investiga-

tions being carried on in our own time. In fact, as one 

looks more and more at Duchamp’s work and thought, 

it becomes very clear that his infl uence throughout 

the twentieth century and on into the twenty-fi rst has 

been enormous. Elements of his thought and process 

appear in virtually every signifi cant art movement of 

our time, from Dada and Surrealism onwards. In the 

post-WWII period, Duchamp’s infl uence has been 

especially powerful and been both lauded and criti-

cized, but whichever viewpoint is taken, it is hard to 

ignore the pervasive nature of his approach to his 

work which resonates right through to contemporary 

practitioners such as Jeff  Koons and Damien Hirst.

Text by James Rawlin, January 2016



l i t e r at u r e

Marcilhac, Felix. Jean Dunand, Vie et Oeuvre, L’Amateur, 1991, 

colour reproduction of similar model, nr. 120, catalogue 1028 

Catalogue raisonné p. 309

Swiss sculptor and interior designer Jean Dunand was 

one of the great craftsmen of the Art Deco movement. 

He graduated from the Ecole des Arts Industriels de 

Genève in 1896. A sculptor by trade, Dunand began 

experimenting with copper in the early 1900s. In 1904 

he partially gave up sculpture to focus on his metal 

work and in that same year, the Museum of Decorative 

Arts purchased one of his copper embossed vases. 

Over the years Dunand exhibited regularly in exhibi-

tions of the salons de la Nationale des Beaux Arts and 

the salon d’Automne. In 1912 he began working with 

the Japanese artists Sougawara who had recently 

immigrated to France. Sougawara introduced Dunand 

to the craftsmanship of lacquer ware, which would 

have a signifi cant infl uence on his work. Dunand 

established a special workshop where he employed 

a large number of artists and practitioners from 

Indochina. He would experiment with traditional 

techniques and metals like copper, steel, nickel, tin, 

lead which enhanced through gold and silver inlay, 

enamelled or braided lacquer, and precious patina. 

Our vase is a beautiful example of Dunand’s tech-

nique of lacquer upon metal. The black lacquered 

metal is overlaid with a shaded gold lacquer and a 

gold coloured circular pattern. 

Two vases dated 1925 of the same design (fi gs 1 

and 2), although bigger in size, were part of the Steven 

Greenberg Collection, Masterpieces of Art Deco Sale 

on 12 December 2012 at Christie’s New York. 
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22
j e a n  d u n a n d
Lancy, Switzerland 1877–Paris, 1942

Vase
Circa 1925

Lacquered metal

13 × 9 cm

Signed Jean Dunand in red on the base

Fig. 1 Lot 5 Steven Greenberg Collection, Masterpieces 

of Art Deco Sale, 12 December 2012, Christie’s New York

Fig. 2 Lot 6 Steven Greenberg Collection, Masterpieces 

of Art Deco Sale, 12 December 2012, Christie’s New York

a c t u a l  s i z e
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noll



p r o v e n a n c e

Private collection, France

A self-taught sculptor, Alexandre Noll discovered his 

passion for wood-carving whilst stationed as an air 

force conscript in the Dardanelles during World War I. 

At this time he met Lucien Jacques, who had a wood-

carving workshop in Paris and encouraged Noll’s 

interest in the art. Noll returned from the war with 

numerous sketches and woodcuts, determined to 

pursue his newfound passion. 

Noll’s fi rst successes in the world of sculpture were 

carved umbrella handles that he inset with ivory and 

pearl, and engraved lamps, both of which he sold at 

Bon Marché. The sculptor quickly attracted the atten-

tion of established designers such as Paul Poiret and 

the shoemaker Perugia, who commissioned him to 

design decorative objects such as lamp bases and 

engraved clogs, respectively. At this time he also 

found that he was beginning to receive commissions 

from important private clients such as the Comtesse 

de Comminges. From these commercial origins Noll 

expanded his oeuvre and begin to exhibit on a grand 

scale, fi rst at the International Exhibition of 1925 

and next at the Salon des Artistes Décorateurs. He 

displayed his fi rst furniture at the Campagnie des 

Arts Francais in 1943 at the encouragement of the 

decorator Jacques Adnet. Exhibiting throughout 

Europe in cities such as Florence, Munich, Madrid, 

Vienna and London, Noll soon became a highly 

renowned sculptor and furniture maker, with presti-

gious clients such as Pierre Cardin and Francois Pinault. 

His abstract organic designs can be seen a par with 

those of other mid century abstract sculptors such as 

Henry Moore, Barbara Hepworth and Jean Arp.  

However, unlike many sculptors of the post-war 

generation, who were preoccupied with pioneering the 
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a l e x a n d r e  n o l l
Paris, 1890–Fontenay-aux-Roses, 1970

Untitled
Circa 1960

Ebony

21.5 × 10 × 4 cm

Signed A Noll

use of man-made resources and industrial design, 

carving in wood remained Noll’s sole passion. Using 

mainly direct carving techniques, his sculptures were 

often formed from a single block of wood, which he 

carved, chiselled and sanded into abstract shapes. He 

even resisted including mental accoutrements in his 

furniture design, stating, ‘Pourquoi infl iger au bois la 

blessure éternelle du fer?’. (Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll 

– Ville de Fontenay aux Roses: Histoire de familles, 

2009,p. 5.) He used a variety of woods, often travelling 

to Paris from his home in Fontenay-aux-Roses to fi nd 

rare types, such as rosewood, maple, palm and ebony 

which he crafted alongside his more standard mate-

rials of mahogany, sycamore, elm and teak. 

Noll’s great respect for trees and the wood itself 

infl uenced the shapes that he fashioned. He made 

great eff orts to use the contours of the pieces and the 

natural colours and markings in his works. He said, 

‘Je ne tue pas le bois, je lui obeis. Suivant docilement 

ses contours, ses noeuds, les moindres accidents de 

ses veines, j’en tire un oeuvre inspirée par la nature 

meme…’ (Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de 

Fontenay aux Roses: Histoire de familles, 2009, p. 4.) 

Whilst Noll did move in artistic circles, socialising 

with the likes of Jacques Adnet, Joliot Curie and 

Jean-Louis Barreau, it was his interest in mathematics, 

philosophy and music that most inspired his work. 

An accomplished musician himself, who sometimes 

accompanied the dancer Isadora Duncan, Noll was 

also friends with many literary fi gures of his day, such 

as Audiberti, Prévert and Giono. It is a description of 

Noll’s works by Audiberti that arguably best sums up 

Noll’s works. He wrote, ‘Alexandre Noll trace et polit, 

dans l’ébène et dans le noyer des cheminements où 

la pensée trouve son compte. Il fait sortir du bois, 

non le loup, mais un univers musical et mathématique 

de formes.’ (Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de 

Fontenay aux Roses: Histoire de familles, 2009,p. 8.) 
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Croix
Circa 1960

Ebony

19.5 × 8 × 5.5 cm

Signed A Noll

l i t e r at u r e

Olivier Jean-Elie and Pierre Passebon, Alexandre Noll, Paris: 

Regard, 1999, reproduced p.90

Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de Fontenay aux Roses: 

Histoire de familles, 2009

e x h i b i t e d

Berlin, Schloß Charlottenburg, ‘Alexander Noll’, 

30/6 – 27/8/2000, nr. 24

a l e x a n d r e  n o l l

Untitled
Circa 1960

Ebony

26 × 7.8 × 9 cm

Signed A Noll with partial paper label

l i t e r at u r e

Olivier Jean-Elie and Pierre Passebon, Alexandre Noll, Paris: 

Regard, 1999. P. 85 for a similar sculpture

Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de Fontenay aux Roses: 

Histoire de familles, 2009



Obélisque
Circa 1960

Ebony

22 × 9.5 × 5 cm

Signed A Noll

Dated 19/5 1970, corresponding to the date 

Noll gave Obélisque to Fumeron

p r o v e n a n c e

Collection of the French Painter René Fumeron 

l i t e r at u r e

Olivier Jean-Elie and Pierre Passebon, Alexandre Noll, Paris: 

Regard, 1999

Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de Fontenay aux Roses: 

Histoire de familles, 2009

Untitled
Circa 1960

Ebony

21 × 10 × 4.5 cm

Signed A Noll

p r o v e n a n c e

Collection of Japanese designer NIGO®                                                

Galerie Patrick Seguin, Paris France, were purchased by the previous. 

l i t e r at u r e

Olivier Jean-Elie and Pierre Passebon, Alexandre Noll, Paris: 

Regard, 1999

Odile Noll, Alexandre Noll – Ville de Fontenay aux Roses: 

Histoire de familles, 2009



p r o v e n a n c e

Given by Bonalumi to the British artist Michael Michaeledes

Michael Michaeledes collection until 2015

Agostino Bonalumi is a self-taught painter who 

turned to art after giving up his studies in technical 

and mechanic design. Early in his career as an artist 

he met Pierro Manzoni and Enrico Castellani. Sharing 

the same vision for the future of art this would be 

the beginning of experimenting with the idea of 

the artwork as an object rather than a place of 

representation. They had their fi rst group exhibition 

in Rome, Lausanne and Milan in 1958. 

Bonalumi, Manzoni and Castellani were inspired 

by art critic and philosopher Gillo Dorfl es 1966 essay 

pittura – ogetto ‘painting as object’ who founded the 

defi nition ‘objectual painting’, which for Bonalumi 

was the perfect description of his work. This aspect of 

painting as object is what Bonalumi’s work connects 

with Lucio Fontana. In the late 50’s he began 

frequenting Fontana’s studio, which would have 

a big infl uence on his work. With the cutting of the 

canvas Fontana expressed the idea that everything 

in art has been done, there is nothing more to do. 

In the repetitively cutting of the canvas he was 

neglecting the canvas as a place of representation 

and in doing so made the canvas the artwork. 

Bonalumi started elaborating on this theme 

investigating issues of space, representation and 

the canvas and to produce his fi rst ‘estrofl essioni’. 

Made from structures and frames placed at the 

back of canvases these artworks would stretch and 

deform. Bonalumi was concerned with form and how 

it appears to us and with what quality it acts upon our 

senses. For him every material has its possibilities 

of representation and development. The chosen 

material is very important and doing research is to 

him essential in the creation of an artwork. Even 

though Bonalumi’s main concern was with space, 

form and structures he considered himself a painter 

creating what he called an archetype of a new 

painting through his use of colour as a non emotive, 

non evocative element. 

The present painting can be placed in Bonalumi’s 

‘Impronte’ series. The Italian word ‘impronte’ can be 

translated as footprints or imprints. He began this 

serie around 1958/59 with footprints on paper and 

cardboard. In our painting from 1960 we see the 

imprints left behind by a circular object in diff erent 

shades of grey all over a grey painted canvas. The 

imprints are layered to such an extent that they give 

the canvas an almost structured look. The Improntes 

can be seen as the prelude to his estrofl essioni.  

Bonalumi quickly gained recognition and became 

a leading fi gure of the Italian avant-garde in the post 

war period. He participated several times in the 

Venice Biennale, fi rst in 1966, then in 1970 with a room 

to himself, and again in 1986. In 1980 the Palazzo Te 

in Mantova mounted the fi rst major retrospective of 

his work. His concern with space and representation 

would lead him into creating large-scale installation 

like Ambiente Bianco, Spazio Trattenuto e Spazio 

Invaso in 2002 for the Guggemheim in Venice. In 

2003–04 a solo exhibition of the artist’s work was 

held at the Institut of Mathildenhoë, Darmstadt 

Germany. Bonalumi continued to work developing 

his art up to the last years of his life with solo shows 

around the world. In 2013 he collaborated on the 

realisation of a major exhibition in London, which 

he unfortunately did not live to see.
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a g o s t i n o  b o n a lu m i
Vimercate, 1935–Milan, 2013

Untitled
1960

Oil and mixed media on canvas

100 × 80 cm

Signed and dated 60 on the reverse

This work is registered in the Archivio Bonalumi, 

Milano, under the number 60-010.

Fig. 1 Agostino Bonalumi and Michael Michaeledes in London in the 1970s, 

Archivio Bonalumi, Milano.
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